“Saints and Sinners”

Acts 7:54-8:3

February 1, 2009

We continue in our series regarding the early church as it is described in Acts. Two weeks ago, we heard about how Peter and John were arrested after they healed a man “in the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth.” Last week, we heard about how, after their release with the order to not teach in Jesus’ name, all of the apostles were arrested and brought to trial for preaching and teaching in Jesus’ name. They were flogged – beaten – and then released with instructions not to teach any more. 

We move a little father ahead now. In Chapter 6, the Apostles developed a mission and ministry position called “deacon.” Originally, it was a series of individuals appointed to maintain the daily distribution of food. A man named Stephen was included in the first appointment of the deacons.

Later in Chapter 6, Stephen gets involved in a confrontation with the leaders of a local synagogue. They are unable to prevail against him in debate, so they stirred up the people with false statements about him. He was arrested and brought before the same tribunal. 

Chapter 7 is Stephen’s defense. It is a great speech detailing the acts of God on behalf of the people of Israel and their stubborn opposition to God’s grace. We pick up this morning at the end of his sermon defense.

Read Acts 7:51-8:3.

Historically, this passage marks a transition to violent opposition to the growing acceptance of the message of the gospel. There are two parts of our passage: first, Stephen’s closing words and death by stoning; and second, through Stephen’s death, the introduction of Saul, the great persecutor of the early church.

Suffering Saints

As we look at Stephen, the thing that sticks out to me was his willingness to declare the truth in the midst of people willing to throw stones at him. Think about that for a moment, standing in the midst of mob angry enough to seek to physically harm you because of what you are saying. The thought of keeping quiet might cross my mind. How would you have felt if you were Stephen?

These days, we do not need a mob in order to be intimidated into silence. It is difficult to talk about the gospel in normal conversation, never mind a charged environment like the one Stephen encountered. Faith is considered personal. It is private. The old axiom about dinner parties is that you do not talk about politics or religion. 


What happens if you do start talking religion? If I am in a group or in a setting where I do not know people well or have a good indication as to how they will react, I get anxious about it. I feel my stomach flip and my chest tighten up. I confess there are times when I have walked around praying for spiritual camouflage; hoping that no one will call attention to me and ask me to do anything “God-ish.” Here’s a quick example: going to a non-church event as a guest and being called out of the group to come forward to say a prayer, “Hey, you are a pastor – why don’t you come up and pray for us?” On the one hand, it is an honor to be asked to pray for anyone and what a great opportunity to witness; on the other hand, there are times when I would like to simple go and just be. 

We do not always get to pick our spots to share our faith. Some situations are as dangerous as Stephen’s defense and some are as innocuous as my standing up to pray in front of a group of people I do not know. Sometimes we can plan for our time of sharing. Sometimes, we are in a place where the decision is thrust upon us – we face a choice. We do not always get to pick when those choices come, but we can prepare ourselves for the times when they do. 

Saints are those for whom the message of the gospel has so permeated their being that they are unwilling to give it up for anything else. That is Stephen; he is ready with his testimony when the false charges against him are made to the Temple authorities. For him, the decision has already been made. He has prepared and has been prepared. How? Saints are those who have received Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. Receiving the righteousness before God that comes as a gift to us by faith is so valuable that nothing else compares – even physical well-being. How valuable is the gift of salvation and your adoption as a child of God to you?

Today, we baptized believers who publically professed Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. It is a time of celebration; celebration because they have chosen the things of eternal value. Baptized into Christ’s death on the cross, they also are assured of being raised with him in his resurrection, adopted as children of the eternal king of heaven. Those are not empty words, those are the words of truth, the good news of God’s promises. For those who believe, these are incredible words of joy.

On the other hand, the gospel often involves hard truths and sounds harsh to those who do not believe. It comes across as judgment and wrath. Look at Stephen’s words in the close of his argument – he was not looking for people to think nice thoughts of him. He was telling hard truths: “You stiff necked people.” That does not sound nice. “Uncircumcised in heart and ears.” You refuse to hear the truth, you do not recognize God when he is speaking to you. “You are forever opposing the Holy Spirit.” Again, true; but this is not the “you draw more flies with honey” kind of speech that most of us expect to share. “Now you have become his betrayers and murderers.” 

From a human perspective, it was not difficult to see the outcome of his defense. You do not tell the judge he is a murderer and expect an acquittal. Nonetheless, it was the truth. 

Telling the truth often leads to temporal suffering. In this case you would hope that Stephen’s listeners would have been cut to the heart about their own conduct – instead, they are enraged at Stephen for pointing out their guilt. How dare he accuse them – the religious leaders, those who know the Bible backwards and forwards – of being murderers and of not knowing the Spirit of God? 

Stephen was speaking the truth. We do not have video or any kind of recording, so we do not have his tone of voice. But whether it was spoken in an accusatory tone or even in the most pleading of voices, the substance remains the same: their hearts were hard and their ears were closed. 

This is a hard truth today, too. It is highly inappropriate in polite culture to say to someone, “You are wrong.” Whatever someone believes, as long as they believe it sincerely, is supposed to be acceptable and tolerated. The problem, as Stephen points out, is that to lead people astray is to lead them towards their death. We have examples of that today:

· “Jesus is just one way among many ways to God. All the religions point to the same God, so pick and choose what you like, as long as it does not affect me.” That is wrong. Yes, there is a mystery and only God knows what is in my heart and what is in your heart; but Jesus makes it clear that he is the way, and the truth, and the life, and that no one comes to the Father except by him. Jesus is not an option among many other options. Jesus is our only hope of salvation. Trying to take another path to salvation is deadly.

