God's Master Plan Bible Study

Lesson 29 – Grace – The First Martyr of the Early Church

God's Master Plan #29 – The First Martyr of the Early Church


When asked about how the lame man had been healed, Simon Peter’s bold message to the Jewish religious leaders of Jesus’ resurrection and identity infuriated them to the point of desiring to kill all of the apostles.  Into this madness of the Sanhedrin, stood up the voice of reason from an unexpected source:

Acts 5:33-34 But when they heard this, they were cut to the quick and intended to kill them. 34 But a Pharisee named Gamaliel, a teacher of the Law, respected by all the people, stood up in the Council and gave orders to put the men outside for a short time. 

One of the Pharisees, a man named Gamaliel, stood up and warned the Jewish leaders to be careful and not to act rashly in their punishment of the apostles.  Gamaliel was not a Christian but was a very wise teacher who had come from a long line of Pharisees.  He was also the president of the council, second only to the High Priest, and was in charge of keeping the actual Mosaic tablets handed down from Mt Sinai.  Gamaliel was famous to the Jews for his knowledge of the laws of Moses and his teaching ability.  At this time one of his long-time and best students was a young man by the name of Saul who will figure very prominently in the early church in the near future.

Acts 5:35-36 And he said to them, "Men of Israel, take care what you propose to do with these men. 36 "For some time ago Theudas rose up, claiming to be somebody, and a group of about four hundred men joined up with him. But he was killed, and all who followed him were dispersed and came to nothing. 

After ordering the apostles out of the room, Gamaliel addressed the Jewish religious leaders and reminded them of claims of religious groups of recent history
.  Gamaliel mentioned another man who had recently claimed to be the Messiah – a man named Theudas – who, after the death of Herod the Great, had started an uprising in Galilee for the sake of “taking over” Judea from the Romans.  History reveals that Theudas did manage to scrounge together about 400 men but they were soundly defeated by the Roman army.  This took place sometime immediately following Jesus’ birth and here Gamaliel referred to the fact that Theudas boosted his armies’ membership by claiming to be the Messiah
.  And yet he obviously was not the Messiah because his cause and claims came to nothing.  

Acts 5:37-39 "After this man, Judas of Galilee rose up in the days of the census and drew away some people after him; he too perished, and all those who followed him were scattered. 38 "So in the present case, I say to you, stay away from these men and let them alone, for if this plan or action is of men, it will be overthrown; 39 but if it is of God, you will not be able to overthrow them; or else you may even be found fighting against God." 

Judas of Galilee was another well-known Jewish rebel.  He rose up in the second taxing that was performed ten years after the taxing that took Joseph and Mary to Bethlehem.  Judas of Galilee did not necessarily claim to be the Messiah himself, but began to teach that the Jews should not call anyone “lord” or “governor” except God in heaven.  He also taught the Jewish people to rebel against the Romans because they “should not obey strangers.”  Because Judas of Galilee’s teachings matched exactly what the Jewish people wanted, some of the people begin to call him the Messiah.  Gamaliel’s point here was that even though some claimed him to be the Messiah, with time and his death, people realized that it was not truth.  Gamaliel then finished by stating “we need to leave these men alone, because if what they claim is false then time will prove it false, but if what they are stating is true, then it could be that we would find ourselves fighting against God directly and as such we will not be able to overthrow them!”  

These verses were powerful statements to come from someone who was not a believer!  And Gamaliel’s reasoning is still good advice today:  the test of time is the best test to judge a church’s or individual’s beliefs and sincerity.  If God is for it, it will last, but if it is not of God, then time will definitely reveal that
!

Acts 5:40 They took his advice; and after calling the apostles in, they flogged them and ordered them not to speak in the name of Jesus, and then released them. 

The Jewish religious leaders heeded the wise council of Gamaliel and instead of killing the apostles had them beaten and then ordered them to stop preaching in the name of Jesus and then released them.  

Acts 5:41-42 So they went on their way from the presence of the Council, rejoicing that they had been considered worthy to suffer shame for His name. 42 And every day, in the temple and from house to house, they kept right on teaching and preaching Jesus as the Christ.

