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Introduction 

You’ve heard that saying that the longer people are married, the more they start to 
look like each other, right?  Sometimes people have said Andrea and I look like each 
other, what do you think?  It’s definitely true that after time, married couples start 
thinking and talking like the other one thinks and talks.  They can finish each other’s 
sentences; they assume each other’s phrases and mannerisms.  That’s kind of true in any 
relationship, isn’t it?  After living with my roommate in college for just a year, I could 
notice myself start to act like he would act – “Whoa, did I just say that?  That was so 
Rob.”  It’s not too long before those who are immersed in the Deep South start to talk 
with a drawl.  Y’all know what I’m talking about, right? 

The question I want us to ask ourselves this morning is just this, “Do I look like 
Jesus?”  Do you look like Jesus?  Have you spent enough time with him that you’ve 
absorbed his character?  Do you act like Jesus?  Do you talk like Jesus?  Can other people 
see Jesus in you?  There was this professor at my college who taught pastoral ministry 
classes like “Holy Spirit and Ministry” and “The Care of Souls.”  And his classes would 
always be maxed out.  Students who weren’t enrolled in the class would come and sit on 
the floor to listen to his lectures that were more like sermons.  It’s not often that people 
are brought to tears in a graduate level academic course (although I’m sure some of you 
who have been or are currently in grad school have felt like crying at times), but this was 
a frequent occurrence in this professor’s classes. 

One person once said that to go visit this man in his office was like getting to 
spend time with Jesus.  You see this man was full of God and Christ radiated from his 
life.  Have you ever been around someone like this?  Someone who glows with a divine 
aura, who exudes the Holy Spirit, whose eyes contain a spark from Christ’s eyes that 
burn like a blazing fire?  Have you ever known someone like this?  Is it your goal, your 
desire to be like that yourself?  It should be.  That’s what discipleship is all about, or as 
it’s popularly referred to today – spiritual formation.  To be a follower of Christ is to be 
increasingly more like him. 

This is our goal as a church, right?  That’s what we’re about here – “transforming 
sinners into a holy people.”  That’s what God predestined us for – “to be conformed to 
the likeness of his Son” (Rom. 8:29).  That’s what Paul labored so intensively for in his 
ministry, “as in the pains of childbirth until Christ is formed in you” (Gal. 4:19).  That’s 
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what my job is as a pastor as Eph. 4:12-13 says, “to prepare God’s people for works of 
service, so that the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and 
in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure 
of the fullness of Christ” (Eph. 4:11-13). 

Are you attaining the whole measure of the fullness of Christ?  Do you look like 
Jesus?  This is the kind of person we see in Stephen.  He was a man full of God.  He’s 
introduced in v. 5 from last week’s text as “a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit.”  
The first verse of this week’s text describes Stephen as “a man full of God’s grace and 
power.”  Verses 3 and 10 indicate that he was full of wisdom.  And again in v. 55 of 
chapter 7 Stephen is said to be “full of the Holy Spirit.”  And as we’ll see, in the way he 
lived and died, Stephen was permeated with Christ-likeness and he reflected his glory.  
As Ajith Fernando says, “Luke must surely have intended his readers to take special note 
of the character of Stephen, for he gives us so many glimpses of his character and 
ministry in chapters 6-7.”1  So we’re going to take Luke’s hints and look at Stephen as an 
example of a spiritually formed man, a man full of God and again the question I want us 
to ask ourselves is just this, “Do I, like Stephen, look like Jesus?” 
 
Let’s pray… 
 
How You Live 
 Luke (the writer of the Acts of the Apostles) gives Stephen (one of the Seven 
chosen to serve the church so that the apostles could lead the church) a short description 
in v. 5 of chapter 6 – something he does not do for the other 6 – because he is getting us 
ready to hear more about this man full of faith and the Holy Spirit.  Starting in v. 8 
Stephen is the focus of the narrative.  And then in chapter 7, Stephen’s speech before the 
Sanhedrin is recorded – the longest speech in Acts.  Stephen is an important character in 
the story of the early church worth a careful look at.  We’re going to look today at how he 
lived in the second half of chapter 6 and how he died in the last part of chapter 7.  His 
eloquent and masterful defense in the bulk of chapter 7 we’ll take up in a couple of 
weeks. 
 First, let’s look at his life.  Stephen most likely grew up like most other Jewish 
boys living in the Diaspora, learning the Greek Old Testament, spending Saturdays at the 
Synagogue hearing the stories of Abraham, Moses, and David.  Perhaps his great 
grandparents were taken captive when Pompey stormed through Israel in 63 B.C. and 
they were carted off to other parts of the empire to work as slaves.  And (I’m conjecturing 
right now you know) maybe when he was a chap of 8 or 9 his parents were freed and his 
family came back to Jerusalem with several other Jewish families.  And once there they 
formed a Synagogue of the Freedmen – former Roman slaves now free.  And such people 
from African cities like Cyrene and Alexandria and Asia Minor provinces like Cilicia and 
Asia went to this synagogue to be around other Hellenized Jews.  Here is where Stephen 
was instructed in the ways of Yahweh, the Lord. 
 Now when this Jesus movement burst on the scene in Jerusalem claiming to 
worship the Jewish Messiah, Stephen was intrigued.  He had heard about Jesus when he 
was alive, but didn’t think much of it.  But he went to the temple to hear the message 
about Jesus and felt Peter’s words piercing his heart – Jesus was the one foretold and 
foreshadowed in the Scriptures he had known from childhood!  Stephen believed and was 
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baptized right away and on Sundays and during any other free time he could find he was 
right there with the community praying, breaking bread, fellowshipping, and sitting under 
the apostles’ teaching listening attentively.  Through the community and the Word and 
the Sacraments Stephen grew in Christ.  And after some time, Stephen was counted a 
reputable, Spirit-filled man of God and became a proto-deacon in the church. 

