Lesson 274

THE MAKING OF THE TABERNACLE

MEMORY VERSE: “What thing soever I command you, observe to do it: thou shalt not add thereto, nor diminish from it” (Deuteronomy 12:32).
TEXT: Exodus 36:1-38; 37:1-29

In the preceding chapters of the book of Exodus, we have already learnt how God gave Moses the pattern and instructions to build the tabernacle and set up its services. Thus, all that is recorded in our texts has already been discussed in details in chapters 25-31 as divine prescription for the work of the tabernacle. But here, it is repeated as “acts” of obedient servants of God, revealing (and which should pose a challenge to us as believers) that the divine commission was actually carried out. The exactitude of execution of the work in its detail spreads through chapters 36-39 with great lessons for servants of God.    


In response to God’s solemn charge to build the tabernacle according to the pattern shown to him on the mount, Moses and the children of Israel manifested implicit obedience and wholehearted devotion to God. They gave willingly and worked tirelessly for the quick completion of the entire structure. They were all united in their commitment to the work and readiness to make sacrifices for the work of God to be done. Though they were in transit in the wilderness, they voluntarily gave their treasures to build God’s sanctuary. 

Question 1: What should be believers’ attitude to divine commissions?
In our days, God’s cause suffers unnecessary delays because of stinginess, lack of commitment and unwillingness to obey God. Christ told a parable of two sons of a man in Matthew 21:28-31. At their father’s command to “go work to day in my vineyard” the first said, “I will not: but afterward he repented, and went”. The second said, “I go, sir: and went not”. The attitude of Moses and all the tabernacle workers contrasts sharply with those of the two sons who are representatives of some believers in the church today. We must all get engaged in the work of God and give generously for it.  

THE COMMENCEMENT OF THE BUILDING (Exodus 36:1-3; 35:30-35; I Chronicles 29:5).


Immediately after their appointment and commission, Bezaleel and Aholiab together with the artificers under them, began the building of the tabernacle. They did not even wait until all the materials needed were collected rather they began with what the people gave initially and they collected more materials from the people later on. Faith is necessary in carrying out divine commissions. We must believe that God will always provide for whatever He has asked us to do. That all the resources for the work are not available calls for exercise of faith and should not serve as an excuse to delay divine commissions. For, “the silver is mine, and the gold is mine, saith the Lord of hosts” (Haggai 2:8).

Question 2: Point out the qualifications that made the tabernacle workers successful in their task.

It is important to note that the workers had certain basic qualifications that enabled them to succeed in their task. One, they were Israelites, not strangers. Two, the Lord called them. They did not presume to carry out the building task on their own initiative or natural ability. For “no man taketh this honour unto himself, but he that is called of God…” (Hebrews 5:4). Three, they were commissioned by Moses. And none of them objected to getting engaged in the work of the Lord. Four, they were gifted. The Lord gave them wisdom, skill and understanding in their respective areas of work. Five, they were highly motivated. Their hearts stirred them up, they were zealous and willing-hearted. Six, they were committed, hard-working men and women who persevered until they finished the task. Seven, they were filled with the Holy Spirit.


Unless we have these qualifications we shall not be able to accomplish much for God. There must be a balance between divine endowment and human responsibility. God must anoint and empower us before we can serve Him faithfully and fruitfully. But we also have the responsibility to stir up the gift of God in our lives. Though the tabernacle workers were called and endowed by God, their hearts also stirred them up to do God’s work. Lack of zeal towards the things of God, as is so common in many places today, is evidence of human irresponsibility and it is a great hindrance to the work of the Lord. Like the tabernacle workers, we must show great enthusiasm and willing hearts as we engage in the service of God.

SUPER-ABUNDANT PROVISION THROUGH GENEROUS GIVING (Exodus 36:4-7; 2 Chronicles 31:6-10; 2 Corinthians 8:2,3; Philippians 4:17-19).

The children of Israel gave sacrificially before the commencement of the building project. But in addition, “they brought yet unto him free offerings every morning.” The people were generous and committed to giving. They kept donating the materials needed for the construction work until their liberality exceeded the necessity.

Question 3: What lesson can we learn from the way the children of Israel continually gave for the work of the tabernacle?

We learn from the continuous offering of the children of Israel not to be weary in well doing. We should be ready to give continually in support of God’s work until the task is finished.
Giving of our substance to God is an integral part of our worship and devotion to Him. “Honour the LORD with thy substance, and with the firstfruits of all thine increase: So shall thy barns be filled with plenty, and thy presses shall burst out with new wine” (Proverbs 3:9,10). Therefore, our worship is incomplete if it stops at mere vocal expression of praise without the practical giving of our substance to God. We must give to God not only through voluntary offerings but also in response to specific needs or demand in the church.


Believers should not count it a strange thing when they are requested to give specific amount or materials in support of God’s work. In God’s economy and plan for ministry, He expects His people to support His work through their generous giving. It is interesting as well as challenging to note that the people did not complain of need at that time. It is indeed true that givers never lack. Note, however, that God seeks to have your heart before your substance. “My son, give me thine heart, and let thine eyes observe my ways” (Proverbs 23:26). We should first give ourselves to the Lord and thereafter lay at His disposal our material substances (2 Corinthians 8:1-5).  


Giving to God is also an indication of our appreciation, obedience and submission to Him. He commanded the children of Israel to give and they did. Most likely they had their own personal plans on how they would use the jewels they collected from the Egyptians, but when God demanded for those very items they released them and submitted to His will. No doubt their gifts proceeded out of grateful hearts unto God who had spared them both in Egypt and in the wilderness.


Similarly, our gifts to God must be prompted by submission and gratitude to Him who has done great things for us. Nothing should appear too great, in our estimation, to be given to God who gave us His only begotten Son to die for our sins and deliver us from Satan’s captivity.


The children of Israel gave more than was needed for the tabernacle work and they had to be restrained from more giving. In most cases men have to be encouraged and spurred to give of their substance to support God’s work but on this occasion the Israelites had to be restrained. What a great challenge!

Question 4: What challenge does the management and administration of the people’s liberality by Moses and his subordinates pose to church leaders in our days?

Equally challenging was the faithfulness of the leaders in the administration of what the people gave. Moses handed over to Bezaleel and Aholiab all the materials donated by the people. He did not embezzle nor convert to personal use what was meant for God’s service. On their part also, Bezaleel and Aholiab kept proper record and gave accurate account of how they used the silver, gold and brass given to them. In addition, because they were honest, they requested Moses to restrain the people from giving more substance when they had enough. If they were covetous, they would have requested for more donations so as to convert the excess to personal use.


The attitude of these leaders is a challenge to us. They knew when they had enough and they said so. They were so selfless, transparent and judicious in their handling of the people’s liberality. No wonder then that the Holy Spirit stirred the heart of the people to keep giving for the work. For if the leaders had mismanaged the offerings of the people, the Spirit of God would not have co-operated with them. The Holy Spirit would not continue to spur the people to keep giving only to be misused by the leaders.

Question 5: Mention some reasons why there is insufficient funds for the work of God in many Christian assemblies?

If the members of a Bible-believing church would only be sensitive to the promptings of the Holy Spirit, there should be no shortage of funds in the church. But in some cases, churches experience lack, one, because of unfaithfulness in giving tithes and offerings. In the time of Nehemiah, the Levites had to abandon the ministry in search of daily sustenance because the Israelites failed to give their tithes and offerings (Nehemiah 13:10-13). Two, insensitivity of the people to God’s work and programme. During the time of Haggai and Zechariah, the people kept saying it was not yet time to build the house of God. Meanwhile they struggled to finish and decorate their own houses (Haggai 1:2-4). Three, belittling God’s servants and attributing a negative motive to their vision or request for material contribution. Four, unfaithfulness of leaders in resource management may discourage the people from giving (1 Samuel 2:12-17). 


In order to ensure a continuous flow of material provision for the work of God, both members and leaders in the church must be faithful, sensitive and totally yielded to God. From the building of the tabernacle by the Israelites, we see the truth of the saying that God’s work done in God’s own way and time, will never lack God’s supply.

THE IMPLEMENTATION OF DIVINE INSTRUCTIONS (Exodus 36:8-38; 37:1-29; 39:32, 42, 43; 2 Timothy 4:7; John 17:4).


Bezaleel, Aholiab and all the other workers implemented the instructions given to Moses to the letter. They made the different parts of the tabernacle according to the pattern given to Moses their leader. They did not deviate or attempt to introduce their own ideas and amendments into the construction.


Those who built the tabernacle were many and the work was divided among them. But we observe that though the work was divided the workers were not. Of a necessity, a great work must be divided according to the respective areas of expertise among the workers yet they must be united in mind and purpose.


We must ensure that we maintain unity in the church. We must not allow the division of the great work of the kingdom into specific areas of ministry to result in division and disunity among the workers and members.


The tabernacle workers made the curtains and coupled them as God directed Moses. They made four curtains which were the (1) curtain of fine linen (2) tent curtain of goat’s hair (3) curtain of ram’s skins dyed red and (4) curtain of badger’s skins. These curtains were used to cover the sanctuary whenever the tabernacle was set up.  


They also made the boards, which formed the framework of the tabernacle (Exodus 36:23-34). The boards were made of Shittim or Acacia wood, completely over laid with gold. Each board had two tenons at its base. The boards were placed upright such that the tenons fixed into corresponding silver sockets on the ground. In order to keep the boards from falling over and also to couple them (1) The corner boards were coupled at the top with one ring (2) five horizontal bars made of shittim wood and also coated with gold were used to fix all the boards on each side of the tabernacle together. However, only the middle bar ran from end to end. 

Some of the workers also made the veils of the sanctuary. These were used for dividing the holy of holies from the holy place, and also for demarcating the holy place from the outer court. The veils were woven from blue, purple and scarlet yarns with fine twined linen. Shapes of cherubims were skilfully woven into them. 

Another fabric, which the tabernacle workers made, was the hanging for the tabernacle door. To make it, they also used blue, purple, and scarlet yarns with fine twined linen, but cherubims were not woven into it. 

The various colours and materials of the tabernacle fabrics symbolise different aspects of Jesus Christ, whom the tabernacle prefigured. The blue signifies heavenliness. It pointed to the divinity of Christ. The purple spoke of His royalty, the scarlet predicted His suffering and the fine linen pointed to His sinlessness and perfect righteousness.

Still in compliance with the divine directive, Bezaleel made the Ark of the Covenant, the mercy seat, the table for the shewbread and all its utensils. He concentrated on the most important task and object in the tabernacle, the Ark of the Covenant. He also made the candlestick (or lampstand), the altar of incense, the holy anointing oil and the pure incense, all according to divine specifications. Like Bazaleel, leaders should not be idle in the guise of supervising others. Believers must strive to do the work of God according to his revealed will and pattern. Apart from Moses, Bezaleel, Aholiab with other servants in our text, Noah (Genesis 6:22), Abraham (Genesis 12:4; 22:2,3), Joshua (Joshua 11:15), Hezekiah (2 Kings 18:6), David (Psalm 27:8), Joseph (Matthew 2:13,14), Paul (Acts 26:19), etc., are examples of saints who obeyed God implicitly and wholeheartedly. Christ, our Lord and Saviour, is no doubt our perfect example of obedience to God and His commission. During His earthly ministry, He said, “My meat is to do the will of him that sent me, and to finish his work” (John 4:34). Towards the end of His ministry, and in His priestly prayer to the Father, He revealed “I have finished the work which thou gavest me to do (John 17:4). Let’s follow our Master’s footsteps and keep serving until our work on earth is done, and our reward is fully secured. 

Question 6: Point out the features which characterised the tabernacle workers and which believers must endeavour to have.

There are certain features which characterised the tabernacle workers and their work. These features accounted for the great success and divine approval they received at the end of their building task. One, we see absolute obedience to God. Two, strict compliance to details. Three, timeliness. There was no delay and no procrastination. Four, prudent management of resources. Five, division of labour so that each section concentrated on the area where they were best-suited. Six, there was unity with determination to do the work among the people. Seven, divine intervention and superintendence. God gave them the pattern of the tabernacle, supplied all the gifts necessary to do the work, stirred the hearts of the people to give generously and enabled the people to finish the task. Believers must endeavour to have the same features in order to succeed in the work of building God’s kingdom. We are co-labourers with God and without any doubt, we shall succeed by His grace. 

