
“Persecution Rises” 
(Acts 8:1-3)   

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  Last week, Stephen brought the application of his message home to the Council:   
a.  He told them they were just like their fathers.   

(i)  Their fathers had persecuted and killed the prophets who announced the 
coming of the Messiah, and they had persecuted and killed the Messiah 
Himself.   

(ii)  They had prided themselves so much on their faithfulness to the Law, but 
they had done nothing but break it:   
(a)  Isn’t the greatest commandment to love the Lord your God with all your 

heart, mind, soul and strength?   
(b)  They hadn’t kept that command:  they hated and killed their Lord when 

He offered Himself to them in human flesh/as the Mediator.   
(c)  You see how it’s possible to convince yourself that you love the Lord and 

are actually serving Him, when in reality it’s just the opposite?   
(d)  They also hadn’t loved their neighbor as themselves:  Not only were they 

shutting the kingdom of God to themselves, they were shutting others out 
of it, through their persecution and slander of those serving Christ.   

 
b.  And all this because they were stiff-necked and uncircumcised of heart and ears.   

(i)  The circumcision of their flesh was to be a witness to them:   
(a)  Of their need to circumcise their hearts – to love the Lord and submit from 

the heart to His commands.   
(b)  And of their need to circumcise their ears – to have them open, listening 

to His Word so that they might immediately submit to it.   
 

(ii)  But they rejected these things, and in doing so rejected the Lord Himself.    
 

2.  When they heard this, they were incensed:   
a.  Whether it was by way of conviction, or because they convinced themselves that 

these charges were false, we don’t know.   
b.  But they rushed on Stephen, drove him out of the city, and stoned him to death.   
 

3.  But Stephen was not forsaken by His Lord – He is with His saints in good times, but 
especially in difficult times.   
a.  The heavens were opened before him.   
b.  He saw Jesus standing at the right hand of God, ready to come to His aid, ready 

to receive him.   
c.  The Lord not only gave him this beatific vision to comfort and strengthen him – 

that this was his homecoming, which also incensed his enemies all the more – but 
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He also gave him His Holy Spirit  that he might die in a way that would be 
honoring to Him – by praying for his enemies.   

d.  As he was dying he prayed as his Lord had when He was crucified, “Lord, do not 
hold this sin against them!” and then he died as his Lord, falling asleep – bodily 
death – while his soul went to be with Jesus in glory.   

 
B.  Preview:  At this point, we see things begin to turn, humanly speaking, from bad to 

worse.   
1.  Persecution begins to escalate against the church.   

a.  The unbelieving Jews are not content with one death, they want more.   
b.  The killing of Stephen was like the opening of the floodgates – once you kill one, 

it’s easier to kill another.   
 

2.  But we also see positive results:  the church is strengthened and encouraged by 
Stephen’s death.   
a.  We see this in that there are those who have the courage to take him away and 

bury him:  and that in the face of very severe persecution.   
b.  And the church is helped on the way to fulfilling its commission – the disciples 

are scattered throughout Judea and Samaria, preaching the Word wherever they 
go.   

 
3.  This morning, we’ll see three things:   

a.  First, the effects of Stephen’s death.   
b.  Second, the escalating persecution against the church.   
c.  Finally, the positive results that the Lord brings through the persecution.   

 
II.  Sermon.   

A.  First, let’s consider how Stephen’s death affected the church and the world.  What we 
see is exactly what Jesus also said would be the result of His departure:  “Truly, truly, I 
say to you, that you will weep and lament, but the world will rejoice; you will grieve, 
but your grief will be turned into joy” (John 16:20).   
1.  There were those who mourned:   

(i)  Stephen was mourned by devout men, who knew and felt the loss of a brother 
and fellow worker in Christ’s kingdom.   

(ii)  They gathered him up, gave him a proper burial, and grieved over his loss.   
(a)  We should always grieve the loss of any of our brethren in this world, not 

just for our sakes – because we miss them – but for the sake of the work yet to 
be done.   