The threats and warnings of the Sanhedrin had the opposite effect on the Apostles!  They rejoiced that they had been “considered worthy” to suffer for the name of Jesus and “every day” was in the temple or going from house to house preaching about the power of Jesus and the revelation of who He really is.  

Acts 6:1 Now at this time while the disciples were increasing in number, a complaint arose on the part of the Hellenistic Jews against the native Hebrews, because their widows were being overlooked in the daily serving of food.  

The renewed passion to preach the power of the name of Jesus by the apostles and the Godly fear and respect of the church members after the dramatic judgment upon the deceit of Ananias and Sapphira led directly to even further church growth.  As the early apostolic church increased, so did the everyday duties and problems within the church.  As they began to reach out to Jews that were from other countries, the influx of different cultures along with the many personalities involved began to create issues and gave rise to the first serious disagreement within the early church.  

The “Hellenistic Jews,” were Jews that had grown up immersed within the Greek culture.  Because they were influenced heavily by Grecian philosophy and education, these Jews did not think as rigidly as the Jews who were converted from strict Judaism.  These Grecian Jews began to complain against the others because they felt like their widows were not shown as much time or daily attention from the disciples when the church served food in their daily “widow ministry.”
  

Acts 6:2-4 So the twelve summoned the congregation of the disciples and said, "It is not desirable for us to neglect the word of God in order to serve tables. 3 "Therefore, brethren, select from among you seven men of good reputation, full of the Spirit and of wisdom, whom we may put in charge of this task. 4 "But we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word." 

The apostles realized that in order for the growth that God had promised to continue, other people would have to get involved in the everyday ministries of the church.  They could not seek God’s face and study and teach the Word of God as they should if they were forced to handle the widow ministry also.  So the Apostles suggested that the Grecians choose seven men to become “ministering deacons” and then set forth the guidelines that must be fulfilled by those who would fill the new office.  The qualifications for these men were threefold:

1. They had to be of “good reputation.”  Only men of good character and of good report were to be considered. 

2. They must be “full of the Spirit.”  This obviously meant that they were required to have received the infilling of the Holy Spirit as experienced by the original apostles on the Day of Pentecost.  This also meant that they must be men who reflected the fruit of the Spirit
.

3. They must be “full of wisdom.”  Godly wisdom is the ability to apply God’s Word to everyday life situations and applications.  The men chosen for this ministry had to be able to take God’s Word and apply it not only to other people’s lives but to their own!    

These were the qualifications to take care of the “little things” of ministry.  Obviously the apostles realized the importance of being able to be led by the Spirit in the routine everyday things of life.  

Acts 6:5-6 The statement found approval with the whole congregation; and they chose Stephen, a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit, and Philip, Prochorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas and Nicolas, a proselyte from Antioch. 6 And these they brought before the apostles; and after praying, they laid their hands on them. 

Everyone liked the idea of choosing ministering deacons and so seven men were chosen by the congregation to be considered and approved by the apostles to take over this ministry.  All seven men listed here had Greek names and not Hebrew ones, proof that they were men from the Grecian Jews.  Of the seven we only know details of three:  Stephen, Philip, and Nicolas.  

Stephen, a man “full of faith, and of the Holy Ghost” was a powerful preacher and teacher.  We will focus on Stephen in more detail later in this lesson.  

Philip was a mighty evangelist whose preaching later started a mighty revival in Samaria and whose exploits will be the subject of our next lesson.  

Nicolas was a Jewish “proselyte” of Antioch.  This meant that Nicolas was not born Jewish but a idolatrous Greek.  A “proselyte” was someone who was not born a Jew but believed in the one, true living God of the Israelites, and subjected themselves to every Mosaic law including physical circumcision.  Nicolas obviously became a Jewish proselyte first
, and then received the Holy Ghost, because the infilling of the Spirit was a requirement to be considered for this position
.  

When these seven men were appointed to this ministry, the disciples commissioned and approved of their selection by praying for them and laying their hands upon them as they prayed
.  That these men were wise and God-approved choices is evident by the result of their appointment:

Acts 6:7 The word of God kept on spreading; and the number of the disciples continued to increase greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests were becoming obedient to the faith. 

Not only did the church grow as a result of their Godly and wise handling of the first major issue within their ranks, but about this time a great many of the Mosaic priests believed and became a part of the early apostolic church!  When more of the church helped shoulder the load of ministry, more people were able to be reached with the saving message of Grace and Jesus Christ.

