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ST. STEPHEN’S DAY

ACTS 6:8-14; 7:54-60
STEPHEN’S EXAMPLE OF FAITH.

Acts 6:8-15

And Stephen, full of faith and power, did great wonders and miracles among
the people. Then there arose certain of the synagogue, which is called the
synagogue of the Libertines, and Cyrenians, and Alexandrians, and of them of
Cilicia and of Asia, disputing with Stephen. And they were not able to resist the
wisdom and the spirit by which he spake. Then they suborned men, which said,
We have heard him speak blasphemous words against Moses, and against God.
And they stirred up the people, and the elders, and the scribes, and came upon
him, and caught him, and brought him to the council, And set up false
witnesses, which said, This man ceaseth not to speak blasphemous words
against this holy place, and the law: For we have heard him say, that this Jesus
of Nazareth shall destroy this place, and shall change the customs which Moses
delivered us. And all that sat in the council, looking stedfastly on him, saw his
face as it had been the face of an angel.

Acts 7:54-60

When they heard these things, they were cut to the heart, and they gnashed on
him with their teeth. But he, being full of the Holy Ghost, looked up stedfastly
into heaven, and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing on the right hand of
God, And said, Behold, I see the heavens opened, and the Son of man standing
on the right hand of God. Then they cried out with a loud voice, and stopped
their ears, and ran upon him with one accord, And cast him out of the city, and
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stoned him. and the witnesses laid down their clothes at a young man's feet,
whose name was Saul. And they stoned Stephen, calling upon God, and saying,
Lord Jesus, receive my spirit. And he kneeled down, and cried with a loud
voice, Lord, lay not this sin to their charge. And when he had said this, he fell
asleep.

1. It is necessary to the understanding of this epistle lesson to introduce something of
what is omitted and to present in connection with the narrative the things which gave
rise to it. The dispute arose from Stephen’s assertion that whatsoever proceeds not from
faith does not profit, and that men cannot serve God by the erection of churches, or by
works independent of faith in Jesus Christ. Faith alone renders us godly; faith alone
builds the temple of God — the believing hearts. The Jews opposed the doctrine of faith,
adducing the law of Moses and the temple at Jerusalem. For the Bible makes frequent
mention of Jerusalem as God’s chosen city, toward which his eyes are always directed,
a city called the house of God. Such argument they presumed to be conclusive.

2. Stephen, however, opposes them by citing [saiah 66:1-2: “Heaven is my throne, and
the earth 1s my footstool: what manner of house will ye build unto me? and what place
shall be my rest? For all these things hath my hand made, and so all these things came
to be, saith Jehovah.” This statement is clear and forcible beyond gainsaying. It shows
God does not dwell in houses made with hands, for the essential elements of these are,
in the first place, of his own creating and belong to him. Further, if heaven nor earth can
contain him — and he here asserts that heaven is not his house but his throne, and the
earth not his habitation but his footstool — how can he be expected to dwell in a house
made by men? Solomon speaks to the same purpose in 1 Kings 8:27, referring to the
house he has himself built.

3. Defeated by the power of this passage from Isaiah, and similar citations they could
not gainsay, the Jews proceeded to misconstrue Stephen’s words, making out that he
declared Jesus would destroy the temple and change the customs of Moses. Yet Stephen
had no intention of giving such impression. He simply asserted that we are saved not by
the Law or the temple, but by faith in Jesus Christ; and that having faith we may rightly
observe the Law, whether there be temple or not. Stephen’s purpose was merely to
remove the Jews’ false confidence in their own works and in the temple.

4. Similar to them, the Papists of today, when they hear it claimed that works are not
effectual and that faith in Christ must precede and must be of sole efficacy, cry out that
good works are prohibited, and God’s commandments blasphemed. Were Stephen a



preacher of today he might not, it is true, be stoned, but he would be burned, or
dismembered with tongs, by the enraged Papists.

5. Stephen replies to the false accusation of the Jews. Beginning with Abraham, he goes
on through the Scriptures, showing how, previous to the time of Solomon who built a
house for God, neither Abraham nor any other of the patriarchs ever built a house for
his service, but they were not for that reason the less regarded of God. Then Stephen
adds the quotation from Isaiah. He says: “But Solomon built him a house. Howbeit the
Most High dwelleth not in houses made with hands, as saith the prophet, The heaven is
my throne, and the earth the footstool of my feet: what manner of house will ye build
me? saith the Lord: or what is the place of my rest? Did not my hand make all these
things?”