The expression, “Bezaleel made” or “he made” that runs through our text does not mean that only Bezaleel was involved in the work. Rather, it describes the specific contribution of everyone engaged in the work. As a Christian, what specific contribution have you made in response to divine commission of advancing and building God’s kingdom? 

Lesson 275

THE BRAZEN ALTAR 

MEMORY VERSE: “And he made the altar of burnt offering of shittim wood: five cubits was the length thereof, and five cubits the breadth thereof; it was foursquare; and three cubits the height thereof” (Exodus 38:1).
TEXT: Exodus 38:1-31

Our study focuses on the further progress of the work – the construction of the furniture for the court; and the court itself. Upon the completion of the construction of the tabernacle, Bezaleel and Aholiab turned their attention to the court, its furniture and the other holy vessels, namely, the Ark of the Covenant, brazen altar (also called the altar of burnt offering), the bronze laver, the hangings, pillars, connecting-rods, hooks and the circuit of the court. 


The brazen altar was prescribed by God for the purpose of making animal sacrifices in anticipation of the final sacrifice of Jesus Christ on the cross at Calvary. It was made of shittim wood overlaid with brass, hence the name brazen altar. This particular altar symbolised the necessity of sacrifice before a sinner can have relationship with God.

Question 1: What is the significance of the brazen altar?

As a result of sin, man forfeited his closeness and fellowship with God. But God in mercy provided a plan for restoration of the broken fellowship and bringing estranged mankind to Himself. In this great plan of redemption and restoration, God intended that Jesus Christ should become man’s substitute and die in his stead. Therefore, the brazen altar, and indeed the entire sacrificial system, pointed to God’s gracious act of salvation for mankind.

THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE BRAZEN ALTAR AND LAVER (Exodus 38:1-8; 27:1-8; 40:7,30-32; Zechariah 13:1; I Peter 2:5; Revelation 1:5,6).


We have already seen the detailed instructions that God gave to Moses on how to make the brazen altar. But now we have a record of the actual and precise obedience of the children of Israel to God’s command.


The accounts in our text should not be regarded as a needless repetition of details. Rather, we should learn from it an important lesson.

Question 2: What lesson can we learn from the repetition of details concerning the brazen altar?

God takes note and keeps accurate record of our obedience to His word. The first record of details of the brazen altar concerned the commandment and instructions which God gave Moses, whereas the present record concerned their obedience. Laid side by side, we see that the record of their obedience corresponded to the instructions that God gave them. A close look reveals that Exodus 38:1-7 is a detailed fulfilment of Exodus 27:1-8; Exodus 38:8 corresponds with Exodus 30:18; and Exodus 38:9-20 with Exodus 27:9-19. How believers ought to be obedient to details like Moses!


Similarly, every detail of our actions are under the scrutiny of the all-seeing eyes of God. By His standards, our obedience is complete and perfect only if there is no variation between what we have done and what He has commanded. 


Bezaleel did not deviate from the pattern and instructions that Moses gave to him. He made the brazen altar according to the dimensions and specifications given by God. The altar was five cubits in length, five cubits in breath, and three cubits in height. It was not a solid wooden mass but a hollow casing made with planks and which was normally filled with earth whenever it was set up in a particular location. Each of its four corners projected upwards like a horn and they were also gilded with brass. All the utensils of the altar such as the pans, basons, shovels, forks, etc. were also made of brass.


Halfway up, and around the altar, Bezaleel made a ledge or frame upon which the priests stood whenever they ministered at the altar. Underneath the ledge he surrounded the lower half of the altar with a grating of brass which in addition to being decorative, also served as an extra support for the ledge so that it could bear the weight of the priests. Also, four rings of brass, were fixed to the four corners of the grate of brass. The poles that were used to carry the altar were inserted into the rings.


All animal sacrifices were carried out upon the brazen altar. It was located outside the sanctuary in the outer court of the tabernacle, first to be seen as one enters through the eastern gate. This position intimates every prospective worshipper of the need for sacrifice before approaching God. In this place, the brazen altar typified Calvary, outside the city gates, where Jesus suffered and died for the sins of humanity. 


Being situated in the outer court, the brazen altar was accessible to whosoever would come to it. No one was barred nor excluded from bringing his sacrifice to the brazen altar. This aptly depicted the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross at Calvary which holds out a universal hope to everyone. Whosoever will come to the Lord, by repenting of sin and calling upon His name, can enjoy the benefits of grace, pardon and adoption into the family of God.

Question 3: What is the significance of the laver of brass and its position in the outer court of the tabernacle?

Apart from the brazen altar, Bezaleel and Aholiab also made the brazen laver. This was a large washing vessel of brass fixed to a stand, also made of brass. It was placed after the brazen altar just near the entrance into the holy place. It was normally filled with water for the ablution of the officiating priests before they could function in the holy sanctuary.


There is significance in the brazen laver and its position. The laver signified the need for spiritual cleansing for anyone who wishes to do service in His tabernacle. Being closely associated with the brazen altar we see the connection between the sacrifice and the need for spiritual cleansing before a person can enjoy fellowship with God.


Sacrifice alone, without a cleansed or purified heart cannot suffice to secure an entrance into God’s presence. After passing the brazen altar which typified Calvary, there is the need to be cleansed, at the laver of Christ’s blood, from hidden faults and stains. In simple terms, the brazen altar symbolised the experience of salvation whereas the laver represented the believer’s sanctification or purity of heart. Without sanctification or holiness, no man shall see the Lord (Hebrews 12:14).


The brazen laver was made from “the looking glasses of the women assembling, which assembled at the door of the tabernacle of the congregation”. These devoted women donated for the work of the tabernacle their highly treasured looking glasses (most likely the polished brass used as mirror by ancient women). These women also trooped out to support the work of the tabernacle. What a challenge, in devotion and piety, to many of us in these days of widespread lukewarmness and flagging zeal in God’s service.       

THE COURT OF THE TABERNACLE AND ITS HANGINGS (Exodus 38:9-24; 27:9,19; 40:8,33; Psalm 100:4).


The tabernacle workers made the courtyard in which the holy sanctuary was situated. It measured one hundred cubits by fifty cubits (about 150 by 75 feet or 46 by 23 metres). This means that the entire courtyard could be divided into two squares of fifty cubits each. The sanctuary laid in the inner square toward the western end, while the outer square towards the eastern gate formed the outer court of the  tabernacle in which the brazen altar and the laver were situated.


The entire court of the tabernacle was fenced round with curtain of fine linen hung on sixty pillars which were spaced five cubits from each other. On either of the north and south sides there were twenty pillars each.  On the western end, ten pillars. On the eastern end, there were ten pillars also but their spacing was adjusted in order to make room for the twenty-cubit-wide gate. The fifteen cubits space on either side of the gate had three pillars each. The remaining four pillars were used to border the gate, two on either side. These door pillars were also used to support the hangings for the gate. Each fence pillar was overlaid with brass and fixed into sockets (foundation) of brass but their capitals, connecting rods, hooks and fillets were made of silver. The position of silver in the entire tabernacle structure is worthy of note.


The foundation or sockets for the boards of the sanctuary were made of silver. The capitals or tops of the entire court fence were also made of sliver. All the silver was obtained through a special levy, which was a kind of atonement money, paid by every Israelite twenty years and above (Exodus 30:14-16).

THE COSTLINESS AND BEAUTY OF THE TABERNACLE (Exodus 38:21, 25-31; I Chronicles 16:28,29, Psalm 84:1; 149:4; Ephesians 5:27; I Peter 3:3,4).

The builders of the tabernacle kept a proper record of the precious metals that were used in the construction work. This in no small way helped Moses, the overall accounting officer, to place on record in a detailed and comprehensive manner, the sum of the gold, silver and bronze contributed by the people and consumed in the construction of the tabernacle. Ithamar the son of Aaron led the Levites in keeping an inventory of the materials used. Believers have useful lessons to learn from this. First, we learn that God keeps record of all our consecration and submission to Him – none of all we have given Him for service will be forgotten by Him. Second, we learn a great lesson on exactitude in church accounting. Records of church accounts, assets, etc. should not be handled slovenly by those who are saddled with the responsibility. This means that there should be regular and frequent auditing of accounts to ascertain current financial standings. Three, it teaches a lesson against waste and maladministration. An estimate of the value of the gold, silver and brass that were used in making the tabernacle and its furniture reveals that the tabernacle was very costly and the way the precious metals were set made it very beautiful.  
Question 5: From the costliness and beauty of the tabernacle, what lessons can we learn in the areas of (a) making our lives beautiful by holy living (b) making our church buildings beautiful and appealing?

The costliness and beauty of the tabernacle teach us some important lessons. One, as believers, we are the spiritual temple of God and as such our lives must radiate the spiritual beauty of holiness. A holy life adorns the doctrine of Christ more than any other thing. Two, our church buildings must not be derelict and ugly. Rather, we must make our fellowship centres beautiful and attractive. Though we must avoid every form of extravagance, worldliness and ostentation in an attempt to beautify our church buildings, we must also outgrow the wrong notion that equates the service of God with anything cheap and drab. Truly, there is no inherent connection between ugliness and holiness. The environment in which we worship should reflect the importance of God’s service and leave the worshippers with a true impression of His glory.


The children of Israel, after their return from captivity, lost the zeal for the beauty of the house of God as they struggled to build and decorate their own personal houses. For this, prophet Haggai rebuked and challenged them to arise and build the temple (Haggai 1:1-15).

Question 6: Point out the blessings that accrue to believers when they give sacrificially to build the house of God.
  
From the record of what the children of Israel gave to build the tabernacle, we are challenged to give sacrificially for the building of God’s house whenever the need arises. Great blessings accrue to us when we give of our substance to support the work of God. One, God will bless us (Haggai 2:15-19). Two, God will rebuke devourers for our sakes (Malachi 3:10-12). Three, God will translate us from a position of obscurity into prominence and make our material assets a source of blessings to countless souls. Four, we shall reap in folds whatever we give to God in accordance with the law of sowing and reaping (2 Corinthians 9:6,10; Luke 6:38).

Question 7: What is the significance of the expression “after the shekel of the sanctuary” in verse 24 to 26 of our text?

However, we must note that all the gold, silver and brass that the people brought were measured using the shekel of the sanctuary. Accurate measuring weights and bowls were kept in the sanctuary for the purpose of standard measure. The shekel was one of the units of measure in ancient times. It is very significant and thought-provoking that the offering of the people were valued by using the true measure of God’s tabernacle. Those who offer to God may possibly have a wrong estimate of the worth of their offering but there is a true measure in the sanctuary of God. Whatever we claim to be, sacrifice or do for God shall be measured with the true balances of God. Then shall every man be justly rewarded for what he has done.  

But those who are involved in business can also learn from the standard shekel of the sanctuary. Many people use false measures in their business transactions. Some use double measure, a bigger one for buying and a smaller one for selling, all in attempt to get unscrupulous gain. But God expects the measuring vessels of His sanctuary to be just and accurate. God hates exploitation and profiteering (Deuteronomy 25:13-16; Proverbs 20:10,23; 11:1; 16:11; Ezekiel 45:10-12). We must not be involved in the sinful practice of using measures that have false bottom, cut rim, pressed sides, etc.

The children of Israel were obedient to God in every aspect of the work of the tabernacle. They used gold for things of gold, silver for things of silver, and brass for things of brass, as they were commanded. We should take a cue from them and learn to obey God’s instructions. Then and only then can we expect God to commend our labour and sacrifices for His name’s sake.

Lesson 276

THE PRIESTLY GARMENT

MEMORY VERSE: “And Moses did look upon all the work, and, behold, they had done it as the Lord had commanded, even so had they done it: and Moses blessed them” (Exodus 39:43).
TEXT: Exodus 39:1-43

Our study focuses on the making of the holy garments for the priests and the completion of the work of building the tabernacle. The tabernacle workers obeyed the instructions of their leaders and made befitting attire for the priests to do service just as the Lord commanded.


The priesthood was a unique position and it was necessary to provide attire that would befit the exalted office, and also set forth the rich symbols of Christ’s priesthood. We cannot over-emphasise the fact that the tabernacle, its services and priesthood foreshadowed the Lord Jesus Christ and the various aspects of His work of redemption. Therefore, any study of the tabernacle, the priesthood and the sacrifices must centre on Christ, the anti-type of these Old Testament shadows.

