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FOREWORD

The purpose of God, to reach humanity with the message of salvation, has not diminished across generations. He entrusts that eternal assignment to men who are willing and available. The author of Salvation Manual: Topical Exegesis, Nsikan E. Johnny, was challenged in a service, at which his pastor demanded to know how many times members of the congregation had read the whole Bible. One person answered, saying “twenty-plus”. That incident planted in him the hunger for the word of God, which led him to design ways to read and understand the Bible. The Lord at several instances kept pointing him to these facts: the primary purpose of the Bible is to unfold the salvation of humanity through Christ; the doctrine of salvation is foundational to every subject in the word of God; and each subject must be interpreted in the light of salvation through Christ. The author’s unwavering dislike of wrong biblical teachings, either deliberately for selfish motives or out of ignorance, is unparalleled.

It has been my pleasure to know Nsikan E. Johnny for quite some time in a friendship that has gone from mere acquaintance to being co-labourers in ministry. His vision to reach out to people with the truth relating to salvation led him to organise Bible studies which he taught at his office. Later, he sponsored a Bible quiz programme on radio in Akwa Ibom State, Nigeria. In 2015, the vision expanded to a national level through the Bible ‘Answer and Win’ programme on social media and its accompanying blog site, which he presided over to transform lives. However, the vision has not stopped; it keeps growing, which is evident in this book, all in a bid to promote the message of salvation to the ends of the earth.

The subject of salvation resonates through the book’s pages. The book is eternally valuable, scripturally based, doctrinally sound and reflects God’s will about salvation, which is beneficial for all ages. It is given with prayers to positively change the erroneous trend concerning Bible truth and salvation. This remarkable work instructs and illustrates the importance of the Bible as a manual for our lives. It helps unlock salvation principles that will benefit both preachers and teachers of the word and all who would live a Christ-like life. It is shaped with one thought in mind: to help people understand God’s word with an emphasis on salvation. The book is well-written, informative and an eye-opener for Christians who want to know God for themselves. It implores Christians to study the Bible from the angle of salvation, which will protect them from possible errors of wrong teachings.

A big thanks to the author for writing this much-needed manual. Through the help of the Holy Spirit, I believe this piece of work will help people return to the narrow path, now that the door of mercy is still open. I recommend this book to you, fellow pilgrims; it shall serve as a guide through this world back to our heavenly home.

Revd B. Agbor Anayo

Bristol, UK.


	

PREFACE

Precious things in the world are hard to come by, and sometimes when found, they are highly priced. Salvation is more precious than anything else and is not without a cost or price. Christ paid the price through His death and He admonishes us to carry our cross and follow Him. This entails responsibility on our part to obtain this gift of salvation. If a man finds a jewel of inestimable value, will he not sell all he has to enable him to purchase it? The gift of salvation is something we should go all out to obtain, with all that is in us and all we have.

This book is written and published chiefly with a view to enlightening many. In defence of that which is true and with a desire to correct the many erroneous teachings spreading through the church, I think of this book as a valuable companion for all genuine seekers journeying through life. My soul’s salvation and the salvation of others has always driven me to create avenues and systems to spread the gospel. Lying deep in my heart, the great commission demanded by the Saviour has become not only a purpose but a passion for continuing my Master’s work and making known to the world the burden placed in my heart by the Holy Spirit.

The scripture says that faith comes by hearing and hearing by the word of God (Romans 10:17). But what happens when the word is not correctly taught, or correctly taught but not completely broken down and hence not properly understood? So much has gone wrong among sincere seekers of God due to a lack of understanding of the scripture. That is why we have preachers, called and empowered by the Holy Spirit, to teach the word and ensure mankind finds its way back to God. However, many still teach wrongly due to many factors. As such, souls are endangered, and instead of being saved, they proceed to hell. Against this backdrop, Salvation Manual: Topical Exegesis is born – it is a series of topical commentaries on each book of the Bible that explains vital biblical subjects with the emphasis on salvation.

Knowledge is power, but nothing is as powerful as the right knowledge of the word of God. All those who find the Bible hard to understand or who have questions should try reading this book. Assuredly, all your doubts and confusion will be cleared. If you are ready to make sacrifices towards the salvation of your soul, Salvation Manual: Topical Exegesis is for you. If you desire to understand God and His works by following His word, Salvation Manual: Topical Exegesis is the guide. With this book, the messages in the Bible are explained with their right application. The Bible contains the word of God and this book details the right and practical application of the word to ensure the salvation of our souls.


	

INTRODUCTION

The human world can be analysed as a maze in which many are lost, confused or ignorant of the path that must be taken. Many are walking in circles, carried away or distracted by the cares and beauty surrounding this labyrinth of a world, blinded by their misguided priorities. But if only they could stop for a second and see the salvation God has provided for them in the person of Christ, they will see the right path out of this maze, clearly illuminated, and then they shall walk with all safety and assurance to the end where glory awaits.

The intention of God to redeem humanity and the promise of that redemption echoes through the pages of the scripture. Matthew begins his gospel by explaining to his audience the fulfilment of God’s promise starting with the genealogy of the Messiah as proof of His human descent. The entire gospel of Matthew generally accounts for the fulfilment of God’s promise of the redemption of humanity.

For those who sincerely yearn for a better relationship with God through an in-depth understanding of His word, Salvation Manual: Topical Exegesis of the Book of Matthew Vol.1 would be of great aid. It brings the purpose of our existence to the fore and gives us the template set by Christ in no uncertain terms. Following the pattern of other books of the Salvation Manual Topical Exegesis series, it adapts a topical approach to identifying biblical mysteries and truths and breaks them down for easier comprehension. This book expounds on what is written in the book of Matthew, chapters 1 to 14, with relevant references taken from other books of the Bible. The lessons to be learnt are basically drawn from the context of the life and teachings of Christ – the Way to salvation. It views the gospel of Matthew in light of our salvation and attempts to bring out a salvation message from every aspect of it. A good number of its messages are practical and confrontational, addressing the core of Christianity, which is every believer’s lifestyle. It draws the reader’s attention to the aspects of their life that do not conform to God’s word and offers the wisdom to make the required decision. All of these equip believers to live their lives in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ.

Salvation Manual Topical Exegesis of the book of Matthew Vol. 1 thoroughly breaks down Christ’s life-changing teachings, one of which is the Sermon on the Mount. If anyone has ever struggled with fully comprehending the beatitudes, such a person will find the contents of this piece of work very useful. Every single teaching of the beatitudes and their implication to the believer are carefully enunciated. Other teachings from Christ’s Sermon on the Mount such as being the salt and light of the world, relating with one another – including our enemies – in perfect love, dangers of adultery, understanding true righteousness, handling the worries and cares of this life while setting our priorities right concerning the kingdom are adequately addressed. The lessons on dealing with hindrances to salvation and being true followers of Christ are also discussed. The book also expounds on several parables of Christ, communicating the in-depth meaning – about the kingdom of God – and the significance of these parables, discussing them adequately as they are practically relevant for our learning as His followers.