6. After these words he rebukes them, saying: “Ye stiffnecked and uncircumcised in
heart and ears, ye do always resist the Holy Spirit: as your fathers did, so do ye. Which
of the prophets did not your fathers persecute? and they killed them that showed before
of the coming of the Righteous One; of whom ye have now become betrayers and
murderers; ye who received the law as it was ordained by angels, and kept it not.”

7. Now follows the latter part of our lesson, beginning, “Now when they heard these
things, they were cut to the heart, and they gnashed on him with their teeth.” Evidently,
then, the dispute was in regard to faith and good works. But how is it with the Papists,
who have not the least semblance of grounds for their position other than their own
human laws and doctrines? If they could produce for themselves a shadow of support
such as the Jews had in adducing that God gave the law of Moses and chose the temple
at Jerusalem, they would instantly raise a cry of, “By divine right” (de jure divino), as in
fact did their forefathers the Jews.

BUILDING CHURCHES DOES NOT SECURE GOD’S FAVOR.

8. This epistle text seems to be not at all difficult; it is plain. It presents in Stephen an
example of the faith of Christ. Little comment is necessary. We shall examine it briefly.
The first principle it teaches is, we cannot secure the favor of God by erecting churches
and other institutions. Stephen makes this fact plain in his citation from Isaiah.

9. But if we are to take this position and maintain it, we must incur the same risk
Stephen did. Such position calls for the doing away with the bulls of the Pope, with
innumerable indulgences, laws of the ecclesiasts and incessant preaching about
churches, altars, institutions, cloisters, chalices, bells, tables, candles and apparel. Thus



would the holiness of the Pope and his adherents be offended, and not without reason.
For in consequence, luxuries of kitchen and cellar would be diminished, and all
temporal possessions as well. In course of time idleness, voluptuousness and ease
would have to give place to labor, poverty and unrest. The clerical order would be
obliged to! study and pray, or support themselves like other people do. Such a course
would not be agreeable to them. The holy Christian Church would be despised, as were
Christ and the apostles. Her officials could no longer live in royal pomp, waging war,
plundering, and shedding blood, all under the pretext of honoring God and exalting the
holy Church. For this have the most holy fathers in God done, and still do.

10. We must not, however, be led to conclude it is wrong to build and endow churches.
But it is wrong to go to the extreme of forfeiting faith and love in the effort, presuming
thereby to do good works meriting God’s favor. It results in abuses precluding all
moderation. Every nook and corner is filled with churches and cloisters, regardless of
the object of church-building.

11. There is no other reason for building churches than to afford a place where
Christians may assemble to pray, to hear the Gospel and to receive the sacraments; if
indeed there is a reason. When churches cease to be used for these purposes they should
be pulled down, as other buildings are when no longer of use. As it is now, the desire of
every individual in the world is to establish his own chapel or altar, even his own mass,
with a view of securing salvation, of purchasing heaven.

12. Is it not a miserable, a deplorable, error and delusion to teach innocent people to
depend on their works to the great disparagement of their Christian faith? Better to
destroy all the churches and cathedrals in the world, to burn them to ashes — it is less
sinful even when done through ma-lice-than to allow one soul to be misled and lost by
such error. God has given no special command in regard to the building of churches, but
he has issued his commands in reference to our souls — his real and peculiar churches.
Paul says concerning them ( 1 Corinthians 3:16-17): “Ye are a temple [church] of God
If any man destroyeth the temple of God, him shall God destroy.”

13. But observe the holiness of the Papists. The foundation of every soul is disturbed by
their error, and the real Church of God is overthrown. This fact does not deter the
Papists; indeed, they willingly contribute to the overthrow of the Church. By their
doctrine of works they effect nothing else but the destruction everywhere of the true
Church. Then they proceed to substitute for it church buildings, of wood and stone.
They misuse the conscience until it believes the trivial defacement by knife of such
wood and stone is a profanation of the whole church, and the expense and labor of



reconsecration must be incurred. Are not the individuals who have no conscientious
scruples about the destruction of the actual Church, who even convert that great sin into
eternal merit, and at the same time are extremely conscientious about the vain juggling
of their own church building — are they not raving, raging, foolish and fanatical? yes,
frantic, infuriated? I continue to assert that for the sake of exterminating the error
mentioned, it would be well to overthrow at once all the churches in the world, and to
utilize ordinary dwellings or the open air for preaching, praying and baptizing, and for
all Christian requirements.

