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The text of this sermon may be used without first obtaining my permission.  I do ask, however, that if you use any portion of the message for teaching or preaching preparations, that you would e-mail me a brief note to say you are making use of it.  This would be a courtesy and help to me personally.  You will note that in some sermons sections are bracketed between two sets of three asterisks (***).  The purpose is to delineate material that I did not preach, but that is integral to understanding the theology or exegesis of what was preached.  My e-mail address is revyoung@comcast.net  – Rev. Curt Young)

This morning’s sermon will probably feel more like a Bible study than a sermon.  Before us is an extensive passage, the entire message Stephen delivered before the Sanhedrin and his death that followed.

If length is an indication of importance, the message must be important.  It is the most extensive record of any message by anyone in Acts.

It is the Holy Spirit’s response to the charges of the Jews that the Christian faith is blasphemy against God.  It paved for the expansion of the Gospel to the Gentile world.  Even as Paul presided over Stephen’s death, he heard that message.  I think this was foundational to his conversion.  It speaks to the church as well as to Israel.

Typically I read a passage and then preach the message.  Because our text is so long, I intend to read one section at a time, and then comment on it.  I want us to examine how Stephen builds his case, block by block.  To begin I will read from Acts 6:8-7:1.  

 8Now Stephen, a man full of God's grace and power, did great wonders and miraculous signs among the people. 9Opposition arose, however, from members of the Synagogue of the Freedmen (as it was called)—Jews of Cyrene and Alexandria as well as the provinces of Cilicia and Asia. These men began to argue with Stephen, 10but they could not stand up against his wisdom or the Spirit by whom he spoke. 

 11Then they secretly persuaded some men to say, "We have heard Stephen speak words of blasphemy against Moses and against God." 

 12So they stirred up the people and the elders and the teachers of the law. They seized Stephen and brought him before the Sanhedrin. 13They produced false witnesses, who testified, "This fellow never stops speaking against this holy place and against the law. 14For we have heard him say that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy this place and change the customs Moses handed down to us." 

 15All who were sitting in the Sanhedrin looked intently at Stephen, and they saw that his face was like the face of an angel.

 1Then the high priest asked him, "Are these charges true?" 

Let’s stop right here.  Notice the charges leveled against Stephen.  There are two of them, they are repeated three times.
Verse 11:  We have heard Stephen speak words of blasphemy against Moses and against God.

Verse 13:  This fellow never stops speaking against this holy place and against the law.

Verse 14:  For we have heard him say that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy this place and change the customs Moses handed down to us.

You remember how Jesus had said, referring to himself, “Destroy this temple and in three days I will raise it up.”?  This was turned into, “Jesus said he was going to destroy the temple…”  The same was at work here.
Also, do you remember how Jesus criticized the traditions that the Jews added to the law?  I suspect this also was likely the ground for the other charge.

At this point Stephen’s speech begins, and many find it confusing.  Clearly Stephen is on trial, he is accused, he has been asked if the charges are true.  So people expect to read Stephen’s self-defense. 

But this is not a self-defense.  Stephen does not assume the role of a defendant.  He does not plead his innocence.  He assumes the role of a witness for the Gospel.  Jesus had promised that when dragged before authorities, His Spirit would give them what to say.  That is what we are going read.  It is the key to his speech.

Stephen builds the case from Scripture, that what had taken place in the crucifixion of Jesus and the rejection of the gospel, continued a tradition of rebellion by Israel.  It included a rejection of God’s deliverers and his word that the temple as well as the tabernacle were useless to prevent it.  But God’s saving purposes cannot be thwarted because his greatness is not bound to any place or any people.
Are you ready to begin?  Let’s read about Abraham.  As I do, listen carefully for the references to place.
 2To this he replied: "Brothers and fathers, listen to me! The God of glory appeared to our father Abraham while he was still in Mesopotamia, before he lived in Haran. 3'Leave your country and your people,' God said, 'and go to the land I will show you.'  