In the course of the glorious ministry of Christ here on earth, several people encountered Him; these encounters were significant as they contain several messages worthy of note for pilgrims on their journey through this world. Several such encounters are noted in this book, and vital lessons are drawn and explained. Activities within the earthly life of Christ and actions carried out by Him are noteworthy. These include the events that transpired at His birth, God’s affirmation of Him at His baptism, His temptation, the call of His disciples, His deliverance of the sick and demon-possessed, and His physical and spiritual care for those in need. Lessons from such actions and events and their significance are comprehensibly captured.

Another aspect of Matthew’s gospel well captured is faith. If you have ever wondered what it truly means to have faith in God, to remain undaunted in faith even amid severe circumstances, this book will broaden your understanding. You would be properly instructed on how to react in the face of trials. There are other messages available in this book which would properly educate the believer on the challenging nature of the Christian path, such as the price of being a Christian and the two pathways of life and their destination. This manual is indeed a worthy guide for believers as we journey through this world as pilgrims.

Salvation Manual: Topical Exegesis of the Book of Matthew Vol. 1 is unique in that it contains messages that address conventional issues, issues that affect a Christian’s life in these modern times. Talk about Christian courtship, divorce, prioritising obedience to God, choosing between salvation and money, having the right attitude towards sinners and dealing with the issue of thoughtless promises. Its uniqueness is also revealed in its unconventional topics drawn from familiar accounts or passages. Some of these topics include: Presenting your Case – taken from Jesus’ conversation with the demons at Gadara; Life’s Purpose, Life Span – taken from the account of John the Baptist’s death; Lessons from the Birds of the Air – taken from Jesus’ sermon on God’s provision, and Unity in Diversity – drawn from the call of Jesus’ disciples. These sorts of topics would aid the reader of Matthew’s gospel to have a balanced knowledge and holistic experience of all the truths that are clearly revealed as well as those that might seem hidden at first glance.

In this book, you will learn what it means to love God, grow in intimacy with Him, and how valuable the word of God – the Bible – is if you study it with emphasis on salvation and obey it without reservation. The phrase ‘emphasis on salvation’ reverberates through the pages of this book. This concept portrays how we are to approach the study of God’s word – focusing our minds on how the word of God will help us grow intimately in our relationship with God, a relationship that will culminate in a glorious eternal destination with Him. God’s general purpose for humankind is that everyone is saved from the eternal damnation that awaits those who live in sin. Since our soul’s salvation should rank topmost amongst our priorities, this book will guide you through the life and teachings of Christ to live in a manner that will help you coexist with others peacefully here on earth and ultimately grant you eternal dwelling with God.

God never intended that people live however they deem fit without discretion or restraint. There is a way everyone ought to live, but this way must be sought in the Bible. Merely studying the Bible frequently without an in-depth understanding of it will not avail anyone much. Salvation Manual: Topical Exegesis of the Book of Matthew Vol. 1 seeks to eliminate every ambiguity in the gospel of Matthew, chapters 1 to 14, concerning the teachings and life of the Saviour. The one who studies it diligently will understand the spiritual knowledge available therein for their soul’s salvation, and such a one should also be able to teach what they have learnt to others.


	

CHAPTER 1

TOPIC 1: GOD’S PROMISES NEVER FAIL

MATTHEW 1:1

One of the truths about God is that He is always faithful to His word. When He makes a promise, He is faithfully committed to keeping it; His words are His bond. Isaiah 55:11 says: “so shall my word be that goes forth out of my mouth: it shall not return to me void, but it shall accomplish that which I please, and it shall prosper in the thing I sent it to do.” (NHEB.)

In Matthew’s introduction to the gospel, he laid out the genealogy of Jesus Christ and elaborately proved that Jesus is, “the son of David, the son of Abraham.” (Matthew 1:1 NHEB.) This record shows that God’s promise to Abraham and the nation of Israel came to pass. The first lines of the Gospel of Matthew are not just an introduction to the life of Christ on earth but a solid proof of God’s faithfulness in keeping His promise. God had told Abraham that the nations of the earth would be blessed through his Offspring. In His response to Abraham’s obedience concerning his offering of Isaac in Genesis 22:18, God swore by Himself to Abraham, “in your offspring all the nations of the earth will be blessed, because you have obeyed my voice.” (NHEB.) In Galatians 3:16, Apostle Paul lets us know that the promised Offspring is Christ. “Now the promises were spoken to Abraham and to his offspring. He does not say, “And to offsprings,” as of many, but as of one, “And to your offspring,” which is Christ.” (NHEB.) Thus, the birth of Jesus is the indisputable confirmation of the promise made to Abraham.

In several instances in the Old Testament, God promised the nation of Israel that the Messiah and Saviour of the world would come through the family line of David. Isaiah had prophesied: “A branch will come out of the stock of Jesse, and a shoot out of his roots will bear fruit. 2The Spirit of the LORD will rest on him: the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the LORD.” (Isaiah 11:1–2 NHEB.)

The Offspring God promised Abraham, through whom the world would be blessed, was not Abraham’s immediate son – Isaac, but One still at a distance, the One who came forty-two generations later. “So all the generations from Abraham to David are fourteen generations; and from David to the exile to Babylon fourteen generations; and from the exile to Babylon to the Messiah, fourteen generations.” (Matthew 1:17 NHEB.) In Acts 13:22–23, the Bible records, “‘I have found David the son of Jesse, a man after my heart, who will do all my will.’ 23From this man’s offspring, according to his promise, God has brought to Israel a Savior, Jesus.” (NHEB.) The Messiah, who is both Son of David and Son of Abraham, came in God’s own time. “But when the fullness of the time came, God sent out his Son, born to a woman, born under the law.” (Galatians 4:4 NHEB.) Many times, what we call delay is God working according to His timing. Though delayed fulfilment stretches our patience, it does not weaken God’s promises.

God’s unwavering commitment to the fulfilment of His promises is indisputable. The immutability of His promises defines His faithfulness. Today, we are sons of God and Abraham’s spiritual children through faith in Christ Jesus. This is the fulfilment of God’s word in Genesis 15:5, “The LORD brought him outside, and said, “Look now toward the sky, and count the stars, if you are able to count them.” He said to him, “So shall your descendants be.”” (NHEB), and in Genesis 22:17, “surely in blessing I will bless you, and in multiplying I will multiply your offspring like the stars of the heavens, and like the sand which is on the seashore; and your offspring will possess the gate of their enemies.” (NHEB.) Galatians 3:26–29 says, “For you are all children of God, through faith in Christ Jesus. 27For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. 28There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus. 29If you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring and heirs according to promise.” (NHEB.) God’s faithfulness in keeping His promise is not only for the Jews; His faithfulness extends to all human races.

Whenever we are in a hopeless situation and feel or think that God has left us, we ought to take refuge in His word and trust that He is faithful in keeping His promises concerning us and, most importantly, those promises about our eternal salvation. God’s word is pure, flawless, enduring, eternal, and true. Therefore, let God be our shield. Let Him be our source of hope and defence. “Every word of God is flawless. He is a shield to those who take refuge in him.” (Proverbs 30:5 NHEB.) Our faith in God ought to be steadfast in every situation. No matter what we face, we can rest assured in His promises, for they are infallible.