14. Especially is there justification for so doing because of the worthless reason the
Papists assign for building churches. Christ preached for over three years, but only three
days in the temple at Jerusalem. The remainder of the time he spoke in the schools of
the Jews, in the wilderness, on the mountains, in ships, at the feasts and otherwise in
private dwellings. John the Baptist never entered the temple; he preached by the Jordan
River and in all places. The apostles preached in the market-place and streets of
Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost. Philip preached in a chariot to the eunuch. Paul
preached to the people by the riverside; in the Philippian jail and in various private
dwellings. In fact, Christ commanded the apostles ( Matthew 10:12) to preach in private
houses. I presume the preachers mentioned were equally good with those of today.

15. But it must be that costly buildings with magnificent arches are required for the
false preachers and diabolical teachers of today, though the Word of God could find in
all Bethlehem no inn wherein to be born. Should we not, then, with Stephen cry unto
these unreasonable creatures: “Ye stiff necked and uncircumcised in heart and ears, ye
do always resist the Holy Spirit. Ye are betrayers and murderers of innocent, harmless
Christian souls. Though having received the commandments from the apostles, ye have
observed none of them”? I suppose, should we do so, their hearts would be ready to
burst with rage and they would gnash their teeth, saying we had blasphemed against
God and spoken against the holy place; yes, had profaned all churches. O God, the blind
leaders, and murderers of souls, who rule under the accursed popery!

16. You see now some reason why lightning strikes the costly Papist churches more
frequently than it does other buildings. Apparently the wrath of God especially rests
upon them because there greater sins are committed, more blasphemies uttered and
greater destruction of souls and of churches wrought than take place in brothels and in
thieves’ dens. The keeper of a public brothel is less a sinner than the preacher who does
not deliver the true Gospel, and the brothel is not so bad as the false preacher’s Church.
Even were the proprietor of the brothel daily to prostitute virgins, godly wives and



nuns, awful and abominable as such action would be, he would not be any worse nor
would he work more harm than those papistical preachers.

17. Does this astonish you? Remember, the false preacher’s doctrine effects nothing but
daily to lead astray and to violate souls newly born in baptism — young Christians,
tender souls, the pure, consecrated virgin brides of Christ. Since the evil is wrought
spiritually, not bodily, no one observes it; but God is beyond measure displeased. In his
wrath he cries, through the prophets, in unmistakable terms, Thou harlot who invitest
every passer-by! So little can God tolerate false preaching. Jeremiah in his prayer (
Lamentations 5:11) makes this complaint, “They ravished the women in Zion, the
virgins in the cities of Judah.” Now, spiritual virginity, the Christian faith, is
immeasurably superior to bodily purity; for it alone can obtain heaven.

18. The false doctrines and works of the Papists are destructive not only of faith, but
also of Christian love. The fool may always be known by his cap. Many a man passes
by his poor neighbor who has a sick child or wife, or is otherwise in need of assistance,
and makes no effort to minister to him, but instead contributes to endow some church.
Or else while health remains he endeavors to heap up treasures, and when he comes at
last to his deathbed makes a will bequeathing his estate to some certain institution. He
will be surrounded by priests and monks. They will extol his act, absolve the religious
man, administer the Sacrament and bury him with honors. They will proclaim his name
from the pulpit and during mass, and will cry: “Here is worthy conduct indeed! The
man has made ample provision for his soul. Many blessings will hereafter be conferred
upon him.” Yes, hereafter but, alas, eternally too late.

19. But no one while he is living warns of the man’s sins in not administering to the
wants of his neighbor when it lies in his power to relieve; in passing him by, and
ignoring him as the rich man did Lazarus in the Gospel. And he does not himself
recognize his sins. Hence they must remain unconfessed, unrepented of and unabsolved,
however many bulls, indulgences and spiritual fathers may have served. This neglect is
the very sin concerning which Christ on the day of judgment will say: “I was... naked,
and ye clothed me not.” Matthew 25:43. The religious one will then reply, “I heaped up
treasures to establish an institution for thee, in obedience to the Pope’s decree, and
hence he has absolved me from all my sins.” What can individuals such as he expect to
hear but the sentence: “Depart from me, ye cursed, into everlasting fire”’? For by their
works they destroy the Christian faith, and for the sake of mere wood and stone despise
Christian love.



