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We’re on our journey with the early Church this summer. What was it like in the early
weeks, months and years after the crucifixion, the Resurrection, the Ascension and Pentecost
occurred in a fifty-three day whirlwind. Luke, in his writing of Acts, gives us that window to
look into. And remember, Luke is a Gentile, the only Gentile author in the Bible. His perspective
is unique.

Luke opens Acts by saying that in his previous book—the Gospel of Luke—he wrote
about all that Jesus began to do and teach. That said, Acts is a continuation of what Jesus is still
doing and teaching, but accomplished through His disciples, His Church, up to and including us.

Last week we reviewed the first five chapters of Acts. Though there is a continuous
direction in the emerging Church; sometimes it looks crazily haphazard; at other times you can
see an intentional step forward. But through it all there is a phenomenally fast and profound
change from worshipping God within the context of the Mosaic Law, and the central importance
of the Temple along with the focal point of the Synagogue. What was most difficult for the Jews
to comprehend was how, since God was one—“Hear O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is
One”—how then could Jesus be God, along with the Father? So, there was that big issue to
figure out. But there were other rapid adjustments that also emerged. The Church adjusted to the
shock of Pentecost and established itself in the Word, in fellowship, in the new pattern of the
breaking of bread, and prayer. Add to this the miracle of the man who had been crippled from
birth and was instantly healed to walk by Peter’s command in the Name of Jesus; then things
really started to move.

It bears saying that Jesus always faced opposition; throughout His entire ministry He was
challenged, attacked, and attempts were made on His life to stone Him for blasphemy (the
blasphemy of saying that He and the Father were “one”, making Himself equal to God). The
opposition of course, reached its full force in the crucifixion. But that wasn’t the end. The
disciples took the teachings of Jesus wherever they went. They were jailed, harangued and in the
end they all were killed because of their faith.

We’re not there yet but you can see that this tension is constant. It ebbs and flows and
throughout we see both the grace and power of God. In our present context, the disciples were
freed from jail the second time by an angel who opened the door and told them to go into the
Temple court and tell the people the full message of this “new life”—forgiveness of sins made
possible by the death and resurrection of Jesus. They were speaking from first-hand knowledge/
experience. It’s impossible to stop a person like that because it’s impossible to stop the truth ...
salvation is found in no one else, for “there is no other name under heaven given to men by
which we must be saved.” (Acts 4:12) They just kept preaching in the Name of Jesus, affirming
that they “must obey God rather than men” because they were witnesses of what God had done.



The apostles didn’t anguish over what might happen if they continued declaring the name of
Jesus. They were convicted of the power of God. Nothing is impossible for God.

In fact, the opposition has never stopped. We may not face death for our faith in Christ
here in Canada, but throughout the world many do—if you look at the list that Mary Lou shares
with us each year, you take your life in your hands professing “Jesus is Lord” in places like
North Korea, Nigeria, Sri Lanka, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iran...and the list goes on. But if you
share in the cross-bearing, you share in the crown-wearing.

So the word of God spread. The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly.
Stephen, one of the seven chosen to administer help to the Grecian widows, a man “full of God’s
grace and power”, did great wonders and miraculous signs. Opposition to the new life, the Way
came swiftly. The great struggle had begun. The Jews had always looked upon themselves as
God’s chosen people. But they regarded themselves as chosen for privilege, believing that God
had no use for any other nation. They never dreamed they were chosen for service to bring all
people into the same relationship with God that they enjoyed. But here is a sign of what is
coming. It is not yet a bringing in of the Gentiles. Still, it is about Greek-speaking Jews, not one
of whom has a Jewish name, and Stephen definitely has a vision of a world for Christ.

The Jews who opposed him stirred up trouble for him. They seized him and brought
him before the Sanhedrin. False witnesses accused him of speaking—yes—against the temple
and the law—(both, as I mentioned, sacrosanct to Jews) claiming that Stephen had said Jesus
would destroy the temple and change the customs Moses handed down to them (the law).

Chapter six closes with the statement that the Sanhedrin saw Stephen’s face was like
that of an angel. Suzanne asked me last week what that meant. It’s a great question. My response
was it may well have been what Moses’ face looked like after he had been with God—radiant. To
take the point further, it may well be what your face looks like when you know Jesus intimately,
as He wants to be known.