 4"So he left the land of the Chaldeans and settled in Haran. After the death of his father, God sent him to this land where you are now living. 5He gave him no inheritance here, not even a foot of ground. But God promised him that he and his descendants after him would possess the land, even though at that time Abraham had no child. 6God spoke to him in this way: 'Your descendants will be strangers in a country not their own, and they will be enslaved and mistreated four hundred years. 7But I will punish the nation they serve as slaves,' God said, 'and afterward they will come out of that country and worship me in this place.'[b] 8Then he gave Abraham the covenant of circumcision. And Abraham became the father of Isaac and circumcised him eight days after his birth. Later Isaac became the father of Jacob, and Jacob became the father of the twelve patriarchs. 
When God revealed himself to Abraham and drew him to himself, did he do that through the temple, or the law, or even, the land?  No.  God made a covenant with Abraham.  It was called the covenant of circumcision because circumcision was the sign of that covenant.  What did it signify?  The heart devoted to God.  As Abraham’s life showed, the heart so devoted is seen in a life of faith.  Abraham had set his heart on following God no matter where he led him, no matter what he called him to do.  If that meant leaving his people, or land, or traditions behind, he would do it.  This necessity was not only laid upon Abraham but for his descendants.  

Without this heart response to God, nothing else mattered.  The land, the law, the temple were all beside the point.  Everything else was predicated on this.

Let’s read on about Joseph in verses 9-16.  I’ll read a couple of verses and summarize the rest:

 9"Because the patriarchs were jealous of Joseph, they sold him as a slave into Egypt. But God was with him 10and rescued him from all his troubles. He gave Joseph wisdom and enabled him to gain the goodwill of Pharaoh king of Egypt; so he made him ruler over Egypt and all his palace. 

 11"Then a famine struck all Egypt and Canaan, bringing great suffering, and our fathers could not find food. 12When Jacob heard that there was grain in Egypt, he sent our fathers on their first visit. 13On their second visit, Joseph told his brothers who he was, and Pharaoh learned about Joseph's family. 14After this, Joseph sent for his father Jacob and his whole family, seventy-five in all. 15Then Jacob went down to Egypt, where he and our fathers died. 16Their bodies were brought back to Shechem and placed in the tomb that Abraham had bought from the sons of Hamor at Shechem for a certain sum of money. 

What did the patriarchs do to the brother God raised up to save them?  Out of envy, they rejected him.  What was the result?  The very means the Children of Israel used to reject Joseph became the means God used to save them.  Through his suffering all that he had to face in Egypt, Jacob and his family were saved from starvation.  Through the rejection of the deliverer, he became their deliverer.  Do you see the parallel with Christ?  Do you see the parallel between the patriarchs and the Sanhedrin?

The next section is 23 verses long.  This deals with Moses, and the accusations against Stephen centered on Moses.  Again I’ll both read and summarize verses.
 17"As the time drew near for God to fulfill his promise to Abraham, the number of our people in Egypt greatly increased. 18Then another king, who knew nothing about Joseph, became ruler of Egypt. 19He dealt treacherously with our people and oppressed our forefathers by forcing them to throw out their newborn babies so that they would die. 

 20"At that time Moses was born, and he was no ordinary child.[c]For three months he was cared for in his father's house. 21When he was placed outside, Pharaoh's daughter took him and brought him up as her own son. 22Moses was educated in all the wisdom of the Egyptians and was powerful in speech and action. 

 23"When Moses was forty years old, he decided to visit his fellow Israelites. 24He saw one of them being mistreated by an Egyptian, so he went to his defense and avenged him by killing the Egyptian. 25Moses thought that his own people would realize that God was using him to rescue them, but they did not. 26The next day Moses came upon two Israelites who were fighting. He tried to reconcile them by saying, 'Men, you are brothers; why do you want to hurt each other?' 

 27"But the man who was mistreating the other pushed Moses aside and said, 'Who made you ruler and judge over us? 28Do you want to kill me as you killed the Egyptian yesterday?'[d] 29When Moses heard this, he fled to Midian, where he settled as a foreigner and had two sons. 

 30"After forty years had passed, an angel appeared to Moses in the flames of a burning bush in the desert near Mount Sinai. 31When he saw this, he was amazed at the sight. As he went over to look more closely, he heard the Lord's voice: 32'I am the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.'[e] Moses trembled with fear and did not dare to look. 

