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We give thee thanks, 

O Lord of glory, 

for the example of  the first martyr Stephen, 

who looked up to heaven 

and prayed for his persecutors 

to thy Son Jesus Christ, 

who standeth at thy right hand; 

where he liveth and reigneth with thee 

and the Holy Spirit, 

one God, 

in glory everlasting. 

Amen.



Martyrdom of St.Stephen,
1848, Cologne Cathedral



St.STEPHEN (AD c.5-c.34) was a
deacon and martyr.

Because he is mentioned first
among the seven men ordained
as deacons in Acts 6:5-6, and is
the only one singled out for his
attributes (“a man full of faith,
and of the Holy Ghost”), he is
often regarded as the first
deacon.

Because he is killed early in the
Book of Acts, he is usually
regarded as the first Christian
martyr (or protomartyr).

St.STEPHEN,
c.1525-30, by Hans Leinberger

ST.STEPHEN



St.STEPHEN is usually shown in a
deacon’s robes (though these
would not have developed until
later), and often swinging a censer
(the container in which incense is
burned), as deacons do during the
Eastern Divine Liturgy. He is
sometimes depicted holding a
small church or a Gospel book. In
Western art, STEPHEN is often
depicted with the stones that were
the instrument of his martyrdom,
as well as a palm (a symbol of
martyrdom); both Western and
Eastern art sometimes depict him
wearing the martyr's crown.

St.STEPHEN,1476, by Carlo Crivelli
from the Demidoff Altarpiece 

originally in the church of San Domenico 
in Ascoli Piceno in the Italian Marche.

ST.STEPHEN’S DEPICTION



St.STEPHEN is the patron saint of
• stonemasons,
• deacons,
• casket makers,
• headache sufferers,
• and bricklayers

among others.

As a martyr his liturgical color is
red.

ST.STEPHEN'S PATRONAGE



The name STEPHEN (in
Greek Stéphanos) means “wreath,
crown” and by extension “reward,
honor, renown, fame.” It was
often given as a title rather than
as a name.

Chapter 6 of the Acts of the
Apostles tells us that he was a
Hellenist (a foreign-born Jew who
spoke Greek).

Hellenist converts, who probably
formed a minority in the early
Christian community, complained
that the care of their elderly
widows was neglected by the
Semitic-speaking majority.

ST.STEPHEN’S BACKGROUND



St.STEPHEN was one of the seven
chosen by the Jerusalem congregation
to see that the Hellenistic Jewish
Christians got their fair share of the
contributions.

The Apostles may have given him this
charitable work to keep him occupied
and quiet as he may have been seen
as quite controversial when he
preached.

His preaching and his killing caused a
revolution in the attitude of some of
the Jewish people toward the young
Christian church. There was a period
of persecution which scattered
Christians into many parts of the
world outside Jerusalem.

Byzantine icon, 11th century

ST.STEPHEN’S BACKGROUND 



It is possible that the Hellenistic widows were persecuted by the
nativist Jews because they were judged, as a group, to be prone to
sexual immorality, especially adultery. It may be an example of
nativist prejudice toward an immigrant population.

The widows’ hunger may be the first sign of the same persecution
that would kill St.STEPHEN in Acts 7 and disperse the believers in
Acts 8.

As he fed the widows, St.STEPHEN was confronted by a murderous
pack, identified as the Synagogue of the Freedmen, who may have
perceived the Hellenistic Jews as corrupted collaborators with the
pagan Greek culture who oppressed them outside Palestine.

They may have considered their persecution of the Hellenistic Jews
as a purification of the land of Israel.

St.STEPHEN no longer saw the Temple as an essential element of
true religion while the mob who killed him did so.

POSSIBLE PERSECUTION OF GREEKS 



St.STEPHEN is introduced in
the first seven verses of
Chapter 6 of the Book of Acts.
The setting for his arrest--if
one could dignify his being
dragged off by calling it an
arrest—his trial, and his
execution is given in the
remaining verses of Chapter 6
and the first verse of Chapter
7.

