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Introduction 
 Have you ever met someone and in the process of exchanging the standard 
superficial pleasantries they asked you, “So, what’s your story?”  They’re usually 
expecting the extremely condensed version – “I’m a 1st year grad student from California 
in Bioengineering,” or “My family and I live in the Tri-Taylor neighborhood and have 
been working at the Board of Trade for 14 years.”  In some settings like an AA meeting 
or a counseling session it may be called for to tell your story in more detail and explain 
how you were raised in a single parent home where your mom’s boyfriends abused you 
and how you’ve had a string of bad relationships as an adult and a few altercations with 
the law or how you were raised in a strict home and college was the beginning of a series 
of experiments with life that were thrilling at first but have left you feeling confused and 
unsatisfied. 

What story defines you?  Everyone’s identity is wrapped up in their story.  You 
have a story.  If you’re a Christian, your story is not primarily about what degrees you 
have or how much money you make, it’s an intricate tale of how Christ has brought you 
to himself and how he has been weaving all the details of your life (your gifts, your 
talents, your experiences, your failures, your tragedies) together into a beautiful tapestry 
that reflects his glory. 

But our stories are ultimately bigger than just ourselves.  You see, we have our 
personal story, but it’s part of a larger story.  We all subscribe to and live under stories 
like family stories (“My grandfather was killed by Kim Il Sung’s army, but my 
grandmother fled with my father to South Korea and then later my parents came to the 
United States when I was two and opened up a restaurant on Lawrence Ave. and that’s 
where I grew up.”).  We each have an ethnic story.  If you’re Black it involves slavery 
and racism and Jim Crow.  If you’re Jewish it involves the Holocaust.  If you’re Hobin it 
involves the story of how Korea once ruled the world.  There are cultural stories that 
define us to some extent.  If you’re an American you’re defined by the American story – 
Rock-n-roll, Abraham Lincoln, manifest destiny, the Industrial Revolution, George 
Washington, the Pilgrims, the Enlightenment… 

Have you ever thought about this?  You are shaped and identified by a story, 
some of it is assigned to you by birth, but some of it is self-determined.  What’s your 
story, the one that you find gives meaning to your life?  Well, we’re going to look 
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together today at a little bit of the biblical story as we look again at the story of Stephen 
found in Acts.  We saw two weeks ago that Stephen was a man who looked like Jesus in 
his life and in his death.  His story is an inspiring one, prodding us along in the process of 
spiritual formation.  But today we’re going to look more closely at the larger story that 
Stephen lived inside of.  We’re going to look at his defense before the Sanhedrin.  It’s a 
masterful recapitulation of the history of redemption, but told with a pointed jab at the 
people who claimed to be heirs of this heritage.  There’s a lot we can learn from this text, 
but in short what I really want us to get today is just this: The Christian faith involves 
living within a grand, unfolding story of redemption… and rebellion.  And the 
question is, “What part will you play in the story?” 
 
