August 8 we will study Acts 6:8 - 7:60.  Discussion questions are:

 

1. Agree/disagree:  “Forgiveness does the forgiver more good than it does the forgiven.” 

a. What does forgiveness do for the forgiver? 

2. Why do you suppose the Synagogue of the Freed Slaves were so hostile toward 

Stephen?

3. What are the 4 accusations against Stephen?  (6:11, 13) 

a. How serious are those charges? 

4. How do you suppose Stephen came to be recognized as “full of God’s grace and 

power”?

5. What role does the Holy Spirit have in Stephen’s life in 6:3, 10; 7:55?  

a. Was the Holy Spirit involved in vs. 6:15; 7:51, 59-60? 

6. Stephen references God in 7:2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 9, 17, 25, 34, 42, 44, 45.  What are we 

to learn from his frequent references to God?

7. Agree/disagree:  “Each of us is as full of the Holy Spirit as he chooses to be.” 

8. What does it mean to you that as his life came to an end Stephen saw Jesus standing? 

9. Agree/disagree:  “You will die like you live.” 

 

Sermon:  Why Is It So Hard To Forgive?

 

Forgiveness does the forgiver more good than it does the forgiven.  

 

He leaned on the fence and watched the old farmer plowing with a mule.  When he wanted the mule to turn left he pulled to the left with all his might.  When he wanted the mule to turn right he pulled to the right with all his might.  When he wanted the mule to stop or start, again it required all the farmer’s strength to coerce the stubborn mule.  The observer couldn’t stand it any longer so he advised the farmer, “If you will give the mule voice commands like “gee” or “haw” or “whoa” it will be a whole lot easier than using all your energy pulling on the reins.  The old farmer wiped his brow and said, “Reckon you’re right, but this animal kicked me 5 years ago and I haven’t spoke to him since.”   

Forgiveness does the forgiver more good than it does the forgiven.   

The men who belonged to the Synagogue of Freed Slaves gave Stephen a great opportunity to use his gift of forgiveness.   

Acts 6:8-14 - Stephen, a man full of God’s grace and power, performed amazing miracles and signs among the people.  But one day some men from the Synagogue of Freed Slaves, as it was called, started to debate with him. They were Jews from Cyrene, Alexandria, Cilicia, and the province of Asia.  None of them could stand against the wisdom and the Spirit with which Stephen spoke. 

 

So they persuaded some men to lie about Stephen, saying, “We heard him blaspheme Moses, and even God.”  This roused the people, the elders, and the teachers of religious law. So they arrested Stephen and brought him before the high council.

 

The lying witnesses said, “This man is always speaking against the holy Temple and against the law of Moses.  We have heard him say that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy the Temple and change the customs Moses handed down to us.”

 

Here is a man who did nothing but use his gift for the glory of God.  He is a Greek- speaking Jewish Christian.  When the Greek-speaking church members complain that their widows are discriminated against, Stephen uses his gift to resolve the problem.  When the Greek-speaking Synagogue of Freed Slaves needs to hear the gospel, Stephen uses his gift to preach to them.  But just because you are using your God-given gift is no guarantee everyone will appreciate you.  In Stephen’s case it ultimately results in his premature death.  Representatives of the Synagogue of Freed Slaves conspire to have Stephen charged with blaspheming Moses and God and speaking against the Temple and the law of Moses.  Those are serious charges.  They in essence say Stephen has desecrated everything that is holy to the Jewish people.  

 

How do you react when you are falsely accused?  Do you see it as an opportunity to practice your gift of forgiveness?  Stephen did.  Let’s dig into the text a bit and notice how the Spirit led Stephen to respond to such grievous accusations.

 

When you are lying or pretending it’s difficult to keep your face from revealing the truth. There is a new television series called, “Lie To Me” which is about a psychologist who is an expert in involuntary body language.  If you lie to him, he'll see it in your face and your posture or hear it in your voice. If you shrug your shoulder, rotate your hand or even just slightly raise your lower lip, he will spot the lie.  The show probably exaggerates the science of body language but there is a general truth about your face revealing what’s in your heart.  And here is Stephen, who has done nothing but use his gift for the glory of God and he now finds himself the victim of the worst religious accusations imaginable.  He can’t hide his true feelings.  His face will give him away.  All who were sitting in the Sanhedrin looked intently at Stephen, and they saw that his face was like the face of an angel. – Acts 6:16

 

He has passed the first test of genuineness.  His face reveals the purity of his heart.  Now comes an even greater test – the test of his words.  Most of us, when we are really, really angry, not only reveal it in our faces but in our choice of words.  Let’s look at what Stephen chooses to talk about when he is falsely accused of blaspheming God.

