Uniquely Jesus: The Story Continues				March 21, 2019
Acts 7:51-60

We come back today to our study of the book of Acts. We are in chapter 7.
The main character in this chapter is Stephen, who was on trial before the Sanhedrin, accused of blasphemy.
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We want to keep this question before us as we study today’s passage.
Important details about Stephen.
Look at 6:5 – he was a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit
Look at 6:8 – he was a man full of God’s grace and power
Look at 6:10 –because of the Spirit’s presence in him, Stephen spoke with a wisdom, that was compelling and convincing.

Important details about the Sanhedrin 
The Sanhedrin was the Jewish Supreme Court, comprised of 70 men plus the high priest. They were men who:
- would have professed to love God with all of their heart, soul, and
strength as commanded in Deuteronomy 6:5.
- were held in high regard by the Jewish community
- were morally upright  
- were considered to be wise
After the charges against him were made – look at 6:13-14 – the high priest asked Stephen, 7:1, “Are these charges true?”

The next 52 verses in Acts 7 record Stephen’s answer.
What is surprising is that Stephen did not speak to the charge of blasphemy.
Only when he was finished speaking was it clear what he had been doing.
He had actually put the Sanhedrin on trial, and charged them, the religious leaders of Israel, with blasphemy.

Look at 7:51-53.
Stephen said to the Sanhedrin:  “You stiff-necked people...”
Is he speaking with grace or truth?

This phrase “stiff-necked” describes a person with a stubborn spirit, who would not respond to God (Exodus 32:9; 33:3; Deuteronomy 9:6; 2 Chronicles 36:13; Jeremiah 17:23).  			https://www.biblestudytools.com/dictionary/stiff-necked/

Stephen, as he spoke, demonstrated from Israel’s history, how this stubborn spirit had repeatedly shown itself. He pointed to:
- Abraham, for reasons not explained got stalled in Haran – look at 7:4
- Joseph’s brothers, were determined to harm him – look at 7:9
- Moses, took matters into his own hands – look at 7:24-26
- the nation of Israel, when they were still slaves, rejected Moses by
saying, “Who made you ruler and judge over us?” – look at 7:27
- the nation who after being rescued from Egypt, again rejected Moses, and in
their hearts turned back to Egypt; turned away from the Lord; and worshiped, (a) what their hands had made, and (b) the heavenly bodies – look at 7:39-43


Stephen in 7:8 spoke about the covenant of circumcision whose sign was a physical mark in the body of Abraham and his male descendants – a sign that indicated they were in relationship with God.

But look at what Stephen said to the Sanhedrin:  “You stiff-necked people …with uncircumcised hearts and ears!”
Again I ask, is he speaking with grace or truth?
According to Stephen, why was the Sanhedrin stiff-necked?
In spite of the fact that they carried in their bodies the sign of being in covenant with God, their hearts and ears told another story.
The Sanhedrin had fixated on the outer appearance and neglected their inner life.

Moses had spoken of the importance of the heart being circumcised.
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Heart circumcision deals with two crucial inner issues – (1) stubbornness towards God and (2) a lack of love for God, both of which, remember, the Sanhedrin denied was an issue for them.

Jeremiah had spoken of the circumcision of the ears.
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The purpose of an ear circumcision was to give one the ability to hear the word of the Lord and to find delight in it.    http://michaeldhodge.com/2011/02/the-circumcised-ear/

Hearing meaning, not just distinguishing the sound of words, but to understand those words.
Hearing meaning, not just to know the details of, but to find delight, pleasure, satisfaction in God’s word – like bread; like water; like honey.

Stephen said to the Sanhedrin
[bookmark: _GoBack][image: ]
Again I ask, is Stephen speaking with grace or truth?

The source of resistance towards God’s Holy Spirit is sin that has occupied human nature.
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The instinctive response of the human heart where sin resides, and this is true, regardless of who it is… whether a person is religious or non-religious, whether a person is moral or immoral …. the instinctive response of everyone, is to defend their right to be in charge of their own life.

