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“Sermon Evaluation – Part 4”      Text – Acts 6:8-8:1       

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
Throughout the history of Israel in the OT you encounter a common complaint.  
The prophets of the Lord come to them with a rebuke about formal or external religion.  

All too often, the people of Israel convinced themselves that genetics, the Land, and the temple were what religion was all about.  

· If your were circumcised, if you lived in Israel, and if you sacrificed lambs at the temple, you were a child of God.  

· If you could look back and count Abraham and Jacob as your ancestors, and knew Deuteronomy 5 off by heart, and walked at least 3 times a year in the temple precincts, well, you had a guaranteed passport for heaven.

So, prophet after prophet came to the people of Israel to rebuke this type of thinking.  
Again and again, they would remind the people that God’s delight was not in sacrifices and offerings but in a broken spirit and a contrite heart.  
What God wanted was humble sinners who loved Him and their neighbours. 
Well, the response of the people went like this: “Hmmm, let’s see.  We are living like this.  The prophet says we are sinners.  This is a problem.  What shall we do?  Aha!  It’s easy.  Let’s kill the prophet!  Problem solved.  Life goes on.”  

And so, many prophets were murdered because of their message.
Well, as we shall see, Stephen stands in that long line of prophets.  His message to the people of Israel will be the same message.  And sadly, he will come to the same end as they did.

But our task, people of God, will be to listen to his message to see if similar sins live in us; is our religion a formal or external religion?  Is our religion a false religion?  Is our religion a mixed religion? 
You see, there is a hymn which includes in it these words: Nothing in my hands I bring, simply to Thy cross I cling.  And they are very beautiful words, very powerful words, and very true words in terms of the gospel - Nothing in my hands I bring, simply to Thy cross I cling.
If truth be told, however, when you peel away the outer layers of a believer, very often a more accurate version of those words would be – Something in my hand I bring, also to Thy cross I cling.  
Try as we might, we find it so hard to rest in Christ and Christ alone.  Our good works, our traditions, our system of theology, our efforts at sanctification, our history, our style of worship; in some way we try and include these in the basis of our salvation.  We make the mistake of thinking that they must be worth something in God’s sight, surely?  

We need to be reminded, again, that it is Christ and Christ alone.  
And this is, indeed, the central message here in Acts 6-7 where we see that                                               the first Christian Martyr shakes up the established church.  (Martyr – boys and girls)
And as we read of this, we witness a Christ-like life, a Christ-like sermon, and a Christ-like death; the three sections of Stephen’s story.
Firstly then, in the remainder of chapter 6, we witness a Christ-like life.

