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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

Picture a world without light; a world riddled with darkness where there was no escape from its realities, where people grope aimlessly for light. A world of endless sorrow and oppression where the hope of eternity was out of sight, and there was no help for humanity from the life of slavery in endless darkness due to Adam’s sins. This was the world’s state before Christ’s coming, and such is the state of anyone without Christ. The darkness in this context is not physical but spiritual. To deliver humanity from this darkness, God, in His love, sent His Son Jesus — the Light, the only source of spiritual light.

The primary purpose of Jesus’ first coming was to save humanity from the slavery of sin and eternal damnation through His death. In the process of achieving this, His life, ministry, and teachings serve as quintessence for all Christians. His life is exemplary. His ministry is paradigmatic. His teachings are compelling, filled with power, life and spirit. No one can live and please God without patterning their lives after Jesus, the express image of God. To successfully pattern our lives after Christ and ultimately have God’s Kingdom as inheritance, having accurate, holistic knowledge of His life and teachings is imperative. Partial knowledge of the Bible will not do, for partial knowledge is as destructive as complete ignorance of Christ’s life and teachings. Complete knowledge of Christ’s life and teachings is the only light that can eradicate the darkness of ignorance. The good news is that you do not need to wonder over the wherewithal on how to access this knowledge. The knowledge you need to strengthen your walk with God and grow in intimacy with Him or overcome whatever degree of ignorance you may have has been provided in the Bible, and the book of Matthew, which is a part of the Bible, is expatiated in this book.

Salvation Manual: Topical Exegesis of the Book of Matthew Volume 1 expounded extensively on the life and teachings of Christ as recorded in the book of Matthew chapters 1 to 14. As a continuation, the book of Matthew, chapters 15 to 28, has been carefully studied with emphasis on salvation; several topics with spiritual realities are raised, vital lessons are drawn, and how to appropriately apply them to our day-to-day relationship with God and our fellow humans has been comprehensively discussed. The topics raised are painstakingly written with reference to the life and teachings of Christ and other writings in the Bible, which give rise to this book — Salvation Manual: Topical Exegesis of the Book of Matthew Volume 2.

Among the topics are parables. One of the peculiarities of Jesus’ teachings is the use of parables to elucidate and communicate certain truths about the kingdom of heaven. However, often, many readers have erroneous interpretations, meanings, or views of Christ’s original intentions about most of these parables. This, in turn, has led to misapplications. In this book, this problem is addressed; the parables are construed to enhance readers’ understanding for proper applications.

One area of our relationship with God that is pointed up in this book is prayer. Cultivating a life of prayer is essential in our walk with God. However, many believers have a misconception of what prayer is all about. They believe that prayer is a licence to get whatever they so desire. When their requests are not granted or not granted as expected, prayer becomes burdensome to them. As you read this book, you will become acquainted with the nitty-gritty of prayer and how to enjoy communing with God.

During Jesus’ earthly ministry, He made several notable statements while interacting with people. Most of these statements are misinterpreted or used out of context today. One of the most widely misinterpreted statements is, “Give therefore to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s.” (Matthew 22:21.) The question about who Caesar is in our present day and what it is we should give to him is addressed in this book. Another statement people often misinterpret is, “It is easier for a camel to go through a needle’s eye than for a rich person to enter into the kingdom of God.” (Matthew 19:24.) By this statement, many believe that being rich will deprive one of eternity in heaven. Is this what Jesus actually meant by that statement? It will interest you that this book provides an accurate and balanced interpretation of this statement. What is it that defiles a person? What are the best ways to resolve conflicts between one another? Is it proper for Christians to practise the traditions of a society? Is the actual day of Jesus’ second coming known to anyone? Are there hierarchies and positions in heaven? These and many other relevant questions Bible students often grapple with are explicitly attended to in this book.

Another subject that often baffles many mortals is the issue of life after death. Many cast doubt on the certainty of life in eternity, considering it a mere myth. With diverse perspectives about the existence of life after death, clarification based on Jesus’ teachings is pertinent, and this is expressly given in this book. Also detailed in this book is the subject of faith. Faith is key to beginning and continuing a relationship with God. Without faith in Jesus Christ, no one can be saved. Faith is essential to please God. But several Christians find it difficult to understand what faith really is, what it means to have faith, and how to develop and demonstrate faith in God. These are comprehensively explained in this book.

Furthermore, many people have a misplaced priority about their earthly existence. They focus on transient things rather than things with eternal value. Some believers are not left out; they follow Jesus not because of things that will ensure their eternal salvation but because of other reasons like healing, financial breakthrough, and so on. They study the Bible mainly to appropriate earthly blessings instead of the salvation of their soul. In this book, you will learn how to set your priority right in a world filled with distractions and attractions contending for our attention. For others, they have set their priority right. But they believe that getting saved will exempt them from waves of persecution and storms of life. Is this true?

