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Acts 7:55-60




Remember that we are newly post-Easter.  As I read through the headings in my Bible beginning at Acts 1, I share with you a very eclipsed history of the events in the lives of the disciples, following the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ:

Establishment of the church

Jesus ascends to heaven

Matthias is chosen to replace Judas

The Holy Spirit comes at Pentecost

Peter preaches to the crowd

The believers become the first church

Peter heals a crippled beggar

Peter Preaches in the temple

Peter and John face the Sanhedrin

The believers pray for boldness

The believers share their possessions

The judgment of Ananias and Sapphira

The apostles heal many people

The apostles meet furious opposition

The church appoints 7 to help

Stephen addresses the Sanhedrin

Stephen is martyred by stoning

Expansion of the church

Widespread persecution scatters the believers.

So what do we know?  We know that Jesus was crucified, he died, he was buried and he rose from the dead.  We know that during his life, he called others to learn from him, and to follow him, and to share God's ministry with him.

But then he was killed.  Their leader was gone.  They still believed in the ministry, but they were afraid.  They had no confidence.  They knew that the Jews who had killed Jesus,  might also kill them.  They were determined to continue the ministry, to preach, and teach, and heal, and take care of the poor, but they were often arrested and threatened, often mocked and beaten.  Again and again they were ordered by the Jewish authorities to stop preaching and teaching and healing.  But they were courageous in their faith, and they refused.     


We also know that the ministry of Stephen had particularly aggravated the authorities.  His preaching and teaching and healing were relentless.  He cared for the poor.  He attended to the sick.  Where there was a need, Stephen did everything he could to respond to it.  To this day, there is a movement called the Stephen Ministries that teach Christians how to provide pastoral care, ministering to those in need.


So here stands Stephen, before the Sanhedrin...the Jewish authorities.  He and the other disciples  are just finding their feet.  They have renewed zest to continue the work of their master.  Stephen is bright, articulate, and very committed.  His ministry is causing a stir.  The Christian church is growing.  He and the others are a threat to the Jewish  community and they must be stopped.  Stephen must die.  


As he stands before the authorities, they are enraged.  They grind their teeth in anger at Stephen.  And what does Stephen do?  Filled with the Holy Spirit, he gazes skyward and he proclaims that he can see Jesus standing at the right hand of God.  What an outrage!  What blasphemy to the ears of those righteous Jews who loved God and were still waiting for the Messiah to come.  To think that this sod would infer that this imposture Jesus was in fact the Son of God and that he would be in heaven standing at the right hand of God! Unacceptable!!

They rush toward him in fierce anger and they drag him out to the city square to be stoned to death.  


Can you imagine how utterly brutal a death that must be?  And as they pounded him with rocks and stones, Stephen simply prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.”  And then we are told, he knelt down and cried in a loud voice,”Lord, do not hold this sin against them”...and he died.


Does this remind you of anything?  - Someone who not so long ago died a horrible death, also for witnessing to the power and the glory of God.  Someone else who forgave the criminals on either side of him, and also forgave those at whose hands he died.  Father forgive them, for they know not what they do. -Good will and grace...witnessing to the power of love.


Martyr is defined as someone who is willing to die for their faith.  16th century martyrs were burnt to death, tied to stakes.  Not unlike Stephen in many ways, Martin Luther King Jr. cried out,  “I have been to the mountain and I have seen the glory of the Lord.”


It is 2011, and though we have made so much progress and have learned so much, we still have our Stephens.  They are taken capture by enemy forces, they lie incarcerated in cells, known and unknown,  suffering for their faithfulness to a vision of society that will in some way or another reflect the kind of  justice we read about in Scripture.


What if I was to suggest that in fact you and I are stoning the Stephens of today?  What are we doing to stop it?  We sing lots of good Christian songs about justice and we read Scriptures that call us to seek justice....to make sure that it happens, for all people.  Have you ever wondered what we are actually doing to make that happen?  And if we are not part of the solution, we are part of the problem.  But when is the last time you have been in a protest?  When was the last time you stood on Parliament Hill to lift your voice in defense of  what you believed to be an injustice?  When is the last time you wrote to your elected government official, voicing your opposition to a proposed action?


If you dared to picture that horrific scene of the stoning of Stephen in the town square, and if you had to put yourself somewhere in that picture, where would you be?  Throwing a stone?  Trying to stop it?  An anonymous face in the crowd?  The person completely oblivious, going about their daily routine or the person running away from the scene, avoiding it at all costs?  It is not difficult to find injustice in our own lives or in the lives of others.  Where are you in the midst of all of this?  



And one more thing....did you catch who happened to be there at the stoning of Stephen?   Did you notice at whose feet they laid their cloaks?  This man encouraged and approved of the killing  of Stephen.....it was a young man named Saul.  Ironic that we will learn much more about him later.


Here we have one of those great moments of dramatic irony in Scripture.  Stephen is about to die, and Paul, the apostle, though he does not realize it, is about to be born.  We have been to the death watch at Calvary and to the rebirth at the garden tomb.  Again, Christ dies, this time in Stephen, and again Christ is about to rise, this time in Paul.  Stephen becomes the tomb of death.  Paul becomes the garden of resurrection.  Brilliance, faithfulness, new vision being snuffed out in Stephen.  It will rise to new life in the brilliance and faithfulness and vision of this new apostle yet to be transformed.


So even though this passage about the stoning of Stephen comes to us in the images of conflict and beatings and death, we can see along the edges, even in the shadows, the promise of new life, a new voice, a new champion.


What is it that you need to consider from this message-?
-the faithful, relentless ministry of Stephen, who was willing to even die for his faith?

-those who held the stones, or watched, or turned away?

-the presence and eventual transformation of Saul?

-the concept of death and resurrection within  Saul and within each of us?

There is much to consider here.


May the life and the witness of this man named Stephen, be an inspiration for us all.

Amen
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