1. As we have seen in recent weeks, the Jerusalem portion of the Acts story is drawing to a close.  We are right among the events that will force the gospel out of Jerusalem and into the world.  
a. And we noted that a complaint about food distribution in 6:1 is revealed as the beginning of this gospel thrust.  
i. Seven men were appointed to address the problem.  
(1) And at the head of the list was a man named Stephen.  
b. Now, it is hard to know how much time elapsed between the choosing of the seven and the events that begin in 6:8.  
i. It would seem, though, that some time goes past; time enough for Stephen’s gifts to flourish to the point that his ministry parallels that of the apostles.  
(1) In 4:33, we are told that the apostles were performing many miraculous signs and testifying with great power and much grace.  And this is exactly how Stephen is described in 6:8.  
2. Now, if we consider the theological context of this time, we can see that the debate Stephen will engage in here was bound to happen.  
a. In Matthew 24, Jesus spoke with His disciples about the temple.  Do you remember what He said?  He said it would be destroyed; that not one stone of it would be left on another.  
b. And you boys and girls will remember that when Jesus died, the veil separating off the holy of holies from public view was torn in two from top to bottom.  
i. And this was an extremely important event symbolizing a huge change in the worship of God.  
(1) Because of His perfect sacrifice as the Lamb of God, there was now no need for any more sacrifices.  
(A) In fact, continuing to offer sacrifices was a sign of unbelief in Christ’s finished work.  
(2) And this meant also that the priesthood was no longer necessary.  
(A) Every believer could now enter heaven’s throne room, in prayer, at any time, through the priestly work of Jesus.  
ii. And all of this added up to the end of the time of the temple.  
c. And, added to this, Jesus had told the apostles that they were to be His witnesses in Jerusalem, and Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth in Acts 1:8.  
i. The believers knew that somehow, sometime, the gospel needed to leave Jerusalem.  
(1) No longer was Jerusalem, alone, to be the place God dwelt with His people.  
d. And so, while the believers still went to the temple, it was for the times of prayer, as we read in 3:1, and it was because it was the most obvious and useful place to meet with one another and to proclaim the gospel.  They were not there to sacrifice.  Perhaps they were waiting for the time that the temple would be destroyed as the signal that the time had come to move out of Jerusalem.  
e. You can see then that all of this, which would have been a regular part of their discussions and their sermons, would have led to intense arguments with their fellow Jews in the synagogues.  
i. To those Jews, Jerusalem was God’s address.  
(1) If God’s name could be found in the Whitepages, His address would be number 1, Temple way, Jerusalem.  
(2) And it would be so forever.  
(A) Jerusalem’s temple would always be where God lived and the Jews would always be God’s favoured people because they had the temple.  And to suggest anything else was just pure heresy.
f. And so, the opposition that arises is inevitable.  
3. And it comes from within a synagogue of Jews who were once slaves or soldiers and who came from the five areas listed there.  
a. And interestingly, Cilicia, one of the regions mentioned, had Tarsus as one of its chief cities.  
i. It is possible then, perhaps even likely, that this was Saul’s, or Paul’s as he will later be known, synagogue.  
(1) Perhaps this is where he first came into contact with believers and their gospel message.  
b. And Asia is the area that Paul will travel to in his missionary journeys.  
i. It is the region of the seven churches written to in Revelation 2-3, and also includes Corinth and Philippi and Colossae and Antioch.  
c. So again, we are being pointed in the directions that the gospel will travel.
4. And the men of this synagogue simply cannot abide what is being said about Jerusalem and the temple.  And Stephen becomes the focus of this debate.  They argue with him.  However, as we read in v10, “they could not stand up against his wisdom or the Spirit by whom he spoke.”
a. Now, we have a lot of Bible territory to cover today.  And we will do so not word by word but in terms of the broad brush stroke.  But there is a point here in v10 worth pausing to consider.  What is described here in v10 is not a case of Stephen having his opinion and the Jews having theirs.  What we see is Stephen systematically answering every one of their objections.  
i. It didn’t matter what argument they put up, Stephen had an answer for it from God’s word.  And, in addition, the Spirit-given grace and wisdom with which Stephen spoke added to his case.  And there are two lessons here.  
(1) First, 2 Corinthians 10:3-5 says this to all believers – In fact, turn there, briefly, and highlight or underline the words there – “For though we live in the world, we do not wage war as the world does.  The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world.  On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds.  We demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ.”  
(A) (Hold up the Bible) Brothers and sisters, young people, and boys and girls, you have here the very wisdom of God.  You have here all that is needed to demolish “arguments and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God.”  
(i) But it needs to get from there (Bible) into here (head).  
(B) If we are serious about evangelism, we must expect objections to Christian doctrine.  
(i) And while there is a time to say, “I am not sure.  I will get back to you on that,” it is even better if we can refer to God’s Word to answer the objection.  
1. And this is because there is a power in the Word of God.  
a. This is why Bible study and Bible memorization are so useful and necessary.  
(2) But note, also, that we are to ‘demolish’ arguments not with brutal and violent words but with grace-flavoured words of wisdom.  
(A) 1 Peter 3:15, “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect.”  
(i) For if we speak like this we are like Stephen, who was like?  Jesus.
5. Well, unable to stand up to Stephen, these wicked men resort to false accusation and they charge Stephen with blasphemy.  And he is brought before the Sanhedrin and accused of being like THIS Jesus of Nazareth in saying that the temple will be destroyed and that Moses’ customs will be changed.  
a. And in this, Stephen’s fate is sealed.  
i. And Stephen knows this.  Stephen knows that a certain death awaits him.  Just as they murdered Jesus, so they will murder him.  
ii. And Luke wants us to know that this is so.  Listen to these parallels between Stephen and Jesus: 
· Both are tried before the High Priest and the Sanhedrin.  
· With both, false witnesses are brought in.  
· The charge is blasphemy.  It has to do with a threat to destroy the temple.  
· Both Jesus and Stephen refer to the Son of Man in their defense.  
· Both are asked by the High Priest if the charges are true.  
· Both committed their spirit to God.  
· Both cry out loud at death.  
· And both ask God to forgive their murderers. 
· Stephen is held before us as Christ-like.  
b. And how did this knowledge of certain death affect Stephen?  Well, v15 tells us that “his face was like that of an angel.”  
i. And yet, despite looking like Moses did when he had been with God, and despite his having performed many miraculous signs, such is the anger and unbelief of these Jews, none of it is enough to arrest them from the evil course they are on.  
ii. Stephen though, as this heavenly glow tells us, is at peace with what awaits him.  
(1) His faith is unshakeable.  His hope is certain.  His love is secure in the love of Jesus Christ.  
(A) And this can be seen on his face.  
(B) Brothers and sisters, young people, and boys and girls, would this peace be yours if you were on trial for your faith facing certain death?

