Scripture Reading:

Acts 7: “51 "You stiffnecked and uncircumcised in heartand ears! You always resist the Holy
Spirit; as your fathers did, so do you. 52 Which of the prophetdid your fathers not persecute? And
they killed those who foretold the coming of the Just On&f whom you now have become the
betrayers and murderers, 53 who have received the law by tligrection of angels and have not kept
it." 54 When they heard these things they were cut to theeart, and they gnashed at him with their
teeth. 55 But he, being full of the Holy Spirit, gazed t® heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus
standing at the right hand of God, 56 and said, "Look! | see th heavens opened and the Son of Man
standing at the right hand of God!" 57 Then they cried out wih a loud voice, stopped their ears,

and ran at him with one accord; 58 and they cast him out ohie city and stoned him. And the
witnesses laid down their clothes at the feet of a young maamed Saul. 59 And they stoned
Stephen as he was calling on God and saying, "Lord Jesus, ra@my spirit." 60 Then he knelt

down and cried out with a loud voice, "Lord, do not charge then with this sin." And when he had
said this, he fell asleep.”

Acts 8:1 “Now Saul was consenting to his death. At that tima great persecution arose against the
church which was at Jerusalem; and they were all scatterettiroughout the regions of Judea and
Samaria, except the apostles. 2 And devout men carried Stegn to his burial, and made great
lamentation over him. 3 As for Saul, he made havoc of the churcentering every house, and
dragging off men and women, committing them to prison. 4 Therefe those who were scattered
went everywhere preaching the word.”

"The Spirit Refines the Church”

It is good to be back in the pulpit here at Church of the&king and | want to thank Theron for his
ministry to you last week. Linda and | had a blessed and chHahging time in Phoenix last Lord’s
Day with the Saints at Emmanuel Covenant Church. As therpsiding minister for CREC’s Calvin
Presbytery | am assisting them in their time of transitionas they call a new pastor. The Saints at
Emmanuel send their warm Christian greetings and they appaciate your prayers as they search
for a new man to shepherd their flock.

Well today we will take our last look at Stephen’s confrontatiorwith the Jewish council there at
Jerusalem.

» As we consider the first martyr for the Christian faith and the impact this event had on the
early Church there will be many lessons for us to consider

This event and these lessons come once again in a very tinmagnner with the Church calendar
this year. Today we are celebrating Trinity Sunday which israditionally considered the first
Sunday of ordinary or normal time in the Church calendar eachyear. This year, ordinary time will
run for twenty six Sundays bringing us again to the Adventeason this fall. From Advent through
Pentecost we remember our history with the coming, theinistry, the sacrifice, the Resurrection,
and the Ascension of Jesus followed by the coming of the Canrter to the Church.

Just as we are commissioned each week at the end of our Coverf@anewal Worship, ready and
prepared to serve the Lord Jesus during our weekly ‘ordinay’ time, so the Church calendar each
year focuses on the ordinary aspect of our lives where we ahear and obey our Lord and

Savior. This year | have chosen a verse from the fifth chaptef Acts to remind us of this each
week, where we read, “And we are His witnesses to thettengs, and so also is the Holy Spirit whom
God has given to those who obey Him." Acts 5:32
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We should also note that we see the fullness of the Tripiin Stephen’s life as he faces death where
he is filled with the Holy Spirit and allowed to see intdheaven where Jesus is standing at the right
hand of the Father:

» Very appropriate for Trinity Sunday and something we will corsider at more length as part
of our application this morning.

But first | want us to consider some important lessons wehould learn as Stephen faces a violent
death:

» Stephen teaches us about proper confrontation
» Stephen teaches us about how a Christian should properly wedeath
» Stephen teaches us a lesson about forgiveness!

And finally there is a lesson for us as a Church where wence again see God’s complete control
over circumstances as He advances the Kingdom of His Son undee power and guidance of the
Holy Spirit...

» Something we will Lord-willing consider at length next wek.

Our 1% lesson is about confrontation: Something Mike has discussester and over in our study of
Judges on Wednesday night:

» As we function as the Salt and Light of the world as we arealled to be... _There will be
conflict!

God established this conflict when he told the serpeim the garden that He would put enmity
between the seed of the woman and the seed of the setpe@od announced right there at the
beginning what the outcome of the conflict would be:

> Jesus would indeed have His heel struck at the crossutBSatan would have his head
crushed!

