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“Last Things First”
Acts 6:8-15; Acts 7:51 - 8:1 April 10, 2016

How confident are you in the future? As graduation 
season approaches, what kinds of opportunities and 
challenges will our college graduates face? We may wonder 
how our health will be in five years, ten years or even twenty 
years. How do we as one world face the problems of global 
hunger, international terrorism, rising seas, polluted skies 
and poisoned water? At times we face the future with 
great confidence and at other times it feels more like we 
are whistling in the darkness of an unknown future. What 
we believe about the future determines how we live in the 
present.  

On the front lines in Europe near the end of the Second 
World War, the Allies took a young German soldier prisoner. 
He was sent to prisoner of war camps in Belgium, then 
Scotland and finally England. Terrifying pictures of the 
atrocities of the Nazi concentration camps were plastered on 
the walls of the prison huts. He was so horrified by what his 
country had done that he almost despaired of life. Shocked 
by what he saw, he lost faith in his own culture and history. In 
the POW camps he met Christians who gave him a new hope. 
He began to read the Bible and study theology. In the camps, 
he came to know Jesus. He said, “I didn’t find Christ. He 
found me.” (www.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jürgen_Moltmann). 

Out of the ashes of the Second World War, this young 
soldier named Jürgen Moltmann became one of the great 
theologians of the 20th century. Instead of leading him 
to despair, the suffering of millions and his own personal 
anguish led him to hope not in human goodness but in the 
goodness of God. One of the earliest and most influential 
books Moltmann wrote was A Theology of Hope. Instead of 
treating Christian hope as a word about final things, heaven 
and the end of time, he understood Christian hope as the 
motivating force for this present time. In other words, he 
put our belief about the last things first. Hope is the starting 
point not the end. Hope becomes our openness to and our 
confidence in the actions of God to redeem and transform 
history. In a sense he turned Christian theology upside 
down. What we believe about the end determines who we 
are and how we live in the present as faithful witnesses to 
Jesus Christ. As Paul wrote in Romans 8, “We hope for 

what we do not see and we wait for it with patience.”
The Book of Acts tells the story of a world turned upside 

down because of the resurrection of Jesus. We call it the 
Book of the Acts of the Apostles, but it is actually the book 
of the Holy Spirit acting through the apostles to bring the 
message of Jesus to the Jewish and Greco-Roman world.  
It is the story of the improbable growth of the church in 
the face of persecution. It is the story of faithful men and 
women who, against all odds, put their hope in Christ and 
in his final victory. It is the story of people who put last 
things first. 

The Book of Acts tells us about Stephen who was one 
of the early deacons of the church. He was also the first 
Christian martyr. He was chosen to be a deacon because 
of his concern for the hungry and the poor. Luke tells us 
that he was “full of grace and power.” His wonderful deeds 
were known to all. His power came through the Holy 
Spirit. Luke said that “his face was like the face of an angel”. 
This was Luke’s way of saying that the power of the Risen 
Lord was in him. With great boldness, Stephen preached 
to the people.  He connected what God has done in the life, 
death and resurrection of Jesus with the whole history of 
God’s mighty acts through the great figures of the Hebrew 
Scriptures. Just as the people resisted the work of God in 
the past, they refused to see and believe the saving work of 
God in Jesus. In a fit of rage they stoned him to death.

What was it that gave Stephen the courage to speak the 
truth? It was his unshakable faith in the ultimate victory of 
God. As his accusers hurled their stones, he kept his eyes 
fixed on heaven. He saw the glory of God. He saw Jesus 
standing at the right hand of God. Do you remember when 
Jesus told the disciples to take up their cross and follow 
him? Then he told the disciples that some of them standing 
there would not taste death before they saw the Son of 
Man coming in his kingdom (Matthew 16:28). Those 
words were fulfilled at the death of Stephen. What Stephen 
believed about the future gave him spiritual strength. Like 
Jesus from the cross, he asked God to forgive the very ones 
who killed him. Reinhold Niebuhr said that forgiveness is 
the final form of love (The Irony of American History).   
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What we believe about the future gives us a different 
perspective on how we face the challenges before us. If we 
believe that God holds the future in divine hands, then we 
can live with confidence in the present – placing our faith 
not in ourselves but in God.  Jesus wins. If we believe that in 
Jesus, God will bring about the reconciliation of all things, 
then we can act with courage in this present age. We can 
use our gifts and talents in the service of Christ. We can 
value those things that Christ values such as compassion, 
forgiveness, love and justice. We can act with courage as 
we face seemingly impossible situations and overwhelming 
odds. We can even face death with our eyes fixed on the 
kingdom and the hope we have in Christ. 

As followers of Jesus we baptize our children as a sign 
that God’s grace comes first and that each one of us, 
young or old, healthy or sick, troubled or at rest, weak or 
strong, in life and in death, belongs to God. We baptize 
our children because we believe that they are not only our 
children and the children of this church, but God’s beloved 
children. We baptize our children because we believe that 
God has a plan and a purpose for their lives and that no 
matter what happens to them nothing in all creation can 
separate them from the love of God in Christ Jesus. When 
we baptize the children of the church, we make promises 
on their behalf to tell them the good news of Jesus, to share 
the stories of the faith, to pray with them and to show 
them by the example of our lives what it means to live a life 
of hope in Jesus Christ. We trust that the Holy Spirit will 
work in them to bring them to faith in Jesus and confirm 
the promises we have made this day on their behalf. Our 
prayer is that these children and all children will grow to 
live in the confident faith that the future belongs to God.  

When I first arrived at my former congregation, a woman 
in the church came up to me and said that she wanted to do 
something to help me get started. She was a widow and her 
children were grown. She was full of enthusiasm, energy 
and faith. A new confirmation class was beginning and 
we needed an adult spiritual advisor. She jumped at the 
chance to be a mentor to these middlers. She spent time 
getting to know each one. She took each one of them out 
to lunch and stayed in contact with them throughout the 
year. She listened to their struggles and dreams. She shared 
her faith with them.  

One day she told me her story.  She and her husband were 
on a family trip in the mountains with their three children.  
He was driving and made a careless mistake that ended in a 
tragic accident. She was severely injured and their youngest 
child was killed. When she woke up in the hospital and 
learned what had happened, she was devastated. The words 

of the 121st Psalm came to her. “I lift up my eyes to the hills 
- from where will my help come? My help comes from the 
Lord who made heaven and earth.” She told me that she 
wanted to die, but she decided that day that she had to live.  
She kept her eyes on Jesus and found her strength in the 
Lord. Later when her husband committed suicide because 
he could not live with the guilt of what had happened, she 
persevered. In spite of the suffering she endured, she became 
a bold witness for Christ. She put her hope in Jesus and 
she knew the end. It was the end of the story, the victory of 
Jesus, that gave her the courage to live in faith. To me and 
to so many others, she like Stephen had the face of an angel.  


