SERMON FOR THE 5TH SUNDAY OF EASTER

Do not resist the Holy Spirit! 

Acts 6:1-9, 7:2a, 51-60

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the Love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen. 

The text for our sermon today is our First Reading from before, Acts 6:1-9, 7:2a, 51-60: In those days, as the number of the disciples was multiplying, those who spoke Greek brought a complaint against those who spoke Aramaic, that their widows were being neglected in the daily distribution of food. 2 The Twelve called the whole group of disciples together and said, “It is not satisfactory for us to give up the Word of God in order to serve at tables. 3 Brethren, select seven men from among you who have a good reputation, and who are full of the Spirit and wisdom, and we shall put them in charge of this duty. 4 However, we shall devote ourselves to prayer and the ministry of the Word.”

5 The proposal pleased the whole group. So they chose Stephen, a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit, Philip, Prochorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolaus from Antioch, who had previously become a Jew. 6 They placed these men before the apostles, who prayed and laid their hands on them.

7 The Word of God kept on spreading. The number of disciples in Jerusalem was growing very large. Even a large number of the priests were becoming believers, as God wanted them to.

8 Stephen, a man full of God’s grace and power, was working great wonders and miraculous signs among the people. 9 Some men of the Synagogue of the Freedmen, as it was called, men from Cyrene and Alexandria, and men from Cilicia and Asia, rose up to argue with Stephen…

7:2a Stephen answered, “Fellow-Jews and fathers, listen! …

51 “Stubborn people, and uncircumcised in hearts and ears! You are always resisting the Holy Spirit. As your fathers have done it, you are doing it too. 52 Which of the prophets did your fathers not persecute? They killed those who announced that the Righteous One would come, and now you have become the ones who have betrayed and murdered Him. 53 You were the people who received the Law through angels who were directed to transmit it, but you have not kept it.”

54 When they heard these things, they became furious and ground their teeth at him. 55 However, full of the Holy Spirit, he looked intently up to heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. 56 He said, “Look! I see heaven opened and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.”

57 However, they shouted aloud and held their ears shut. They rushed at him with one purpose, 58 threw him out of the city, and began to stone him. The witnesses laid their outer clothes at the feet of a young man named Saul.

59 While they were stoning Stephen he was making an invocation, and saying, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit!” 60 Then he knelt and shouted aloud, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them!” When he had said this, he fell asleep.

Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen. 
Dear friends in Christ,

