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Learning from Stephen

BIBLICAL EXAMPLE—Stephen—Acts 7

The topic of forgiveness in Scripture immediately brings to mind the forgiveness of God through Jesus Christ that forms the foundation of our salvation.  The cross provides the perfect example of this forgiveness. 

That said, it is helpful to look at how people in Scripture were able to live out forgiveness in difficult situations.  We think of Joseph who was gracious and forgiving to his brothers who had tricked and tried to murder him (Genesis 50:15-21).  “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives” (Gen 50:20 NIV*).  Another well-known biblical character who forgave is David whom Saul repeatedly threatened to kill.  In spite of having to run and hide out in order to stay alive, David refused to seek revenge against Saul and showed restraint and mercy towards him.

Perhaps a less recognized example of forgiveness is Stephen in Acts 7.  Stephen, described as “a man full of God’s grace and power” (Acts 6:8), was one of seven men chosen to be responsible to meet the physical needs of the growing number of disciples.  Stephen did wonders and miraculous signs among the people (6:8), and therefore, was seized and brought before the Sanhedrin.  In response, Stephen gave a speech that gave a capsule view of history from the Jewish point of view, featuring familiar ancestors such as Abraham, Joseph, Moses and David.  However, at the end of the speech he attacked the Jewish establishment for its treatment of Jesus.  This angered them, and they took him out of the city and began stoning him (7:54-58).

Scripture tells us “While they were stoning him, Stephen prayed, ‘Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.’  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 (Acts 7:59-60).
Stephen’s forgiveness was given in the moments before his death and was reminiscent of Jesus’ plea to the Father to not hold his murderers’ sin against them.  While Stephen wasn’t going to have the opportunity to be tempted to seek revenge or respond unkindly to those who had hurt him, the strength of his forgiveness is found in the fact that under the extreme duress of the moment—the physical and mental pain of being stoned—he was able to ask God to forgive his abusers!!
FORGIVENESS IN OUR LIVES—

Some practical evidences of forgiveness we can see in our lives today are seen in the following “I will” statements:


I will be quick to forgive.


I will not cover up my own wrongs but will be quick to ask for forgiveness..


I will not seek revenge.


I will respond kindly to those who hurt me.


I will not take up offenses for others.

· We know it is God’s will that we forgive others, and that in and of itself is enough to encourage us to be forgiving people.  But there are benefits that we experience when we are forgiving people.  Name some of the benefits of living out the “I Wills”. 

(Possible answers:  stronger, more healthy relationships; clear conscience; less personal stress; more time and energy to focus on other more meaningful activities; good modeling for children, etc.; able to be more vulnerable without fear; etc.)
FORGIVENESS IN MY LIFE THIS WEEK—

Spend a few minutes in personal reflection:

· Ask God to search your heart to see if there is anyone you need to forgive.  Read the I” Wills” to see if there is any area you need to confess and deal with.  Go to God (and to the person involved) and deal with this sin.  Ask a trusted friend to hold you accountable.   







OR

· If God doesn’t reveal a specific area of need (sin) to you, think of a situation in your life in which a lack of forgiveness (either by you or by someone else) damaged someone’s life (yours or someone else’s).  Describe how this situation might have looked if forgiveness had been given.  
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