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Guide us, O God, by your Word and Spirit, that in your light we may see light, in your truth find freedom, and in your will discover your peace, through Jesus Christ, our Lord. AMEN.
(SLIDE) There is something strange about the testimony of Stephen. When we hear someone give a testimony, we usually expect them to tell us about what God did. "I was lost, and God found me"... "I was struggling, and God carried me"... "I prayed, and God answered"... "I was sick, and God healed me"...
And those are great testimonies. We've heard some of them already this summer, and we've seen the power and majesty of God at work in all of you. We should tell those stories, often, with courage and confidence. 
But Stephen's testimony is different. Because if Stephen were standing here in my place before you today, and he told us his story... he couldn't tell us about how God got him out of trouble. Because God didn't. 
He could not tell us how the angry crowd eventually calmed down. Because they didn't. He couldn't tell us how everyone heard his sermon and repented and then thousands came to God just like Peter at Pentecost. Because they didn't. 
In fact, Stephen couldn't even stand before us and tell us what he saw God accomplish through him... because Stephen didn't live that long. Stephen's testimony ends with stones hitting the ground, with a young Christian falling to his knees. It ends with Stephen crying out:
(SLIDE) Lord Jesus, receive my spirit. Do not hold this sin against them.
And then he dies. That's his testimony. At first glance, it may not seem like much at all except Stephen's testimony teaches us something that perhaps we desperately need to remember: a testimony isn't only the story of what God has done for us, it is also the story of why we continue trusting Him. 
If Stephen were here, I think he'd summarize his testimony in four words: (SLIDE) Jesus was worth it. 
We are introduced to the man very suddenly in Acts 6, a man full of faith and the Holy Spirit. We aren't told where he grew up, who his parents were, when he became a Follower of Christ, his age, if he has a family. Luke tells us only what mattered: Stephen was full of faith and the Spirit.
Stephen was doing great wonders and signs among the peoples, and so is also described as a man full of grace and power. That's when the opposition comes in. People begin to argue with Stephen and yet Acts 6:10 tells us that they could not contend with his wisdom and the Spirit with which he spoke. 
So they bring up false witnesses and drag Stephen before a council. We know how those go, am I right? They give Stephen a chance to speak and he gives them a Bible lesson, and that's basically Acts 7 almost entirely. 
Abraham, Joseph, Moses, the wilderness, the tabernacle, the Temple. Dude is giving a total history lesson while on trial - and you might wonder why. It's because Stephen understood the story he belonged to. 
(SLIDE of each) Joseph... rejected by his brothers. Moses... rejected by his own people. The prophets? Forget about it! Stephen knew that being rejected didn't mean he was necessarily wrong, and suffering didn't necessarily mean God had abandoned him. Stephen knew his Scriptures well enough to see what was happening around him. 
We Christians tend to believe, for some reason, when we begin believing that life will just be dandy. If I do what God wants, everything will be sunshine and roses. If I'm obedient, people will understand. But Scripture never promises that. 
Sometimes, obedience opens doors... and sometimes obedience closes them. Sometimes obedience brings encouragement... and sometimes it bring opposition. And Stephen understood this: difficulty doesn't mean you're outside of the will of God. Sometimes, difficulty comes precisely because you're standing where God has called you to stand. 
In Acts 7:51, Stephen's history lesson gets personal, he brings up this gem... (SLIDE) "You stiff-necked people, uncircumcised in heart and ears, you always resist the Holy Spirit". This man isn't winning any popularity contests here... Stephen goes on to tell them...
Your ancestors rejected God's messengers, persecuted prophets, and you're doing the same thing. God even sent the Messiah and you reject HIM! (PAUSE) Now... There comes a moment in every Christian's life where they have to ask themselves a tough question (SLIDE): will I protect myself, or will I testify of Christ. 
Stephen knew the power this council held, he knew whom he was standing before, he knew what could happen to him. He wasn't rude, he doesn't go looking for arguments or teach us to do that. But, Stephen chooses Christ. THAT is testimony. It's not simply saying "God has been good to me"... it's being willing to say "Jesus Christ is Lord" even when the room doesn't want to hear it.
If Stephen were here today speaking he would say: I knew they hated what I was saying, I knew they didn't want to hear it, I knew what they did to Jesus and could do the same to me, but if Jesus really was the Son of God and He really did rise from the grave then there wasn't anything more important I could tell them than this.
Church! There is a lesson here (SLIDE) The Gospel is worth speaking! (EM up&down) Not arrogantly, not cruelly, not as though we are better than anyone else... but clearly! Jesus Christ came into this world to save sinners - He died upon the cross - He rose from the grave - Eternal life and forgiveness are found in Him! (Can I get an Amen! MOAR)
These truths enrage the council. No surprise there. But there's this beautiful moment in verses 54 and 55. The council is enraged, so much so they grind their teeth at Stephen. But then (SLIDE) Full of the Holy Spirit, he gazed into heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God.
Think about it. Stephen is surrounded by enemies, people are shouting, furious, within moments they're going to drag him outside the city and begin picking up stones. Everything around Stephen screams: You're alone. And then Stephen looks up... and he isn't. Jesus is there. 
I imagine Stephen would say to us: They thought I was alone, but I wasn't. They thought they had taken everything from me. They could take my freedom. They could take my reputation. They could even take my life. But they couldn't take Christ from me. And when I looked up and saw Him, I knew. (SLIDE SLOW) Jesus was worth it.
And wouldn't you know it, Acts 7:58 tells us someone we know is there. Saul. Saul who would become Paul. Remember, Paul's testimony is that he would cast his lot for Followers of Christ to be put to death... and here he is... doing exactly that, not knowing it wouldn't be long until he, too, would come to know Jesus very well. 
Acts 8 and 9 are where Saul converts. Stephen never sees that. Saul becomes Paul, and begins writing letters. Stephen never reads those. Paul travels, and establishes Christian communities and builds them up. Stephen never gets to visit them. 
That might be one of the most important parts about Stephen's testimony... we humans - we like results. We like knowing that what we did mattered. We want to know if anyone listened, did anyone change, did the sermon work, did the ministry grow, did the seed I plant grow at all? Stephen (PAUSE)... didn't get to see the results. 
He preached, they rejected him. He testified, they killed him. End of story... for Stephen. It's never the true end because God was and is still working... Stephen simply didn't get to see it. You, who pray for someone for years and years and years but haven't seen anything happen. (SLIDE) Be faithful. 
You who have tried to teach your children or grand children about Christ and wondering if it stuck (POINT) Be faithful. You who have spoken to someone about Jesus and they didn't respond (POINT) Be faithful.
You who have served quietly and wondered whether anyone has noticed (POINT) Be faithful! You who have planted seeds and haven't seen anything grow (POINT) BE FAITHFUL! Because you don't know what God is writing in the next chapter! Stephen didn't! He died in Acts 7 but God was already preparing Acts 8... and Acts 9... and the letter to the Ephesians... and Galatians... and... Revelation. He was already preparing all of it. Even this day.
Be faithful (PAUSE) because (SLIDE) Jesus is worth it. 