Question 1: Mention two basic principles set forth in the priestly garments.

There are some basic principles to be observed from the making of the priestly garments.  One, priestly garments reflected the spiritual standing of the priests. In the same manner, our dressing and outward appearance should reflect our spiritual calling. As children of God, we must not wear worldly dresses nor appear shabby. Two, the priestly garments were clothes to do service in the sanctuary. We learn from this that the robe of honour that God puts on those that are in leadership position is actually for service and not for display or exercising lordship over others (I Peter 5:2). Three, we see that he whom God calls He also clothes. God always furnishes his chosen servants with the materials needed for ministry.

THE COMPONENTS OF THE PRIEST’S ATTIRE (Exodus 39:1-29; 28:2-42).

The dress of the priests fell into two categories: those of the service priests and those of the high priest. The garment of the service priests consisted of four parts. These were the breeches, coat, girdle and bonnet. The coat was actually a seamless gown with sleeves, woven of fine linen, reaching from the neck to the feet. 


In addition to these four pieces, the high priest also wore the robe of the ephod, breastplate and the mitre. The four pieces of dress worn by the priests were made of white linen whereas the other four pieces, which were peculiar to the High priest, were colourful garments made of blue, purple and scarlet yarns, with golden thread or wire woven into them.

Question 2:  Name the different components of the priestly garment.
      
The dress of the High priest was distinct from that of the ordinary priests because the High priest’s office symbolised Christ’s mediation before God on behalf of entire humanity. It prefigured His great work of atonement in which He entered the heavenly sanctuary with His own blood to appease the Father once and for all. On the other hand, the dress of the ordinary priests symbolised Christ in His daily intercession on behalf of believers (Hebrews 9:11-12; 7:25,26; Romans 8:34).  


The garment of the priests were made for glory and for honour as the Lord commanded. They were costly and beautiful.  But more striking than these was their spiritual significance.

COMTEMPORARY LESSONS AND THE SPIRITUAL SIGNIFICANCE OF THE PRIESTLY GARMENTS (Zechariah 3:1-4; Psalm 132:9,16; Revelation 19:8; Hebrews 9:6,7).

Question 3: Point out the spiritual significance of the priestly garments.

The priestly garment had deep spiritual significance for believers in Christ. They were clothes for service to minister in the holy place. Just as the priest was not permitted to minister in the holy place wearing his own personal dress, those who would minister before God as believer-priests in this dispensation of grace must remove their personal garment of self-righteousness and put on the garment of righteousness that comes through faith in Christ.


“All our self-righteousnesses are as filthy rags” before God (Isaiah 64:6). Trusting in our own righteousness to stand before God is like Joshua the high priest standing before God in filthy garments (Zechariah 3:1-4). Therefore, the priestly garments convey the message that the one who would minister in the holy things of God must first be clothed by Him by getting saved through faith in Christ.


Two, the garments portrayed the uniqueness of the priesthood. They also distinguished the priests of God from the false prophets and idol priests of other nations. In the same manner as believers, our spiritual clothes should distinguish us from those who do not know the Lord.


Three, the mitre of the High priest bore the inscription “Holiness unto the Lord”. This was an indication that the priests were a separated and consecrated people unto God. Believers are to be separated, holy and wholly yielded to the Lord. Four, the robes signified the sanctity and gravity of drawing near to God. They reminded the priests and all Israelites of the necessity of chastity and awe in drawing close to God. Five, the white robes signified the purity and righteousness that should characterise every true believer in Christ. Those who belong to Christ are made priests unto God (Revelation 19:8).  Six, the priestly garments set forth the High priest as a type of Jesus, our perfect and great High priest. He bears our names before the father and always secures for us the mercy and favour we need to qualify us for fellowship with Him both now and in eternity.

In the present time, believers and gospel ministers do not need to dress in special priestly garments like the Old Testament times. The era of Levitical priesthood, and emphasis on shadows and figures, has passed. Moreover the aspects of Christ’s ministry which the Levitical priesthood typified have been fulfilled. Therefore, since Jesus the reality has come it is a waste of time and gross error to still hold on to the shadows.

Question 4:  Mention specific virtues and spiritual qualities that believers must be clothed with.

However, there are spiritual virtues and qualities which, like garments for service, believers must put on. We must be clothed with salvation. “I will also clothe her priests with salvation: and her saints shall shout aloud for joy” (Psalm 132:16). We are to be clothed with the beautiful garment of righteous living (Isaiah 52:1; Revelation 19:8). We are also to put on humility, zeal, bowels of mercies, kindness, meekness, longsuffering and love (I Peter 5:5,6; Colossians 3:12-14).

COMPLETION OF THE TABERNACLE WORK (Exodus 39:32-43; Zechariah  4:9; John 4:34; 17:4; Acts 20:24; 2 Timothy 4:7).

At last the work of making the tabernacle was completed to the last detail as God had directed. God was keenly interested in every minute part of the construction. Like He was interested in the construction, He is also greatly interested in the details of the assignment He has given unto the Church. In the same vein, He is concerned about little things that affect His people. The children of Israel persevered and sacrificed until they completed their God-given assignment. They did all according to God’s instructions and as a result they received a blessing.


We must equally persevere and determine to finish whatever assignment the Lord has given us especially the spiritual work of evangelising our communities and edifying the church of God.

Question 5: What qualities, found in the tabernacle workers, do we need to succeed in the ministry today?

The tabernacle workers were patient, determined, committed, full of faith and the Holy Spirit. They painstakingly worked until the entire tabernacle was finished and coupled.


After completing the work, Bezaleel and Aholiab brought the various pieces of the tabernacle and its furniture to Moses for inspection. “And Moses did look upon all the work, and, behold, they had done it as the Lord had commanded, even so had they done it: and Moses blessed them” (Exodus 39:43). Moses had well learned his lessons in management as taught by his father-in-law. Thus, he delegated, through God’s directive, important responsibilities to capable hands and trusted them to carry out the assignments.


We learn from the leadership style of Moses some important principles. One, selection and appointment of workers. Two, delegation of duties and responsibilities. Three, supervision. Four, evaluation. Five, Feedback in form of commendation or correction.


Everything was brought to Moses for approval when they were finished for him to assess. When Moses inspected and evaluated all the work done by Bezaleel and his team, everything was done as the Lord had directed. There was no deviation from the divine pattern. As a result, Moses blessed them. 


We learn from the action of Moses and the general disposition of the tabernacle builders that one, leaders must follow up on or inspect set tasks to ensure that they are done according to God’s instructions. Two, the people must subject themselves and their tasks to the scrutiny of the leadership. The followers must not do their assignments as if there are no leaders over them, nor should they attempt to spite the leadership however gifted or charismatic they may be. Three, obedience, diligence and faithfulness predispose a person to blessings. Whenever leaders observe these attributes in the lives of their subordinates they are greatly encouraged and they are often inspired to bless such faithful workers. Four, on the contrary, disobedience and indolence bring a curse. “Curse ye Meroz… because they came not to the help of the Lord, to the help of the Lord against the mighty” (Judges 5:23).


Five, we learn to appreciate and commend the labour of our subordinates. Those who are faithful should be distinguished and given the honour that befit them. Six, leaders should always pray for their people and pronounce blessings on them.


Just as Moses pronounced blessings on those who made the tabernacle, so shall it be on the final day when all the works of believers shall be examined at the judgement seat of Christ. Those whose works conform to the divine pattern shall receive a reward, whereas those whose works deviate from the divine pattern will suffer loss (1 Corinthians 3:14,15). Therefore, we should be careful and learn to do the work of God faithfully and be obedient in all things He has commanded us, so that we can win God’s approval.

Lesson 277

THE ERECTION OF THE TABERNACLE

MEMORY VERSE: “And the LORD spake unto Moses, saying, on the first day of the first month shalt thou set up the tabernacle of the tent of the congregation” (Exodus 40:1,2).
TEXT: Exodus 40:1-38

After a considerable period of painstaking work, Moses and the children of Israel completed the construction of the tabernacle and its furnishings. Then, at God’s command they set up the tabernacle on the first day of the first month (that is month Abib in the Jewish calendar), in the second year of Israel’s exodus from Egypt. This implies that the tabernacle was reared up on a New Year day. We remember that in the time of Noah, the waters of God’s flood of judgement were dried from the earth on a New Year day (Genesis 8:13). Also in the time of Hezekiah, they began to sanctify the temple on New Year day (2 Chronicles 29:17). What a significant way to start a new year!


Rearing up the tabernacle was symbolic of entering into a closer and deeper relationship with God. It signifies a new beginning with God because, for the first time, the Israelites of the exodus began a new year in liberty rather than in captivity. We should also begin every new year with a renewal of our dedication and commitment to God.

Question 1: What challenge can believers receive from the promptness with which the tabernacle workers did their work?
It was possible to set up the tabernacle on the New Year day because the workers who made it were prompt and enthusiastic in their work. It took them only about six months to complete the tabernacle. We learn from them that we should be prompt and execute with eagerness any task that God commits into our hands so that we can meet up with God’s timing and sequence of events.   

THE COMMAND TO SET UP AND ANOINT THE TABERNACLE (Exodus 40:1-11,17-19; 26:30; 30:23-33; Leviticus 8:10; Numbers 7:1; Isaiah 61:1).


God commanded Moses to set up the tabernacle. After finishing the construction of the different parts, Moses inspected the work and ascertained that everything conformed to the divine pattern. But he did not presume to assemble the tabernacle until God told him to do so. We must learn to wait for God’s directive and guidance in every area of our lives, be it in great or small matters.


After coupling the different parts of the tabernacle, Moses had to place the furniture in their respective positions. The first item to be placed in the sanctuary was the Ark of the Covenant and its mercy seat, which symbolised the presence of God in the tabernacle. The ark was placed in the holy of holies and it was the only item of furniture there. A veil was used to demarcate the holy of holies from the holy place.


After putting the ark in the holy of holies, the table of shewbread, the candlestick and the golden altar of incense were systematically placed in the holy place. Then the altar of burnt offering and the laver were set in their respective positions in the outer court. Lastly, the court fence was set up and the tabernacle and all its furnishings were anointed and consecrated to God. This anointing symbolised the unction and anointing of the Holy Spirit which the true tabernacle, Jesus Christ, as well as believers, must have before they can prosper in ministry.

Question 2: What lessons can we learn from the way each item of furniture was set up in the tabernacle?

From the way and manner each piece of furniture was set up in the tabernacle, we can see, one, orderliness. The furnishing began from the holy of holies, then the holy place and, lastly, the outer court and its fence. God is orderly in all His works. Both at creation and in the work of redemption of mankind, we observe this divine orderliness. We must also learn to order our lives and not be haphazard or disorganised in our secular and spiritual endeavours. After the initial experience of salvation, we must get sanctified and then get baptised in the Holy Spirit and manifest accelerated spiritual growth and fruitfulness.


Two, we also observe God’s priority and emphasis. The furnishing of the tabernacle began from within and progressed outward. True piety follows the same pattern. God wants, as a matter of priority, our inner man to be entirely pure and furnished with His presence and power. But He also emphasises that our outward comportment (that is, our lifestyle and appearance) should be clean as well (Matthew 23:25,26).


Three, we notice that there was a prepared and proper place for each vessel or furniture in the tabernacle. Even before they were made, God had already determined where each vessel would be situated and most appropriate. Therefore, it was not enough that Moses made the tabernacle according to divine pattern; he also had to ensure that each item was placed in its proper place. This should serve as a great caution to those who struggle and strive for position in the Church, the living tabernacle of God. Every vessel of the tabernacle ought to remain in their God-appointed position otherwise they lose their purpose and significance. For instance, the altar of burnt offering would be out of place and lose its spiritual significance if it were situated in the holy place. This is because sacrifice for sin should take place in the outer court whereas supplication and praise (symbolised by the burning of incense) proceeded up to God from the holy place.


Four, the coupling of the tabernacle parts and the placement of the furniture teach us the beauty of unity in diversity. Though the tabernacle was made up of different parts, when they were coupled together they formed a whole structure. If they had remained separated they would not have been able to fulfil the purpose for which they were made. In the same manner, believers must be united, and not divided, so that we can fulfil God’s purpose for our lives and ministries.

