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June 28, 2015 

Acts 7:51-8:3    Seeing who our Enemies are 

 

Everyone would have been surprised to see Stephen. He was supposed 

to be somewhere else. He was supposed to be a deacon helping the 

widows. He was supposed to be a table setter and a dishwasher. He 

wasn’t supposed be preaching or arguing about who Jesus was. 

Everyone expected to see the apostles doing that. James and John and 

Peter, THEY were supposed to be the ones debating with the religious 

leaders. Not Stephen. Not a deacon like him. But look, here he is, having 

a religious argument with some of the biggest Jewish muckety-mucks. 

Look at him, saying powerful things, daring things, accusing those 

Jewish leaders of not seeing Jesus like they should, as the Messiah, the 

Son of God, the fulfillment of Hebrew scripture. They didn’t see Jesus 

for who he was. Instead the religious leaders saw Jesus as a threat. They 

saw him as an enemy. They saw him as a problem to be handed over to 

the Romans and crucified. 

The religious leaders didn’t see Jesus for who he was. So Stephen tries 

to open their eyes. He tries to make them understand. But sometimes, 
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you just can’t do that. You can’t make people see. You can’t open their 

eyes. And calling them stiff-necked and uncircumsized probably doesn’t 

help; it just makes them mad. And Stephen makes those religious leaders 

mad. He makes those leaders so angry they can’t think straight. They 

can’t see straight. They grab him and drag him out of the city and they 

stone him to death.  

And that’s when we see a young man named Saul. He is watching the 

coats of the angry mob. He is watching what is happening to Stephen 

and he approves of it. When he looks at these followers of Jesus, he is 

disgusted and offended. He does not like them. And from this point on, 

he will arrest as many of them as he can. Saul is a bad guy. And we have 

no reason to think he won’t always be a bad guy. We have no reason to 

think that one day this enemy will be a friend. That one day instead of 

being against Jesus, he will be for Jesus. We wouldn’t know it just by 

looking at him. Because right now, he is Saul. He looks like an enemy. 

He is opposed to Jesus and all of Jesus’ disciples. And this is where we 

begin our summer Sunday morning Vacation Bible School. Thinking 

about how we see the world and how we see others. We have Stephen, a 
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dishwasher who turns out to be an evangelist. We have devout religious 

leaders who turn out to be not so devoted to God’s love. And we have 

Saul, a Pharisee who sees God one way and one way only, but who will 

soon see everything differently because of Jesus Christ. 

 

We begin the story of Saul at a very upsetting moment when Stephen is 

arrested. We begin with fighting and hostility and anger--so much anger. 

It’s hard to begin things here. It’s hard to start with anger. Because anger 

so often stops us from seeing things clearly. Maybe you can think of a 

time when you were angry.  I mean, really angry. So angry that you 

couldn’t think straight or see straight. So angry that you flew off the 

handle and lost control of yourself. Can you remember a time like that? 

When you were so angry, or so frustrated, or hurt, or offended. So angry 

your blood felt like hot, boiling magma. Look out, because you felt like 

you were about to blow.  

How many of us have ever felt like that? Do you remember what it was 

were you so angry about? 
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I remember feeling like that. It was one day in gym class in elementary 

school. We were standing in line, getting ready to go back to our 

classroom and Kristi Cooper hit me from behind with her gym shoes. I 

turned around to give her a look, but she wasn’t paying attention. I 

turned back around and she hit me again. So I said very loudly and 

clearly, STOP IT! But Kristi was not listening in all the loud yacky-yack 

of our chatter. And a third time, her shoes hit me in the back. And boy, I 

had had it. I turned around and I gave Kristi a wallop right across the 

face. And for a second I felt better, but that feeling was replaced very 

quickly by regret. I knew instantly it was the wrong thing to do. I felt 

terrible. I knew I was going to get in trouble. I don’t remember if I did. 

But I do remember the power of that anger. I remember the frustration 

and rage boiling over. I remember that feeling that ‘I’ve taken what I can 

takes, and I can’t takes no more.’ 

It seems that Saul and the religious leaders are that angry at Stephen. I 

wonder why. I wonder, why do you think they are so very angry at 

Stephen? 