God had made promises at different times, and He had never failed. His word concerning Israel’s slavery and eventual deliverance from Egypt came to pass at the appointed time. Exodus 12:40–41 says, “Now the time of the dwelling of the sons of Israel who dwelt in Egypt was four hundred and thirty years. 41It happened at the end of four hundred thirty years, even the same day it happened, that all the armies of the LORD went out from the land of Egypt.” (NHEB.)

His word concerning Israel’s seventy-year captivity in Babylon and eventual deliverance came to pass as seen in 2 Chronicles 36:20–22. “He carried those who had escaped from the sword away to Babylon; and they were servants to him and his sons until the reign of the kingdom of Persia: 21to fulfill the word of the LORD by the mouth of Jeremiah, until the land had enjoyed its Sabbaths. As long as it lay desolate it kept Sabbath, to fulfill seventy years. 22Now in the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, that the word of the LORD by the mouth of Jeremiah might be accomplished, the LORD stirred up the spirit of Cyrus king of Persia, so that he made a proclamation throughout all his kingdom...” (NHEB.)

God is the same God yesterday, today and forever, always dependable. His promises are sure; He would always fulfil what He has promised. 2 Corinthians 1:20 says: “For however many are the promises of God, in him they are “Yes.” Therefore also through him they are “Amen,” to the glory of God through us.” (NHEB.) However, while waiting for the fulfilment of God’s promises for our lives, we must neither be weary nor discouraged. It is essential to emulate David’s virtues of faith and patience, as evidenced when he waited for God to fulfil His promise concerning his enthronement. Many years after Samuel anointed him as king in Israel, he remained an ordinary man. He did not act against God’s word in hastening the fulfilment of the promise by taking King Saul’s life when he had the opportunity, but he waited for God’s appointed time. “David said to Abishai, “Do not destroy him; for who can put forth his hand against the LORD’s anointed, and be guiltless?” 10David said, “As the LORD lives, the LORD will strike him; or his day shall come to die; or he shall go down into battle and perish. 11The LORD forbid that I should put forth my hand against the LORD’s anointed; but now please take the spear that is at his head, and the jar of water, and let us go.”” (1 Samuel 26:9–11 NHEB.)

God’s promises are often with conditions attached; they are like two sides of a coin – the side of the promise and our responsibilities; these must go hand in hand. Some believers are generally quick to quote scriptures of God’s promises without considering other scriptures that speak of their responsibility in bringing these promises to fulfilment. For instance, they may quote Deuteronomy 28:6, which says, “You shall be blessed when you come in, and you shall be blessed when you go out.” (NHEB.) But they could do this in isolation from the preceding verse that speaks of the condition for the blessing, which says, “It shall happen, if you shall listen diligently to the voice of the LORD your God, to observe to do all his commandments which I command you this day…” (Deuteronomy 28:1 NHEB.) Note that God’s promise of forgiving our sins and cleansing us from unrighteousness also hangs on the condition of confessing and forsaking sin. The promise of heavenly rest is only for those who meet this requirement.

Just as God’s promises of blessings come to fulfilment, it should be noted that God’s pronouncements of punishment for evil will never fail to be fulfilled when people tread the path of evil and refuse to repent. In Deuteronomy 28:15 and 25, God told the Israelites what would happen when they disobey Him: “15But it shall come to pass, if you will not listen to the voice of the LORD your God, to observe to do all his commandments and his statutes which I command you this day, that all these curses shall come on you, and overtake you. 25The LORD will cause you to be struck before your enemies; you shall go out one way against them, and shall flee seven ways before them: and you shall be tossed back and forth among all the kingdoms of the earth.” (NHEB.) Going through the history of the Israelites, from the days of the Judges to the days after the kingdom was divided during the reign of Rehoboam, we can see the fulfilment of God’s pronouncement of judgment for sin. Israel’s punishment for disobedience eventually culminated in the scattering of Israel and the captivity of Judah. This should teach us that, just as God’s promise of heavenly rest will come to pass, the punishment of eternal torment in the lake of fire for sinners will also come to pass.

Since God fulfilled the promise of sending the world a Saviour, we should know for sure that His promise of an eternal home in heaven for believers will come to pass. This assurance should encourage us that no matter what we go through as Christians in our pilgrimage on earth, we can have hope that if we do not live our lives in rebellion to the word of God, we will surely gain eternal life of bliss with God.

TOPIC 2: SALVATION FOR ALL

MATTHEW 1:3–6

The purpose of Matthew’s genealogy was to highlight the authenticity of the ancestry of Jesus and prove that Jesus is a descendant of Abraham and David. A special message worthy of note in this genealogy is that God’s plan and purpose are not limited to a single group of people but transcends gender, ethnic, cultural and racial barriers. In most Hebrew genealogies, women were not prominently featured, but Matthew mentions some women in his record of Jesus’ ancestry, and these women happened to be Gentiles – Rahab, Tamar and Ruth.

Judging by moral standards or reputations, Rahab and Tamar should not have been in the genealogy of our Lord Jesus. Rahab was the prostitute who decided to betray her people by helping the people of God against the city of Jericho (Joshua 2:1–5). Tamar was Judah’s daughter-in-law who disguised as a prostitute to have a child with Judah. Judah had deprived her of her customary right by keeping Shelah, his third son, from marrying her for fear that Shelah would die like his two older brothers who had married her (Genesis 38). Aside from the events that brought Rahab and Tamar into the genealogy of Jesus, another key point is that God had commanded the Israelites against intermarriage with non-Israelites. The law was no meagre command; we see how God held it against Solomon. God’s anger had burned against Solomon’s idolatry which was encouraged by his intermarriage with non-Israelites. Also, the Israelites who returned from exile had to send away their foreign wives in restitution for their sins. The command of God to the Israelites was clear, timely and purposeful. Still, at a time when the Law was already in effect, God incorporated Rahab in the genealogy that bears an everlasting dynasty. We can learn from this inclusion that everyone everywhere belongs to God, and when the time is right, not only those who are Israelites by birth will be called the children of God, but everyone who believes in Jesus. By the law of Moses forbidding intermarriage, Rahab and Ruth, non-Israelites, should not have been considered part of the Saviour’s ancestry.

From Matthew’s record, it is clear that our lineage and past do not hinder us from being vessels in the hands of God. No matter how horrible our history or backgrounds are, we can still be useful to God, provided that we are willing to surrender our lives through repentance to Him. Moses committed murder, Saul was a persecutor of Christians, and Matthew was a tax collector – a profession considered sinful by most Jews. Jesus did not die for the righteous but for the lost – those who are helpless in moral depravity. He came to die on the cross for the sinners – the prostitutes, the liars, the thieves and the likes. By His death, they can find forgiveness with God and the grace to live godly lives. “For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all people, 12instructing us to say “No” to ungodliness and worldly desires, and to live soberly, righteously, and godly in this present age” (Titus 2:11–12 NHEB.)

