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“DO NOT HOLD THIS SIN AGAINST THEM”

Stephen fell to his knees as the stones crashed against his ruined
body. His attackers had done their cruel work well. Stephen was
dying. | do not know whether the vision he was granted of Jesus
standing at the right hand of the Father (Acts 7:55) continued as
they cast him out of the city and began stoning him. If not, his
dimming sight would have been filled with the malevolent faces of
his murderers. His final statement may indicate this. Regardless, the
statement itself demonstrates a number of important points worth
consideration.

When one carefully considers the situation, Stephen’s final
words become even more striking than at first blush. The “natural
person” (fleshly, sensual, selfish, proud, ungodly. See 1 Corinthians
2:14; Romans 8:7; Jeremiah 6:10) responds to hate with hate,
violence with violence, and anger with anger. Instances where the
“natural person” does not respond in this way tend to be the
exception rather than the rule. To face the moment of an unjust
death at the hands of hateful people with forgiveness in the heart is
foreign to humanity generally. Even if something deep inside the
“natural person” recognizes transcendence in such a heart, they
have long learned to ignore those pesky pricks of conscience God
installed within them.

Yet there is something transcendent in the heart of Stephen. It is
the result of the transformation God works within His people.
(Philippians 2:12-13; Ephesians 3:14-16; 1 Thessalonians 2:13) It
Is a transformation that must be desired and permitted, for God will
not work it apart from our will. This is why we are told to let the
word of Christ dwell in you richly, (Colossians 3:16a) to strive
for...the holiness without which no one will see the Lord, (Hebrews
12:14) and to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and
acceptable to God. (Romans 12:1) Stephen was not the man he had
been before putting on Christ. Perhaps that man had been kind and
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patient, yet he was not so Christ-like before Christ filled his heart
and mind. (Luke 23:34; 1 Peter 2:19-23) Indeed, Christ would have
to fill a heart for it to be so deeply concerned with the souls of its
own executioners.

That Stephen spent the last of his strength appealing on their
behalf makes this even more astounding. What type of person
would do that? Certainly not the humanist. He hates those who
cause him needless pain. Certainly not the agnostic who has refused
to commit to any belief. His cherished skepticism provides only
horrifying doubt at a moment like this. He despises those who have
brought him to it. Certainly not the lukewarm Christian. He never
took it all that seriously. If he does come to this moment (Which is
doubtful. Why would he be willing to die for his “faith”?) his
thoughts will not extend beyond his heart’s own worry. Only the
heart transformed and remade in the image of Jesus Christ is
capable of thinking as Stephen thought. How glorious it is!

Peace and love fill this heart. At the moment of death, it is
confident of its salvation, (Romans 8:1; 1 John 5:13) and wants
others to have it as well, even those who may unjustly take its life.
What an amazing thing! Adam Litmer
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