Chapter six gives the long full account of the history of the Jews with God,
highlighting their constant “stiff-necked” rebellion. If you get a chance today or this week read it.
It’s too long for us here. Yet Stephen points to Abraham, Joseph and Moses as examples of
where our faith should lead us.

Abraham answered God’s summons, not knowing where it would lead him, but
faithfully trusting that where God would lead would be good and right. The point being, he was
a man of hope, even when what God had told him seemed hopeless to him—he and Sarai
having an heir at their advanced ages whose offspring would be too great to count—he believed
it.

Next, Joseph’s life was full of trouble and full of God’s grace. The summation of his
life comes at the end of Genesis, where he told his brothers who had tried to kill him that though



they intended evil against him by selling him into slavery, God intended it for good. Stephen
referred to Joseph as a man of grace and wisdom, traits the Jews seemed to have lost or
abandoned, so that they became imprisoned in the mazes of their own Law. Contrast that with
Joseph who welcomed each new task, even if it was a rebuff and adopted God’s view of life.

Next, Moses, who, for the Jews, was above all the man who answered God’s
commands to go out. He gave up a kingdom to answer God’s summons to lead His people. So,
once again, Stephen made the same point. The great person is not the one who, like the Jews, is
glued to the past and jealously guards his privileges; it is the one who is ready to answer God’s
summons and leave the comfort or ease of what is familiar.

All of the recount so far, by implication, condemned the attitude of the Jews. Now it
becomes explicit. 1st he emphasized the continued disobedience of the people. Recall the golden
calf at Moses’ time or the hearts that went after Moloch and the star gods of Amos’ time.

Second, Stephen insisted the Jews had had the most amazing privileges—the
succession of the prophets, the tent of witness, the Law. They’d had continuous disobedience
and continuous privilege. In spite of having every chance to know better they continuously
rebelled against God.

Third, Stephen insisted the Jews had wrongly limited God. The Temple, which should
have been their greatest blessing was their greatest curse; they had come to worship it instead of
God. That’s one of the things we also need to watch out for. The cathedrals erected all over the
world with unbelievable extravagance in many cases—beautiful and majestic as they are—can
become the centre of worship, rather than God, for whom the cathedrals were built and adorned.
The Jews ended up with a Jewish God who lived in Jerusalem rather than a God of all people
whose dwelling was the whole universe.

Fourth, Stephen said the Jews consistently persecuted the prophets and--the crowning
charge —that they murdered the Son of God. He didn’t excuse them on the grounds of ignorance
like Peter had. It wasn’t ignorance but rebellious disobedience which drove them. There’s anger
in Stephen’s closing words but there’s also sorrow. Anger that sees a people committing the most
terrible of crimes and sorrow that sees a people who refused the destiny God offered them.

So, this led only one way—death was courted and death resulted. But Stephen didn’t
bend toward rage. His gaze went beyond time and he saw Jesus standing at the right hand of
God. Instead of creating a time to pause, it struck his accusers as the greatest of blasphemies—
the penalty for which was stoning to death. But this wasn’t a judicial trial, it was a lynching. The
Sanhedrin had no right to put anyone to death.

Stephen appears very briefly in the Scripture. He’s introduced in chapter six and stoned to
death in chapter seven. He stands out as one with great courage. Beyond all that anyone could do
to him, he saw his Lord awaiting him, welcoming him—something that can await us all. He



followed Jesus’ example, praying for the forgiveness of his executioners. Stephen came to a
peace which comes to the one who has done the right thing even if the right thing kills him.

And Saul entered the scene—Ilater to be Paul the apostle to the Gentiles. But at this time
he thoroughly agreed with the execution. Yet Augustine said of him: “The Church owes Paul to
the prayer of Stephen.” However hard Paul may have tried, he could never forget the way in
which Stephen had died. The blood of the martyrs even this early had begun to be the seed of the
Church. From this dreadful turmoil the Church launches.

So, I will close as I did last week, because this message should be fresh every week. Are
you ready to stand for your faith, even in or especially in the face of adversity? The world
naturally opposes Jesus or His followers. But we need to be ready, simply and respectfully—
ready to tell your story of how Jesus has touched your life and how He has changed you from
what you were, to what you are now. when trouble comes, take heart, for Jesus has overcome the
world So, go joyfully and intentionally for Jesus.



