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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, several times, 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 Christlike 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 have 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 scriptures. That is why we have preachers, called and empowered by the Holy Spirit, to teach the word and ensure mankind find their 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

Much of man’s foremost quest in life has revolved around the needs that affect his survival and ensure his relevance. From a tender age to the winter of his life he devises plans and spares no effort in attaining these goals. However, man often ignores attention to matters with eternal value in his ephemeral pursuits.

Ask a man without eyes about his greatest need and he will most likely tell you he wants to see. Quiz some people who have had to endure penury what they desire most and they will most certainly tell you they want riches. While these desires in and of themselves are not wrong, they do not rank as man’s prime need or what is most essential for us. Man’s greatest need has never been the food that satiates his hunger, the building that gives him shelter, the status that makes him relevant or anything that caters to his physical needs. Our souls’ salvation constitutes the greatest need that should occupy the top echelon of our priorities. The words of Jesus, “seek first the kingdom of God”, strike at the core of what should be our life’s goal; it entails prioritising the salvation of our soul over anything else in the world. It is what we should long for, strive for and live for. The words in this book have been written down to help you achieve such a precious and priceless gift – salvation – that would make your existence in this world a meaningful one.

Salvation Manual: Topical Exegesis of the Book of Genesis (Vol. 2) is a continuation of Salvation Manual: Topical Exegesis of the Book of Genesis (Vol. 1). This volume expounds on the lessons from Genesis Chapter 26 to 50. It started with the close dealing of God with Isaac after the death of Abraham, his father. It introduces us to the faithfulness of God in keeping to His covenant relationship established with Abraham. The narrative concentrates on the life of the family of Isaac, Jacob and his son Joseph. As God continued His relationship with the family of Isaac, we saw the interaction between Jacob and Esau – the twin brothers – their crises of birthright, Jacob’s flight to Paddan Aram and the reconciliation after years. Relevant lessons on actions and decisions by the two brothers were drawn, which are useful for us today as Christians.

In this book, you will encounter personalities with different characters. The book highlights areas of their strength worthy of emulation, weaknesses to avoid and God’s position regarding the decisions they took and the attending consequences. These actions are analysed based on Christ’s teaching, and the book assesses their relevance to us today. As you take a tour through the book, several ethical lessons are taught on industriousness, resilience, integrity and wisdom in planning. Scripturally balanced counsels are offered on how conflicts should be handled, the importance of forgiveness and reconciliation, the individuality of our walk with God, the effect of a Christian’s presence in any place, and how a request should be directed to God. Social issues ranging from handling sexual seduction, adultery and rape to moderation in burial ceremonies are extensively discussed. Also, appropriate relationships within the family, which is the bedrock of society, are lessons you will find as you go through.

Deep spiritual thoughts and practical applications are presented using the word of God as the basis. You will see God providing a road map as He reacts to issues, and His dislike for injustice and wickedness. In all, you could behold the interest of God in the details of our lives. In several instances, using the background of the scriptures and relevant references from other books of the Bible, spiritual lessons are drawn from the express commands of God and from the lives and experiences of biblical characters. These lessons are intended to provide practical ways to handle moral, social and spiritual issues without compromising the welfare and salvation of your soul.

While this volume tells stories about several other people and their roles in fulfilling God’s whole agenda and purpose, we see God focusing on three people – Isaac, Jacob and Joseph. We also see Him showing concern for His people, judging and punishing those who do wrong, converting what seems to be human manipulations to fit into His plan and purpose, and helping His people by shaping their history to achieve the promise He made to Abraham.

Several lessons are drawn from the life of Jacob’s family: the dreams of Joseph, the hatred of his brothers, the selling of Joseph to slavery. The exemplary godly life of Joseph in Egypt will challenge you and help you understand that godliness is possible even in difficult situations. You will also learn how a life of obedience could attract God’s presence. The elevation of Joseph and the eventual relocation of Jacob and his sons to Egypt is one event that was wrought by the hand of God for a greater purpose. Joseph’s forgiveness of his brothers and his understanding of the hand of God in all that happened is a timeless spiritual lesson that is X-rayed. In reality, God worked out His eternal purpose, defying all malevolent human interventions.

As you read carefully, you will see that the book connects all the happenings with God’s ultimate plan for the salvation of mankind, the nurturing of the nation He will bring the promised Messiah from. God was working as a master weaver to fulfil the promise He made to Abraham. “The nations of the world will be blessed through him.”

