STEPHEN'S MARTYRDOM

Acts 6:8-7:60

In today’s passage, Stephen speaks on how the people of Israel resist God the Holy Spirit. After the speech, he was stoned to death by the people. He did not resist. He obeyed God. May we repent of our resistance against God the Spirit and obey him.
I. Stephen speaks on how Israel resists God (6:8-7:53)

Who was Stephen? He was full of God’s grace and power. He “did great wonders and miraculous signs among the people.” He was good and he did good works to help others to believe. “Opposition 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.” What do you know about them? The Jews of Alexandria were the people who first translated the Old Testament into Greek and contributed to the spreading of the faith in God to those who couldn’t read Hebrew. The Jews who belonged to the synagogues in Asia were not less zealous for God. Though they were living in foreign cultures for many generations as immigrants, they didn’t give into the native cultures or religion. As freemen in God, they rather influenced the natives in the land where they resided. The people of the Synagogue of the Freedmen were pillars of faith along with the Jews in Jerusalem. They encouraged and strengthened the faith in God of Israel among their own people who were scattered all over the world. Since Stephen revealed God’s grace and God’s power, they could have been very happy with him. How could opposition arise from the most devoted believers of God against the man who revealed the obvious signs of God? That is a mystery.
These men began to argue with Stephen. But they could not stand up against his wisdom or the Spirit by whom he spoke. Then these devoted believers did something that the election campaign managers do today. They fabricated a rumor to stir up the people, the elders and the teachers of the law. They secretly persuaded some men to say, “We have heard Stephen speak words of blasphemy against Moses and against God.” Then they seized Stephen and brought him before the Sanhedrin. How could they who were not the police arrest an innocent man? The charge against Stephen was a serious crime in the theocratic society and so anyone could take him to the court. What were the charges brought against him? They produced false witnesses who testified, “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 down to us.”
What puzzles us is that they were zealous believers of God.  How could they act worse than non-believers? They slandered and lied. How could the noble and pious people do such a shameful thing? Stephen was good and they were good. How could good plus good end up in evil? The idea that they became jealous because they lost their argument is an over-simplification. Opposition grew out of theological differences and ended dirty. What we observe here is a serious issue for a gospel ministry. This has happened in Church history not infrequently, in fact, even in any religious movement, which has provided a justifiable excuse for many to be turned off and so stay away from the ministry. The hypocrisy of the leaders makes those who remain in the Church passive. By attacking Stephen, the religious leaders attacked themselves and the Church by destroying other believers. How could the devoted believers do such a foolish thing? We find the answer to this mystery in Stephen’s message. They resisted the Holy Spirit. They lost the fear of God somewhere in the course of their religious practice. We learn in Stephen’s message that the rebellion has been repeated all throughout history of the Church even from the time of Abraham, in fact, from the time of Adam. That is how the once faithful people became like a harlot, liars and murderers.

What should we learn here? We should remember that Stephen’s martyrdom was a part of Church history. Jesus was laid as the foundation stone and Stephen was one of the precious living stones by which the Church of our God is built. What is the answer to the hypocrisy of the religious leaders? Stephen was laid as a living stone of the Church when he was martyred by them. He became a living stone who bore their hypocrisy on his body. The Church bore the hypocrisy of Ananias and Sapphira which could have turned the gospel ministry into a lie by not hiding the fact that the couple was once devoted members. By obeying God, the Church bore the persecution of the religious establishment which threatened the believers not to proclaim Jesus’ name. The conclusion could have been that the ministry stalled. But in 6:7, the author comments, “So the word of God spread.” Stephen’s head-on collision with the religious leadership would cause an even more violent persecution and scatter all the believers except the apostles. Do you know what that meant? That meant the display of the power of Life which has come in the gospel to save all of us.
This should be our understanding of the troubles and problems of the churches which have been caused by the mysterious behaviors of man. The discovery of the unstoppable emergence of the Church gave me courage to pray for 120 who are crazy for Christ like Paul. That is why I chose the Dixieland jazz tune, “When the saints go march’n in” for my cell phone. When the saints go marching in, our Lord will come in glory.
What was Stephen like in the court? Stephen’s example in 6:15 tells us how we can rule over the resistance against the Holy Spirit which is in operation. “All who were sitting in the Sanhedrin looked intently at Stephen, and they saw that his face was like the face of an angel.” How could his face shining like that of an angel? As we learn from his final words, Stephen fixed his mind on Jesus Christ and his gospel, rejoicing in the grace and truth of God. He did not analyze the motives of those who resisted. He was not distracted because he wanted to help the foolish. He abided in God through Jesus Christ. I hope we pray for the Romans conference with the same hope. We will see that the Lord is coming in glory. 

