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Acts 6-7
In the name of Jesus, Amen.
What do we do with Stephen? He was not an apostle like the Twelve, and he was most likely not even a pastor like Timothy or Titus. He was a deacon—the Greek word for a servant, a table server. His job was to serve the widows and orphans, to ensure that all received their daily bread and to assist the apostles in the Divine Service. Yet, our text doesn’t talk about his managerial capabilities, his fund-raising capabilities, his organizational skills, or anything that would have been important for the daily work of these deacons. 
No, our text tells us that Stephen was full of Grace and Power, that he was doing signs and wonders among the people. These signs and wonders put him at odds with the religious authorities. First, they tried to argue with him, but his wisdom and knowledge of the Word of God was far greater than theirs, so instead of conceding, they arrested him. Stephen takes the opportunity of the trial not to make a legal argument for religious freedom but instead to preach the Word of God to those in attendance. He opens the Scriptures to them and shows them Jesus, and they respond by killing him. 
You can see the similarities between Christ and Stephen. Christ Himself was a deacon, a servant. Mark writes in chapter 10:45, “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve.” Christ was the Suffering Servant of Isaiah. He lowered Himself and became a man, not to rule but to serve. Christ’s service also took the shape of great wonders and signs. Christ’s service also put Him at odds with the religious leaders. Christ’s service would also lead to His death, not by stones, but by hanging on a cross.
Stephen looks up to heaven and sees Christ standing, not sitting, at the right hand of the Father. He sees his Lord ready to receive him. Stephen sees past the pain and the suffering that is to come and sees Jesus, his Lord, on the other side. So as Stephen is being stoned, as blood and life are leaving his body, he prays Christ’s prayer from the cross. He asks Christ to take his spirit and in the same final breath, he asks Christ to forgive them for what they are doing to him and then he falls asleep; he dies. 
You know it’s interesting, with all the yelling and stones flying, how would anyone have heard Stephen say these things? The Disciples surely wouldn’t have hung around, or at least been that close, or they would have been stoned as well. No, I don’t think it was Luke who witnessed this, and I don’t think it was the Disciples either. I think that Luke received this account from the young man by whose feet lay the cloaks, Saul.
In the life of Saul of Tarsus, we see the fulfillment of Stephen’s prayer for forgiveness. 
We are tempted often, I think, to believe that if the signs and wonders of the early church were to return, people would be converted in mass. We are tempted to believe that if we were to get another Pentecost, the world would turn to Christ. Some Christians have thrown themselves into this idea, centering their theology and worship around the pursuit of speaking in tongues. 
Dear Christians, none of the signs or wonders that Stephen did are recorded in the Bible except his last one, when he forgave and pleaded for the forgiveness of those who were killing him. That is the sign and wonder of the church in our age, the ability to forgive. If we want to be the church, if you want to be the church, you need to forgive.
So, what do we do with Stephen? We follow his example, as he followed Christ’s. Forgiving someone means being a deacon, a servant. It means lowering yourself, setting aside your pride and what you feel are your rights, and choosing the other person’s good. It means dying to yourself and putting what others need in front of your own thoughts and feelings. That is a radical thing in our world! We are so obsessed with being right and holding onto any rights that we believe we have. 
It’s hard to truly forgive someone, but as Christians, we are called to do hard things, to forgive the unforgiveable. Thanks be to God that there is an overwhelmingly small chance that any of us will face death for our beliefs. We will likely never be sinned against to the level that Stephen was. If there was anyone who deserved to withhold forgiveness, to ask for vengeance, it was Stephen, and yet he did not curse them with his final breath. Instead, he forgave them, he prayed for them. 
We may not face death at the hands of another, but we have all been sinned against and will be sinned against again. We have faced slander, lies, betrayal, and we have been taken advantage of. Others have and will hurt the ones that we love. The world, the devil, and your own sinful nature want to stoke the fire of anger in your heart. They want you to hate and hold grudges or, just as dangerous, just as deadly, they want you to write off and ignore those who have hurt you, pretend as if they don’t exist.
Christ forgave those who nailed Him to the cross. Stephen forgave those who were crushing his bones with stones. You can and must forgive those who have hurt you. Forgiveness is the greatest wonder of the church; it is the heart of the church. Forgiveness is the heart of the church because it is through the forgiveness of sins that Christ won for us on the cross that we enter into the church. In the waters of Holy Baptism, that forgiveness is breathed into us by the Holy Spirit. We are now called to be like Stephen, to be full of Grace, to preach God’s Word to those around us, and to forgive those who sin against us.
We are called to forgive others because Christ forgave us. That is how the church grows, that is how the body of Christ grows, through forgiveness. 
In the name of Jesus, Amen. 
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