But first, let’s pray… 
 
The Christian Meta-Narrative 
 We all know that in Western culture as a whole familiarity with the Bible is 
rapidly declining, right?  Have you watched Jeopardy lately?  It’s sad because it’s making 
it nearly impossible for people to read and understand great works of English literature 
written before 1950 that are filled with biblical allusions and metaphors.  A few years 
ago, Jay Leno on his late-night show “asked people how much they knew about the 
Bible.  ‘Name one of the Ten Commandments,’ he asked.  A hand went up: ‘God helps 
those who help themselves?’  Leno went on: ‘Name one of the apostles.’  No answer.  
But when he asked his audience to name the four Beatles, the names ‘George, Paul, John, 
and Ringo’ flew from the crowd.”1  That’s the broader culture we live in today.  That’s to 
be expected.  The death of “Christendom” is not all bad. 
 But what about in the church?  Christians know the Bible’s story-line, right?  
Well, one professor at a well-known evangelical college (I won’t say which one) told of a 
little experiment he conducted.  He polled incoming freshmen to see how conversant they 
were with biblical content.  Remember: this is considered the premier evangelical 
college; these are the crème-de-le-crème of Protestant evangelical youth groups; 
committed believers.  Here’s what he found:  “When asked to complete a test in which a 
series of biblical events must be placed in order, our students returned surprising results.  
One-third of the freshmen could not put the following in order: Abraham, the Old 
Testament prophets, the death of Christ, and Pentecost.  Half could not sequence: Moses 
in Egypt, Isaac’s birth, Saul’s death, and Judah’s exile.”2 
 If you’ve been a Christian for over two years, how well would you do?  Do you 
have a good feeling for the flow of redemptive history given in the Bible?  Do you know 
who Noah was?  Who was Abraham?  Who were his kids?  His grandkids?  Who were 
the patriarchs?  Can you pick up the story from there – 400 years in Egypt, Moses, 40 
years in the wilderness, Joshua, judges, Saul, David, Solomon, divided kingdom, 
prophets, 722 B.C Assyrian invasion of Israel, 586 B.C. Babylonian invasion of Judah, 
exile, Cyrus, more prophets, rebuilding of temple, [Maccabees], John the Baptist, Jesus, 
the Apostles, Paul, the Gentile mission?  Ladies and Gentlemen, this is our story!  We’ve 
got to know this!  This has to be imprinted into our brains as it was Stephen’s. 
 Pay special attention here to what Stephen is doing.  I’ve heard one person say 
that Acts chapter 7 is like the Cliffs Notes to the Old Testament.  When Stephen is given 
a chance to say his final words, he rattles off the top of his head a sketch of OT history.  
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This story is what defined him.  This was the grid through which he saw life.  He talks 
about Abraham, the father of their nation, being called out of Ur of the Chaldeans.  He 
hits the promise to Abraham of offspring and the fulfillment of that promise in Isaac and 
Jacob and his twelve sons.  He talks about Joseph, one of the twelve, and how he got to 
Egypt and eventually the whole family went there.  Stephen recalls Moses’ story and how 
he eventually led the people out of Egypt, through the Red Sea, by Mt. Sinai, and 
instituted the tabernacle.  He touches on Joshua and the Conquest and David and 
Solomon and the temple and the prophets and leads it all up to Jesus.  Is this story in the 
back of your minds too? 

I think it’s important to note that Stephen knew the progression of the story of 
redemption and thought it critical in understanding where he stood at that moment and 
where his accusers stood.  It’s important to note that Stephen didn’t just defend himself 
point by point or lay out a logical counter-attack against his accusers derived from 
Scriptural truths.  He told the story of salvation.  The Christian faith is not essentially 
ascribing to certain bullet points about God, Man, and salvation.  Those truths are 
wrapped up in a story of a loving God who creates men and women who choose 
independence from God and how God over time acts to win some of them back to 
himself. 

The Bible’s not primarily a reference work that you go to in order to prove things 
like the existence of Hell and the deity of Christ.  Stephen didn’t use it that way.  He saw 
it as a story, a meta-narrative, the meta-narrative that explains our existence and informs 
our behavior.  He does rebut the charges brought against him – that he speaks “words of 
blasphemy against Moses and against God” (6:11), and that he “never stops speaking 
against this holy place and against the law” (6:13).  But he does it subtly, by appealing to 
the true story of Moses, God, the temple, and the Law.  We need to regain an 
appreciation for our story as Christians. 

This is why we have a Foundations Track in The Immanuel Institute with a “Bible 
Overview” module that we want every member to go through at some point.  And this 
module is not just to insure that you can regurgitate John 3:16 and the Roman Road 
(Rom. 3:23, 6:23, 10:9).  The whole point is to make sure you know the Christian story, 
to make sure we all know the meta-narrative of Scripture, the story-line of the Bible so 
that we can live within it.  It is the greatest story ever told.  God’s truth is for the most 
part not merely concepts or propositions, but rather time-bound truth firmly situated in 
the story of redemption.  I’m not knocking doctrine or systematic theology or 
propositional truth.  We need that too.  I love those things!  I’m just saying we also need 
an appreciation of our community’s story. 