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 God.

As you read this concluding volume of Salvation Manual: Topical Exegesis of the Book of Genesis, you will come across the last topic, Going Back Home. In Genesis 50:24, Joseph made a declaration of faith: “Joseph said to his brothers, ‘I am dying, but God will surely visit you, and bring you up out of this land to the land which he swore to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob.’” (NHEB.) This topic presses home the point that believers should walk in this world with the consciousness that there is a promised eternal home at the end of this life.

This book is loaded with salvation messages and practical ways to have an unbroken relationship with Christ. The paramount objective of this work is to encourage all readers to seek their souls’ salvation through obedience to the word of God.


	

CHAPTER 1

TOPIC 1: INDUSTRIOUSNESS: OUR ROLE

GENESIS 26:1–6, 12–33

To be industrious is to be hardworking, diligent and productive. Success is never a product of an accident; instead, it is the upshot of discipline, resilience and industriousness. Many things have been freely given to us by God, yet playing individual roles to actualise them is requisite. The Lord has provided the fishes abundantly in the waters but the fishermen have to go to the river to catch them. The arable lands have been provided but the farmers have to cultivate them at the appropriate time. Therefore, there is the place of individual responsibility in every success story, and there is the place of God. When we faithfully and diligently play our roles, God’s role is guaranteed in whatever we do. Deuteronomy 28:12 says: “The LORD will open to you his good treasure in the sky, to give the rain of your land in its season, and to bless all the work of your hand...” (NHEB.) But when we do nothing, God will multiply nothing. God’s blessing does not give room for laziness.

When Isaac arrived at Gerar the Lord appeared to him and instructed him not to go down to Egypt but to dwell in that land; He said that He would be with him and would bless him. God also reaffirmed to him the promise He made to his father, Abraham, to give him and his descendants the land he sojourned at and to bless all nations of the earth through his offspring because Abraham had obeyed Him and kept His commandments. Isaac obeyed the Lord and stayed in Gerar.

Note that God had already assured Isaac that He would bless him in that land. This assurance was enough to make Isaac relaxed and complacent about life, in anticipation of the promise made to him by God. However, Isaac understood that even if God had assured him of His blessing, he still had a part to play in the fulfilment of God’s will. This is why he worked, notwithstanding this: “Isaac sowed in that land, and reaped in the same year one hundred times what he planted. The LORD blessed him.” (Genesis 26:12 NHEB.)

Isaac’s success began with his obedience. God commanded him to stay in Gerar, he obeyed, and the land of Gerar became his location for viable farming. God blessed him and he became extremely wealthy in a foreign land, so much so that the Philistines began to envy him. By God’s favour upon his life, Isaac’s land benefited hundredfold, but there would have been nothing for him to reap had he not sown.

God’s will is for His children to prosper. The Lord delights in the prosperity of His children. Nevertheless, God does not rain down money from heaven for anyone; He blesses the works of our hands. It is what we are engaged in that He blesses and multiplies. God rewards hard work and diligence. In contemporary times, industriousness can mean diligence in pursuing a good education, skill(s) or business(es). When we play our part, God blesses the works of our hands. Spiritual exercises such as praying and fasting are honourable. Giving is also good, but nothing can replace industriousness. The Christian who refuses to be industrious will live as though it is not God’s will for him to prosper. He will live as though he does not have the same privileges and opportunities as the successful, not realising that all that is missing in his success equation is the role he ought to have played. Success is the reward for diligence and hard work; in the same manner, laziness leads to failure. When we choose to be lazy or passive towards life, we are, by implication, inviting poverty to our lives, and our needs will come upon us like an armed man: “A little sleep, a little slumber, a little folding of the hands to sleep: 11so your poverty will come as a robber, and your scarcity as an armed man.” (Proverbs 6:10–11 NHEB.)

The word of God is filled with wisdom for a purposeful life. One may wonder what one could ever learn from the insects. Though tiny and seemingly insignificant, the Bible instructs the slothful to study the ways of the ants to apply the lessons learnt to his life. “Go to the ant, you sluggard. Consider her ways, and be wise. 7which having no chief, overseer, or ruler, 8provides her bread in the summer, and gathers her food in the harvest.” (Proverbs 6:6–8 NHEB.) By these verses, we understand that God instructs us by His word and by nature. None is lazy or idle in the world of ants; they are constantly engaged in one purposeful activity or another. They are industrious, resourceful, brilliant miners and creative architects. They have no rulers or instructors yet are purpose driven. Each member is committed to its responsibility for achieving a common goal. Despite their tiny size and feebleness – which they make up for in hard work, tenacity and utmost dedication – they perform tremendous feats.

