A SPIRIT-FILLED TESTIMONY

Acts  6:7 – 7:60
Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, we have been looking at the church filled with the Holy Spirit since the day of Pentecost. Since that prayer of chapter four, verse 23, a prayer offered by the apostles after they had just been released by the Sanhedrin, the Jewish ruling council, we have seen that a Spirit-filled church is a church that is concerned first of all for the kingdom of God and his righteousness. That is what that prayer was firstly concerned about. And God uses a church like that for we read that when they had prayed that prayer, “the place where they had gathered together was shaken and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak the Word of God with boldness.”
 
God also blessed that church with great Christian love. People like Barnabas sold property to support the poor. But, as one writer put it, “there was leaven in the Pentecostal cake.”
 There was the sin of Ananias and Sapphira. But God preserved the holiness of this new church very dramatically in the punishment of Ananias and Sapphira. Then also, as we saw a fortnight ago, he gave the apostles the wisdom to see that they must not be distracted from their particular task – prayer and preaching. And what was the result? In the first verse we read this morning: “The Word of God kept on spreading. The number of the disciples continued to increase greatly in Jerusalem and a great many of the priests were becoming obedient to the faith.” 
One of those first deacons appointed to free the apostles for prayer and preaching was Stephen. Stephen was not an apostle but, as we have read this morning, he was certainly apostolic. Furthermore, he had another calling than being a deacon. So in the midst of this Spirit-filled church was this particularly Spirit-filled man. Chapter 6, verse 5 makes a point of that. 

We are told clearly and straight-forwardly in Ephesians 5:18 to “be filled with the Spirit.” Therefore, it is the duty of Christians to seek and to pray to be filled with the Spirit. And since any growth in spiritual life comes through faith and through the Word of God and through prayer, we need, as Colossians 3:16 says, to “Let the Word of Christ dwell in us richly” so that we may be filled with the Spirit. But we should understand what we’re asking for when we ask and seek to be filled with the Spirit. Because God might answer our prayer and he might use us in ways we perhaps did not quite anticipate. I guess, if we’re filled with the Spirit we won’t mind, but God uses Stephen very roughly here; although of course, gloriously and blessedly as well. 
The book of Acts is about the Lord Jesus Christ leading his church to be his witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea, then in Samaria and then to the uttermost parts of the earth.
 Jerusalem and Judah have had a good grounding in the gospel by now and it’s time for the gospel to go to the next circle, to Samaria. We see God beginning to bring this about in our text this morning. And he uses Spirit-filled Stephen roughly, very roughly, to do it. 
It’s true, every point in history has its own uniqueness. So the events of this story cannot be repeated. But at the same time God works on the same principles, so there will be things in this story for us to admire, yes and to praise God for therefore; but also perhaps to expect, or at least learn from, should the Lord be gracious and fill us with his Spirit and use us. And surely, brothers and sisters, we are at a time in history when resistance to the Word of God in our land and hatred of the Lord Jesus Christ is as great as ever it was in Israel in Stephen’s day! What would happen if we were filled with the Spirit? Would we provoke resistance and hatred to a frenzy and a backlash like we see in this story; such that might produce a new outbreak of the gospel upon the world? 
Well, I’m not making any predictions about that and I’m not trying to show that there’s any rule like that being given us here. We can only see what God did and pray that at any rate we might be willing instruments in his hands, for his glory, as Stephen was. I think we can see three things here this morning. First of all we see that,

1. A SPIRIT-FILLED TESTIMONY PROVOKES OPPOSITION 
We are to be Christ’s witnesses. He told us that in the Great Commission. He told the disciples that that is what the Holy Spirit would come upon the church for at Pentecost.
And we are all part of the Spirit-baptized church. “Be my witnesses,” working out from “Jerusalem and all Judea, then to Samaria, then to the uttermost parts of the earth.”
Stephen as part of that very early church was one of those who were given the ability to perform miracles to confirm that he was a messenger from God. “He was full of power, he was full of grace,” verse 8. That “he was full of grace” I take to refer to his manner of speech. If that is so, we soon see from his speech to the Sanhedrin that the Bible’s idea of grace does not exclude very plain and straight-forward speaking. 
He met opposition, interestingly, from his own people. It would seem that Stephen was a Greek-speaking Jew
 and it was from Greek-speaking Jews that his opposition came; the Synagogue of the Freedmen (6:9). The name probably means that they had been slaves in other parts of the world and that they had been freed and then come to Jerusalem and set up their own synagogue. But when they opposed Stephen, “they were unable to cope with the wisdom and the spirit with which he was speaking,” chapter 6, verse 10. So they resorted to false witnesses, to libel; and generally used the same tactics that had been used against Jesus, stirring up the people against him. As a matter of fact, not only the tactics but the charges were very similar to those brought against Jesus. And why not?  Jesus did say that so the world would treat us if we are faithful to him.

