Pre:
Today as we continue our journey through the book of Acts, we will encounter a theme that I warned you about a couple of weeks ago.  In the first chapter of Acts, Jesus says that the disciples will be his witnesses. The Greek word for witness is martus, which in English is martyr.  And as the apostles tell the story of Jesus they begin to experience the same resistance and conflict that Jesus himself had encountered. So far in the story, some of the Apostles have been in and out of jail at least twice. And now today we will see one of those courageous and faithful witnesses become a martyr. 


The church has grown by leaps and bounds. Thousands of people have invested themselves in this new venture that does not even yet have a name! And the Apostles have begun to organize this ever growing group into what we might call ministry teams. The first ministry team has just been organized for the purpose of taking care of the food distribution for some needy widows. 

One of the men selected to be a part of this food distribution is a man of great faith by the name of Stephen. And he not only delivers food, he also preaches the gospel. 


No sooner has he begun this ministry but he finds himself embroiled in controversy. Here’s the story:


Acts 6:8-15, 


Acts 7:51-60

Witness and Martyr


I’d like to begin today with one of my favorite preacher stories (some of you may remember it). It’s about a young preacher just getting into his stride with his preaching. He landed a congregation in a small logging town. Everyone in town worked for the town’s lumber mill, which was its only business and was involved in fierce competition with the mill just upstream. The preacher wasn’t in town long before he had an experience that shook him up a bit. He was taking a walk through the woods and chanced to see the workers at the town mill pulling logs branded for the other mill out of the stream, cutting off the branded ends, and running them through their own mill. The preacher was very distressed with this and so he worked the rest of the week on a powerful sermon. It was entitled, “Thou Shalt Not Covet Thy Neighbor’s Property.” The sermon got rave reviews. Everyone walked out the door saying how much they loved his preaching. “You really moved me, preacher” he was told, and “Best sermon I ever heard.” But Monday morning was business as usual at the mill. They were still stealing logs. So the next Sunday the preacher delivered a real “pulpit pounder” that he titled “Thou Shalt Not Steal.” “Fantastic!” the people told him. “Wonderful!” they cried. But on Monday morning the other company’s logs were still being swiped by the town mill. Enough was enough! There’s only so much a preacher can take. The following Sunday he got up and preached on the topic: “Thou Shalt Not Cut the Branded Ends Off Someone Else’s Logs!” They ran him out of town. (Illustrations Unlimited, 353-354)


The people in Stephen’s audience were similar to the people in that logging town. Life was tough and they had developed habits, beliefs, viewpoints and behaviors that seemed to help them cope with the tough realities of their world. It was a whole world view, and this world view had come from the Bible, or rather from their understanding of it. The truth was that they needed to adjust some of those viewpoints and behaviors in order to keep pace with what God was doing in the world. But they didn’t want to change. 

It’s easy for us, who are followers of Jesus today, to look back at the Old Testament and say, yes, the promises of the Old Testament clearly point forward to Jesus as the Messiah.  But that was not clear to all of the people in the first century. They read the Bible differently. 

Let me briefly describe how it was for them.


For the Jewish community of the first century, there were four symbols that provided a sense of security in the midst of a very insecure and hostile world. The Temple was one, the law of Moses was another, the holy land itself was a strong symbol to them, and their national identity (along with the hope for freedom from Rome).  People held on very hard to those symbols which reflected core values of their faith. Anyone who would say something that sounded out of synch with any of these core values was viewed as being a blasphemer and an enemy of Israel.  So when Stephen preached about Jesus as the fulfillment of the history of God’s people, he was accused of undermining the law of Moses, speaking against the Temple and blaspheming God. 

When he preached about Jesus, Stephen was challenging their world view and in essence he was saying, go back and read your Bible and get it right this time. He was saying that the very person who came to them to fulfill all of God’s promises was the one that they had rejected and killed.   


He was disturbing the peace with these words. Think about this in terms of homeostasis, which is something you’ve heard me talk about before. Homeostasis essentially means balance. It can be a chemical balance, like the various blood counts in our bodies. Or it can be a the delicate political or emotional balance achieved in a group of people, such as a nation or even a family. Sometimes it’s a pretty delicate or fragile balance but it is a balance nonetheless. Homeostasis simply means that in nature and in social systems, things want to stay the same. Keep an even keel. Don’t rock the boat. There are certain ways that we do things around here, and we resist changing them. Stephen’s words were true, and that truth disrupted the delicate balance. 