Note that there is no need for losing our head over what we do not have; what we have is enough for our growth. We should not be discouraged by what others throw at us. If they throw stones at us, we should not throw them back; we can use them as stepping-stones to greater heights. Isaac did not mourn over closed wells or dwell on the continual crises from the Philistines about what he knew was his right; he simply moved forward, and God rewarded him. His industriousness and resilience made him stand out in the society in which he lived. We must never forget that even in our dedication to honourable work we will encounter opposition as long as we are in this world, but we must live carefully like strangers just passing through and not do anything against the word of God in our industriousness. Our focus must always be on the salvation of our souls.

God’s role is to release the blessing; our role is to apply ourselves to honest work. For a child of God, one side without the other would not produce a good yield. God is not lazy, and He will not encourage laziness from any of His children. Though a devoted servant of God, Apostle Paul exemplified diligence and instructed the believers in Thessalonica to do the same. “  7For you know how you ought to imitate us. For we did not behave ourselves rebelliously among you, 8neither did we eat bread from anyone’s hand without paying for it, but in labor and travail worked night and day, that we might not burden any of you; 10For even when we were with you, we commanded you this: ‘If anyone will not work, neither let him eat.’ 11For we hear of some who walk among you in rebellion, who do not work at all, but are busybodies. 12Now those who are that way, we command and exhort in the Lord Jesus Christ, that with quietness they work, and eat their own bread.” (2 Thessalonians 3:7–8, 10–12 NHEB.) God did not create anybody to be lackadaisical or slothful about life. After He formed Adam, before Adam sinned, God put him in charge of the Garden of Eden, to tend to it. Sin only made working difficult, but indolence was never God’s plan for man. Not only is diligence the will of God, but it also brings a man to a place of great honour among men: “Do you see a man skilled in his work? He will serve kings. He won’t serve obscure men.” (Proverbs 22:29 NHEB.)

No one becomes successful suddenly: it takes persistent effort for one to become successful. Success begins with a positive attitude towards life, an attitude of diligence and industriousness. In our pursuit of success in life we ought not to forget that God must be the principal object of the affections of our hearts and that nothing should take His place. All our endeavours should be towards the glory of God and the advancement of His cause.

TOPIC 2: ISAAC’S LIE

GENESIS 26:1–11

When people consciously mislead or deceive others they choose the path of cunning strategy at the expense of truth, without considering that the span of lies can never be greater than the truth. This path sometimes seems clever. What an exhilarating feeling they have if they succeed in their attempt to conceal the truth. Such actions sometimes emanate from attempts to cover wrongs done, fear of uncertainty or trying to run from the consequences of the truth. Often, even with their momentary feeling of success, they still find themselves falling deep into the mess they then try to run from.

When the men of Gerar inquired from Isaac concerning his wife Rebekah, he told them that Rebekah was his sister; this was not true. He did this to protect himself because he feared that, as a beautiful woman, they might take Rebekah from him and kill him. Isaac repeated what his father had done in Egypt and Gerar (see Genesis Chapter 12:10–20 and Genesis Chapter 20:1–3). In Abraham’s case, Sarah had twice been taken from him but God intervened. It is unclear as to whether Isaac was aware of his father’s experience but supposing he was he should have learnt that God protected his father in both cases. Thus, God would have been able to save him as well. If he was unaware, he should have trusted God irrespective of the consequences.

Isaac misleading Abimelech into believing that Rebekah was his sister was wrong. If he was right, Isaac would not have tried to find a soft landing when the truth came to light. Although it took a while, the truth did show up and Isaac’s lie was uncovered. Many who tell lies fail to acknowledge that truth will eventually prevail over lies, whether in this life or in the life to come. Truly, lies might be hidden from men but not from God.

Some people lie to protect themselves or their loved ones from physical harm or punishment. Others lie to cover what they consider shameful or out of greed, and would lie again to cover their initial lie, as did Gehazi, Elisha’s servant, in 2 Kings chapter 5, deceptively receiving Naaman’s gifts contrary to his master’s wish.

