Uncharted 

The Book of Acts: The Voyage Begins

Acts 6:8-7:60
Developing and Revealing Character

Luke, a Doctor, wrote Acts 2000 years ago
He set out to write an accurate account of the events in the early church.

Some of the version is a result of his study

Some of the facts are from his first-hand account – he watched the events unfold.

We are going to conclude this season in of Uncharted today.

For 5000 years the Aborigines of Australia practiced a form of ‘initiation’ or ‘right of passage’ from childhood 

to manhood with their young men. When a boy entered the early years of manhood, he was taught about 

weapons, hunting, and power. He was taught about what we call character.  
As part of the initiation process, the young man was required to make his axe. For a man, the axe was a multifaceted tool. It was used for protection, hunting, gathering, providing, and building. 

While making the axe he was taught about the various uses, and how to use the axe for each purpose. 

He was also instructed in the dangers of the axe. He was also instructed in the uses and the dangers of power. 
When the time was right, the young man would finish his axe, go on a ‘walkabout.’ 
When he returned, it was expected that he would be responsible with his axe and with his ‘power.’

In the late 1800’s, as the colony of Australia was being developed, the government observed that some aborigines had the necessary axe and others did not.
Not having an axe limited their capacity for work and for providing for themselves. 
The government decided that they should provide each man with an axe. 

There was a national campaign to give each young man an axe. 

Anthropologist and Sociologist look back at that moment as a significant point in the collapse of the Aboriginal 

culture.
Soon violence, rebellion, and crime erupted among the aboriginal people in ways never seen before. 

The problem? 
The axe was given without the young men going through the necessary time, attention, learning, molding and shaping that came from making the axe. 
The cultural expectations were not built into the young men. 
They were given the tool without the necessary character being ‘forged’ in their lives. 
They now had a weapon but didn’t know how to control and correctly utilize the power behind the weapon. 

Character development is part of what God is doing in each of our lives. 
He is at work through the tough times and through the good times, building character in our lives. 
Privileges, independence, and power without character lead to destruction. 

That’s what we’re going to look at today. 
Last week we looked at how a long-standing rift between the Greek-speaking Jewish believers and the Hebrew speaking Jewish believer had manifested itself.

The Apostle’s suggested a solution to the problem that was agreed upon by the both groups.  
The assembly chose men who were “full of the Holy Spirit and wisdom and who have a good reputation/character” to solve the situation.

One of the seven men chosen was Stephen – described as a man full of faith and the Holy Spirit
Stephen didn’t serve long in capacity

God was using Stephen not only in serving the needs of people, but God was doing miracles as Stephen ministered

Stephen got into a debate with some of the Jewish men

They accused him of blasphemy against God

The elders and the scribes had him seized at taken before the High Council

Here’s how Luke records it

Stephen, a man full of God's grace and power, performed amazing miracles and signs among the people. But one day some men from the Synagogue of Freed Slaves, as it was called, started to debate with him. They were Jews from Cyrene, Alexandria, Cilicia, and the province of Asia. None of them could stand against the wisdom and the Spirit with which Stephen spoke.  (Acts 6:8-10 NLT)

So they persuaded some men to lie about Stephen, saying, "We heard him blaspheme Moses, and even God." This roused the people, the elders, and the teachers of religious law. So they arrested Stephen and brought him before the high council.  (Acts 6:11-12 NLT)

The lying witnesses said, "This man is always speaking against the holy Temple and against the law of Moses. We have heard him say that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy the Temple and change the customs Moses handed down to us."  (Acts 6:13-14 NLT)
Stephen gives a 30,000 ft overview of the OT.
If you’re not a Bible person – church is new to you

Acts 7 will give you the major highlights of the history of the Jewish people and God’s interaction with the Jews

I would encourage you to read Acts 7 – Look it up on your smartphone, pad
I want to take you back to a verse I skipped
At this point everyone in the high council stared at Stephen, because his face became as bright as an angel's.

(Acts 6:15 NLT)

The high council and the others in the room watched as Stephen’s face transformed – glowed
What was going on in Stephen’s mind as he’s talking?

What did he see on their faces and in their eyes?

What’s their body language saying to Stephen?

As Stephen is reviewing their history – he comes to the time they are living in

Switch went on – and finger came out, and fire came out – their hair parted down the middle
"You stubborn people! You are heathen at heart and deaf to the truth. Must you forever resist the Holy Spirit? That's what your ancestors did, and so do you! Name one prophet your ancestors didn't persecute! They even killed the ones who predicted the coming of the Righteous One—the Messiah whom you betrayed and murdered. You deliberately disobeyed God's law, even though you received it from the hands of angels."  (Acts 7:51-53 NLT)

Stephen’s accusation infuriated the Jewish leaders, and they shook their fists at him in rage. But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, gazed steadily into heaven and saw the glory of God, and he saw Jesus standing in the place of honor at God's right hand. And he told them, "Look, I see the heavens opened and the Son of Man standing in the place of honor at God's right hand!"  (Acts 7:54-56 NLT)

Then they put their hands over their ears and began shouting. They rushed at him and dragged him out of the city and began to stone him. His accusers took off their coats and laid them at the feet of a young man named Saul. As they stoned him, Stephen prayed, "Lord Jesus, receive my spirit." He fell to his knees, shouting, "Lord, don't charge them with this sin!" And with that, he died.  (Acts 7:57-60 NLT)

In the last events of Stephen’s life – his character is not formed – his character is revealed

Trials have at least two purposes in life

Trials develop character or reveal character x 2
We don’t know much about Stephen … 

Who was important in Stephen’s life and the development of character in him?

