Part 12-Stephen

Acts 6:8-7:60

Today we jump back into our series in the book of Acts; let me remind you what this book is about; but you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8).  Today; we don’t really feel the impact and the weight of these words; but back then it was a much different story.  I wonder if they thought; Jerusalem; that’s hostile territory for our Lord was crucified there; Judea; we went there with our Lord and they rejected us; Samaria; those are the people that we wanted to destroy; those half breeds; we don’t really like those people Lord; to the ends of the earth; wait a minute; you mean; Gentiles are included too?  Just know that the extent of this mission would have been jaw dropping!  

We don’t feel the weight of this; were so quick to say; witnesses; sure; Jerusalem; Judea; Samaria; to the ends of the earth; great.  For them it was a different story; whoa; wait a minute; time out; seriously; that’s the scope of our mission; and yet; the extent of this mission shows us the heart of God and how every person matters!  And so far; the focus has been on Jerusalem; as you’ll recall; the Spirit is poured out; and with the Spirit comes this dynamic dynamite power to speak of Jesus.  That’s why the Spirit came; to embolden followers of Jesus to carry on the mission of Jesus; he doesn’t come to make people comfortable; he comes to make them missionaries.  Which is why; Peter the once denier could speak with so much passion and conviction and boldness; and through him; the missionary mandate in Jerusalem spreads like fire; 3,000 people believe and are baptized; and as we would say; the rest is history!  This has been our focus so far; you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem; yet; now this is about to change; for the Holy Spirit is on the verge of thrusting his people out into the wider world; and through Stephen and Philip and Paul and Peter; the church launches into its world wide mission as outlined in Acts 1:8.

Today we look at Stephen and the role that he played; turn with me to Acts 6; let me set the scene for you; Stephen is in an intense debate with some religious leaders; and since they cannot stand up to his wisdom; they switch gears; they go from talking theology to throwing mud; with the sole intent of starting a smear campaign against him.  Sound familiar; what’s significant; is that many of the charges that were leveled at him; were also leveled at Jesus.  Here were the accusations; verse 13; “This fellow never stops speaking against this holy place and against the law.  For we have heard him say that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy this place and change the customs Moses handed don to us”  (verses 13-14).  You need to understand that nothing was more sacred and precious to the Jews than their temple and their law.  For the temple was God’s house; and the law was God’s Word; and so; these trumped up charges of blasphemy against him were extremely serious.

And that’s why the smell of death permeates this entire passage; in fact; the court before Stephen is the same court that had convicted Jesus; it even had the same high priest.  And so; really; Stephen was as good as dead; because this wasn’t about justice and truth; this was about lies and deceit.  And yet; in spite of this; Stephen had no desire to save his life; it wasn’t about defending himself; his desire was to accurately speak of Jesus; that’s all that mattered!  Now before we get to Stephen’s actual speech; verse 15 is quite significant; here’s what it says; all who were sitting in the Sanhedrin looked intently at Stephen, and they saw that his face was like the face of an angel.  Why would Luke add this; because this is exactly what happened to Moses’ face when he came down from Mount Sinai with the law.  And now; here is Stephen before the court with the same radiant glowing face; again why; because it was God’s way of declaring that both Moses’ ministry of the law and Stephen’s interpretation of it had his approval.

We now come to Stephen’s speech; here are the broad strokes; verses 2-8 deal with Abraham; verses 9-16 deal with Joseph; verses 17-43 deal with Moses; verses 44-50 deal with David and Solomon; and in verses 51-53; Stephen deals with the Sanhedrin.  And as we will see; Stephen has a firm grasp and understanding of the Scriptures; and yet; his point is not to just spit out a bunch of history which they were familiar with; his point is to clearly show that the nation of Israel has a habit of rejecting those that God sends to them!

He begins with Abraham; he says this in verse 2; the God of glory appeared to our father Abraham while he was still in Mesopotamia, before he lived in Haran.  Why would he say this; track with me for a minute; for the God of glory appeared to Abraham while he was in Mesopotamia; Mesopotamia was known for its moon worship.  This is so important because Stephen is zeroing in on the fact that even while Abraham worship other gods; God appeared and spoke to him; telling him to travel to another country which he would later show him.  Even in that idolatrous state; God appeared and spoke; it was God who took the initiative; he was the one who appeared; who spoke; who sent; who promised.  Don’t miss this; for Stephen’s point is that God appeared to Abraham when there was no temple; in fact; Abraham didn’t need the temple to be close to God.  Whoa; which means that God is not limited to just one specific place and location; being Israel and the temple.