I agree, in part, with David Taylor when he says, “What we have here is a 
magnificent coincidence: a coinciding of postmodernity and orthodox Christian faith.”3  I 
think it’s the case that post-moderns appreciate a community defining narrative more than 
the systematic approach to life found in modernism.  While full-fledged post-modern 
philosophy will reject any such notion of a meta-narrative, the affinity to narratives is 
something to be engaged and exploited; it’s a great starting point.  We have a story.  Do 
you know your story – the story of the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob and Jesus?  
Does it inform your life?  Do you tell it to others?  May we learn from Stephen to cherish 
our collective story and may we be challenged to identify with this story above and 
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beyond our ethnic story, our denominational story, our nationalistic story, even our 
narrow little personal story for that’s what it means to be a Christian. 
 
A Story of Rebellion 
 I kind of like history, especially family history.  I loved hearing stories growing 
up from my grandmother about what my grandfather, who died when my grandmother 
was pregnant with my father, was like.  In many ways, the Carter story is a grand one.  
It’s the story of a family who came over from Ireland a couple hundred years ago and 
migrated from North Carolina in the 1800s to eventually settle in Howard County in 
Indiana.  The Carters worked hard, were industrious and ran successful farms becoming 
pillars in the community and church. 
 But if you look a little more closely we really shouldn’t be Carters at all.  You see 
back in 1837 Mary Ann Carter gave birth to a baby boy out of wedlock.  His name was 
Levi, Levi Carter.  Levi was my great, great, great grandfather.  It’s even possible that 
his son, Charles (my great, great grandfather), was not really his son, if you know what I 
mean.  Scandalous, I know.  And then, if you dig deeper you soon realize that Carters 
have a genetic predisposition towards being domineering, shrewd, bossy, cold-hearted, 
and heavy-handed.  That has been their reputation.  My family tree is not pretty.  My 
story is not altogether glowing.  My pedigree is tainted. 
 The same is true of the story of redemption – our spiritual story.  Old Testament 
history is the story of the sea parting, the bush burning, the sun standing still, armies 
defeated, God’s glory filling the tabernacle, lions’ mouths being shut.  But it’s also the 
story of brothers being sold into slavery, golden calves, sacrificing children to Molech, 
murdering prophets, in a word – rebellion.  Even within the sphere of God’s action in 
history – Israel and the church – there is sin and refusal to yield to God’s ways. 
 Look at how Stephen points this out – “‘Brothers and fathers, listen to me’ (v. 2).  
Let me recall our story.  Yeah, there’s a great heritage with Abraham and the 
patriarchs…”  But then look at v. 9 – “Because the patriarchs were jealous of Joseph, 
they sold him as a slave into Egypt.”  Stephen says, “Yeah, our people grew and suffered 
great oppression and God protected and prepared a great leader, Moses…”  But look now 
at v. 25 – “Moses thought that his own people would realize that God was using him to 
rescue them, but they did not.”  Look at v. 35 – “This is the same Moses whom they had 
rejected with the words, ‘Who made you ruler and judge?’”  And look again at v. 39 – 
“Our fathers refused to obey him.  Instead, they rejected him and in their hearts turned 
back to Egypt.”  All in all, the forty years in the wilderness are pretty embarrassing for 
us.  That’s part of our story. 
 And finally, look at how Stephen concludes his speech, starting in v. 51 – “You 
stiff-necked people, with uncircumcised hearts and ears!  You are just like your fathers: 
You always resist the Holy Spirit!  Was there ever a prophet your fathers did not 
persecute?  They even killed those who predicted the coming of the Righteous One.  And 
now you have betrayed and murdered him – you who have received the law that was put 
into effect through angels but have not obeyed it.”  Yikes!  They rebelled against Joseph, 
they rebelled against Moses, they rebelled against the prophets, they rebelled against 
Jesus, they were rebelling against Stephen.  The people of God have always had a 
rebellious streak to them. 
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 Human nature is rebellious, we all know that.  But even some who are ostensibly 
within the people of God can be missing the boat.  Outwardly they are affiliated with the 
