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This might sound like an odd question but let me just put it out there.

Who would you be willing to die for? I mean would you take a bullet for your spouse, your child, a friend? 

If I had to I would guess that most folks would have a short list of loved ones whom they would be willing to die to save.

Since we’re in church let me ask you this. You don’t have to raise your hand or anything but, on that short list of people you would be willing to die for, did you include Jesus? Would you be willing to die for Jesus?

I mean if someone put a gun to your head and said; “Renounce Jesus as your Lord and Savior or die!” what would you do?

What if you were given an opportunity, a one-time chance to share your faith with someone but you knew that if you shared your faith with that person it would be very likely that you would be put to death.

Would you share your faith anyway? Would you risk this temporary life for the opportunity to save someone’s eternal soul?

What if that person despised and hated you? Would you still risk your life to share your faith with them?

What if the person who despised and hated you was also the very person who could take your life for sharing your faith?
What if you knew that this was this person only chance of finding salvation through Jesus Christ, would you risk your life, be willing to die, and open your mouth and share your faith anyway?

The English word martyr comes from the same Greek word we get “witness.” A martyr is someone who dies for being a witness of Jesus Christ.

In our text this morning we find the story of the first martyr in the New Testament. Stephen.

We were introduced to Stephen last week. But in today’s text we see that he displays his courageous godly character as he witnesses his faith in Jesus Christ to the very men who will kill him for that faith.

Now I get it. Unless you are actually in a circumstance like this you can never know for sure how you would respond. And sure I pray that none of us are ever put in that kind of situation.

But, if and when that time comes, God will give you the grace you will need if you have first developed Courageous Godly Character through a life of faith and obedience. 

If you would please turn in your Bibles to Acts chapter 6, Acts chapter 6 and we will be picking up with verse 8.

We’ve been in Acts now for some time so let’s do a little recap.

Remember Luke wrote the Gospel of Luke and the book of Acts. The gospel was the orderly account of what Jesus began to do and teach during His earthly ministry.

Acts is the record of what Jesus continued to do and teach through His disciples as the early church was establish and expanded.

As Acts opens up in the first few verses we find Jesus, post-resurrection appearance, giving His final instructions to His disciples. 

He tells the disciples to wait in Jerusalem until they receive power from on high through the person of the Holy Spirit.

Jesus says to them in Acts 1:8 that when you receive this power “…when the Holy Spirit has come upon you … you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.”

From Acts chapter one to here in Acts chapter six Luke covers the first three years of the history of the early church.

This section of Acts is the “you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem” fulfillment of Acts 1:8.

Next week the Panaggios, our missionaries to Peru will be here. (Talk about being and witness to the “end of the earth!”)

But then in two weeks we will pick back up Acts chapter 8 where we will see the disciples witness moving from Jerusalem out to “all Judea and Samaria”.

But the section we are going to look at this morning, Acts 6:8 through Acts 8:3, however, is the record of the events that took place that caused this sift of focus to come about.

Up until now the disciples have been meeting daily in the temple and going from house to house in Jerusalem for about three years. 

10’s of thousands have come to saving faith in Jesus Christ as their Lord and savior. And as we saw last week at the end of Acts 6:7 that even “a great many of the priests became obedient to the faith.”

If you were here last week, or if you listened to the message online this week, you know that we looked at Acts 6:1-7.

There we saw that a conflict came up in the church between the Hellenistic Jews (the Greek speaking Jews), and the Hebrew (or Aramaic speaking Jews).

The Hellenistic Jews were complaining saying that their widows were not getting their fair share of the distribution. The Hebrew widows were getting more.

The apostles settled the issue by having the congregation pick seven men who were “of good repute, full of the Spirit and of wisdom.” (Acts 6:3) 

These men were then appointed the responsibility of making sure each widow got what she needed and everyone was treated equally and fairly.

The first name on this short list of qualified men was Stephen.

And Stephen, the first Christian martyr, was a courageous godly witness. 

Just listen to the testimony of Stephen’s character:

Acts 6:5: He was “a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit.”

