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PRAYER AND INTRODUCTION: 
Attn: At least 100 miles below the earth’s surface, heated to about 2,200 oF, and squeezed under 725,000 lbs of pressure – a diamond is made. Under pressure, will your break, buckle or blow up or will you be steadfast in your faith, trusting God’s purposes? 
Them: Our God is the God of outcomes. (title:) Our Greatest Reward is God Himself
Today we will see the end of Stephen’s life (struct) and FIND STRATEGIES FOR FAITHFULNESS WHEN FAITHFULNESS TO GOD DOESN’T MAKE SENSE (Relv).  

Let’s turn to Acts 7:54 on Page 916. Keep that Bible if you need one. (Read vv. 54-60) 
· Stoned Series: looking at the last few min. of Stephen’s life. In 6, captured and falsely accused. Most of chap. 7, his sermon and accusation of the leaders. 
· Vs. 53: Stephen accuses them of being so stiff-necked as they tried to keep the law, that they themselves broke the law. He gave a case of suffering for God’s sake which was providential for what he was going through and the Church was facing.

VV. 54, 57: RAGE OF THE JEWISH LEADERS AGAINST STEPHEN 
· Vs. 54 - Enraged literally, ‘Hearing these things, their hearts were sawn in half.’ 
· Grinding their teeth is used 7 times in NT and some in OT, “Gnashing”. So mad!
· Set the scene: Extreme anger, wanting blood spilled and justice done (V. 57). They screamed to drown out what he was saying, “Stopped” their ears and ran at him.

THE DARKNESS OPPOSES THE LIGHT, BUT DOES NOT OVERCOME IT (VV 54, 57) 
· It was said of JC in John 1:5, “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.” No matter what, God always wins. Repeat after me
· Those who opposed JC wanted to take out anyone and anything associated with Him (and the same is true of our enemy today). This is what S. was facing. 
· Our enemy strategizes everyday about how he is going to take us out. Your ear should be burning b/c hell burns hot with conversation against you. Be on guard. 
· This shouldn’t cause you to be fearful if fear God. “Be still. God fights for you.” 
· As the Jewish leaders raged, Stephen stayed calm.  Held by the Spirit of God, he was still and kept his gaze upward. “Full of the Holy Spirit” in v. 54, 6:5 and 6:8

READ AGAIN 55-56: STEPHEN IS GIVEN A GLIMPSE OF THE GLORY OF GOD AND THE LORDSHIP OF JESUS CHRIST
· By voicing this vision of God and JC, Stephen placed the final nail in his own coffin, offending his audience. They believed no one shared God’s place in heaven
· The fact saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of the throne of God was a very rare gift! This was his reward for incredible faithfulness under trial!
· There are only a few instances in Scripture where someone actually gets a vision of the heavenly throne room (Isa 6; Eze 10; 2 Cor 12; Rev 4-5)

GOD REWARDS THOSE WHO SUFFER FOR HIS NAME BY EXPOSING MORE OF HIMSELF TO HIS PEOPLE. (told to Lauren and Michael) 
David Jones, mentor & friend remembers a man saying, “Just as God gives grace so you can live eternally, he will also give grace so you can die for him, if necessary.” This was true for Stephen and can be true for us should we face death for the sake of our faith.
· I don’t want you to suffer, but when you do, I want you to suffer well. 
· Our first response is to press in, not run away. Stephen was rewarded here. 
NOTICE: THIS SHOULD COMFORT US ALL – HE SAW JESUS AT GOD’S RIGHT HAND:
· Now, Stephen about to also be convicted of blasphemy says a similar statement, “I see … the son of man standing at God’s right hand” (7:56). 
· Compare to Jesus trial to Stephen’s: As JC was being convicted of blasphemy, he simply said, “You will see the son of man sitting at the right hand of the throne of the Almighty, and coming with the clouds of heaven” (Mark 14:62). 
· JC promised, “The world will hate you but they hated me first” (John 15:18).
· Several scholarly debates about why JC was standing. We cannot know for sure, but I do count it as significant that he is mentioned as standing. I like the imagery of Christ standing to meet the first martyr after his death. I like the idea that he standing to acknowledge Stephen as God’s own, (cf. Luke 12:8 & Matt 10:33) Stand for mom
· The fact that He is at the Right hand of God, we can be certain that God accepted his as our payment for sin and we can be sure that he is our eternal hope. 

THIS IS HOPE FOR US, NO MATTER WHAT WE FACE WE WILL HAVE MORE OF GOD BY:
· Gaining Genuine Faith: We suffer now so that our faith, of greater worth than gold, may be proved genuine and result in praise, glory and honor (1 Peter 1:3-9)
· Gaining Joy in Christ: Ultimately, if we partake in Christ's suffering, our suffering will bring exceeding joy (1 Pet 4:12-15) – “If you partake in the sufferings of JC” 
· Greater dependence upon God: Suffering occurs so that we might trust in God and not ourselves. (2 Co 1:8-11 and 1 Peter 4:19).

