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Sermon for the Feast of Saint Stephen, Martyr (Sunday after Christmas), 26 December 2021 
Mr. Nicholas Saulnier, Postulant 

at Saint George’s Anglican Church, Parish of Moncton 
Lesson: Acts 7:55-60    Gospel: Matthew 23:34-39 

 
 

Behold, I see the heavens opened, and the Son of Man standing on the right hand of God. 
Acts 7:56 

 

I speak to you in the name of the ✠ Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Amen. 
 

 
Today, I am reminded of the Christmas carol: “Good King Wenceslas looked out, on the 

Feast of Stephen.” Christians have kept the Feast of Stephen on the 26th of December for 

centuries. As far as I can tell, the 26th of December was chosen because relics of Stephen were 

brought to the Abbey of the Dormition in Jerusalem on that day in the year 415. But, above all, 

there is the most important question: why does the Church keep the feast of the first martyr, 

Stephen, the day after Christmas? 

It seems odd, doesn’t it? Only yesterday, we started our celebration of the Incarnation, 

the coming down of God to dwell among us in the person of Jesus. We are in the midst of a 

celebration of birth – of life – of new life. Now, today, here we are square in the face of death 

once again. Not only is it just death, but it is a rather terrible death. Stephen is hauled outside 

the city gates of Jerusalem and stoned to death, thus becoming the first Christian martyr – the 

first recorded person to die for faith in Christ. Let’s take a brief detour to read what the book of 

Acts tells us about Stephen. 

Firstly, Stephen was what was called a Hellenistic Jew. He was a part of the Jewish 

diaspora. He grew up outside of the Holy Land and was well-versed in the language and 
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customs of the Greeks. He was Jewish, but still was a different kind of Jew than those born and 

raised in Jerusalem. He and his fellow diaspora Jews found themselves in Jerusalem. 

Now, following the events of Pentecost, as the Church in Jerusalem was building up and 

converts were coming to faith in Christ, Acts 2 tells us that a type of fund was established: 

“They would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had 

need.”1 Further in Acts 4, we read, “32 Now the whole group of those who believed were of 

one heart and soul, and no one claimed private ownership of any possessions, but everything 

they owned was held in common. 33 With great power the apostles gave their testimony to the 

resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and great grace was upon them all. 34 There was not a needy 

person among them, for as many as owned lands or houses sold them and brought the 

proceeds of what was sold. 35 They laid it at the apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to each as 

any had need.”2 Essentially, the Church had a pot – everybody sold their things, the money was 

put in the pot, and the money in the pot was distributed so that the poor were cared for. 

Here is where Stephen comes in. The Hellenists complained to the Hebrews that their 

widows were being neglected, and the Twelve Apostles, citing the importance of their own 

work, told the people to elect seven from among them to serve and distribute the pot. These 

seven (Stephen was one of them) were set apart by prayer and by laying on of hands, and were 

set to work for the community. These seven were the first of the “deacons” – a derivation from 

the Greek word diákonos, which roughly means “servant” or “minister”. 

 
1 Acts 2:45 (NRSV) 
2 Acts 4:32-35 
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Stephen was notable, and was “full of grace and power, [and he] did great wonders and 

signs among the people.”3 He spoke with authority and had the “wisdom of the spirit.”4 This, 

undoubtedly, led to jealousy and suspicion among the Jerusalem elite. Before long, he was 

accused of blasphemy – the chief crime of the Jews – and was hauled in front of the Sanhedrin, 

the highest court in Jerusalem which dealt with offences under the law of Moses. Here, in the 

court, Stephen spoke a fiery speech condemning the unjust and ungodly practices in Jerusalem. 

He angered all those present and caused a great stir. Filled with the Spirit, he looked up to 

heaven, and there he saw Jesus at the right hand of God. When he described his vision out 

loud, the people listening covered their ears because he was speaking blasphemy. They hauled 

him outside the city gates, and stoned him to death. “While they were stoning Stephen, he 

prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” 60 Then he knelt down and cried out in a loud voice, 

“Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” When he had said this, he fell asleep.”5 One of the 

witnesses to this, Acts tells us, who remembered this moment, was none other than Saul – who 

later writes to us as the Apostle Paul. 

This is the story of Stephen. I encourage you all to go into the book of Acts and read 

chapters 6 and 7 for more detail. The question remains, though: why does the Church celebrate 

the first martyr – a death – the day after Christmas? 