Acts 6:8-10 And Stephen, full of grace and power, was performing great wonders and signs among the people. 9 But some men from what was called the Synagogue of the Freedmen, including both Cyrenians and Alexandrians, and some from Cilicia and Asia, rose up and argued with Stephen. 10 But they were unable to cope with the wisdom and the Spirit with which he was speaking. 

Stephen was obviously an extraordinary man and was the first deacon to be chosen.  The scriptures teaches that he was “full of grace and power” and God used him to perform many great miracles among the crowds of Jerusalem.  His anointing and ministry provoked some men of “the Synagogue of the Freedmen” to argue with him, but Stephen spoke with such wisdom and spirit, that they were not able to resist or refute him
.  Stephen obviously taught in such a way that caused those who opposed the true teaching of scriptures to either obey or reject them.   

Acts 6:11-12 Then they secretly induced men to say, "We have heard him speak blasphemous words against Moses and against God." 12 And they stirred up the people, the elders and the scribes, and they came up to him and dragged him away and brought him before the Council. 

Not being able to argue with the truth, those of the “Synagogue of the Freedmen” turned to violence and stirred up the Jewish leaders against Stephen by telling them that they had heard Stephen speak “against Moses and against God.”  Actually, Stephen had spoken against their twisted and errant religious beliefs and had spoken “for Moses and for God” but his enemies succeeded in stirring up the Jewish religious leaders until they arrested Stephen and brought him to trial before the Jewish council.

Acts 6:13-15 They put forward false witnesses who said, "This man incessantly speaks against this holy place and the Law; 14 for we have heard him say that this Nazarene, Jesus, will destroy this place and alter the customs which Moses handed down to us." 15 And fixing their gaze on him, all who were sitting in the Council saw his face like the face of an angel.

False witnesses were called to testify against Stephen to further incite the wrath of the Jewish leaders.  Stephen had been preaching about Jesus’ prophecy of the destruction of the temple and how that He had come to fulfill the Law of Moses and usher in a new era of Grace!  While he was being falsely accused, a visible anointing came upon Stephen and all of the Jewish leaders realized that his face was like “the face of an angel.”  It is interesting to note how that God was giving the Jewish leaders and Sanhedrin chance after chance to hear the Gospel and the message of Jesus Christ through the testimony of the apostles and now Stephen.  

Acts 7:1-2 The high priest said, "Are these things so?" 2 And he said, "Hear me, brethren and fathers! The God of glory appeared to our father Abraham when he was in Mesopotamia, before he lived in Haran, 

The High Priest allowed Stephen a chance to speak and with the anointing of God, and an excellent command of Jewish history, he began to preach a masterpiece of a sermon!  The majority of Acts chapter 7 is this final sermon of Stephen and he began with Abraham and related through the time of Moses and the Era of Law how that the Jewish people had always rejected the master plan of God.  After this powerful historical discourse, Stephen brought his listeners into the sermon:

Acts 7:51-53 "You men who are stiff-necked and uncircumcised in heart and ears are always resisting the Holy Spirit; you are doing just as your fathers did. 52 " Which one of the prophets did your fathers not persecute? They killed those who had previously announced the coming of the Righteous One, whose betrayers and murderers you have now become; 53 you who received the law as ordained by angels, and yet did not keep it." 

Knowing that he was preaching to the very leaders that had crucified Jesus Christ, Stephen proclaimed that not only did their fathers resist the plan of the Spirit of God, but they had also!  Stephen pointed out that the Jewish fathers had killed the very prophets who had prophesied about the coming of Messiah, and then the Jewish religious leaders had murdered the Messiah Himself!  Stephen then concluded that not only did they reject Christ and crucify Him, but in their religiosity, the Jewish leaders did not even follow all of the law:  he was preaching as direct and as bluntly as was possible.  

Acts 7:54-56 Now when they heard this, they were cut to the quick, and they began gnashing their teeth at him. 55 But being full of the Holy Spirit, he gazed intently into heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God; 56 and he said, "Behold, I see the heavens opened up and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God." 

When the Jewish leaders heard this mighty sermon, “they were cut to the heart.”  Stephen looked up into heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God.”
  