Being betrayed or denied by one’s trusted friend is one of the heart-wrenching experiences anyone can have. Jesus experienced both; He was betrayed by Judas Iscariot and denied by Peter, both of whom were His disciples. But do you know that many believers, these days, are doing nothing different? If you desire to know what it means to betray or deny Christ today and how to avoid it, this book is for you. Other teachings such as treasures in heaven and how to amass them, the first and second greatest commandments, the Lord’s Supper, divorce, sources of temptations, Christian’s reward, the ark of salvation, an analogy of the final judgement, forgiveness, our reactions to oppositions, resurrection, the great commission, and many other subjects based on the life-transforming teachings of Christ do not escape the scope of this book. This book is written not in an attempt to replace Christ’s teachings within the last fourteen chapters of the book of Matthew. Rather it is written to throw more light on Christ’s teachings in such a manner that ambiguous interpretations are cleared, and heretic teachings and wrong applications that pervade the churches today are corrected.

As you read this book, ensure you set your mind on what matters the most – your soul’s salvation. The topics in this book are well organised and scripturally based, with salvation, consistent life of obedience to God’s word and eternity with Christ being the salient core of its subjects. Each topic provides key information you need to broaden your scriptural horizons and live a successful Christian life here on earth, a life that will culminate in eternity with God. Only be open-minded to relearn old things in new ways, unlearn wrong interpretations of Jesus’ teachings you may have acquired, get in-depth knowledge of Christ’s teachings, or acquire new knowledge entirely. If you carefully read this book alongside other writings in the Bible with emphasis on salvation and adhere to every instruction given, you will live the rest of your life pleasing God and ultimately secure a place for yourself in God’s kingdom.


	

CHAPTER 1

TOPIC 1: TRADITIONS AND THE WORD OF GOD

MATTHEW 15:1–9

A tradition is a handed-down, long-established pattern of practices of a people. A set of beliefs and norms can influence people’s practices. So, when the Scribes and Pharisees asked Jesus, “why do your disciples break the traditions of our elders?” They were saying, “why do your disciples break what our elders have been doing?” Jesus’ response could also be interpreted as, “Why have you disobeyed God by the way you do what your elders have established?”

Handwashing is a good practice that encourages good hygiene. However, the tradition of handwashing, and many other Jewish traditions, had been practised as though they were part of the laws God gave through Moses. Although the intent of the tradition was good, enforcing it as though it were the word of God was unacceptable.

The Scribes and Pharisees approached Jesus with some accusations levelled against His disciples that they had broken the tradition of the elders by eating without washing their hands. Jesus did not defend His disciples for breaking the tradition; He rather enlightened the Scribes and Pharisees on how baseless their accusations were. Jesus said to them: “Why do you also disobey the commandment of God because of your tradition?” (Matthew 15:3 NHEB.) Jesus’ disciples had indeed eaten with unwashed hands; it is also true that they had, by their actions, transgressed the tradition of the elders, but the violation did not have any spiritual implication. Jesus made it clear that the Scribes and Pharisees had missed it; they had concerned themselves with practices that held no spiritual relevance and neglected the commands of God – a twist of priorities. He seized the occasion to address an issue that bordered on their misrepresentation of the law. He stated, “But you say, ‘Whoever may tell his father or his mother, “Whatever help you might otherwise have gotten from me is a gift devoted to God,” 6he is not to honor his father or his mother.’ You have made the word of God void because of your tradition.” (Matthew 15:5–6 NHEB.) They transgressed the fifth commandment, which instructs on honouring parents. Honouring parents means loving them and caring for their well-being. The teachings of the Scribes and Pharisees encouraged a Jewish son to be irresponsible in caring for his parents, provided that he declared what should have been used to offer some form of relief to them as ‘Corban’ – meaning offering to God. Offerings provided earnings for the priests and were beneficial to the religious leaders; this could have been why the Scribes and Pharisees considered it a more grievous sin not to make free will donations to the temple treasury than to deny parents what is rightfully theirs.

The Scribes and Pharisees were experts in the laws of Moses, and they interpreted the law to support some of their traditions, but that did not make them right. For instance, they could support their handwashing tradition with God’s command about the clean and unclean things recorded in Leviticus chapters 11 to 15, in which one of the common cleansing requirements was washing oneself with water. A person may have contact with an unclean person or thing unknowingly; hence, the elders might have thought it wise to wash one’s hands regularly. However, Jesus clearly stated that using this practice to measure holiness while disregarding God’s laws is wrong. Also, they could support their ‘corban’ tradition with the numerous laws that commanded giving to God and the Priests. However, linking these teachings with some scriptures did not make them valid before God. God did not give those under the laws of Moses the liberty to choose which laws they preferred to follow. They were not to choose what they considered beneficial for them because the whole laws of God were intertwined for one overall purpose; love – for God and one another. Followers of Christ have much to learn from this.

Like the Scribes and Pharisees, most church leaders in this dispensation also have traditions they practise and impose on their members as established church doctrines; however, some of these traditions contradict biblical teachings. There is nothing wrong with establishing and practising traditions, provided they are not contrary to the word of God. Churches have their various dogmas or beliefs; it is these beliefs that make them unique. We are to submit ourselves to our churches’ authorities, but any dogma or belief against the Bible’s teachings should be disregarded in humility and without hesitation. Such dogmas may be burdensome; they are distractions from the word of God, and those enforcing them would be acting like the Scribes and Pharisees, teaching the traditions or beliefs of men as the commandments of God. In responding to the Scribes and Pharisees, Jesus did not mince words about where to place the traditions of men; no matter how well-intentioned they might be, they are to be in subjection to the word of God. God is more interested in obedience to His words than adherence to traditions.

