Acts 7 - John Karmelich

The best title I have for Acts Chapter 7 is "Who's on trial here anyway?"

b)

<)

i) (Credit for that title goes to Chuck Missler.)

In this chapter, Stephen, is on trial in front of the Jewish High Council for the charges

of blaspheming the name of God, the temple and Judaism. Chapter 7 is his defense.

As you read it, you're not sure if Stephen is on the defense or the prosecuting attorney!

Stephen spends most of the speech reciting various parts of Old Testament history,

pointing out the failure of the Israelites to obey what God has commanded them do.

i) Much of the Old Testament is a history of failure. It is about the Israelites try-
ing to please God through their own efforts, and the amazing number of times
they turn their focus on themselves, away from God and get into trouble.

if) One of the big-picture lessons of the Old Testament is our failure to please God
through our own efforts!

In defense of these charges, Stephen never denies them. Instead, Stephen gives a

history lesson. Why?

i) Stephen's goal is to point the Sanhedrin toward Jesus. That should be the pur-
pose of any sermon.
if) Stephen gives an Old Testament History lesson, mainly to show that the

rejection of God's plan has been a historical pattern.

One of the interesting things to point out about Stephen is that he was a young Christian.

a)
b)

<)

Stephen did not spend 3 years with Jesus like the 12 apostles.

Stephen was not even trained to be a rabbi like Paul in higher education.

Stephen was a new convert with 1-2 years-Christian experience, tops.

i) Grant it, he probably had the "standard-Jewish "Sunday school" education that
most Jewish boys had, but that can't explain the beauty, details, and arguments
presented by Stephen under pressure in this Speech.

if) Only the presence of the Holy Spirit, guiding Stephen could explain this!

iii) It is also interesting to see Stephen's ability to quote Old Testament Scripture
under pressure without having it in front of him.
a) There is an application for us to learn the Bible. We never know when

we are going to be used by God and have a need to recite it!

Stephen's speech is going to get a lot into prophecy. There is a special category of prophecy
called "types" or "patterns". For example:

i) You can study Abraham as a "type" of Christ
if) Or David, or Joseph as a "type" of Christ.

iii) This is taught in Judaism as well as Christianity.
a) Prophecy is not just predictions, its patterns.
b) One looks for patterns in the Bible to foretell future events.

Every aspect of Jesus life, ministry, his mission, his resurrection, his first and second

coming can be found somewhere in the Old Testament.

i) Sometimes it is written as predictions of a "coming one",

Jesus himself believed all of the Old Testament spoke of his coming. Since much of the

Old Testament is stories that have nothing to do with a coming Messiah, the prophecy

must be by "types" or "patterns".

i) "For the testimony of Jesus is the spirit of prophecy." (Revelation 19:10b)

if) Jesus talking to the Pharisee's said: "You diligently study the Scriptures because
you think that by them you possess eternal life. These are the Scriptures that
testify about me, (John 5:39 NIV)
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The neat thing to get out of studying Stephen's speech is that it gives lessons on how to study,
and apply the Old Testament Scriptures.

a) One of my favorite Bible-teaching expressions is

b) "The pictures in the Old Testament are the principals in the New Testament.

C) The Old Testament is full of history lessons and word-pictures. Even thought they are
actual events, they are written for our benefit so that we may learn from them.
i) For everything that was written in the past (Old Testament) was written to

teach us, so that through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures
we might have hope. (Romans 15:4 NIV)

Back to the story in Acts. In the end of Acts Chapter 6, Stephen was on trial in front of the

high-Jewish council. Stephen had become a successful witness for Jesus. He was successful in

debating against the Jewish rabbi's, and people were becoming Christians because of

Stephen's testimony. Chapter 6 even mentioned that some of the Jewish priests were convert-

ing to Christianity. Because the Chief Rabbi's were losing the verbal-battle, they "played

dirty". They brought in false-witnesses to testify against Stephen.

a) The basic charges were:

i) Blasphemy against the Law
ii) Blasphemy against the Temple and the Land.

b) These charges were the basis of the Jewish religion at that time. They looked at the
Temple as the central place where God met the people. They were hoping that the
Messiah would set up the millennial kingdom there at that time.

i) Little did they know that about 30-40 years later, the Roman army would de-
stroy the temple, down to the ground, as Jesus had predicted (Matt. 24:2).