name of God and say they ascribe to the story of his work of salvation, but their hearts 
are not truly captivated by him.  Because when he shows up or speaks through his 
messengers, they are angered, resistant, they have even been known to grind their teeth.  
It is possible to be a part of this story, but on the wrong side. 
 How can that happen?  Well, several ways.  But let me just point out three from 
this text.  You see, Stephen is also doing something else in his retelling of the story.  He’s 
going after the golden calves of the people.  They took great pride in the land of Israel 
which they currently possessed – the Promised Land; even more so they banked on the 
presence of the temple – rebuilt to even greater glory under Herod; and they also wore the 
law as a badge of pride.  They had focused on these parts of the story to the exclusion of 
the main character – Yahweh! 
 Let’s look at how Stephen exposes these idols.  (1) Land – He starts off by saying, 
“The God of glory appeared to our father Abraham while he was still in Mesopotamia” 
(v. 2), and Abraham only had a small burial plot in the Promised Land (v. 16).  “An angel 
appeared to Moses in the flames of a burning bush in the desert near Mount Sinai” (v. 
30).  A lot of our story takes place outside of the boundaries of Israel.  God still acts 
there.  How many times do we limit the realm of God’s activity?  Do we think God only 
works in America, in the suburbs, or how about not just spatial boundaries, but have we 
ever thought that God’s not present on any day but Sunday or he’s not at work or at 
school.  As Abraham Kuyper so famously exclaimed, “There is not a square inch in the 
whole domain of our human existence over which Christ, who is Sovereign over all, does 
not cry: ‘Mine!’”4 
 (2) Temple – The temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord, the temple of the 
Lord (cf. Jer. 7:4); the people of God found false security in the temple of the Lord.  
Stephen points out their misconception about the temple – “However, the Most High does 
not live in houses made by men.  As the prophet says:  ‘Heaven is my throne, and the 
earth is my footstool.  What kind of house will you build for me? says the Lord.  Or 
where will my resting place be?  Has not my hand made all these things’” (vv. 48-50)?  
Many churches today have fallen prey to a similar idol, forgetting that the church is the 
people, not the building.  Owning buildings are not wrong and in many cases are 
necessary and good, but I’m kind of glad that we don’t own a building. 
 (3) Law – Stephen’s accusers prized the Torah.  But Stephen is quick to mention 
that the law of Moses actually said that God would send another prophet like Moses from 
among the Israelite people (v. 37).  Stephen could describe with accuracy the Jews who 
had murdered Jesus and were murdering him as “you who have received the law that was 
put into effect through angels but have not obeyed it” (v. 53).  Likewise, how many 
evangelicals say all the right things about the Bible (that it’s inerrant in the original 
autographs) and demand that it be preached at church (expositionally preferably) and own 
5 different copies of it (for personal devotions), but don’t actually “do what it says” (cf. 
James 1:22)?  Evangelicals are notorious for social inaction. 
 These are three things that Stephen highlights that were used by the “people of 
God” to mask their rebellious hearts.  There is some carry over to today with these things.  
But the main point is – how do you respond to God?  You may look okay outwardly, but 
are you resisting the Holy Spirit on the inside?  The Holy Spirit is saying to you right 
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now, “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts as you did in the rebellion, 
during the time of testing in the desert, where your fathers tested and tried me and for 
forty years saw what I did.  That is why I was angry with that generation, and I said, 
‘Their hearts are always going astray, and they have not known my ways.’  So I declared 
on oath in my anger, ‘They shall never enter my rest.’  See to it, brothers [and sisters at 
Immanuel Baptist Church], that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns 
away from the living God.  But encourage one another daily, as long as it is called Today, 
so that none of you may be hardened by sin’s deceitfulness.  We have come to share in 
Christ if we hold firmly till the end the confidence we had at first.  As has just been said: 
‘Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts as you did in the rebellion’” 
(Heb. 3:7-15). 
 
