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Stephen’s Victorious Death
April 16, 2023

Acts 7:1-60
Key Verse: 7:59 “While they were stoning him, Stephen prayed, ‘Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.’”

In today’s passage, we learn Stephen’s victorious death. He had a clear resurrection hope. As he was being stoned, he said, “Look, I see heaven open and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.” Recall that Stephen was one of 7 deacons who were in charge of distributing food to the widows. But Stephen did more than that. He performed miracles and preached the gospel. But many people opposed him and accused him of blasphemy against Moses and against God. They arrested Stephen and brought him before the Sanhedrin to be tried. Today’s passage is Stephen’s defense before the Sanhedrin. It begins quietly with a review of Jewish history, concentrating on Joseph and Moses. They were both rejected by Israel, then exalted by God as deliverers and saviors. Though Stephen does not compare their experiences directly with Jesus, the analogy is unmistakable. Then Stephen launches into a highly critical attack on Israel’s leaders, charging them with resisting the Holy Spirit, murdering the Righteous One, and failing to keep the law of God. Stephen must have known that his life was at stake. To spare himself, he could have compromised and appeased the religious leaders. But he would rather die than compromise. May God bless us to learn Stephen’s faith and courage and become bold witnesses of Jesus in this generation.

Look at verse 1. The high priest asked Stephen, “Are these charges true?” He is referring to their false charges that Stephen had spoken against the temple and the law. Stephen did not answer his question. Rather, he gave them the review of Israel’s history. It is important to know the history of God in the Bible like Stephen. I have a great respect for history majors though they have hard time in getting a decent job. Stephen opens his defense by talking about Abraham. Why did he speak about Abraham? They all knew the story of Abraham and were proud to be the descendants of Abraham. Stephen found a common ground in Abraham. When he spoke about Abraham, they became silent and ready to listen. 

Look at verses 2-3. “To 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. “Leave your country and your people,” God said, “and go to the land I will show you.”’” The history of Israel began when God called one man, Abraham, to obey his command. Though he was a childless, hopeless, helpless old man, Abraham obeyed God’s command absolutely. But God did not give him anything in his hand. God gave him only a promise. It was a great promise that he and his descendants would possess the land of Canaan. There was no son, no land, but still Abraham believed God’s promise. These days people say, “Show me God and then I will believe.” Though it was incredible, Abraham believed, and God fulfilled his promise. God blessed Abraham and made him a blessing. God gave Abraham a son, Isaac. The promise and the covenant were passed on to Isaac, and later to Jacob and the twelve patriarchs. What is the bottom line message here? The key point of Abraham’s life is obedience. Sanhedrin members boasted that they were the descendants of Abraham. Then they should have imitated his obedience. But they were not obedient to God. Stephen pointed out their spiritual problem through the example of Abraham. Though they claimed to be Abraham’s children, they were not doing the things Abraham did. (John 8:39)
Verses 9-16 are the story of Joseph. Look at verse 9. “Because the patriarchs were jealous of Joseph, they sold him as a slave into Egypt. But God was with him.” Joseph’s situation was similar to Jesus’ situation. Out of his brother’s jealousy, Joseph was sold as a slave into Egypt. Jesus was accused falsely out of the jealousy of the Sanhedrin. Both of them were rejected by their own brothers but God used them anyway. God turned their rejection to save many lives. God’s good purpose for Joseph prevailed over all the evils of men. The faith of Joseph overcomes evil with good. Like Joseph we should find God’s good purpose in our sufferings. The Jews must have felt the sharp arrow of conviction as they heard Stephen review Joseph’s life, and then remembered what they had done to Jesus of Nazareth!

Verses 17-38 are the story of Moses. Moses’ life can be divided into three parts--the first part as a prince of Egypt, the second part as an exile, and the third part as a spiritual leader. Moses was born in the most fatalistic situation in Egypt. The Pharaoh King of Egypt mistreated and abused the people of Israel badly. He even forced them to throw their newborn babies into the Nile River to drown. Moses’ life was in danger as soon as he was born. God spared Moses by moving Pharaoh’s daughter to accept him as her own son when she heard his cry. As we saw in the movie “Prince of Egypt,” God made Moses a prince of Egypt, where he received a palace education and became powerful in speech and action. Moses was born with God’s special purpose for his life.

When Moses turned forty, he made a decision to visit his fellow Israelites. He saw one of them being mistreated by an Egyptian, and he went to his defense and avenged him by killing the Egyptian. He thought that his own people would recognize him as their deliverer and rally to him and that he would lead them to freedom in a patriotic uprising. But it did not work that way. He was rejected by the one he tried to help, who said, “Who made you ruler and judge over us?” He was forced to take refuge in the desert. Moses fled to Midian to live as a fugitive. He lived with a sense of rejection and failure. His human dreams and ambition faded away. Forty years passed by. Then an angel appeared to him in the flames of a burning bush in the desert near Mount Sinai. When Moses went to investigate, he heard the Lord’s voice: “I am the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob” (32). Moses trembled with fear and did not dare to look. In the past Moses was very confident that he could lead the people of Israel out of Egypt. But now he realized that apart from God he could do nothing. At last, he was useful to God and the time came for God to work through him. Look at verse 33. “Then the Lord said to him, ‘Take off your sandals, for the place where you are standing is holy ground.” Moses thought that the exile land in the desert was the land of sorrow, failure and humility. But it was the holy ground because it was the land where God was with him. Many of us have a sense of failure on our campus because it looks like a spiritual desert. The campus looks like unholy ground due to many memories of rejection and suffering, but to God it is the holy ground because God has a great plan to rescue many lost sheep at this university. God will raise up many great missionaries and national spiritual leaders among them. In verse 34 we find God’s promise to the Israelites: “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” (34). Sometimes we feel that God forgot us. But God never abandons his people. He always hears our groaning sounds and sees our sufferings and watches over us like a good shepherd. God trains us in our sufferings. 