The word of God is not against traditions and customs as a whole. There are certainly good traditions that are beneficial to people and are in line with the word of God. For instance, the tradition of handwashing practised by the Jews was good, but the reverence accorded it as a means of spiritual purity was wrong. A tradition that encourages hospitality is good, but if such a tradition allows sexual immorality or any other practice that goes against the word of God in the course of being hospitable, it is wrong. Any tradition that encourages the reverence of a being or deity other than God is wrong. We must be careful to be sure that the traditions we practice are not against the word of God and that they are not to fulfil the will of people but are in line with the ultimate will of God. The key rule is that every child of God can honour the traditions of the land as long as it does not contradict the teachings of Christ. We should be ready to stand on God’s side and disobey the traditions if their practice would mean going against the word of God.

A person has lost nothing if their traditions are taken away, but they will lose everything if the word of God is taken from them. A person will lose everything if they trade the truth about God for the images manufactured in human minds or if they have made the word of God void by their traditions. “Be careful not to allow anyone to captivate you through an empty and deceptive philosophy, according to human tradition, according to the elementary principles of the world, and not according to Christ.” (Colossians 2:8 NHEB.)

TOPIC 2: BLIND GUIDES

MATTHEW 15:1–14

People depend on their sight for many decisions and actions. When a visually impaired person decides to depend on someone else, the person they depend on must be visually unimpaired to have the best results. It is not difficult to imagine what would happen when a blind person, with no aid, leads a group of visually impaired people; the person leading and those following are bound to fall into some mishap. No human can successfully guide themself in the right way in spiritual matters, much less guide someone else. God’s word is the only veritable tool for guidance. “Your word is a lamp to my feet, and a light for my path.” (Psalm 119:105 NHEB.)

Jesus’ metaphorical use of ‘blind guides’ to refer to the Pharisees illustrated the Pharisees’ unsuitability to lead people in things of God because of their defective spiritual insights. The Scribes and Pharisees had confronted Jesus to know why His disciples violated the tradition of the elders by eating without first washing their hands. After accusing them of hypocrisy and of breaking God’s commandments by their traditions, Jesus referred the Scribes and Pharisees to the words of Prophet Isaiah: “And in vain do they worship me, teaching instructions that are the commandments of humans.” (Matthew 15:9 NHEB.) Referring to the Scribes and Pharisees’ worship as a farce and their doctrines as commandments of humans was another way of saying their worship was for a show, and their teachings were fabricated through human knowledge and not from God. When Jesus’ disciples pointed out to Jesus that the Pharisees were offended at what He said to them, Jesus replied: “Leave them alone. They are blind guides of the blind. If the blind guide the blind, both will fall into a pit.” (Matthew 15:14 NHEB.)

How could spiritually blind people who need to be enlightened lead other people? Jesus was concerned that whoever followed the Pharisees would eventually fall with them. Like the Pharisees, several spiritually blind people have assumed the responsibility of guiding others in spiritual matters today. With a promise of leading people out of darkness, they plunge their victims into worse darkness: “you travel around by sea and land to make one proselyte; and when he becomes one, you make him twice as much of a son of hell as yourselves.” (Matthew 23:15 NHEB.) Blind guides prefer amassing disciples for themselves rather than turning people to God; these disciples end up doing their bidding instead of obeying God. New converts who emulate their lifestyles become more hardened in sin than they were before they came to Christ. A blind guide can put much effort into inviting people to their place of worship; then, by their lifestyle, encourage the new converts to be comfortable in sin. As a result, the new converts can become worse than they were before repentance. Blind guides make new converts and get offended when those converts show commitment to God and resist their wrong teachings. A spiritually blind person cannot guide people who need spiritual direction since they are ignorant. It aligns with the saying that you cannot give what you do not have.

Another feature of blind guides is that they are more interested in how people see them than in how God sees them. Their acts of kindness and other forms of piety are for outward show. Acts of kindness are not wrong in themselves, but when they do not reflect inward purity and love, they represent hypocrisy which God disdains. “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites. For you clean the outside of the cup and of the plate, but within they are full of extortion and self-indulgence. 26You blind Pharisee, first clean the inside of the cup, that its outside may become clean also.” (Matthew 23:25–26 NHEB.)

There are some scriptural and character checks one can administer to any teacher of the Bible to verify their authenticity as servants of God. “Therefore, by their fruits you will know them.” (Matthew 7:20 NHEB.) A blind guide may be careful to appear humble, display public piety and avoid sinning publicly. However, prominent among the many fruits one can use in identifying a blind guide are teachings contrary to God’s word. For instance, the Pharisees taught their hearers that if someone diverted the resources meant for the care of their parents and used the same for religious purposes, the person is free from guilt and does not owe further obligations to their parents. While blind guides of today may not operate precisely how the Pharisees of Jesus’ days did, they do similar things.