In this, I am drawn to think about martyrdom itself. What is a martyr? On martyr’s days, 

we dress the Church in red – the colour of flame, but also the colour of blood. On martyr’s days 

we acknowledge openly that blood was spilled for Christ. Henry Liddon, an English priest and 

 
3 Acts 6:8 
4 Acts 6:10 
5 Acts 7:59-60. 
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scholar of the 19th century said, “the idea of martyrdom as the highest form of moral courage, 

as the crowning achievement of a noble life, is a creation of Christianity. It grew out of the idea 

of the inviolate sanctity of truth; and this, again, was based on the conviction that God had 

indeed spoken to the world by His Son, and that man, in consequence, really possesses a truth 

which is worth costly sacrifices.”6  

This truth is precisely that which we celebrated yesterday – on Christmas. Fully divine 

God took upon himself full humanity and walked among us, taught among us, died for us, and 

rose again. This is the Gospel truth, the reason why we all sit in these seats today (whether you 

realize it or not). This was the truth for which St. Stephen and countless others since him have 

died for. This was the truth seen as blasphemous to the Jews on more than one occasion! Jesus 

himself was charged with blasphemy for his talk of God’s kingdom and eternal life. 

Articulating and believing in this truth was in itself a dangerous thing for the followers of 

Christ. It was dangerous within Christ’s lifetime, and many Biblical persons came to be at odds 

with the ruling class for professing this truth. In the days following the crucifixion, Jesus’s 

disciples hid themselves away for fear that they would be next. Many of them would later, in 

fact, be put to death for their faith and profession of Christ, but not before the Gospel spread 

like a wildfire through the nations. In the face of persecution over the next few centuries, the 

Christian martyr came to be a powerful symbol for the faithful – someone who suffered out of 

extreme love. When Christians were under threat, they could look to these fine examples of 

“holy living” and take comfort that God could use their suffering too as a tool to spread the 

Gospel to those who witnessed the event. This is true even in Stephen’s case, for one of the 

 
6 Henry Liddon, “The First Martyr” (1874), a sermon in Christmastide Sermons, 169. 
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witnesses of his death was the young Saul – later to become a chief persecutor of the Church 

himself – only to have his heart turned by Jesus on the road to Damascus and become the great 

Apostle to the Gentiles. To this day, the example of the martyrs give us pictures and stories of 

incredible feats of God’s might and grace in the midst of these terrible, tragic circumstances. In 

all, the act of dying a martyr is a supreme act of love. 

I should point out, though, that one does not choose to become a martyr. For when one 

chooses this path, we no longer are giving ourselves fully in God’s hands but instead are taking 

this path for our own self-satisfaction. No, Stephen did not wake up one day and decide he was 

to die for Christ. We are told instead that he was empowered by the Spirit with the gift of 

speeches and performed miracles. He was chosen and empowered by God to be an example 

and leader in his community. There was a purpose for his life, which was not known to anyone 

until after his life had ended. He did not ask to die, but instead remained steadfast in his 

denunciation of temple-worship and insisted that Jesus fulfilled the obligations under the old 

law. He insisted that the divisions imposed by the ruling class no longer had a place in the new 

order of the post-Pentecost Church. For Stephen, even daring to say the name of Jesus in front 

of the Sanhedrin so soon after the crucifixion infuriated them. When Stephen looked up to 

heaven and saw Jesus at God’s right hand, he told the court what he saw. How DARE he say this 

man who was killed on a cross sits at God’s right hand! This is blasphemy in the highest order. 

Those present at the trial were enraged and immediately put him to death. But Stephen, now 

knowing that what he was doing was for the Glory of God, asked forgiveness for his murderers. 

He now knew that his suffering was an act of love – that his death was being used for a higher 

purpose. 



 6 

Commemorating the first martyr the day after Christmas, then, has a very powerful 

significance to it, for these days both recall acts of ultimate love. “The love, then, that brought 

Christ down from heaven to earth, lifted Stephen from earth to heaven”7 says St. Fulgentius. On 

Christmas Day, we are reminded of that love God has for the world. So much love that he sent 

his only begotten Son to the end that all who believe in him should not perish, but have eternal 

life.8 Stephen was the first martyr, the first one who in an act of extreme love for the Lord gave 

up his own life. St. Fulgentius goes on to say that “Christ our Lord…set up for us this ladder of 

love, and by it every Christian can climb to heaven.” The love Stephen also felt from Our Lord in 

his apparition in the sky overcame the ferocity of the trial he had just endured. He knew he was 

in the hands of the saviour. And as a final act of love, he prayed for his murderers. Stephen’s 

love for those he served – for the widows of the Church in Jerusalem whom he fought for – for 

those who tried him, for Christ, and for those who killed him fulfilled a heavenly purpose. 

