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Grace and Power in the Midst of Persecution
Acts 6:8-12 and 7:54-8:1
Key Idea: Stephen is the first named martyr of the Christian church. His response is a powerful example
for us today in how to live as a public witness for Jesus Christ in the public square and to stand with
those who are also facing persecution today. Testimonies of persecuted individuals that can be used as
powerful illustrations can be found at www.SpeakFreedomTexas.org.

I.

Introduction
Introduce the topic by highlighting (1) why you decided to focus on the reality of contemporary
religious persecution, (2) some of the general facts related to persecution today, and (3) a
general background to the book of Acts.
Pew Research tells notes that over 70% of the world’s population face high or very high
restrictions on their religious practice or social hostilities because of their religious convictions.
People of all faiths face persecution though Christianity is the most persecuted faith community
worldwide. Here’s the question we can ponder together:
When the crowds form, and the culture turns and the rights are reversed, how will we
as people of faith respond?

II.

The Character of Stephen: Acts 6:8-12
Read Acts 6:8. Consider:
•
What two adjectives are applied to Stephen’s life? Grace and power)
• How often do you associate those two words together? Why not?
• What words do you often associate with power? And what words with grace?
• Why does this make such a potent combination?
• Are there other examples in the Bible of individuals facing living out a public faith who
faced the persecution / opposition with grace?
• How often do you respond in your own life to persecution / opposition with grace?
Read Acts 6:8-12. Consider:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The power of words and their ability to lead to strong consequences;
What are the specific words / specific accusation leveled against Stephen?
What are the kinds of words used in the public square to describe people of faith today?
How does this impact people of faith in general and our lives in particular?
What are the words that we as people of faith use to describe the public square today,
tensions of opposition and people of other religions?
Why might it matter that “grace” be an overriding theme of the believers talk in the public
square and on social media?
How can we make our words more seasoned with grace?
What are some of the specific examples today of Christians facing persecution because of
the accusation of blasphemy?
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III.

The Witness of Stephen: Acts 7:54 – 8:1
Stephen tries to respond with truth. But for a court proceeding that began with false witnesses,
openly spoken truth would be the seal of his sentence. Read Acts 7:54 – 8:1.
The rage of the moment, the rage of emotions, ran headfirst into grace and truth. Strong words
are used to describe these religious leaders, those who moved from accusers to attackers:
furious, gnashing teeth, covered ears, yelling at the top of their voices, physically rushing,
dragging, raised and thrown stones. This is a portrait of a force intent on barreling ahead and
using their power to enforce their perspective. Are there ways in which this happens in our
culture today? Unfortunately, forces intent on maintaining their privileged position against
people of faith remains common today. Consider for example:
•

•

•

•

•

•

More than 70% of the world lives in contexts where they receive persecution for their
religious convictions. Christians are the most persecuted faith community worldwide.
Scholars believe that on average 20 individuals are martyred for their faith each day;
Christians in northern Nigeria who have been displaced from their homes by Boko Haram,
experienced the burned destruction of their crops, and forced to live for months at a time
in literal physical caves;
Christians in Iraq and Syria who have been displaced from their homes by the Islamic State
and forced to live as people without a home, without education, and without employment;
both in displacement camps inside Iraq and Syria and as refugees in neighboring countries
Both Rohingya Muslims in Myanmar as well as Karen and Kachin Christians from Myanmar
who have experienced targeted destruction, rape, military violence and extrajudicial killing
that has forced many to become refugees;
Christians in China are experiencing the most severe persecution they have faced since the
Cultural War. Thousands of churches have been damaged or defaced by the Government of
China in just the last three years. Uighur Muslims also face significant restrictions from the
Government as do Tibetan Buddhists;
Evangelical Christians in the State of Chiapas in Mexico continue to face harassment and
legal restraints for their faith convictions.

Unfortunately, while the misuse of power in general remains far too common, there are still
specific examples of “raised and thrown stones”:
•

•

In 2014, Boko Haram kidnapped 276 Chibok Government Secondary School girls in
northeastern Nigeria. They selected one young lady to be an “example” and told her that
she had to convert from Christianity, which she refused to do. Her captors took her to a
certain location outside of their camp, dug up the ground and lowered her into a hole up to
her neck. She was 18 years old, and her only crime was that she was a student who wanted
an education. The captors raised their stones and asked this teenager one more time if she
wanted to convert. Her response? She began to sing praises to Jesus. As they stoned her,
the last words on her lips were praise songs to Jesus. The stones were released and she fell
asleep while the songs of praise were lifted.
In Eritrea, a university student name Semere shared his experience after escaping and
becoming a refugee in Ethiopia. Eritrea has an atheist government that remains firmly
committed to limiting all religions including both Christianity and Islam. In Semere’s first
year of college, a group of Christians met to pray. Once after six individuals had met in a
private home for prayer, they went outside and were surprised to discover that a mob had
gathered and been waiting for them in a nearby field. As Semere and the group exited the
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home, the mob began to accost them. They began throwing stones at them. While most of
my group tried to run away, Semere was hit on the back of his head by a stone, and lay
there seriously bleeding in an open field from 7 P.M. until 1 A.M. Eventually, he was able to
get up and go for help. In his words, “Sadly, I was the only man in that group to survive the
stoning mostly unscathed. One of the young men became mentally ill after the stoning. This
event lead the college to dismiss me for a year because of my Christian beliefs.”
To be clear this is not about singling out any one religion. All religions have the capacity to
persecute and all religions have the capacity to live in peace. There are places in the world
where Christians are the persecutors. And today there are Muslims in China and in Myanmar
who are among some of the most persecuted. This is often not about religion but about power.
Which is why it is so critical, when Christians are in positions of power, that before them is the
model of Stephen – one who combined power with public grace. Consider:
•
•
•

IV.