St.STEPHEN’s sermon is
recorded in 7:2-53, where he
unpacks the truth of the
gospel and boldly proclaims
the reality of the leaders’
complicity in the murder of
the Son of God.

ST.STEPHEN IN THE BOOK OF THE ACTS OF THE APOSTLES



Synagogue members had challenged
St.STEPHEN's teachings, but he had
bested them in debate.

Furious at this humiliation, they
suborned false testimony that
St.STEPHEN had preached
blasphemy against Moses and God.
and dragged him to appear before
the Sanhedrin, the supreme legal
court of Jewish elders, accusing him
of preaching against the Temple and
the Mosaic Law.

St.STEPHEN is said to have been
unperturbed, his face looking like
“that of an angel.” He made a speech
denouncing the Jewish authorities
who were sitting in judgment on
him.

ST.STEPHEN’S APPEARANCE BEFORE THE SANHEDRIN



St.STEPHEN’s sermon is the
longest recorded sermon in the
Book of Acts. It is twice as long as
St.Peter’s sermon delivered at
Pentecost (Acts 2:14-36). Much of
the sermon directly quotes Old
Testament texts. Virtually all of
the rest of St.STEPHEN’s words
are his summation of Scripture.

The author of Acts uses the classic
Greek literary device found
notably in the famous Funeral
Oration from Thucydides' History
of the Peloponnesian War
supposedly delivered by the
eminent Athenian politician
Pericles as if someone wrote it
down while he spoke it.

ST.STEPHEN’S SERMON 



The Martyrdom of St.STEPHEN, 1324, by Bernardo Daddi, at Santa Croce
in Florence, Italy shows St.STEPHEN in the left panel appearing before
the Sanhedrin judges and in the right panel being stoned outside the
gates of Jerusalem. The character who holds one man's coat and cheers
on the sidelines is the future Apostle Paul, at this point still a severe
persecutor of Christians.

MARTYRDOM OF ST.STEPHEN



The exact site of St.STEPHEN's stoning is not mentioned in Acts;
instead there are two different traditions. An ancient one places the
event at Jerusalem's northern gate, while a later one, no earlier than
the 12th century, locates it at the eastern gate.

MARTYRDOM OF ST.STEPHEN



The stoning of St.STEPHEN is notable not simply because he is the
first Christian martyr, but because of the presence of Saul of Tarsus,
who consented to his death and at whose feet the witnesses laid
down their garments.

This young Pharisee and Roman citizen witnessed St.STEPHEN's
stoning and heard the martyr's prayer for his enemies. Saul
eventually took up the work cut short by St.STEPHEN's death.

This Saul of Tarsus, who, sometime later, while traveling on the road
to Damascus, encountered the Risen Christ, became the great
apostle to the Gentiles, St.Paul. He recounted his conversion in Acts
22, testifying that he confessed to Christ that

while the blood of your witness Stephen was shed, I myself was
standing by, approving and keeping the coats of those who killed him.

St.Paul was stoned as well and left for dead in Lystra but
recovered (Acts 14:19, 2 Corinthians 11:25).

ST.PAUL AT ST.STEPHEN’S STONING



St.STEPHEN’s stoning is the immediate and impassioned response of
his audience (7:54—8:1a). Unable to contain their rage, the mob
arises, casts him from the city, and stones him.

Because it was experienced by a “Spirit-filled” man, St.STEPHEN’s
death is a model for later saints to desire to follow in their hour of
death. It may have been a peaceful death, even though the
surroundings and the circumstances were violent and chaotic
because he was experiencing great intimacy and communion with
God. St.STEPHEN was able to see the heavens opened and to see the
Savior standing at God’s right hand, ready to receive him into His
presence.

The result is the scattering of the church (all but the Apostles) in the
aftermath of St.STEPHEN’s death, the remaining believers fled to
distant lands, many to Antioch.