When you read Chapter 7, it sounds initially like Stephen reciting Jewish history, and then he

goes into a rant because the Jewish Council rejected Jesus as the Messiah.

a) Stephen's response is never "These charges aren't true". He responds by citing the evi-
dence. He gives a history-lesson as proof that the rebellion against God has been a his-
torical pattern for the Jewish people.

b) Once you read the arguments more carefully, you will realize how brilliant Stephen's
speech actually is, and how it contradicts the charges made against him in Chapter 6.
C) The big-themes to see in Stephen's speech is that:
i) The rejection of Jesus as Messiah is part of a pattern.
if) Stephen even points out the failures of some of the most venerated men in Jew-

ish history and their rebellion, as well as the general rebellion of the people.

iif) The Jewish leaders were looking at the Temple, and their style of Temple Wor-
ship as the, and the only way to worship God. One of the things that Stephen
points out is that the history of the Israeli people worshipping God did not nec-
essarily involve the Temple, or even, worshipping from the land of Israel. God
moved in their lives in other locations as well.

iv) What's the general application to you & me of Stephen's speech?

a) There is always a danger to trust in our "system", just as the High Coun-
cil of Israel trusted in their "system". That could be our church build-
ings, our denominational way of worship, the way we dress. The his-
tory of the church is not much better than the history of Israel.

b) While there are have been many great things done in the name of Christ,
there have been many embarrassing and horrendous things as well.
Q) Our goodness does not come from the things we do in Christ's name, it

comes from God working through us when we are obedient to what God
calls to us to do.



d)

Oh boy, 2 pages down, and there is 59 verses in this chapter, I'd better get started! ©

Chapter 6 ended with a summary of the charges leveled against Stephen. Chapter 7 begins
with the high priest turning to Stephen for his response.

Chapter 7, Verse 1: Then the high priest asked him, "Are these charges true?" 2 To this he
(Stephen) replied: "Brothers and fathers, listen to me! The God of glory appeared to our father
Abraham while he was still in Mesopotamia, before he lived in Haran. ® *Leave your country
and your people,' God said, “and go to the land I will show you.'

a)

Remember that one of the basic charges is that Stephen is accused of being "anti-
Jewish" and teaching contrary to their religion.

i) Stephen opens with "brothers and fathers", as if to say "I'm one of you"
if) Stephen further starts the history lesson with the first "Jew", Abraham.
a) Abraham is considered the father of the Jewish nation as God called him

to go form the nation.
b) The 12 tribes of Israel started from his 12 great-grandsons.
Part of the "theme" that Stephen is going to work on is that God does work outside of
the Land of Israel as well as inside.
i) The Jewish leaders saw the land of Israel as somehow, "more holy".
a) Remember that one of the charges leveled against Stephen in Chapter 6
was: "This fellow never stops speaking against this holy place and
against the law." (Acts 6:13 NIV).

if) "This Holy Place" refers to either the Temple and/or "The Land"

iif) Stephen's defense is to show that God first called Abraham in a different coun-
try to come to this land.

iv) Stephen's point is God does also work outside of the land of Israel.

Verse 4, continuing with Abraham: "So he left the land of the Chaldeans and settled in Haran.
After the death of his father, God sent him to this land where you are now living.

a)

Verse 2 mentions that God called Abraham when he was living in Mesopotamia,
"before he lived in Haran". What is that all about?
i) Mesopotamia, today is part of Iraq.
if) Haran is part of modern Syria.
iif) Haran is not the Promised Land (i.e. Israel). That's the point!
God called Abraham to go to the Promised Land. Instead Abraham "comprised" and
only went "half-way" to Haran. He hung out there with his father. After his father
died, then Abraham fully obeyed God and went to see the Promised Land.
i) If one does the calculations correctly, there is about a 25-year gap where Abra-
ham "hung out" in Haran.
a) Why did Abraham wait until the death of his father to move to the land

of Israel?
b) Maybe that's as far as is father was willing to sojourn.
C) Although Abraham was a grown man, he still felt a loyalty to his father,

and "compromised" with God in his travels.
if) Stephen's point is simply that although Abraham will always be remembered
as "the Father of Faith" and is honored by the Jewish, Christian and even Mus-
lim faith, there are areas where Abraham himself failed to be obedient to God.
The application to us as Christians is "Has God called you the same way God called
Abraham? Are you comprisimising with what God called you to do?
i) God will often compromise with us. Because God loves us, he will only take us
to a level of faith that we are willing to go. God often has greater plans for us
than we are willing to accept by faith.
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10.

