"h GREAT SERMONT"

Aets 7:1-16

Stephen and Philip are the only deacons of vhom we know much. Both were mighty men for
God.,

The Bible contains excerpis frem meny sermons by prophets, priests, apostles and others;
but net one of these sermons dessrves wore eareful cemsideration then Imke's brief summary
of Stephsn's address before the council. We cannot keev from being impressed by his fear-
lessneas of man, his courage born of deep convietlon, his freedem frem Jewlsh prejudies,
his kmowledge of the Secriptures, his spiritusl insight, hie oretorical power, and his skill
in argument, Concerning hig greast sermon two things are noteworthys:--
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-Characteristies.

It was courtecus and respecifui.

"Men, brethren, and fathers,” seems to be a tame introduction te a group of murderers.
But ne minister has the right to take advantage of his pulpit tc indulge in persomal
vilifications and spiteful slanders.

It was saturated with divine truth.
Where will we find a three-minute speech with as many Scripture passages in it?
Every reference in it was verified by the audiencels knowledge of sacred truth.

It was loglcal, pointed and clear.
It was not made up of a series of funny incidents; nor was it an effort to defend

some vague and meaningless theory.

It was brief,
A11 the recorded addresses of the Bible are brief,

Tt was Christ-centered.
Every reference pointed to Christ. There was not a personal reference in 1t.

There was one theme yunning through it 2ll. The footprints of God were seen in
histery, and 811 were pointing toward the coming of Christ.

It was unsparing in itz denunciation of sin,

There was no soft-pedaling, nor minimizing the gullt of Isreel in her rebelllon
ageinst God. Stephen made it elesr to them that they must esnswer to God for their
wickedness, ’

Uonsequances.,

It probed the hearts ef men.
They could no longer cscape their sing. God's Word bescame a mirreor that reflected

the seerets of their hesris.

The witness died, but his testimony loved on.
God's workers are incidental, they pass away; but God's work is eternal and will go

on feorever,

The Sanhedrin never looked on Stephen as & prisconer at the bar of justice pleading

for his life. _
They thought of him as a divine messenger delivering a sacred oracle. He appeared
more as & judge delivering a sacred charge than he did as a prisoner who was

condemned to die.

His sermon precipitated the issue about Christ.
¥Men could no longer dedge ity they must come omt and out for him, or come out and
our against him. That was the day of the outburst of the persecution that drove
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all of the Christians eut of Jerusalem. It made the bold more bold, and the
fearful meore fearful. It made mariyrs or traiters.

5. It was a sermon that would meke men afraid te do wrong. One of the wesknesses
of much modern preeching is that it does not meke men afraid of sin or of rebeliien -
agsinst God. We mmust preach the leve of God but not neglect to preach the justice
of God. ' ‘

Stepher completely ignored all the false charges made against him., He touched the mountain
peeka of history as he covered a thousand yesrs in & few temse minutes of inspired preaching.
The effects of his sermon cen be measured by the subsequernt conduct of his hearers. To

say the least, his sermon brought action, ‘

Stephen called attention to a divine hand in history. It iz an easy metter, as one looks
back, to see the hand of Ged guiding the affairs of men and nations. The strange happenings
of 1ife may £ill peonle with confusion snd dismsy at the time, btut in later years they can
look backward snd see the wisdom of many things that seemed strange snd even cruel when
they were taking place,

Abrsham wes chosen as the one with whom to start because he was the head of the chosen race,
God's eall to Abraham is the only explanation of his strange behavior. Ho men had gens
before and blazed a treil for him., The highest compliment that can be paid to him was that
"he obeyed God.” Obedience to God's will has not alwsys been an easy thing, nor has it
been a populsr thing. In fact, it has often cost men all they had, snd some have matched
their lives aga1nst their ebedlence, but no such szcrifice gees unrewarded. Abraham's
obedience stands in sharp comtrast with some others whe have refused to obey, and others who
have obeyed half-heartedly.

Obedience is the test of faith, of love, of loyalty, and of depemndability. OCbedience to

the Father's will was the highest note in the life of Christ. "I come to do Thy will, €
God." "Not my will, but thine, be done." OChrist msakes obedience to the Father's will the
test of our love. "If you love me, keep my commandments." When God ealled Abrehem, obedlence
o that call seemed impossible and unreasonable. Only one thing drove Abrsham on in the

face of these things—he believed God, In this chedience he was the world's first great
representative of Christ,

Wext to Abrsham's obedlience and sacrifice of his son, his faithfulness shines out es a mark
of relatiomship to God. He was called "The father of the faithful." That mesns he is the
stendard by which all men should gemge their faithfulness. His feithfulness was unshaken
even while the storms of persecution broke on him. He waz unflinching in his devotien te
God even in a lend of idolatry. He was faithful even when he could not see his way. He
was faithful even when the divine demands seemed unjust and wnfair. He was faithful even
vhen the promises of God seemed impossible. On one occasion God said of him, "I Imow him,
that he will command his children and his household after him, and they shall keep the way
of the lord, to do justice and judgment." Whet confidence God put in Abraham! Abrzham
trusted God, but God also trusted Abraham.

God“s plen often seems strange., The Eeyptian bondage for Israel, God's chosen people, has
always seemed a stramge thing, hard to barmenize with wisdom, 3ustice end mercy; but as we
look back cver the span of centuries we can see many valuable reasems for it. Men can not
read the meaning of 211 that trarnspires while it is happenlng, but, looking back, they can
see the hand of God moving in 1t sll.