Eventually liars get caught in the web of dishonesty and, over time, lose consciousness of their guilt. At this point, truth is strange on their lips and lying becomes easy, like speaking one’s native language. Whenever we decide to lie and sacrifice truth because of fear, we directly remove our dependency on God and put it on what we think will keep us secure, thereby leaving God outside the calculation. Proverbs 3:5–6 says: “Trust in the LORD with all your heart, and do not lean on your own understanding. 6In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight.” (NHEB.)

There are moments when the damage caused by lies are irreparable. They are like arrows shot into the skin; pulling them out by way of apologies does not remove the scar. If a false testimony sends an innocent man to the gallows and after a while the false accuser and his accomplice decide to confess and apologise, does that undo the damage done to the dead man’s family? Repentance may bring forgiveness, apologies may bring reconciliation, but none of these will revive the dead man nor wipe away the memories. Therefore, we must avoid lying and deception at all costs.

Lies have become so commonplace that you do not need to search far to find them. Ranging from lying under oath in court to falsification of documents, and from deceiving spouses and relatives to lying impulsively for the slightest reason, all fit into the psalmist’s description: “For there is nothing reliable in their mouth. Their heart is destruction. Their throat is an open tomb; with their tongues they flatter.” (Psalm 5:9 NHEB.)

We need to understand that no circumstance can justify a lie before God. We must never lie, not even to save our lives nor, as some would do, to exaggerate a testimony with the excuse that it is all to give glory to God. As Paul noted, some people might say, “For if the truth of God through my lie abounded to his glory, why am I also still judged as a sinner?” (Romans 3:7 NHEB.) What a perverse way of reasoning. The concept of “the end justifies the means” does not hold when the means is a lie. No sinful means can be glorifying to God. Our faithfulness must be unto death. Lying is a sin against God and all unrepentant liars will have their place in the lake of fire.

It is also important to note that lying is not limited to making statements to deceive. Whether it is deception, hypocrisy, misrepresentation of the truth or what people call professional or white lies, every form of misleading people with words and actions falls into the family of lies, and, as Jesus puts it, those who practice this have Satan as their father.

Irrespective of the cause or motive behind lying, one thing is common to all lies: it is processed in the heart before it manifests itself. Jesus, in Mark 7:21–23, teaches us that deceit, among other evil actions, proceeds from the heart. “For from within, out of a person’s heart, proceed evil thoughts, adulteries, sexual sins, murders, thefts, 22covetings, wickedness, deceit, lustful desires, an evil eye, blasphemy, pride, and foolishness. 23All these evil things come from within, and defile the person.” (NHEB.) To overcome lies one must tackle them from the root – the heart. The beginning of living a life of truth is to invite Jesus into your heart, for He is the way, the truth and the life. For believers who still find themselves trapped in the sin of lying, daily heart-renewing with the word of God and living in the consciousness that God hates lies is paramount. Transformation comes only through the renewal of heart: “And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you may prove what is the good, well-pleasing, and perfect will of God.” (Romans 12:2 NHEB.)

TOPIC 3: RESILIENCE

GENESIS 26:12–22

Life on earth is like travelling along a road replete with bumps, gaping potholes, muddy highways, a foggy atmosphere and whatnot. The ability to keep going till you reach your destination despite a series of unpleasant experiences is an attitude that borders on resilience. To be resilient is to remain undaunted in the face of challenges; it is also the ability to bounce back after defeat.

Isaac exhibited a dogged character in handling challenges that life threw at him. Having been prospered by God, he found himself the object of envy from the Philistines. He was resilient and had hope that someday the Philistines would let him be. For this, Isaac dug well after well. He was envied at Gerar. In the valley of Gerar the Philistines claimed his well, so he named the well Esek. Isaac did not get tired; he dug another well, which was also claimed, so he called it Sitnah. Isaac did not give up; he must have believed that someday he would get settled and have wells that no one would take from him. So he went further to dig another well which no one tried to take from him, and he called the place of the well Rehoboth: “For now the LORD has made room for us, and we will be fruitful in the land.” (Genesis 26:22 NHEB.)

Isaac was a peaceable person who did not struggle with the Philistines when they demanded the wells. He avoided any confrontation and tried to live at peace with them despite the rejection. Experiencing circumstances such as Isaac’s may seem challenging, but we need to depend on God’s wisdom that is pure and peaceable. Note that in confronting challenges by the wisdom of God we may suffer loss, but let us be assured that God will recompense us for all we have lost, either in this life or in the life to come.