11.

Back to Abraham, Verse 5: He (God) gave him (Abraham) no inheritance here, not even a foot
of ground. But God promised him that he and his descendants after him would possess the
land, even though at that time Abraham had no child. ® God spoke to him in this way: “Your
descendants will be strangers in a country not their own, and they will be enslaved and mis-
treated four hundred years. 7 But I will punish the nation they serve as slaves,' God said, “and
afterward they will come out of that country and worship me in this place.'® Then he gave
Abraham the covenant of circumcision. And Abraham became the father of Isaac and circum-
cised him eight days after his birth. Later Isaac became the father of Jacob, and Jacob became
the father of the twelve patriarchs.

a) Well, here's a summary of most of Genesis in one paragraph.

i) One can do a detailed study of these verses and their applications.

if) The main point is what does this paragraph have to do with Stephen's defense?
b) I believe the main point Stephen is trying to tell is that Abraham himself received rela-

tively little blessing during his lifetime. Near the end of his life is when he received
the son he always wanted. The great promises made to Abraham about a great nation
would not come until centuries later.
i) "Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not
see." (Hebrews 11:1 NIV)
if) The Jewish Council put their trust in what they saw: (the temple, the land).
iif) Stephen's point is that he is putting his trust in God and not the visible signs
like the Temple.
a) "Abraham didn't need the temple to be close to God." David Guzik
Q) One bit of trivia: A lot of Bible critics like to point out that they were actually in Egypt
for 430 years (Exodus 12:40), not 400 years as stated by Stephen.
i) The reconciliation is quite easy. The Pharaoh-over-Joseph was "pro-Israel".
Therefore, the first 30 years were not part of the slavery. God told Abraham in
Genesis 15:13 that they would be enslaved 400 years, not 430 years.
if) The point is when you see a possible contradiction in the Scriptures, study the
facts, often it is not true and there is an explanation.
Verse 9: Because the patriarchs were jealous of Joseph, they sold him as a slave into Egypt. But
God was with him '° and rescued him from all his troubles. He gave Joseph wisdom and en-
abled him to gain the goodwill of Pharaoh king of Egypt; so he made him ruler over Egypt
and all his palace.
a) Now the focus shifts from Abraham, to his great grandson Joseph. Joseph was one of
the 12 sons of Jacob that formed the 12 tribes of Israel.

b) What's Stephen's point here? Again, the rebellion against God's plan.
C) The emphasis is on how Joseph's' brothers sold him into slavery out of jealously.
d) I am sure that the brothers were very aware of the promises made to Abraham of how

God was going to do a great work through all 12. The fact that they sold Joseph into
slavery is an act of rebellion against God's plan, and that's Stephen's point.

e) It's amazing to think about how God worked through Joseph. In the history of civiliza-
tion, how often has a slave-boy, who then was falsely accused and put in prison and
then becomes the 2nd most powerful man on earth. (Egypt was at its height of power.)
There have been some political prisoners made into kings/presidents, but I never
heard of a "regular" prisoner elevated that way. It is another sign of God at work.

f) Did God know Joseph's brothers would rebel as such? Of course, God knows all
things. Did God hold them accountable for their actions? Yes, you can read of their
guilt through many chapters of Genesis. Even though God used Joseph in a mighty
way, the brothers are still accountable for their actions.
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12.

g)

The same applies to Jesus. Was God aware of the crucifixion? Of course, God knows
all things. It still means the Sanhedrin was guilty of condemning Jesus to death, even
though God used that for our benefit. We are still held accountable.

Verse 11: "Then a famine struck all Egypt and Canaan, bringing great suffering, and our fa-
thers could not find food. ' When Jacob heard that there was grain in Egypt, he sent our fa-
thers on their first visit. 1> On their second visit, Joseph told his brothers who he was, and
Pharaoh learned about Joseph's family. ** After this, Joseph sent for his father Jacob and his
whole family, seventy-five in all. *° Then Jacob went down to Egypt, where he and our fathers
died. ' Their bodies were brought back to Shechem and placed in the tomb that Abraham had
bought from the sons of Hamor at Shechem for a certain sum of money.

a)

One of the patterns you'll see in Stephen's speech is his emphasis on "second time".

i) Abraham went into the Promised Land after God spoke to Him a second time af-
ter his father died.
if) Joseph revealed who he was to his brothers after the second time they visited.
iif) Next we'll read about Moses.
a) He was only accepted as their leader the second time.
What's the point?
i) The point is the pattern of rejection. In my introduction I talked about a style of

prophecy called type or patterns.