There are a couple of things you can do when you are faced with this kind of disruption. You can admit that he’s right, and make the appropriate changes like many people have already done! Or, you can run the preacher out of town like the people in the logging town did. Or worse. 

In Stephen’s case, they chose worse.

So we have this disquieting story about the angelic preacher killed by the angry mob. And the church that continues to witness to the truth about Jesus in the midst of growing persecution.  

And this is a piece of our church history. 


So how do the followers of Jesus in the 21st century absorb and apply this story? How can we have integrity as witnesses and followers of Jesus in our own time and place? 


One technique is to celebrate the founding of the church like we celebrate the founding of our nation. Erma Bombeck once said: “You have to love a nation that celebrates its independence every July 4, not with a parade of guns, tanks and soldiers who file by the White House in a show of strength and muscle, but with family picnics where kids throw Frisbees, the potato salad gets iffy, and the flies die from happiness. You may think you have overeaten, but it is patriotism.” In other words, we celebrate the Fourth of July by enjoying our freedom. 

In a similar way, perhaps we can recognize that Stephen was a casualty in a war that produced something that benefits us today. Because of Stephen and others like him, the message of the gospel continued to go out in spite of opposition and in spite of death. The church continued to grow and develop. And here we are today, in part at least, because of Stephen’s sacrifice. Reading this story does not need to produce guilt and despair. We can honor the memory of Stephen by enjoying being the church! 


And I think we can take this a little deeper. One of the main points in my sermon series is that you and I are the apostles of today, and that the same Holy Spirit who inspired Stephen is here today and is empowering us. That suggests that from time to time you or I might have a message to deliver—a word of truth. And that also suggests that this word of truth might disrupt the status quo. I think it also suggests that from time to time you or I might be the recipients of a word of truth and that our own status quo might be disturbed by that word. You know how people say some days you’re the pigeon, some days you’re the statue? In this case, it’s some days you’re the speaker and some days you’re the audience. 

And there’s a challenge for both the speaker and the audience in this story. The challenge for the speaker is:  to the best of your ability speak the word of God, not just your own comfortable opinion.  Don’t use the idea of truth to beat somebody up. But do keep in mind that connection between witness and martyr. Speaking truth can be painful—for you! But if it is the truth and God is calling you to speak it, then open your mouth! 

On the days that you are the audience, the challenge is to be open to new ideas even if the new ideas disrupt your homeostasis. The English playwright Oscar Wilde, arrived at his club late one night after watching the dismal opening performance of his latest play. “How did your play go tonight, Oscar?” someone asked. “Oh,” said Wilde, “the play was a great success. The audience was a failure.” 
Stephen was a great preacher. His audience was a failure. Don’t let that happen to you! None of us has the whole truth about the Bible or about God. When someone challenges what you believe, let that challenge drive you back to the Bible and back to prayer.  Take a second look at the parts of the Bible that you think you already know. Study the parts you would prefer to ignore. Listen to God’s voice in the midst. 
Prayer

Song

Introduction to The Lord’s Supper

On Pentecost, when we renewed our baptismal vows, we read together these words:

As the living body of Christ, the church is called to proclaim the good news of salvation, to present the claims of the gospel on people’s lives and to demonstrate Christ’s love in service to the world. We are called to undertake this mission even at the risk of life, trusting God in all things. 

In the renewing of our baptismal vows on that day, we made a new commitment to that mission and to that risk. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer once said, “In a world where success is the measure and justification of all things, the figure of him who was sentenced and crucified remains a stranger.”

Let him not be a stranger among us. As we come to the Lord’s Table, let us turn to him in faith, in trust and in obedience.  


As we come now to our time of communion and prayer, let me explain how this is going to go. We’ll read the liturgy together in preparation. Then I’ll invite you to come up for communion. And then, those who wish to receive special prayer may go directly from communion to the prayer stations. Everyone else will come back to your seats to sing the last song and be dismissed. 
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