Some people say misleading things about the seven men who were appointed to serve at tables. These men are sometimes referred to as deacons, yet the office of deacon as it developed in the early church as a clerical office of the Word and continued in the Reformation really has no basis in Acts 6. The church did not appoint those seven men to preach and baptise, but because of the miraculous growth of the Church, help was needed. 
 The twelve Apostles were no longer able to conduct both Word and Sacrament ministry, while at the same time carrying out the charity endeavours of the church. The first reading from last Sunday told us of how the believers would come together and share everything with one another. They would sell their possessions and goods and divide them among them all, as anyone was in need, (Acts 2:44-45). 
The Lord had called the Apostles to Word and Sacrament ministry. After His resurrection, and before His ascension into heaven, Jesus breathed on them, that is, the 11 disciples at that time (Judas had not yet been replaced), and said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit. 23 If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you withhold forgiveness from any, it is withheld,” (John 20: 22-23). Note that Jesus did not breathe on everyone, but only on those 11. This marked the beginning of the Office of the Ministry. Not everyone has this divine call from God to preach the Word and administer the Sacraments, yet there are many other jobs Christians can take on in the work of the church. So it was in our text: In those days, as the number of the disciples was multiplying, those who spoke Greek brought a complaint against those who spoke Aramaic, that their widows were being neglected in the daily distribution of food. The Twelve called the whole group of disciples together and said, “It is not satisfactory for us to give up the Word of God in order to serve at tables. Brethren, select seven men from among you who have a good reputation, and who are full of the Spirit and wisdom, and we shall put them in charge of this duty. However, we shall devote ourselves to prayer and the ministry of the Word.” The proposal pleased the whole group. So they chose Stephen, a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit, Philip, Prochorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolaus from Antioch, who had previously become a Jew. They placed these men before the apostles, who prayed and laid their hands on them.
The Apostles would continue to devote themselves to prayer and preaching – the same role that a called pastor has today, while those seven men would take charge of serving at tables. Today there are many jobs in the church that can be taken up by any layman. 
 Stephen was passionate about his Lord and he was a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit, a man working great wonders and miraculous signs among the people. Now, because of his speaking, Stephen had angered those who completely refused to believe in Jesus Christ. Some men of the Synagogue of the Freedmen, as it was called, men from Cyrene and Alexandria, and men from Cilicia and Asia, rose up to argue with Stephen. These men sought to silence Stephen by charging him with blasphemy of speaking words against Moses and God against the temple and the law. They were still clinging to the Law of Moses, including all of the ceremonial laws. They violated God’s moral law by falsely accusing Stephen. they ﻿set up false witnesses who said, “This man never ceases to speak words against ﻿this holy place and the law, 14 for we have heard him say that this Jesus of Nazareth ﻿will destroy this place and will ﻿change the customs that Moses delivered to us” (Acts 6:13-14). These words remind us of the trial of Christ. Remember then, too, that false witnesses came forward and accused Jesus of blasphemy when Jesus said that He would destroy the temple in three days and rise again. Of course, Jesus was not talking about the temple at Jerusalem - He was talking about His own body. When these people accused Stephen of speaking blasphemous words, he too was not speaking about the temple there in Jerusalem, but was speaking about the temple of Jesus. When Stephen defended the faith before the Greek-speaking Jewish Synagogue of the Freedmen, and others, he was doing what any layman would do when required to give an account of his faith. Stephen recounted the history of the Jews through Scripture - how they had despised the Word of God. He summarised to them, what we now have today as our Old Testament. Stephen compared the Jews of his day to the Jews of long ago, and how they, like their fathers before them, were always resisting the Holy Spirit. Remember the only unforgivable sin is the sin against the Holy Spirit, that is, when one completely and utterly refuses to believe in the risen Lord Jesus Christ. The Jews may have heard the Word of God, but they did not receive it. If they did, then they would have gladly received the prophets and the Lord Himself. But alas, they would not hear the truth, and were still in their sins. Furthermore, they could not bear the gift God had brought Stephen, the gift of Stephen saying, “Look! I see heaven opened and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.”Instead, they shouted aloud and held their ears shut. They rushed at him with one purpose, threw him out of the city, and began to stone him. The witnesses laid their outer clothes at the feet of a young man named Saul. While they were stoning Stephen he was making an invocation, and saying, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit!”

Stephen’s words remind us of Christ dying on the cross. The first word our Lord spoke from His cross was “Father forgive them for they do not know what they do.” As they were stoning Stephen, he made an invocation and said “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit! Then he knelt and shouted aloud, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them!” When he had said this, he fell asleep. Our Lord’s last word from His cross was “Father into your hands I commit my spirit. Having said this, He breathed His last.” 
The witnesses laid their outer clothes at the feet of a young man named Saul. Thus began the persecution of the church. 

There is absolutely no doubt that Stephen suffered for the sake of the gospel. What’s changed today? Although we thank God that we can still worship the Lord in peace, yet, don’t we find Christianity attacked in all forms. Such holy festivals as Christmas are attacked. In fact some people find it rather offensive if you wish them a “Merry Christmas.” Not so many years ago you could walk through public shopping centres and hear sacred Christmas music playing. Not any more, mostly now all you hear is Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer, or Santa Claus is Coming to Town, and so forth. Easter is commercialised, or the real meaning of Easter is forgotten about, even is many so-called Christian churches. The true message of Easter of Christ’s death, and His glorious resurrection and victory over death, the devil and sin isn’t proclaimed.  No, the moment God’s Law is used to turn people from their sins, as Stephen preached, people shout aloud and hold their ears shut! Over the Easter weekend, Easterfest was held at Toowoomba’s Queen’s Park. Do you think any of the people there would have heard of their sin and God’s grace and forgiveness through His Son Jesus Christ? I very much doubt it. Well, maybe some did. Perhaps it came as no surprise though that the event was washed out due to a heavy raincloud that seemed to only fall on the Park. Perhaps divine intervention, maybe? 