if) The point by Stephen is that often in Jewish history, their leaders only obeyed
after missing the point the first time.

iii) This is the case with Jesus. They missed their opportunity for the Messiah on
Jesus 1st coming.

iv) On Jesus second coming, Jesus himself will reveal who he is to the Israelites.
V) This was prophesized by Zechariah, (Chapter 12, Verse 10, NIV)
a) "And I will pour out on the house of David and the inhabitants of Jeru-

salem a spirit of grace and supplication. They will look on me, the one
they have pierced, and they will mourn for him as one mourns for an
only child, and grieve bitterly for him as one grieves for a firstborn son."

b) For further study on this point, also see Matthew 23, Verses 37-39,
especially the last verse.

More "contradiction" debate:

i) The Book of Genesis states the descendants of Jacob were 70 in all, not includ-
ing Joseph's family (Genesis 46:27). Here Stephen says there are 75 people in all
that were a part of Jacob's family. It sounds like a contradiction.

a) The explanation is that Joseph had children and grandchildren by the
time everybody came to Egypt, and the number now totaled 75.

if) Another "contradiction" debate is that commentators point out that Stephen got
"his tombs mixed up". Joseph's' father also bought a tomb as well as Abraham,
and Stephen may have been referring to the gravesite Jacob bought.

a) One of the commentators I listed (Chuck Missler) had a lengthy explana-
tion that reconciled this passage. It's too long to be included here, but
there is an explanation that reconciles this difference.

iii) Don't assume an apparent contradiction is a contradiction. Further study will
often reveal otherwise!




13.

14.

Verse 17: "As the time drew near for God to fulfill his promise to Abraham, the number of our
people in Egypt greatly increased. * Then another king, who knew nothing about Joseph, be-
came ruler of Egypt. ' He dealt treacherously with our people and oppressed our forefathers
by forcing them to throw out their newborn babies so that they would die.

The Pharaoh in charge when the 12 tribes of Israel first came to Egypt was "Pro-
Jewish". That was the first 30 years as stated. Now here comes the 400 years of slav-
ery".

The king, or Pharaoh, that Stephen is talking about here is the "last" Pharaoh that was

around at the time of Moses.

I suspect, but can't prove, this Pharaoh heard of the 400-year prediction and knew the

time was almost up. Pharaoh, or the demonic forces behind Pharaoh, was responsible

for the killing of Hebrew children to prevent a "redeemer" from entering the world.

Again notice the "prophecy by parallelism" between Jesus' birth and this incident.

Remember Herod was the king at the time of Jesus' birth. Both Pharaoh and Herod

tried to prevent a great leader from being born, by killing all the babies. In both cases,

God miraculously preserved them from this persecution.

i) I always feel sorrow thinking about the innocent Jewish families whose babies
were Kkilled, all because of the evil intentions of Satan trying to thwart God's
game plan. The only comfort to get out of both situations is to remember that
those children are in heaven, God has punished the evil doers, and God al-
lowed this situation for a greater good.

Back to Stephen's speech, why is he bringing this up?

i) Remember that Stephen was accused of being "Anti-Moses". Here is Stephen
reciting, with great accuracy, the situation where Moses was born.
ii) I suspect another point is that God works through situations of oppression to

bring in a redeemer. At the time of Stephen's speech, Israel going through a
time of difficult oppression from the Romans. They didn't see that God was us-
ing this time to bring in the Redeemer.

Verse 20: "At that time Moses was born, and he was no ordinary child. For three months he
was cared for in his father's house. 2! When he was placed outside, Pharaoh's daughter took
him and brought him up as her own son. 2 Moses was educated in all the wisdom of the
Egyptians and was powerful in speech and action.

a)

b)

Here Stephen continues his knowledge of Moses as a defense in front of the council.

i) Stephen's point is that he was acknowledging Moses was raised to be a re-
deemer of his people.