Verse Acts 6:8 says that Stephen was “…full of grace and power, was doing great wonders and signs among the people.”

When critics rose up to challenge Stephen and the gospel in verse 9 we are told in verse 10 that “…they could not withstand the wisdom and the Spirit with which he was speaking.”

So these men bring Stephen before the council, the Jewish leaders and put him on trial.
This is the same council who had condemned Jesus. This is the same council Peter and John had stood before in Acts chapter 4 and were thrown into jail. And this is the same council before whom all the apostles had stood and were ordered to be flogged in Acts 5.

So now Stephen is put on trial, not knowing what would happen to him, and the false witnesses are making all kinds of false charges and allegations against him.

But listen to the description of Stephen given in Acts 6:15, as the council were “…gazing at him, all who sat in the council saw that his face was like the face of an angel.”

Stephen’s body is physically standing before the council, on trial, quite possibly for his life. Men are all around him shaking their fist, yelling, screaming out lies and accusations against him. 

This was a place and atmosphere that was meant to intimidate and cause fear in the heart of the accused.

But for Stephen, because of his faith and hope in Jesus Christ, because he knew what Jesus had done and who He was, because he knew Him, deep within his soul he was standing in the presence of God.

Have you ever been with someone who just draws you into the presence of God? Have you ever know someone whose faith was so real and their relationship with God was so intimate that is was almost palatable. 

Even these men, who hated Stephen and hated Jesus whom he preached noticed the presence of God on Stephens face, his demeanor, the face of an angel. That is a depth of faith I long for.

Then in Acts 7:1 the “high priest turns to Stephen and ask; “Are these things so?” Are all these charges and allegations made against you true? 
That was the door Stephen needed. That question gave him the opportunity he was hoping for, the opportunity to speak.

But he didn’t try to defend himself. He didn’t waste time denying the charges or trying to disprove the lies. 

No! He’s got one shot, one chance to proclaim Christ and bear witness to who He is and what He has done and to offer salvation to these men on last time.

So starting in verse 1 of chapter seven all the way through verse 53 Stephen delivers what is the longest single message recorded in the book of Acts, longer than Peter’s and longer that any of Paul’s.

Stephen, knows his Bible. He starts with Abraham, the father of the Jewish faith, even before God had called him out of his own land.

And then Stephen traces God’s promises, blessings, and even His working though human history to bring them to the very point where Jesus would come as the fulfillment of all of God’s plans.

Stephen concludes his message with a direct confrontation with these Jewish leaders for their rejecting Jesus the Messiah.

Skip down to Acts 7:51-53:

“You stiff-necked people, uncircumcised in heart and ears, you always resist the Holy Spirit. As your fathers did, so do you. 52 Which of the prophets did your fathers not persecute? And they killed those who announced beforehand the coming of the Righteous One, whom you have now betrayed and murdered, 53 you who received the law as delivered by angels and did not keep it.”

You had the Law. You had the prophets. You had God’s plan laid out for you in His word. You even had the Holy Spirit willing to open your hearts to the truth but hardened your hearts and killed Him anyway.

Look at their response in Acts 7:54 “Now when they heard these things they were enraged, and they ground their teeth at him.”

They seethed with anger. They could take it no more!

But Stephen was not frightened nor was he intimidated by these men.

Look on, Acts 7:55-60 (ESV) 

“But he, [that is Stephen] full of the Holy Spirit, gazed into heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. 

56 And he said, “Behold, I see the heavens opened, and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.” 

It’s interesting that after Jesus returned to heaven in Acts chapter 1, when we see images of Jesus in heaven He always said to be seated at the right hand of the Father. 

This is an indication that His work of redemption was competed on the cross.

But here Jesus is described as “standing at the right hand of God”.

It is almost as if Jesus is standing up to welcome Stephen home.

This title, Son of Man, was a clear Old Testament reference to Jesus being the Messiah, the Son of God, God.

So the Jews lost it. They could take it no more.
57 But they cried out with a loud voice and stopped their ears and rushed together at him. 58 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. 