20. Let us, therefore, beloved friends, be wise; wisdom is essential. Let us truly learn
we are saved through faith in Christ and that alone. This fact has been made sufficiently
manifest. Then let no one rely upon his own works. Let us in our lifetime engage only
in such works as shall profit our neighbors, being indifferent to testament and
institution, and direct our efforts to bettering the full course of our neighbors’ lives.

21. It is related of a pious woman, St. Elizabeth, that once upon entering a cloister and
seeing on the wall a fine painting portraying the sufferings of our Lord, she exclaimed:
“The cost of this painting should have been saved for the sustenance of the body; the
sufferings of Christ are to be painted on your hearts.” How forcibly this godly
utterance is directed against the things generally regarded precious! Were St. Elizabeth
so to speak today, the Papists assuredly would burn her for blaspheming against the
sufferings of Christ and for condemning good works. She would be denounced as a
heretic, though her merits were to surpass the combined merits of ten saints.

GOD’S COMMANDMENTS CANNOT BE FULFILLED BY MAN’S WORKS

22. Stephen not only rejects the conceptions of the Jews in regard to churches and their
erection, but also denounces all their works, saying they have received the Law by the
disposition of angels and have not kept it. So the Jews in return reprove Stephen as if he
had spoken against the temple and, further, blasphemed the law of Moses and would
teach strange works. True, Stephen could not rightly have charged them with failure to
observe the Law, so far as external works are considered. For they were circumcised,
and observed the rules in regard to meats, apparel and festivals, and all Moses’
commands. It was their consciousness of having observed the Law that led them to
stone him.

23. But Stephen’s words were prompted by the same spirit that moved Paul when he
said ( Romans 3:20ff) that by the deeds of the Law no one is justified in the sight of
God, faith alone being the justifier. Where the Holy Spirit is not present to grant grace,
man’s heart cannot favor the Law of God; it would prefer the Law did not exist. Every
individual is conscious of his own apathy and disinclination toward what is good, and of
his readiness to do evil. As Moses says ( Genesis 8:21), “The imagination of man’s
heart is evil from his youth.” Man, then, being unwilling, he has no real delight in doing
the works of the Law. Lacking right motive, he is constrained to works through fear of
punishment, of shame and hell, or else through gainful motive and hope of salvation,;
not through love of God and desire to honor him. All works so wrought are sheer
hypocrisy, and in God’s sight are not good. But the Holy Spirit is promised to the
believer in Christ, and through Christ’s grace the Spirit produces in the heart a desire for



good. Under its influence the individual voluntarily and without expectation of reward
performs his good works for the honor of God. Through faith and the Spirit he 1s
already justified and in a saved condition, a state he could never have attained by any
works. In accordance with this principle, we may readily conclude that all who lack
faith and grace fail to observe the Law, even though they torture themselves to death
with its requirements.

24. When Stephen declares the Jews always resist the Holy Spirit, he means to imply
that through their works they become presumptuous, are not inclined to accept the
Spirit’s aid and are unwilling their works be rejected as ineffectual. Ever working and
working to satisfy the demands of the Law, but without fulfilling its least requirement,
they remain hypocrites to the end. Unwilling to embrace the faith whereby they would
be able to accomplish good works, and the grace of the Spirit that would create a love
for the Law, they make impossible the free, spontaneous observance of it. But the
voluntary observer of the Law, and no other, God accepts.

25. Stephen calls the Jews “stiff necked, uncircumcised in heart and ears” because they
refuse to listen and understand. They continually cry, “Good works, good works! Law,
Law!” though not effecting the least thing themselves. Just so do our Papists. As their
forefathers did, so do the descendants, the mass of this generation; they persecute the
righteous and boast it is done for the sake of God and his Law. Now we have the
substance of this lesson. But let us examine it a little further.

AN EXAMPLE OF GODLY ZEAL AND CHRISTIAN LOVE

26. First, we see in Stephen’s conduct love toward God and man. He manifests his love
to God by earnestly and severely censuring the Jews, calling them betrayers, murderers
and transgressors of the whole Law, yes stiffnecked, and saying they resist the
fulfillment of the Law and resist also the Holy Spirit himself. More than that, he calls
them “uncircumcised in heart and ears.” How could he have censured them any more
severely? So completely does he strip them of every creditable thing, it would seem as
if he were moved by impatience and wrath.