This is why there is such inner conflict in a person before they believe in Jesus and receive him into their life. 
This conflict is a battle between their self and the Holy Spirit of God.

The Holy Spirit acts in order to persuade a person to welcome God’s rightful rule within their heart, which means… sin must be confessed and turned away from, and self must be dethroned.

But self under the control of sin, reacts, against the idea it must repent and abdicate.
This explains the response of the Sanhedrin towards Jesus, towards his gospel and towards his followers.
This is why, Stephen had to press home the truth.
Look again at 7:52a.

I’ve pasted into the teaching notes an article that details which prophets were persecuted and the things that were done to them, by the ancestors of the Sanhedrin.
________________________________________________________________
How Were Prophets Persecuted?
https://prophecytoday.uk/study/teaching-articles/item/234-persecuted-prophets.html
Examples of Persecuted Prophets
The Bible does not give us extensive biographical details of the prophets we meet in its pages. In fact, we have little information about how they were persecuted or about how they lived and died. For example, with the exception of Amos and Jonah, Scripture says hardly anything about the personal circumstances of the minor prophets. The same is true of Isaiah and Ezekiel, though we have a little more to go on for the latter.
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It is the prophet Jeremiah that we know most about and it is from his experience that we discover how prophets were persecuted in his day. He goes so far as to refer to himself as 'a gentle lamb led to the slaughter' (Jeremiah 11:19), using the same words that Isaiah used to describe Yahweh's 'suffering servant' (Isaiah 53:7). There are a number of examples of non-writing prophets who were cruelly persecuted.
· Elijah was threatened by the wicked queen Jezebel after his confrontation with the prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel, and ran for his life (1 Kings 19:1-4).
· Amos was insulted by the chief priest at the sanctuary in Bethel and told never to prophesy there again (Amos 7:10-15).
· Micaiah had the courage to contradict the prophetic announcement of four hundred false prophets (1 Kings 22: 5-6) when they declared that Ramoth Gilead would be defeated by the combined forces of Kings Ahab and Jehoshaphat. He discerned that it was a lying spirit that was deluding these prophets – for this he was slapped in the face by Zedekiah and put in prison under the order of King Ahab (1 Kings 22:23-27).
· Zechariah, the son of Jehoiada the priest, was stoned to death for rebuking the people who turned aside to Asherah poles and idols, and for forsaking the Temple. This was an especially heinous crime, as Zechariah's father had helped King Joash and had been honoured at his death for "the good he had done in Israel for God and his Temple" (2 Chronicles 24:16-22). As this persecuted prophet lay dying, he felt that King Joash had been particularly unkind and exclaimed "May the Lord see this and call you to account" (2 Chronicles 24:22).
· Hanani the seer reproved King Asa for relying on the king of Aram, instead of on the Lord, saying that from that time onward he would be at war. The king was so enraged that he put Hanani in prison (2 Chronicles 16:7-9).
· Uriah from Kiriath Jearim is described as "another man who prophesied in the name of the Lord, he prophesied the same things...as Jeremiah did" (Jeremiah 26:20-23). When King Jehoiakim heard what he said, he sought ways of putting Uriah to death. In fear for his life, the prophet escaped to Egypt. Thereupon the king dispatched a party of men to find and arrest him. When they brought him back to the king, he had Uriah struck down with a sword and his body thrown into the common burial place.
The prophets were persecuted through ridicule (2 Kings 2:23, Luke 22:64, Jeremiah 20:7); by being told to be quiet (Amos 2:12, 7:13); by unpleasant looks (Jeremiah 1:8,17, 5:3); through accusations and having their message reported back to the authorities (Jeremiah 18:19, 37:13, Amos 7:10, Jeremiah 20:10); by being debarred from attending God's house (Jeremiah 36:5); and by having their prophetic words, both spoken and written, rejected (Isaiah 30:10, Micah 2:6, Amos 7:12,16, Jeremiah 36:23).
Physical violence to their persons took various forms: they were placed in the stocks (Jeremiah 20:2); they were kept in chains (Jeremiah 40:1); they were slapped in the face (1 Kings 22:24); they were imprisoned in cells, dungeons and cisterns (Jeremiah 37:15-16 & 38:6) and in some cases just given bread and water to live on (1 Kings 22:27); they were threatened with death (1 Kings 19:1) while others were actually put to death (2 Chronicles 24:21, Jeremiah 26:20-23). Others were killed whose names are not recorded. Jesus gives us reason to believe there were many who made the ultimate sacrifice (Luke 11:50-51).
_______________________________________________________________________