Stephen emphasizes that the same Moses who was rejected by his people was appointed by God to be their ruler and deliverer. We see a parallel between Moses and Jesus Christ. God sent Jesus as the promised Messiah to his people Israel. They rejected Jesus and put him to death. But God raised him from the dead. Through his resurrection, God declared with power that Jesus is the Son of God and the promised Messiah (Rom 1:4). Likewise, they also rejected Moses. Look at verse 39. “But our fathers refused to obey him. Instead, they rejected him and in their hearts turned back to Egypt.” Though Moses was sent by God, the people of Israel refused to obey him. When they rejected God, they immediately became idol worshipers. Their sin of idol worship provoked God to anger and God turned away from them. They became slaves of idol worship, accompanied by materialism and sexual immorality. Finally, God punished them severely. Many of them died in foreign invasions and the remnants went into exile to Babylon. Here Stephen is warning the religious leaders that their refusal to obey Jesus would result in God’s punishment. History repeats itself. In every generation we find the same pattern. People are the same. When confronted with God’s message, they do not understand (25). When urged to live in peace, they refuse to listen (27). When given a God-sent deliverer, they reject him (39). When rescued from an evil situation, they prefer useless idols to the merciful God (41). Such is the human nature—rebellious, ungrateful and foolish. But God is different. He comes to deliver (34). He leads his people from death to life (36). Such is our great God—merciful, powerful and holy. He is always the same, yesterday, today and forever.

At this point, Stephen begins the direct application of his message to the religious leaders. No doubt, Stephen knew he was risking his life. But Stephen wanted to please God. Stephen wanted to save his spiritually blinded people from their sin. Stephen probably drew a deep breath. Then he spoke the words in verses 51-53. Let’s read together with deep breaths. “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 received the law that was put into effect through angels but have not obeyed it.” How could he dare to call the Sanhedrin members “you stiff-necked people”? How will you react if I call you “you stiff-necked people”? Of course, you will not stone me to death but some of you will be angry in your hearts. What does it mean to be stiff-necked people? According to the Webster dictionary, stiff-necked means ‘haughty or stubborn.” Have you seen stiff-necked people due to their neck injury? They walk strangely. They cannot turn their necks at all. Stiff-necked people refer to the proud people who know their sins but are unwilling to repent their sins. They are unbending and unrepentant. Stephen rebuked their hypocrisy and rebellion. They were proud that they were sons of Abraham because they had a little bit of foreskin cut off even while their hearts were uncircumcised and their ears were closed. The true sons of Abraham are those who have a heart cleansed from ungodly desires and who have ears obedient to God. Jesus called the religious leaders white washed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full of dead men’s bones and everything unclean (Mt 23:27). Their biggest sin was that they killed the one whom the Law promised. Stephen plainly rebuked their sin of putting Jesus to death. This speech, so true, so frank, terribly moved the minds of all who were in the council, so that their hearts were busting and they gnashed their teeth at him. They were quiet when Stephen observed the history of Israel but when it was connected to them through the practical application, they were furious and emotional. “History repeats itself.” They did not learn from the mistakes of their fathers; they became just like their forefathers by stoning Stephen to death. 

When the Sanhedrin members heard Stephen’s plain rebuke, they were furious and gnashed their teeth at Stephen. But Stephen did not look at the vicious faces of the Sanhedrin members. 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 (55). Hebrews 1:3 says that Jesus sat down at the right hand of God after his ascension, but when Stephen, his beloved son, was about to be stoned, and he stood up in holy anger. In the physical world, Stephen was in danger. But in the spiritual world, Stephen was with Jesus, and he could see the glory of God. He did not remain silent about this before the ungodly accusers. Stephen said, “Look, I see heaven open and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God” (56). At this, the religious leaders 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 (57,58). They lost their dignity and became lawless mobs. 

But while they were stoning him, Stephen prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit” (59). It was the moment of death. But Stephen was not overcome by the power of death. He saw Jesus right there with him. He joyfully surrendered his spirit to Jesus. As stones were flying from every direction, he bent his knees to the ground and with a loud voice he cried out, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” (60) The love of God so filled his soul at his death as Jesus prayed for his murderers in Luke 23:34a, “Father, forgive them.” Stephen’s heart was filled with God’s love. There was no bitterness in Stephen. There was no vengeance in Stephen. There was only the grace of forgiveness in Stephen. He truly wanted his enemies to be forgiven and to enter the same glorious rapture that he himself was entering. When he had said this, he fell asleep (60). Stephen’s body was killed but his spirit had revealed the glory of God while the religious leaders revealed the evilness of fallen men. Stephen’s act of martyrdom was the proof of God’s victory over death and that this victory is given to those who live by faith. Stephen’s blood became the seed of the Christian church. His martyrdom was his life testimony. Can we write such a life testimony with sacrificial love? His blood was the source of encouragement for all martyrs who stood firm in the intense persecutions. It became a powerful source of the eventual conversion of a young man named Saul, whom God had chosen as his servant for the next stage of gospel advancement. St. Augustine said, “The church owes Paul to the prayer of Stephen.” Stephen was expendable for Paul and Paul was expendable for the world. For whom are you expendable?

[bookmark: _GoBack]In this passage we learned Stephen’s victorious death. Stephen gave everything, and through it there came Paul, and through Paul all of us came to God because he wrote 2/3 of the Bible that led us to God. May God give us the courage and boldness of Stephen so that we can testify to this rebellious and disobedient generation the gospel of Jesus Christ.

Big Idea: Stephen gave his life for God