There are moves to dismiss religious education from all public schools; moves are afoot to ban chaplains. Can you therefore see that our world today is no better than in Stephen’s day? Where will it all ends. When will people stop resisting the Holy Spirit, turn to the Lord, and repent. 
Dear friends, the time will come when we, like Stephen, will fall asleep. This means, we will die. Death is a horrible time for any unbeliever, for any who have chosen to resist the Holy Spirit. But for us who do not, for us in whom the Holy Spirit has come and made His home, we do not fear. Why? Because we look forward to our day when we too, will see heaven opened and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God. Even as Jesus took Stephen to Himself, so the Lord will gather us and all who have been faithful to Him, and we will sing His praises at the eternal feast. We will sing the praises of Him who died and rose again. We will join with Stephen and all others who have gone before us, and rejoice. Heaven has been open to us on account of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

At His crucifixion, heaven was closed to Jesus, for He had been forsaken by His Father, for our sake. Darkness covered the entire earth. The Lord opened heaven to Stephen, who was about to die for his faith. The Father opened the tomb to show that death had no hold on His Son. The Lord now opens heaven to us. He gives us His holy Word, and the Holy Spirit opens our minds to understand the Scriptures, which have found their fulfilment in Christ. 

May our Lord Jesus Christ come to us today as we continue through this Easter season. We celebrate the resurrected Lord of life, who by His glorious resurrection has opened to us the way of everlasting life. Today we celebrate the life and the Word He gave – the same life and Word which He gave to Stephen. Through our Baptism, the Lord opens heaven to us and gives us His gifts of the forgiveness of sins, eternal life, and salvation. These are most wonderful gifts, freely given from our Lord. It is so easy for us to cast them aside, to mark them ‘return to sender.’ So the warning we have here is: “Do not resist the Holy Spirit.” When you sin confess your sin. Receive the Lord’s forgiveness and absolution, and be assured that heaven has been open for you, and the Son of Man is standing at the right hand of God, waiting to receive you home with Him. Amen.
The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. 

PRAYER FOR THE FIFTH SUNDAY OF EASTER


Almighty God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, You have sent Jesus, Your holy Servant, into the world, not to be served, but to serve, and to give His life to redeem all people.  After He had offered His life as the one sacrifice for all sins for ever, You raised Him from the dead by Your glorious power.  Give us a living faith in Him, so that we may posses the sure hope of eternal life through Him.


We thank You for all Your kindness in our lives.  We praise You for every blessing that You give us, and that Your mercy is never-ending.


We thank You, O Father of all light, for taking away the darkness of our minds and spirits, and for revealing to us Your Word of truth in Jesus Christ.  Pour out Your Spirit on us, that He may continually plant Your Word in our hearts.  Increase our willingness to study the Scriptures, and our understanding of them.


We thank You for the fellowship of believers in Your church.  Keep us all in the unity that the Spirit gives, and in the peace that binds your children together.  Keep us in faith in Christ Jesus, in joyful obedience, and in loyalty to Your infallible Word.  Bless Your church everywhere, protect it from all its enemies, and give it success in all the work that believers do in Jesus’ name.


We thank You for our Christian homes.  Surround every family with the presence and power of the Holy Spirit, that love, peace, forgiveness, comfort, joy, and moral purity may fill their lives.


We thank You, Lord, for the blessings that we enjoy in our rich land.  Defend it, both within and without, from all who would harm it by sin, undermine it by strife and rebellion, or destroy it by war.


Strengthen the faith of those in our midst who are suffering illness, who are bereaved, and who are lonely, or depressed in any other ways.


We thank You for health and healing, education and social joys, friends and companions, and all the beauties and wonders of Your creation.  Fill us with gratitude for Your goodness, and give us opportunities to use what You give us to serve you.


Surround us all with Your love, and finally receive us into perfect, unbroken fellowship with You and our Saviour Jesus Christ.  Hear these prayers in Jesus’ precious name.  Amen.
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