Can we ask ourselves, “Do we provoke this sort of opposition and if not, why?” Either from the world itself or from those who still claim to be church, as the Synagogue of the Freedmen and the other Jews in Jerusalem would have claimed to be. Or can all and sundry, the world around about us and the false church simply ignore us? And they can afford to ignore us because we are so weak. We are not a danger to them. We are not a danger to their position. If that is so, brothers and sisters, the problem will not be because of our completely amateurish evangelistic programmes; the problem will not be because of the sometimes bumbling humility of our worship; or anything else like that. The reason will be because we are not filled with the Holy Spirit, because we’re not filled with faith and grace, and therefore power. The reason will be to do with the very personal matter, as well as the congregational matter, of our holiness and our fellowship and our commitment to the Lord or lack thereof. 
From the human side of the question, that is always the reason why the church is either powerful and useful or otherwise. It’s to do with us all as individual Christians and our relationship with the Lord. When that is right, well, the Lord just does things! When the vessel is holy, the Lord just picks it up and uses it. For then the testimony of that person is filled with the Holy Spirit and the presence of holiness always arouses opposition from the forces of unholiness. 
So Stephen is hauled before the Sanhedrin and he’s required to answer these charges: “Are these things so?” the high priest asks. Thus we see, secondly, that

2. A SPIRIT-FILLED TESTIMONY SECURES CONVICTION 
Stephen doesn’t answer the charges directly. He does the same thing that Peter did on the second occasion he was called before the Sanhedrin. He answers the charges indirectly by testifying to the Lord Jesus Christ and to their sin and their need of repentance. In other words, he preaches the gospel to them and he allows the gospel to answer their charges, so far as he is concerned about answering the charges. 
The charges are serious and, specifically, they were, verse14 of chapter 6: “We have heard him say that this Nazarene, Jesus, will destroy this place (the temple) and alter the customs which Moses handed down to us.” Destroying the temple would be blasphemy against God because the temple was God’s dwelling-place. Altering the customs of Moses would be “blasphemy against Moses,” as it was put in verse eleven. I couldn’t help noticing, as I was reading in Jeremiah one morning this week in my devotions, that they are exactly the same charges the people brought against Jeremiah six hundred years earlier. “This man is worthy to die,” they said of Jeremiah, “for he has prophesied against this house and against this city.”
 
From the charges, it is apparent that Stephen has been preaching about the resurrection and he’s been saying about the resurrection what Jesus said the resurrection meant, in John chapter two. When Jesus died and rose again it would be in order to destroy the temple and then to rebuild it. Jesus meant the temple of his body, of course; but he also meant that the temple in Jerusalem; it too was going to be destroyed. And the body that would be rebuilt would be his body at his resurrection; but he also meant his mystical body, the church, which would be the new, true temple, the place where God now dwells upon this earth; here, in us this morning. In other words Stephen had been saying to them, as Jesus had earlier, that the essence of real religion was spiritual fellowship. It was a relationship of love and obedience between God and his people. It was not in mere possession of the temple or of organized religion and worship. And he gives them this little – or maybe it seemed long as we read through it – history lesson to show them that that had always been the case; and that their charge of blasphemy against the temple is nonsense; and it is rather they who blaspheme Moses and the Law, not him. 
He recites some of the history of Israel, focussing around four men – Abraham, Joseph, Moses and David.
 