The gospel is God’s power for saving the souls of men. God’s general purpose for everyone is to be born again and to live regenerated lives. But, after salvation, we all have specific roles in the furtherance of God’s kingdom, which was ordained for us beforehand. “For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared before that we would walk in them.” (Ephesians 2:10 NHEB).

Some people are unwilling to believe that God could use them due to their lineage or past. They are afraid they are unqualified. However, they must realise that God would have made Jesus come through only the best lineage if that was the case. As the only begotten Son of God, it would seem reasonable that His lineage should be perfect. Note that God’s ways are not our ways. God could choose to use the unqualified, the weakest or the basest of things so His glory would fully manifest in them. 1 Corinthians 1:27–29 says, “But God chose the foolish of the world to shame the wise. And God chose the weak of the world to shame the strong. 28And God chose the lowly of the world, and the despised, what is considered to be nothing, to bring to nothing what is considered to be something, 29that no flesh might boast before God.” (NHEB.)

Jesus’ lineage demonstrates that God can use anyone to accomplish His purpose, no matter how imperfect that person is. God still operates similarly in this current age. Regardless of your personality or past, God is interested in you if you submit to Him. And because He so loves the world, He is not willing that any should perish, but that all would come to repentance. “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that whoever believes in him will not perish, but have everlasting life.” (John 3:16 NHEB.)

TOPIC 3: JOSEPH’S ACT OF GOODNESS

MATTHEW 1:19–20, 24

Often, situations occur to test our attitudes; they would always leave us with opportunities to demonstrate what we believe, profess, or have been taught. Many who are weak in character or unstable in belief react contrarily to what they are known for when they face unpleasant situations. However, out of the goodness within them, the righteous would always respond in a manner pleasing to God.

The strength of Joseph’s character was made known in how he handled that seemingly dark cloud hovering over his relationship with Mary. While they were betrothed to be married, Mary, his fiancée, was with a child. As he brooded over the dark cloud of what he might have thought a betrayal of trust and pondered on the next move to make, the goodness in him took its toll. So, he planned to put her away in a way that would be the least offensive to Mary and primarily to ensure her safety. Joseph was kind and considerate in his resolve to put Mary away secretly to avoid exposing her to public shame. During that time, the law required that any woman found unfaithful after being betrothed was to be killed by stoning. “But if this thing be true, that the tokens of virginity were not found in the young lady; 21then they shall bring out the young lady to the door of her father’s house, and the men of her city shall stone her to death with stones, because she has done folly in Israel, to play the prostitute in her father’s house: so you shall put away the evil from the midst of you.” (Deuteronomy 22:20–21 NHEB.) Joseph could have acted differently by putting Mary out publicly and would have been justified by the law and society. Who on earth would have blamed Joseph for rejecting a pregnancy he was not responsible for? He had made a good decision on how to handle the situation, but he still took the time to review his decision. The Bible lets us know in Matthew 1:20 that, “he thought about these things…” (NHEB.) He might have thought, ‘how could this happen?’ ‘Am I doing the right thing?’ ‘What effect would my decision carry?’ He might have even said, ‘Oh God, what shall I do?!’ While Joseph was pondering, an angel appeared to him in a dream and instructed him saying, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take to yourself Mary, your wife, for that which is conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit.” (Matthew 1:20 NHEB.) Joseph displayed some sterling qualities which are worthy of emulation by all Christians. He was humble, kind, pious, considerate and obedient. His obedience was evident when he did what the angel told him in the dream without hesitation.

As Christians, we sometimes forfeit the presence and direction of God when making our decisions; we come to an opinion or decision and do not review it to see if there are flaws in it. Joseph did the opposite, he still pondered on his decision, and God intervened in the process. As a result, he realised that God would accomplish His work of salvation through Mary’s pregnancy and that Jesus Christ came as a fulfilment of God’s promises to Abraham and David.

One of the litmus tests of our character is premised on our reaction to issues concerning other people. Our relationship with others should not only be about laws and rights but also about love and consideration. Therefore, love should be the highest law guiding our actions and inactions so that in everything we do, our love for God and our neighbours will be the determining factor of what is right and wrong.

In every step in our Christian life, particularly in the turn of events that concerns others, we should take steps in love and, where necessary, go the extra mile for the safety and comfort of others. When we do that, we act like Christ, and our message about Christ will be more acceptable. Our strength of character is revealed, in most cases, when we do not stand on our rights.

When a person professes to love God and serve Him but falters when occasion demands a demonstration of that love, the person is weak. Our obedience to the command of loving our neighbours as Christ loves us should be demonstrated in every situation. We should always watch out for situations that demand our expression of love, compassion and kindness and act accordingly. Colossians 3:12–15 says; “Put on therefore, as God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, a heart of compassion, kindness, lowliness, humility, and perseverance; 13bearing with one another, and forgiving each other, if anyone has a complaint against another; even as the Lord forgave you, so you also do. 14Above all these things, walk in love, which is the bond of perfection. 15And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which also you were called in one body; and be thankful.” (NHEB.)

In our relationship with others, misunderstanding, mistrust, or offence could set in at some point; we are expected to express love instead of being judgmental and vengeful. This is what Christ teaches. When the Pharisees brought a woman caught in the act of adultery to Jesus to trap Him in His judgment, we observe Jesus’ calmness; He did not immediately react, and the Bible records: “Jesus stooped down, and wrote on the ground with his finger.” (John 8:6 NHEB.) We see the response Jesus gave after continuous demands by the Pharisees. It was stunning, “He who is without sin among you, let him throw the first stone at her.” (John 8:7 NHEB.) No one could condemn the woman because they were all guilty of one sin or the other. Empathy in our dealings with others is encouraged in the scriptures. Matthew 7:12 says, “Therefore whatever you desire for people to do to you, do also to them; for this is the Law and the Prophets.” (NHEB.)

Joseph expressed his fear of God when he decided not to consummate his marriage with Mary until Jesus was born; he reverenced God in both his secret and public life. Joseph’s life should serve as an example for us, and his model of sexual restraint and purposeful discipline should be emulated in Christian courtship and other relationships with the opposite sex. He is also an example of total submission and selfless service to God. These qualities are indispensable in our walk with God. Our plans and aspirations should not stop the will of God in our lives from coming to fulfilment. God’s plans for us are of peace and not evil, to give us hope and a future. We are encouraged to learn from Joseph in making decisions under challenging circumstances.

TOPIC 4: CHRISTIAN COURTSHIP

MATTHEW 1:18–20, 24–25

The period of courtship directly precedes marriage. Courtship is the mutual agreement between a man and a woman, coming together to know themselves better before embarking on the journey of matrimony. For Christians, it is a period where they study themselves to ascertain their compatibility and prayerfully seek the face of God concerning their marriage. This kind of relationship is for a man and a woman who are spiritually and emotionally mature enough to navigate the complexities of marriage. It has a definite starting point, and its goal – marriage – is defined from its inception. A period of six months to one year is advisable for a healthy Christian courtship, and Christ must be the epicentre of this relationship. During this period, intending couples are also advised to seek godly counsel from mature believers to prepare them for the dynamism of the journey of matrimony.