27. But who today would the world tolerate were he to attempt such censure of the
Papists? Stephen’s love for God constrained him to his act. No one who possesses the
same degree of love can be silent and calmly permit the rejection of God’s
commandments. He cannot dissemble. He must censure and rebuke every opposer of
God. Such conduct he cannot permit even if he risks his life to rebuke it. Love of this
kind the Scriptures term “zelum Dei,” a holy indignation. For rejection of God’s



commands is a slight upon his love and intolerably disparages the honor and obedience
due him, honor and obedience which the zealous individual ardently seeks to promote.
We have an instance of such a one in the prophet Elijah, who was remarkable for his
holy indignation against the false prophets.

28. We must infer from Stephen’s example that he who silently ignores the
transgression of God’s commands, or any sin, has no love for him. Then how is it with
the hypocrites who applaud transgression? and with calumniators and those who laugh
and eagerly listen to and speak about the faults of others?

29. That the Pope in his absurd laws enjoins the Papists against censuring governors, is
not sufficient reason for any man to refrain from administering proper reproof. Whom
does Stephen censure here? Is it not the governors of Jerusalem? Yet he was just an
ordinary man; not ordained, not clothed with the priestly office. His example teaches
the right of every Christian to justly censure the Pope and the governors. Indeed, he is
under obligation to do so. Then let no one be content to think he has not such privilege.
Especially should spiritual sins be rebuked. Stephen’s reproof was not directed against
gross sins, but against hypocrisy; for the Jews in unbelief resisted the Holy Spirit. Thus
they wrought more harm than comes from gross sins. By their laws and their works they
misled themselves and the multitude.

30. Similarly do the Pope, the bishops and all the Papists deserve public censure as stiff
necked and uncircumcised hypocrites, resisting the Holy Spirit and dishonoring all
God’s commandments, betraying and murdering Christian souls; thereby being
betrayers and murderers of the Christ who bought them with his own blood.

31. We have just had occasion to state that Stephen was a layman, an ordinary
Christian, not a priest. But the Papists sing his praises as a Levite, who read the epistle
or the Gospel lesson at the altar. The Papists, however, pervert the truth entirely. It is
necessary for us, therefore, to know what Luke says in Acts 4 and 5. He tells how the
Christians in the inception of the Church, at Jerusalem, made all their possessions
common property and the apostles distributed to each member of the congregation as he
needed, But, as it happened, the widows of the Grecian Jews were not provided for as
were the Hebrew widows; hence arose complaint. The apostles, seeing how the duty of
providing for these things would be so burdensome as to interfere in a measure with
their duties of praying and preaching, assembled the multitude of the disciples and said:
“It is not fit that we should forsake the Word of God, and serve tables. Look ye out
therefore, brethren, from among you seven men of good report, full of the Spirit and of
wisdom, whom we may appoint over this business. But we will continue steadfastly in



prayer, and in the ministry of the word.” Acts 6:2-4. So Stephen, in connection with six
others, was chosen to distribute the goods. Thence comes the word “deacon,” servant or
minister. For these men served the congregation, ministering to their temporal wants.

32. Plainly, then, Stephen was a steward, or an administrator and guardian of the
temporal goods of the Christians his duty was to administer them to those in need. In
course of time his office was perverted into that of a priest who reads the epistle and
Gospel lessons. The only trace left of Stephen’s office is the slight resemblance found
in the duty of the nuns’ provosts, and in that of the administrators of hospitals and of the
guardians of the poor. The readers of the epistle and Gospel selections should be, not
the consecrated, the shorn, the bearers of dalmatics and brushers of flies at the altar, but
ordinary godly laymen who keep a record of the needy and have charge of the common
fund for distribution as necessity requires. Such was the actual office of Stephen. He
never dreamed of reading epistles and Gospels, or of bald pates and dalmatics. Those
are all human devices.

THE AUTHORITY OF LAYMEN TO PREACH

33. As to the question that may arise whether an ordinary layman may be allowed to
preach: Though Stephen was not appointed to preach — the apostles, as stated, reserved
that office to themselves — but to perform the duties of a steward, yet when he went to
the market-place and mingled among the people, he immediately created a stir by
performing signs and wonders, as the epistle says, and he even censured the rulers. Had
the Pope and his followers been present, they certainly would have inquired as to his
credentials — his Church passport and his ecclesiastical character; and had he been
lacking a bald pate and a prayer-book, undoubtedly he would have been committed to
the flames as a heretic since he was not a priest nor a clergyman. These titles, which the
Scriptures accord all Christians, the Papists have appropriated to themselves alone,
terming all other men “the laity,” and themselves “the Church,” as if the laity were not a
part of the Church. At the same time these people of boasted refinement and nobility do
not in a single instance fill the office or do the work of a priest, of a clergyman or of the
Church. They but dupe the world with their human devices.

