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ACTS 6:1-9; 7:2a, 51-60

% Now when they heard these things they were enraged, and they ground their teeth at
[Stephen]. 55 But he, full of the Holy Spirit, gazed into Heaven and saw the glory of God,
and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. % And he said, "Behold, | see the heavens
opened, and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God." 57 But they cried out
with a loud voice and stopped their ears and rushed together at him. 5 Then they cast
him out of the city and stoned him. And the witnesses laid down their garments at the
feet of a young man named Saul. % And as they were stoning Stephen, he called out,
"Lord Jesus, receive my spirit." % And falling to his knees he cried out with a loud
voice, "Lord, do not hold this sin against them." And when he had said this, he fell
asleep.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.

In the book of Acts, Luke shows us the Gospel going out into our world. Jesus has ascended
to Heaven, he has sent out his Apostles to build up the Church, and we are given to see how
that works.

The Church will be built up by the preaching of Christ crucified, by the baptism of sinners into
the Name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, by the distributing of the Lord’s Body
and Blood to sinners for the purging of all sin, by Christians speaking to one another to build
up each other in the Word of life—in short, the Lord will build up his Church by the Gospel, by
the good news of the sinner freely justified by the blood of Jesus.

But what will this actually look like in real time?

Because, the Lord is building up his Church in our own generation, too. When we see a world
in travail, when we see friends in distress, or some trying to cover up their shame, when we
see loved ones going day to day in doubt about how they stand before the face of God, what
are we given to say to them?

What is the Gospel of Jesus to a man in trouble at his job? To a woman seeing her marriage
unravel? To a child who unable to meet expectations? What are we to say to someone in pain
because a loved one has left the Church, or in grief having lost someone dear?

What do we say to bring comfort, to give encouragement to one who is treasured by Christ
Jesus? What do we say to give the kind invitation to a sinner to hear the Word of Jesus, to
receive the gifts of his Sacraments, to hold onto the doctrine he gave to the Church by the
Apostles—how are we to proclaim this Christ Jesus and his gifts to those in our world?
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And we can be sure that to any sinner, to any person desperate for relief, we are given to say
nothing that we would not also be able to say to Stephen as he is being killed with stones.

Because, we will be tempted to speak to people a Jesus who will bring happiness and
prosperity. We will be tempted to teach a Gospel that shows how to live a passionate Christian
life. We will want to teach a doctrine that leads people into a successful Christian walk with
Jesus.

But could that kind of happy talk have made any sense at all to St. Stephen?
“Stephen, you are being stoned to death, let me tell you how Jesus wants to make you prosper.”

Or,

“Stephen, the Pharisees and teachers of the Law are murderously angry at you because you
have been preaching the forgiveness of sins in Christ Jesus, you have been freeing up sinners
from their quilt, you have been going into homes and giving the comfort of the Gospel, so in
their anger they are killing you, so, Stephen, let me tell you how to live a passionate Christian
life.”

Or,

“Stephen, things don’t seem to be going well for you, so as you're having rocks thrown at you,
let me tell you how to live a victorious life in Christ, let me tell you the principles of how to pray
more, let me tell, you, Stephen, how to be led into a deeper relationship with Christ.”

And then when the last rock hits, and Stephen dies, would we count ourselves faithful because,
as he was dying, we were giving Stephen laws and principles and methods of how to be a
passionate Christian?

There is only one Gospel for Stephen to hear. It is the same Gospel Stephen has been
preaching, the same Gospel for which he is now being stoned to death. And it is the same
Gospel we are given to speak.

It is the Gospel that Stephen would have heard more than once from the Apostle Peter.
When Peter had told the people that they were guilty of the crucifixion of Jesus Christ, and
when they then asked Peter, “What then shall we do?”, Peter said,

‘Repent and be baptized every one of you into the Name of Jesus Christ for the
forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.”

For the promise,”

said Peter, that is, the promise of Baptism,

“is to you and your children and for all who are far off, everyone whom the Lord our
God calls to himself.” [Acts 2:38]
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How many times Stephen would’ve heard Peter speak that Gospel to sinners.