 33"Then the Lord said to him, 'Take off your sandals; the place where you are standing is holy ground. 34I have indeed seen the oppression of my people in Egypt. I have heard their groaning and have come down to set them free. Now come, I will send you back to Egypt.'[f] 

 35"This is the same Moses whom they had rejected with the words, 'Who made you ruler and judge?' He was sent to be their ruler and deliverer by God himself, through the angel who appeared to him in the bush. 36He led them out of Egypt and did wonders and miraculous signs in Egypt, at the Red Sea[g] and for forty years in the desert. 

 37"This is that Moses who told the Israelites, 'God will send you a prophet like me from your own people.'[h] 38He was in the assembly in the desert, with the angel who spoke to him on Mount Sinai, and with our fathers; and he received living words to pass on to us. 

 39"But our fathers refused to obey him. Instead, they rejected him and in their hearts turned back to Egypt. 
Here, in a way more pronounced than with Joseph, the pattern is repeated.  God raises up a deliverer, “no ordinary child”.  He did not have to, but chose to, identify with the Children of Israel, coming to the rescue of man being mistreated, and seeking to establish peace among them.  Yet what happened?  You know the story.  Verse 35 nails the point.  They rejected him.

Yet in so doing, Moses fled.  His life was cut off from the people.  But God sent him back, to deliver them from Pharoah.  He brought them living words, words of life.  What did the Children of Israel do?  Verse 39 says, “But our fathers refused to obey him.  Instead, they rejected him (the second time) and in their hearts turned back to Egypt.

Did they receive him back?  No.  Did they embrace the covenant promises?  They were forging idols in the wilderness even as Moses received the law.  Did Moses remain their deliverer?  Absolutely!  
Sandwiched in between is the prophecy:  “God will send you a prophet like me from your own people.”  Was Jesus rejected?  Did he return?  Did he bring words of life?  Was he rejected again?  That is exactly what was taking place as Stephen stood before the Sanhedrin.

In the last section of Stephen’s testimony, he addresses the worship place, whether the humble tabernacle or the far more elaborate and permanent temple of Solomon.  Interspersed he quote from Amos and then from Isaiah to underscore that neither ensured true worship, neither curbed rebellion, because the source of the rebellion had never been addressed.  

What was the one essential was missing, the devotion of the heart to God, following hard after him.  Their hearts remained uncircumcised.  They resisted the Holy Spirit.  Yet God was not bound or frustrated.  He does not live in houses made with hands.  He is not confined to a people for their use.  His freedom to act and power to accomplish his salvation were not diminished in the least.

So he acted.  He provided the promised deliverer in Jesus.  He, too was rejected.  But God raised him up, and he returned.  Israel rejected yet again, but Christ was not diminished as Savior.  His salvation was not rendered null and void.

On the contrary, Jesus’ rejection by Israel leads to his acceptance by the gentiles throughout the world, and the knowledge and worship of God throughout the world and salvation among all nations.  

Stephen didn’t say these things.  It was left for one of the hearers to do that.  The Holy Spirit would raise up the man behind Stephen’s murder, and flesh out in his life and his writings the implications of Stephen’s testimony about God.

What an unlikely man of hour Saul would be, like a Joseph or Moses.  He, too, would face resistance and rejection within the church as you know.  Yet how God used him!  
What truth do I take from Stephen’s testimony?  What message is there for our church?

God is not bound to place or tradition or events in the past.  He is  bound to his purposes and promises.  He is always active – the living God! -- in bringing them to pass.

In every generation, we should expect him to raise up unlikely people to extend his grace in new ways to more people.  When he does these new things, we should welcome them and enter into them.  Because our hearts are bound to him rather than to what is past.  Our God does not live in the past. Neither do we.

When we envision our lives and life as a church, it can be and should be one of continual renewal and ongoing reform:  Changing our structures and the ways we minister to become more biblical even as we are changed ourselves:  remedying errors, correcting deficiencies, laying hold of opportunities, advancing the Gospel.

This is the freedom we have in Christ, and what’s more the necessity and calling:  Not resisting but following hard after where the Holy Spirit is leading.
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