34. The precedent of Stephen holds good. His example gives all men authority to preach
wherever they can find hearers, whether it be in a building or at the market-place. He
does not confine the preaching of God’s Word to bald pates and long gowns. At the
same time he does not interfere with the preaching of the apostles. He attends to the
duties of his own office and is readily silent where it is the place of the apostles to



preach. True, order must be observed. All cannot speak at once. Paul writes in the
fourteenth chapter of 1 Corinthians ( 1 Corinthians 14) that one or two are to be
permitted to speak, and that if a revelation be made to a listener the speaker is to keep
silence. That such was the practice of the apostles is evident from Acts 15, where we
read how, after the discourses of certain Pharisees, Peter preached, and when he ceased
Barnabas and Paul followed, and lastly James. Each spoke in his turn. To a very slight
extent the custom still exists in the debates of colleges, but at present sermons are only
idle talk about Dietrich of Bern or some dream of the speaker.

35. A sermon proper should be conducted as a dissertation upon any subject at the
social board. Christ, therefore, instituted the Holy Supper as an occasion where we
might treat of his Word as we sit at table. But now all is perverted and divine order is
superseded by arrangements merely human. But let this suffice on this point.

36. In the second place, Stephen’s conduct is a beautiful example of love for fellowmen
in that he entertains no ill-will toward even his murderers. However severely he rebukes
them in his zeal for the honor of God, such is the kindly feeling he has for them that in
the very agonies of death, having made provision for himself by commending his Spirit
to God, he has no further thought about himself but is all concern for them. Under the
influence of that love he yields up his spirit. Not undesignedly does Luke place
Stephen’s prayer for his murderers at the close of the narrative. Note also, when praying
for himself and commending his spirit to God he stood, but he knelt to pray for his
murderers. Further, he cried with a loud voice as he prayed for them, which he did not
do for himself.

37. How much more fervently he prayed for his enemies than for himself! How his
heart must have burned, his eyes have overflowed and his entire body been agitated and
moved with compassion as he beheld the wretchedness of his enemies! It is the opinion
of St. Augustine that Paul was saved by this prayer. And it is not unreasonable to
believe that God truly heard it and that from eternity he foresaw a great result from this
dispensation. The person of Paul is evidence of God’s answer to Stephen’s prayer. It
could not be denied, though all may not have been saved.

38. Stephen aptly chooses his words, saying, “Lay not this sin to their charge;” that is,
make not their sin unremovable, like a pillar or a foundation. By these words Stephen
makes confession, repents and renders satisfaction for sin, in behalf of his murderers.
His words imply: “Beloved Lord, truly they commit a sin, a wrong. This cannot be
denied.” Just as it is customary in repentance and confession simply to deplore and



confess the guilt. Stephen then prays, offering himself up that abundant satisfaction may
surely be made for sin.

39. Note how great an enemy and at the same time how great a friend true love can be;
how severe its censures and how sweet its aid. It is like a nut with a hard shell and a
sweet kernel. Bitter to our old Adam nature, it is exceedingly sweet to the new man in
us.

EXAMPLE OF COMFORT AND ENCOURAGEMENT

40. This epistle lesson, by the example given, inculcates the forcible doctrine of faith
and love; and more, it affords comfort and encouragement. It not only teaches; it incites
and impels. Death, the terror of the world, it styles a sleep; Luke says, “He fell asleep.”
That is, Stephen’s death was quiet and painless; he departed as one goes to sleep,
unknowing how — unconsciously falls asleep.

41. The theory that the Christian’s death is a sleep, a peaceful passing, has safe
foundation in the declaration of the Spirit. The Spirit will not deceive us. Christ’s grace
and power make death peaceful. Its bitterness is far re. moved by Christ’s death when
we believe in him. He says ( John 8:51), “If a man keep my word, he shall never see
death.” Why shall he not see it? Because the soul, embraced in his living Word and
filled with that life, cannot be sensible of death. The Word lives and knows no death; so
the soul which believes in that Word and lives in it, likewise does not taste death. This
is why Christ’s words are called words of life. They are the words of life; he who hangs
upon them, who believes in them, must live.

