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Acts 7:51-60  51 "You stiff-necked people, with uncircumcised hearts and ears! You are just like your fathers: You always resist the Holy Spirit!  52 Was there ever a prophet your fathers did not persecute? They even killed those who predicted the coming of the Righteous One. And now you have betrayed and murdered him--  53 you who have received the law that was put into effect through angels but have not obeyed it."  54 When they heard this, they were furious and gnashed their teeth at him.  55 But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, looked up to heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God.  56 "Look," he said, "I see heaven open and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God."  57 At this they covered their ears and, yelling at the top of their voices, they all rushed at him,  58 dragged him out of the city and began to stone him. Meanwhile, the witnesses laid their clothes at the feet of a young man named Saul.  59 While they were stoning him, Stephen prayed, "Lord Jesus, receive my spirit."  60 Then he fell on his knees and cried out, "Lord, do not hold this sin against them." When he had said this, he fell asleep.

Summary from last week (32)
God’s saint must be able to find a spiritual message in the midst of the darkness of complaints. How noisy the sounds of complaints are! In order to separate the voice of silent truth from the noisy sounds, we must enter into a secret room and constantly have intimacy with God.  Sometimes, we need to distinguish between right and wrong from complaints, yet eventually nothing but human pride remains from arguments and fights. God wants to minister to us with His word and prayer in the midst of people’s complaints. He leads us to see the root of our deep lustful desire for good and evil and furthermore, to experience the power of Christ who conquered the root of the curse and death in the midst of people’s complaints. God purposely allows resentful situations in our lives so that our eyes are continuously focused on the most important ministry, that is our intimate walk with God.  While having intimacy with God, we will find that those noisy complaints will be quieted down according to His way.  We will start listening more closely to the true voice of the Holy Spirit. The more we receive the ministry of the word and prayer from God, the more we will realize God’s clear and specific message during our confusion and turmoil caused by those complaints. He loves us so much. He wants to make us stronger in truth. When we realize Christ’s perfection in us in spite of our imperfection, true repentance and restoration will take place in our lives.  Satan always draws our attention to others’ faults and causes us to solve all things through humanistic methods. The power of the gospel isn’t about problem-solving. It is about discovering God’s predestined provision in the midst of the problems permitted by God and enjoying true freedom in Christ.

The task of a “deacon” is to “assist” God’s fellow workers for the sake of the evangelism of the gospel. God entrusted the same ministry of the word and prayer to deacons with all the authority of heaven and earth coming from Jesus Christ.  The Holy Spirit is called “Helper” to witness the true message of the gospel through cooperation with the will of God the Father and God the Son. In the same way, we who are called to be “deacons” should work together in one faith and carry forth the same vision given by Christ striving to witness the true message of the gospel to the world. 

"You stiff-necked people, with uncircumcised hearts and ears! You are just like your fathers: You always resist the Holy Spirit!  

In the history of the bible, we can see there are two kinds of people from a spiritual perspective. All people are either “righteous” or “wicked” before God’s eyes. Who are the righteous? They are the ones who are  justified by Christ’s perfect righteousness through God’s grace. On the contrary, the wicked ones always stand against these righteous people. All the righteousness produced by human efforts and works is considered to be “unrighteousness” from God’s perspective. It is because the nature of human righteousness is based on our lustful desire for good and evil. It always looks for fulfillment through self-ambition and self-glory. Therefore, when we interpret and keep the law of God with our human righteous standards, we make ourselves the most unrighteous and wickedest people in God’s eyes. The cross event testified to this truth. When Jesus, the perfect and the most righteous person came to earth, the people who believed themselves to be the most righteous killed Him. Not knowing God’s righteousness is sin, yet interpreting God’s righteousness according to one’s own taste and, even more, standing against the real righteousness of God can never be forgiven.  “And so I tell you, every sin and blasphemy will be forgiven men, but the blasphemy against the Spirit will not be forgiven.  32 Anyone who speaks a word against the Son of Man will be forgiven, but anyone who speaks against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven, either in this age or in the age to come” (Matt. 12:31-32).