Blind guides are the set of leaders that will excuse sinful behaviours as an imperfection of human nature and mislead people that God is a loving God and, as such, would not let people undergo the agony of eternal torment in the lake of fire. They are not bold enough to rebuke people for their sins if that rebuke would make them lose their acceptability. Instead, they emphasise the minor obligations while ignoring the major aspects of God’s word, which borders on the salvation of souls. Blind guides stress some parts of God’s word that benefits them but play down the part that would demand holy living from their hearers. Their speech fluency and charisma could make their hearers take everything they say without cross-checking their words with the scriptures.

One thing is clear and unchangeable; one cannot guide people to a destination without knowledge of that destination; one must know and encounter the God of heaven to lead people to Him. Humanity has lost its direction and has been blindfolded by sin. It is only the light of God’s word that can lead us back to God, and importantly, only people that have this light are qualified to lead others.

John chapter 9 records the story of Jesus healing a man born blind. The Pharisees disparaged the miracle in their attempts to raise doubts in people’s hearts. When Jesus met the erstwhile blind man in the temple the following day, He told him: ““I came into this world for judgment, that those who do not see may see; and that those who see may become blind.” 40Those of the Pharisees who were with him heard these things, and said to him, “Are we also blind?” 41Jesus said to them, “If you were blind, you would have no sin; but since you say, ‘We see,’ your sin remains.”” (John 9:39–41 NHEB.) Jesus was simply saying if those who are spiritually blind would humble themselves, acknowledge their spiritual state and ask for help; He would help them see the light of God.

However, just as some are visually impaired and may not know the extent of their impairment, some sincere leaders and teachers of spiritual matters may not know that their knowledge of God’s word is limited. These people may love the Lord and teach His word with zeal, yet, they lack the in-depth knowledge of what they teach. They, sincerely but ignorantly, lead their hearers, but not in the right way. Leading people with one’s limited knowledge may be as dangerous as leading them with no knowledge at all. Apollos is an example of a teacher who enthusiastically taught about Jesus but had limited knowledge of Him. “This man had been instructed in the way of the Lord; and being fervent in spirit, he spoke and taught accurately the things concerning Jesus, although he knew only the baptism of John.” (Acts 18:25 NHEB.) Two disciples – Aquila and Priscilla – came across him while he was teaching, so they had to show God’s way to him clearly. “He began to speak boldly in the synagogue. But when Priscilla and Aquila heard him, they took him aside, and explained to him the way of God more accurately.” (Acts 18:26 NHEB.) If Apollos had not encountered Priscilla and Aquila, he would have continued to teach with his limited knowledge. With prayers and correction, sincere teachers like Apollos can be assisted.

Some people who take up the responsibility of teaching others may be ignorant of the huge burden on their shoulders. Apostle James wrote, “Let not many of you be teachers, my brothers, knowing that we will receive heavier judgment.” (James 3:1 NHEB.) A teacher is responsible, not just for themself but for their hearers. When Apostle Paul wrote to Timothy concerning the requirements of church leaders, he was clear on the candidate’s spiritual maturity: “not a new convert, lest being puffed up he fall into the same condemnation as the devil.” (1 Timothy 3:6 NHEB.). To avoid the risk of leading people astray ignorantly, we should take our time to study and be grounded in the knowledge of the word of God before taking up the responsibility of teaching others.

The spiritual operation that would cure the spiritually blind who has humbled themself to accept Christ is the entrance of the word of God into their heart. “The entrance of your words gives light. It gives understanding to the simple.” (Psalm 119:130 NHEB.) Studying the Bible takes effort and demands focus; the person interested in its treasures would spend time searching and digging deep into the Bible to encounter light. A systematic study of the word of God will help the person studying to be more focused and enlightened than flipping haphazardly through the Bible. If the person makes salvation and spiritual growth their focus, they will not fall into the error of misinterpreting the Bible and thus teaching the same errors to others.

As humans, we may be unable to do much about these blind guides, but we can choose not to be blind followers. It is within our capacity to test every spirit to see if they are from God. “Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits, whether they are of God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world.” (1 John 4:1 NHEB.) We would be able to sift the blind guides from the true ones when we study the word of God with an emphasis on salvation. The Holy Spirit is always there to guide us into all truth. “However when he, the Spirit of truth, has come, he will guide you into all truth, for he will not speak on his own; but whatever he hears he will speak, and he will declare to you things that are coming.” (John 16:13 NHEB.)

TOPIC 3: WHAT DEFILES A PERSON

MATTHEW 15:1–20

Generally, there is an instinct in humans to always appear neat and thoroughly clean in the sight of others, especially in public, such that one can rarely find an average human who comfortably appears dirty in public functions. Many people get tensed when they appear untidy among the neatly dressed. Such feelings or something deeper will seize us if we appear dirty before God, who dwells in incomparable purity.

The Scribes and Pharisees’ accusation of Christ’s disciples eating with unwashed hands was based on a violation of a tradition regarding cleanliness. Jesus’ response revealed their misunderstanding of what makes people unclean. He cleared their misconception when He said: “That which enters into the mouth does not defile the man; but that which proceeds out of the mouth, this defiles the man.” (Matthew 15:11 NHEB.) Hence, eating with unwashed hands has no propensity to make a person dirty before God, though such action could cause harm to physical health.