THE CONSECRATION AND SANCTIFICATION OF THE PRIESTS (Exodus 40:12-33; 28:40,41; 29:1-35; Leviticus 8:1-13; 9:6,7).


After the setting up and consecration of the tabernacle, God commanded that Aaron and his sons be washed, invested with their holy garments and anointed with the special anointing oil which had been prepared according to God’s specifications.

This was necessary to induct the priests into their service which should commence immediately and, also, to confer on them the divine unction of the Holy Spirit which the oil symbolised. Bible scholars and historians tell us that this practice of anointing priests for service in the tabernacle continued among the Jews till the first coming of Jesus Christ, the true High Priest whom the Old Testament types pointed to.


Moses obeyed the Lord and he anointed the priests as he was directed.  Obedience to God was one of the hallmarks of the life and ministry of Moses. We often find the phrase “And Moses did as the Lord commanded”. For this reason, God judged him to be faithful in His entire house (Numbers 12:6-8). We too can obtain the same commendation and testimony from the Lord if we constantly seek to obey Him in all situations.

Question 3: How can believers, as New Testament priests, become consecrated and sanctified?

In the New Testament dispensation every believer is a priest unto God. The priesthood of believers is not patterned after the Aaronic order but after Christ, in order to offer spiritual sacrifices unto God. It is also necessary for believers, as priests of God, to be consecrated and sanctified unto God before they can offer acceptable sacrifices to Him.


After the initial experience of salvation, a believer must separate himself from the world and be consecrated to God. Then he must thirst and hunger after inward purity and pray until he is sanctified through and through.

THE CLOUD OF GLORY COVERS THE TABERNACLE (Exodus 40:34-38; 13:21,22; 14:19,20; 29:43).

Question 4: In what manner did God show His approval of the work of the tabernacle? How can a believer win such divine approval in his life?
      After Moses had set up the tabernacle and put in place its furniture and the priesthood, God manifested His approval of the entire work by overshadowing it with the emblems of His divine presence: the cloud of glory and the pillar of fire. From this we learn that when a man builds on God’s pattern and submits himself to the divine will, God will set His seal of approval on the result of his labours. If our lives conform to the divine pattern, His presence will abide with us also.


On the contrary, God will never associate His presence or glory with anything sinful or abominable. Therefore a life that is inconsistent with the scriptures, worldly or marked with self-will cannot attract God’s presence.


At the setting up of the tabernacle, God’s glory dwelt in it and thus the Lord remained present with His people in their wilderness journeys. The same manifestations of God’s glory which led and comforted them through the journey from Egypt now rested upon the tabernacle and also guided them until they entered Canaan. God had earlier promised that He would meet with them and that the tabernacle would be sanctified by His glory (Exodus 29:43). Now, it was fulfilled.


Though the Israelites were already familiar with the pillars of cloud and of fire as emblems of the divine presence and guidance, God had to give them special evidence of His presence at the setting up of the tabernacle. This was intended to assure them that their labours and sacrifice in building the tabernacle was not in vain. Therefore, God condescended and dwelt in their tabernacle, though it was built with human hands. God never disdains the efforts and sacrifice of love rendered by His people. “For God is not unrighteous to forget your work and labour of love, which ye have shewed toward his name, in that ye have ministered to the saints, and do minister” (Hebrews 6:10).

Question 5: What must we do in order to retain the presence and glory of God in our lives?

The cloud of glory led the children of Israel and all they needed to do was follow it. Apart from guiding them, it also assured them of God’s presence and protection. It gave them a proof that their religion was genuine and that Moses was not a mere impostor. Besides, the glorious cloud chose their path, determined the location of their encampments and furnished them an awareness that they were in God’s favour. Whenever the glory departed, then they knew that they had lost God’s favour because of wrongdoing.


Many years later, the children of Israel eventually lost the presence and favour of the Lord because of their persistent wrongdoing. They repeatedly went into idolatry and they were inconsistent in their relationship with God. As a result, the glory of God departed from their temple and they were declared an “Ichabod” (I Samuel 4:21,22). The case of the children of Israel warns us that persistence in sin can lead to the withdrawal of God’s glory and presence. 


If an individual, family or church permits sin to take root in their midst they will undoubtedly forfeit the presence of God. Therefore we must detest, reject and resist sin and compromise in all their ramifications in order to retain the presence of God in our lives.  

Question 6: Compare the beginning of the book of Exodus with its ending.

At the beginning of the book of exodus, an ominous cloud of persecution and oppression overshadowed the children of Israel. They groaned under the burden of slavery and it was as if they would never survive against the onslaught of Satan and the devices of his agents. But it is cheering to note that God intervened on behalf of Israel and the book ended with same people serving God as free men with the cloud of God’s glory shadowing and dwelling with them. Though they had not reached their destination, that is, the earthly Canaan, God dwelt with them in spite of their unsettled condition.


In the same way believers in Christ, after their deliverance from the tyranny of Satan and sin, can serve God in the liberty of the Spirit while journeying to the heavenly city. We can also rejoice in the knowledge that though we are pilgrims surrounded by so many temptations and trials, God is pleased to dwell with us. No matter the threat of Satan and his agents we can experience God’s intervention and deliverance. All we need is to trust and obey God; then the story of our lives will also have a happy ending. 

Lesson 278

THE BURNT OFFERING 

MEMORY VERSE: “I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that ye present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service” (Romans 12:1).
TEXT: Leviticus 1:1-17

Our study introduces us to the third book of the Bible called Leviticus. It was written by Moses as an integral part of the Pentateuch and being part of the canon of scripture, we ought to have a positive attitude towards this extremely important and instructive book. Unfortunately, many people, probably out of ignorance or lack of understanding, simply dismiss the book as a record of antiquated and obsolete religious system. But the book, when perused with understanding, furnishes us with deep revelation of the personality, office and work of our Lord Jesus Christ.  

Question 1: Point out the major purpose of the book of Leviticus  

The book of Leviticus has a close relationship with the book of Hebrews in the New Testament, and it naturally divides into two sections, each dealing with a major theme. While the first section deals with the sacrificial system as a way of approaching God, the second sets forth the necessity of sanctification and separation from sin before a person can have a close walk with God. In summary, the purpose of the book of Leviticus was to show that sinful men needed sacrifice to atone for their sins before they could have access to God and that they required holiness before they could maintain fellowship with Him. 


The sacrificial system, which the book deals with, served as a pointer to the sacrifice of Jesus Christ, the true Lamb of God who should die to take away the sins of the world. However, the sacrifices which are described in the book are no longer necessary since Jesus Christ, through His death on the cross, has fulfilled the purpose which they served.


The children of Israel made different kinds of offerings unto God. These included the Burnt offering (Leviticus 1:1-17), Meat offering (Leviticus 2:1-6), Sin offering (Leviticus 4:1-35), Peace offering (Leviticus 7:11-15), etc. Each of these offerings served a specific purpose and was expected to be made in strict adherence to laid-down procedures from God. The first offering described in the book of Leviticus and which forms the focus of our present study is the burnt offering.  

CATEGORIES AND PURPOSE OF THE BURNT OFFERING (Leviticus  1:1-3, 14 ; 6:8-12; 8:18-21; 9:2,3; Exodus 29:15-18; Numbers 28:3,4).


The book of Exodus ended with the setting up of the tabernacle and the glorious cloud of God’s presence that rested upon it. Thus, Leviticus begins with the Lord speaking to Moses out of the tabernacle and giving him precepts concerning offerings.  


In the prescription of the burnt offering we can distinguish two major types. One, the mandatory daily burnt offering for the whole congregation (Exodus 29:38-42). It consisted of one lamb for morning sacrifice and another one for the evening sacrifice. Two, there was the personal, voluntary burnt offering for the individual as described in our text.


In prescribing the personal burnt offering, God made provision for the different categories of people in the congregation to be able to offer. The rich could offer from the herd, that is, cattle; the middle class could offer from the flock, that is, sheep or goat; and the poor could offer a fowl, that is, turtledove or young pigeon. We learn from this that no one is excluded from God’s presence or service simply because of social class or poverty. Every one who is willing-hearted can worship God at his or her own level and ability.


However, any animal to be used as an offering to God must have certain features: (1) it must be a clean animal; (2) it must be perfect, not sickly or deformed; (3) it must be a male (Leviticus 22:18-20). These features pointed to the attributes of Jesus the perfect Lamb of God. They also made the offerer to give his best and a costly offering to the Lord.


Unfortunately, in the days of Malachi the prophet, the people tried to circumvent God’s prescription by offering to God that which did not cost them much. They brought, as offering, animals that were deformed, sickly or torn by beast, and God found fault with them (Malachi 1:8,13-14). We must not have the same carnal and deceptive attitude when it comes to offering our substance to God. He deserves our best and we ought to give generously to Him who first gave to us His only begotten son to die for our sins. 

 Question 2:  What is the purpose of the burnt offering?

The burnt offering was designed to make payment for sins in general, and particularly to show a person’s devotion and consecration to God. Moreover, it served as a pointer to the sacrificial death of Jesus Christ for the sins of mankind. Basically, therefore, the burnt offering signifies atonement and consecration.

PROCEDURE FOR THE BURNT OFFERING (Leviticus 1:3-17)

God directed the children of Israel on how to make their offerings lest they err and dishonour Him, while thinking they were doing service to Him. God did not leave them to their own devices nor allow them to copy the idolatrous nations around. Rather, He gave them the procedure to follow whenever they made their burnt offering. 

Question 3:  Outline the procedure of the burnt offering.

In the procedure of the burnt offering we can discern at least four parts. One, the description of the animal to be offered. Two, the responsibility of the offerer during the sacrifice. Three, the priest’s duty. Four, the sharing of the offering.


If the burnt offering was from the herd or flock, that is cattle, goat or sheep the steps involved were as follow: One, the offerer brought his offering into the tabernacle court. Two, the priest received both the offerer and the offering and led them to the northern side of the brazen altar of burnt offering. Three, the animal was tied to one of the horns of the altar and the offerer laid his hands on the animal. By this token he identified himself with the sacrificial animal and admitted that the animal had become a substitute for him. Four, the offerer slaughtered the animal. Five, the priest collected the blood into a bason and sprinkled the altar and the offerer with it. Six, the offerer removed the skin of the animal and gave it to the priest as his portion (Leviticus 7:8). He also cut the animal into parts and washed the inner parts and the legs before handing them over to the priest. Seven, the priest arranged the fire and laid the parts in order on the altar. Eight, the whole flesh was burnt to ashes on the altar by the priest. This is why it was called a whole burnt offering.

We observe that the priest’s portion was the skin of the animal. God’s portion was the whole burnt offering and the offerer had no portion given to him. By this token the offerer indicated that he consecrated everything to God and that henceforth God would be his portion.  


If the offering was a turtledove or pigeon, the procedure was somewhat different in that the offerer simply handed over the birds to the priest. Then the priest would wring out the neck of the bird and allow the blood to squirt out at the side of the altar. Then the priest opened up the bird in the middle without separating the two halves. He removed the feathers, crop and intestine and threw them on the ash pile beside the altar. The priest or the offerer had no portion in the offering. Everything belonged to God. 

THE SIGNIFICANCE AND SYMBOLISM OF THE BURNT OFFERING (Leviticus 1:4,5; Romans 12:1; Ephesians 5:2).

The burnt offering had deep spiritual significance and symbolism for the children of Israel. Through an understanding of the burnt offering believers can also gain a deeper insight into the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross.

Question 4: Point out the significance of the burnt offering to contemporary Christians
To contemporary Christians, the burnt offering symbolises Jesus Christ upon the altar, offering Himself to God as a sweet smelling savour. He gave Himself wholly to the Father by giving His body to be bruised, His blood drained and entrusting His spirit into the Father’s care. “And walk in love, as Christ also hath loved us, and hath given himself for us an offering and a sacrifice to God for a sweet smelling savour” (Ephesians 5:2).


Second, the burnt offering is a symbol of believers’ consecration to God. As the offerer released the sacrificial animal to be wholly burnt to God and without claiming or expecting any portion from it believers are also expected to yield themselves wholly to God without retaining any portion for self or making any provision for the flesh. Paul the apostle put it succinctly to the Christians at Rome: “I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that ye present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service” (Romans 12:1).