“Stiff-necked”(“skleros”-fierce, hard + “trakhayols”-throat, neck, life < “skelos”-leaness ~ “skolops” : thorn + “trecho” – run, have course) points to “a condition when one can’t run a race desired by God due to the leanness of his life.” “Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us” (Heb. 12:1). These stiff-necked people can’t run the race of life directed by God.
In the depth of our hearts, there are ungodly attributes like hard, wicked, stubborn, and crooked thorns. When snake gets angry and tries to attack, its neck becomes stiff and its teeth are ready to blow out poison. In the same way, when we get so angry and harbor evil, our neck becomes stiff.  We start blowing out words that act like poison. That is the sign of our sin and death. “3 For your hands are stained with blood, your fingers with guilt. Your lips have spoken lies, and your tongue mutters wicked things.  4 No one calls for justice; no one pleads his case with integrity. They rely on empty arguments and speak lies; they conceive trouble and give birth to evil.  5 They hatch the eggs of vipers and spin a spider's web. Whoever eats their eggs will die, and when one is broken, an adder is hatched” (Isa.59:3-5).  The law of God reveals the reality of this deep darkness in us. When this evil darkness in us is concealed instead of being revealed, we become an instrument of Satan, that is like “a stiff-necked” person entrapped in legalism, mysticism, and religion. This “stiff-necked” condition can be healed only by the power of the blood of the cross. Christ’s new life must enter into our hearts and renew our spirit. Let us remember what God has done for us through Christ. He gave us “a face of an angel”(a messenger who carries the message of truth) in Christ. Let us hold onto this amazing truth.

Who are those “with uncircumcised hearts and ears?” They are “the law-keepers” and the “Pharisees” who boasted of their physical circumcision as a righteous sign. Circumcision is a sign of God’s covenant. It was practiced to remind His people of God’s redemptive covenant for their salvation.  It symbolizes the work of the Holy Spirit who would circumcise our hearts. “The LORD your God will circumcise your hearts and the hearts of your descendants, so that you may love him with all your heart and with all your soul, and live” (Deut.30:6). “A man is not a Jew if he is only one outwardly, nor is circumcision merely outward and physical.  29 No, a man is a Jew if he is one inwardly; and circumcision is circumcision of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the written code. Such a man's praise is not from men, but from God: (Rom.2:28-29). Anyone can have a physical circumcision. But circumcision of the heart is only possible through God’s grace.  The sons of the devil who do not know this mystery boast of their physical circumcision as a mark of their righteousness.  Circumcision symbolizes death as skin is cut around and blood is shed. It symbolizes the work of the Holy Spirit who puts all of our rotten soul corrupted by the lustful desire for good and evil to death with Christ’s death on the cross.  We do not know the reality of our false and rotten image because we are totally depraved and spiritually blind from our birth. Even if we know the reality, we can’t fix the spiritual problem with our own strength. Only through God’s grace, we can come out of the evil darkness.  “Circumcision of the heart” begins with an experience of brokenness in our hearts. God purposely leads His people into various hardships and sufferings because only the true grace of Christ is discovered on the way. As we walk through the deep valley of darkness, we will realize that Christ’s brokenness and death on the cross completely conquered all of our unrighteousness. Without knowing this mystery of the work of Christ, our Christian living may reinforce our stiff-necked hearts and make us hypocrites who boast of circumcision of our body instead of circumcision of the heart. Then, we will naturally become ones who resist “the Holy Spirit” (“higios phenuma”- pure word, holy truth). Not knowing the truth is a sin, yet “resisting”(“antipipto” – to fall upon, oppose) truth is more wicked sin and even more, a spiritual crime because one may lose their footing and fall to death through our incorrect preaching and teaching the word. Stephen testified to the wicked sin of the people of Israel who had continuously killed God’s prophets and messengers with their lustful and selfish knowledge of Gods’ word. They strongly believed that they knew and kept the word well, yet eventually persecuted and murdered the all of the righteous ones sent from God.  Most people have this kind of sinful inclination which tries to kill the real righteous ones with their own righteousness. But by God’s grace, our sinful inclination was demolished by the power of the cross and as a result, we could possess God’s righteousness.
 