Jesus’ revelation would have been as perplexing to us as it was to the disciples if there were no further explanations. So, He explained further, “But the things which proceed out of the mouth come out of the heart, and they defile the man. 19For out of the heart come forth evil thoughts, murders, adulteries, sexual sins, thefts, false testimony, and blasphemies. 20These are the things which defile the man; but to eat with unwashed hands does not defile the man.” (Matthew 15:18–20 NHEB.) Fornication, theft and the likes are abominable acts whose roots are in the heart, processed by our thoughts; blasphemies, lies, gossiping, and slanders originate still from the heart. Hence, every evil deed carried out by people is a product of the state of the heart.

In this context, the heart is not referring to the human body organ responsible for blood pumping. The biblical heart is the seat of human consciousness, constituting the conscience, will and emotions; it is the controlling factor or force of all our actions and deeds. The state of a person’s heart is known by what they do. The things which defile a person are numerous, for all forms of unrighteousness are sins. Anyone still living in sin should be aware that they are defiled and cannot be in the presence of God.

It is beyond the power of the unregenerated person to keep their heart pure. If a person does not turn to God to be cleansed, nothing in this world can cleanse their heart. It is possible to focus our energies on tackling unruly acts and polishing our outward appearance to look pure or holy; that pleases people, not God. The scripture states in John 4:24 that “God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth.” (NHEB.) Our inner person must first be made pure so righteousness can flow freely and without strain. Even in the Old Testament, where remorse was usually demonstrated by rending the garment, God showed that He was more interested in the heart than in the outward show of repentance. He spoke through Prophet Joel, saying, ““Yet even now,” says the LORD, “turn to me with all your heart, and with fasting, and with weeping, and with mourning.” 13Tear your heart, and not your garments, and turn to the LORD, your God; for he is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abundant in loving kindness, and relents from sending calamity.” (Joel 2:12–13 NHEB.) An outward display of piety lacking inner transformation is as good as a beautiful tomb full of dead people’s bones that Jesus talked about when He referred to the Scribes and Pharisees’ hypocrisy in Matthew 23:27.

From the preceding exposition, we can realise that setting rules for people to promote godliness when their hearts are not yet transformed is an effort in futility. The law of God is spiritual, not physical. Jesus’ coming brought a paradigm shift in people’s fellowship with God. He summed the entire law into two – love for God and love for one another. Love stems from the heart. Since nobody can show genuine kindness, mercy, patience or tolerance without love residing in their heart, it further proves the spirituality of the law. Little wonder Jesus shifted our focus from the physical manifestation of evil to what controls that evil – the heart. He did not only condemn murder, but He condemned anger as well; adultery was not only prohibited but looking lustfully at the opposite sex was taken as the same sin. People who harbour lust, which is not obvious to others, may feel they are righteous since they have not committed the act of adultery, but from Jesus’ teaching, they are as defiled as the one who commits the evil itself. Now, what are the things that always occupy your heart? What goes on in your mind; when you suddenly see an attractive person of the opposite sex, when someone steps on your toes without an apology or you are scolded for wrong-doing? If our thoughts are evil, they defile us because they birth our subsequent negative reactions. Even in cases where the evil in the heart does not translate into negative reactions, harbouring them still defiles the person.

David’s prayer for mercy after his ungodly affair with Bathsheba resounds through the ages; we can learn from this prayer. “Look, you desire truth in the inward parts… 7Purify me with hyssop, and I will be clean. Wash me, and I will be whiter than snow. 10Create in me a clean heart, O God. Renew a right spirit within me.” (Psalm 51:6,7,10 NHEB.) David knew that if his heart was not renewed, he would remain a captive of sin. Heart transformation occurs when we repent – forsake our sins, and obtain cleansing by the blood of Jesus.

Conversion does not change our skin colour, height or body size; it changes everything within us. We are recreated when we are converted; that is why Jesus says in John 3:5–6, “Truly, truly, I tell you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit he cannot enter into the kingdom of God. 6That which is born of the flesh is flesh. That which is born of the Spirit is spirit.” (NHEB.) When we are born again, we have a transformed heart that finds it easier to live in holiness and love as Christ commands. The inner change is the difference between the children of God and those of the world; “but he is a Jew who is one inwardly, and circumcision is that of the heart, by the Spirit, not in the letter; whose praise is not from people, but from God.” (Romans 2:29 NHEB.) Hence, for our hearts to produce fruits of righteousness through our acts and for God to dwell within us, we must first forsake our sins in repentance and turn to God.

That said, after repentance, we must feed our hearts with the word of God, which will influence our actions and words. Jesus’ prayer in John 17:17 was to this end; “Sanctify them in the truth. Your word is truth.” (NHEB.) The word of God is His instrument for our sanctification. When our heart is deeply rooted in the word of God, it will influence our actions and words. It is at this point that godly living is devoid of struggle. Meditating on the word of God, just as God commanded in Joshua 1:8, will ensure our hearts are focused on God. “This book of the law shall not depart out of your mouth, but you shall meditate on it day and night, that you may observe to do according to all that is written in it: for then you shall make your way prosperous, and then you shall have good success.” (NHEB.) Merely having the Bible in our homes will not grant us purity of heart. Casually reading it will provide a superficial effect but studying it judiciously with emphasis on salvation and the willingness to practise it will keep our hearts from the things that defile. The Psalmist says in Psalm 119:11, “In my heart I have hidden your word, that I might not sin against you.” (NHEB.)