God’s Spirit who filled Stephen, used Stephen to tell the men of the Sanhedrin, the truth, not just about their ancestors, but about themselves.
Look again at 7:52b-53.

The Sanhedrin had done the unthinkable.
They had killed the Righteous One.
In saying this, Stephen essentially signed his death warrant.
Look at 7:54.
But remember, why had Stephen spoken as he did?  
Look at 7:55a.
Do you realize what this means?
The Holy Spirit also signed Stephen’s death warrant.

But there is more. 
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Look at 7:55b-56.
God at that very moment, allowed Stephen to see what he saw!

With the LORD no human life is expendable.
God does not act in this world on the principle that from time to time, there can be acceptable collateral damage.
I also remind you that God’s adversaries cannot outmaneuver him.
Jesus’ followers don’t… fall into… the hands of those who hate God.

Do you know why it was the will of God that Stephen was seized; that he was put on trial, and that he made the defense that he did?
No answer to these questions will be satisfactory unless you are convinced of the sovereignty of God and that God who is good never wastes the lives of his own.

The Scripture tells us why Stephen was seized - look at 8:1.
[image: Image result for saul of tarsus]

God pursues his enemies in order to make them family.
This is why Jesus went to the cross.
If God the Father was willing to give his Son in sacrifice, in order to bring sinners home to him, what would make you and I think that he wouldn’t use the lives of his followers to achieve the same goal?


There is a take away in this passage about the person of God.

[image: ]

I remind you of the examples Stephen gave:
- Abraham stalled in Haran
- Moses tried to rescue by his own means
	- the nation made and worshiped a golden calf
- the nation refused to enter the Promised Land because of giants
But none of this stalled God or hindered his will.
Just as he had planned, in eternity past, at the right moment he determined, the Rescuer was born.

Why is this truth so important for us to know and live?
As God did with Abraham’s family, so he does with Jesus’ church.
It is astounding to say; even more incredible to believe – that in the church and through the church, the wisdom of God is put on display.
[image: ]

[image: Image result for god is a searching god]

This has been a theme we’ve spoken about over the past two months, that leaves us surprised; it causes us to laugh; it humbles us – God’s rescue plan for Sooke is you and me; it’s us; along with fellow believers at the CLA, the Presbyterian, the Anglican, the Seventh Day Adventist, and the Catholic churches.

What a privilege we have been given.
Like the parable of the talents, Jesus has entrusted us with resources from him to be used in the fulfilling of his mission. 


What a responsibility we carry.
Like the parable of the talents, we will be required to give an account to Jesus of what we did with what he entrusted to us.


There is a take-away in this passage about who humans are and who we can be because of Jesus Christ.

Who we are is seen in the reaction of the Sanhedrin - look at 7:57-58a.
It makes us wonder, how could these moral, respectable men have done what they did?

People ask the same questions, when tragedies happen in our time, like the one that recently happened in New Zealand.
We are shocked by the evil a person can do to another person.
But why?

[image: Image result for human goodness]
Is Martin Luther King right?
Yes…. but his statement needs qualification.

Human beings are created in the image of God; they are capable of great good; but they are also deeply flawed in their inner person, and this includes all of us, even moral, spiritual, religious individuals.
[image: Related image]
According to Jesus, who a person is on the inside, will always leak out; will always manifest itself in actions.