Are there ways in which this may or may not be descriptive of our own engagement in
places of power (family, school, community, work place, government, society)?
Are there instances in historical or contemporary instances when Christians have not held
power in grace?
Why might this be the case? How can we guard against it?

Lessons We Can Learn From Stephen: Acts 7:54 – 8:1
This passage also highlights that far from being passive actors who need our help, many who
have been persecuted have incredible lessons to teach us. Six possible lessons emerge:
A. Lesson One: Lean into a witness of public presence modeled by grace.
Grace and power remain an unusual combination as evidenced in the fact that this is the
only place in all of the New Testament where this unique combination is found. Why is that
the case?
The story of Stephen really begins with his commitment to combat hunger in his
community. Ultimately it was his service to those who were hungry in the name of Jesus
that leads to this confrontation. Consider:
•

What would happen if we began to meet the physical needs of others?

•
•
•

How did Stephen use his skillset to become a blessing to his city?
Even in the face of opposition did Stephen disengage from his culture or city?
How should the believer respond when faced with false stories and resistance for their
commitment to using their skills and passions as servants in the public community who
are meeting real needs?

B. Lesson Two: Lean into a vision of the Kingdom of God.
Read Acts 7:55. At this critical juncture, what did Stephen’s eyes see? When faced with
opposition, what do our eyes and our focus often see?
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How does Stephen’s actions correspond to contemporary understandings of taking actions
with safety nets? How should the believer define victory?
There are instances when the Lord, in his understanding, choose to bring about physical
healing, physical salvation, or complete safety. Sometimes, the Lord, in his understanding,
does not. Stephen did not experience this world rescue. Does this mean he did not
experience “victory”? How does this understanding of victory help us live with courage and
boldness in our public witness and in our engagement with the persecuted today?
C. Lesson Three: Lean into grace, joy and the fruits of the Spirit more broadly.
Stephen’s body might have been physically dragged but his sprit refused to be pulled down.
What about his witness continued to enrage his attackers? How does this help us
understand how true power is defined? What does it mean to be a witness who leans into
grace, joy and the fruits of the Spirit even in the face of opposition?
D. Lesson Four: Lean into an active prayer engagement.
Stephen was a proactive participant through this entire process. He did not surrender. He
leaned into an active prayer engagement. What is the immediate context of Stephen’s last
words (Acts 7:59)? In this context, what were Stephen’s last words (Acts 7:59-60)? Does this
prayer and its implications define our approach and our actions? What are the implications
if it is or is not representative of our life, witness and engagement?
E. Lesson Five: Lean into the reality that the Holy Spirit changes hearts.
This lesson is more implied than stated explicitly. Only two individuals are named in this
text, Stephen, and who else? Consider:
•
•
•
•

F.

What does it mean that the names of the aggressors are lost to history?
What does it mean that the one whose heart was changed is remembered?
At this point in the story, how would today’s social media, talk culture and 24 hour
news cycle have characterized Saul?
What might it mean that the economy of the Kingdom there is always an opportunity
for a changed heart?

Lesson Six: Lean into the reality that you can stand with the persecuted.
Individuals who have experienced persecution are not perfect. People are people. We
should not idealize those who have had these experiences. But what we do see in this
passage those who stood on behalf of the persecuted. Acts 8:2 indicates that there were
individuals who were willing to come and publicly collect Stephen’s body and thus identify
themselves with the one who had been killed in front of those who had done the killing. Are
we willing to do the same for those around the world who are experiencing physical death
for their faith?
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V.

Conclusion: A Call to Action
In this text there are three kinds of leaders:
•
•
•

Stephen – Sought to live a leadership that infused power and grace.
Religious and Cultural Leaders – Filled with a self-power, a stone-filled power, and followed
the rage of the moment, the rage of emotions.
Unnamed leaders who used their private lives to identify with and stand with the one who
had been killed for his faith.

Which of these kinds of leaders describe us?
What are some first steps we could take today to be a leader who stands with the persecuted?
Among others we could:
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Commit to pray regularly for those facing persecution and their families;
Generate more awareness by signing up for Alerts that highlight these realities and that are
often overlooked in many media coverages (recommended source: www.21wilberforce.org
with sign up at the top; or even consider having a simple sign-up form at the end of each
row that could be passed down so that members can elect in and then mail that form to the
21st Century Wilberforce Initiative for manual input);
Give to support organizations actively working in this area (suggested amount: $21 per
month through www.21wilberforce.org can make a significant difference);
Act as a voice multiplier by regularly posting about the reality of persecution to your social
media accounts;
Go on a mission trip to a country where persecution remains real;
If you are a student learn more by choosing this topic for a research project;
Enhance religious freedom in your immediate area by inviting someone of another faith to
your home for dinner and shared conversation;
Reach out to refugees in your area and build an intentional friendship;
Encourage your elected representatives to prioritize these issues and to demonstrate that
priority by tasking one of their staff to track international religious freedom issues (visit
www.IRFscorecard.org to download a free scorecard that grades each Senator and
Congressmen on the degree to which their votes support this area);
Volunteer your background specialty such as: legal, research, teaching, micro-finance, small
business or medical.

When the crowds form, the fists are clenched, the stones are raised, and the culture reverses
rights: how will we respond?
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