The requirements of the burnt offering have been fulfilled in Christ. He is the perfect offering in whom God the Father said “I am well pleased”. Old Testament believers, in faith and obedience, looked forward to His sacrifice through their regular offerings and they were accepted by God. Today, under the New Testament dispensation, by the same tokens of faith and obedience, we can look back to Calvary and bring to God the sacrifice of a broken spirit and a contrite heart. By turning from sin the sinner will receive pardon and restoration from God. 

Lesson 279

CHRIST TEACHES ON SABBATH AND HUMILITY

MEMORY VERSE: “Humble yourselves therefore under the mighty hand of God, that he may exalt you in due time” (1 Peter 5:6).

TEXT: Luke 14:1-24

During his earthly ministry, the Lord interacted with people of all classes – the rich, the poor, the Pharisees, the publicans, the unlearned and even the beggars. “For the son of man is come to seek and to save that which was lost”, and perdition was not and is not the exclusive curse of any social group. Such interactions exposed the utter depravity of the human heart as they drew forth reactions reflective of the true condition of all men. They also provided opportunities for the Lord to teach truths and correct long established wrong notions and corrupt traditions often clothed in garments of religion. In our text, the Lord was invited “into the house of one of the chief Pharisees to eat bread on the Sabbath day”. If the host and the other guests had known the gift of God and who it was that sat at table with them, they would have been highly desirous to sit at His feet, hear His precious Word and receive the one thing needful – the salvation of their souls. Unfortunately, they contrived the dinner as a trap to advance their conspiracy against Christ. The encounter provided Christ the opportunity to teach the right perspective on the Sabbath, emphasise the importance of humility as a character trait and the precedence of the gospel over every human pursuit and ambition.

THE RIGHT PERSPECTIVE ON THE SABBATH (Luke 14:1-6; Mark 11:27-33; 1 Peter 3:15; Isaiah 56:2; 58:13; 1 Corinthians 16:2; Acts 20:7).

“And it came to pass, as he went into the house of one of the chief Pharisees to eat bread on the Sabbath day, that they watched him.” The animosity of the Pharisees against Christ prompted a malicious and secret observation of His actions, with a view to finding charges to accuse or incriminate Him. The root of such invidious behaviour by the Pharisees was unbelief. If they had faith in Him as “the Christ, the son of the living God”, they would have marked and observed Him for all together a different purpose – to learn of Him in everything and so find rest unto their souls. Even today, ignorance and unbelief as to who Christ is and His mission on earth lie at the root of many a man’s rebellion and perdition.

Question 1: Why do some people attend church services? 

Like the Pharisees in Christ’s time, some people attend church services, not to listen to the truth whereby they may be saved. Some are there to discover “faults” so as to defend their position of unbelief. Others are in the church for mundane and carnal reasons: search for marriage partners, quest for healing and/or promotion of social or business contacts. Good as these may be, Christ would have us set our priorities right. He says, “Seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness; and all these things shall be added unto you” (Matthew 6:33). 

“And behold there was a certain man before him which had dropsy.” Meanwhile, the Pharisees were closely watching to know what He would do. As a fitting and disarming prelude to what He was determined to do, Christ questioned, “Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath day?” His critics did not know how to answer. An answer in the affirmative would be contrary to their intention to accuse Him of wrongdoing. To answer in the negative would lay them open to charges of callousness and indifference to human suffering. They therefore chose to remain silent. A similar response greeted Christ’s other question, “The baptism of John was it from heaven or of men?” (Mark 11: 27-33). Their difficulty was how to answer Jesus’ question without either exposing themselves to ridicule before men or contradicting their position by their own words. Like Christ, let us be circumspect in our relationship with those who oppose the gospel. 

Question 2: What are the reasons for the rejection of Christ by some people today?  

Many people reject Christ because of their enslavement to sinful pleasures, perceived fear of material losses, loss of social status or undue idolatrous fear of men. They either give a deliberate false answer or choose to be evasive when asked the reason for their not yielding to the Lord. On the contrary, the believer should be “ready always to give an answer to every man that asketh… a reason for the hope that is in (him) with meekness and fear” (1 Peter 3: 15). By healing the man on a Sabbath day (Luke 14:4), the Lord was teaching the right perspective on the Sabbath.

Question 3: From the example of Christ, what do you understand to be the right attitude towards the Lord’s day? 
Christ showed that works that pertain to utter necessity (especially such as involve human life), mercy and the glory of God could be undertaken on such a day. This perspective breathes into the Sabbath that essential air of love (both of God and of our fellow men) that serves divine purposes. However, beyond a sincere and honest pursuit of these ends, it is wrong to trample on God’s word in respect of the Sabbath day. The Scripture enjoins us to “call the Sabbath a delight, the holy of the Lord, honourable; and shalt honour (the Lord in it), not doing thine own ways, nor finding thine own pleasure, nor speaking thine own words” (Isaiah 58:13). “Blessed is the man… that keepeth the Sabbath from polluting it, and keepeth his hand from doing any evil” (Isaiah 56:2). These Scriptures condemn the practices of those who abandon themselves to pleasure-seeking, and debauchery, or engage themselves in their usual secular occupations on the Lord’s day. It however permits works of essential nature that border on human life or absolute necessity. 

We should note that the root word translated “Sabbath” does not mean “Seventh” but “Rest”. The divine purpose of instituting the Sabbath therefore was to afford man a day in the week in which to rest from his labours and have special opportunity of worship, prayer and fellowship with God. In the Old Testament, the seventh day of the week was observed as the Sabbath. In the New Testament however, the first day of the week was observed and was called the Lord’s day (Revelation 1:10). It was on such days that the early believers came together for special worship and fellowship (1 Corinthians 16:2; Acts 20:7). The first day of the week acquired special significance by reason of the resurrection of Christ and the accomplishment of our salvation (Matthew 28:1; Mark 16:2; Luke 24:1; John 20:1). 
THE RICH REWARDS OF HUMILITY (Luke 14:7-14; 11:43; Philippians 2:3-7; 1 Peter 5:5; Psalm 9:12).

Having healed the man who had the dropsy, Christ’s attention was arrested by the manner in which the guest lawyers and Pharisees “chose out the chief rooms” at the dinner. Earlier in another encounter, Christ had charged the Pharisees, “woe unto you, Pharisees! for ye love the uppermost seats in the synagogues, and greetings in the markets” (Luke 11: 43). In those days as in our days, people attach much importance to their perceived social status. Every opportunity was exploited to announce their superiority over others; including jostling for special seats at social gatherings, in their worship places or synagogues. Christ’s teaching at the dinner is that our conduct as believers should never be found to be assuming or portraying a desire for self-exaltation. That Christ “marked how they chose out the chief rooms” reveals that His watchful eyes see everything we do. He knows the positions we have occupied by carnal jostling in His church. Let it suffice us to know that “the Lord is a God of knowledge, and by him actions are weighed” (1 Samuel 2:3). Therefore, “let nothing be done through strife or vainglory, but in lowliness of mind let each esteem other better than themselves” (Philippians 2:3). Christ’s own example teaches us that we should not even be overly desirous of that honour which may properly belong to us (Philippians 2:5-7). The word of God by the prophet Jeremiah is even more direct: “And seekest thou great things for thyself? Seek them not” (Jeremiah 45:5). The lesson here is that humility is the hallmark of true servants of God. Humility is always morally right and preserves from shame and embarrassment. It commends itself in normal interaction with others. If presumptuously we trust ourselves into the centre of things, there arises an instinct in others to resist us. However, when we give place to others, it tends to disarm every hostility and advance love and cooperation. Christ’s own amazing humility remains a challenge to Christians of all categories and levels. “Ye call me Master and Lord: and ye say well; for so I am. If I then, your Lord and Master, have washed your feet; ye also ought to wash one another's feet. For I have given you an example, that ye should do as I have done to you” (John 13:13-15). 

Question 4: What benefits according to the scripture do we stand to gain by always adopting a humble attitude?
The benefits of humility as a Christian virtue are many: (i) It brings divine exaltation, which no man has power to resist. However, when we take it upon ourselves to exalt ourselves, the result is abasement (Luke 14:11). (ii) A humble attitude attracts the grace of God into our lives, whereas pride meets with divine resistance which manifest in diverse ways (1 Peter 5:5). (iii) Humility as a product of repentance brings God’s mercy and forgiveness of sins (Psalm 9:12) but God scatters “the proud in the imagination of their hearts” (Luke 1: 51).
The Lord condemns every form of self-projection, including subtle jostling for positions in the church or elsewhere. Humility as a Christian virtue runs contrary to the ways of the world. It does not accord with man’s natural disposition, but like other godly virtues, requires the grace of God available through faith in Christ Jesus. However, where practice and law have established and settled places and seats in a formal gathering, a Christian who is obliged to be in such gathering may rightly take the place that belongs to his office or position, without injury to anyone. When things of this nature are not settled however, then the Spirit of God and regard for others should enable us determine what conduct, attitude or position is appropriate. Moreover, humility also avoids public display of exaggerated condescension as much as it abhors arrogating superior places to itself. Christ here teaches on the propriety of good social and human relations among guests. But he also has some things to correct in the host. 

THE RIGHTFUL PRECEDENCE OF THE GOSPEL (Luke 14:12-24; Proverbs 19:17; Psalm 7:11-13; Matthew 6:33).

The Lord must have observed from the quality of guests at the dinner that, they were only the brethren, kinsmen and the rich neighbours of the chief Pharisees. This provided Christ the chance to correct the common practice of showing favours to those who are in positions to return such favours, and neglecting those who are not. The Lord here teaches that believers should exhibit hospitality and be more disposed to showing kindness to the poor and disadvantaged (Proverbs 19:17). This also must be seen to condemn the tendency to cultivate the friendship of only those who have material substance or wield influence, while spurning the friendliness of the less endowed even if they are of nobler character and disposition. The Lord certainly did not mean that a man may not sometimes entertain his relatives or members of his social class. The lesson is that charity and kindness to the poor and underprivileged should be so much our character as to reflect our faith and interest in a reward from God only.

“And when one of them that sat at meat with him heard these things, he said unto him, Blessed is he that shall eat bread in the kingdom of God” (Verse 15). This remark elicited from the Lord a most heart-searching parable concerning the kingdom of God and men’s grossly misplaced priorities. “Then said he unto him, a certain man made a great supper, and bade many.” The people invited neglected the supper and the hospitality of the host, preferring rather their own priorities and gratifications. Each of the many guests offered an excuse.

Question 5: Can there ever be a good reason why someone may reject or postpone his or her salvation? Explain.
None of those invited gave a blatant refusal such as saying, “I am not interested in the supper.” Each had a reason why he should be excused, and each man’s reason was different from the others. All the excuses however ended at the same result: preference for property, prosperity and pleasure above their relationship with their master.   Sinners often likewise plead that they are compelled or under necessity to neglect spiritual concerns for their souls. They pretend that some matters in their lives are so compelling that they cannot therefore find time to attend to their souls’ salvation. They claim they have no time to pray, read the Bible or worship and honour God. In this way, countless millions have lost their souls. “How shall we escape, if we neglect so great salvation” (Hebrews 2:3) for which Christ died to save us from sin and eternal death?

This parable of our Lord Jesus Christ shows that God regards every excuse for neglecting His free gift of salvation with severe and angry disapproval. This is why “God is angry with the wicked everyday” (Psalm 7:11). The one who “have bought a piece of ground and….must needs go and see it” (verse 18) could have deferred the inspection till the next day. The same is applicable to the one who “bought five yoke of oxen”. They gave unreasonable and false excuses because such activities as they mentioned were not done at supper time. The one who had “married a wife and therefore cannot come”, could have brought his wife along, and not allow earthly relations and affections to take off his affection for God. The truth underlying such excuses whereby people seek to exclude themselves from the blessings of the kingdom of God is ignorance as to where their true interests lie.