It becomes obvious from studying the text that Moses was being raised as the re-

deemer. During a time when the babies were being killed, one of them "miraculously"

survives, and not only survives, is raised by Pharaoh's daughter. This Pharaoh did not

have any sons, so this "adopted" baby-Moses was set to be next in line to be Pharaoh.

i) If that isn't God working in the affairs of mankind, I don't know what is! ©
To be educated in all the wisdom of Egypt was no minor thing.
i) Egypt was the greatest civilization of that day. Their knowledge of science, the

arts, construction, beauty, preservation, marvels much of our technology and
knowledge. To this day it is still unknown how they accomplished some of the
things they did.

if) To be raised "in all the wisdom of Egypt" also included military skills, ranging
from "hand to hand combat" up to army offense/defense strategy. Remember
that Egypt ruled the whole world, and that meant a strong army.



15.

16.

d) In Verse 22 it states that Moses "was powerful in speech and action".

i) Remember when Moses saw the burning bush, he complained that he couldn't
do the job because he was "slow of speech", possibly implying stuttering.
a) This may show that Moses was either lying to God, or after 40 years in
the dessert, lost his confidence in his speaking ability!
e) This verse also contains another "hint" that Luke was definitely the author of Acts.

Verse 21, in the Greek, uses a medical term for raising a baby, best translated "nur-

tured". Luke was a physician. This word is only one a doctor would use.

Verse 23: "When Moses was forty years old, he decided to visit his fellow Israelites. > He saw

one of them being mistreated by an Egyptian, so he went to his defense and avenged him by

killing the Egyptian. 2 Moses thought that his own people would realize that God was using
him to rescue them, but they did not. ?® The next day Moses came upon two Israelites who
were fighting. He tried to reconcile them by saying, "Men, you are brothers; why do you want
to hurt each other?' ¥ "But the man who was mistreating the other pushed Moses aside and
said, "Who made you ruler and judge over us? *® Do you want to kill me as you killed the

Egyptian yesterday?' 2 When Moses heard this, he fled to Midian, where he settled as a for-

eigner and had two sons.

a) What is Stephen's main point here? Rejection! The people initially rejected Moses!

i) It is part of Stephen's theme that it is only the second time the Israelites will ac-
cept their redeemer.

b) When you study Exodus, where all of this takes place, there is a 40-year gap between
the time Moses was rejected the first time and when God called Moses through the
burning bush.

i) There is an implication here that since the people rejected Moses at age 40, there
is a "40 year punishment of more slavery" before they get their second chance of
allowing Moses to be their redeemer.

C) In Exodus, the implication is that Moses acted "in the flesh" when he killed the Egyp-
tian, and that God wasn't ready to use him yet. Moses had all man's education he
needed to be a leader, but he did not have the humility before God. Does that contra-
dict Stephen's point of "rejection" by the Israelites?

i) My argument is "no". Both are true. This falls in the "free-will versus pre-
destiny" debate. God knows all things. He was aware that the Israelites were
going to reject Moses the first time, and thus, fulfilling prophecy-by-example.
God also used that situation to humble Moses and build him up as a leader after
he lost his self-confidence after the 40 years of the initial rejection.

Skipping ahead to 40 years later in the history lesson, Verse 30, "After forty years had passed,

an angel appeared to Moses in the flames of a burning bush in the desert near Mount Sinai. 3!

When he saw this, he was amazed at the sight. As he went over to look more closely, he heard

the Lord's voice: # "I am the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.' Moses

trembled with fear and did not dare to look. * "Then the Lord said to him, “Take off your
sandals; the place where you are standing is holy ground. * I have indeed seen the oppression
of my people in Egypt. I have heard their groaning and have come down to set them free.

Now come, I will send you back to Egypt.'

a) Stephen's point is he's "Pro-Moses" and is continuing to accurately recite their history,
with the intention of pointing out the Israelites' rebellion against God. Stephen will
make that clear again in Verse 35. This is a "re-cap" of the famous "burning bush" pas-
sage.



17.

18.

b) Another of Stephen's general-themes is that God also works outside of the land of Is-
rael. Here is a good summary comment of this theme:

i) "He (Stephen) argues that God's significant activity has usually taken place out-
side the confines of Palestine (Israel), that wherever God meets his people can
be called "holy ground," that God is the God who calls his own to move for-
ward in their religious experience, and that therefore dwelling in the land of
promise requires a pilgrim lifestyle in which the land may be appreciated but
never venerated." Expositor's Bible Encyclopedia.