Acts 7:57-58 But they cried out with a loud voice, and covered their ears and rushed at him with one impulse. 58 When they had driven him out of the city, they began stoning him; and the witnesses laid aside their robes at the feet of a young man named Saul. 

Covering their ears at the proclamation of Stephen that they took to be blasphemy, the Jewish religious leaders drove Stephen out of the city and began to stone him.  As they did, one of the smartest and most learned of the young Pharisees, a young man named Saul, held the coats of those who threw the rocks!    

Acts 7:59-60 They went on stoning Stephen as he called on the Lord and said, "Lord Jesus, receive my spirit!" 60 Then falling on his knees, he cried out with a loud voice, "Lord, do not hold this sin against them!" Having said this, he fell asleep.

Stephen called on the Lord and said “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit!”  Using the term of master and ruler that the Jews only used for Jehovah God, Stephen cried out to Jesus!  And his last words were to follow the example of Jesus on the cross and forgive those who were hurting him!  What a testimony of truth and the power of Jesus Christ to change a man!    

Acts 8:1-2 Saul was in hearty agreement with putting him to death. And on that day a great persecution began against the church in Jerusalem, and they were all scattered throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria, except the apostles. 2 Some devout men buried Stephen, and made loud lamentation over him. 

The impact of witnessing the words and martyr of Stephen forever changed the course of the life of the young Pharisee named Saul.  It also forever changed the course of the Apostolic Church for the Christians began to be greatly persecuted in Jerusalem.  When this persecution came, the followers of Christ began to flee from Jerusalem and scatter throughout Judea and Samaria to avoid death.  God allowed this persecution to come upon the early church insomuch that the death of Stephen was in the perfect will of God.  Even though they did not realize it at the time, the early Christians were finally beginning to obey the words of Jesus when He had commanded them to teach “all nations”  beginning at Jerusalem and spreading throughout the world.  Because of comfort and the ease of living for God, the Early Church had only reached Jerusalem until persecution came but as they began to travel to avoid persecution they also spread the Gospel message to other regions.  The original twelve apostles remained in Jerusalem, and Stephen was given a very mournful burial.  No doubt as the leaders of the Early Church buried Stephen, they wondered why God had allowed such a horrible tragedy to happen.  

Even today, we must realize that when tragedy and persecution come in our lives, that God’s ways are above our ways, and we must live our lives in the perfect will of God, trusting not in our own plans but in God’s master plan.  We as human beings tend to view our lives from a selfish viewpoint, living for ourselves, and shying away from any idea of self sacrifice.  It has always been, however, God’s way to allow persecution to bring about His perfect will in a man’s life.  The Christians in Jerusalem had found God’s grace and had received the “regeneration” of the Holy Spirit in having their relationship with God restored.  There were many other people throughout the world who had not yet had the opportunity to have this close and saving relationship with Jesus Christ.  The Early Church, in their zeal for the things of God and keeping themselves pure, had forgotten about the rest of the world.  God allowed persecution in their lives to remind them of their purpose, that was to teach other people about the saving power and message of Jesus Christ.  The Day of Pentecost had been a wonderful experience for 120, but whether or not the rest of the world received the wonderful promise depended upon whether of not the Early Church would sell out to the commandment of Jesus and teach “repentance and the remission of sins in His name
!”
 

Acts 8:3-4 But Saul began ravaging the church, entering house after house, and dragging off men and women, he would put them in prison. 4 Therefore, those who had been scattered went about preaching the word. 

The martyr of Stephen triggered something in the young Pharisee named Saul.  He began to ravage the church and, entering into the homes of known Christians, would cast both the men and the women into jail.  Persecution did not just come to the leadership of the Early Church, but to every individual.  This was because God did not intend just for the  leadership of the church to obey His command to reach the world, but rather it was the will of God that every individual member of the church reach someone.  Saul became the greatest opposition that the church had ever known, and devoted his life to destroying the Christian church, but this plan backfired, though, because as the men and women fled from Saul, they went everywhere “preaching the word!”  

We must live and preach the word throughout every situation that we find ourselves!  In the darkest times of our lives, we must still be faithful to God and His call to reach others!  The Word of God should be the most important aspect of our lives, and like Stephen we should remain true to the Spirit even if it means giving of our very lives!  It could be that what we are enduring is bringing about the perfect will of God in our lives!   