#
Abraham. Abraham is the ultimate human root of every Jew. God promised him this very land, Stephen said. That’s true; but in his whole life Abraham never owned a single foot of it; only that bit that he bought to bury his wife. Indeed, God even promised Abraham that his descendants for the next four hundred years would not live there. And yet God gave Abraham the covenant of circumcision. He made Abraham and his descendants his people. So the question Stephen is putting to them with this recital of Abraham’s life, is this: is the land in itself holy? Or is the relationship with God, wherever one is, is it that which makes us God’s people? 
#
He talks about Joseph. Joseph was rejected by his brothers. He was sold into Egypt by them. “But God was with Joseph,” we read, in Egypt!
 Thus he saved his father and all his brothers and all Israel from famine. And it was enough for Jacob and Joseph to be buried in the land of Canaan. And again, the question Stephen is putting to his hearers is: is the most important thing that Israel was in the land? Or is the most important thing that God was with them, even in Egypt? 
#
Stephen goes on to Moses. Moses was revered hardly less than Abraham. Yet when Moses sought to deliver them and make peace between a couple of them, they rejected him. But out there in the wilderness of Sinai, in the wilderness of Midian, an angel appeared to him. Only, the angel turns out to be the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob and he spoke to him there in that place of rejection. Moses found Midian to be holy ground and God told him that he heard his people crying in Egypt. God saw his people in Egypt. He spoke to Moses in the land of Midian. Canaan is completely out of the picture. There is no instituted religion in Egypt or in Midian and yet God is in fellowship with his people. He hears them and he speaks to them. And so the question Stephen is putting to the Sanhedrin by this is: what is most important? that we have a temple, that we have a church, or that we fellowship with the living God? 
#
Finally, he goes on to talk about David and Solomon. Only by the time of David and Solomon did God get a permanent home in the temple in Jerusalem. “However,” Stephen declares, “the Most High does not dwell in houses made by human hands” and he goes on to quote Isaiah to prove the point. Indeed, Solomon had said exactly the same thing in his prayer of dedication at the opening of the temple.
 
What Stephen is trying to say to these people is this: what the natural man wants is his little rituals, his ceremonies, his grand music; and man frankly doesn’t care whether it’s in the service of the true God or the false, so long as it satisfies his religious instinct and urge. For all these men that they revered, they had rejected when they were on earth. They had honoured the circumcision of Abraham above the faith of Abraham in God. They’d sold Joseph into Egypt. They rejected Moses while he was on Mount Sinai receiving the very Law which they now claimed to revere so highly. Instead, they set up a golden calf to a foreign god! And David they rejected in various ways at various times throughout his life. 
Man loves worship but he hates obedience. That is how Stephen summed it up. “You men who are stiff-necked and uncircumcised in heart and ears are always resisting the Holy Spirit. You’re doing just as your fathers did. Which one of the prophets did your fathers not persecute? They killed those who had previously announced the coming of the righteous one. And his betrayers and murderers you have now become, you who received the Law as ordained by angels, yet you did not keep it.”
 And it still goes on to this day in our own city. You can go to any number of churches in this city this morning and you can see exactly this: beautiful buildings, magnificent organs, wonderful ceremonial, ornate gowns worn by the celebrants; or you might see it of the more modern sort – the  sophisticated band, strobe lights, the best choreography. And we must not think that we cannot be tempted in the same way. 
But while we can have our ceremony and our show that makes us feel we have had a wonderful ‘worship experience,’ we are happy. But the one thing we won’t stand is a prophet from God who speaks unpalatable truth to us. For, sadly, there is a lot of unpalatable truth about us that we have to deal with first; or a prophet who brings the demands of an absolutely holy God. We only want to be told that it is well with my soul any old how. 
So Stephen bore his Spirit-filled testimony. He told them plainly their sin and they were convicted. It was not he who denigrated the Law or the temple; it was them. “And when they heard this, they were cut to the quick,” we read.
 And that is wonderful. That is exactly why the Holy Spirit was given – “to convict the world of sin.”
 But there is a kind of conviction that does not produce contrition and sorrow and repentance and conversion. So we see, thirdly,

3. A SPIRIT-FILLED TESTIMONY WINS A BLESSED MARTYRDOM
If you go back a bit and we see when Peter preached at Pentecost, we also read that “Those who heard were pierced to the heart and they cried out, Men, brothers, what shall we do?” And many were converted on that day. When Peter preached on the second occasion he was hauled before the Sanhedrin, we also read, “They were cut to the quick and they intended to slay the apostles,” but Gamaliel got them off the hook.
 Now when Stephen preached this time, they were also “cut to the quick.” But God is hardening their hearts, you see. And there’s no Gamaliel there this time. They give in to their rage. And as they descend into the pit, almost of a possession it seems – it’s a very unattractive picture, Stephen rises gloriously above them. 
As a matter of fact, glory over against this religious shame is another theme that runs through the text. 
#
Stephen had begun his speech by reminding them that “the God of glory appeared to our father, Abraham” and as he said that, his own “face was like the face of an angel.”
 