Here comes the emphasis on their rejection, Verse 35: "This is the same Moses whom they had

rejected with the words, "Who made you ruler and judge?' He was sent to be their ruler and

deliverer by God himself, through the angel who appeared to him in the bush. * He led them
out of Egypt and did wonders and miraculous signs in Egypt, at the Red Sea and for forty
years in the desert.

a) Stephen "set up" his audience by first pointing out God's plan, and then, their failure to
act upon it. God's plan was to redeem Israel in a mighty and dramatic fashion, as so it
would be obvious to the reader and observer that this whole action was from the hand
of God. Stephen's emphasis is how God did a mighty work through a man they (cor-
porately) rejected.

b) Stop and think about the whole Exodus of out of Egypt. Imagine several million slaves
that were part of a great Empire. Being outnumbered, slaves, with no weapons to
speak of, through a series of plagues, the Pharaoh agrees to let these people leave.
Pharaoh's army gets drowned in the Red Sea after changing his mind about them leav-
ing. These same millions survive 40 years in one of the worst dessert climates on earth
to eventually settle in Israel. There is no explanation other than the hand of God.
Their existence today, along with archeological finds, supports the accuracy of this
story.

Verse 37: "This is that Moses who told the Israelites, *God will send you a prophet like me

from your own people.' *® He was in the assembly in the desert, with the angel who spoke to

him on Mount Sinai, and with our fathers; and he received living words to pass on to us.

a) Near the end of Moses life, Moses gathers all the people in a large canyon, so they
could all here him. This speech is (for the most part) The Book of Deuteronomy. He
recites much of the law that God has already stated in the previous books of the Bible.
Verse 37, (above) is a quote of Deuteronomy 18:15.

b) In Peter's sermon in Acts 3, Verse 22, Peter also quotes this verse.
C) What's the point?
i) First of all, that God will raise another prophet "like me". What does "like me"

mean? A redeemer! One who will redeem his people. Only Moses redeemed
the people from slavery. Jesus, the fulfillment of this prophecy, redeemed the
people from the slavery of sin.

if) Second, remember the accusations thrown at Stephen. He was accused of vio-
lating "the law". What Stephen is emphasizing here is that a redeemer will
come outside of the law that was given by Moses. Not that this redeemer will put
down the law, but that this next redeemer will fulfill it.

a) "Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I
have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them." (Mathew 5:17 NIV)
b) "Stephen's point is that in Deut.18:15. Moses pointed beyond himself

and beyond the instruction that came through him to another whom
God would raise up in the future and to whom Israel must give heed
and that, therefore, Israel cannot limit divine revelation and redemption
to the confines of the Mosaic law." Expositor's Bible Encyclopedia.
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20.

21.

Verse 39: "But our fathers refused to obey him. Instead, they rejected him and in their hearts
turned back to Egypt. ¥ They told Aaron, “Make us gods who will go before us. As for this fel-
low Moses who led us out of Egypt--we don't know what has happened to him!' ** That was
the time they made an idol in the form of a calf. They brought sacrifices to it and held a cele-
bration in honor of what their hands had made.

a)
b)

Here Stephen continues his emphasis on the rejection of God's plan.

One of the most difficult things to comprehend in the Bible was this "golden calf" inci-
dent as summarized here by Stephen. The Israelites saw the 10 plagues, the parting
the of Red Sea, the manna falling from the sky every night, etc, Moses going up to Mt.
Sinai as it is covered in smoke, yet despite all this visible signs, they still turned their back
on God. It's hard to imagine someone seeing all that evidence and still rejecting God.

i) One of the most important things to learn about this incident is that signs and
miracles are not enough to convince people to change their life and turn toward God.
if) We as Christians, often make the same mistakes. We have all the evidence of

history, the Bible, visible miracles in our lives, and we still can turn our back on

God at times. Our only hope of keeping from sin is to continually be in prayer,

the Word, and time with other believers.

a) "All we like sheep have gone astray; We have turned, every one, to his
own way; (Isaiah 53:6a NKJV)

Verse 42: But God turned away and gave them over to the worship of the heavenly bodies.

a)

There is an implication in the Bible, both in the Old and New Testament, that if you
continually turn your back to God, God will eventually say "OK, you want to commit
such-and-such type of sin, fine, I'll really give you a desire for that sin." It is a form of
love on God's part. God wants to show us just how bad sin is. By giving us a greater
desire for that particular sin, it will eventually show others and us through the sin's
consequences what a horrible effect it will have on our lives.

i) That is what this verse is saying. In effect God is saying "You want to worship
idols, great, I really give you a desire to worship idols so you're realize how bad
this is for your life."

a) "So it was that when they gave God up and would not even acknowl-
edge him, God gave them up to doing everything their evil minds could
think of." (Romans 1:28 The Living Bible)

Stephen continues, Verse 39: This agrees with what is written in the book of the prophets: "
*Did you bring me sacrifices and offerings forty years in the desert, O house of Israel? ** You
have lifted up the shrine of Molech and the star of your god Rephan, the idols you made to
worship. Therefore I will send you into exile' beyond Babylon.