� That we are reading precise conversations that were spoken behind closed doors with none of the apostles present indicates that Luke had a source inside the Jewish Sanhedrin who had become a believer.  This source was probably Nicodemus.  The various detailed “closed door” conversations are indirect proof of Nicodemus’ conversion to a true believer in Christ.  


� This was not an unreasonable criteria and we find Paul wrote to all of the believers in Ephesus and commanded them to be “filled up to all the fullness of God (Ephesians 3:19).  It is not enough that believers receive the baptism of the Spirit of God but they must also allow the Spirit to work within them to produce the fruit of love, peace, goodness, gentleness, kindness, etc. . . 


� Many people have wrongly taught that Cornelius – whose conversion is recorded in the 10th chapter of Acts – was the first Gentile to receive the Holy Spirit, but technically Nicolas had received the Holy Ghost much earlier than Cornelius.  As we will see later, Cornelius’ conversion caused quite a stir because he was the first uncircumcised Gentile to receive the Holy Ghost!  In other words, Cornelius was the first Gentile to receive the Holy Ghost who never became a convert of the Jewish faith first.  


� These men from “the Synagogue of the Freedmen” were Jews who were not from the land of Israel and that did not speak fluent Hebrew.  They had formed their own temple in Jerusalem in which they were able to worship in their own language and in which a school of philosophy and theology met to help teach Moses’ law to Jewish people who had to face the language barrier.  Obviously many of the teachers debated with Stephen and yet their false teachings were turned aside by Stephen’s anointing and wisdom.


� See Luke 24:47-48.





Endnotes





� When scholars say “Jewish history” they usually are referring to either Rabbinic writings of the Pharisees which survive to this day or to the extensive writings of the Jewish historian Josephus who was contemporary with Christ.  Josephus, in particular, details Theudas’ failed attempt to overthrow the Roman government and many other attempts not mentioned here by Gamaliel.  Josephus’ writings have been translated into English and are readily available at most book stores today.  





� We now know that there was much more to Gamaliel’s comments than what is revealed to us here in scripture.  Jewish history teaches us that Gamaliel was quite curious about the “supposed events” of Jesus’ life and had even gone so far as to visit Bethlehem and interview some of the shepherds who witnessed the birth events of Jesus and he talked with some of Jesus’ family.  Gamaliel also wrote a letter to Caiaphas the High Priest before Jesus’ trial and death that warned him to be careful that the events surrounding the life of Jesus closely matched the scriptural prophecies of the Messiah.  We have no knowledge as whether or not Gamaliel ever became saved, but he undoubtedly revealed his findings to his students one of which, named Saul, would become the greatest theologian that ever lived!





� The problem was a direct result of the growth of the church.  The twelve disciples did not have enough time to visit every individual every day and still have time for prayer and study of the scriptures.  This is a common problem among our churches today.  Some churches have a mentality that everything should be done by the pastor or pastoral staff, but the church will only grow to a certain point this way.  As new people come in, the pastor cannot take care of all of the everyday things and still have enough time to pray, study, and teach the word of the Lord to individuals.





� Many people have also falsely taught that Nicolas was the founder of the group of “Nicolaitans” that God hated mentioned in Revelation 2:6 and 2:15.  In his preaching Nicolas taught that “those who had wives should be as those who have none,” meaning that those who were married should be just as committed to ministry and God as those who did not have the added responsibility of a family.  Jewish history teaches us that later in the century, a group of believers misinterpreted Nicolas’ comment and began to teach that “all wives should be common,” meaning that fornication and adultery were no longer sinful behavior  for a believer.  This group falsely claimed to have gotten its origin from Nicolas and went by the name of the “Nicolaitans.”  It was of this group that Jesus Christ told John that He hated their teachings and the warning in Revelation is a reflection of God’s opinion of this group of heretical teachers and not a reflection on Nicolas, himself.  





� The laying on of hands symbolized the transference of authority, and helped the seven men focus their faith to receive a special anointing and power for their ministry.  Throughout the Book of Acts, we will see the uses of the laying on of hands for similar reasons and similar services of commission.  Paul even referred to a similar procedure when writing the young pastor, Timothy (II Timothy 1:6).  The laying on of hands and prayer for those being commissioned for a special ministry or new work is a very Biblical concept, and that is why we still use this type of service today.  