Offensive. Wrong. Blasphemous. Insulting to God. Insulting to them. 
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Maybe Saul and the religious leaders felt afraid. Maybe they felt 

threatened. Maybe they felt scared of people making them do things they 

didn’t want to do.  They were surrounded by the Romans and Gentiles 

and a whole world that did not think like they did. There were so many 

enemies around them. So many enemies. 

Sometimes we can only see our enemies around us. We can only see 

what is wrong or bad or offensive in the world. We are worried. We are 

hurt. We are afraid. Things are getting more different by the day and 

none of those differences seem good. And then you have those people 

like Stephen saying that we don’t see. We don’t understand. We’ve got 

it all wrong. God is doing things differently. That we don’t need the old 

traditions or the old temples or churches or the old laws. Jesus gives us a 

new way to look at the world. With hope and grace. With dignity for all 

of humanity. That goodness is stronger than evil. And love is stronger 

than hate. And that resurrection is just waiting to happen all around us. 

But the old ways must die. Our old selves must die in order for it to 

happen.  
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I wonder if I can understand Stephen’s message. I wonder if I can see it 

any better than Saul or the other religious leaders.  

 

Stephen was just supposed to be helping with the widows. He was just a 

deacon, anointed to serve the poor in Jerusalem, not to preach or to have 

debates about God. But somehow, he ends up before the religious courts. 

And he can’t stop talking --he won’t stop talking-- about what he has 

seen and what he understands. “Look!, he says in the middle of his trial. 

I see the heavens opened and the Son of Man standing at the right hand 

of God.” And I wonder what it was like to see that. For a table setter and 

a dishwasher to see God with such clarity. I wonder what it was like to 

have a vision like that. 

 

But Stephen was the only one who saw it. No one else. Not the religious 

leaders. Not Saul. They do not see what is above. They see the threat 

right in front of them. An enemy. And Saul watches the violence unfold. 

He quietly approves of what is happening. He doesn’t pick up a stone 

himself. He does not throw any rocks at Stephen. He sees. He watches. 
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He observes Stephen’s murder. He doesn’t help with it, but he approves 

of it. I wonder if there are times when we see violence, and yet do 

nothing. Our when our silence might even be seen as our approval. My 

heart has been so heavy for our brothers and sisters in Charleston at 

Emmanuel AME Church. And for the people of Baltimore. And 

Ferguson. And Detroit. And Louisville. And Syria. And Afghanistan. 

But what can we say? What can we do? 

 

I wonder at how the violence in our story doesn’t end here. Killing 

Stephen is not enough. Witnessing his murder is not enough for Saul. He 

seems to want more violence. He begins to look for others who follow 

Jesus to do harmful things to them. He begins to hunt them down and 

haul them off to prison. He takes men and women. Right out of their 

own homes. I wonder how he did that. How he discovered who they 

were. And why he went to their houses. I wonder at him pulling them 

away from their supper tables and out of their living rooms and right 

from their children’s arms. I wonder at how the violence Saul witnessed 
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stirred up more violence in him. I wonder what violence we see that 

shapes us and our actions? 

 

I wonder about Saul seeing his work as the work of God. Using his faith 

to justify what he was doing.  I wonder if he read Psalm 139, that says 

“Do I not hate those who hate you, O Lord? And do I not loathe those 

who rise up against you?” I wonder how often I view my enemies as 

God’s enemies. I wonder how often I let myself do wrong things like 

speak or act or think with malice because I feel others are wrong. I 

wonder at how it is such a small distance Stephen’s vision of heaven to 

Saul’s vision of divine wrath. Such a small space from seeing one to 

seeing the other. 
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I invite you to take out your bulletin insert. Think of a time when you 

were angry and what it felt like and how you reacted. 

Think of what stones have been thrown at you. 

Think of what stones you throw at others. 

Offer those things to God in prayer. 

 

I invite you to come and get a rock.  Stones can be weapons. They can 

be used to hurt others. They can be used to damage things. They can be 

used in conflict. On one side of your stone, write down a word or a 

thought that is harmful. 

Stones can be weapons, but they can also be building blocks. They can 

be tools or anchors. They can provide a foundation or a shelter. On the 

other side of your stone, write down a word of healing or stability. 

 

Hold your rock. And pray for God to give you vision. Pray for God to 

help you see the world and those around you with the eyes of Christ. 

 

 