Regarding the relationship between Joseph and Mary, their engagement can be likened to Christian courtship today. Even though Joseph and Mary were engaged and preparing for marriage, they had no sexual relationship until they were married, and Mary remained a virgin until after her marriage. This is very instructive for Christians.

What message can we draw from this today as believers? We live in a depraved world destitute of moral values; a world where righteousness is strange and immorality is the norm; a world that is decaying at an alarming rate, a world where moral decadence has been accepted by many as the norm and sexual relationship between intending couples before marriage is prevalent and generally accommodated. One does not need to search to ascertain this fact. Nevertheless, the demand of God is unchanged regarding this subject. Note that God’s standard does not change with culture or time. What God declared as sin over two thousand years ago through the scriptures is still sin today.

All those who engage in sexual immorality risk incurring the wrath of God. “Flee sexual immorality. “Every sin that a person does is outside the body,” but he who commits sexual immorality sins against his own body. 19Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit which is in you, which you have from God? You are not your own, 20for you were bought with a price. Therefore glorify God in your body.” (1 Corinthians 6:18–20 NHEB.) No one who practices sexual immorality will inherit the kingdom of God; “Or do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived. Neither the sexually immoral, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor effeminate, nor men who have sexual relations with men.” (1 Corinthians 6:9 NHEB.)

There is a way God expects His children to conduct themselves during courtship; this is in direct contrast to the manner of those of the world. Many have ended in wrong marriages as a result of lust. Not only do sexual relations before marriage have the propensity to erode trust and respect between couples during the marriage, it is also not an act of love – contrary to the opinions of many. Instead, it is an act of indiscipline. Godly love is patient and sacrificial; it does not act irrationally but does everything appropriately and with divine wisdom.

Christians in courtship ought to be very cautious at this stage. The fact that they have Christ and are saved does not make them immune to temptations. Hence, they should avoid presumption and go through their period of courtship with utmost watchfulness. There are natural desires inherent in our physical bodies, and sexual urge is one of them. Sex is a gift from God, not only for procreation but also a means by which couples celebrate their union together in intimacy. However, it must not be done outside the confines of marriage; “Let marriage be held in honor among all, and let the bed be undefiled: for God will judge the sexually immoral and adulterers.” (Hebrews 13:4 NHEB.)

Intending couples are to avoid every form of action capable of arousing sexual desires within themselves. Fornication often does not happen spontaneously; it could begin with seduction through improper dressing, kissing or caressing. All forms of bodily contact that could arouse sexual passion should be avoided. When the body is fondled, and passion is aroused, this passion could overpower the will and resolve to please God. Also, intending couples should avoid meeting in secret places, especially at odd hours, to avoid being taken over by temptation and falling into sin. Sin weakens spiritual sensitivity. The deeper an individual walks in sin, the more insensitive they become to spiritual realities. Satan aims to erode our relationship with God and rob us of the joy of our salvation; hence, we should not be ignorant of his schemes. God’s presence in a Christian courtship guides the Christians on who to or not to marry; therefore, falling for the devil’s schemes of sex before marriage keeps a person away from the divine guidance of God. In such a situation, one stands the risk of getting married to the wrong partner without God’s guidance, and though they may seek and find forgiveness from God later in life, they may live with the physical consequence of facing a bad marriage for the rest of their life. For the sake of our relationship with God and our soul’s salvation, we must avoid fornication at all costs.

Another important lesson to learn from Joseph and Mary is that both were of the tribe of Israel; they did not seek marital union with non-Israelites in obedience to God’s instruction. Similarly, God’s general instruction to the New Testament believers about whom to marry has not changed. 2 Corinthians 6:14 says: “Do not be unequally yoked with unbelievers, for what fellowship have righteousness and iniquity? Or what fellowship has light with darkness?” (NHEB.) A Christian and an unbeliever are two kinds of people; hence, they cannot coexist effectively in matrimony. The former is born of the Spirit and possesses an inherent yearning for the things of the Spirit. On the other hand, the latter is carnal and gives in to the pleasures and glory of this present world. Therefore, an unbelieving spouse could affect the believer’s relationship with God.

A good relationship with God is of the essence for a purposeful union. Christians should not go into relationships with just anyone, and they are to be sure that the person they intend to marry has a genuine relationship with God. Marriage is a lifelong commitment and a journey that should not be embarked upon on the strength of trivial or frivolous criteria. Mistakes made at the initial stage could become a snare to the union, leading to broken homes and affecting our relationship with God in the long run. If we refuse to take precautionary steps at the inception, we are, by implication, planning to fail. The essential quality to look out for in every potential spouse is the fear of God.

Those caught in the web of fornication can retrace their steps to the right path provided they are willing to do what is needful: repent and forsake it altogether. When they acknowledge their sin, confess it to God and forsake it, they will find mercy with Him. They are, after that, to live their lives in absolute conformity to His dictates.

The period of courtship should be when couples get to know each other better and grow together in God. In so doing, they are laying a foundation for a solid home in the future.

TOPIC 5: VALIDITY OF DIVINE PROPHECIES

MATTHEW 1:23

God is upright, omniscient and omnipotent. These attributes of God imply that God, being upright, cannot lie. God, being omniscient, knowing the end from the beginning, gives His word with full knowledge of the future, and God, being omnipotent, means that He gives His word with confidence in His ability to do all things. These attributes of God make it impossible for Him to utter a word that will not come to pass.

The birth of Christ proves the validity and accuracy of the prophecies in the scriptures. Our Lord Jesus did not come unannounced; long before His birth, various prophets had prophesied about His coming through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. 2 Peter 1:20–21 says: “knowing this first, that no prophecy of Scripture is of private interpretation. 21For no prophecy ever came by human will, but people spoke from God, being moved by the Holy Spirit.” (NHEB.) These prophecies were not lucky guesses or speculations. They were precise predictions from people inspired by an all-knowing God who has repeatedly demonstrated that He has an accurate knowledge of all past, present and future events.

We can find references to the birth of Christ in the Old Testament and the fulfilment of those prophecies in the New Testament. The following are some prophecies in the Old Testament that were fulfilled in the New Testament.

1. The nations of the earth will receive salvation through Abraham’s Offspring – Christ.

Prophecy: “And in your offspring all the nations of the earth will be blessed, because you have obeyed my voice.” (Genesis 22:18 NHEB.)

Proof of its fulfilment: “Know therefore that those who are of faith, the same are children of Abraham. 8The Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached the Good News beforehand to Abraham, saying, “In you all the nations will be blessed.” 9So then, those who are of faith are blessed with the faithful Abraham.” (Galatians 3:7–9 NHEB.)

2. The kingship will not depart from Judah.

Prophecy: “The scepter will not depart from Judah, nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet, until Shiloh comes. To him will the obedience of the peoples be.” (Genesis 49:10 NHEB.)