But on Saturdays he kept going to his Synagogue, maintaining those relationships 
and unashamedly telling them about how Jesus was the Christ, the fulfillment of all his 
people’s hopes and dreams.  The Holy Spirit had so taken over Stephen’s heart and life 
that he was known as a man full of grace – he was likeable and winsome/full of charm2 – 
and full of power – he was used by God to perform miracles and great wonders in the 
name of Jesus just like the apostles did.  Many no doubt were magnetically drawn to him 
and to Christ through him.  But “opposition arose, however” (v. 9).  Some people didn’t 
like his interpretations of the Old Testament and his annoying holiness and his persistent 
pleading with them to repent and believe in Jesus. 

“These men began to argue with Stephen, but they could not stand up against his 
wisdom or the Spirit by whom he spoke” (v. 10).  Jesus was winsome, Jesus was full of 
grace and power, and Jesus won over many too, but he also was opposed and despised by 
the Jews who should have recognized him.  Jesus said to his disciples in his earthly life, 
“If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also” (Jn. 15:20).  Stephen looked so 
much like Jesus that he drew the same treatment.  And just like with Jesus, they had 
nothing on him.  In direct fulfillment of Jesus’ words in Luke 21, Stephen has run into 
problems with the synagogue and Luke 21:15 had come true: “I will give you words and 
wisdom that none of your adversaries will be able to resist or contradict.”  It was as if 
Stephen was speaking the very words of Jesus by the Holy Spirit. 

And as the saying goes, “When arguments fail, mud has often seemed an 
excellent substitute.”3  Stephen’s detractors bribed and cudgeled others into accusing him 
of “blasphemy against Moses and against God” (v. 11).  Like déjà vu a crowd was stirred 
up, the Sanhedrin was called into session, false witnesses were called to testify, and the 
temple was brought into the mix – a monkey trial all over again.  But look at how 
Stephen is described in v. 15 – “All who were sitting in the Sanhedrin looked intently at 
Stephen, and they saw that his face was like the face of an angel.”  Stephen in a crowd 
full of dark hatred and enveloped in an ominous cloud of injustice and evil did not 
succumb.  He was like a ray of brightest sunlight unobstructed by the darkness. 
 As one commentator said, here is a “description of one whose communion with 
God was such that something of the divine glory was reflected in him.”4  Wow!  That’s 
the kind of life Stephen lived.  I. Howard Marshall puts it this way, “The description is of 
a person who is close to God and reflects some of his glory as a result of being in his 
presence.”5  Does this ring a bell with any of you?  How about Moses, the person whom 
Stephen is ironically being accused of slandering?  In Exodus 34 Moses has just spent 40 
days with the Lord on Mt. Sinai and as he comes down with the Ten Commandments in 
his hands his face was radiant (“the skin of his face shone” – KJV).  This happened other 
times when he would meet with God.  His face would shine.  This was too much for the 
people of Israel to handle back then, so Moses would have to wear a veil. 
 But this is not so in the church.  Those who are Christians and have the Spirit 
dwelling within them all reflect heavenly glory to varying degrees.  And we don’t have to 
veil our faces around each other.  “And we, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord’s 
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glory, are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes 
from the Lord, who is the Spirit” (2 Cor. 3:18).  If we’re truly Christians, we’re like those 
stars you may have had on your bedroom ceiling when you were a kid that would glow in 
the dark depending on how much light they had been exposed to.  Stephen lived a life 
that basked in the light of the glory of God in the face of Christ and his face, as a result, 
was shining brightly before his soon-to-be murderers.  How radiant are your faces?  What 
stage are you in on your journey of transformation into Christ’s likeness?  Can the clerk 
at the grocery store see it in your face, the person you pass on the sidewalk, the person 
who cuts you off on the highway, the client you had a meeting with on Thursday?  Ask 
yourself, “Do I look like Jesus?”  “Am I reflecting his glory?” 
 