Bod works out His plans in the lives of individuals. Strange things happen-~-things that seen
eruel and inconsistent with justice and merey; but after they have passed one can often

lock back and see how they were best. Men can only see at close range. They measurs all
things by their wishes, by the immediate present and by local conditioms, while God sees

all things as they £it into an etermal whole. The Jews often questioned the mercy of God
while they were in bondage, but after their deliverance they never ceased to megnify Fis
mercies @&ring those dsrk days.
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God's judgments often seem strenge. He declared that He would judge that nation which
held Isrzel in bondage, yet it was a part of His plan. When the Israelites went to Egypt
they carried with them the divine message, and the Egyptisns had the opportunity to learn
about God and to worship Him, but they refused the message and killed the messengers. For
thiz =in Egypt had te be judged.

Futhermore, the deliverances of God often seem strange. HNo fiction was ever more strange

and interesting than the deliverance of the Jews from their Egyptisn bomdage. Three mililen
slaves were given their liberty even asgeinst the wishes of the omes who liberated them. With
one hand they held them, and with the other they paid them the price to leave their borders.

Neither Jews nor Fgyptiems eould ever forget that last night of Israel's bondage. There
was & dead child in every heme and a dead beast in every fleld, sava in the campz of the
Israelites where the stillness was not disturbed by so much as the bark of 2 dog., Follow
them in their £light scross the Red Sea, on breadless marches and in wsterless wildernesses,
always under a canopy of Ged's cloud that was light by night and shade by day, that opened
for them a path ahead, and bullt impassable walls behind them. FHow strange were the events
of their deliverance! :

In his summery of Jewish history from the cresation te the time of Christ, Stephen went directly
from Abresham tc Joseph, although about five hundred years separated them. Between them

lived some of the noblest men the earth ever knmew; Issac, Jacob, ete. The names Jozeph and
Jesus hoth mean "saviour® or "deiiverer™., Their nsmes were prophetic of their life work.
Joseph delivered his brethren from the wrath of Egypt and preserved them in their dangers

and trials, Jesus delivered His people from their sins end sustained them in their
tempteations. A

Joseph and Jesus were both the sbjects of undeserved hste. They were both eriticized and
falsely accused by their brethren. They were both betrsyed snd sold for the price of a
common slave. They were both slandered and lied about vmjustly and finelly delivered into
the hands of their tormentors by the men who should have loved them most. They were both
made to suffer for crimes they never committed. They were both meek and uncomplaining wmder
unjust persecutions. But they both meinmteined their hemor and virtuwe in the midet of 1ifels
sorest trials. They kept their honor in the midst of dishomor; they kept their purity in
the midst of impurity. )

Joseph and Jesus were glvers of undeserved blessimngs. They were both forerunners of their
brethren, making provision for them who should follow later. What would Israel have found
in Egypt if Joseph had not gone before them? What would we find in etermity if Jesus had
pot gone before us? They were mediators between their brethren and thelr king. dJoseph
_spoke to the king for his brethren, and Jesus makes intercesslon for us. They both showed
* mercy where justice would have eried for their perseeuwtor's blood. The hate of hell wonld
bave said, "Get even with them for what they did te you", but the love of heaven said,
"Render good for evil.® They were both peacemakers. Jeseph seid te his brethren, "See that
wall(?)out by the way," and Jesus said to his brethren, ¥leve one another," "Pray for one
enother," ete. They were both prophets of a better country. When Joseph came to die He
‘ealled his brethren about him and told them of the promises of Ged.

So stronmgly did He believe them that he gave command that, when his brethren went, they
should carry his bones out then, Jesus told His disciples of the Father's house where He

world 2o %o prepere a plece for them.

Joseph, you reeall, was the favorite son of his father. In the dream God had showed him
that he was to bs superior to his brethren. When Joseph foolishly told his dream to his
brethren, their sttitude toward him was one of hatred. They sold him into slavery, in
order to get rid of him and his dreams, "But God wes with him®. God delivered him out of
all his trials and troubles and brought him into favor with the king of Egypt by imperting

to him seper-humen wisdom. Ultimately, Joseph became ruler over Egypt,
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Stephen tells us of the great famine that operated over all that part of the world, and
of the afflictions which it produced. When Jacob heard that there was corn in Egypt, he
sent his sons down there to purchase a supply. When Joseph's brethren ceame in gearch of
food, he had them brought before him. A4t that time, he disguised himself and dealt with
them harshly, although we are told, it broke his heart to do so. .

uAnd at the second time Joseph was made known to his brethren." After demanding that every
man leave his presence excepting his visiting brethren, Joseph made himself known unto them,
And so deeply was he moved that he "wept aloud”, so much so that the Egyptians and the

house of Pharoah heard his sobbing. "And Joseph said unto his brethren, I am Joseph; doth
my father yet live? 4&nd his brethrem could not smswer him; for they were troubled at his
presence” Alas! their chickens had come home to roost. Their sins had fipally formd them
out. That accoumts for the fmet that they shrank from his presence. That was the worst
possible news to them., "And Joseph said unto his brethren, come near to me,® What a
difficult thing to demend! 4And to assure them that he was their friend, he added the words—-
%1 pray you." What words of encouragement! And they did come near unto him.

Be said, "I am Joseph your brother, whom you sold into Egypt." They were hoping that he
would forget all sbout that evil episode, and spare them from the humiliating ordezl of
imploring his forgliveméss. dJoseph forgave his brethren of thelr sins; Jesus forgave his
enemies on the cross; Stevhen forgave his enemies in the hour of his death, This explains
the difference between the trme servant of God, and theose wheo are not.



