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THE STORY BEHIND THE STORIES
(Acts 7:1-16)

TEXT:  
SUBJECT:  
F.C.F:  What are all the Bible stories really about?
PROPOSITION:  Since Christ is the end of the Bible, we must glorify him.
INTRODUCTION:


A.  When I was in seminary I had a friend there who was going to become a pastor after serving a full term in the military.  Consequently he was a bit older and had high school aged sons.  He lived in a suburb of Chicago which was almost exclusively Jewish, and when his sons went to public school it was public (Jewish) high school.  In class one day, the subject happened to turn to several stories from the Old Testament.  My friend’s son joined in the conversation and actually knew the stories in more detail than his Jewish classmates.  His friends were amazed, and a bit annoyed.  They complained, “Those are OUR stories.  You are Christian and should know your stories about Jesus.  You shouldn’t know our stories.”  


But of course the Old Testament is for Christians as well.  Those stories are our stories, too.  And there are many beloved stories that are well known:  Adam and Eve, Noah’s Ark, Abraham and Sarah, Moses and the exodus through the Red Sea, Samson the strong man, David and Goliath.  


B.  Now the question is this:  what do all these stories mean? Are they merely a collection of interesting, unrelated morality tales, like Aesop’s fables, or is there a larger story that binds them together.  Is there a single story running through all the stories, and how does that relate to your story and your life?  


In Acts 7 we find Stephen on trial for his life.  The reason he is facing a possible death sentence is because of his declaration that the stories of the Old Testament meant something other than the popular belief of the day.  The Jewish leaders had been teaching that it was all about the Temple, a sort of good luck charm, God’s presence in that holy building.  And it was all about the Law, the customs of Moses, God’s gift to the Jews because they alone were worthy and could keep the Law.  


C.  Stephen was claiming that the point of it all was not the Temple and the Law, but the One to whom the Temple and the Law pointed.  They were not ends in themselves, but they found their end or goal in Jesus Christ whom they foretold.  


D.  Jesus Christ is the story behind the stories.  In his defense, Stephen points this out by reminding them of their most famous stories, their founding fathers and national heroes.  He gives the better, truer understanding of them.  In our text for this morning we look at two of the patriarchs, the early fathers of Israel, Abraham and Joseph.  We find two themes that Stephen will continue to develop on his tour of Jewish history, themes that touch us today.  According to 2 Timothy 3:16-17, “16  All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, 17  that the man of God may be competent, equipped for every good work.”  So let’s be taught, reproved, corrected, trained, and equipped.  

I.  GOD IS WITH HIS PEOPLE.


A.  The Jewish leaders of Stephen’s day insisted upon the centrality of the Temple.  Stephen was accused of speaking against the Temple.  So Stephen begins his defense by demonstrating that the father of their nation never visited the Temple, but rather God met him wherever he was in the wide world.    

1 ¶  And the high priest said, “Are these things so?” 2  And Stephen said:  

“Brothers and fathers, hear me. The God of glory appeared to our father Abraham when he was (worshiping in the Temple in Jerusalem.  Is that what it says?  No,)  in Mesopotamia, before he lived in Haran, 3  and said to him, ‘Go out from your land and from your kindred and go into the land that I will show you.’”  God first met with the Father of their nation when he was nowhere near the Promised Land.  In fact, once he got there, he never took possession of any of it.  It was a future promise to his offspring.  If the Temple and the holy city of Jerusalem are so significant that one dare not speak against them, then how is it that the father of their nation rightly worshiped God without either of them.  

B.  We find the same thing with Joseph.  Joseph spent most of his life in the wrong place.  At a young age he was waylaid by his brothers and sold into slavery to Egypt.  9  “And the patriarchs, jealous of Joseph, sold him into Egypt; but God was with him….”  How could God be with Joseph when he not only did not have the Temple, but was in the wrong country altogether? In fact, God greatly blessed Joseph while he was in the wrong country, and Egypt, the wrong country was also the place where God delivered his people from famine.  “9  “And the patriarchs, jealous of Joseph, sold him into Egypt; but God was with him 10  and rescued him out of all his afflictions and gave him favor and wisdom before Pharaoh, king of Egypt, who made him ruler over Egypt and over all his household. 11  Now there came a famine throughout all Egypt and Canaan, and great affliction, and our fathers could find no food. 12  But when Jacob heard that there was grain in Egypt, he sent out our fathers on their first visit. 13  And on the second visit Joseph made himself known to his brothers, and Joseph’s family became known to Pharaoh. 14  And Joseph sent and summoned Jacob his father and all his kindred, seventy-five persons in all. 15  And Jacob went down into Egypt, and he died, he and our fathers, 16  and they were carried back to Shechem and laid in the tomb that Abraham had bought for a sum of silver from the sons of Hamor in Shechem.”  

Stephen was giving them the true and correct understanding of their own national history.  He was challenging their false beliefs.  And in doing so he calls to our attention the grand, glorious biblical theme that God dwells with his people.  We see this at both ends of the Bible.  In the beginning, in Genesis, God prepared a garden for the crown of his creation, perfectly suited for their needs.  And God came to them and walked among them.  God was with his people.  Because of our first parents’ sin and rebellion, they were banned from the garden and lost this close fellowship with God.  And all through the Bible God held out the promise to those who trusted him that someday there would come a restoration, and he would be their God and they would be his people.  But now on the other end of the Bible, it is wonderfully restored:  “3 And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their God.”  (Revelation 21) 

This reconciliation was accomplished by the Son of God in the person of Jesus Christ, who was called Immanuel which means “God with us.”  In Christ God came once again and dwelt among his people to rescue and save them from their sins.  And now, in the church, the Corpus Christi, the Body of Christ, God dwells in our midst through his Holy Spirit.  