Secondly then, we witness a Christ-like sermon in 7:1-53.
1. Note firstly then what it is that Stephen is accused of.  From 6:13-14, we see that it is speaking against the temple and the Law of Moses.  And in 7:1, the high priest asks him if the charges are true.  In other words, Stephen is urged to defend himself against these charges.  
a. Now, there are many profitable things that can be said about what Stephen says by way of response.  I would encourage you to read a reliable commentary on his words.  
i. Some of the details that Stephen mentions, like the number of those who travelled with Jacob to Egypt, as recorded in v14, for instance, don’t seem to add up with what we find in the OT.  
(1) But there are quite satisfactory answers to these apparent ‘problems.’  
(A) The fact remains, though, that you will come across people who will cite these ‘problems’ as evidence that the Bible has errors.  And it will be helpful if you know how to answer them.  
ii. Stephen’s words reveal much, also, about the style and content of preaching in the early church, and especially about how the OT was being used, and about how the OT was being interpreted through Christ, and about how the OT was understood as being about Christ.  
iii. And each of these things are a useful study in themselves.
2. We though, we will just consider the broad brush strokes of Stephen’s words to see what he says to these Jewish leaders and what this means for us today.
a. For there is every possibility, you see, that we find ourselves among those who are at first confused by Stephen’s response.  
i. Even some commentators accuse Stephen of failing to defend himself against the charges.  
(1) They see him, instead, as providing a rather boring history lesson that doesn’t seem to go anywhere before coming to an abrupt end in v51, perhaps as he senses his audience’s boredom with his sermon!  
ii. This accusation, however, betrays a lack of appreciation for Stephen’s very finely crafted defense that is built on the history of God’s redeeming work among His people.
b. First of all, in terms of the attachment of the Jews to the temple, note Stephen’s argument: 
i. From v4, where did God appear to Abraham?  Not the temple, not Jerusalem, not even in the Promised Land; but in Mesopotamia.  
ii. Secondly, from v5, where did God bless Abraham?  Not the temple, not Jerusalem, not even in the Promised Land.  In fact, God didn’t even give Abraham a foot of ground in the Promised Land.  Yet still, God was with Abraham.  
iii. Thirdly, from v8, where did God make His covenant with Abraham?  You know – THE covenant that is the origin of the Jewish people?  Not the temple, not Jerusalem, not even in the Promised Land.  
iv. Fourthly, from v9, where was God with Joseph?  Not the temple, not Jerusalem, not even in the Promised Land; but in Egypt!  
v. Fifthly, from v11-15, where did God preserve and bless Jacob and the twelve patriarchs when famine struck?  Not the temple, not Jerusalem, not even in the Promised Land; but in Egypt.  
vi. Sixthly, where was Joseph buried?  Not the temple, not Jerusalem; but in Shechem.  And where was Shechem?  In Samaria!  Yuk!  
vii. Seventhly, from v30, where did God appear to Moses in the burning bush?  You guessed it!  Not the temple, not Jerusalem, not even in the Promised Land; but on Mt Sinai.  
viii. Eighthly, from v36, where was God with His people performing miracles to save them?  Not the temple, not Jerusalem, not even in the Promised Land; but in Egypt and the wilderness.  
ix. Ninthly, from v38, where did Moses receive the Ten Commandments; the law that formed the basis of God’s unique relationship with Israel?  Not the temple, not Jerusalem, not even in the Promised Land; but on Mt. Sinai.  
x. And then there is the tabernacle, which was where God lived with His people before they reached the Promised Land.  
xi. And then, to top it all off, as Stephen alludes to in v48, it was not God who asked for a temple to be built but David who asked if he could build a temple for God.  
(1) And even when Solomon built the temple, Solomon said, “Will God really dwell on earth?  The heavens, even the highest heaven, cannot contain you.  How much less this temple I have built!”  
