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1 Peter 2:2–10; John 14:1–14  

Acts 6:1–9; 7:2a, 51–60  

Now in these days when the disciples were increasing in number, a complaint by the Hellenists arose against the Hebrews because their widows were being neglected in the daily distribution. And the twelve summoned the full number of the disciples and said, “It is not right that we should give up preaching the word of God to serve tables. Therefore, brothers, pick out from among you seven men of good repute, full of the Spirit and of wisdom, whom we will appoint to this duty. But we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word.” And what they said pleased the whole gathering, and they chose Stephen, a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit, and Philip, and Prochorus, and Nicanor, and Timon, and Parmenas, and Nicolaus, a proselyte of Antioch. These they set before the apostles, and they prayed and laid their hands on them.

And the word of God continued to increase, and the number of the disciples multiplied greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests became obedient to the faith.

And Stephen, full of grace and power, was doing great wonders and signs among the people. Then some of those who belonged to the synagogue of the Freedmen (as it was called), and of the Cyrenians, and of the Alexandrians, and of those from Cilicia and Asia, rose up and disputed with Stephen.

And Stephen said:

“You stiff-necked people, uncircumcised in heart and ears, you always resist the Holy Spirit. As your fathers did, so do you. Which of the prophets did not your fathers persecute? And they killed those who announced beforehand the coming of the Righteous One, whom you have now betrayed and murdered, you who received the law as delivered by angels and did not keep it.”

Now when they heard these things they were enraged, and they ground their teeth at him. But he, full of the Holy Spirit, gazed into heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. And he said, “Behold, I see the heavens opened, and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.” But they cried out with a loud voice and stopped their ears and rushed together at him. Then they cast him out of the city and stoned him. And the witnesses laid down their garments at the feet of a young man named Saul. And as they were stoning Stephen, he called out, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” And falling to his knees he cried out with a loud voice, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” And when he had said this, he fell asleep.  

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
Young Stephen, a man ordained in the church to visit the widows, is surrounded by angry men.

Teachers of the Law, scribes and elders of the people—they have forcibly dragged Stephen before the council, they have brought false witnesses who have testified that Stephen speaks blasphemy, and then the High Priest demanded that young Stephen explain himself.

These accusers, these teachers of the Law, they probably thought that in Stephen they had found an easy target.  

The Gospel has been going forth, the Apostles have been going out and preaching salvation in Christ Jesus, and many families are being called into the church. 

For these scribes and elders, for those opposed to the Gospel but trying to keep people under the Law, now is the time to put a stop to it.  

They have already tried going after Peter and John and the Apostles, and failed.  Stephen, surely, seems like a more reasonable target.  He’s a young man—not so confident, maybe.  He should be a little easier to push around.  So they forcibly drag him before the council, bring false charges against him, and then see how it will sort out.  But before they issue the verdict, they must let Stephen have his say. 


If you’re in Stephen’s shoes, there’s an easy enough way out of this little fix.  All he needed to do is say something like,

“Well, hey, maybe I got a little carried away in some of the things I said.  Maybe I pushed things a little too far when I said that Jesus is the only Lord, and also when I said that the man Christ Jesus rose up from the dead and now he is the One with power over sin and death.  Maybe I could have been a little more sensitive to the feelings of those who want to live by their own decisions and worthiness, and, well, I suppose that when I brought up all that stuff about how the forefathers mistreated Joseph, and disrespected Moses, and all that other stuff about prophets always being persecuted and killed—maybe I could have been a little more tolerant of the ways you guys do things.  And I can see how you might be offended by my preaching about Jesus being the only Name given among men by which a sinner can be saved.  Next time I’ll try to be a little more open-minded.”

If Stephen could have said something like that, perhaps this whole ugly scene could have been averted, and everyone could’ve gone home and had dinner. 

Stephen said something different.  When we read the verses preceding those in our text today, we see how Stephen had been proclaiming Christ crucified for sinners, how he had spoken of the Lord working through suffering servants such as Joseph and Moses, and we see how Stephen even made it clear to those in front of him that they, themselves, were sinners, and apart from the grace of Christ Jesus, they had no hope.

Now they’re stoning Stephen.  He has an opportunity that a man has, at most, once in life.  That is the opportunity to speak your last words—the last words out of your mouth before you die, that last sentence by which you would want to be known in history.

Last words can be kind of revealing.  They usually focus on the person saying them.  How could they not?  That’s what everything has been reduced to, a person dying, and there is nothing else for that person to think about. That’s all there is.  So in his last words, a man makes a comment on his life or on his present predicament.

President Grover Cleveland, his last words were supposed to have been, 

“I have tried so hard to do the right.”

Words drawing attention to his own good efforts in life.

An American criminal named James Rogers, as they prepared him to die by firing squad, and they asked if he had any last request, he said,

“Well, yes, a bullet-proof vest.”

Words focused on his own immediate predicament.

What will Stephen’s last words be?  Acts 7:60:

“[Stephen] knelt down and cried with a loud voice, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” And when he had said this, he fell asleep.

Stephen draws no attention to the good works he has done in his life—he had done those, as he visited the homebound in the church.  Stephen speaks no words focused on his current predicament, like a criminal before a firing squad asking for a bullet-proof vest. 

Stephen’s last words as he’s being killed, the words for which the church through the generations knows him, 

“Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” 

Stephen’s last words are to the Lord Jesus.  How could the prayer be to anyone else?  There is only One who hears the prayer of the dying man, and that is the Lord who has overcome death in his resurrection from the grave.

Praying to the Lord Jesus, Stephen intercedes for those who are guilty.  How could he intercede for anyone else?  Jesus came to forgive sinners.  That’s why he willingly went to the cross, bearing the sins of every sinner in his own body.  Stephen knows this.  That’s what his whole sermon had been about.  So for Stephen to have prayed for anything but the forgiveness of those who are sinning against him, would have been for Stephen to have denied Jesus.

Jesus is the forgiver of sins.  The one who calls the sinner out of darkness into the light of his grace; the One who has paid the purchase price of his own blood for every sinner, including Stephen, including those throwing rocks at Stephen, including us and our families, and including those who sin against us.

“Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” 
prays Stephen.  It is the prayer Jesus gives us to pray, too.

“When you pray,”

says Jesus,

“say, ‘Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.’”

Here we see Jesus doing what he most wants to do: Forgiving sins.  Forgiving not only our sins, but also the sins of those who sin against us.  And honoring us by setting us as his servants, his instruments, to bring that forgiveness to others.

We can ask Stephen.  After all, is any name more honored in the church than Stephen’s?  

The name of Mary stands out in honor.  The names of others we can think of, too.  But here we have the first martyr of the New Testament church, Stephen.  We can ask Stephen, what is the highest honor Jesus gives to his people.  To proclaim the Gospel, that is a high honor, and Stephen has done it.  To visit the hurting, the homebound, Stephen has done that.  To suffer for the Name of Jesus, even to be persecuted, that’s Stephen.  But to hear the Word of Gospel for yourself, to be forgiven of all your sins, to stand before God the Father not in shame but in the honor of his own Son, to be kept in the confidence of salvation and grace, that is to be honored by Jesus.  

And, then, to forgive those who sin against you, to hold no guilt against any one, but to freely speak the grace of the Gospel, to have the words of Jesus placed upon your lips so that by your mouth the Lord is not holding sins against them, but freeing others of their sins, Is this not the highest honor Jesus gives—and not only to Stephen, but also to us.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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ACTS 6:1-9, 7:2a, 51-60