Isaac’s response represents the sort of behaviour we are to exhibit as Christians, for we are strangers on transit in this world. Whenever we are cheated out of our rights we are required to take the high road by not engaging in acts that will bring the name of God into disrepute. Understanding and peaceful negotiation are the high road believers must tread when faced with similar challenges. Romans 12:18 says: “If it is possible, as much as it is up to you, be at peace with all people.” (NHEB.)

Challenges constitute one of the inescapable realities in our day-to-day lives and in our Christian journey. Our response to challenges is often not of the right attitude required to overcome them. When faced with a challenging situation, many people in self-pity or despair, allow the challenge to dictate the course of their lives. Some blame others and, by so doing, give up their pursuit. Proverbs 24:10 says: “If you falter in the time of trouble, your strength is small.” (NHEB.) We must grow to a point at which we face squarely those things aimed at slowing us down in the journey of life.

Resilience requires reacting positively to challenges or misfortune. For example, in our secular activities, someone who ventures into a new business despite previous setbacks exemplifies an individual with a resilient attitude. Similarly, students who do not give up their pursuits despite previous failures demonstrate resilience. We are to remain undaunted in the face of challenges in life. Apostle Paul wrote: “Five times from the Jews I received forty stripes minus one. 25Three times I was beaten with rods. Once I was stoned. Three times I suffered shipwreck. I have been a night and a day in the deep. 26I have been in travels often, perils of rivers, perils of robbers, perils from my countrymen, perils from the Gentiles, perils in the city, perils in the wilderness, perils in the sea, perils among false brothers; 27in labor and travail, in watchings often, in hunger and thirst, in fastings often, and in cold and nakedness.” (2 Corinthians 11:24–27 NHEB.) In all these challenges Paul remained steadfast. His resilience is revealed in his persistence in preaching the gospel despite his challenges. He also wrote in Philippians 3:13–14: “but one thing I do. Forgetting the things which are behind, and reaching forward to the things which are ahead, 14I press on toward the goal for the prize of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus.” (NHEB.)

In the Christian journey we are like football players taking part in a match. The opponents tackle, pull down and sometimes purposely want to injure us in a bid to prevent us from achieving our goal. The opponent’s primary concern is to stop us from achieving the ultimate goal of life, our souls’ salvation. They do this by attempting to distract us with the cares of life. The enemy may oppose us through challenges or adversities and if believers are not resilient they may look back at the things they lost, the pains suffered and the heartaches that live with them. And then, their attention is diverted from their goal because of setbacks. Resilience will get a believer back on their feet to shake off the dust released by adversity. Resilience will also make a believer trust and rely on God for help when it seems that the enemy is winning with his discouragement strategy. Nothing is as helpful at this time as our coach’s voice – the word of God – pushing us on and encouraging us. Psalm 37:23–24 says, “The steps of a man are established by the LORD, and he delights in his way. 24Though he stumble, he shall not fall, for the LORD holds him up with his hand.” (NHEB.) The ability to remain strong and steadfast in the face of challenges will enable us to build our character. Once resilience is part of our lives we will not be easily fazed by challenges. “Not only this, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering works perseverance; 4and perseverance, proven character; and proven character, hope” (Romans 5:3–4 NHEB).

Isaac’s resilience paid off. He dug a well that the enemies did not contend with and named it Rehoboth. In our spiritual walk, before arriving at our place of rest, there will be hindrances. We must earnestly strive to ensure that no matter how much we are stretched or challenged with adversity on our Christian journey we must not give up the salvation of our souls.

We will always be faced with challenges as long as the earth remains and we still breathe. Jesus says in John 16:33: “In the world you have oppression…” (NHEB.) To be resilient, we must have in mind the inescapable reality of difficulties in this life. By accepting this fact, we will be more prepared to confront them. In the same vein, accepting the reality of difficulties also helps us deal with challenges, be it in our secular lives or our Christian race, “For this momentary light affliction is working for us a far more exceeding and everlasting weight of glory” (2 Corinthians 4:17 NHEB).