How You Die 
 Fast forward to the end of chapter 7.  Stephen has just given his soliloquy in 
defense of the faith and starting in v. 54 we read that his opponents “were furious and 
gnashed their teeth at him.”  As goes Jesus, so go his followers.  Do you look enough like 
Christ that some people despise you?  If no one ever glares at you in anger, no one ever 
squints their eyes when they look at you, you may not be shining too brightly for Christ, 
if at all. 

Stephen’s fate was imminent, but he wasn’t discouraged.  From his time walking 
with the risen Jesus throughout his full life Stephen had come to know Jesus too well to 
be phased by death.  By this time Stephen was filled to capacity with the Holy Spirit and 
able to see through the physical realm like a transparent curtain on a stage to the actors 
behind – God the Father decked out in indescribable glory, encompassed with seraphim 
and cherubim all levitating around him with hummingbird elegance and the risen Christ 
at the Father’s right hand standing in front of his throne ready to receive his disciple, 
Stephen. 
 Have you ever caught a glimpse, even for the briefest moment, into the reality 
behind reality?  Do you see the unseen?  In an exclamation of celestial rapture Stephen 
tells what he sees and this proves too much for those whom Satan had blinded so they 
couldn’t see the light of the gospel of the glory of God in the face of Christ.  They could 
not bear it, for it hurt their eyes and they covered their ears and yelled at the top of their 
lungs, flailing around, grabbing Stephen, dragging him, and pulling him through the 
streets to the outskirts of town and they began to stone him. 
 I’ll let Frederick Beuchner, that master of prose, pick up the story here: 
 

Stoning somebody to death…is not easy.  You do not get the job done 
with the first few rocks and broken bottles, and even after you get the man 
down, it is a long, hot business.  To prepare themselves for the work-out, 
they stripped to the waist and got somebody to keep an eye on their things 
till they were through.  The man they got was a fire-breathing young arch-
conservative Jew named Saul, who was there because he thoroughly 
approved of what they were doing.6 

 
 Saul makes his first appearance in the story.  We’ll see much more about him in 
weeks and months to come.  But finally, notice the last two verses.  Stephen, the man full 
of wisdom, full of the Holy Spirit, full of faith, full of grace, full of power, the man 
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whose face was like that of an angel lived like Christ…and he died like Christ.  Jesus 
prayed from the cross, “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit” (Lk. 23:46).  Under 
the assailing stream of jagged rocks flying at him Stephen prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive 
my spirit” (v. 59).  Surrounded by the cruel hatred of the soldiers, the people, the rulers, 
and a criminal Jesus said, “Father, forgive them for they do not know what they are 
doing” (Lk. 23:34).  Falling under the brutal barrage into an amassing pile of bloody 
stones Stephen cried out on his knees, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them” (v. 60).  
His faith was genuine.  He persevered to the very end.  And even on death’s doorstep he 
exhibited a Christ-like demeanor, his soul was so enmeshed with his Master’s.  Stephen 
was bold and fiery and full of fortitude (we’ll see that more when we look at his defense), 
but he knew how to do that without a trace of hatred or venom, out of profound love for 
people, extending forgiveness, just like Jesus.  Have you figured that out yet? 
 And “when he had said this, he fell asleep” (v. 60). 
 

He heeded not reviling tones 
Nor sold his heart to idle moans, 

Tho ‘cursed and scorned and bruised with stone. 
But looking upward, full of grace, 

He prayed, and from a happy place 
God’s glory smote him on the face. 

      – Alfred Lord Tennyson 
  “The Two Voices” 

 
He fell asleep in Christ’s arms.  Do you think about your death very often?  You don’t 
know when it will be or what it will be like, but it’s going to happen.  How will you 
respond to it?  Fear, anger, bitterness?  Just two weeks ago Andrea and I had the extreme 
privilege of being a part of the dying moments of her grandfather.  We were there with 
him, singing hymns and reading Scripture, just 5 hours before his lungs stopped taking 
those violent breaths and his heart stopped beating so rapidly you could see it through his 
hospital robe.  He was 88 years old.  He had lived a full life with Christ. 
 There was great ugliness in that room, because death and decay are intruders in 
this world – this is not the way it was meant to be.  But there was also great beauty there 
– we sensed that we were standing on holy ground.  Grandpa’s face glowed, you could 
tell something was different about him, right up until his last days in the ways he treated 
his nurses even though he couldn’t talk.  He was the kind of guy that would lead a gas 
station attendant to Christ when he stopped to get gas.  He was also the kind of guy who 
got in big trouble with Iowa State University when he was the chair of an academic 
department because he would witness to his graduate advisees.  He was tenured, so they 
couldn’t fire him, but they took away his private office and gave him a more public space 
that allowed people to keep an eye on him. 