It is God’s desire for His children to be pure in heart. Jesus teaches that the pure in heart will see God. David also enquired and realised that those who shall dwell in the tabernacle of God are those with pure hearts (Psalm 24:3–4). God promised in Ezekiel 36:26 to give us a new heart and a right spirit. “And I will also give you a new heart, and I will put a new spirit within you. And I will take away the stony heart out of your flesh, and I will give you a heart of flesh.” (NHEB.) Our responsibility is to pray and submit ourselves to God to fulfil His desire for us and study His word daily, to fill our hearts with His word, paying attention to and observing everything written in it. If we pay attention to inner defilement and cleansing as we do to physical cleanliness, we will save our souls from being spiritually sick and eternally separated from God.

TOPIC 4: LIP SERVICE

MATTHEW 15:8–9

The reverential act of honouring God is not only measured in our utterances but in our lifestyle. When our honour for God is merely demonstrated in words, our regard for Him is nothing more than lip service. Lip service can be described as an insincere declaration or superficial support for someone or something expressed in words but not demonstrated in actions. Thus, while our profession of regard for God may contain elements of reverence and piety, they are nonetheless disregarded by God if they are not reflective of, consistent or do not correspond with our actions. This was the case with the Scribes and Pharisees during Jesus’ earthly ministry.

Most of the Scribes and Pharisees exhibited a sanctimonious and outward display of righteousness; their lifestyle was anchored on hypocrisy and lip service. In condemning their false worship of God, Jesus identified their proclivity to demonstrate regard for God in words but not in actions. The Scribes and Pharisees were very religious, but their religiosity was based on externalities with no inner sense of godliness. They were more concerned about external forms of worship – for people to see – but their hearts were polluted. Jesus likened them to whitewashed tombs, clean on the outside but rotten inside. “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites. For you are like whitened tombs, which outwardly appear beautiful, but inwardly are full of dead men’s bones, and of all uncleanness.” (Matthew 23:27 NHEB.) Over time, they misinterpreted and perverted the word of God to suit their desires, teaching and following their traditions zealously as though they were the instructions of God.

Jesus taught that the Scribes and Pharisees were a bunch of hypocrites, who offered lip service to God, but their hearts were far from God. He showed great concern for how they strayed from true worship and service to God and rebuked them for their hypocrisy. The sin of hypocrisy, pretending to be what you are not, is a deception of oneself, which keeps a person from sincere repentance and salvation, and drags them gradually to eternal doom. Hypocrites may succeed in deceiving people but cannot deceive God because their hearts lie bare before God, and He sees every secret thought of their hearts.

Although Jesus’ statement in the verses under consideration was addressed to the Scribes and Pharisees, it also applies to Christians. What does it mean to honour God with our lips and have our hearts far from Him? It is the existence of a disparity between the declaration of our lips and the desires of our hearts. It means saying one thing and doing another, professing our love for God and acting contrary to our profession, confessing our submission to God while having our hearts made up for rebellion. Lip service is a digression from true worship and service to God to hypocrisy. It expresses the act of honouring God in words but not in practice. It is to eulogise God while doing nothing to support what we are saying and pray to God to forgive sins we are unwilling to repent from. When we profess faith and love, whereas our heart is thinking of hatred, malice, envy, and other kinds of evil, let it be known that we are simply deceiving ourselves.

Sometimes, people offer lip service in ignorance of what true worship means. Worship is not firstly an activity of the lips but a travail of our hearts; it is pouring out our hearts before God through our lips. The strength of worship does not lie in the loudness of voices or a multitude of words but in our hearts’ condition. A person may babble as though speaking in tongues to be heard and for people to believe they are baptised with the Holy Ghost. But our worship becomes futile when our utterances are contrary to our hearts’ intents. Every external worship that is not in unison with the heart means we are trying to mock God. When people do not understand the true meaning of worship, the result will be that they will spend their lives and energy worshipping God in vain. Worship is not just about giving, praying, fasting, or the solemn song we sing in the congregation during service; these are means to honour and revere God but not worship in its entirety. All these forms of worship are in vain if God is not firstly honoured from the heart. Worship is fundamentally internal, for all external forms of worship are weighed by the condition or motives of the heart. Worship has to do with the state or disposition of the heart towards God. Worship can only be accepted from a heart struck with admiration for God, a heart that reveres, honours, and genuinely loves Him, holding Him in high regard. Even the meditations and admiration for God within such a heart are pleasant to the Lord. All external forms of worship from such a heart are delightful to God; “The sacrifice made by the wicked is an abomination to the LORD, but the prayer of the upright is his delight.” (Proverbs 15:8 NHEB.)