TOPIC 4: AFFINAL RELATIONSHIP

GENESIS 26:34–35

An African folktale is told of a woman who went to a wise old man to  seek counsel on taming her “difficult” mother-in-law and gaining her love. The old man demanded three strands of hair from a live lion’s mane. After her initial “impossibility” thought she set out on her mission. She knew of a mountain site where a lion visited regularly so she decided to pay the lion a visit. Every day she would go to the mountain site with a goat. When the lion appeared, she made sure that the lion saw her and, just as the lion contemplated his attack, she released the goat. As the lion attacked the goat she walked away. Soon she decided to stay as the lion devoured its prey and after a while sensed that the lion had come to recognise her as its meal supplier. A day came when she summoned the courage to pat the lion’s mane; she plucked three strands of the lion’s hair in the process. The old man, impressed at how a feeble woman could tame a lion, asked how she had succeeded. After narrating her experience the man said “You could tame a lion, certainly your mother-in-law is not as wild as that lion. Go and do likewise with her.” The lesson here is that it is possible to relate with everyone, even with so-called “difficult” people. We have what it takes to turn every unpleasant relationship around. That same measure can prevent a good relationship from becoming sour.

One of the essential characteristics of humanity is relationships. It is what connects two or more people together. There are various forms of relationship, such as parent–child, friendships, marriages and affinal. An affinal relationship is a relationship that exists between a person and his spouse’s blood relations. Marriage relationships do not just end with the couple; they involve families of both spouses. When relationships with in-laws are like the relationship between Esau’s wives and his parents, as described in the context under consideration, comfort and peace become scarce commodities. “When Esau was forty years old, he took as wife Judith, the daughter of Beeri the Hittite, and Basemath, the daughter of Elon the Hittite. 35They grieved Isaac’s and Rebekah’s spirits.” (Genesis 26:34–35 NHEB.)

Compare the arrival of Rebekah to Abraham’s family with the arrival of Esau’s wives to Isaac’s family. While one brought comfort the other brought grief. A closer look at the two reveals further differences. Everything about the choice of Rebekah showed that God was involved – from Abraham’s counsel to Eliezer’s prayers at the well and even to Rebekah’s family’s farewell blessings. Everything showed God’s involvement (Genesis chapter 24).

Fast-forward to Esau’s marriage: in one statement it is recorded that Esau got two Hittite women as wives, and the most notable thing recorded about them is that they made life bitter for Isaac and Rebekah. That certainly meant Esau’s choice of wives from Canaan was wrong, and that his choice resulted in tension and bitterness in the family. In contrast to the behaviour expected of spouses towards their in-laws, Esau’s wives, Judith and Basemath, rather than serving as sources of joy and affection, became sources of grief. Their behaviour was such that Isaac agreed to Rebekah’s suggestion not to allow Jacob to marry from among the Canaanites due to witnessing first-hand how women from the land could be ill-mannered. Though the kind of grief Esau’s wives caused was not stated, it was unbearable. Esau’s wrong choice could not be unmade; the most responsible thing to have done would have been for Esau and his wives to work on the stormy relationship to bring about positive results. If they had played their part, their parents would have reciprocated the gesture.

Before we look at how to work on sour relationships let us look at the causes of tension in affinal relationships. Unwholesome interference of parents is one of the significant causes of problems in marriages and relationships with in-laws. Although a parent could deliberately set out to cause tension in their child’s marriage for the mere reason that they do not like their child’s partner, most parents do not fall into that category. Many find themselves interfering out of sincere and genuine concern, even though their interferences sometimes get out of hand due to ignorance. It takes discipline for parents to resist the urge to interfere in a child’s home, especially when they think they are right. However, with God’s wisdom and equal love for the couple, parents can play their role as guardians and counsellors without constituting hindrances to their children’s happiness.

Another cause of tension in affinal relationships is upbringing. A spouse who was not brought up to respect other people’s ways of life and opinions will undoubtedly clash with their in-laws. Relationships between in-laws and spouses are often susceptible to friction when the husband or wife treats their spouse’s parents with disregard.

Sour affinal relationships do not only arise from interactions between spouses and in-laws. Sometimes, interactions between couples can result in problems that spill over to the parents. Many times, parents unwisely allow themselves to be pulled into taking sides in a couple’s misunderstanding.

For there to be a cordial relationship between spouses and their in-laws or to turn already-soured relationships around, spouses need to view their partner’s parents and siblings as theirs. When this is done, it is easier to treat them well. We must endeavour to take care of our in-laws just as we would our parents and siblings. The same divine injunction that instructs us to honour our parents should be seen as urging us to do the same for our in-laws: “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.”” (Ephesians 6:1–3 NHEB.)

Since spouses owe their parents-in-law the kind of honour due to their biological parents, they should initiate reconciliation in instances of disagreement or disunity. On the part of parents, they should respond to their children-in-law with the love of Christ and, where the need arises, be willing to go the extra mile in initiating reconciliation for the sake of their salvation.