Conclusion 

These words apply to all of us.  Will we harden our hearts?  Will we listen to the 
Spirit we claim to worship as the third person of the Trinity?  What part will we play in 
the unfolding story of redemption and rebellion?  Now the fact of the matter is: we’ve 
already failed many times.  Every one of us.  We are rebellious people who struggle with 
obedience and who cannot be allowed to think that the stiff-necked, uncircumcised 
charge never applies to us.  Right?  It’s in our pedigree.  But as long as it is called Today 
we are still faced with the question, “What part will I play in the story?” 
 The story is a story of grace.  I want to be sure to end on that note.  Stephen 
comes down hard on their propensity toward rebellion and the unrighteousness of their 
present actions and he prophetically decries it, but remember as we saw two weeks ago 
that his last words before he dies a prophet’s death are a plea for God to grant repentance 
and forgiveness to these people.  The assumption is that’s still possible.  Luke tells us the 
story because it’s still possible for us.  And you know the rest of the story, as Paul Harvey 
would say.  The supervisor of Stephen’s stoning, the man named Saul, later became Paul, 
the thirteenth apostle, the man who spread the gospel message throughout the Roman 
empire to those who weren’t blood descendants of Abraham, the self-proclaimed worst of 
sinners – exactly the kind Jesus Christ came into the world to save (1 Tim. 1:15).  Praise 
God for his patience with us and his infinite mercy that is extended to us through his Son 
as long as it is called Today. 
 Let us continually come before him in humility, not banking on the land, the 
temple, the law, our good deeds, or anything else but solely the grace of God displayed 
and achieved in the cross of Christ that alone is able to cure our backsliding and cover 
over our rebellion.  The Christian faith involves living within a grand, unfolding 
story of redemption… and rebellion.  Let us learn the story and let us cherish the story, 
finding ourselves in it as the undeserving recipients of God’s grace.  Let’s meditate on 
these things as we prepare to participate in the Lord’s Table together. 
 
Communion 

Let me tell you a story.  It’s a story you may have heard a thousand times but 
never grows old.  It’s the story of our Savior – Jesus, the Christ.  He stepped into the 
story he was writing as the culmination of all that had gone on before him.  He came to 
ultimately win back a rebellious people he loved so much.  But in the greatest display of 
rebellion ever the very people he came to rescue by and large rejected him and full of 
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hatred had him murdered.  But you see: this was precisely what Jesus wanted!  This is 
what he knew would happen.  He did it willingly because he wanted to display the utter 
depths of God’s love for rebellious, stiff-necked people, who repeatedly spurn him.  He 
wanted to die in their place as a sacrifice of atonement to cover their sin.  He knew his 
death was the only thing that could make up for the wickedness that dwelled within them. 
 Now the very night before he was killed he did something very special.  He took 
aside his rag-tag group of 12 apostles one of whom would betray him, another who would 
deny he even knew him, the rest would scatter away in fear and disappointment within 24 
hours.  And in the course of the meal that was designed to re-tell the story of the Passover 
and the Exodus, he focused on the bread, broke it, and distributed it to his disciples, 
saying, “I want you to take this and eat it.  This is my body.  It’s broken for you.  I want 
you to do this in memory of me.”  And then a short while later he picked up the cup of 
wine and he said, “I want you all to drink from this.  This is my blood.  It’s poured out for 
you.  I want you to do this in memory of me too.”  You know, the very next day, his body 
was broken and his blood was poured out.  He died for rebellious sinners.  And the 
church has been eating bread and drinking the cup together in memory of Jesus’ death 
ever since, recalling his story – the story of grace and forgiveness and ultimate sacrifice 
in human history.  And that is what we do today. 
 
Benediction 
May you know and love the story of our faith and may you participate in it as one who is 
being saved. 
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