(Trans) Paul – “To live is Christ but to die is gain.” – to live is to be with him in suff

BUT TO DIE IS GAIN [MORE OF GOD]: DEBBIE SMITH: 
· Last week announced Debbie Smith, wife of Wayne exec. Pastor, in our services 
· She passed away on Sunday | I was there, Wayne’s Testimony – I gave her to God
· Mem. Service Wednesday and Sat in Dallas. Pastor Mike, Jane, Jon and W. Anderson
· [bookmark: _GoBack]She was a holy woman, left us unexpectedly, not a surprise to God. Her reward for a faithful life (seen in her kids, husband, extended fam, friends) – More of God. 
· Brian’s words: As we stumbled through our services here on Sunday, she saw God for all He is and with all of his glory – and Christ at his right hand. 

VV. 58-60: THE STONING OF STEPHEN: A MODEL FOR RESPONDING LIKE CHRIST IN THE FACE OF SUFFERING 
· v. 58: Two key things to notice here: (1) They observed they Levitical Law but disappointed God (description of the killing – A-1). It is possible to do all the ‘Right things’ according to the law but still break the heart of God. Gal. is all about being set free from the law and having a right relationship with God through JC. 
· (2) S. had just explained that we do not need the temple to access God, now outside the city (yet alone the temple) he is talking to God. This made them mad but is our hope and truth. “Be anxious about nothing… but in prayer.” Phil 4:6 
· v. 59: Look at the parallels to Christ’s Death:  Stephen commits his spirit to God. Recalls the cry of JC on cross, ‘Father, into your hands I commit my spirit!’ (Luke 23:46)
· v. 60: Stephen asks for the sin of his killers to not be held against them. This Like Jesus on the cross, ‘Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do’ (Luke 23:34).

THE RIGHTEOUS RESPONSE FOR SUFFERING IS TO: 
· Trust God’s greater purposes: keep the end in mind – God is all about God’s glory. We should be patient for the Lord's return (like a farmer waits for rain), and we should strengthen and stabilize our hearts for the Lord's return (James 5:7-11).
· Stay faithful even if it means death: death may come in more forms other than the ending of physical life: death of relationship, dream, ambition. We should be faithful during our suffering (even to death), and He will give us life (Revelation 2:10)

SO WHAT HAPPENED NEXT— LET’S READ 8:1-3: 
· v. 2: Devout men buried Stephen.  NIV, ‘Godly.’  This would have involved some risk, for they would’ve been associating themselves with a man just mobbed/stoned
· Made great lamentation over him: HCSB, NIV, ‘mourned deeply.’  This shows how much they loved Stephen, and how much they would miss him.

(8:1-3) RISES OF PERSECUTION OF CHRISTIANS UNDER SAUL’S LEADERSHIP.
· vv 1 & 3: Paul is officially on the scene– called “Saul.” A Jew of all Jews, doing the work he thought was right – eradicating the misguided or heretics from the earth. 
· Jesus Said, ‘Indeed the hour is coming when whoever kills you will think he is offering service to God’ (John 16:2).  
· The non-messianic Jews were so violent that virtually every Christian in Jerusalem had to get out of town as fast as possible.  They were running for their lives.  We should not judge them for this.  Jesus had told the disciples, ‘When they persecute you in one town, flee to the next’ (Matt 10:23).  There is nothing wrong with escaping persecution, so long as it does not involve denying Jesus’ name.
EVEN PERSECUTION CAN BE USED FOR GOD’S PURPOSES—NAMELY MAKE AN IMPRESSION ON SAUL AND DISPERSE THE CHURCH

CONCLUSION: GOD’S PURPOSES ARE NEVER SPOILED 
· As they scattered, this would have been the beginning of the fulfillment of Acts 1:8, “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria…” 
· It is fascinating to think that all or most of this account was probably given to Luke by the Apostle Paul himself. Paul recounted all this for Luke after his conversion, surely having it all sink in as he retold every story. Stephen’s death surely had a profound influence on Paul, who later alluded to that experience (as we can see by his own admonition in Acts 22:20).

THE VERY ONE THAT APPROVED OF STEPHEN’S DEATH SAID THIS, 
 “BUT WHATEVER GAIN I HAD, I COUNTED AS LOSS FOR THE SAKE OF CHRIST. INDEED, I COUNT EVERYTHING AS LOSS BECAUSE OF THE SURPASSING WORTH OF KNOWING CHRIST JESUS MY LORD. FOR HIS SAKE I HAVE SUFFERED THE LOSS OF ALL THINGS AND COUNT THEM AS RUBBISH, IN ORDER THAT I MAY GAIN CHRIST AND BE FOUND IN HIM, NOT HAVING A RIGHTEOUSNESS OF MY OWN THAT COMES FROM THE LAW, BUT THAT WHICH COMES THROUGH FAITH IN CHRIST, THE RIGHTEOUSNESS FROM GOD THAT DEPENDS ON FAITH—THAT I MAY KNOW HIM AND THE POWER OF HIS RESURRECTION, AND MAY SHARE HIS SUFFERINGS, BECOMING LIKE HIM IN HIS DEATH, THAT BY ANY MEANS POSSIBLE I MAY ATTAIN THE RESURRECTION FROM THE DEAD.

ONE THING I DO: FORGETTING WHAT LIES BEHIND AND STRAINING FORWARD TO WHAT LIES AHEAD, I PRESS ON TOWARD THE GOAL FOR THE PRIZE OF THE UPWARD CALL OF GOD IN CHRIST JESUS.  
 (PHILIPPIANS 3:7-14 ESV)
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