� The phrase “right hand of God” is mentioned hundreds of times throughout scripture.  Many times in the New Testament, the scriptures teach us that Jesus is at the “right hand of God.”  The two most prominent mentions of this are Peter’s quotation of Psalms 110:1 in Acts 2:34 and the vision of Stephen that he looked into heaven and saw “Jesus standing at the right hand of God.”  





In interpreting scripture, we should always take the scripture literally unless doing so causes scripture to contradict itself, then we must admit and allow for metaphors and analogies to exist.  If Stephen’s vision is taken – as many people today interpret it – as proof that Stephen saw two physical manifestations of the Godhead side by side, then several contradictions arise in scripture because of that interpretation.  Consider the following:





No man has seen God at any time apart from the revealed form of Jesus Christ; nor can a human see Him other than the form of Jesus Christ (John 1:18; 1 Timothy 6:16; 1 John 4:12)


God is a Spirit and as such is invisible (1 Timothy 1:17).


Apart from the body of Jesus Christ, God does not have a physical right hand unless He chooses to manifest Himself in a form resembling human form.


Stephen could not have seen God “apart from Jesus” because if he saw two separate persons, then why did he ignore one of them and then pray only to Jesus?


If Stephen was separate physical manifestations of “the Father” and of “the Son” of the Trinity, then where was the Holy Spirit?





In addition to these issues, if the phrase “at the right hand of God” is taken literally then other problems and contradictions arise in scripture.  For example, is Jesus “sitting” on the right hand of God (Acts 2:34), “standing on” the right hand of God (Acts 7:55-56), or �standing at or beside the right hand of God?  The scriptures states all of those choices.  In Revelation chapters 4 and 5 the Lamb returns to the right hand of the One who sits on the throne but Revelation chapter 1 and later chapters reveal that Jesus is the One who sits on the throne.  So, following that logic, is Jesus sitting or standing on His own right hand?





All of these seeming contradictions and difficulties clear up when we realize that “right hand” is and always has been a Jewish metaphor for power and authority.  In other words, “right hand” is a figure of speech of the ancient Hebrews and in scripture the term is always used as a figure of speech.  A quick glance at scripture proves this to be so:





Ps 16:8 I have set the LORD continually before me; Because He is at my right hand, I will not be shaken. 





The writer is not stating that the Lord is at his physical right hand, but rather that the Lord is his power and protection.





Ps 77:10-11 Then I said, " It is my grief, That the right hand of the Most High has changed." 11 I shall remember the deeds of the LORD; Surely I will remember Your wonders of old. 





The writer is recalling years of blessing in the past before Israel had fallen from God’s graces and that He stopped doing mighty works in their midst and the term “right hand” is a reference to the power of doing mighty things of God.





Ps 98:1 O sing to the LORD a new song, For He has done wonderful things, His right hand and His holy arm have gained the victory for Him. 





Here is undoubtedly a metaphor presented.  God’s “right hand” refers to His awesome power.  His “holy arm” refers to Him reaching from heaven and working on earth.





Ps 109:31 For He stands at the right hand of the needy, To save him from those who judge his soul.





God takes special notice and uses His power to help those in need is what the psalmist is saying here.





Isa 62:8  The LORD has sworn by His right hand and by His strong arm, "I will never again give your grain as food for your enemies; Nor will foreigners drink your new wine for which you have labored." 





Every time the term “right hand” is used in the Old Testament, it is a reference to “power or might” whether it be referring to the Lord’s power or man’s power.  When we cross into the New Testament, we find the same figure of speech used the same way:





Luke 11:20 "But if I cast out demons by the finger of God, then the kingdom of God has come upon you.  





That Jesus did not refer to the “right hand” but only “a finger” indicates that He did not have to use His full power or ability to cast out demons, but that it only required a very little portion of the might and authority that He was capable of using!  If He meant a literal finger, then which hand and which finger did He mean?





Even today, the right hand or arm still denotes power, strength, and oath:





We shake hands with our right hands, to do so with the left denotes respect.