(2) And this is what Stephen speaks of as he quotes from Isaiah in vv49-50.  
xii. You, Stephen is saying to these Jews, have failed to understand the temple, because you do not know the Jesus Christ it pointed to.
c. But Stephen makes a similar case, also, in terms of the Law of Moses.  And he does this in a number of ways. 
i. Firstly, from v27, he reminds these Jews that very early on Moses was rejected by the Lord’s people after intervening in a fight between two Hebrews.  
ii. And then, from v35, again and again, Moses was rejected by the Lord’s people despite being appointed by God Himself.  
iii. And from v37, Moses Himself said that God would send a greater Prophet than Moses.  
(1) And here we see how the early NT church has begun to see the Lord Jesus Christ on every page of the OT.  
(A) For in the people’s rejection of Moses, we see a shadow of Israel’s rejection of Jesus when He came.  
(i) And this is what Stephen is accusing these Jews of, by implication, which he will also do explicitly in v52.  
1. They ought to have seen that Jesus was the one Moses pointed to.  
2. Instead, they are prophet killers and killers of THE Prophet, Jesus.   
iv. And in terms of the Law itself, look at vv38-43.  
(1) Up on Mt Sinai, as Moses was actually receiving “living words,” what was happening down below, asks Stephen?  God’s people were making a golden calf – a thing – an idol – an object that they could use as the focus of their worship instead of God Himself.  
v. And to these Jews, Stephen is saying, You are no different.  You are just like those that God spoke to through Jeremiah in 7:4, saying, “Do not trust in deceptive words and say, "This is the temple of the LORD, the temple of the LORD, the temple of the LORD!"  
(1) For all of their supposed veneration of God, they were really trapped in the idolatrous worship of the temple.  
d. And this is just a sample of the many ways Stephen uses the OT to reveal Christ and to convict these Jews of their sin.
i. His sermon is one magnificent, unified, and comprehensive demolition of the argument that says the temple is the only place that God does live and will live and that the keeping of the law is everything.  
(1) Stephen wants these Jews to see that he is no heretic.  It is they who have a wrong understanding of Scripture, not him.  
(2) Stephen is declaring that the temple only ever had a limited purpose of pointing to the coming Christ.  
(3) Stephen is declaring that the Law had as its end the coming of Christ.  
(A) But now, because Christ has come … And you congregation, with the NT, can fill in the rest.  We spoke of these things earlier when we recited the Creed.  
(i) In Matthew 18:20, Jesus said, “Where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them.”  
(ii) And in John 4:24, in answer to the Samaritan woman’s question about whether the Samaritan temple or the Jewish temple was the right place to worship, Jesus said, “A time is coming and has now come when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for they are the kind of worshipers the Father seeks.”  
(iii) 1 Corinthians 6:19 says to each believer, “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit?”  
(iv) And Ephesians 2:19-22 says, Both Gentiles and Jews are “members of God's household, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone.  In him the whole building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord.  And in him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit.”  
(v) And because of this, as Galatians 5:18 explains, “If you are led by the Spirit, you are not under law.”  
1. For, as Romans 8:2-3 explains, “Through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin and death.  For what the law was powerless to do in that it was weakened by the sinful nature, God did by sending His own Son in the likeness of sinful man to be a sin offering.”  
3. And what Stephen makes clear is that all of this is not unclear in terms of God’s Word.  It is not obscure or difficult.  If you do not see it, it is because you do not want to see it.  It is because you will not have Jesus as your Lord.  And it is this that forms Stephen’s pointed accusation in vv51-53.
a. And congregation, we too must examine ourselves for this same spirit.  