2)

b)

This is a quote from the Book of Amos, Chapter 5, Verses 25-27. It may not read ex-

actly the same in your Old Testament translation because Stephen was quoting from

the Greek translation of the Hebrew.

It is one thing to say to the head-group of Jewish rulers and Rabbi's: your fathers dis-

obeyed Moses all those 40 years in the dessert. Stephen uses the prophet Amos (The

Old Testament Book of Amos) as supporting evidence for his claim.

i) Again, I'm impressed with Stephen's ability to quote the Bible off the top of his
head. This is not a planned sermon. Stephen was dragged into this hearing!



22.

23.

24.

Verse 44: "Our forefathers had the tabernacle of the Testimony with them in the desert. It had

been made as God directed Moses, according to the pattern he had seen. *® Having received

the tabernacle, our fathers under Joshua brought it with them when they took the land from
the nations God drove out before them. It remained in the land until the time of David, ¢ who
enjoyed God's favor and asked that he might provide a dwelling place for the God of Jacob. #

But it was Solomon who built the house for him. ¥"However, the Most High does not live in

houses made by men. As the prophet says: * " “Heaven is my throne, and the earth is my foot-

stool. What kind of house will you build for me? says the Lord. Or where will my resting
place be? *® Has not my hand made all these things?'

a) During the time the Israelites were in the dessert, God gave Moses the instructions on
how to build a portable tabernacle. That tabernacle stayed with them through the 40
years, through the time they entered the Promised Land, and it was used for another
400 years (more or less) until Solomon built a permanent temple.

i) "Stephen's point is that the presence of the temple did not keep them from
rejecting God and His special messengers" David Guzik.

b) King David asked to build the temple, but God said in 2nd Samuel, Chapter 7 that "his
seed after him" will build a temple for me. The interesting thing is that it never men-
tions Solomon (David" son) by name. The verse is meant as a prophecy that Jesus will
be that son (decedent) that builds a temple.

i) Jesus answered them, "Destroy this temple, and I will raise it again in three
days." (John 2:19 NIV)
if) I also believe that one of the reasons God did not allow David himself to build a

temple was that "his hands were bloody". (1 Chronicles 28:3). God did not
want a temple associated with military success. Outsiders will think that this
Temple of God will exist due to those successful military campaigns.

Q) What you don't get from reading 2nd Samuel, Chapter 7 was that the building of the
permanent-structure-Temple, as opposed to a portable-structure tabernacle was a com-
promise on God's part.

i) Stephen supports his argument in Verses 49-50 by quoting from Isaiah 66:1

ii) Remember that one of the accusations against Stephen is that he blasphemed
the "Temple". Stephen's point is the Temple itself is a compromise with God!

iii) Although Jesus himself acknowledge the Temple as "My House"

(Matthew 21:13, et.al., thus declaring himself to be God!) the point is that God
did not desire a permanent structure as a place of worship!

iv) The negative point of the Temple is people trusted in it more than God. The
thought was "This is God's place, we are safe here, God will never destroy this
place." It is the danger in trusting in a building more than God himself. I take
the view that one of the reasons the temple was destroyed twice (Once by the
Babylonians, and again centuries later by the Romans) is to prove that point.

At this point, Stephen, does not feel it is necessary to give more of a history lesson. He could

have continued with the stories told in 1st and 2nd Kings about all the rebellion of the kings

and the people against God. The main reason God let both the Northern Kingdom and South-
ern Kingdom into captivity is because their idolatry got to a point of no return.

Verse 51. Stephen let's them have it: ! "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 re-
ceived the law that was put into effect through angels but have not obeyed it."

a) The Bible and other historians have recorded that most, if not all of the Old Testament
prophets were killed as the people did not want to hear the message of repentance.
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25.

26.

b) Jesus himself hinted at this fact: "And so upon you will come all the righteous blood
that has been shed on earth, from the blood of righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah
son of Berekiah, whom you murdered between the temple and the altar." (Matthew
23:35 NIV)

i) Chronologically, Zechariah was one of the last Old Testament Prophets.