Proof of its fulfilment: “23When he began, Jesus was about thirty years old, being the son, as was supposed, of Joseph, of Eli, Boaz, of Salmon, of Nahshon, 33of Amminadab, of Ram, of Hezron, of Perez, of Judah.” (Luke 3:23, 33 NHEB.)

3. A virgin will give birth to a Son, and He will be called Immanuel (God with us).

Prophecy: “Therefore the LORD himself will give you a sign. Look, the virgin will conceive, and bear a son, and will name him Immanuel.” (Isaiah 7:14 NHEB.)

Proof of its fulfilment: “Now all this has happened, that it might be fulfilled which was spoken by the Lord through the prophet, saying, 23“Look, the virgin will conceive and bear a son, and they will call his name Immanuel;” which is translated, “God with us.”” (Matthew 1:22–23 NHEB.)

4. Christ will be born in Bethlehem.

Prophecy: “But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, being small among the clans of Judah, out of you one will come forth to me that is to be ruler in Israel; whose goings forth are from of old, from everlasting.” (Micah 5:2 NHEB.)

Proof of its fulfilment: “Now when Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod the king, look, wise men from the east came to Jerusalem, saying, 2“Where is he who is born King of the Jews? For we saw his star in the east, and have come to worship him.”” (Matthew 2:1–2 NHEB.)

5. David’s Offspring would have an eternal kingdom.

Prophecy: “I have made a covenant with my chosen one, I have sworn to David, my servant, 4‘I will establish your offspring forever, and build up your throne for all generations.’” (Psalm 89:3–4 NHEB.)

Proof of its fulfilment: “A record of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of Abraham.” (Matthew 1:1 NHEB.)

All the prophecies about Jesus’ birth and their fulfilment prove that God is faithful in keeping His promises. While God’s promises may not be fulfilled the way we expect or happen when we envisage it, we can rest assured that He will always make good on His promises to us and bring to fulfilment what He has declared. 


	

CHAPTER 2

TOPIC 1: TROUBLE AT THE SOUND OF GOOD NEWS

MATTHEW 2:1–3

It is normal to expect people to rejoice at the testimony of good news about them or others. But it becomes atypical to see people being perturbed, uncomfortable and destabilised on hearing glad tidings.

The arrival of any newborn child usually brings inexpressible joy to the entire family and well-wishers. But for Herod, on hearing the news about the birth of Jesus, the King of the Jews, he was greatly distressed and disturbed. Like any incumbent king could have reacted to an imminent opposition to his throne, Herod felt the newborn King could threaten his kingship. His antagonistic reaction vividly indicates that he was frightened of being deposed and losing his kingdom. Howbeit, he was mistaken because Jesus’ kingdom is not of this world, not of a physical nature but a spiritual one. Jesus was not after a physical throne but the throne of people’s hearts. He came to save His people from their sins and deliver them into His eternal kingdom from the kingdom of darkness.

When the Bible says that Herod “was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him” (Matthew 2:3 NHEB), it did not necessarily mean all the inhabitants of Jerusalem. For instance, people like Simeon and Prophetess Anna were rejoicing and praising God for being privileged to be alive to see the anticipated Messiah of the world.

The experience of many spiritual newborn babes is similar to the one Jesus had at His birth. Someone who has just experienced spiritual birth may be liable to severe opposition from unbelieving family members, friends and colleagues. Those who oppose the new converts are unwilling to receive the salvation of Christ, yet they do not want others to accept Him as well.

The news of Jesus’ birth stirred trouble in one camp but praise and rejoicing in another. What can we deduce from this? The gospel of salvation – the good news, which is the gospel of peace is a message of hope. It is a message that brings strength to the weary heart, hope to the guilt laden, peace to the troubled souls, direction to the lost and refreshing joy to those who are burdened by the weight of the troubles of this world. However, to some others, it is an offence. Peter’s preaching of the gospel brought revival to an entire household (Acts chapter 10). On the other hand, Stephen’s preaching provoked some of his listeners so much that they stoned him to death (Acts chapter 7). 1 Peter 2:6–8 says; “Because it is contained in Scripture, “Look, I lay in Zion a chief cornerstone, chosen, and precious, and whoever believes in him will not be put to shame.” 7For you who believe therefore is the honor, but for those who do not believe, “The stone which the builders rejected, has become the chief cornerstone,” 8and, “a stone of stumbling, and a rock of offense.” For they stumble at the word, being disobedient, to which also they were appointed.” (NHEB).

Undoubtedly, the arrival of light is always a threat to the thriving of darkness. Jesus said, “And this is the judgment, that the light has come into the world, and people loved the darkness rather than the light; for their works were evil. 20For everyone who does evil hates the light, and does not come to the light, lest his works would be exposed. 21But he who does the truth comes to the light, that his works may be revealed, that they have been done in God.”” (John 3:19–21 NHEB). Christ is the Light of the world, and so is His gospel. People generally do not want to be corrected; they do not want their deeds exposed. The gospel of Christ confronts humanity’s sinful ways. It brings to light the true nature of our personality. It commands people to renounce the things they cling to against God’s desires. It reveals the fault in our character and warns people of the imminent doom that awaits them should they choose to continue in their way of life. This is why the gospel could be offensive to many and sometimes provoke severe persecutions on those who practise and preach it.

However, whatever the level of opposition we face among those of the world while living for Christ or preaching the gospel, we must remain steadfast and not permit our faith to be moved. Our salvation is a threat to the kingdom of darkness. Hence, it will be an illusion to presume that everyone will be happy with people’s liberation from the kingdom of darkness. But we are not to fear; our victory in Christ is non-negotiable. We only need to believe.

TOPIC 2: TRUE SEEKERS

MATTHEW 2:1–2, 10–11

We live in a world that is replete with pressure, from the pressure to succeed in one’s career or profession to the pressure to be a good spouse and raise a good family, the pressure to navigate the vicissitudes of society, and many others. Virtually every aspect of our existence demands our attention and commitment. Despite all these, one thing determines the course of our lives – what we prioritise. This is why we must establish the right priorities.

In all the busyness of life, we must never lose sight of the very essence of our existence – God. Mankind was created to walk with God, not to exist apart from Him but to spend our lives in intimate communion with Him, having every aspect of our endeavours influenced by His dictates. Hence, our greatest priority should be to seek God, which must be done sincerely – with the right motive. Only a life spent in the sincere pursuit of God is a fulfilled one.

