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Acts 7:55-60

The First Forgiving Victim

Luke’s story from Acts on the death of Stephen, the first Christian martyr, intrigues me.  In Year-A of the lectionary cycle our reading begins at verse 55 of Acts 7 with the actual stoning of Stephen.  The first 54 verses of the chapter gives the content of the sermon Stephen preached that led to his murder.  Preaching can be dangerous business.
Here is how the story begins.  The early church community had been growing rapidly and because of this they needed more leaders to serve in the distribution of food to the widows.  The twelve disciples called a meeting and they selected five men of good standing to serve this need.  Stephen was one of these five leaders.
Luke says, “Stephen, full of grace and power, did great wonders and signs among the people.”  Stephen really got the Gospel, he understood it intuitively, and because of that was able to do wonderful things with people.  Well, this got jealousy going among the people of the synagogue, (at this point Christians and Jews had not separated and so everyone worshiped in synagogues) and they picked a fight with Stephen.  However, to quote Luke, “They could not withstand the wisdom and the Spirit with which he spoke.”  In other words, Stephen had a way of making sense that cut through the issues and seemed to accurately describe the world the way it really is and people saw this and got excited.  He himself was alive and vital and people were attracted to him and to Jesus who he followed.

His capacity to articulate his position, grounded as it was in the death and resurrection of Jesus, only hardened their hearts and they decided to secretly spread rumors about Stephen that they hoped would undermine his authority and popularity.  Their false accusation were couched in religious language and took this form; “We have heard him speak blasphemous words against Moses and God.”  They say he is against God and God’s primary prophet, Moses and this is an offense punishable by death.  These people are finding what Stephen says very threatening and they move to shut him down. 
This vocal minority managed to stir everybody up, including the leaders, until the whole community was in uproar.  A mob forms and they confront Stephen, seize him and bring him before the council.  In the testimony before the council the false witnesses are called to testify and they say, “This man never stops saying things against this holy place and the law; for we have heard him say that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy this place and will change the customs that Moses handed on to us.”  What does this scene remind you of?  You thought we were through with Holy Week, didn’t you.  No, we are right back there again.  Same old, same old; another innocent victim standing before a mob with a murderous look in their collective eye.

At this point Luke wants us to see the contrast between how they looked and the appearance of Stephen.  He writes, “And all who sat in the council looked intently at him, and they saw that his face was like the face of an angel.”  Stephen’s face was like that of an angel.  His face shone with light, love, peace, and tranquility; all evidences of a solid centeredness in God. In Biblical imagery Angels are those creatures who never rebelled against God.  They are in full unity with their creator.  In becoming a disciple of Jesus and deeply understanding what Jesus did for us; Stephen found his unity with his creator and his face shines even as he stands before an angry mob ready for a lynching.  
The crowd, on the other hand, had red, angry, contorted faces.  Their features, twisted by hate are subject to the whims of the group.  They are not free and have no capacity to act apart from the mob.  They are easily manipulated by group think and profoundly controlled by the lie of Stephen’s guilt.  All of this got stirred up because the leaders of the culture, those most dependent on it remaining in place, even though many people are hurt by it, see that this new teaching and way of living has the potential to subvert their world non-violently and from within.  The fear of such change is the world’s reaction to the Gospel and it is accurate.  They were right to fear it.  The gospel does infiltrate, subvert and act as yeast that permeates the unleavened bread of dead culture.  With the introduction of the Gospel, the whole loaf becomes infused with life, lightness and joy, like bread rising in our mother’s kitchen.
All most all of chapter 7 is Stephen’s speech to the council.  The high priest asks Stephen, “Are these things so?” and the next 53 verses give us Stephen’s response.  Stephen recounts their history and points to Abraham, Joseph, Moses, David and Solomon.   He saves his discussion of the prophets until the last and this is the paragraph I want to read to you for it is the portion that leads directly to his stoning.
In Acts 7:51-53 Stephen says, “You stiff-necked people, uncircumcised in heart and ears, you are forever opposing the Holy Spirit, just as your ancestors used to do.  Which of the prophets did your ancestors not persecute?  They killed those who foretold the coming of the Righteous One, and now you have become his betrayers and murderers.  You are the ones that received the law as ordained by angels, and yet you have not kept it.”  He tells them that they are just like their parents and like their parents they have betrayed and murdered those who have shown them who God is and what God is like.

Luke says, “When they heard these things, they became enraged and ground their teeth at Stephen.”  They confirm what Stephen has just told them by doing exactly what their parents did in relation to the prophets.  They prepare to destroy him.  Now we are back to where we began.  “But filled with the Holy Spirit, he gazed into heaven and saw the glory of God and Jesus standing at the right hand of God.”
“’Look,’ he said, ‘I see the heavens opened and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God!’”  This is like Jesus’ resurrection appearances after his death.  It serves to vindicate that he does represent God.  What he had been pointing to is real.  The way Stephen had put things together is, in fact, the way they are.  
But his seething accusers don’t want to hear any of what he is saying.  They are not open to his truth, the truth or any truth.  They have covered their ears and shouted loudly lest any of his words reach them.  They have concluded that he is evil and must be destroyed and so in the din of their own making they together rush him, drag him out of the city and began to stone him.  To free their arms to more accurately throw the rocks, they take off their coats and pile them at the feet of a young man named Saul.  He witnesses the murder and approves it.
Saul, later to have his name changed to Paul, heard Stephen’s dying words when he cried out, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.”  “Then Stephen knelt down and cried out in a loud voice, ‘Lord, do not hold this sin against them.’  When he said this, he died.’”  Stephen, the first Christian martyr, forgives those who are murdering him just like Jesus forgave those who hung him on the cross.  The first innocent victim to forgive his victimizers is Jesus, the second is Stephen.  There will be many more victims as the world’s history unfolds.  
And this is where we come in.  First, when we are not in touch with our centeredness in God, we are those who, like Saul, stone people with accusation and gossip, if not literally with bombs and bullets, casting out those we deem unworthy of our love and association.  We do this because we are human and just as caught in the crowd as Stephen’s persecutors.  But we have an advantage.  The whole thing we do has been revealed in the cross and resurrection of Christ and then revealed again in the death of Stephen and in his witness to seeing the heavens opened and Jesus standing at the right hand of God.  Because our eyes are now in the process of being opened, we can say with the writer of First Peter:

Once you were not a people,

But now you are God’s people;

Once you had not received mercy,

But now you have received mercy.

Now we are the ones who get it, who are beginning to intuitively understand the power and redemptive capacity of the Gospel.  It is having the same effect on us that it had on Steven and we find ourselves becoming “full of grace and power and able to do great wonders and signs among the people.”  This is why we are here at Suttle Lake working to build a pavilion, this is why we work in the Food Pantry, this is why we serve at The Father’s Heart and this is why we work to keep our church building open and available for service to the living God.  And like Stephen who followed our Lord, now it is our turn to forgive those who stone us and instead to bless them.  In so doing we will continue the line of forgiving victims that began with Jesus.  Amen.  
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