(b)  We should especially grieve when the Lord removes those servants who have 
done a great deal to advance His kingdom.   

(c)  Even though there are many today who prefer division to reconciliation, and 
though there are many different denominations of Christians, we should still 
love, care and be concerned for one another as brethren.   

(d)  The command to love one another and to seek to preserve the peace and 
unity of the church doesn’t apply just to each denomination, but to the body of 
Christ as a whole.   
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(e)  So then let’s mourn the fall or the loss of our brethren and not rejoice over it; 
showing that we have the heart of our Lord.   

(f)  It would have been sad if the church hadn’t mourned Stephen or if a Jewish 
Christian didn’t because Stephen was a Gentile.   

 
2.  But there were also those who rejoiced:   

(i)  Especially Saul, who was in hearty agreement in putting him to death.   
(ii)  He was hoping this would squash Christianity.   
(iii)  Paul may have asked Luke to record this information – he probably at least 

received it from him – because Paul wanted the world to know his shame but 
God’s grace.   

(iv)  He did not reluctantly consent, but strongly desired Stephen’s death.   
(v)  It’s one thing to do evil, it’s quite another to delight in it or do it greedily.   
 

3.  There were those who were mourning his death and those who were rejoicing over 
it, but we’ll see in a moment that his death also brought about an opportunity for the 
church to rejoice.   
a.  If he had remained, he would have labored to advance the cause of Christ.   
b.  But dying, he would advance it as well.   

 
B.  Second, we see the escalating persecution against the church.  Their murder of Stephen 

opened the floodgate.  Once you’ve made the decision to kill one, to harm the rest is 
not as difficult.   
1.  Obviously, at the time, all were unaffected by Stephen’s prayer.   

a.  Their minds weren’t changed and certainly not their hearts.   
b.  Perhaps because they didn’t see God doing anything about this, their hearts were 

strengthened to do evil:   
(i)  But God actually did punish them then for their sins by not restraining their 

evil.   
(ii)  By continuing to hate and persecuted God’s people, they would be storing up 

wrath for themselves in the Day of Judgment.   
(iii)  Sometimes we think God’s punishment is coming on this nation and fail to 

realize it’s already here:  our hardness of heart, immorality and atheism are all 
indicators.   

 
c.  Perhaps this persecution was also fueled by increasing boldness on the part of the 

disciples.   
(i)  They saw the powerful testimony of Stephen’s life and death; certainly it 

must have affected them.   
(ii)  Seeing others who are willing to pay the ultimate price for their love for 

Christ can embarrass and shame us if we’ve been standing in the shadows for 
fear of our own lives and well-being.   

(iii)  It can also provoke us to press forward with greater boldness, because it’s 
encouraging to see someone who is willing to go this far in their service to 
Christ (consider the English and Scottish martyrs).   
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2.  For whatever reason, persecution increased against the church in Jerusalem.   
a.  Our Lord told us it would be this way:   

(i)  He said through the apostle Paul, “Indeed, all who desire to live godly in 
Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Tim. 3:12).   

(ii)  John tells us that we should not be surprised if the world hates us (1 John 
3:13).   

(iii)  Jesus said, “A disciple is not above his teacher, nor a slave above his master.  
It is enough for the disciple that he become like his teacher, and the slave like 
his master.  If they have called the head of the house Beelzebul, how much 
more will they malign the members of his household!” (Matt. 10:24-25).   