The armed forces salute with their right hand.


When we say the pledge of allegiance to our country, we do so with our right hand placed over our heart.


Before we testify in court, we agree by the raising of the right hand to do everything in our power to tell the truth.


We use phrases such as “right hand man” and “I would give my right arm to . . . “ to denote this phrase as a figure of speech for power and ability, even today.





This figure of speech comes from the Bible and the words of God, Himself:





Ex 15:6-8 "Your right hand, O LORD, is majestic in power,  Your right hand, O LORD, shatters the enemy. 7 "And in the greatness of Your excellence You overthrow those who rise up against You;  You send forth Your burning anger, and it consumes them as chaff. 8 " At the blast of Your nostrils the waters were piled up,  The flowing waters stood up like a heap; The deeps were congealed in the heart of the sea. 





Did God only smash the enemies of Israel with His right hand and nostrils only?  Did God have His left hand tied behind Him?  Obviously such expressions are figures of speech.  And to be exact they are “anthropomorphisms,” which are figures of speech attributing human characteristics to God’s Spirit so that we can understand what is meant.  





When the full meaning of the figure of speech to “be at the right hand of God” is understood then it becomes obvious that to state that Jesus is at or on or anywhere near the “right hand of God” is to not state that Jesus is another person beside God Almighty, but rather is to state that Jesus is the full power and authority of God manifest to men!  In other words, to state that Jesus sits or stands or exists at the “right hand of God” is to say that Jesus Christ “is God” manifest and revealed to us on earth.  And this is precisely how the Jewish people who were told this phrase about Jesus took it.  Notice when Jesus was on trial by the High Priest:





Matt 26:64-65 Jesus said to him, " You have said it yourself; nevertheless I tell you, hereafter you will see THE SON OF MAN SITTING AT THE RIGHT HAND OF POWER, and COMING ON THE CLOUDS OF HEAVEN." 65 Then the high priest tore his robes and said, "He has blasphemed! What further need do we have of witnesses? Behold, you have now heard the blasphemy; 





If for Jesus to say that they would see Him “at the right hand of power” simply meant that He was another with the Jewish One God, then this statement would not have been blasphemy.  But for it to be “blasphemy” obviously the chief priest took Jesus’ statement as saying that He was and is the one Jewish God!  And a similar response is found in Stephen’s trial:  if the Jews understood Stephen’s statement to mean that Jesus was another beside the God Almighty who sat on the throne, then why did they respond by covering their ears, and stoning him for blasphemy?  Obviously they understood the figure of speech that Stephen was using, and understood exactly what Stephen was saying:  that Jesus is God!  And for this they stoned him.





To try to use these analogies to prove the man-made doctrine of a Trinity, is impossible because it introduces many more issues and scriptural problems.  For example, if God the Father has a body in heaven separate than God the Son, then why didn’t God the Father come and die for you and I?  Does God the Son love you more than God the Father?  If God the Father and God the Son are two separate persons then how can Jesus be the One on the throne in heaven and yet still somehow manifest Himself on the literal right hand of God the Father?  It is easier to believe the clear teachings of the scripture that states about Jesus:





Col 2:9-10 For in Him all the fullness of Deity dwells in bodily form, 10 and in Him you have been made complete, and He is the head over all rule and authority; 





If the term “right hand of God” is a metaphor and figure of speech denoting power and authority then there is no contradiction throughout scripture and this teachings perfectly illustrates and sums up all others.  Moreover, the use of the phrase is consistent throughout the Bible.  If you take the phrase literal, then you run into many complications and problems that causes scripture to contradict itself.  Since scripture does not contradict itself, then what must be wrong is our interpretation!  Stephen saw Jesus Christ on His throne in heaven and used a familiar Jewish figure of speech to express it.  They completely understood what he was saying with his expression and that is why they stoned him!    





� Even today, we must realize that God allows persecution and tragedy in our lives to remind of us of our purpose.  We are to be witnesses of Him, and we should be reaching our world with the Day of Pentecost experience.  We should not be so comfortable in our message that we become religious without being Apostolic!  Faithfulness to the ordinances of God are necessary and important, but are you also reaching someone else?  When persecution and tragedy comes, remember the reason that God has allowed you to live on this earth:  to reach others with the same message!  
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