He then moves to Joseph; here his main thrust is that just as God appeared to Abraham in Mesopotamia; so did God appear to Joseph while he was in Egypt.  And that’s why; Stephen mentions Egypt six times in seven verses; the clincher being this in verse 10; that even while Joseph was in Egypt God was with him.  In other words; God was with Joseph all the time; yeah even in Egypt; and just like Abraham; Joseph didn’t need the temple to be close to God!  This is Stephen’s main point; that again; God is not limited to just one specific place and location; being Israel and the temple.  

He also tells the story of Joseph because in many ways; he really is a type of Christ; for just as Joseph was mistreated; was sent into a foreign land; and there became the salvation of his people; so was the same true about Jesus.  And just as Joseph’s brothers persecuted and rejected Joseph; so had the religious leaders persecuted and rejected Jesus; they just took it one step further by killing him!  This is why Stephen mentions Joseph; he is a picture of Jesus; the true Savior!
Stephen now moves to Moses; and since the trumped up charges are about him speaking against Moses; he takes twenty-seven verses to clearly communicate his immense respect for Moses’ leadership and the law.  And let me just say; that he pulls no punches; for one of the very first things that he says was that Moses was rejected by his very own people; read verses 23-29.  Here Moses rescues an Israelite from an Egyptian; hoping that they would recognize him as their deliverer; but they didn’t.  The very next day; he comes across two Israelites who are fighting; Moses intercedes; appealing to them that they are brothers who should not be fighting; on a side note; we would do well to remember that here in our community.  But instead of listening; the one who was doing the mistreating snarled back; who made you ruler over us; you going to kill me like you killed that Egyptian?  In a nutshell; he was rejected; his authority was challenged; and now; so alarmed that his act of murder was known; Moses flees to Midian; where he will spend the next forty years!
Yet; guess what happens; read verses 30-35; Stephen’s point here is that just as God appeared to Abraham and Joseph outside of the holy land and the holy temple; so did God; also appear to Moses in Gentile territory.  In fact; it was God who said to Moses; take off your sandals; the place where you are standing is holy ground (verse 33).  Wow; again; don’t miss this for the “holy place” or the “holy ground” was not Jerusalem; but a mountain in non-Jewish territory; yet because God was there it was holy; which means that there was and there is holy ground outside of the holy land!  Stephen was teaching that God is everywhere; that he reveals himself to every nation; to all people who are truly seeking!
Stephen ramps up his speech even more; read verses 36-43; here Stephen continues with the story of Moses; showing that even after the Exodus Moses was rejected.  Even after God had revealed himself as the One True God; even after all of the miraculous signs and wonders that God had done through Moses; even after all of this; the Israelites rejected God and in turn; rejected Moses.  Most of you know the story; Exodus 32; Moses is up on the mountain receiving God’s law; while the people are down below breaking it through the worship of a golden calf.  It’s like they had left Egypt but Egypt had not left them; and again; by their actions; they were guilty of rejecting Moses and God’s law.