We know that later Saul will have his own encounter with Jesus and will come to saving faith in Him as his Lord and savior.

But for now, as we are told in Acts 8:1 that “…Saul approved of [Stephen’s] execution. This is more than just a passive approval. 

Saul is active in his approval and willingness to take part as seen in his willingness to hold the garments of the men as they stoned Stephen.

But while they “59…were stoning Stephen, he called out, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” 60 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. 

My brother threw a rock at me when we were kids and it hurt! Can you just imagine that you are thrown into a pit, while angry men are standing all around you and fist size rocks are being hurled at you?

They would purposely try not to hit you in the head so that you would remain conscience but everywhere else was open.

The blows themselves would not kill you. You would die as you are crushed under the weight of the stones.

And Stephen looks up to Jesus and cries, Lord forgive them!

Stephen took his shot and was willing to die for Jesus. He was willing to die to give these men one more chance to repent and accept Jesus offer of forgiveness and salvation.

And he died! Stephen was the first martyr of the Church. And as a result of his death we see in verse 1 that “…there arose on that day a great persecution against the church in Jerusalem, and they were all scattered throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria, except the apostles.” 

It has been said that the blood of the martyr is the seed of the church. 

When people have been willing to die for Christ and to reach the lost for Him that is when the church has grown the fastest.

Even today there are martyrs all around the globe. People who are tortured, imprisoned and even killed simply because they are Christians.

I have a short video I want you to watch that tells the story of one young woman and her family who has suffered for their faith.

[Video by The Voice of the Martyr Ministry]

In just a few minutes we are going to share in communion. We are going to partake in this bread and juice as we proclaim and confess that Jesus is our Lord and our Savior. 

By doing this we acknowledge Him and His death as the payment for our sins and His resurrected life as the promise that we too share in His eternal life.

And because we share in His eternal life we will no longer live for this temporary life or the things of it.

I started out this morning asking you who would you die for? As we think about Stephen, let me ask it again. Who would you die for?

Would you die for Jesus? Would you die to offer someone eternal life?

Let me ask you an even more difficult question. Who will you live for?

Will you live for self or for Jesus?

Will you live for temporary comforts or eternal joy?

Will you live for immediate happiness or lasting holiness?

When I was in the Navy I don’t have any doubt that I would have taken a bullet for my country or even one of my shipmates.

At some level, in a moment of heroism, I think it is in most of us to step up, rise to a situation and take one for the team.

But in the day to day business, will I live as a man full of grace and wisdom?

When people look at you and the life you are living, the choices you are making will they see the face of an angle? Well they see the presence of God in your life?

Or will they see someone who is willing to compromise, sin, because it’s saves money, or so they won’t have to feel lonely, or someone who is will to ignore God’s command in the pursuit of their right to happiness.

Will I compromise my testimony and my witness of who Jesus is and what His word demands of me for a quick visit to a website, or one too many drinks, or whatever it is that pulls you away?

Here is what I think. Most of us, if someone put a gun to our heads and said renounce Jesus our die would not renounce Jesus.

But we will renounce Him every time to sin, compromise, or twist His word to make it fit my own desires.

Satan doesn’t have to use persecution or martyrdom in America. All he has to do is make us feel uncomfortable, or that we will somehow miss out on something we think we have the “right” too.

Before we go to communion I want you to take some time to go before God and invite the Holy Spirit to reveal to you where you are losing your witness.

Spend a few moments, the kneelers are here if you need to come forward. 

Where are you living for self? 

Where do you need to start living for Jesus?

If you are not ready to say I will live for you Jesus in this “fill in the blank” area of your life then I want to encourage you let the elements pass you by.

It would be better to not take communion this morning than to take half-heartedly. 

We don’t want any Ananias of Sapphiar here today.

But know this, if your are willing confess any area that the Spirit has revealed to you and are willing to do whatever God wants you to do to make that area right before Him we will stand with, pray for you and do what we can to help you find God’s grace and help.
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