In light of this, the act of the wise men depicted in the Bible text under consideration is highly instructive. Although nothing much was said about their lives before this incident, how they sought the Lord is enlightening. Against the distance and the encumbrances they would have encountered on the way, they journeyed from the east to meet the Lord. They sought the Lord for one purpose only; to worship Him; “Where is he who is born King of the Jews? For we saw his star in the east, and have come to worship him.” (Matthew 2:2 NHEB.) Note that the purpose they sought Jesus was selfless. The wise men did not travel because they had needs they wanted Jesus to meet. They did not spend their time and energy coming from the east because they looked for miracles, blessings, or breakthroughs. They were not seeking Him as a solution to a particular challenge they had; they sought Him tirelessly and selflessly to worship Him. Gifts were also presented to Jesus with the sole aim of worshipping and honouring Him. These men sought Jesus for who He is. True worship is selfless, a kind of worship that is not motivated by selfish desires. Although God is more than willing and able to meet our needs, we should not seek Him firstly because of our needs. Matthew 6:31–33 says, “Therefore do not be anxious, saying, ‘What will we eat?’, ‘What will we drink?’ or, ‘With what will we be clothed?’ 32For the Gentiles seek after all these things, for your heavenly Father knows that you need all these things. 33But seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.” (NHEB.)

When we seek God or worship Him solely for our earthly desires, God becomes, merely to us, a means to an end. God is much more than a means to an end; He is the end, the end to all our seeking and life’s pursuit, for the man who finds God finds everything and desires nothing else. “Jesus said to them, “I am the bread of life. He who comes to me will not be hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty.”” (John 6:35 NHEB.) We are to seek the Lord for who He is. We are to possess deep knowledge and understanding of the person of God. This understanding, with the working of the Holy Spirit within us, produces a selfless desire for fellowship with Him. This is of great value before the Lord.

Although the wise men expressed their worship by falling before the infant Jesus, which is admirable and worthy of emulation, worship is deeper than that. Giving to God, singing and dancing to Him, genuflecting, or falling before Him are all forms of worship, but this is not ‘worship’ in its entirety. Worship is deeper than those external gesticulations; it is both external and internal, but firstly internal. The heart is the source of all external forms of worship, and God is more interested in the source than the act, for, by the source, the genuineness of an act is revealed; “I, the LORD, search the mind, I try the heart…” (Jeremiah 17:10 NHEB.) The motive for every form of honour or worship is in the heart. People can be impressed and dazzled by any external form of worship but not God. Isaiah 29:13 says, “these people draw near with their mouth and honor me with their lips, but they have removed their heart far from me...” (NHEB.) Worship begins with the heart; it has to do with the condition of the heart and its disposition towards God. A true worshiper is one who firstly, from their heart, has the highest regard and respect for God in whatever they do, be it singing, giving, writing, or obeying His commandments; their motive is purely out of love and reverence for God.

Worship is anything done that reveals a person’s value for God, ascribing all glory and honour to Him from a submissive heart. For anyone to truly glorify God, God must firstly be glorified in their heart. Every act that is done in a bid to declare the worth or glory of God must be done from a heart that holds God in high regard. Any form of worship not done from such a heart becomes a show or religious routine. Note that we are not only to render external acts of worship to God but to offer our entire selves as living sacrifices, undefiled before Him; “Therefore I urge you, brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service.” (Romans 12:1 NHEB.)

Worshipping God is easier when we know Him intimately, but this can only be possible when we seek Him genuinely. Seeking God requires a lot of time and diligence; hence, we should diligently commit our lives to seeking Him. We ought to desire more and more of Him. David penned down his feelings towards God in these words; “God, you are my God. I will earnestly seek you. My soul thirsts for you. My flesh longs for you, in a dry and weary land, where there is no water.” (Psalm 63:1 NHEB.) Looking at these sublime words, one might wonder why David earnestly searched for God and thirsted for Him as though he did not know Him. The answer is simple; David was never satisfied. His appetite for God was insatiable. Even though he had a good relationship with God, he still sought Him in desperation. One of the greatest hindrances to spiritual growth is complacency. The point of complacency is when we feel satisfied with our current spiritual state and do not desire to progress further in our relationship with God. We do not see the need to grow further in our knowledge of Him or consecration to Him. Everyone has as much of God as they have sought, but there is always more of God waiting on the other side of complacency. No one can ever have enough of God. Therefore, we must rid ourselves of every form of complacency and pursue God with our every being; “As the deer pants for the water brooks, so my soul pants after you, God.” (Psalm 42:1 NHEB.)

Each day on our pilgrim journey should come with a burning desire for God greater than the previous one. But one may wonder, how can I desire God? How can I have such an appetite as David had? The answer is simple; it all begins with seeking. The more we seek God and become acquainted with Him, the more intrigued and fascinated we become by His Person; this, in turn, creates a deeper yearning for Him.

In conclusion, seeking God is not something we can do leisurely or casually. We are to fully devote ourselves to God’s word and prayer. We are to diligently study His word – the Bible – with emphasis on salvation. If we are to be fruitful in this pursuit, we must be deliberate and purposeful; we must immerse ourselves wholly in this pursuit and devote our hearts entirely to it; “You shall seek me, and find me, when you shall search for me with all your heart.” (Jeremiah 29:13 NHEB.)

TOPIC 3: OBEYING GOD RATHER THAN PEOPLE

MATTHEW 2:8–12

Christians are often faced with quandaries that require us to make a choice between obeying God or people. The wise men were faced with a similar situation. Rather than obey King Herod’s orders, they chose to obey God’s instructions. Herod had told them, “Go and search diligently for the young child, and when you have found him, bring me word, so that I also may come and worship him.” (Matthew 2:8 NHEB.) However, Herod’s interest in the child’s whereabouts was not actually for the reason of worshipping Him as he claimed; instead, it was for evil. That being known to God, He accordingly instructed the wise men in a dream never to return to Herod. They departed to their country through another route in obedience and reverence to God.

As Christians, it should be noted that God instructs us to obey constituted authorities. Romans 13:1–2 says, “Let every person be subject to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except from God, and those that exist are appointed by God. 2Therefore he who resists the authority, withstands the ordinance of God; and those who withstand will receive to themselves judgment.” (NHEB.) Likewise, children are given instructions to obey their parents. Ephesians 6:1–3 says, “Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. 2“Honor your father and mother,” which is the first commandment with a promise: 3“that it may be well with you, and that you may live long in the land.”” (NHEB.) Also, we are commanded to obey the authorities of the church. Hebrews 13:17 says, “Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they watch on behalf of your souls, as those who will give account…” (NHEB.) In all these scriptures, we realise that obedience to authorities, be it the government, church, family, or workplace, is God’s will.

As much as we are to obey those in authority, there is a caveat. When human authority contrasts with God’s instructions, we are to adhere to God’s instructions. Whenever any authority’s commandments conflict with or violate God’s commandments, we are to obey God’s commands. The foremost duty of humankind is to love God above all other persons or things and follow His commandments. This is proof of our love for Him. Jesus says, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments.” (John 14:15 NHEB.) Therefore, obedience to God’s commandments takes precedence over any form of human commandments.