Look at 7:1 “Then the high priest asked him, ‘Are these charges true?’” What were the charges against him? Those were blasphemy against God and against the temple. Stephen responded one by one to the charges in his speech. He answers the charge against God by speaking the truth of God in 7:2-43 and the charge against the temple in 7:44-50.
Stephen begins by speaking of who God is in verse 2. “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.” He says God is the God of glory. He means the One who appeared to Abraham is the Apparent, the Undeniable, the Obvious. He means anyone who reads Abraham’s story can not deny that the God of Abraham is God the One and Only, the Creator, the Sovereign. Stephen is reminding the accusers of his blasphemy that they became believers by God’s undeserving and one-sided grace of revelation of his glory. Symbolically speaking, they should always go back to Mesopotamia in their minds and remember that God called them into belief by appearing to them. Their knowledge of God hinges on the tiny, yet, uncompromising experience of God’s revelation of his glory to Abraham. If we translate Stephen’s message into our language, he means that we meet God only when we come to him as sinners for that is what we are without his appearance. The difference between a Christian and a non-believer is the conviction that he is a sinner. The religious leaders replaced God when they accused Stephen of blasphemy. Stephen called them back to the God of glory because they were in coup against God. 
Then Stephen reminded them of how God helped Abraham to know him. Look at verses 3-8. “’Leave your country and your people,’ God said, ‘and go to the land I will show you.’ 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. He 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. God 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. But 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.’ Then 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.” The covenant was established with material proof. If nothing was given to Abraham materially, then on what basis was the covenant of circumcision established? The covenant was based on the promises. That means the covenant was based on God as being God. On Abraham’s part of the covenant, however, was given material proof which was circumcision. What was the meaning of circumcision according to 8a? That meant that God would consider Abraham as a new creation, cutting off his old self which was based on his inter-relationship to his people, who is created new in the faith in God.
How did God bless Abraham? God gave him a miraculous sign, the birth of Isaac. How did Abraham transfer the covenant to his descendants? He circumcised his son on the eighth day as God required of him in the covenant. That means he offered Isaac recognizing that his son belonged to God as he himself belonged to God. How can Abraham’s experience be interpreted from the perspective of 7:51-53? He obeyed God the Holy Spirit. The result was the creation of Jacob and the twelve patriarchs from whom the Jews came. 
After he spoke of the origin of their ancestry, Stephen continued with how the patriarchs resisted the Holy Spirit. What did the patriarchs do with Joseph their brother? Look at 7:9a. “Because the patriarchs were jealous of Joseph, they sold him as a slave into Egypt.” How did they resist the Holy Spirit with their jealousy?  They sold Joseph who belonged to God to the Egyptians! We can not condone jealousy simply because we know that it is a part of humanity. We must come to God as Stephen did here. He alone takes the evil in us on himself and so rescues us back to him. What did God accomplish in the aftermath of their jealousy? Look at verses 9b-16.  “But God was with him and 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. Then a famine struck all Egypt and Canaan, bringing great suffering, and our fathers could not find food. When Jacob heard that there was grain in Egypt, he sent our fathers on their first visit. On their second visit, Joseph told his brothers who he was, and Pharaoh learned about Joseph's family. After this, Joseph sent for his father Jacob and his whole family, seventy-five in all. Then Jacob went down to Egypt, where he and our fathers died. Their 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.” They resisted God when they were consumed with jealousy but God preserved them all and even brought their bodies back to the promised land and buried them in the tomb which had been bought by Abraham. God’s care for them went beyond their lifetime, beyond their death and beyond the limit of time and place. They were brought back to God. Lord, we are not even ashamed of the evil of jealousy in us. We live in it and with it everyday. Help us.
How did God reveal his will to rescue the Israelites (7:25) through Moses’ life according to verses 20-22? Look at 7:17-22. “As the time drew near for God to fulfill his promise to Abraham, the number of our people in Egypt greatly increased. Then another king, who knew nothing about Joseph, became ruler of Egypt. He dealt treacherously with our people and oppressed our forefathers by forcing them to throw out their newborn babies so that they would die. At that time Moses was born, and he was no ordinary child. For three months he was cared for in his father's house. When he was placed outside, Pharaoh's daughter took him and brought him up as her own son. Moses was educated in all the wisdom of the Egyptians and was powerful in speech and action.” Everybody recognized God’s hand in the person Moses. He was no ordinary baby. Witnessing his miraculous survival and in his rising as a prince of Egypt, the Israelites could only become convinced of God being God and of him being faithful.  
What happened when Moses attempted to help his people? Look at 7:23-29. “When Moses was forty years old, he decided to visit his fellow Israelites. He saw one of them being mistreated by an Egyptian, so he went to his defense and avenged him by killing the Egyptian.  Moses thought that his own people would realize that God was using him to rescue them, but they did not. The 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?’ But the man who was mistreating the other pushed Moses aside and said, ‘Who made you ruler and judge over us? Do you want to kill me as you killed the Egyptian yesterday?’ When Moses heard this, he fled to Midian, where he settled as a foreigner and had two sons.” In Stephen’s speech, there is parallelism between the God of glory and Moses not being an ordinary child. It points to Jesus’ glory and being undeniable. There is also parallelism between their rejection of Moses’ leadership and of Jesus being the Messiah. “Who made you ruler and judge over us?” This has been the most common practice of resistance against the Holy Spirit, particularly in the US where individualism is a sacred word. We cannot, however, condone pride simply because it is a part of humanity. For sure, Christianity should not be a synonym to slavery. But the gospel faith should lead us to the subjection to the authority because of conscience. More than that, we cannot let ourselves be sold to pride at the cost of being conscious of the God of glory who has revealed his glory in the gospel of Jesus Christ.
What would God do with those who were sold to their pride? We can not even imagine this but God waited forty years for them. He prepared Moses during that time and sent him back to them to rescue them. Look at 7:30-34. “After forty years had passed, an angel appeared to Moses in the flames of a burning bush in the desert near Mount Sinai. When he saw this, he was amazed at the sight. As he went over to look more closely, he heard the Lord's voice: ‘I am the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.’ Moses trembled with fear and did not dare to look. Then the Lord said to him, ‘Take off your sandals; the place where you are standing is holy ground. I 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.’” What did God reveal when he called Moses according to verses 30-34? He revealed that he is the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. That means he is holy and anyone who is called by him should take off his old self and come to him in fear. That also means anyone who is called by him belongs to his will. God’s will of calling Israel to be his own is the embodiment of his glory. By calling them to be his own, he denied himself and by denying himself, he revealed himself to be the Almighty.
What did God reveal by rescuing them through Moses according to verses 35-36? “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. He led them out of Egypt and did wonders and miraculous signs in Egypt, at the Red Sea and for forty years in the desert.” God revealed that Moses their rescuer was the same Moses whom the people of Israel rejected. By reminding them what they did with Moses and what God did through the same Moses, Stephen pointed out how the God of glory is revealed to them. There couldn’t be any mistake in identifying God and recognizing him in virtue of the witness, Moses, whom they revered dearly. God was the One who is faithful without fail. God is the One they resist.
Stephen did not stop at retelling them the old story. He introduces the true reality to which the religious leaders were blind. Look at verses 37-38. “This is that Moses who told the Israelites, ‘God will send you a prophet like me from your own people.’ He 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.” What were the living words which Moses received and passed on to his people? They were the promise of the Messiah who would be undeniable like Moses. Stephen emphasized in verse 38 how Moses received the promise: “He 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.” What is significant about the way he received the promise? He was in the assembly in the desert. The word “assembly” is the translation of the word “ekklesia” which means called out. The promise of the coming Messiah was the calling of people out into the desert where they could not depend on anything or anyone but God. That way, the promise was their salvation. Mt. Sinai and the twelve tribes of Israel were the sign of God’s calling of them to get out and stand before him.
So how did the people of Israel fare with the grace of God? They rejoiced at first. But then they refused to obey him. They rejected him and in their hearts they turned back to Egypt. Look at 7:39-43. “But our fathers refused to obey him. Instead, they rejected him and in their hearts turned back to Egypt. They told Aaron, ‘Make us gods who will go before us. As for this fellow Moses who led us out of Egypt--we don't know what has happened to him!’ That was the time they made an idol in the form of a calf. They brought sacrifices to it and held a celebration in honor of what their hands had made.”  How did the fathers of Israel resist the Holy Spirit according to verses 39-41? They replaced the God of glory with an idol. They rejected Moses who was undeniable.
What did God do with them? Look at verse 42a. “But God turned away and gave them over to the worship of the heavenly bodies.” How did the prophets in the later times quote this rebellion to rebuke their own people?  Look at verses 42b-43. “This agrees with what is written in the book of the prophets: ‘Did you bring me sacrifices and offerings forty years in the desert, O house of Israel? You have lifted up the shrine of Molech and the star of your god Rephan, the idols you made to worship. Therefore I will send you into exile’ beyond Babylon.”  The prophets rebuked their desire and sensuality-based practice of religion as turning back to Egypt and as idol worship. How did God punish them? God sent them into exile in Babylon. Stephen was saying that turning away from meeting God in the desert in the assembly is going back to Egypt and it will end up in Babylon. Stephen was answering their accusation of his blasphemy against God by pointing out their refusal of Jesus, who is undeniable like Moses and his works and who is the realization of the promise given through Moses.
In 7:44-50, Stephen turns his subject to the temple. “Our forefathers had the tabernacle of the Testimony with them in the desert. It had been made as God directed Moses, according to the pattern he had seen. Having received the tabernacle, our fathers under Joshua brought it with them when they took the land from the nations God drove out before them. It remained in the land until the time of David, who enjoyed God's favor and asked that he might provide a dwelling place for the God of Jacob. But it was Solomon who built the house for him. However, 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?’”