It is amazing the way the Lord’s servant zealously invited guests to the supper. He was not discouraged by the repulsive attitude of the first irresponsive guests. He reported to the master what happened on the field. After the second commission to “go out quickly into the streets and lanes of the city, and bring in hither the poor, and the maimed, and the halt, and the blind”, he obeyed. He reported again, “Lord, it is done as thou hasth commanded, and yet there is room”. We learn from the foregoing as believers that, we should (i) serve the Lord with zeal (ii) report failure and success to our leaders and to God in prayers (iii) engage in personal evangelism, even in public places and preach to all classes of people (iv) be steadfast, always abounding in the work of the Lord. That the servant pointed out to his master that “yet there is room” – the need to go again – revealed his readiness to continue to serve, not for any reason of personal gain. “The lord said unto the servant, Go out into the highways and hedges, and compel them to come in, that my house may be filled” (Luke 14:23). Millions have been saved already; yet, there is still room in the kingdom of God for sinners to fill; and the Master is intent on bringing them in (John 10:16). Heaven is like a banquet whose provisions no number can exhaust, a fountain that cannot be drunk dry. Our Lord gave this parable also to show to the Jews that the Gentiles, represented by the people on the highways and the hedges, are as much partakers of the salvation plan as the Jews. The part every believer is to play is to win sinners into the kingdom of God because there is still more room for them to fill. The word translated “compel” here conveys the notion of prevailing on by entreaties, counsels and prayers. Any other kind of compulsion will only succeed in congregating hypocrites instead of converts.

Question 6: What is the danger of a delayed response to the gospel message?

Every servant of Christ must “go out quickly” with the gospel message. There is no time to lose. Sinners also must respond without delay and be saved from their sins. Those who must partake of the supper must do so now. This is because after death or the rapture, “none of those men which were bidden (and gave excuses) shall taste of my supper” (verse 24).  

                                                 Lesson 280

THE PARABLES OF THE LOST SHEEP, COIN AND SON

MEMORY VERSE: “But go ye and learn what that meaneth, I will have mercy, and not sacrifice: for I am not come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance” (Matthew 9:13).
TEXT: Luke 15:1-32

The lesson before us centres on the noble cause for which Christ came to the world.  He said, “For the son of man is come to seek and to save that which was lost” (Luke 19:10). We see this single purpose as the consuming passion that characterised the life and ministry of the saviour. He was focused in ministry, forthright in mission and faithful in declaring the message of salvation. He dissociated himself from the prevalent prejudice of the scribes and Pharisees against the publicans. By their office, the publicans collected tribute paid to the Roman government. The Jews hated their work and as much detested them too. They ranked them with harlots and sinners and treated them with disdain. 

But for Jesus, inasmuch they were also God’s creatures, He gave them as much access to His gracious provisions, most especially in areas pertaining to their spiritual and eternal welfare. This outlook and quality attracted the publicans and sinners to Him. They came, not as others, for curiosity or cures, but to hear His doctrine (Luke 15:1). Consequently, in contrast to those attracted by miracles, Jesus appreciated their commendable attitude, and committed Himself to them (John 2:24; Luke 15:2). 
Question 1: What lesson do we learn from the publicans and sinners drawing near to the Saviour?

Jesus still gives invitation to all, with a promise not to reject any, but to have a sweet fellowship with all comers (Matthew 11:28; John 6:37; Revelations 3:20). We should come to the Lord with a ready mind to hear, study, retain, and obey His word. Therein lies the key to our uninterruptible blessings both in time     and eternity (Acts 17:11).

 “And the Pharisees and scribes murmured, saying, This man receiveth sinners, and eateth with them” (Luke 15:2). Generally, natural men do not seek the good of the unappreciated. It is therefore not surprising that the Pharisees transferred their characteristic disapproval of the publicans to the Lord Jesus Christ Himself, with equal disrespect. This shows, one, that they did not want the publicans to get wind of, or close to the means of saving grace. This clearly proves that while they would not want to be saved, they would not allow others to be (Matthew 23:13; Luke 11:52). Two, they thought it was not dignifying of Jesus to eat with them, censuring the personality and the actions of the Lord. In response, Jesus told three related parables to signify that the worse the people were, the more glory their repentance would bring to God, and the greater the joy heaven would have. 

THE PARABLE OF THE LOST SHEEP and coin (Luke 15:4-10; Luke 18:12-14).

 “What man of you ……….” (Luke 15:4). Jesus’ parables usually start from the known to the unknown. Here, he uses what most, if not all, of the Pharisees themselves normally did. As such, applying it to the Creator and His creatures was very easy. In Matthew, the parable concludes with “it is not the will of your Father …that one of these little ones should perish” (Matthew 18:14). This shows God’s care for the saints. However, the Jews normally consider themselves as God’s peculiar, favourite children by virtue of being Abraham’s descendants. But so are the publicans (John 8:33-41; Luke 19:1-9). It therefore implies that God is interested in saving them out of their impending peril. In Luke, it clearly shows God’s pleasure in the conversion of sinners and restoration of backsliders.

Question 2: What dangers are backsliders exposed to?
The sheep in context is lost to the shepherd, who, though temporarily, can no longer count it as one of his; it is lost to the nourishment with which the shepherd feeds them. It is lost to the flock whose company and fellowship it misses. It is lost to itself, wandering endlessly without being able to find its way back to the fold. It is also lost to safety and security, being now exposed to dangers from frights and predators. In the same manner, the backslider or sinner is lost to God and His provisions. He is missing in God’s register in heaven and to the commonwealth of the redeemed on earth. He also stands the risk of diabolic attacks from demons and eventual damnation in hell. 

That the shepherd went after the lost sheep reveals that he cared for the sheep and was willing to adjust to the increased task of seeking the stray sheep in addition to the continued care of the remaining flock. Jesus is the good Shepherd who keeps the saints as well as seeks the sinners. Believers ought to emulate Him in taking extra tasks cheerfully without complaint. Ministers of the Gospel will do well to feed the flock over which the Holy Ghost has made them overseers, warding off dangers of grievous wolves that may appear in sheep’s clothing. So also should they reach the ignorant and the careless with the gospel of salvation.

The parable of the lost coin reminds us of the normal human concern for one’s earthly possessions. Certainly, no one likes to lose valuable things: every one rejoices when he finds or reclaims his lost treasures. Just as the woman’s joy is tied to the recovery of that lost coin, so should we, as believers, realise that some of our eternal treasures and pleasures are bound up in finding the lost souls around us. Considering the value of each soul, believers ought to be as concerned and enthusiastic as the woman in the parable. If believers would show similar diligence in seeking lost souls as men do for lost coins, cash or any other valuable treasure, joy would know no bounds on earth and in heaven. 

Question 3: Mention two qualities that should be found in a believer who wants to keep his experiences, and seek the lost.

In both parables, the watchfulness and diligence of the shepherd and the woman are worthy of note. These are two indispensable qualities every true believer must possess. They will keep us on track to maintain a consistent walk with God, to preserve His grace in our lives, to remain radiant with His glory, and to be effective in His Service. 

Watchfulness will help us to keep the blessings of the Lord, such that we will not lose the great treasures He has deposited in our lives. We need to watch against the craftiness of the devil and his cohorts. We should watch over our lives so that little foxes of evil, compromise, talkativeness, bitterness and sin do not creep in unawares to spoil the vine of God’s grace in us. We should watch over our hearts, feelings, emotions, temperaments, and thoughts so that we do not become careless and defiled. “Keep thy heart with all diligence; for out of it are the issues of life” (Proverbs 4:23). We should also watch for the coming of the Lord. The believer also watches other souls in the fold. He quickly notices when a member is absent in fellowship, sick, weak, tempted or backslidden. 

Diligence will make us to take active steps to quickly correct our lives. The diligent will do every thing necessary to monitor, nurture, guide, direct and care for the sheep. The shepherd in the parable quickly discovered that one of the sheep was missing and he painstakingly searched all nooks and crannies to find it out. He left the ninety and nine in a safe condition, and diligently sought the lost one until he found it. 

 “And when he hath found it, he layeth it on his shoulders, rejoicing” (Luke 15:5). We should note the effort of the shepherd to search, as well as the joy he had after he had seen the lost sheep. This should encourage us too that if we venture into seeking the lost like our Lord, we would have similar joy of success: our labours will not be in vain. “And when he cometh home, he calleth together his friends and neighbours, saying unto them, Rejoice with me; for I have found my sheep which was lost” (Luke 15:6). The fact that friends and neighbours responded to the call to rejoice in each of the parables, is a sure proof of the joy that fills the courts of heaven and the company of God’s angels, when souls are won or backsliders are restored to the Lord. 

THE PARABLE OF THE LOST SON (Luke 15:11-15).

“A certain man had two sons…” (verse 11). This implies that both the proud Pharisees and their despised publicans were kinsmen. By extension, the heavenly Father is not only the God of the Jews, but also of the Gentiles. He, “the same Lord over all”, is rich unto all that call upon Him (Romans 10:12,13). 

 The impudence of the younger son’s speech is easily noticed: “give me the portion of goods that falleth to me…” (verse 12). It lacked any coating of politeness or plea: it was rather a rude demand for a right. He did not allow the father to give any discretionary allocation but a right value computed to perfect exactitude. He did not ask for allotment (or release) of his sonship rights by instalment but for all at once. Behind this impudent demand lay an implicit scorn and outright rejection of his father’s continued control over his life. He was so conceited of his ability to manage his affairs independently of his father. 

Question 4: Highlight three reasons why some believers turn away from the faith today.

Quite surprisingly, the father acceded without any argument. Then “the younger son gathered all together, and took his journey into a far country, and there wasted his substance with riotous living” (Luke 15:13). The far country symbolised the world. He was attracted by the glamour and fantasies therein. But his dream became a disappointment. The allurement of the world is surely deceptive. He soon became a miserable pauper, wretched labourer and a hopeless beggar. The pitiable part was that he brought himself into that condition and kept himself there for a long time. When one gets out of God’s loving restraint, he soon gets into a web of Satan-orchestrated oppressions. 

The love of the world has been a major cancer destroying great instruments as well as potential vessels of God. This is why the scripture warns: “Love not the world, neither the things that are in the world. If any man love the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh, and the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life, is not of the Father, but is of the world. And the world passeth away, and the lust thereof: but he that doeth the will of God abideth for ever” (1 John 2:15-17). Believers need to value the fellowship, protection and privileges of the kingdom so much that they will give all it may take to remain “under the shadow of the Almighty”. He who dines with the world dies with it. 

Question 5: Mention three implications of sin on the life of a sinner.

A sinner is, one, in a state of want. Having willfully wasted his substance, he could not but be in woeful want. The sinner’s heaven is like brass, because the dew of God’s favour is withheld; and his earth is like iron because his own heart is dry. Truly, the way of transgressors is hard (Proverbs 13:15; Deuteronomy 28:23). Two, the sinner is in a servile state. Sinners are servants of the devil, yet his pay never compensates for their pain. If one sold himself to the devil, what would he get in exchange for the bargain? (Matthew 16:26; Luke 16:22-26). With all his wealth and popularity in the world, the rich man could not get a drop of water in the flames of hell. That is the unavoidable lot of the unrepentant sinner. Three, he is in a state of peril. The prodigal son realised that he was at the verge of perishing from hunger. His father reckoned him dead. Indeed, sinners are dead in their trespasses and sins (Luke 15:17, 24, 32; Ephesians 2:1, 5). Four, he is in a state of madness. The lost son disparaged his father, devoured his wealth and health with harlots, was so desperately famished daily that he could feed on swine’s husks, yet he remained in the far country. 

Question 6: How might a sinner or backslider be free?
A sinner comes to himself when he is convicted by the Word backed up by the power of God. The Holy Spirit graciously grants him a temporary release from his Satan-inflicted blindness so he can make a decision to be free by repenting from the sins. The prodigal son in our text made a very wise use of the opportunity. Every sinner should take a cue from him. “Return unto the Lord thy God; for thou hast fallen by thine iniquity. Take with you words, and turn to the Lord: say unto him, Take away all iniquity, and receive us graciously” (Hosea 14:1-2).

THE PENITENT SINNER’S RETURN (Luke 15:17-32 Jeremiah 4:1; Malachi 3:7; 1 Peter 2:25; Proverbs 28:13).

“And he arose, and came to his father” (Luke 15:20). This was the result of the consideration of his woeful condition; the outcome of a comparison of his experience in the far country with the conditions he knew obtained back at home; and, an implementation of his decision to confess his sins. Then, he took words that revealed his remorse, repentance and readiness for any necessary reprimands. He resolved to assume the status which implies summary surrender, as a servant. He must have thought about the ridicule and shame he might have to face as a result, but he realized that it was better for him to serve his father than an austere man in foreign land (Psalm 84:10). 

Question 7: How should a believer relate to a penitent?