C) Stephen got frustrated at this point. He probably didn't see a need to go further on
with a history lesson. Stephen's point is that this Jewish council was acting exactly like
their forefathers were.

i) "The essential message is, "as Israel was, so are you now; you have now
become the betrayers and murderers"" David Guzik.
d) Calling the Israelites "stiff necked" and uncircumcised hearts" were both Old Testa-

ment terms that God himself used to describe the Israelites

i) (Examples of each, Exodus 32:9, Jeremiah 9:26)

As I stated in my introduction, "truth" has a way of hitting you hard. Either the Sanhedrin

could repent, and accept Stephen's statements, or their frustrations of these accusations could

lead them to violence. Verse 54: When they heard this, they were furious and gnashed their
teeth at him. > But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, looked up to heaven and saw the glory of

God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. *® "Look," he said, "I see heaven open and

the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God."

a) "For Stephen to suggest that the crucified Jesus stood in a position of authority at the
right hand of God must have ranked as blasphemy in the thinking of those who knew
that a crucified man died under the divine curse." (F.F. Bruce)

b) This same group of Jewish leaders heard almost the exact same speech from Jesus him-
self when he was on trial prior to the crucifixion.

i) Jesus said, "In the future you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of
the Mighty One and coming on the clouds of heaven."

C) The only difference between Stephen's vision and Jesus comment is that Stephen said
he saw Jesus (i.e. "Son of Man) standing, Jesus said he will be seating.

i) Some commentators (Ray Stedman, among others) see this as Jesus greeting
Stephen as he comes into heaven. Stedman's personal view is that is what each
of us will see at the moment of our entering heaven.

if) I also like other commentators (Missler, et. al.) who see Jesus standing as part of
his role as our "High Priest", interceding on our behalf before God. In the tab-
ernacle and Temple, there were no places to seat. The function of the High
Priest was to stand and intercede on our behalf.

d) I find it interesting that Luke says they "gnashed their teeth". That's how Jesus de-
scribes hell: "They will throw them into the fiery furnace, where there will be weeping
and gnashing of teeth.

i) Remember that hell is not a place for being "a bad person". Hell is designed for
those who reject Jesus. Here is a literal fulfillment.

At this point, the rage was building in the council. Verse 57: At this they covered their ears

and, yelling at the top of their voices, they all rushed at him, *® dragged him out of the city and

began to stone him. Meanwhile, the witnesses laid their clothes at the feet of a young man
named Saul.

a) Here we have a brief introduction to Saul, who later became Paul.
i) I personally take the view that other than Jesus himself, no single person had a
greater influence on civilization that Paul. We'll save that for another lesson.
ii) Luke mentions this as a starting point in the transformation of Paul's life.
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27.

28.

Last 2 verses (we made it! @) * While they were stoning him, Stephen prayed, "Lord Jesus,
receive my spirit." ®© Then he fell on his knees and cried out, "Lord, do not hold this sin against
them." When he had said this, he fell asleep.

a) That's the true power of grace at work. Despite Stephen's anger at the Sanhedrin coun-
cil, despite their rejection of Stephen's message and defense, despite the fact that they
were trying to kill Stephen, Stephen was asking for forgiveness for them. Why?

i) You, like Stephen, need to have the "eternal perspective". For God not to for-
give them is to sentence them to hell, forever. Our job, like Stephen, is to be a
witness for Jesus as to help them realize they are doomed forever if they don't
turn accept Jesus' message of salvation.

ii) In a sense, part of our function as a Christian is a "rescue mission at the gates of
hell". Through prayer for missionaries, prayer for our pastors and leaders,
prayer for the ministries we support, direct witnessing and confrontation, and
financial support we are doing what Stephen is doing, and that is asking God to
forgive people of their sins just as He forgave ours.

b) Last bit, and I'll close. You'll never read of a Christian "dying" in the Bible. The word
used is "sleep". I believe that is intentional as people think of dying as being con-
sciously dead forever. Therefore, a different word is needed other than dying. Some
Christians argue that all souls "sleep" until Jesus' second coming. Idon't hold that
view, but I'm running long and I'll save that debate for another day!

Let's pray: Heavenly Father we thank you for the lessons we have learned through Stephen's

life and death. Stephen reminds us that God can use anybody at any stage of their Christian

life for your glory. Help us to keep our focus on you, and not reject the plan you have for our
lives, that we may life a live worthy of your name. For we ask this in Jesus name, Amen.
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