The work of Jesus was accomplished at the cross, confirmbg His resurrection and will be
consummated at the end of time when Satan is cast into thaeke of Fire and the last enemy, death,
is defeated. This conflict is carried on between the gups that follow the Son of God and those who
follow Satan: The sheep and the goats; the wheat ancdetares:

» God has placed enmity between them and at times we wiles it very clearly.

The end of Stephen’s defense was such a time: As we sidered two weeks ago, rather than be
convicted of their sin and repenting, these religious leade hardened their hearts; gnashed their
teeth at him; stopped their ears; and charged at Stephedragged him outside of the city and
stoned him to death.

» There was no need for the disciples to have an after meagireview of Stephen’s defense to
evaluate how he could have been more seeker friendly or madss Ipoints in a more relevant
way!

Stephen was filled with the Spirit before, during & afer his defense & he said exactly what needed
to be said This is where we are called to be faithful and trusGod for the results. We are to be
ready to give an answer for the faith, but we must undersind that the results are in God’s hands!

» As Paul said, the Gospel is the aroma of life to those who dreing saved and the stench of
death to those who are lost.

[We must also remember that while we are called to mnfrontational... We are NOT called to be obnoxious!]
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In Stephen’s case we see that the reaction is so strong@tlt leads to his violent death:
» Stephen is the first Christian martyr: One who giveshis life in defense of the Gospel.

He would be followed by many thousands more as the Kingdom advaet across the world and
Saints continue to give their lives for the faith in some@ortions of the globe even today. Itis
something that we must all as Saints ultimately be preparetb endure knowing that God will give
us the strength and faith to face death should that be owalling. This leads naturally to the second
lesson that Stephen teaches us:

» As servants of the most high God, Christians should be unafd to face death.

Now | do not think Stephan wanted to be stoned: | amaally sure that his wife, if he was married,
did not think it was a good idea and neither would the oths in the Church. But Stephen was
willing to face even a violent death as he gave his defensel@f Gospel and shows how we are to be
confident that God is in control even in the face of death.

» None of us like to think about death, none of us want to diend certainly none of us want to
die a painful death.

> However, none of us are in charge of how or when we will die...
[let me repeat that]

Job 14:5 teaches us that a man’s days are numbered by God: Keows the day of our death and

that should give us great comfort! Stephen was experiengrwhat Jesus taught the disciples: He

did not fear what these men could do to his body, but rigly feared the God who after death had

the power to cast one into hell: Stephen could be at peabecause he knew who his Savior was even
at the point of death... As the writer of Hebrews says:

9: 27 *“And as it is appointed for men to die once, but aftehis the judgment, 28 so Christ was
offered once to bear the sins of many. To those who eagerly whit Him He will appear a second
time, apart from sin, for salvation.”

Stephen sees Jesus standing at the right hand of God reming us that we all will be with Him on
the other side of our physical death! That is the comforthat Christians have which the world
cannot take away and one that we must remember in the mitdef our death or the death of Saints
we love. As difficult as it is for us to truly be at peacabout death, this is not the hardest lesson that
Stephen has to teach us here...

» Stephen can also teach us much about forgiveness!

From Stephen we can learn what it really means to forgive ANBbow having such Godly
forgiveness does NOT mean compromising the truth! Stephelemonstrates his peace in the midst
of death by commending his spirit to the Lord Jesus as he stoned. But then his final cry is not for
himself and not one of condemnation. Stephen cries withlaud voice and asks that this sin, the sin
of stoning him unjustly, NOT be charged against them!

» Here we see why Luke has told us so many times that Stepheas filled with the Holy
Spirit!

One could argue that Stephen could muster the peace abousldeath by focusing on where he was
going, but there is simply NO human explanation for this fial cry!

> This is the Spirit of God bringing glory to Jesus in the li¢ of His Saints




Rather than exhibiting anger, sorrow, revenge, outrage or any dhe other perfectly justifiable
emotions at this point in his wrongful execution by very violenmeans...

» Stephen reflects the love and concern that His Savior demdreted on the cross when He
cried, “Father forgive them for they know not what they do!”

This is something we cannot be taught to do, it is not sonfhg we can practice and it is so contrary
to our human nature that if we are honest we cannot even imag being able to do such a thing.

» We are ready and willing to forgive those who seek our forgivenessOr at least Lord-
willing | hope we are!

We can even muster up feelings of forgiveness for unrepeve people who have offended others and
maybe us if it is not to serious...