True worship is having our hearts wholly submitted to God, which invariably influences our actions. Would it be wise to stand before the all-knowing King of the entire earth and begin to make careless utterances that we do not mean from our hearts? Should we declare to God that we have repented and continue to live our lives void of any evidence of repentance? All forms of declaration that are not backed up by actions are in vain. To declare our loyalty to God and live like children of the devil is unacceptable to God. We cannot be useful to God if our Christianity begins and ends on our lips; we would only give the world an occasion to speak against God’s name. “You who boast in the law, do you, by disobeying the law, dishonor God? 24For “because of you the name of God is blasphemed among the nations,” just as it is written.” (Romans 2:23–24 NHEB.)

Furthermore, we genuinely honour God by reflecting His nature of holiness in our character. Since we have been reborn with the nature of God, it is expected that we model the character of Christ in our thoughts and conduct. Honouring God in everything means we honour Him in our thoughts and actions. During Jesus’ earthly ministry, He always glorified His Father in heaven; His every thought, word, and action totally aligned with God’s will.

Our honour of God must also be reflected in how we utilise our bodies which are the temple of God. 1 Corinthians 6:19–20 says: “Or 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.” (NHEB.) We demonstrate our regard for God when we do not defile our body with sin or yield it as an instrument of ungodliness. The kingdom of God is only for those whose lifestyles portray the life of Christ in words and deeds. The highest form of honour we can give God is complete obedience to His word.

TOPIC 5: CHURCH WELFARE

MATTHEW 15:30–39

We usually see the body when we look at a human being, but, in reality, humans are made up of the spirit, soul and body. Each of these components is interdependent on the other. Little wonder Apostle Paul’s prayer for the Thessalonians was for the sanctification of their entire being – spirit, soul and body. “May the God of peace himself sanctify you completely. May your whole spirit, soul, and body be preserved blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.” (1 Thessalonians 5:23 NHEB.) A person who takes care of their spirit and neglects to take care of their body will soon discover that the state of the body will adversely affect their spiritual activities. Giving complete care to someone entails caring for their entire being. Jesus was not only interested in the spiritual well-being of His followers but also their physical well-being. Being the body of Christ, the Church is expected to exhibit the character seen in Jesus – showing concern for the physical and spiritual needs of the people.

In Matthew 15:30–39, Jesus engaged the people for three days in the wilderness; on the third day, the people were spiritually well-fed but physically famished. The city was quite a distance away, and the journey to get food could be exhaustive and cause them to faint on the way. In His compassionate nature, Jesus took into account that asking them to go without a meal was not the best. He knew their needs and took the initiative to provide for them.

Today, the Church has an obligation to follow Jesus’ example of providing for her members’ physical well-being when the occasion demands, after taking care of their spiritual needs. The Church ought to be intentional about her welfare activities. Welfare should not be done on the leaders’ whims, on the spur of the moment. It should be part and parcel of the Church, handled by a standing unit with trusted officers appointed to oversee its activities and present regular reports to the minister in charge of the congregation. The apostles in their time were nearly distracted from the core ministry of the word and prayers when the welfare system put in place was not properly managed. They had to appoint deacons to oversee welfare activities (Acts 6:1–7). It pleases God when the Church is concerned about the physical well-being of her members.

Church welfare should not wait until individuals feel like doing it; the Church should take the initiative and encourage the people to be involved. When there was a need in the Jerusalem church, Paul took the initiative, motivated different churches in the Gentile nations, put systems in place and personally supervised the collection and onward movement of the items to Jerusalem. As part of motivating the Corinthian Church towards the project, Paul wrote, “Now concerning the collection for the saints, as I commanded the churches of Galatia, you do likewise. 2On the first day of the week, let each one of you save, as he may prosper, that no collections be made when I come. 3When I arrive, I will send whoever you approve with letters to carry your gracious gift to Jerusalem. 4If it is appropriate for me to go also, they will go with me.” (1 Corinthians 16:1–4 NHEB.) The Church should follow Paul’s example of planning, organisation and transparency concerning church welfare. Churches can go a step further by not just waiting until a need arises; they can institute a fund for that purpose and appoint trustees nominated by the members to manage it. An annual budget can be set up to provide welfare and a system for regular evaluation of the process put in place. Healthcare and basic human needs of food, clothing and shelter should be part of the focus of the church welfare programme.

Apart from meeting the physical needs of the people, welfare by the Church should also involve helping people increase their capacity to develop themselves. For example, providing educational facilities or scholarships, organising entrepreneurship seminars and disseminating information on employment opportunities can go a long way in meeting the needs of her members. These, among several such services, would increase the capacity of the members to stand on their own and help others also.

Sometimes, people make the poor fulfil certain obligations before assisting them. They are also discouraged when the poor fail to show appreciation for the help rendered to them, thus becoming less inclined to assist them further. We should not carry out welfare because we expect the poor to express gratitude in one way or another. Welfare is not firstly about the poor; it is a service to God. When we see welfare solely as helping the poor, we get offended when they do not respond with the expected appreciation. But if we see welfare as a service to God, we will continue in it irrespective of the recipient’s attitude. Remember Jesus’ teaching concerning the judgement on the last day, reminding us that charity done to the needy is done to Him. “Then the King will tell those on his right hand, ‘Come, blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world; 35for I was hungry, and you gave me food to eat. I was thirsty, and you gave me drink. I was a stranger, and you took me in. 36I was naked, and you clothed me. I was sick, and you visited me. I was in prison, and you came to me.’ 40Truly I tell you, inasmuch as you did it to one of the least of these my brothers, you did it to me.” (Matthew 25:34–36, 40 NHEB.)

