Stephen’s Victory

1. Introduction – Christmas thoughts

2. Text: Acts 7:59, 60 - And they stoned Stephen as he was calling on God and saying, "Lord Jesus, receive my spirit."  Then he knelt down and cried out with a loud voice, "Lord, do not charge them with this sin." And when he had said this, he fell asleep.

3. The world we live in is often defined by victory and defeat

4. The life of the Christian is sometimes described in the Scriptures as a struggle or conflict - Eph. 6:10-12.

5. A conflict can be either “won” or “lost.” Cf. 1 Cor. 15:57; 1 Jn. 5:4.

6. How is the Christian to define “victory” — as the world defines it, or otherwise?

7. The case of Stephen in the New Testament provides an interesting example.

Sermon

1. Problem Arose

1.1. Early in the history of the church in Jerusalem, there arose a problem.

1.1.1. Members of the congregation sold their property, pooled the money in a common treasury, and help was distributed, under the administration of the apostles, to any needy member - Ac. 2:44,45. Cf. 4:32-37.

1.1.2. The “Grecian” (KJV) Jews (Hellenistic Jews, who spoke Greek and came from places outside of Palestine, foreign Jews) complained that their widows were being neglected in this “daily distribution” (Ac. 6:1).  Jews of Palestine felt they were better than Grecian Jews.

1.2. The apostles offered a wise solution to the problem.

1.2.1. Seven faithful men were to be selected by the congregation to care for this business, so that the apostles would be free from such concerns and devote themselves wholly to teaching - Ac. 6:2-4.

1.2.2. The men were to be “of good reputation, full of the Holy Spirit and wisdom” (Ac. 6:3). Cf. 1 Tim. 3:8-13.

1.3. Stephen was one of the seven men selected for this work - Ac. 6:5-8.

1.3.1. The work was not simply a training period for the “higher” office of elder — it was important in its own right.

1.3.2. Stephen no doubt distinguished himself serving in this capacity, as well as in preaching.

2. Who was Stephen?

2.1. He was a man of faith, a man who demonstrated a joyful trust in God and that trust was conjoined with obedience.

2.2. He was a man of deeds.  He practiced what he preached.

2.3. He was faithful and loyal.

2.3.1. He was faithful to the trust that the Lord and his fellow workers put him in.

2.3.2. He was loyal to his convictions; he was loyal to his Master, willing to give his all while he lived; willing to give his life for his Lord’s will.

2.3.3. When Stephen became a Christian he promised to serve the Lord faithfully.  He kept that promise.

3. Stephen’s sermon - Acts 6:9-7:53

3.1. Stephen’s controversy with Jews in Jerusalem - Ac. 6:9-15.

3.1.1. False teachers cannot defeat the truth.

3.1.2. They secured witnesses to provide false testimony against Stephen

3.1.3. By misrepresenting him, they were able to stir up the people.

3.1.4. Verse 14 – Stephen had exalted Christ in his preaching

3.2. The address was less a defense of himself than of the truth that Jesus was the Messiah.

3.3. He reminded them of the long history of Israel rebelling against God whenever it was convenient for them to do so

3.4. His speech before the Sanhedrin (the longest recorded speech in Acts) - Ac. 7:1-53.

3.4.1. Abraham - vv.2-8.

3.4.1.1. God called Abraham to leave and go to a new land, no reason given but the assurance of blessings for him and his seed.

3.4.1.2. Abraham moved by faith.

3.4.2. Joseph - vv.9-16.

3.4.2.1. Joseph was rejected by his brethren

3.4.3. Moses - vv.17-46.

3.4.3.1. Moses was rejected by the Israelites

3.4.3.2. Moses was to be their deliverer, but they refused him

3.4.3.3. Verse 37 – Moses predicted Christ

3.4.4. READ 37 - 60.

3.5. Stephen charged his hearers with having failed to obey the very Law in which they took so much pride - Ac. 7:51-53.

4. Stephen’s sacrifice - AC. 7:54-8:2

4.1. The response in the Sanhedrin to Stephen’s speech - Ac. 7:54-56. 

4.1.1. This was quite a different reaction than Peter got on Pentecost, because the hearts of the hearers were different!

4.2. The stoning of Stephen - Ac. 7:57-8:2.

4.2.1. Verse 60 – he fell asleep (indicates a rest, with an understanding of the resurrection)

4.3. Stephen thus became the first Christian “martyr” - Ac. 22:20.

4.4. The result of this mob lynching was a systematic persecution of the church by Saul (Ac. 8:1), which in turn only caused the church to grow more (Ac. 11:19-21).

5. Stephen’s Victory

5.1. He was full of the scriptures.

5.1.1. His entire sermon was full of sacred writings.

5.1.2. To be a great preacher one must be full of the word of God, not given to using cheap substitutes in stead of the gospel.

5.2. He had deep convictions and dared to die for them; he spoke the truth in the face of death

5.2.1. Stephen cared less for himself than the cause of truth.

5.2.2. Stephen's uncompromising opposition to the Jewish leaders who had the power to take his life gives us strong evidence of his boldness in standing for the truth (Acts 7:51-53).
5.2.3. The gospel is to save men from sin and all have sinned.
5.2.4. The truth may literally hurt, but it must be preached and understood
5.3. He manifested the proper Christian attitude in his preaching

5.3.1. His attitude of love and concern even for the enemies of New Testament Christianity should be emulated by every Gospel preacher.  "Lord, lay not this sin to their charge" (Acts 7:60).  
5.3.1.1. Even though from a human standpoint he had every reason to be bitter and angry, he still sought to preach the truth in love (Eph. 4:15)
5.4. He was a defender of the faith

5.4.1. Stephen’s battles were for the truth of God and Jesus Christ; for the great essentials of salvation; a battle for all generation that were to follow.  He has a part in the triumph of Christianity through the ages; his example holds before all men an ideal of heroism, courage, and faithfulness to duty.  He is an everlasting inspiration. 
5.5. His greatest victory was his influence for spreading the word

5.5.1. Acts 8 
5.5.1.1. Verse 4 – they were scattered everywhere preaching the word

5.5.1.2. Verse 5 – Phillip preaching to those in Samaria

5.5.2. Acts 10:30-31; 38-42
5.5.3. Acts 11:17-21
5.6. After the death of Stephen, a persecution arose against the church, and the disciples were scattered widely. Some of them went to Antioch, in Syria, “preaching the Lord Jesus” (Acts 11:20). Luke informs us that “the hand of the Lord was with them: and a great number that believed turned unto the Lord” (11:21).

6. Stephen’s victory was from doing the will of God, trusting in God and being faithful to him

Conclusion

1. Saul despised Stephen and his speech, and seemingly defeated Stephen by having him executed.

2. But it was hard for Saul to “kick against the goads” (Ac. 9:5) and he later submitted to the gospel Stephen had preached.

3. Ironically, Paul later lost his own life in defense of the same principles Stephen had been stoned for.

4. Who won the struggle between Saul the rabbi and Stephen the preacher? Stephen did. Or more accurately, the Cause for which Stephen died was victorious.

5. Christians are promised a similar victory in Christ, but they must often “win” by “losing” - Mt. 10:39; Rev. 2:10. Cf. Rom. 8:35-39; 2 Cor. 6:4-10.

6. May we learn to distinguish between true success and failure.

7. Spiritually speaking, are you “winning” or “losing”?