C.  There are so many applications to this truth that it’s hard to know where to begin, so I’ll begin very personally.


1.  This is what you are truly yearning for.  You are longing for the Garden, the city of God, true fellowship with him and living in covenant faithfulness with his people.  This is why you were made, and you will ever be restless until you find your true resting in reconciliation with God through Jesus Christ.  Satan is throwing everything he has at you to distract you from this.  He leads you to believe that you really want excitement or entertainment or the enjoyment of worldly pleasures.  You know how you drift toward the easy, the leisurely, that which brings you diversion and distraction.  But you are yearning for union with God, God dwelling with you in the midst of his people in fellowship and love.  You are under his terrible curse until you surrender and submit to him through faith in Christ.  


2.  And similarly, we should note well that Palestine was not the Promised Land.  This was a fundamental mistake they were making, and Stephen called them on it.  The patriarchs met God outside of the Promised Land and never possessed a foot of it.  They understood that Palestine was not the true goal, nor is any place on earth.  They lived as aliens and strangers here, and so should we.  The fact is that none of us will receive anything more than a burial plot, if we even get that here.  What are you working for?  What are you devoting your life to achieve?  A better place in the cemetery? A taller headstone? Be sure you understand that that is all the inheritance you will receive in this world.  Much better to spend your strength preparing for the world to come.  


3.  And we also learn that the geography is not important, the buildings are not important, the property is not important.  What is important is the people.  God does not meet with buildings.  He meets with his people, wherever they are.  People are the priority.  The magnificent Temple in Jerusalem was destroyed in 70 A.D.  It has never been rebuilt.  But no matter, for the temple on earth was never truly a building.  It is the Body of Christ.  Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 3:  “16  Do you not know that you (plural) are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you? 17 If anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him. For God’s temple is holy, and you are that temple.”   The Temple which we must protect and build up is the people of God.  Our Session has recognized the priority of this Temple, and we now structure our meetings around this priority.  We have divided the congregation into care groups among the ruling elders, and we begin each meeting by noting special concerns and praying for God’s people.  We move next to consider the program of the church, because that most closely affects the people.  And lastly we consider the property, partly because we have entrusted that to the deacons, and partly because it is our lowest priority.  


God is with his people.  This is the warm, hopeful, glorious message of the Gospel.  But…

II. THE WORLD IS AGAINST HIS PEOPLE.


This is the second theme that runs as an undercurrent in Stephen’s message:  the opposition and persecution of the world.  This, too, is evident in the lives of the patriarchs Abraham and Joseph.  

A.  For Abraham, it was not so much opposition that he experienced in the world, but Stephen recalls God’s promise of persecution from the nations of the world.  “6  And God spoke to this effect—that his offspring would be sojourners in a land belonging to others, who would enslave them and afflict them four hundred years. 7  ‘But I will judge the nation that they serve,’ said God, ‘and after that they shall come out and worship me in this place.’”

Much of the early life of God’s people was spent in the wrong place.  But even more, they were four hundred years under the affliction of the world.  The world opposes God.  But as a natural consequence it opposes God’s purposes and his people.  The wicked cannot strike against God himself, so they lash out to harm God’s people.  And we should always expect such opposition from the world.  Please be wise, and be careful.  The great carriers of culture, the media, movies, television, popular music, these are no friends of God.  They do not carry the virtues and values of heaven, but are completely worldly.  We may and should understand our times to be able to relate to worldly people.  But we must be careful that we are not swept away by the powerful current of the worldly culture.  


B.  And yet more surprising is when the opposition comes from within the formal fellowship of the people of God.  Joseph was not hard pressed by the worldly nations, but by his own brothers, the fathers of the twelve tribes.  “9  “And the patriarchs, jealous of Joseph, sold him into Egypt; but God was with him….”  The most dangerous wound is that which comes from friendly fire.  You are prepared for the frontal assault of the enemy, that’s what they do.  That’s what warfare is.  But when the knife is slipped in your back, that’s a wound that will go deep.  


The earliest example of the false church persecuting the true church is found in the story of Cain and Abel. Cain was the false church, worshiping God according to mere human wisdom.  Abel worshiped according to the divine pattern of bloody sacrifice for sin.  Cain became jealous when his offering was rejected and his brother’s was accepted, and he rose up and killed his brother.  Joseph is another example of the same.  They are by no means the last, and it continues to this day.  

C.  And the question you should be asking is whether or not you are on the right side.  That ancient promise to Abraham that God would bless those who bless him and his offspring, and God would curse those who curse him, that promise now rests on his church.  Those who are disruptive of God’s work in the church, or who fail to support God’s work in the church, become destroyers of the church.  And as we have seen in 1 Corinthians 3:17:  “If anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him.” 

I wish I could simply say that all is peace in the world and we may lie on beds of ease until the angels carry us to glory.  But the Bible shakes us awake into the sobering reality that this world is a battleground and the war is never ending until the King returns and all of his enemies are placed under his feet.  So we must rise up, get up, step up, and face up to the truth.  There is no time for resting and sleeping and taking our leisure.  We are at war, and we must be prepared, vigilant and always fighting the good fight with all our might.  

CONCLUSION


God is with his people.  The world is against his people.  


God is gloriously with his people, not in some building, but wherever we may gather.  His kingdom is advancing, which means the dark kingdom must be driven out, routed, overthrown and vanquished.  This is the story that is behind all of the stories.  And is this your story? Are you a part of the story of what God is doing in the world today through the church, the body of his Son?  (   
____________________________________________________________________________________________