And yet; it wasn’t just about them rejecting Moses and others; for the very climax of their rejection was towards Jesus.  And that’s why; Stephen quotes Moses out of Deuteronomy 18; there Moses; God will send you a prophet like me from your own people.  And had the Sanhedrin considered the facts; they could not have missed the parallels between Moses and Jesus.  Moses humbled himself by leaving Pharaoh’s palace; Jesus humbled himself by becoming man; Moses was rejected; so was Jesus; Moses was a shepherd; Jesus was the Good Shepherd; Moses rescued his people from bondage in Egypt; Jesus rescued his people from bondage to sin.  In fact; all of the Hebrew Scriptures point to Jesus the anointed one; the coming God sent deliverer.
Stephen now moves to David and Solomon; with the key thought being verse 48; the Most High does not live in houses made by men.  As the prophet says: Heaven is my throne, and the earth is my footstool.  What kind of house will you build for me?  Says the Lord.  Or where will my resting place be?  Has not my hand made all these things?  (Verses 48-50)  When you read the Scriptures; especially the Psalms; you notice Israel’s deep love for the temple.  For example; Psalm 27:4; says; one thing I ask of the Lord, this is what I seek: that I may dwell in the house of the Lord all the days of my life, to gaze upon the beauty of the Lord and to seek him in his temple.  By this verse; we can see just how important the temple was; in fact; for much of Israel’s history they either had a tabernacle or a temple which was a symbol of God’s presence.  The problem was that they literally confined God to the temple; as if God was strictly there and nowhere else; as one scholar says; the temple went from the symbol of God’s presence, to the prison of his essence.  It’s not that the temple was bad-it’s just that they worshipped the temple instead of the God of the temple.  And as we all know; the God of Israel is a pilgrim God; he is not restricted to any one place; no building can confine him; he is the Living God who constantly calls his people out to new adventures; and then accompanies them wherever they go.  And that’s why Solomon; after the temple had been built; prayed; but will God really dwell on earth?  The heavens, even the highest heaven, cannot contain you.  How much less this temple I have built! (1Kings 8:27)  And now; what’s amazing; is that in the words of Paul; we are God’s temple; wow!
By now; its very clear what Stephen is saying; and without question; the Sanhedrin was getting it as well; which explains; why in a few minutes they are going to gnash their teethe at him.  Here’s the message; if you were really guided by what your Scriptures teach; you would know that God is the God of all people; his presence is not limited to just the temple! And now he goes for the jugular; verse 51; “You stiff necked people, with uncircumcised hearts and ears!  You are just like your fathers: You always resist the Holy Spirit!  Was there ever a prophet your fathers did not persecute?  They even killed those who predicted the coming of the Righteous One.  And now you have betrayed and murdered him-you who have received the law that was put into effect through angels but have not obeyed it” (verses 51-53)

Here’s what Stephen is saying; our people have a history of rejecting the messengers that God sends us; and as bad as that is; you’ve done even worse; for you have rejected and murdered Jesus the one that God sent to be our Savior!  Why don’t you all wake up and stop rejecting Jesus; the one that God has sent!

And now; they go ballistic; on a side note; as a preacher; it’s bad news when people frown or fall asleep when you are speaking; it’s another when they grind and gnash their teethe at you!  Read verses 54-60; the main thing that I want to say here is that Stephen’s death was full of Christ; for just like Jesus; he calls out; receive my spirit. just like Jesus; he prays that God will not hold this sin against his executioners. This truly is amazing; for while they are stoning him; he’s praying for them; and might I add; his prayer is not; God get them back for this; you make them pay for what they are doing to me; no; God please forgive them for this.

And yet; what strikes me even more is that Stephen sees the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.  Question; why standing; because in other places in Scripture; like Hebrews; were told that Jesus is seated at the right hand of God; yet Stephen says that Jesus is standing.  I can’t help but wonder if it’s because Jesus stood up to welcome the first martyr into heaven; as the Scriptures teach; whoever acknowledges me before men, I will acknowledge before my father in heaven; and so; Jesus stands to welcome him; to acknowledge him before his Father.

So what do we make of this; first; God is the sovereign living God; his presence is everywhere; he cannot be put into a box; he cannot be contained; which is what makes him God; and may we never confine him to a church building; may we never think that worship just happens in this place; yes; he’s here; but he’s not stuck in our church buildings; and just as God met Abraham and Joseph and Moses outside of the so called “holy land” and “holy temple” so does God meet us outside of our church buildings today.  Let me say it this way; God is tied to his people; wherever they go; he goes with them; he is not tied to buildings.  And what I love is that when Paul and Barnabas go out into the unknown on their first missionary journey; they report that God is with them.  Remember that; God the Sovereign living God; accompanies you; in fact; he lives in you.
Second; God is no respecter of persons; he wants all people to come to know him; and through Stephen’s death; the gospel will be thrust out of Jerusalem and out into the rest of the world.  In fact; a guy by the name of Saul was at Stephen’s stoning; Saul would become Paul; who would take the gospel to the entire Roman world; literally changing the course of human history.  And yet; I wonder; if it weren’t for Stephen would there have been a Paul?  Paul himself; later on; would acknowledge just how much the events of Stephen had on him; I throw it out there; if Stephen had not lived and died like Christ, would there have even been a Paul?  We will never know; yet again; God is no respecter of persons; and through the death of Stephen; the whole gospel goes out into the whole world.  The life of Stephen; living and dying for Jesus; and the standing Christ; who welcomed him; well done my good and faithful servant; may that be said of you and me; pray.