What was the origin of the temple? God was the origin. The tabernacle was a replica of the heavenly pattern, the essence of which was the Ten Commandments, the word of God. How and when was the tabernacle replaced with the temple? That idea came from David. But it was Solomon who built the temple.  In some sense, even David, in spite of his good intention, resisted the Holy Spirit by intending to build a house for God. What was the truth regarding the temple according to verses 48-49? God does not live in houses made by men. So Stephen finally drove to the point in 7:51. “You stiff-necked people, with uncircumcised hearts and ears! You are just like your fathers: You always resist the Holy Spirit!” In what way was Stephen’s rebuke justified based on their insistence of the temple? The furious and zealous defense of the temple worship was actually the expression of their pride, refusal of repentance, and rejection of God.  In their resistance against the Holy Spirit, what did their forefathers do and what did they do? Stephen continued in verse 52. “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---.” What was Stephen’s summary of their resistance against the Holy Spirit in verse 53? He said, “you who have received the law that was put into effect through angels but have not obeyed it.” What does he mean? The law was the word of God, which means they needed to pay attention to God who speaks to them through the law. But they made the law a Jewish law.
Stephen is calling them to repent of their pride, fixed ideas and the lack of learning from God. How could they, who were God’s own, who were preserved by God, who had all the evidence of the grace of God and in spite of their zeal for God, become that miserable? The answer is profoundly simple. They should come to God who has revealed himself in the desert in the “ekklasia”, which is graphically embodied in Jesus Christ who was crucified outside of the camp. He was no more and became the Lord of those whom he called out of this world. Stephen is calling them to repent of all things and believe in Jesus Christ.
II.  Stephen obeys God (7:54-60)