MARTYRDOM OF ST.STEPHEN



St.STEPHEN's martyrdom
was a foretaste of what
was to come. The Roman
Empire persecuted
members of The Way, as
early Christianity was
called, for the next 300
years, finally ending with
Emperor Constantine’s
conversion He adopted
the Edict of Milan in 313,
allowing Christians
religious freedom.

MARTYRDOM



There are numerous parallels
between the accounts of St.STEPHEN
in Acts and Jesus in the Gospels:
• They both perform miracles,
• They are both tried by the Sanhedrin,
• They both pray for forgiveness for

their killers.

These parallels have led to suspicions
that the author of Acts emphasized
them in order to show the recipient
that people become holy when they
follow the example of Christ.

The other possibility is that some (or
all) of these were simply invented.

PARALLELS BETWEEN CHRIST AND ST.STEPHEN

St.STEPHEN holding a Gospel Book,
1601, by Giacomo Cavedone



It has been suggested that
St.STEPHEN may have been the
first to anticipate Jesus’ return
(the Second Coming). In a
moment of rapture, at the close
of his apology, he saw the
heavens opened and “the Son
of Man standing at the right
hand of God.”

The title “Son of Man,” with its
intensely eschatological-
apocalyptic connotations, is
used in the New Testament only
by Jesus himself, with this single
exception from St.
STEPHEN’s mouth.

PARALLELS BETWEEN CHRIST AND ST.STEPHEN

Icon of St.STEPHEN First Martyr - (Russian)



MARTYRDOM OF ST.STEPHEN



Stoning of St.STEPHEN,
1520s, by Giulio Romano

This massive most notable version of 
the theme by Raphael's student
emulates his teacher’s famous 

Transfiguration but was conceived 
in an independent manner. 



St.STEPHEN, 
1506, by Marx Reichlich



Stoning of St.STEPHEN,
c.1591, by Michael Damaskenos

The Stoning of St.STEPHEN, second half of the 
16th century, attributed to Orazio Sammacchini



The Stoning of St.STEPHEN, 1625, 
first signed painting by the young Rembrandt



Stoning of St.STEPHEN, c.1680, by Giovanni Battista Lucini



MARTYRDOM OF ST.STEPHEN



MARTYRDOM OF ST.STEPHEN



To put someone to death after the
Roman occupation required the
Roman Procurator’s approval. In
most cases though, the Roman
procurator bent to the Sanhedrin’s
demands. It is interesting to note
that St.STEPHEN’S stoning was most
likely illegal, as there is no indication
of the Sanhedrin seeking the
confirmation of the Roman
procurator. In fact, it looks
something like a lynching.

Stoning (also called lapidation) was a
brutal and gruesome way to die.
Depending on the method used, the
criminal could die fairly quickly, but
more often, it would take anywhere
from 20 minutes to 2 hours to die.

STONING



In recent times, stoning has been a legal or customary punishment
in many Middle Eastern countries, although it is rarely invoked.

The abundance of stones in ancient Palestine made stoning the
most common death penalty. Stoning is a execution method during
which a group of people, usually peers of the guilty party, throws
stones at the condemned person until he or she dies.

Death by stoning was prescribed in the Old Testament Law as a
punishment for various sins. Both animals and people could be the
subjects of stoning and stoning seems to have been associated with
sins that caused irreparable damage to the spiritual or ceremonial
purity of a person or an animal.

Sins that resulted in stoning in the Old Testament included
blaspheming the Lord’s name (Leviticus 24:16).

One who blasphemes the name of the LORD shall be put to death; the
whole congregation shall stone the blasphemer. Aliens as well as the
native-born, when they blaspheme the Name, shall be put to death.

STONING



Tradition says that St.STEPHEN's burial place was discovered on 5
December 415, and that his bones were moved to Jerusalem on 26
December, which then became the day on which he is celebrated.

