Saving Death <slide 1>
Punchline: Christ and Stephen both died to save those who were killing them.  Saul (who became Paul) was watching and approved of Stephen’s stoning.  And yet through his death, Saul first hears the good news of Christ and is later converted.  Are we willing to die for the chance that our enemies might find God?  Or even our neighbors?

1) Stephen’s death has many similarities with Jesus’ (Q&A) <slide 2>
a. Executed by Jewish leaders

b. For blasphemy

c. Asked God to forgive those who were killing them

d. Asked God to receive his spirit

e. Converted the one killing him (Saul/Paul and the centurion)

2) This last one, “converted someone in the audience” <Slide 3>
a. Who is this Saul guy?

b. => Saul was the one who was responsible for Stephen’s death.  He was the head-honcho who was persecuting Christians.  Did Stephen curse him?  No.  What did Stephen do?  He preached the good news to him and even with his last breath, he asked for God’s forgiveness on him.  Stephen was willing to die for the very people who killed him, so that they might find grace.  This may be the first time Saul is hearing a Christian preach (he had persecuted many, but we don’t know if he heard them testify) and we know that Saul did find God’s grace.  Jesus was also willing to die for the very people who killed him, so they might find grace.  And so we are called to give up our lives for the very people who would kill us, so they might find grace.

We might find it hard to believe that our enemies would ever be converted.  Some of them might be full of hatred, some might be longing for revenge, some might be hardened by religious extremism, some might be greedy…how could God ever reach these people?  “You can’t negotiate with terrorists.”  Every single thing in this world that we produce as a reason that God’s grace cannot reach someone…has already been overcome by God’s grace in the bible.  Just look at Saul – basically a terrorist killing Christians because of their religion.  And yet, Stephen gave his life so that Saul might be saved.

=> I realize that this is a bold challenge that none of us, myself included, are ready to take on.  That’s okay.  It doesn’t change our calling, but we have to slowly live into it.

3) But first step and most important step is love
a. Jesus told us to love our neighbors, love our enemies, love those who persecute us, love the Lord, love one another as he has loved us

b. Are we really willing to love our enemies (not just be kind to them, but really love them)?  Do we really want God’s grace to be upon our enemies?

c. If we get to heaven and Saddam Hussein is there, forgiven, and worshipping at the feet of Jesus will we be joyful?  Or angry?

d. If we get to heaven and it’s full of murderers, thieves, terrorists, drunkards, child molesters, adulterers, rapists and criminals, how will we feel?

e. Like Stephen, like Jesus, do we really want our enemies to hear the good news? Do we really want them to be saved?  Do we really want them to find grace?  Do we want the people who would steal from the church or in the church to repent and be forgiven?  As we say in the Lord’s Prayer, are we really willing to forgive others as we have been forgiven?

Someone once told me that keeping resentment is like drinking poison and waiting for the other guy to die.  <slide 4> And the only way out of the trap – the only way to truly break the power of the grudge, the only way to reconcile with an enemy is the way that Stephen chose and the way that Jesus chose – to pray for them and serve them.  And the miraculous thing – is that when we are willing to do this, not only will we be better Christians, better people, and happier and more at peace – we will actually save our enemies.  Through us, they will find God’s grace and will be transformed by God.

<Slide 5> So your homework this week is to think of someone that could be your enemy – maybe it’s someone at the office that annoys you, maybe it’s someone who made fun of you in grade school and you haven’t seen in 50 years, maybe it’s your ex’s new spouse, maybe it’s someone who mugged you 10 years ago, maybe it’s someone you see on the news…pray for that person and serve that person.  And I don’t mean pray like the Pharisees: “God show this person how wrong they are and how right I am.”  Pray that God would bless them abundantly with his grace and would use me to bless that person abundantly.

Brothers and sisters in Christ, every week we pray, “forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors.”  Stephen died so that God might save the ones killing him.  And God did.  Christ died so that God might save the ones killing him.  And God did.  <slide 6> Who are we bold enough to die for, so we might save them?  Because God will.