He lived and died well – a man full of the Holy Spirit.  Will you?  Are you so 
intimate with Christ that death is not scary for you and an eternity with him does not 
seem boring to you?  Will you die like Christ, confident that your soul will go to heaven, 
but even more confident that your body will one day be raised again and re-joined with 
your soul to live forever in a glorified state and a remade heaven and earth?  Are you full 
of faith? 
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Conclusion 
 Ever since I grew out this beard, I get this a lot – “Did anyone ever tell you that 
you look like Jesus?”  I feel like that’s the greatest compliment anyone could ever say to 
me.  And I want it to go deeper than just the beard.  Do you want to look like Jesus, but 
can’t grow a beard?  How does it happen?  It comes from time spent around him, basking 
in his light, soaking in his presence, absorbing his character.  First of all, you have to put 
yourself in places where you can meet with God. 

Marinate in the Word – the God-breathed Scriptures.  They are life; they are 
sustenance.  As becomes evident in the speech of chapter 7, Stephen knew his Scriptures.  
He was saturated in the story of the Bible.  How else could he talk like he did?  Spend 
time in God’s Word every day, not just to check off a requirement, but to meet with God.  
Sometimes it is dry, I admit, but if you’re not there, how else will God speak to you?  If 
you haven’t filled your mind with those sentences and phrases, how will God bring them 
to life to you throughout the day in those unexpected, spontaneous moments of sweet 
communion? 
 Pray.  Prayer was on the tip of Stephen’s tongue.  As a member of the early 
church he was devoted to prayer.  Do you practice different disciplines of prayer – 
intercession, supplication, conversation, listening?  Do you go to prayer meeting?  Again, 
sometimes it will feel forced, but sometimes God will come and sweep you off your feet 
in those times. 

Commit yourself to the church.  Surround yourself with the brothers and sisters of 
your church community.  After all, the church is the Body of Christ!  As a proto-deacon 
in the church, I’m sure Stephen was deeply committed and involved in the community.  It 
wasn’t just a two-hours-on-Sunday thing for him.  Do you feed your faith by 
fellowshipping with your brothers and sisters or are you an isolated coal most of the week 
trying to keep burning on your own? 

Relish the Lord’s Table.  No doubt Stephen was regular in his participation in the 
Lord’s Supper.  If 1 Cor. 10:16 says that taking the cup and the bread is in some 
mysterious way participating in the blood and body of Christ, can it be denied that this 
ordinance is of extreme importance in our walk with him?  What a way to be full of 
Christ! 
 If we spend time at his table, with his people, in prayer, in his Word, communing 
with him, practicing his presence, God will meet us and our lives will slowly begin to be 
conformed to his.  From our intimacy with him our faces will begin to glow more and 
more brightly with the radiance of Christ.  Do you look like Christ?  How much time do 
you spend with him? 
 “It’s hard,” you say.  “You don’t understand, Pastor Nathan.  You get to pray all 
day and read and think and talk about God for your job.  I have to work 40, 50, 60, hours 
a week checking in airplane passengers or teaching unruly students.  I don’t have that 
luxury.”  I understand what you’re saying, but that’s severely misguided.  We can’t 
compartmentalize our lives so easily into sacred and secular.  All of life is sacred.  You 
don’t have to leave God when you leave your quiet time and go to work.  Take him with 
you.  And you have to think of your job as a calling/as a ministry just as much as being a 
pastor is.  That’s a whole other sermon, but you can worship God through your work, you 
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can spend time with Jesus in your cubicle so that when you walk to the water cooler your 
face has the phosphorous glow of the Holy. 
 Do you, like Stephen, look like Jesus?  Can other people see him in you?  We 
mess up.  We don’t look like Jesus all the time.  I shook my fist at the computer out of 
anger and impatience as I was writing this sermon.  I came out of my study this week 
with a halo that lasted for about 10 seconds before my wife said something to me from 
downstairs and I yelled back, “I can’t hear you [with exasperation]!”  You know why?  
I’m not Jesus!  Now we see but a poor reflection of Christ as in a tarnished mirror, but 
after death we shall see him face to face.  But forgetting what is behind we must press on 
to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of us. 
 Let’s reflect silently on this life of Stephen.  How full are we of the Holy Spirit, 
wisdom, faith, grace, and power.  Do we have the faces of angels?  Let’s ask ourselves, 
“Do I look like Jesus?” and what can I do to look like him more? 
 
Benediction 
The Lord make his face shine upon you and be gracious to you and may your faces all 
reflect the Lord’s glory as you are being transformed into his likeness with ever-
increasing glory.  Amen. 
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