Some scholars say that 26 December was chosen as St.STEPHEN's Day
because as the first martyr for Christ he appropriately appears first in
the procession of saints who surround the Christ child's cradle. The
Christmastide liturgical colors are gold and white, but some of the
twelve days are marked with the red blood of the martyrs.

The date is also a public holiday in those countries that celebrate Boxing
Day in addition to or instead of St.STEPHEN's Day, such as Australia,
Canada, South Africa, and the United Kingdom. It takes its name from
the practice of giving small gifts to household servants on that day for
their work throughout the year.

The feast of St.STEPHEN is probably best known for its appearance in the
famous Christmas carol, Good King Wenceslas:

Good King Wenceslas looked out On the feast of STEPHEN 
When the snow lay round about Deep and crisp and even.

ST.STEPHEN'S DAY



St.STEPHEN is the patron saint of horses,
which might explain why there is so much
horseracing in the UK and Ireland on 26
December. While many US families spend the
day after Christmas playing with presents, the
Irish like to get out of the house and celebrate
watching horseracing.

On St. STEPHEN’s Day bakers in northern
European countries traditionally baked bread
in the shape of horseshoes, and the Finns
threw coins into their horses’ water troughs.

In ancient Germany, horses were sacrificed at
this time, while in other places, oats and hay
would be blessed and special sanctified water
and salt would be stored away for use later on
sick horses. In Poland parishioners threw oats
at their priests.

ST.STEPHEN'S DAY



It is said that St.STEPHEN tamed a horse only by showing it a cross
or that his horse was ailing and that Christ cured the horse for him.

On St.STEPHEN’s Day in Ireland horses were decorated, paraded,
taken into churches, and even raced around the churchyard on this
day. The origin of “hobby horse” is based on the Irish tradition of
boys racing through village lanes on stick horses on this day. The
“hobbies” were the ancient horses of Celtic Ireland.

In some places, tradition called for horses to be galloped
relentlessly until exhausted on this day and then to be delivered to
the farrier, who would “bleed” them to insure good health over the
winter.

“Bleeding a horse” involved just that; opening a vein and allowing a
quantity of blood to be drained; this was a common practice of
primitive veterinary medicine and, when performed on a healthy
horse, was believed to ward off illness.

ST.STEPHEN'S DAY



For hundreds of years St.STEPHEN’s Day was the day to take your
horse to church to be blessed. In Slovenia this is still the case. The
biggest blessing is held in the town of Šentjernej, with almost 150
horsemen and more than 3,000 people attending.

ST.STEPHEN'S DAY



The Wren Boy Procession tops the list for strange Christmas
traditions found in Ireland. It takes place on St STEPHEN’s Day and
involves people dressed in straw suits with blackened faces holding a
pole with a wren on top (fake, of course; although traditionally, they
used dead wrens) and singing the “wren procession song.”

The roots of this tradition are debatable, but the two most common
stories involve St.STEPHEN himself when a wren gave away his
position to the Romans who killed him.

Another version says a group of Irishmen were hiding from
British soldiers, but their hiding spot was exposed by a wren pecking
one of their drums.

Today, the tradition is upheld for fun and charity and rarely goes
door-to-door in a caroling manner as it used to. It is an opportunity
to dress up and celebrate rather than spread warning about the evil
wren.

ST.STEPHEN'S DAY



ST.STEPHEN'S DAY WREN BOY PROCESSION 



Stephen Ministries is a not-for-profit Christian education
organization founded in 1975 that produces training and resources
known for their excellence, practicality, psychological integrity, and
theological depth. These resources cover topics such as assertive
but caring ministry, spiritual gifts discovery, grief support, spiritual
growth, and more.

Its main activity is the training of Stephen Leaders who then train
others in their congregation to be Stephen Ministers, capable of
accompanying those who are facing some crisis in life, for instance,
illness, death of a loved one, divorce, relocation, or financial
setback.

More than 12,000 congregations from 160 Christian denominations
are now involved, and are located in the U.S., Canada, and 24 other
countries

STEPHEN MINISTRIES 



The End

The End