Repent—that is, you are guilty before the face of God, you are covered in shame, now hear
the call of God, hear the invitation of the Gospel, and be turned back to God in Christ Jesus.

Be baptized—that is, you can in no way cleanse yourself, you can in no way bring your
name into honor, but be baptized into the name of Christ Jesus, and now, having your sins
forgiven in Baptism, bearing the Name he gives in baptism, the Name of the Father, the
Son, and the Holy Spirit, you live in honor, you live in eternal life.

How many times Stephen would’ve heard this Gospel from the lips of Peter? And how many
times would Stephen have brought this Gospel into the homes of those in need of relief
from guilt.

Would we speak any other Gospel to Stephen? Would we ever want to speak any other
Gospel to anyone, to anyone who is hurting, to any sinner in despair?

More to the point, when we know the sin bringing travail to our own consciences, when we
know the pain wearing us down in our own lives, the futility we bring ourselves into by using
worthless human efforts to rescue from guilt, would we ourselves ever want to hear any
other Gospel, any other doctrine?

As Stephen is being stoned to death, we would not want to give him a false Gospel of how
it is now time for him to start living the prosperous Christian life. But we could rejoice in
being given to say to him,

Stephen, | don’t know what the Lord has for you, | don’t know how this will end; | hope
this is not unto death, but nevertheless, even if you are to die at the hands of teachers of
the Law with rocks, even and especially then, you are to know that you belong to the Lord
of life, to Christ Jesus, that your sin is forgiven, and you stand in honor at the face of God.

As Stephen is being stoned, we would not want to spend our time weaving for him a false
doctrine of how to live as a passionate Christian or how to have just a closer walk with
God. But we would rejoice in speaking to him of his Baptism, in extolling the promise given
by the holy Name, we would rejoice in saying to him,

Stephen, though | hope this stoning is brought to an end with no harm to you,
nevertheless, even if the Lord honors you with martyrdom, even then, especially then, you
may know that you belong to Jesus, that he has bound himself to you in Baptism, that he
is with you in your suffering, and he has brought your name, Stephen, in honor to his
Father in Heaven.
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Stephen, as he was dying at the hands of the teachers of the Law, was given a view of
the throne in Heaven. This is an honor given to the prophets, and later it will be given to
the Apostle Paul.

As he looks into that courtroom of Heaven, as he, a sinner, stands at the face of God,
Stephen says holy words, words which Jesus speaks to his Father in Heaven, and which
Jesus then has proclaimed on Earth. The words Jesus speaks in Heaven to his Father
are words bringing you and me and our children into eternal life. They are the words,
Father, forgive them.

And those are the words Jesus then brings to us on Earth in the Gospel, when he says to
us,
I forgive you all your sin.

As he looks into that courtroom of Heaven, Stephen speaks the holy words. Acts 7:58:
Then they cast [Stephen] out of the city and stoned him. And the witnesses laid down
their garments at the feet of a young man named Saul. And as they were stoning
Stephen, he called out, "Lord Jesus, receive my spirit." And falling to his knees he
cried out with a loud voice, "Lord, do not hold this sin against them."

No holier words have ever been spoken on Earth:
Lord, do not hold this sin against them.

What are we given to say to the sinner? To any hurting person, to any person desperate
for relief? We speak to them no empty promise of prosperity or of a passionate Christian
life. For our Lord Jesus did not give himself on the cross for such emptiness. We speak
to them nothing we could not say to St. Stephen, even as he is being killed with stones.

We speak to them the same doctrine Stephen heard from the Apostle Peter, the same
Gospel Stephen spoke to sinners in their own homes, the same word we ourselves must
hear daily to cleanse us of our sins. We speak to them the same word Jesus speaks to
his Father on our behalf, the same word that stands us at the face of God in honor and
peace—we speak to them the word of forgiveness. And that is the same word by which
we pray for them,

Lord, forgive them of all sin.

It is in that intercession to the throne in Heaven, and in that word from Heaven being
spoken on Earth in the Gospel, that the Lord is justifying sinners and gathering into his
Church.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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