This love of St. Stephen and the example he gave us all is what we commemorate today, 

though is often overshadowed by the celebration of our Lord’s birth. Later on in his own 

reflection about St. Stephen, Henry Liddon wrote the following:  

In our measure, we can all suffer something, however comparatively trivial, for the 
Divine Cause among men. And this capacity is the true force of the Church; the reserve 
force on which she falls back in times of discouragement or trial. The eloquence of 
endurance is the most persuasive and the most lasting of her gifts; and every man, 
woman, or child, who is a servant of Christ, may by God’s grace have a share in it.9 
 

While St. Stephen paid the ultimate sacrifice, death, for his faith, we do not need to go to such 

extremes in order to model that kind of love in our lives. “In our measure, we can all suffer 

 
7 St. Fulgentius of Ruspe, “Sermon 3,1-3.5-6” in From the Fathers to the Churches, 114. 
8 John 3:16 
9 Liddon, 170. 
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something, however comparatively trivial, for the Divine Cause…” It is true that we all live in a 

world of convenience, whether we admit it to ourselves or not. Though there are days I want to 

throw it in the garbage, we live in a world where my watch can vibrate on my wrist to remind 

me about my “to do” list for the day, or remind me to stand up at least once every hour. But 

even in this world of invasive convenience, I would be remiss if I didn’t address the 

inconvenient elephant in the room for nearly the last two years – the global COVID pandemic. 

While, granted, this is not the same as what St. Stephen went through, are not the 

inconveniences of the last nearly two years, in some measure, a “comparatively trivial” 

suffering for the Divine Cause? No matter what our opinions are about it, there can be little 

doubt that we’ve all been inconvenienced by it. It’s been stressful, exhausting, and downright 

annoying trying to navigate all that has been thrown at us. (In Toronto, for example, singing had 

been outright banned this entire time until the beginning of December, and after a few short 

weeks it seems likely that it will be banned again before long – who would have thought!) But 

this is what Liddon is getting at: because our Saviour suffered for us all, and because we have 

the example of the martyrs, like Stephen, before us to see suffering on our behalf, Christians 

are acutely aware about suffering. So, when hard times befall us (and they always do, as the 

pandemic is a prime example), the Church has the resilience to see the hard times for what 

they are, but also in context of what has gone before us. We know what immense actions of 

love have gone before us, we are reminded year after year of the immeasurable love that has 

saved us all from eternal damnation. It is our duty and great privilege to be carriers of this love 

to those around us, especially in dark and fearful times such as these. 
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So while I am not here to tell you that you should go be stoned to death, I am calling for 

you to see the acts of God’s love in the world around us in the midst of suffering and pain. Like 

Stephen, sometimes this is only clear at the end when the dust has settled or the clouds part 

open. In the midst of our suffering, however trivial, at the hands of others, we are called to 

extend to them God’s grace as our Collect reminds us this morning: that we may look up with 

faith and see the Glory revealed to us. So, as a new round of restrictions are imposed on us 

tomorrow, let us go forth with charity and with love. We are not called to chastise or hate, but 

instead to be gracious. As the Church, our mission continues to serve the needy of this 

community and be open as a house of prayer so that Christ may be known in all we say and all 

that we do for others. 

Our Saviour’s birth in Bethlehem, which we continue to commemorate for the next 11 

days, and his entire life, death, and resurrection changed the world then and continues to 

change the world now. In response to this impeccable change, St. Stephen defended the truth 

of the Gospel to the point of his own death. May all of our lives, whether they be short or long, 

be open to God that he might use us for his purposes and allow His grace and love to shine 

through. 

Let us pray: 

GRANT, O Lord, that in all our sufferings here upon earth, for the testimony of thy 
truth, we may stedfastly look up to heaven, and by faith behold the glory that shall be 
revealed; and, being filled with the Holy Spirit, may learn to love and bless our 
persecutors, by the example of thy first Martyr Saint Stephen, who prayed for his 
murderers to thee, O blessed Jesus, who standest at the right hand of God to succour 

all those that suffer for thee, our only Mediator and Advocate. Amen.10 

 
10 Collect for St. Stephen, Book of Common Prayer, 108. 