 “But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, looked up to heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God.  56 "Look," he said, "I see heaven open and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God”(vv.55-56)
When those unrighteous people heard the message from Stephen, they felt their hearts being “cut”(“diaprio” – to saw asunder, to exasperate). However, that “cutting” of their hearts didn’t cause them to repent but instead reinforced their stubbornness and lustful desire for good and evil.  When Peter preached previously, three thousand people also felt “cutting” to their hearts. But this “cutting”(“katanusso”: to agitate violently >  ”katanuxis” (sensation as of the limbs asleep, slumber) was a divine sensation that led them to true repentance for their sins. When the word of God is heard, some get angry as their lustful desire for good and evil is reinforced whereas others repent as their lustful bondage is dismantled. It is because God’s grace’s intervenes making that distinction. “As it is written: ‘God gave them a spirit of stupor, eyes so that they could not see and ears so that they could not hear, to this very day’” (Rom.11:8).  Those who didn’t have the intervention of God’s grace in their lives became so angry at Stephen’s message that they tried to stone him to death. When truth was proclaimed, the sons of the devil became violent in desperation. They tried to gather all of their power to stop the message of the man of God. In spite of their severe persecution, Stephen wasn’t agitated or shaken but instead became filled with the Holy Spirit as he was  seeing the glory of God and Jesus Christ standing at the right hand of God.  At the moment of his death, Stephen’s eyes were opened spiritually, and he saw the gates of heaven wide open.  He saw “heavens”(“uranos”: where truth is, true sons of God are), his final destination where the people of God’s kingdom reside. He saw Jesus Christ who died on the cross now standing as the Son of God and accepts him as God’s son. He knew his death would be like that of Jesus’. This glorious reality made him surpass the fear of death. The people around Stephen were only interested in filling their ambition. They had to remove him. They believed they were doing right thing. However, from God’s perspective, Stephen’s death was allowed by God’s predestined plan. God permitted the devil’s attack in order to bring him up to heaven. God’s sovereign power rules over man’s ambitious and selfish intent. The all saints’ death will be a glorious death in the Lord like this way. We should live in the Lord and for the Lord for this very moment. “If we live, we live to the Lord; and if we die, we die to the Lord. So, whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord”(Rom.14:8). Stephen’s death seems to be a very cursed incident from the human perspective, yet it was indeed a divine death, predestined by the Lord. Stephen’s heart was probably filled with so much thanksgiving because of God’s calling him as a “deacon”(God’s messenger) and using him so powerfully to witness to the truth so boldly through the power of the Holy Spirit. He had no time to think of pain in the flesh at the moment of his death. He was overwhelmed with God’s great compassion and filled with thanksgiving for the gospel. “For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers,  39 neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord”(Rom.8:38-39).
In order for us to know this unchangeable agape love of God, many good and bad incidents are allowed in our lives with God’s permission. Our true thanksgiving comes from knowing the fact that God is bearing the fruit of life in our life. In addition, He established us as “deacons”(God’s messengers) who can also bear the same life-giving fruit through the power of the Holy Spirit.  He is the author of our life and makes His great story live through us. Therefore, we can thank God for everything in all situations. We should be so grateful for all of our  physical blessings. But let us remember that God has given an immutable spiritual blessing to us in Christ. That blessing was predestined even before creation.  We gained and discovered our new amazing status and authority through Christ. No one can take this away from us whatsoever. 


“While they were stoning him, Stephen prayed, "Lord Jesus, receive my spirit."  60 Then he fell on his knees and cried out, "Lord, do not hold this sin against them." When he had said this, he fell asleep.” (vv.59-60)
Stephen walked the same path Jesus did at the end of His life. He was martyred with the mind of Christ. His saying, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them” was the same words spoken by Jesus on the cross at the very last moment of his life (Luke 23:34: “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing”). What did Stephen realize when he suffered severe pain and persecution due to his preaching of the gospel message? He was gone, but Christ who united with him remained at the end. He died as Christ. This is the true thanksgiving and true death of God’s saint.

Conclusion
Let us give true thanks to God during this season of Thanksgiving. We are weak and still living in sin, yet God faithfully bears the fruit of truth in our life through His unconditional grace and irresistible love.  There have been many happy, sad, or troubling incidents this year. Everything was permitted by God for the benefit of His saints. By His grace, we can find the message of truth in all situations. Everything was earned through the process of faith so that we can be a “Christ” by realizing that the old “I” is gone, and the new “I” has come. Today, we will have a “Deacon Appointment.” God has already called you as “Deacons”(messengers, assistants of the gospel) before creation. As we realize this amazing reality and calling, we give thanks to the Lord with a grateful heart.  We are all fruit borne of God. God will continually bear the true fruit of abundant life through God’s chosen deacons. Let us truly give thanks to God for everything because the message of life is revealed in the gospel in all situations. All of our hardships and sufferings are special signs of God for us to be with Him more closely and remain with Him in truth. We all are called to witness and reveal the glory of Christ alone in our life. Someday we will face the same hour of death Stephen experienced. At the last moment of our days, the gates of heaven will be opened wide. And all of God’s people and angels standing with Christ will welcome us enthusiastically. We have a predestined and immutable future waiting for us. Let us greatly enjoy this truth and give great thanksgiving to God during this season of thanksgiving. 
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