#
One of the charges was that he blasphemed the Law. He wanted to “alter the customs which Moses handed down to us.”
 Do you remember when Moses received the Law of God on Mount Sinai that his face shone and the people couldn’t look at him?
 Well, here is Stephen charged with dishonouring the Law and the people see that his face is like an angel. Was God giving Stephen the same glory that he gave to Moses? Is that God’s own testimony that Stephen is, as a matter of fact, faithful to the Law and honouring the Law? 
We are reminded again that he “was full of the Holy Spirit” (verse 55). God gives him a vision of heaven in which he sees the glory of God, that which, since his conversion, had been the one great thing he lived for. He sees Jesus standing at God’s right hand and he calls out to everyone, “I see the Son of Man standing at the right-hand of God,”
 whereupon, in a frenzy it appears, they charge at him. They drive him out of the city and stone him. And he dies like his Lord; his spirit offered to God and forgiveness in his heart, and “thus he fell asleep.” What a lovely way to put it. He fell asleep in the Lord. That’s the biblical phrase. 
CONCLUSION

It can be a dangerous business to be filled with the Holy Spirit, congregation. And yet we must be for God to use us. And God does so use Stephen. He uses him to give this wonderful testimony to Jesus Christ as He who is with his people, the true temple of God upon the earth. Fellowship with God, that’s the true temple of God. He uses Stephen to give this wonderful testimony to Jesus Christ not as one who will change the customs of the Law but as he who will fulfil all that the Law spoke about and pointed to; the great and only Saviour, without whom all the Law and the Prophets would be shown to be nothing but hot air. 
In many ways, despite Stephen being full of faith and of grace and power in the Holy Spirit beyond his contemporaries, Stephen doesn’t seem to have achieved much. The record of his life is short if you compare it with Peter and Paul and John and so on. Yet, what God used him for is significant. This testimony, this testimony sealed with his blood, was crucial. God used Stephen to arouse Jewish hatred of Christianity to a crisis point and it burst out in a general persecution. But the result was that the Gospel went to Samaria and, as the Christians were scattered, to other parts of the world. 
This is the beginning of the whole Gentile mission. We may even say that Stephen brought the gospel to you and me, here today two thousand years later. He was the first step in that great world-wide march of the gospel. 
I confess that I find it difficult to know exactly what God is saying to us in our text this morning, but perhaps it is this: it is true, resistance to the gospel and hatred of Jesus Christ in the western world at the present time is as great as it has ever been. Yet, to pick up a phrase from Hebrews 12, “We have not yet suffered unto the shedding of blood.” Is that possibly because we are not filled with the Spirit? We are not spiritual enough people to provoke a determined opposition and hatred. We’re not spiritual enough to speak with whatever is that intangible quality that convicts people of their sin; whether that conviction would result in their conversion or vicious retaliation. 
Is this possibly why the gospel sits so much with us here within these four walls and does not go ever so much outside them? I don’t mean to demean the efforts of any who do seek to take it outside; and there are such people and such efforts. But let’s think about this question. Let’s pray about it. Let’s seek the Lord’s face that he may use us. And perhaps the place to start is to have that double concern that we’ve seen we must have if we would be filled with the Holy Spirit: the concern for the kingdom and the glory of God and his righteousness above absolutely everything else; and a desire to let the Word of Christ dwell in us richly, a desire, in other words, to fellowship with Jesus Christ above everything else in life; to “know Christ and the power of his resurrection,” as Paul put it, “for which he counted everything else in life but dung.”

 Amen.
John Rogers, preached in the Reformed Church of the North Shore, 16th July, 2006
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