How did they respond to Stephen's rebuke?  According to verse 54, “When they heard this, they were furious and gnashed their teeth at him.”  “ But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, looked up to heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘I see heaven open and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.’” What does it mean that Stephen was “full of the Holy Spirit” at the time? He was overwhelmed with the Holy Spirit. He was no more the old Stephen. Not even the trace of his old self was remaining. What impact did this have on him? He saw the glory of God. Now we understand what this means. He couldn’t deny God. He was overwhelmed with the conviction of God. He was convicted of Jesus Christ who is God the Son along with God the Father. If we had wished that Stephen saved the last words thinking that he could have avoided provoking the angry crowd, we are wrong. This means Stephen was one with God the Father and God the Son by the help of God the Spirit. He crossed over life and death. He abided in God.
It sounds beautiful that Stephen was one with God. But what was the impact? Look at verses 57-60. “At this they covered their ears and, yelling at the top of their voices, they all rushed at him, dragged him out of the city and began to stone him. Meanwhile, the witnesses laid their clothes at the feet of a young man named Saul. While they were stoning him, Stephen prayed, ‘Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.’ Then he fell on his knees and cried out, ‘Lord, do not hold this sin against them.’ When he had said this, he fell asleep.” Whenever we read this story, we wonder if God needed Stephen’s assistance in his gospel work. The man Stephen was truly united in the death of the Lord and so in the life of the Lord. From the last words of Stephen, we can understand that God was present and the Son of Man was there in the offering of the life of Stephen for the gospel. Did they just stand there? They suffered and died with the servant of God. That was the glory of God which has come to us ever since the Son of Man revealed it on the cross. The gospel will create Saul into Paul. May we repent and obey God.