One of the most significant examples of affinal relationships in the Bible occurred between Ruth and Naomi in the book of Ruth. Ruth expressed towards Naomi, her mother-in-law, the kind of love she would typically show her parents. Ruth’s love for Naomi was such that people regarded her as better than seven sons to Naomi: “The women said to Naomi, “Blessed be the LORD, who has not left you this day without a redeemer; and let his name be famous in Israel. 15He shall be to you a restorer of life, and sustain you in your old age, for your daughter-in-law, who loves you, who is better to you than seven sons, has borne him.”” (Ruth 4:14–15 NHEB.) This was evidenced in how both of them essentially transcended their relationship to a mother–daughter level. Afterwards, Ruth, the Moabite, became part of the ancestry of King David and our Lord Jesus.

Continually exhibiting friendly, respectful, tolerant and Christlike attitudes towards in-laws is another way to revamp soured affinal relationships and probably sweeten bitter ones. Christian couples should not wait until their in-laws demonstrate love to them before they accord them respect. We should live in such a way that people outside have an interest in Christ. Likewise, Christian parents-in-law should understand that not everyone has the opportunity to be properly brought up in fear of the Lord and should learn to accommodate such people. Godly attitudes warm relationships and can make in-laws who had not known Christ turn to God.


	

CHAPTER 2

TOPIC 1: MISPLACEMENT OF FEAR

GENESIS 27:1–13

To fear God is the whole duty of man. “Fear God, and keep his commandments; for this is the whole duty of man.” (Ecclesiastes 12:13 NHEB.) Reverential fear is not dread: it is borne out of love and respect for God; it is the kind of fear required of every believer. This type of fear leads to abstinence from sin for God’s sake and not for fear of others or of our actions’ physical consequences.

When Rebekah presented Jacob with the plot of tricking his father into blessing him over his brother, Jacob objected to the proposal. “Jacob said to Rebekah his mother, “Look, Esau my brother is a hairy man, and I am a smooth man. 12What if my father touches me? I will seem to him as a deceiver, and I would bring a curse on myself, and not a blessing.”” (Genesis 27:11–12 NHEB.) Jacob’s objection was not because he acknowledged that the deceitful act was evil in the sight of God but because of his fear of being caught and cursed. Jacob’s stance towards doing wrong highlights an issue most of us struggle with. Sometimes, we decide against doing what is wrong not because it is wrong but for fear of being caught in the process. When we do not resist sin because we fear God but because we fear the physical consequences of getting caught, how easy it will be for the devil to trick us with such a stance. He will conveniently place in our hearts assurances, suggestions or reasons why we should carry out the act. Jacob yielded to his mother when she addressed every area of his fears. She also said to him, “Let your curse be on me…” (Genesis 27:13 NHEB.)

If a person’s priority is the fear of being caught or the physical consequences of their actions, they will be more motivated to sin when assured they will not be caught. Several times we are faced with similar situations to that of Jacob. Imagine being alone with a member of the opposite sex who is not your spouse and who appeals to your sexual desire. Rather than fearing God’s word you fear pregnancy or sexually transmitted disease. How easy it is for the person to dissuade you from your flimsy objections with the option of preventive measures? In another instance, if someone fears imprisonment above displeasing God, will they not refuse the suggestion to engage in a fraudulent act because they could go to jail if caught? Give them the assurance that the action will be adequately concealed, and that even if it is revealed no one will arrest them because they will be covered, and the person will most likely commit the fraudulent act. The questions for us are: Where does our fear lie? Is it in the consequences of being found out? Or is it bound to God who destroys not only the body but also the soul that sins? “I tell you, my friends, do not be afraid of those who kill the body, and after that have no more that they can do. 5But I will warn you whom you should fear. Fear him, who after he has killed, has power to cast into hell. Yes, I tell you, fear him.” (Luke 12:4–5 NHEB.)

Only the fear of God will keep someone from sin even when they know they will not be caught. “The fear of the LORD is to hate evil…” (Proverbs 8:13 NHEB.) Joseph’s life is a classic illustration of a person who had fear for God rather than men or the physical consequences of sin, and it served him well. His master’s wife was attracted to him and approached him with sexual advances, attempting to lie with him. Joseph could have simply asked her, “What if we are caught?” She could have assured him of a way they would go about it without being caught. But Joseph feared God, and his resolution not to go against God was unshaken when he ended his reply to her with, “How then can I do this great wickedness, and sin against God?” (Genesis 39:9 NHEB.) Potiphar’s wife kept on with her sexual advances day after day, but Joseph never budged; he feared going against the word of God and, therefore, his master’s wife could not manoeuvre her way into sleeping with him.