i. If you think you are safe from God’s wrath because you have various sections of your Bible highlighted, and because you tithe, and because you do not go to so and so church but to a Reformed church, and because you can trace faith back through several generations, you are in the same danger as these Jews.  
(1) And as those committed to infant baptism and covenant theology and catechism and Christian education, we especially need to hear Christ’s word to Nicodemus in John 3 because Nicodemus was one to whom belonged all of the outward privileges of the life in the church.  But Jesus said to him, “I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again.”  
(A) And you are born again only if in the Bible you meet with your Saviour and Lord, Jesus, and if in your church, you meet with your Saviour and Lord, Jesus, and if your baptism is to you a symbol of your sins being washed away by the blood of your Saviour and Lord, Jesus.  
And the blessing that belongs to those who are born again is described by Luke in 7:54-8:1 as we briefly also witness a Christ-like death.
1. As ever, pointing out to people that they are sinners who have offended God always produces one of two responses: Confession of sin and humility or a hardening of the heart.  And here, very clearly, the latter occurs as teeth are gnashed!  
2. Stephen though, in the midst of this cauldron of seething hatred, sees right into heaven’s throne room where Jesus stands at God’s right hand.  And he speaks of what He sees.  And what does He call Jesus?  The Son of Man.  
a. Now, Jesus used this title of Himself, but Stephen is the only person in the whole NT to describe Jesus in this way.  
i. But in so doing he is again making an OT point about Jesus.  For Daniel speaks about the Son of Man who is “given authority, glory and sovereign power; all peoples, nations and men of every language worshiped him.  His dominion is an everlasting dominion that will not pass away, and his kingdom is one that will never be destroyed.”  
(1) Stephen is saying, the Jesus you killed is God and lives and reigns now in heaven.  
b. And that, for these Jews, is the last straw.  
i. They know Stephen is right.  They know what they have done.  
ii. But they will not have this Jesus to rule over them.  And such is the wickedness of their unbelief, they dispense with even the sham of justice and turn into a frenzied, murdering mob.
3. But notice two more points as we close.  
a. First, from v59, Stephen prays to Jesus.  
i. And this too serves as another proof that Jesus is fully God.  Only God deserves prayer.  And whereas Jesus, on the cross, committed His Spirit to His Father in heaven, here, Stephen commits His Spirit to His Lord and Saviour, Jesus.  
b. And secondly, again demonstrating his Christ-likeness, Stephen also pleads with the Lord not to hold this sin against them, just as Jesus had done on the cross.  
i. And we need to understand this request in the same light as Jesus’ request.  Neither of them is saying that those guilty of their murders who remain unrepentant should be forgiven.  What they ask the Lord is that He delays His judgment of these murderers so that those who are His chosen ones may yet repent.  
(1) And so, in Jesus’ case, some of those who were there at the cross celebrating His death were there on the Day of Pentecost when Peter urged them to repent of that sin.  And they did, and they were forgiven, and 3000 were added to the church that day.  
(2) And here, one person in particular is present and celebrating Stephen’s death.  His name is Saul.  But he too will later be called, by Jesus Himself, to repent.  And he will, and he will be forgiven and become Christianity’s greatest missionary.   
Stephen lived a Christ-like life, he preached a Christ-like sermon, and he now dies a Christ-like death.

To kill him, his murderers must remove their outer clothing for what is the long and hard work of stoning.  

But we read that after his prayer, “He fell asleep.”  As his body suffers the violence of stoning, his soul goes peacefully to be with Jesus.
Brothers and Sisters, young people, and boys and girls, do you belong, in life and in death, to your faithful Saviour, Jesus Christ?  Does your faith look to Christ and Christ alone?  
