Faith vs The Church

Faith is a very personal thing.  Unfortunately, traditional religion has not put the demand for personal spiritual maturity on the individual.  The Church has been perceived as the holder of spiritual knowledge and the provider of salvation.  However, in the final analysis the responsibility for spiritual growth is ours.  We must do the growing.  We have allowed ourselves to be protected like children and have turned over the responsibility for our faith to the Church.  We have abdicated our responsibility for our faith to those that we perceive as stronger and more knowledgeable than ourselves.  This system to which we have entrusted our faith, the Church, has proceeded to tell us what we may and may not believe and what is and is not true.  By allowing our beliefs to be dictated to us we have effectively given away our right to think for ourselves.  

This is not faith. We cannot find and live in faith until we accept responsibility for our spiritual wellbeing.  There are books we should and must read.  However, the real work begins when, having grasped the lessons taught in the books, we begin to put the lessons into practice in our lives.  

One of the ways we begin to learn the lessons of faith is by studying the lives and words of faith-filled people, Jesus Christ, for example.  By studying his words, the lessons he taught, and the way he lived, we can begin to understand what we must do, what changes we must make, to live our lives in faith.  Another example of faith is Stephen.  Stephen exemplifies the fearlessness and obedience that result from knowing one's Source.  The story of Stephen has many lessons to teach us.  Let me set the scene for you.

After Pentecost the number of Christians or "Christ-followers" grew steadily.  They included both Jews and Greeks.  Seven men were appointed to handle the job of providing food for all of these people in order to free up the Apostles to continue the work of spreading the Gospel.  Stephen was named as the first of the seven.  

Even at that time the Old Testament laws had been discussed and rationalized into ineffectiveness.  Whatever the circumstance, there has always been a way around the Law. Jesus had taught that he had come to fulfill the Law, to return to the basic truth and principles of the Law, not what man had made of it. 

Stephen criticized the Jews for their attitudes about the Law and had he taught that the Law had reached its fulfillment in Jesus Christ.  Needless to say, this did not make Stephen popular with the leaders of the Jewish people.  Stephen's faith enabled him to be a powerful and persuasive speaker and gave him the ability to work miracles.  Verse 10 of Acts 6 tells us that although many men argued with Stephen, they could not stand up against his wisdom or the Spirit by which he spoke.  

So the Jewish leaders used a technique as old as time to try to silence Stephen.  They had people accuse him of speaking against Moses and against God.  Stephen was seized and brought before the Sanhedrin, where false witnesses testified against him by twisting his words.  

Acts 6: 15 tells us that members of the Sanhedrin who were looking intently at Stephen saw that his face was like the face of an angel.  What does this mean?   In Exodus 34 we are told that when Moses came down off the mountain with the tablets of the Testimony, his face was so radiant that Aaron and the Israelites were afraid of him.   Moses had certainly experienced the presence of God on the mountain and his face radiated the knowledge of that Presence.  Stephen also had a faith that could only be the result of knowledge of his connection to God.  This radiant face, the face "like an angel" is the result of what they saw.  What was seen in the faces of Moses and Stephen was their faith.  

With his illumined countenance, Stephen began to speak.  He began to tell the history of the Jewish nation, beginning with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  He told about the Egyptian captivity, the birth and life of Moses and how Moses led the Israelites out of Egypt.  He told them about the disobedience of the Israelites in making the golden calf.  He told them about David and Solomon.  He did not need to deny the accusations made against him because by this testimony he proved that they were untrue.  After he had proved to the Sanhedrin and his listeners that he had not done the things he had been accused of, Stephen delivered the heart of his message.  He was as much a prophet as Isaiah or Jeremiah as he tells them:


“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.”

Stephen delivered the same kind of message that all Old Testament prophets had delivered.  He pointed out their errors and pointed to the way out of those errors, the Truth.  And he received the same kind of reception that all other prophets had received, the furious anger of his listeners.  Acts 7:54 tells us that they "gnashed their teeth at him."  Stephen, however, was not deterred by their wrath.  Full of the Holy Spirit he looked up and saw the glory of God and Jesus standing at the right hand of God and then described what he saw to his listeners.  

Well, this was just too much for the Jews.  They put their hands over their ears and yelled at the top of their lungs to drown out the Truth. They dragged Stephen out of the city and began to stone him.  

Stephen's testimony, like that of any prophet, was an act of obedience.  The reward for his faithfulness, his salvation, was immediate.  As he was being stoned, he surrendered his spirit to Jesus Christ and asked that the sin of his death not be held against the people stoning him, echoing the words of Jesus, "Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do."  

Stephen's surrender was complete and his salvation was immediate.  For we are told that he "fell asleep."  Our salvation is not somewhere far off in place or time.  It is imminent and close at hand. When we live in accordance with the truth taught and exemplified by Jesus Christ, as Stephen did, we will not be afraid of what men may do to us.  We will not be afraid to speak out in obedience to God's command.  Then will our salvation be real and evident to all around us; and we will, like Stephen, have the face of an angel.  Our countenance will be illuminated from within, by the "absolute certainty of goodness" that was Stephen's and can be ours as well.

Will we be called upon to surrender our physical existence for our faith?  Perhaps not, but some of us have already surrendered our old way of life in obedience to the teachings of our Master.  The sacrifice is no less real just because it does not cause the end of our physical existence.

Faith has been defined for us as the "absolute certainty of goodness."  There is much in our world that would have us doubt that any goodness exists at all.  The example of Stephen's faith, when incorporated into our lives, will assist us in seeing past the illusions to find and experience the good that God has created.
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