Only the Holy Spirit can show a person, the true nature of their heart.
And when he does so, it is to convince a person of their need to be saved; and of the sufficiency of the beautiful Savior Jesus.


Who we can be is seen in the reaction of Stephen as he was stoned 
– look at 7:59-60.

If anyone should have responded with fury and anger; if anyone should have yelled at the top of their voice, it was Stephen.
But he didn’t

Stephen responded differently because his life had been radically transformed by the power of God’s love.
· This transformation was why he had been chosen to be a deacon.
· This transformation had been seen in his ministry of service to widows.
· This transformation was why he had been arrested; not because he had done wrong, but because he proclaimed Jesus.
· This transformation was seen in how he spoke to the Sanhedrin – not just with truth; not just with grace; but with grace and truth.
· This transformation was seen in how he died.

The gospel of Jesus changes a person,  not from the outside in, but from the inside out, producing within a person a character like the character of Jesus.
There are several take-aways in this passage about the ways of God.

1.  You and I are reminded, from Acts 7, that as followers of Jesus, we are participants in a story… 
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…that began long ago and is still being written, of how God makes family of his enemies.

2. Jesus is a searching shepherd.
[image: Image result for a searching shepherd]
Just as there were many in Jerusalem that he sought after, there are many he is pursuing here in Sooke. 
The early church didn’t know who these people were; and neither do we.

But Jesus through the Spirit directed them, and he will direct each one of us, to be in a certain place to engage with a certain person at a certain time, and the circumstances that will bring about these divine appointments, may be quite surprising and unexpected.

3. Every person matters to God.
[image: Image result for every person matters to god]
In the parable of the lost sheep (Luke 15:4-7) Jesus teaches that the Father will go to extraordinary lengths and efforts to seek and save a lost person.
	
Case in point – Saul of Tarsus.

4. The gospel of Jesus is both good and bad news.
[image: Related image]


John 1:14 describes Jesus as being “full of grace and truth.”
We learn from Jesus that grace and truth are not adversaries, but are inseparably intertwined, each influencing and nuancing the other.

To speak in grace doesn’t mean one diminishes the truth.
And to speak in truth, doesn’t mean one diminishes grace.

Sometimes Jesus will have us share with a person whose heart he has opened, who is ready to hear… the news of God’s gift of salvation to all who confess their sin and believe in and receive Jesus into their life. 

And sometimes, he will use us, like he used Stephen, to warn, with grace and truth, a person whose heart has been hardened by repeated rejection of God or the practice of sin.

As our lives are full of the Spirit, and full of God’s grace, the Spirit will guide us to know what we are to say… and do… in every situation, which he leads us into.
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Circumcision of the heart

Circumcise your hearts, therefore, and do not
be stiff-necked any longer.
Deuteronomy 10:16

The Lord your God will circumcise your hearts
and the hearts of your descendants, so that you
may love him with all your heart and with all
your soul, and live.

Deuteronomy 30:6
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Circumcision of the ears

To whom can | speak and give warning? Who will
listen to me? Their ears are uncircumcised, so that
they cannot hear. The word of the Lord is offensive
to them; they find no delight in it.

Jeremiah 6:10
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You stiff-necked people with uncircumcised

hearts and ears... YOU are just Iike
your fathers. You always
resist the Holy Spirit.”
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Everyone who sins
breaks the law;
in fact,

sin is lawlessness.

1John 3:4
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God, whose ways are higher
than ours, in wisdom,
advanced his mission of rescue
through the messy lives of
Abraham’s extended family
over long centuries.
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The history of God's people is not a
record of God searching for courageous
men and women who could handle the
task, but God transforming the hearts

of cowards and calling them to live

courageous lives.
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There is within human nature an
amazing potential for goodness.
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Matthew 15:19

For out of the heart come evil
thoughts—murder, adultery, sexual
immorality, theft, false testimony,
slander.
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God loves each of us as if
there were only one of us.
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Coffee/Question:
What do you think: is it better to speak the truth; or is it
better to speak with grace? Explain.