The compassion of the father is a model for all believers: we should be “tender-hearted, forgiving one another, even as God for Christ’s sake hath forgiven you” (Ephesians 4:32). However, the returning repentant son did not take that for granted: he still went ahead to express his repentance: “I have sinned against heaven and in thy sight”. Every sinner of any age or class needs to realise that every sin is transgression against God and man. This is why repentance has to be accompanied with restitution. The love the Lord shows to repentant sinners does not reduce the awfulness of sin or His aversion to it. Therefore the more love a sinner receives, the more hatred he should have for sin. 

We see the father’s readiness to assure the son of a full pardon as reflected in the various things he gave. One, he gave him a kiss. Unlike Judas’ case of betrayal, this one signifies genuine affection and reunion. It was a sign of complete acceptance. Two, he gave him the best robe. This is a mark of distinction. It also represents righteousness. Three, he put a ring in his hand. In ancient times, to give a ring was a mark of favour, or of affection, or of conferring office (Genesis 41:42; Esther 8:2). Here, it was expressive of the favour and affection of the father. Four, a pair of shoes. This is a mark of re-absorption into the service of the father. It also implies a preparation of the gospel of peace (Ephesians 6:15). Five, a fatted calf in honour of the returning son. This implies provision (Psalm 23:1). 

As the elder son was returning from the field, and had the news of his brother’s home-coming, and his father’s elaborate reception, he “was angry, and would not go in” (Luke 15:28). Perhaps unknowingly to him, he was leaving home like his brother did earlier on: he was also on the verge of backsliding. How foolish to be angry that a backslider is returning! This depicts the attitude of some professing Christians in contemporary times. It is unfortunate that some believers who have been faithful, who have never been disciplined do not understand the mercy of God. Like the older brother of the prodigal son, they begin to murmur and to complain bitterly when backsliders are restored. Let us be careful that we don’t exhibit similar traits of envy, jealousy, anger, and negative disposition as seen in the elder son. Rather, they should, like  Jesus Christ, have compassion on everyone and anyone and rescue the perishing. 

Nevertheless, the father was quite sensitive to the impending danger and he quickly went out to comfort and brought him in. If God could give such an extensive welcome and expensive reception, believers should be equally eager and willing to receive any repentant sinner back into the fold. The resentment reflected by the elder son, bigotry, prejudice or discrimination should not be found among believers.

By these parables, the Lord is showing us the effort we need to make in seeking the lost and wandering souls. He is also teaching us to show liberal affection and acceptance of repentant backsliders. We should emulate the burden and compassion of Christ in fulfilling this mission. It is noteworthy that despite the initial negative response of the elder son, the father never condemned him. Rather, he went out to plead with him and gave him an encouraging revelation: “all that I have is thine” (verse 31). Let us therefore continue to serve the Lord and show love to the lost. Our labour is not in vain in the Lord. 

Lesson 281

THE RICH MAN AND LAZARUS
MEMORY VERSE: “For who maketh thee to differ from another? and what hast thou that thou didst not receive? now if thou didst receive it, why dost thou glory, as if thou hadst not received it?” (1 Corinthians 4:7).

TEXT: Luke 16:19-31

This study is a follow-up to the parable of the unjust steward. In the earlier parable, the Great Teacher had stressed the need for His listeners to make use of the “mammon of unrighteousness” (their wealth) to make friends and prepare against eternity. In this story, however, the Lord Jesus Christ cautions against the grave consequences of failure to lay out one’s wealth to advance God’s kingdom and to help fellow men. He also warns against the consequences of a worldly spirit and the worldly use of wealth. 

In the parable, there is no mention that the rich man was in possession of other people's money, or that he had gained his fortune in a dishonest way. In fact, no other charges are laid against him other than that he was an affluent citizen who could have distributed from his large portion of this world’s goods to help the less-privileged but he did not. Rather, he spent his wealth in pleasing himself. He failed in his responsibilities towards God and his fellow man. Though he was rich he was selfish. He had opportunity to do good but decided to shut his bowel of compassion against the needy. He had all the good things of life but refused to share them with the poor people God brought across his pathway.

Question 1: What lesson does the parable teach us? 

The parable teaches some important lessons. One, that we should not be selfish with or misuse the material blessings that God has endowed us with. Rather, we should be sober with them knowing that whatever material things we possess on earth shall be left behind when we die. Two, that wealth is not a proof of one’s righteousness. 

REALITY OF RICHES AND POVERTY IN THIS LIFE (Luke 16:19-21; Deuteronomy 8:18; 1 Samuel 2:7,8; Deuteronomy 15:11; Matthew 26:11).

There are two basic categories of people in any society – the rich and the poor. That there will always be poor people as there will be the rich in the land is a reality that cannot be wished away. As long as life exists, there will always be the rich who are “clothed in purple and fine linen”, an indication of great wealth, and the poor who are covered with ulcers; there will always be the rich who “fare sumptuously (live in a luxurious and costly manner) every day”, and the poor who are dependent on crumbs. While everyone wishes and prays to be rich, not everyone is actually rich. 

Therefore, believers should, with the parable, come to term with this fact because a man’s financial or material status is not often a true measure of his character or standing with God. A wicked man may be rich and surrounded with all the comforts and luxuries of life, while a good man may be poor, afflicted, and helpless. This does not, however, suggest that every poor man is righteous or every rich man a sinner.

That the “certain rich man, … was clothed in purple and fine linen, and feared sumptuously every day” reveals the vivid description of his life of luxury and splendour: he had the world at his beck and call. He was a person of very high taste who went for the best the world could offer. His clothes were princely; his house palatial, his daily meal banquets; his company exclusive and his taste royal and exotic. Purple was the most costly and rare dye. Such clothes were worn by princes and nobles. Fine linen was so expensive but he had enough of clothes made of it. In contemporary times, such rich men and women could own beautiful and expensive estates in different choice cities and countries, own fleet of posh and cosy cars, ships and even private jet airlines while their business empires would extend beyond their national boundaries. 

In contrast to the rich man, the beggar was anything but pleasant. As the rich man revelled in his wealth, ease, health and abundance, he languished in abject poverty, disease and want. 

Question 2:  Is it possible for Christians to be rich and still get to heaven? 
While it is not sin to be rich, it is also not a virtue to be poor. Rather, it is the will of God for the believer to have all his needs supplied by God “according to his riches in glory by Christ Jesus” (Philippians 4:19). If he prays, exercises faith and follows biblical principles of prosperity, though he may be poor today, God can lift him out of the dungeon of poverty. “He raiseth up the poor out of the dust, and lifteth up the beggar from the dunghill, to set them among princes, and to make them inherit the throne of glory: for the pillars of the earth are the LORD's, and he hath set the world upon them” (1 Samuel 2:8).

In Bible days, there were many such as Abraham, Isaac and Jacob who were rich and yet served God and made heaven (Genesis 13:2; 26:12-14; 30:42,43). Historians say Nicodemus was one of the richest men in Jerusalem in his days. Yet, he came to Jesus, believed in Him, testified of Him and partnered with Joseph of Arimathaea in the burial of Jesus (John 3:1; 7:50-51; 19:39, 40). Joseph of Arimathaea himself was a rich, honourable counsellor; a member of the Sanhedrin, yet he was a just man, a disciple of Jesus. He did not agree with the Jewish leaders in the plan to kill Jesus (Luke 23:50-52; John 19:38). 


Question 3: Mention some causes of poverty?
Poverty on the other hand is a state of lack of the basic necessities of life. It comes as a result of many factors. These include: laziness, ignorance, societal injustice and oppression, foolishness, inability to take initiative, poor health condition, satanic affliction, lack of trust in God, etc. One of the sons of the prophets mentioned in 2 Kings 4:1-11, was a God-fearing man but he died poor and left his family with an embarrassing load of debts because of lack of initiative. Job was rich and had all things going fine for him until calamity struck and he lost all his children, servants, riches and health. 



However, one cannot tell why Lazarus was poor and sick. Whether it was his poverty that brought sickness upon him or it was the sickness that gradually brought him into poverty, no one can tell. But for sure, like Job, he maintained his faith in God in spite of his adverse condition. 


RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE RICH TO THE POOR (Luke 16:21; Psalm 62:10; Deuteronomy 8:11-18; Proverbs 28:20; 1 John 3:16-18; 1 Timothy 6:9,17-19).
Riches or prosperity is a blessing. But it could be misused if pride is allowed to come into ones’ heart and God, the Giver, is displaced from the prime position. Believers are warned therefore not to arrogate the glory of their wealth to themselves; it is God who gives power to get wealth (Deuteronomy 8:11-18). In as much as wealth comes from God, believers are enjoined not to trust in them. The amount of money a believer has is not as important as how he uses it. Believers should have the right attitude towards riches and possessions. We should not selfishly hoard what God has given to us but must deploy them to help others.

There would be nothing wrong with wealth if it is acquired in a legitimate manner, if the rich would cultivate and retain in them the hunger and thirst for God and His kingdom, and use the abundant wealth at their disposal for the benefit of the poor and needy around them. It is heart-warming that there are some rich men and women who through diligent labour earn riches. They do not just amass wealth for pride but to improve the lots of their fellow men and contribute generously to the work of the Lord. Most often, this is not the case. Most rich people acquire their wealth illegitimately, and strive to maintain their status by the same means. 

Question 4: What are the some of the responsibilities of the rich to the poor?

The rich should not abandon the plight of the poor nor allow themselves to be imprisoned by their wealth as it is seen in some quarters. Unlike the rich man in our study who could feed hundreds of beggars but shut his bowel of compassion to Lazarus, the rich believers should not only be sympathetic to the poor but must genuinely engage in the business of helping them. A tiny portion of what the rich man has may be all that is needed to fill the poor man’s stomach. They should also be involved in charitable activities both within and outside the household of faith. If those who are in position to render help refuse to do so when there is need, it will portray them as being wicked just like the rich man. The Lord gave an indication that those who follow the bad example of the rich man would be condemned on the last day for their lack of compassion on the poor (Matthew 25:41-43).

RETRIBUTION AFTER TEMPORAL LIFE (Luke 16:22-26; Galatians 6:7,8; Daniel 12:2,3; Revelation  20:11-15; 21:2-8).


Since the fall of man in the Garden of Eden, death has become a common phenomenon (Genesis 3:19). Some die relatively young while others in ripe old age. It is not the duration of life on earth that is important but how well it is lived. This is because death is merely a passage into another life – eternity. Where we go to spend eternity after death depends on how we use our time of probation in our temporal life.

When death came, Lazarus entered a state of comfort, peace and joy in paradise while the rich man found himself in hell, tormented in the flames. It needs to be pointed out, however, that the rich man did not go to hell because he was rich or Lazarus to paradise because he was poor. Each went to his eternal place because of the condition of his heart at the point of death. God weighs the actions of men and the motives behind them, and His judgements are just. The rich man must have sown to the flesh while on earth whereas Lazarus, in spite of his material poverty and deep physical afflictions, must have had faith in God.

When Lazarus died, nothing was said about his burial. Whether it was done by his family or by city council workers, one cannot tell. This was unimportant as death marked the end of his privation and the beginning of his celestial joy. But the joyful thing is that heaven took notice of his death and dispatched angels to carry him to “Abraham’s bosom”. The rich man died also and was buried. The traditional rites of passage must have been observed by his relatives, friends and well wishers as specific mention is made of his death and burial. The rich man had luxury, comfort and wealth in abundance that he had no time to think of eternity. Most rich men are busy, self-confident, and far-removed from seeing their spiritual needs.



The dead rich man knew nothing of their weeping turning into happy moments of high society celebrations. All he was conscious of was his presence, soul and spirit, in hell, being in torment.

Hell, known in the Greek as ‘Hades’ and in the Hebrew as ‘Sheol’, is not the grave but the place for the departed spirits. The saved at death are taken to paradise or “Abraham’s bosom” but the lost souls to hell, that is, a place of torment. Saints who die in the Lord have direct access to heaven (Thessalonians 4:13-17).

Question 5: From the experience of the rich man, how can we tell that there is consciousness and pain in hell?

The rich man in hell was fully alive with all his faculties and memory. He felt pain, he was thirsty, he could see and hear, he could speak, remember and reason clearly. “And he cried and said, Father Abraham, have mercy on me and send Lazarus that he may dip the tip of his finger in water, and cool my tongue; for I am tormented in this flame” (Verses 24). This personal request was denied him by Abraham because there is no change of state after death. There was a “great gulf fixed” between them. The sinner must suffer the full wrath of God’s just punishment.

