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In a few minutes we're going to read about the first martyr of the Church, Stephen.  I'll bet that Stephen drew inspiration and courage from the example of the Lord Jesus Christ, don't you?  Clearly, as we remember Jesus' body and blood we are to celebrate that in Christ we have forgiveness and life.  But these elements that remind us of Christ also remind us that he is our example.  We are reminded of God's claim upon us, that we be self-sacrificing, just like Jesus was.

Let me read Jesus' own words in the upper room during the Last Supper in Matthew 26...

Matthew 26:26-29 - While they were eating, Jesus took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to his disciples, saying, "Take and eat; this is my body." 

 Then he took the cup, gave thanks and offered it to them, saying, "Drink from it, all of you. This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins. I tell you, I will not drink of this fruit of the vine from now on until that day when I drink it anew with you in my Father's kingdom." 

Digging in Their Heels
This morning's Scripture Reading is Acts 7:51-8:1, the end of the account of the stoning to death of Stephen:

"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 received the law that was put into effect through angels but have not obeyed it." 

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." 

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. 

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. And Saul was there, giving approval to his death. 
On that day a great persecution broke out against the church at Jerusalem, and all except the apostles were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria."

I've never owned a mule, but I'm told that they can be very stubborn.  You can try to pull them in the direction you want them to go, but if they don't want to move, they can dig in their heels and resist, and become almost impossible to move!

In today's Scripture we have two stubborn parties to look at -one of them good, and the other bad.

In our story, Stephen has been arrested -accused falsely- for being an outspoken follower of Jesus.  He is brought before the Jewish ruling council, the Sanhedrin.  There, he speaks in his own defense.  What he does is to preach a sermon which rehearses the formation of the nation of Israel, their enslavement in Egypt, their deliverance through Moses and Joshua, and the settlement of the people in the land of Canaan.  He reaches the crux when he gets to the reigns of King David and his son, Solomon.  Solomon built the great, magnificent Temple in Jerusalem.  But, Stephen claims, God doesn't live in a house made by men!  You and your forefathers were mistaken to think so.  In fact, you ended up worshipping the Temple instead of God himself!  You became self-righteous, self-confident and stiff-necked!  You and your forefathers have always been unwilling to admit your sins, your unworthiness before God!

As you might guess, the members of the Sanhedrin became angry.  They ground their teeth and dragged Stephen outside the city and stoned him to death.

Stephen was stubborn.  He knew that his words and deeds were being scrutinized by the religious rulers.  He knew that continuing to preach and act in the name of Jesus was risky.  But he stubbornly refused to stop!  He was loyal to the Lord Jesus and to the Gospel, he was faithful, he wouldn't back down.  He's a hero for his stubbornness!

The members of the Sanhedrin were stubborn, too, but in a BAD way.  Their way was not God's way, but they were unwilling to see it and admit it!

I remember seeing a man with throat cancer.  He had to breathe through a hole in his throat.  Believe it or not, I remember seeing him smoking a cigarette through that hole in his throat!  How stupid and stubborn is that?

The thing is, it is very easy for good stubbornness to become bad stubbornness.  Pride makes us defensive.  We don't want to think that anything we think, say or do could be wrong!  And, we're very clever.  We are able to rationalize why no change whatsoever is necessary!

What all of us need is a little humility.  We need to realize that we could be wrong about some things.  Obviously, we want to be faithful and loyal to the Gospel of Christ, but we don't want to become so entrenched in the ways in which we express it and live it that we cannot be corrected and we cannot see the need for change.  We want to be like Stephen, but we must avoid becoming like those who opposed him.

Benediction

May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart 
be pleasing in your sight, 
O LORD, my Rock and my Redeemer. – Ps. 19:14