· “Jesus loves me just the way I am. I was created this way and I do not care if the Bible says that what I am doing is wrong, it feels right to me.” That is wrong. Yes, Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so. Yet, Jesus also commissioned the disciples – and you and me – to teach believers to obey everything he commanded. Obedience means that Jesus is Lord and we are not. We do not get to decide good and evil because our understanding of good and evil is imperfect and flawed. Scripture reveals what Jesus has commanded; Scripture corrects us, we do not have standing to correct Scripture. Taking comfort in our own goodness is deadly.

· “In order to be a Christian, you must take the following positions on social issues – if not, you are not a Christian and you will not go to heaven.” That is wrong. Litmus tests on social issues yields a self-righteousness that is contrary to the gospel. Taking comfort in our own righteousness is deadly. 

· “If you are not successful, if you do not have everything you want: it means that God is punishing you for something you have done or you do not have enough faith.” Wrong, wrong, wrong. Wow, this one is wrong in so many ways and yet we hear it so often these days. It is difficult to read in Luke 14, “Whoever does not carry the cross and follow me cannot be my disciple,” and think that Jesus meant for us to understand that material wealth was to be our security. Taking comfort in worldly things is deadly.

Have I offended anyone? Everyone? The truth is that not everything is true. The truth is that we often do not like to hear the truth because it is an accountability check on our pride, our selfishness, our passions, our blindness and, perhaps greatest, our unwillingness to yield to God over the idols to which we cling tightest. The truth cuts, it is precise and pure, and it is spoken as a word of grace to draw sinners to repentance. 

That is right: the piercing truth is spoken as a word of grace to draw sinners to repentance. 

More often than not, as Stephen himself pointed out, speaking the truth leads to great physical pain for the speaker. The Temple leaders were offended by the accusation that they were not righteous under the law; Stephen shows how the law condemns them and that righteousness comes only through the Righteous One, Jesus Christ.

He said, “Which of the prophets did your ancestors not persecute? They killed those who foretold the coming of the Righteous One,” meaning that the Temple leaders’ ancestors rebelled against the Word of God violently. Then Stephen said, “And now you have become his betrayers and murderers;” how these same leaders persecuted and judged Jesus to the point of death on the cross. These words are the truth spoken out loud. Instead of repenting, they are enraged and pick up stones.

Most of us do not want to suffer for the gospel – sure, it sounds noble; but it is not fun, not pleasant, not growth. Suffering hurts. Intellectually, we know that we may have to suffer in this world because there is opposition to the gospel. If you are like me, you probably harbor a silent prayer in your heart that you would prefer to hear the stories about others who have suffered. We usually go out of our way to avoid pain. Consider how many of us make excuses to avoid going to the dentist.

There are two things to know about suffering: one, is that it pales in comparison with the joy of the faith we have received; and, two, our suffering follows the pattern of Christ’s suffering, it is an expression of love for the lost. 

As the mob was growing more and more restless, Stephen was given a vision of heaven, validating the truth he had just expressed. “Look, I see the heavens opened and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God!” In other words, the Old Testament prophesy is fulfilled, and Jesus stands in judgment of those who reject God’s grace. If he had thought about it, Stephen must have known that this would put the crowd over the edge – and yet the truth and eternal beauty of what he saw caused him to shout aloud. In law, that is called an “excited utterance;” something that has tendency towards truth because it comes out so suddenly that it is unlikely to have been fabricated or edited. He saw God’s glory and it was greater than any danger that Stephen faced on earth. Everything else paled in comparison with the vision of glory he saw.

Loving Sinners

And then we turn to Saul, the one who stood by watching the coats of the stone throwers. He looked on with approval. Normally we look at this passage with an eye toward Saul’s conversion on the road to Damascus. We have in the back of our mind where all this would lead for Saul – soon to be Paul. Today, do not rush there. Rushing to Paul’s faithfulness and life of service after the road to Damascus conversion minimizes the witness of Stephen. 

Saul looked on in approval. Saul began ravaging the church by entering house after house – zealous for the Law. It is easy to see him as a villain here, it is easy to see him as an enemy. But Stephen did not see Saul as an enemy. What were his last words? “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” His last words were words of love for those who were lost.

That is amazing to me. So often I act and feel like those with whom I disagree must be enemies. There is a competitive spirit in me that wants to prevail over them. I want to be so persuasive, so convicting, so compelling that they repent, ask for my forgiveness and admit that I am right. I treat them like I have often treated my children who, if you were to ask them, will tell you that I make them say, “You are right.” You know who that makes me look like? Saul, not Stephen.  

Stephen: how amazing is the love he had for Christ that he sought to intercede to God on behalf of the very people who were stoning him. 

That is a powerful love. That is Christ’s love on the cross for us. That is his command to us. 

How do we know Christ’s word is true? Because what he says will happen does happen. Do you see what happens as a result of Stephen’s death and the persecution? “All except the apostles were scattered throughout the countryside of Judea and Samaria.” Why is this significant? Do you remember what Jesus told the disciples would happen? “You will be my witnesses, in Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” And what happened? They were his witnesses in Jerusalem. Then, just as he said, Jesus’ witnesses got to Judea and Samaria. They did not get there are a result of their own mission outreach plan, they got there as a result of God scattering them like seed.  

Conclusion

So, as we approach this table, we know his word is true. We hold onto that truth in times of struggle, in times of suffering, in times of persecution and disfavor with the people around us. God has called us to know the truth, to treasure the truth, to bear witness to the truth, and to trust in him. 

It may not be comfortable here and now, but for saints and sinners alike the eternal promises are so much greater and wonderful that pain and suffering now pale in comparison. So, hold fast to the faith you have received. Prepare to make a testimony for the hope that is found within you. Pray for the chance to share your faith. Do these things in remembrance of him. 

8:30 Invitation, Confession, Communion, Prayer, Offering

10:00 Hymn, “Just As I Am”
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