Obeying human authorities or people’s instructions above God’s command is equivalent to fearing people above God, and the consequence is always detrimental. King Saul is a typical example of someone who caved in to human pressure and disregarded God’s commandment. “Saul said to Samuel, “I have sinned; for I have transgressed the commandment of the LORD, and your words, because I feared the people, and obeyed their voice. 25Now therefore, please pardon my sin, and turn again with me, that I may worship the LORD.” 26Samuel said to Saul, “I will not return with you; for you have rejected the word of the LORD, and the LORD has rejected you from being king over Israel.”” (1 Samuel 15:24–26 NHEB.) As a result of his disobedience to God, God rejected him and his descendants from being king over the nation of Israel. It does not matter how intense the voices of people are; what should be paramount to us is total obedience to God. Proverbs 29:25 says, “The fear of man proves to be a snare, but whoever puts his trust in the LORD will be set on high.” (NHEB.)

Contrary to Saul’s choice of obeying people rather than God, when Pharaoh instructed the Hebrew midwives to kill all the newborn male children of the Israelites, they refused. Irrespective of the consequence their disobedience was bound to attract, they decided to honour God rather than Pharaoh (Exodus 1:15–21). Also, when the High Priest threatened Peter and other apostles to cease preaching in the name of Jesus – a command that negated Christ’s commandment to make disciples of all nations – they replied with boldness, “We must obey God rather than people.” (Acts 5:29 NHEB.)

Whenever a superior tells their subordinate to connive in stealing, knowing that God’s command forbids it, the subordinate must obey God by refusing to carry out such an act. Likewise, when a parent wants their child to lie to cover up a wrong, such a child must obey God by being truthful. Thus, in situations where the commands of human authorities conflict with God’s instructions, we must choose to obey God. It should, however, be done with all humility and not in an abusive manner or through violent protest. This is because these approaches are against the word of God.

It is expedient to know that disobeying those in authority in obedience to God may not be void of persecutions. We could put ourselves at risk or be discriminated against. We might receive a backlash, lose our jobs, get arrested or be targeted by others. However, we must remain resolute, undaunted, and steadfast in the faith no matter what we face. We must be willing to endure and obey Christ in the face of pressure or persecutions and be of good cheer. Although we might suffer for doing what is right, we should trust Him and remain resolute. God is always there for us when we follow His instructions.

Some of today’s laws are enacted to fulfil people’s voluptuous desires. As Christians, a country’s constitution is not our ultimate moral guide; the word of God is. The law does not dictate our ethics; God does. Christians are not of this world, so our loyalty and allegiance are first to God. It is wise to obey God’s commandments in all we do. Ecclesiastes 12:13 says, “This is the end of the matter. All has been heard. Fear God, and keep his commandments; for this is the whole duty of man.” (NHEB.) In all circumstances, prioritising our obedience to God’s commandments is indisputable proof of our fear and love for God.

TOPIC 4: GOD PROTECTS HIS OWN

MATTHEW 2:12–23

An ambassador in a foreign land has the backing and protection of their president and country, giving them a level of confidence to carry out their assignments with an assurance of their safety. Christians, too, have a similar backing since we are representatives of Christ on earth; we have God’s support, and He can stop any evil or destruction targeted at us.

The sovereign capability of God was demonstrated by His protection of His begotten Son and His earthly family. Amid the astounding earthly entry of Jesus and the attendant uproar by the news of His arrival, Jesus’ birth instantaneously generated an opposition. Herod felt his kingdom was threatened, and ultimately Satan knew his hold on mankind would be lost by the presence of Jesus; hence, the plan to terminate Him. Knowing what Herod’s plan was, God displayed His sovereignty by speaking to the wise men and Joseph through dreams. The wise men were instructed not to return to Herod, while an angel warned Joseph to flee with Mary and Jesus to Egypt to avoid the murderous plan of Herod. Crucially, both the wise men and Joseph displayed obedience by heeding God’s instruction. Their obedience also ensured Jesus was not caught in the merciless web of mass murder of all the male children of two years and below in Bethlehem.

God is certainly capable of protecting His own. He is God Almighty – a title indicating that He possesses irresistible power. Like an unstoppable tide, God’s power cannot be frustrated. Just like a father protects his children from harm, God never fails to protect us at all times. For example, He protected the Israelites from the hostile nations that sought their destruction after their deliverance from Egypt; “They went about from nation to nation, from one kingdom to another people. 14He allowed no one to do them wrong. Yes, he reproved kings for their sakes, 15“Do not touch my anointed ones. Do my prophets no harm.”” (Psalm 105:13–15 NHEB.)

We, too, have the privilege and access to God’s protection. God is a good shepherd; we are His children, sheep of His pasturage. There are few animals less defenceless than sheep. A good shepherd protects his sheep from wolves, lions, bears and thieves. In the same vein, God protects us from evil plans and attempts against us. Psalm 46:1 says, “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.” (NHEB.)

However, God’s promise of protection is conditional; it is exclusive to those who draw near Him, dwell in Him and obey His instructions. Proverbs 18:10 says, “The name of the LORD is a strong tower; the righteous run into it and are safe.” (NHEB.) Psalm 91:1 and 3 reaffirms this, “1He who dwells in the secret place of the Most High will rest in the shadow of Shaddai. 3For he will deliver you from the snare of the fowler, and from the deadly pestilence.” (NHEB.)

In Daniel chapter 3, King Nebuchadnezzar threatened Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego after they had refused to bow to the golden image. Nevertheless, these three young men had absolute trust in God, which is reflected in their response to the King; “If it be so, our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the burning fiery furnace; and he will deliver us out of your hand, O king.” (Daniel 3:17 NHEB.) God responded with a remarkable demonstration of His protective power when He did not allow any harm to come to them. Without a doubt, God is willing to protect those that are His, and it is when we declare allegiance to Him, obey and live in consonance with His word that we can be assured of His protection. In other words, anyone whose ways are wicked or whose lifestyle does not conform to God’s standard cannot be privileged to His protection.

In as much as God is willing and able to protect His children, we must note that He is not tied to a particular method but does as He chooses according to His sovereign will. God’s display of protection for His children could differ from one person to another. For instance, in the case of Jacob, God protected him and his family by instilling fear in the hearts of the people of the towns they journeyed through (Genesis 35:5). For Daniel, He shut the mouths of the lion (Daniel 6:21–22). He protected King Hezekiah and the people of Jerusalem by sending His angel to kill the soldiers of the Assyrian army (2 Chronicles 32:21–22). As mortals, in our expectation of God’s protection, we ought not to tie God to one method or attempt to box Him to an approach that seems appealing to us. Also, God’s protective attribute must be understood in light of His sovereign will. This means that there are times when He may choose to protect us from danger, and at other times, He might allow us to go through it. In the case of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, He delivered them from the fiery furnace, while in the case of John the Baptist and Stephen, He allowed them to be killed. Whatever the case, we must trust His will as best for our lives in all circumstances.

In many cases, God protects individuals to shield something far more important – the outworking of His purpose. The protection and survival of Jesus were essential in fulfilling His purpose – bringing salvation to mankind. And Christ’s declaration on the cross, “It is finished…” (John 19:30 NHEB), showed a seal of completion of His purpose on earth. The enemy cannot touch one hair on a believer’s head without God’s permission. A believer is called home when the purpose of God is fulfilled in their life. It does not matter the time or manner they go.
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