As Christians, we should not have the same fear as those of the world. Our fear should not be for the physical consequences of sin or man. Instead, it should be for God, who holds the essence of our lives in His hands. When we place our fears on something else, as Jacob did, the devil finds a loophole through which to lure us to sin; we become defenceless against the attack of the evil one. James 4:7 says: “resist the devil, and he will flee from you.” (NHEB.) We resist the devil using God’s word, as Jesus did. His responses to His three temptations from the devil were consistent: “It is written.” Satan can take advantage of our fear of physical consequences but he cannot mislead us when we have the right knowledge of God’s word and truly fear God.

Many today relegate the fear of God to the background because God is merciful. They assume they will be spared by the mercy of God for their misdeeds and as such they trivialise sin. We should never forget that we are tempted to disregard God’s word whenever we are tempted to sin and, by implication, disregard His authority. A believer who loves God will not violate God’s authority: “One who says, “I know him,” and does not keep his commandments, is a liar, and the truth is not in him. 5But whoever keeps his word, God’s love has truly been perfected in him. This is how we know that we are in him” (1 John 2:4–5 NHEB). We can see how love for God and reverential fear is intertwined. Love entails us obeying in everything; fear of God requires a departure from evil for the sake of God and the love we have for Him.

The reason for our stance at any moment during which we are lured to sin really matters. May we fear God rather than the physical consequences of sin.

TOPIC 2: DECEPTION

GENESIS 27:1–46

As he gravitated his way purposefully to the open country, Esau  revelled in a whirlwind of ecstasy at what he had just heard. The day, this special day, had finally come for him to be bestowed with his father’s blessings. This day was no ordinary day, nor was this hunting regular hunting for him. This was the most significant among the catalogue of hunting exercises he had ever embarked on. As he returned with his game his joyful trip home soon turned to misery. His father broke the news to him. It was not what he had expected. Unbeknown to him, his mother, Rebekah, and brother Jacob, had jointly hatched and successfully executed a plan to usurp his blessing. The pain. The tears. The regret. The betrayal. The deception. They all coursed through his body like a bolt of lightning permeating through the sky. Reality dawned on him: he had lost his blessing.

Deception is the act of misleading someone into believing what is untrue; it could be by using words, actions or silence. More often than not, deception leaves in its wake unpleasant effects on the victim. The one who practises deception is selfish – thinking of themself and what they stand to benefit without considering the victim. Deception usually stems from a dishonest or disobedient heart.

In Genesis 27, within a very short period, Isaac’s family experienced what could be described as a deception masterminded by a family member, favouring one family member over another. It started out by a father’s natural desire to bless his favourite son with no mention of blessing the other; one would wonder why he did not call the two sons together and pronounce a blessing on each at the same time, just as Jacob did before his death. It was followed by a mother’s natural desire to thwart that blessing to favour her favourite son, not minding what happened to the other.

The way Jacob responded and mentioned God in the deception is concerning. When Isaac asked him how he made a kill so quickly, without fear, he said: “Because the LORD your God gave me success.” (Genesis 27:20 NHEB.) What did he mean by God giving him success? Presenting cooked sheep to his father as venison? That was deceit and can never be called success from God. How often do we define deceit as success today and link God to it? Many have risen to offices, gained employment, gained admission to schools, won favour and money on the wings of deception. If we succeed in covering up the act and attribute it to God and even offer thanksgiving in the church concerning it, it is against the will of God; we will face the eternal consequence of our ill actions unless we repent and restitute where necessary.

Rebekah was skilled enough to make goat meat taste like venison and goat hair feel like human hair and was the mastermind behind the whole deception. She was aware of the prophecy that Jacob would be superior to Esau. She could not stand by and watch the fulfilment of this prophecy being thwarted. She stepped in to mastermind the blessing of Jacob instead of Esau through deception. It is possible that the prophecy Rebekah heard during her pregnancy propelled her actions. However, the prophecy did not spell out the “how” nor give her the responsibility to bring it to pass. She acted in error and Jacob followed. She seemed not to have understood that God did not need her effort or scheme to bring the prophecy to fulfilment. Never should God’s children copy Rebekah’s action; we should trust God that He can bring His word to fulfilment. God did not rebuke them, but that was not an approval of their actions.
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