Some churches and individuals may give reasons such as the lack of resources for neglecting the God-given responsibility of welfare. But in reality, what is lacking is not the resources but the compassion and understanding; when these two components are in place, the little we have can be shared; but when they are lacking, even the much we have would not seem enough to share. Paul noted God’s grace on the Macedonians and their attitude in giving even out of their deep poverty when he wrote, “Moreover, brothers, we make known to you the grace of God which has been given in the churches of Macedonia; 2how that in much proof of affliction the abundance of their joy and their deep poverty abounded to the riches of their liberality. 3For according to their power, I testify, yes and beyond their power, they gave of their own accord, 4begging us with much entreaty to receive this grace and the fellowship in the service to the saints.” (2 Corinthians 8:1–4 NHEB.)

Some people also refrain from welfare due to their past experiences; they say they have helped people who eventually turned around to hurt them. These people should know that their labour of love is to the Lord and not to the recipient. So, whether we get appreciated or hurt in return, whether we have much or have little, with the understanding of God’s word, no hurdle is high enough to prevent us from engaging in welfare. What makes Church welfare unique is that it originates from a compassionate heart whose main motive is to meet the physical needs of the recipients for their souls’ salvation and the glory of God. Just as Jesus had compassion for the people, a feeling of compassion towards a person’s physical well-being will make us take action to supply their physical needs. So also, a feeling of compassion towards a person’s spiritual well-being makes us pray for the person, preach to them and do things that would move them closer to God and help their growth in the spirit.

Welfare is not only for the Church as a congregation but also for individual believers. Contributing to the welfare of a congregation does not exempt a believer from carrying out their individual welfare activities. We must be concerned about one another’s burden by sharing our resources and other necessary things with people in need. When we provide for the needy, we bring hope to the hopeless, courage to the discouraged, life to the fainting soul, and joy to the sorrowful heart. Showing love and kindness to people in need proves our love for God. We are to cater to widows and orphans, visit the sick and those in prison, provide hospitality and shelter for the homeless, clothe the poor and feed the hungry. Welfare is not optional; it is necessary because the Lord demands it. “But do not forget to be doing good and sharing, for with such sacrifices God is well pleased.” (Hebrews 13:16 NHEB.)

TOPIC 6: HE CAN DO IT AGAIN

MATTHEW 15:32–33

Imagine someone walks up to you and tells you to retire from your work, asks you to calculate what your job would have given you for the rest of your working years, plus retirement benefits that he will give you a cheque for that amount. Many things would run through your mind in a split second. First, ‘can he afford it?’ If the answer is no, you will ignore him. If yes, you may ask yourself, ‘can I trust him to keep his word?’ Even with his high financial status, you will still ignore him if the answer is no. But you will most likely trust him if he has done a similar favour in the past. The man’s promise would be all the more worthy of trust when, in addition to the financial resources at his disposal, you have a good record of his past benevolence. Barring other variables like death or bankruptcy, you trust the person and expect him to fulfil his promise. If a man that is limited in many ways can be trusted due to his antecedent, how much more should we trust the One who has unlimited resources? God has the best antecedent of meeting the needs of people and is not limited by any of such limitations that affect humans.

The multitude had been with Jesus for three days and had nothing to eat. Jesus, moved with compassion, saw the need to feed them before sending them away, so He spoke with His disciples concerning this. One would have expected the disciples to spring into action in faith, considering that not long before then, they had witnessed how Jesus supernaturally fed over 5,000 people with five loaves and two fish with 12 baskets of leftovers. “And they all ate and were filled, and they took up twelve baskets full of that which remained left over from the broken pieces. 21Now those who ate were about five thousand men, besides women and children.” (Matthew 14:20–21 NHEB.) Instead, they spoke as if Jesus could not replicate the miracle performed before. They asked Jesus, “Where should we get so many loaves in a deserted place as to satisfy so great a crowd?” (Matthew 15:33 NHEB.) They saw the crowd and feared that what they had would not be enough. They forgot so soon the similar miraculous phenomenon of the past. They failed to trust Jesus that He could do it again. Despite their fears, Jesus again miraculously fed over 4,000 people with seven loaves and few fish, with seven baskets of leftovers. He did it again as He did before.

One of the proven ways to boost our confidence in God’s ability to perform wonders is to recall His past faithfulness. This was what David did when he faced Goliath. David recounted how God had delivered him from the paws of the lion and bear in the past. He stated his belief that the same God who delivered him then would also deliver him from the hands of Goliath the Philistine. “David said, “The LORD who delivered me out of the paw of the lion, and out of the paw of the bear, he will deliver me out of the hand of this Philistine.”” (1 Samuel 17:37 NHEB.) And God gave him victory over Goliath. God is the same yesterday, today and forever. Let us draw confidence from what He has done in the past.
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