What circumstances and situations had Stephen gone through that shaped him?

There is a sentence that might zing right by you if you’re not familiar with the writings that make up the NT.

His accusers took off their coats and laid them at the feet of a young man named Saul.
Somewhere around 30 years after the stoning of Stephen, Saul, who became known as the Apostle Paul wrote to the believers in Rome these words

We can rejoice, too, when we run into problems and trials, for we know that they help us develop endurance. And endurance develops strength of character, and character strengthens our confident hope of salvation.  (Romans 5:3-4 NLT)

I wonder if Paul, with his poor eyesight, was sitting with his eyes closed thinking about Stephen when he dictated these words to his valet to put to parchment.

“I remember years ago when Stephen was stoned. I kept watching him, I couldn’t take my eyes off him; them the rocks flying and hitting his body.  Those rocks made a terrible sound when they struck him.

He was praying.  He was praying that our Heavenly Father would forgive everyone who was killing him!
He was so brave, so solid, immovable … that’s what he was.”

I wonder if Jesus’ brother James was watching the stoning of Stephen

James wrote these words
Dear brothers and sisters, when troubles come your way, consider it an opportunity for great joy. For you know that when your faith is tested, your endurance has a chance to grow. So, let it grow, for when your endurance is fully developed, you will be perfect and complete, needing nothing.  (James 1:2-4 NLT)

Paul said: Rejoice, when we run into problems and trials …
James:  When trouble comes your way, consider it an opportunity for great joy
Trails help us develop endurance ----- Endurance develops strength of character

Trails not only develop character they reveal character

What Paul and the others in the crowd witnessed as Stephen was stoned was not the development of Stephen’s character
They were observing the character that had been developed in Stephen over a lifetime. 
Every one of us when we are going through a trail wonder – WHY?

Why me?

What did I do?

How come they can’t leave me alone?

God, why aren’t you getting me out of this?

Many of the trials, troubles, hardships, struggles exist to develop character. 
Character is not something people possess.  
Character is developed.

“Great things are done by a series of small things brought together.”  Vincent Van Gogh
Let me illustrate this way

Lifting this Kettle Bell

Lift, lift, lift

Over time it will create endurance, strength, and character

One lift doesn’t change a person’s strength or fitness
Lifting over and over and over make a difference – strength and fitness
Lifting will also reveal strength or lack of it.

When I lift this Kettle Bell, these two things are happening at the same time – development and revealing
Lifting/swinging over time will develop me and eventually it will reveal my breaking point/limit 
Trials do the same thing – they develop, and they reveal

Bit by bit, one trial after another, one’s hardship after another develops character
Eventually, the trials and hardships can break me – revealing where I need Jesus to work 
What were the trials that Stephen had gone through that had developed character and had revealed where character needed work?
Remember what Paul wrote – “We can rejoice when we run into problems.”

Remember what James wrote – “When troubles come your way, consider it an opportunity for great joy.”

They were both writing to encourage
They were both writing to spur people on 

They were both writing to prevent people from giving up

Isn’t it human nature to want to run from trials, hardship, and pain?

Often, we are in a situation that is difficult, and it REVEALS our character/lack of character

Natural reaction is to quit

Get out of the situation

Change jobs, change churches, change marriage, change kids

What if we are right where we are meant to be?

What if we are right where we are meant to be and instead the situation developing or revealing character we figure a way out?

Stephen’s character wasn’t supernatural – he was chosen because he was “full of the Holy Spirit, full of grace, and wisdom and he had a good reputation.”

If we knew the backstory of Stephen’s life, I would guarantee that there were countless situations where he was tested – character was developed and revealed

Again: Character is developed by little decisions

Temptations do the same thing. 

They strengthen, develop and they reveal 

They develop dependence on Jesus 

They reveal what’s in my heart and what Jesus needs to work on in my heart. 
Here is a small example – but most guys in the room will know exactly what I’m talking about

You are driving somewhere, and there is a coffee stand – if you notice it – you either decide to look or not look
You don’t look – character is developed and revealed
You are in a situation – do I tell the truth or do I lie/exaggerate/overstate/understate/hesitate

You tell the truth – character is developed and revealed

You lie – character is revealed - More character development is needed

The problem with running from trials is that character is not developed

Because we do what we can to get out of trials our character is perpetually underdeveloped 
Character is not developed in manageable situations

Character is developed in situations that require management.

It doesn’t matter if they are self-inflicted trials or other inflicted trials or life inflicted trials

Trials develop character and reveal character – ALWAYS

This is what we know about life 
We are either heading into a trial, going through a trial, or coming out of a trial 
Jesus is constantly seeking to develop and reveal character 
If you’re headed into … What part of your character is Jesus seeking to develop and reveal? 

If you are in …
If you have just come out ..