» BUT put yourself in Stephen’s shoes and try to imagine crymout as he did...

These men have refused to hear the truth, have corruptedh¢ nation of Israel, they have crucified
the Savior and now they have hauled you outside the city and aneirling stones at you until you
die! 1 would certainly be more likely to recite the words of Psalm 83 and be praying that they
would soon become dung for the ground!

But as we consider all this we must also see the balanbattwe need in our Christian lives...
In both cases we know that Jesus and Stephen had confrontéte wicked ways of these leaders...

» Jesus calls them white-washed graves and Stephen said thegrevstiff-necked murderers!
BUT with their dying breaths they asked that God would bemerciful!

Yes, we are to pray those imprecatory prayers and ask that Godgitly judge His enemies, as we
know that He ultimately will. However, we are also called tdorgive those who do sin against us:
Not seven times as Peter was willing to do, but seventy @siseven as Jesus instructed him!

» Something that is NOT humanly possible!

Stephen was not reacting in the flesh but in the powarf the Holy Spirit! This has been the witness
of martyrs for the faith down through the ages and somethingve must trust God to bring in our
lives as well. [our children should know the stories in Fox’s Book ofadvtyrs well!]

We struggle to forgive those who have offended us in even minways, no less a crowd charging at
us with their ears plugged, gnashing their teeth and castnBIG stones!

» Why does God call us to be so forgiving?
There are two very good reasons...

» First and foremost it reflects the heart of our most merdul God: A God who takes no
pleasure in the death of the wicked and who sent Hmwvn Son to die for the sins of the world!

» Secondly because it is not us who determines those upohom God will shower His mercy!

Paul teaches us in Romans nine that God will have mercy orham He will have mercy... Stephen
demonstrated his belief in that great truth by asking God tde merciful even to his executioners.

And we know that in fact God was merciful on at least one dhese evil men: The one who probably
gave Luke the account of this time that Stephen spent inoint of the council and the account of his
execution...

» Saul of Tarsus who would soon become Paul the Apostle to tGentiles!
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While it is difficult for us to imagine praying for such enemies, when we see the big picture it is
much easier to see the wisdom of praying that God would be nedul on the Apostle Paul...

» Can you imagine the Bible without His many epistles?

And finally, this account of the final hours of Stephen’sife reminds us of the importance of living
in God’s presence! It is only there where we can rightldiscern the many mysteries and challenges
of the Christian life.

Stephen demonstrates what it means to live in the presemof our Triune God which is why we
celebrate Trinity Sunday each year. Not that we ignore the Tnity the other fifty-one Sundays...
Celebrating the resurrection of Jesus on Easter Sunday eacharedoes not take away from our
remembrance of it each week at this Table!

In the same way, our focus on the nature of God on Trinity Suday does not take away from our
weekly Triune proclamation which begins our worship in tre name of the Father and the Son and
the Holy Spirit. Easter reminds us that the resurrecton of Jesus happened in real history and the
proper study of the Trinity should remind us of how we arealways living in God’s presence.

We see this very clearly here with Stephen: Filled witthe Holy Spirit so that he could look into
Heaven and see the Son standing at the Father’s right hand.

Today we sing songs that are focused on the Trinity and we Wiécite together the Athanasian
Creed as we come to the Table. Now each week we sing Afpostle’s Creed and confess that we
worship the Father, Son and Holy Spirit: Simple confessianthat our youngest children can learn
and share. However, Tarn and Mark, or Emma and Molly are not goindgo understand much of
what we recite today in the Athanasian Creed...

It is a long complicated creed that deals with the greatestysteries of God’s nature... And yet we
confess that one must understand this to be rightly savedDdoes this mean our children are lost or
that we should doubt the salvation of Annie or Jane because theould not get a passing grade if we
gave tests on this creed no matter how much time we spemith them?

Absolutely NOT! In fact | suspect when we get to heavenewvill learn that they spend more time
rightly in the presence of our Triune God then many of us d with all of our head-knowledge.

» The Bible commands us to love God with all of our heart, souind and strength and this is
where the rubber meets the road.

It is easy to see the presence of the Trinity in the déifof Stephen here at the end, but that is not when
God showed up! Jesus promised that He would always be witis and the promised Comforter has
come, so we are always living in the presence of God.