42. Comfort and encouragement are further increased by Stephen’s assertion, “I see the
heavens opened, and the Son of man standing on the right hand of God.” Here we see
how faithfully and lovingly Christ watches over us, and how ready he is to aid us if we
but believe in him and will cheerfully risk our lives for his sake. The vision was not
given solely on Stephen’s account; it was not recorded for his profit. It was for our
consolation, to remove all doubt of our privilege to enjoy the same happy results,
provided we conduct ourselves as Stephen did.

43. The fact that the heavens are open affords us the greatest comfort and removes all
terror of death. What should not stand open and ready for us when the heavens, the
supreme work of creation, are waiting wide for us and rejoicing at our approach? It may
be your desire to see them visibly open to you. But were everyone to behold, where
would faith be? That the vision was once given to man is enough for the comfort of all
Christians, for the comfort and strengthening of their faith and for the removal of all



death’s terrors. For as we believe, so shall we experience, even though we see not
physically.

44. Would not the angels, yes all creatures, lend willing assistance when the Lord
himself stands ready to help? Remarkably, Stephen saw not an angel, not God himself,
but the man Christ, he who most delights humanity and who affords man the strongest
comfort. Man, especially when in distress, welcomes the sight of another man in
preference to that of angels or other creatures.

45. Our artful teachers who would measure the works of God by their own reason, or
the seas with a spoon, ask: “How could Stephen look into the heavens when our vision
cannot discern a bird when it soars a little high? How could he see Christ distinctly
enough to recognize him for a certainty? A man upon a high steeple appears to us a
child, and we cannot recognize his person.” They attempt to settle the question by
declaring Stephen’s vision must have been supernaturally quickened, permitting him to
see clearly into infinite space. But suppose Stephen had been under a roof or within a
vault? Away with such human nonsense! Paul when near Damascus certainly heard the
voice of Christ from heaven and his hearing was not quickened for the occasion. The
apostles on Mount Tabor, John the Baptist ( Luke 3:22) and again the people ( John
12:29) — these all heard the voice of the Father with their ordinary hearing. Is it not
more difficult to hear a voice from a great distance above than to see an object in the
same place? The range of our vision is immeasurably wider than the scope of our
hearing.

46. When God desires to reveal himself, heaven and everything else requisite are near.
It matters not whether Stephen were beneath a roof or in the open air, heaven was near
to him. Abnormal vision was not necessary. God is everywhere; there is no need that he
come down from heaven. A vision, at close range, of God actually in heaven is easily
possible without the quickening or perverting of the senses.

47. It matters not whether or no we fully comprehend how such a vision is effected. It is
not intended that the wonders of God be brought within our grasp; they are manifested
to induce in us belief and confidence. Explain to me, ye of boasted wisdom, how the
comparatively large apple or pear or cherry can be grown through the tiny stem; or even
explain less mysterious things. But permit God to work; believe in his wonders and do
not presume to bring him within your comprehension.

48. Who can number the virtues illustrated in Stephen’s example? There loom up all the
fruits of the Spirit. We find love, faith, patience, benevolence, peace, meekness,



wisdom, truth, simplicity, strength, consolation, philanthropy. We see there also hatred
and censure for all forms of evil. We note a disposition not to value worldly advantage
nor to dread the terrors of death. Liberty, tranquility and all the noble virtues and graces
are in evidence. There is no virtue but is illustrated in this example; no vice it does not
rebuke. Well may the evangelist say Stephen was full of faith and power. Power here
implies activity. Luke would says, “His faith was great; hence his many and mighty
works.” For when faith truly exists, its fruits must follow. The greater the faith, the
more abundant its fruits.

49. True faith is a strong, active and efficacious principle. Nothing is impossible to it. It
rests not nor hesitates. Stephen, because of the superior activity of his faith, performed
not merely ordinary works, but wrought wonders and signs publicly — great wonders
and signs, as Luke says. This is written for a sign that the inactive individual lacks in
faith, and has no right to boast of having it. Not undesignedly is the word “faith” placed
before the word “power.” The intention was to show that works are evidence of faith,
and that without faith nothing good can be accomplished. Faith must be primary in
every act. To this end may God assist us. Amen.
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