(iv)  Jesus even indicated that Jerusalem above all others had and would continue 
to persecute His church:   
(a)  “Jerusalem, Jerusalem, who kills the prophets and stones those who are 

sent to her!” (Matt. 23:37).   
(b)  “Therefore, behold, I am sending you prophets and wise men and scribes; 

some of them you will kill and crucify, and some of them you will scourge 
in your synagogues, and persecute from city to city” (v. 34).   

 
b.  Many were probably executed during this time:  When Paul testified before 

Agrippa, he said, “So then, I thought to myself that I had to do many things 
hostile to the name of Jesus of Nazareth.  And this is just what I did in Jerusalem; 
not only did I lock up many of the saints in prisons, having received authority 
from the chief priests, but also when they were being put to death I cast my vote 
against them” (Acts 26:9-10).   
(i)  Paul, at this time, was one of the most aggressive persecutors:  “But Saul 

began ravaging the church, entering house after house, and dragging off men 
and women, he would put them in prison” (v. 3).   

(ii)  He did all in his power to destroy it.   
(iii)  He entered house after house where he believed there were Christians.   
(iv)  Those he found, he took away to prison to await trial.   
(v)  Notice he also took the women:  he had no compassion for any.   
(vi)  He tried to get some of them to blaspheme:  “And as I punished them often 

in all the synagogues, I tried to force them to blaspheme; and being furiously 
enraged at them, I kept pursuing them even to foreign cities” (26:11).   

(vii)  And as we’ve seen, he desired the death penalty for all who would not turn.   
(viii)  This is what the darkness wants to do to the light.  Should it surprise us 

then that the world will hate those who seek to live as Christ told us to live 
and to tell them what Christ gave us to tell them?   

 
C.  Finally, we see the positive results the Lord brought through this persecution.   

1.  We’ve already considered how Stephen’s death encouraged others to stand up for 
Christ.   
a.  There were some not ashamed of him, not afraid of exposing themselves to their 

enemies for the sake of their brother – like the three who broke through the 
enemy lines to get a drink from the well at Bethlehem for David (2 Sam. 23:15-
16).   
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b.  They came and took him away, buried him, and mourned over him, knowing that 
to do so would expose them to possible arrest and execution.   

c.  But they didn’t care:  they wanted to honor their brother who had faithfully 
served Christ even to death.   

 
2.  But second, the persecution also resulted in the further spread of the Gospel.   

a.  They were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria, except the apostles who 
stayed in Jerusalem.   
(i)  Jesus had told them that when they were persecuted in one city, they should 

flee to the next (Matt. 10:23).   
(ii)  They were not bound to stand and wait for execution.   
(iii)  But if, in the Providence of God, they could not escape it, they were to bear 

up under it by God’s grace, even as Stephen had.   
 

b.  Notice they fled to Judea:   
(i)  The area where persecution was not as bad as it was in Jerusalem.   
(ii)  After Saul completed his work in Jerusalem, he would begin to reach out to 

these other areas to put an end to Christianity, as we’ve seen.   
(iii)  But remember, our Lord said that once His work was done in Jerusalem – 

which it now was – they were to go into Judea and Samaria, and then to the 
uttermost parts of the earth (Acts 1:7-8).   

(iv)  Persecution should not drive us away from our work, but it may change our 
location and sometimes the way we approach it.   

 
c.  The apostles, on the other hand, were protected by God and allowed to stay in 

Jerusalem for some time, that they might still serve Him there, as we’ll see in the 
following chapters.   
(i)  They were commanded to go into all the world (Matt. 28:18), but they stayed 

in Jerusalem for now – later they would go.   
(ii)  This should remind us that the work wasn’t theirs alone:  the Lord was also 

working to advance His kingdom through these others.   
(iii)  The Great Commission is really the work of the whole church, not just the 

twelve or the early church alone.   
(iv)  Since the Gospel has come to us, since God has saved us through His Son, 

we have our part to play as well.   
(v)  As we consider the call Jesus has on our lives, let’s be renewed in our zeal – 

not to fear persecution, but to do what is in our power to do to advance the 
cause of Christ.   

(vi)  Let’s also prepare to come to the Table to gain additional help through His 
Spirit to do this.   

(vii)  This evening we’ll see one of the results of this persecution and dispersal of 
the disciples was that life was brought to the Samaritans through the Gospel.  
Amen.   