As we mature in the faith we must grow and learn more abouGod: This is true of us an
individuals and it is true of the Bride of Jesus, the Chrch as she has matured down through the
centuries. It was real easy for me to capture a copy of thezeed on the Internet and format it on a
page for us to read and have Office Depot make copies.

What we need to remember as we read it today, it that thegruths were hammered out over
several centuries and the implications of these truthsoatinue to be more fully understood down to
our day. As | have said a couple of times, it is easy to ke Trinity present here with Stephen, but
that does not mean it cannot cause confusion or bring questians

The text says Jesus is standing at God’s right hand: Doedghmean that God the Father has a body
of flesh, just as we do, the way the Mormons claim?

They could certainly use this as a proof text if you ignore otheruths in the Scriptures.
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| could do a whole sermon on such concerns and questions ahdbs is why the Athanasian Creed is
so detailed and to our modern minds complex.

» We do not serve a ‘simple’ God as portrayed by the Mormons or f@vah witnesses.
» We do not serve a detached one-dimensional god as presenbgdhe Muslims or modern Jews.
» We certainly do not worship mother earth or the other ways omaking created matter Devine.

We rightly serve and worship the Triune God of the Biblevhose very character brings real
meaning to love and relationships, Who gives us the understandjrof good and evil: A God who
often reminds us that we are mere creatures in the preace of the great Creator who could speak
all there is into existence...

» But our Triune God is also the one who did not need theaeation to be the loving God He is!

» He needed nothing outside of Himself to demonstrate love dijustice, service and
steadfastness and all of His other Holy attributes from aketernity past.

Perhaps you think this is not all that important... Perhaps youhink we should just preach Jesus
and how He died on the cross for our sins. This is not aither or situation:

» |IF we want to be the servants that God has called us to ltieen we must be ready and willing
to mature in our faith.

Understanding that our faith is as simple as Jane declarinthat Jesus died on the cross so we could
ALL go to heaven and our faith is as complex as what we will cégss this morning! Such is what
we see here at the end of Stephen’s life: His simghath looks to Jesus for comfort and his eyes of
faith are able to see the reality that we live in each anelvery hour of each and every day!

As we confess what we believe about the nature of God timrning | want us all to keep this
picture of Stephen in our minds and how he died in thpresence of God: Filled with the Holy
Spirit, seeing Jesus standing at the right hand of God...

Stephen was protected by the eternal, almighty, Lord of thaniverse! Not seeing three eternals, but
one eternal, not protected by three almightys but by one almhty and not serving and loving three
Lords, but one Lord. These are not academic statements ooncepts for a textbook, but great
truths that help us see the meaning and purpose of our ligée

We see them here with Stephen and we need to desireihin our lives.
If we neglect such things, we will not have the kinds oélationships that God desires us to have...

» Not with our wives or husbands, not with our friends and nighbors and certainly not with
our enemies!

Stephen knew who he served and he served God well...

Remember, this is what got him in trouble in the firstplace: Caring for the Hellenist widows as he
was called to do.

Being filled with the Spirit he was able to give a defese for the faith & knowing he was in the
presence of God gave him comfort in his death.

We see it also in the lives of those devout men who in thedst of growing persecution came to bury
and grieve over Stephen as they should have done.



Whether it is the ordinary service of God in our everyday live®r the crucible of affliction that
sometimes comes to us in His great plan...

» Our desire must always be to know more and more about our greaedeemer.

And in the end, if we are faithful and grow in maturity and obedience, we will declare with Paul as
he did at the end of his discussion of some of the great ngiges of the faith:

33 “Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and lowledge of God! How unsearchable are
His judgments and His ways past finding out! 34 "For who haknown the mind of the Lord? Or
who has become His counselor?" 35 "Or who has first given to Hi And it shall be repaid to him?"
36 For of Him and through Him and to Him are all things, to whombe glory forever. Amen.

» This is the great God whom we confess on this Trinity Salay: May we, in the power of the
Spirit, serve Him faithfully this week and always!

Communion Meditation: Psalm 23:

“The Lord is my shepherd; | shall not want.

2 He makes me to lie down in green pastures;

He leads me beside the still waters.

3 He restores my soul; He leads me in the paths of rightesness For His name's sake.

4 Yea, though | walk through the valley of the shadow of death,Will fear no evil; For You are with
me; Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me.

5 You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enms; You anoint my head with oil; My
Cup runs over.

6 Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me All the days of mife; And | will dwell in the house of
the Lord Forever.”
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