 

First, he accepts his identity as part of the very family who seek to end his life.  

            7:2 – “Brothers and fathers…”

            7:11 – “our fathers couldn’t find food”

            7:12 – “our fathers” were sent to Egypt

            7:15 – “our fathers died”

            7:17- “our people increased”

            7:19 – “king…dealt treacherously with our people…oppressed our forefathers”

            7:38 – Moses was with “our fathers” when he received the law

            7:44 – “our forefathers had the tabernacle”

 

Then he separates himself from some of the family who resisted the Holy Spirit.

7:51-53 - "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 have received the law that was put into effect through angels but have not obeyed it."

Having a forgiving spirit does not mean you shy away from speaking the truth.  That was the spirit Jesus modeled for us when he compassionately told the woman caught in adultery, “Neither do I condemn you”, then sternly commanded her, “sin no more!”  

 

As Stephen identifies with the Jewish family and separates himself from those in that family who resist the Holy Spirit he also responds to the accusation of blaspheming God. 

He catalogs his own faith that God has been with Israel every step of the way:

            7:2 – “God appeared to Abraham”

            7:3 – “God said ‘go to the land I will show you”

            7:4 – “God sent him to this land”

            7:5 – “God promised” Abraham the land

            7:6 – “God spoke” to Abraham

7:7 – “God said” he would punish Egypt

7:9 – “God was with” Joseph

7:17 - “God fulfilled his promise to Abraham

7:25 – “God used” Moses to rescue his people

7:34 – “God saw…heard…and sent” relief

7:42 – “God turned away”

7:44 – “God directed Moses”

7:45 – “God drove out” the enemy nations in Canaan

 

Here is a man, full of the Holy Spirit and wisdom (6:3), full of God’s grace and power (6:8), who does great wonders and miraculous signs among the people (6:8).  Because he cares about the souls of those who attend the Synagogue of Freed Slaves he preaches the gospel to them.  And for his trouble, he will be stoned.  At the end of his sermon he boldly proclaims, "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 have received the law that was put into effect through angels but have not obeyed it." – Acts 7:51-53

 

Just because you do the right thing does not mean the right thing is going to be done to you.  

 

Acts 7:54-60 - The Jewish leaders were infuriated by Stephen’s accusation, and they shook their fists at him in rage. But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, gazed steadily into heaven and saw the glory of God, and he saw Jesus standing in the place of honor at God’s right hand.  And he told them, “Look, I see the heavens opened and the Son of Man standing in the place of honor at God’s right hand!”

 

Then they put their hands over their ears and began shouting. They rushed at him and dragged him out of the city and began to stone him. His accusers took off their coats and laid them at the feet of a young man named Saul. 

 

As they stoned him, Stephen prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.”  He fell to his knees, shouting, “Lord, don’t charge them with this sin!” And with that, he died.

 

What are we to learn from the story of this man who dies forgiving those who stone him?  I want to share with you 3 things we can learn from this story:

 

1. Each of us is as full of the Holy Spirit as he chooses to be.

 

Somewhere along the way Stephen decided to be receptive to the indwelling of the Holy Spirit.  That fullness of the Spirit was evident to the entire church when they selected him to be one of the seven men to handle the problem of racial discrimination in the church.  That fullness of the Holy Spirit enabled Stephen to courageously caution his critics, “You always resist the Holy Spirit!” (7:51)  That same fullness of the Spirit allowed him to die forgiving his enemies.    It is very significant that the text says “Stephen full of the Holy Spirit looked up to heaven and saw the glory of God and Jesus stand at the right hand of God.” (7:55)  This man’s entire Christian journey is marked by his dependence on the Holy Spirit to guide his life.

 

2. Jesus sees and cares. 

“Stephen…saw Jesus standing in the place of honor at God’s right hand.” – 7:55

After the resurrection Jesus is usually presented in the Bible as seated.  Here he is standing – standing in concern and standing to receive home a man who died much like Jesus himself died.  The darker the journey the brighter Jesus shines.  The Bible is explicit in promising us that at our darkest moment, the moment when we pass through the valley of the shadow of death, we need fear no evil “for thou art with me.”  The darker the journey the brighter Jesus shines.   

 

3. You will die like you live.

 

When Stephen died forgiving his enemies it wasn’t a first time thought for him.  He had spent a lifetime forgiving his enemies.  You will die like you live.  If you live complaining and angry, you will die complaining and angry.  If you live peaceful and full of faith you will die peaceful and full of faith.  Look at how you are living.  Do you want to die that way?