His second request to have Lazarus sent to the earth to warn his five brothers of the danger of hell was also denied. Abraham assured him that they had the writings of Moses and the prophets to guide and warn them, and if they rejected that neither would they be persuaded even if someone rose from the dead to preach to them.

Question 6: Mention some lessons you learn from the conversation between the rich man and Abraham.
From the conversation between the lost rich man and Abraham, we learn that (i) Hell is a place of everlasting torment. (ii)  There is no purgatory where sinners can suffer a while, atone for their sins and then be transferred to heaven. (iii)  There is no re-incarnation. (iv) There is no transmigration where a soul passes from one body to another. (v) The usual means of passing the gospel to sinners for conversion is by the saints on earth (Luke 16:29-31; Acts 10:1-6, 34-44). (vi) That unless sinners, whether rich or poor, healthy or sick, repent they shall all likewise perish (Luke 13:3).

READINESS FOR ETERNITY (Luke 16:27-31; James 4:13,14; Hebrews 9:27; 2 Corinthians 6:1,2; Mark 16:15,16).

Since we know that life on earth is very brief, that death is sure and could come suddenly, and that the judgement of God follows immediately after, we need to be prepared for eternity. If we can make all efforts to be ready for a job interview, office promotion or school examination; if we prepare for marriage, a new baby or a journey; is it therefore not careless of us to be unprepared for eternity?

 Question 6:  How can one be ready for eternity?
What it takes to prepare for eternal bliss after life on earth is the New Birth and a consistent life of righteousness. And to be born again, the sinner must acknowledge his sinfulness, confess those sins, accept Jesus as his personal Lord and Saviour, and believe in Him. In the same vein, the backslider must repent of his backsliding and come back to the Lord. Surely, Christ will give every truly penitent sinner and backslider the power to go and sin no more.



It is the duty of every Christian to also help others to be ready. We are to compassionately take the gospel to everybody, no matter their status in life. The rich man remembered that his five brothers were also in danger of going to hell. But it was too late for him to warn them. However, it is not too late for you and me. If we can reach the rich men today, they and their loved ones can be saved. Their wives, children, domestic servants and employees need the gospel just as much as others. The conversion of a single man of influence could spin a pool of conversion of several others. The consequence of the delay in taking the gospel to the highly placed people is the proliferation of evil in our societies through their powerful influences. Politicians, religious people, professors, teachers and those who control the public and private sectors of the economy are but human beings with never dying souls who need the gospel. We must intercede for them, and win them to the Lord before it is too late.

As believers, we must know that we are the “Moses and the prophets” of these days and the hope of the salvation of sinners – the rich and the poor – rest squarely on our shoulders. We must employ the most effective means of evangelism to reach all categories of sinners. Moreover, we should invest our God-given resources in the welfare of the needy around us as a means of reaching them with the gospel. The social aspect of evangelism should not be neglected as we strive to win the souls of men. If it takes giving the people food, clothes, money, accommodation or even medical care to get them reached with the gospel, we should not shrink or falter. We must reach one and all. 

Lesson 282

EXPECTED ATTITUDE TO OFFENCES AMONG BELIEVERS

MEMORY VERSE: “Forbearing one another, and forgiving one another, if any man have a quarrel against any: even as Christ forgave you, so also do ye.” (Colossians 3:13). 

TEXT: Luke 17:1-10; Matthew 18:6, 7; Mark 9:42

In our text, the Lord alludes to the impossibility of having an offence–free world. As long as the unrepentant, the perverse and the froward are part of any society, there is bound to be different forms of offences. Natural men are driven by self and the flesh. Their actions are motivated by political, traditional, denominational, personal and pecuniary reasons. Thus, they hurt one another, and sometimes, individually or collectively, injure or offend believers. Notably, among those who cause offences to believers are the persecutors who by word or deed, try to discourage believers from following or serving Christ; seducers who corrupt the truth and attempt to lure them away from the path of life; and the professing believers who live scandalously and thereby weaken the hands and sadden the hearts of genuine believers. The Lord declared, “Woe unto him, through whom [offences] come! It were better for him that a millstone were hanged around his neck, and he cast into the sea” (Luke 17:1,2). 
Question 1: Mention some offences you see among believers and what can bring about such offences.

This should warn all careless religious charlatans, casual Bible readers, those who reject or scorn the gospel, and those who treat believers with disdain. The more they linger in their unrepentant condition, the greater the risk of fulfilment of this woeful pronouncement to damn their souls. No true believer can be in this category. However, this does not preclude the possibility of offences among truly born again group, assembly or church. 

A believer can be offended from within the Christian fold. This is because one, the visible church is still in the world and, it consists of saints who are, nevertheless, humans. Most offences from true believers result from human errors through forgetfulness, lack of perfect knowledge or wrong judgment: they are expectedly inadvertent. Two, the visible church sometimes consists of wheat and weed: saints and sinners who do not possess visibly distinguishable features. It is only their fruit that shows their kind. However, the Lord outlines steps to take when a believer feels wronged by another in the assembly. 

RESOLUTION OF OFFENCES AMONG BRETHREN (Luke 17:1-4; Matthew 18:15-22; Mark 11:25,26; Ephesians 4:32; Galatians 6:1-3; 1 Corinthians 10:32,33).

It is possible for a believer to be responsible for a damage done to another in property or reputation though this is not expected to be the norm. When it happens, the hurt may evoke certain reactions in the offended which may have as much devastating effect on him as the offence itself. The Lord therefore admonishes such a person to “take heed”. This implies that he should be careful not to say, think, plan or do anything rash, lest he himself stands the risk of committing the same offence.

Question 2: Mention the godly attitudes believers are expected to exhibit when offended?

The Lord underscores the possibility that a true believer can be offended by another in the fold. If it happens, the Scripture counsels against recourse to the courts of the land; yet the Lord does not approve the concealment of one’s feelings, as some often do. Instead, He commands “rebuke him and if he repent, forgive him” (Luke 17:3). The rebuke here is not intended to be a jeering or violent accusation, but rather a gracious notification of the observed or felt offending action. It should be geared towards making the said brother aware of his error, with a view of bringing about a reconciliation and restoration to fellowship. “…if a man be taken in a fault, ye which are spiritual, restore such an one in the spirit of meekness; considering thyself, lest thou also be tempted” (Galatians 6:1).

The offending believer should first be approached in a private manner. We should avoid the temptation to instantly publish the fault. What we are called to publish is the good news of the Kingdom, not resolvable personal differences (Psalm 68:11). The offended believer should not show any animosity regardless of the offence or offender. He is enjoined to tell the offender his fault, essentially to enable such to repent and make necessary restitution. The circumstantial test of the authenticity of the believer’s claim of the salvation experience is his ability and willingness to forgive offences. Through this, he demonstrates the attributes of his heavenly Father (Matthew 5:38,39). His ultimate gain and interest in the matter is not so much the apology of the offending brother, or the value of the restitution content, as the joy of restored fellowship and the soul of the saved brother. “He which converteth a [brother] from the error of his way shall save a soul from death, and shall hide a multitude of sins” (James 5:20).

It may happen at times that despite a brother’s willingness and eagerness, his prayerful approach and the gracious presentation of the matter, the offender may seem not to see what he did wrong. “But if he will not hear thee, then take with thee one or two more…” (Matthew 18:16). However, they should be spiritually mature believers who will be dispassionate and impartial arbiters. They should use relevant scripture passages to resolve the matter. In the light of scriptures, they may find the allegations are baseless or on the other hand, the accused brother may be found to be guilty. Either way, they should faithfully and lovingly show areas of wrong, point to Christ’s provision for the penitent, emphasise the need for restitutions and biblical injunctions to forgive as well as encourage each of them to live by the Word of God. The aim of such arbiters should be to preserve both parties in faith and fellowship, exalting Christ and His Word. To be able to achieve this, every thing must be done with the spirit of prayer, depending on the grace of God and the support of the Holy Spirit. 

Question 3: Outline the steps required to resolve offences among brethren.
In case the offending brother still refuses to agree that he was wrong, “tell it to the church” (Matthew 18:17). The point here is that private admonitions must precede public censures. It is only where the former fails that the matter can be brought before the ministers or leaders of the church of which the offending brother is a member. At this stage, it is most likely the matter will be resolved, except at least one of them is not truly born again. “But if he shall neglect to hear the church, let him be unto thee as an heathen man or a publican” (Matthew 18:17). Much as a man of belial has no part in God’s business, so should a backslider of such a degree be divested of whatever is his responsibilities in the church. Depending on the severity of the offence, and his response, the church sanction may range from discipline to outright excommunication. The Lord gives His prophetic backing to the actions of a true apostolic church regarding such a person (Matthew 18:18). 

However, this shows that the Lord does not foreclose the possibility of return to faith otherwise he would probably have suggested that they be treated as devils or demons that can not have any opportunity of repentance. The Lord does not delight in the death of any one but that the sinner or backslider should repent and be saved. Those who offend born again believers or disregard leadership authorities in the church should consider the grave consequences of such acts, and desist from the path of perdition. Those who are shut out from the congregation of the righteous on earth shall not stand in it in heaven. 

The true church can aid such repentance by praying specifically for the restoration of backsliders. It convinced of genuine repentance in any erstwhile backslidden brother, it should graciously receive him, provided that such a backslider is ready to seek the face of the Lord, make adequate restitutions to the brethren offended and the church they spurned. “…..and whatsoever ye shall loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven” (Matthew 18:18).  

“And if he trespass against thee seven times in a day, and seven times in a day turn again to thee, saying, I repent; thou shall forgive him” (Luke 17:4). Many people who do not seem to understand the import of the Lord’s command here are prone to keeping records of offences either in their diaries or their minds, hoping to justify revenge after the seventh count. But we see the absurdity and senselessness of keeping records of offences. The obvious lesson here is that instead of engaging in the unprofitable and impossible task of counting offences, we should rather continually cancel them. We should keep forgiving our brethren as long as they keep repenting. The Lord has forgiven us much and He expects us, too, to forgive as we have been forgiven. 

REQUEST FOR INCREASE OF FAITH (Luke 17:5,6; Romans 10:17; Hebrews 11:1-6,20-25.)   

Realising the dangers inherent in an unforgiving spirit and the futility of trying to cope by carnal means, the disciples pleaded “….Lord, Increase our faith” (Luke 17:5). This request was legitimate, reasonable and noteworthy. We should always observe our lives, see areas of lack and ask the Lord to aid us reach the mark He wants us to reach. Often, many of us take things we should be serious about for granted and therefore, fail to pray and ask for it. The lack in your life ought to drive you into persevering request to have the need met. The Lord’s response is also instructive, “if ye had faith as a grain of mustard seed, ye might say unto this sycamine tree, Be thou plucked up by the root, and be thou planted in the sea; and it should obey you” (Luke 17:6).

Question 4: Explain how a believer can have his faith increased.  

It is incongruous for a believer not to have faith. Being born again presupposes the possession of saving faith. This kind of faith comes by hearing the Word of God. For the believer to have his faith increased, one, he must feed on the Word of God. As one feeds on the Word of God, he is being changed to conform to the faith of the God of the Word. Two, he must desire his faith to grow. Three, he must pray for his faith to grow like the disciples did. The Lord had earlier recommended fasting and prayer as a means to growth in faith (Mark 9:28,29). Four, just as the human muscle, faith requires constant exercise for it to develop. If a believer would constantly exercise his faith, he will marvel at how great it would soon grow to be. 

Question 5: Explain the areas where one can put one’s faith to work.

This can be done through daily witnessing about Christ in the office, market places, hospitals, in the prison, or on mission field. One can also engage in fervent intercessory prayers, or render challenging services to the Lord and His church. Nevertheless, as one’s faith increases, so must the believer also increase in Christian virtue, knowledge, temperance, patience, godliness, kindness and charity (2 Peter 1:5-9). 

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN MASTER AND SERVANT (Luke 17:7-10; Colossians 3:22-25; Ephesians 6:5-9; Titus 2:9,10; 1 Timothy 6:1,2; 1 Peter 2:18; Matthew 24:45-51; 25:14-30). 

The disciples’ request was to enhance their obedience to the Lord in respect of forgiveness. Obedience to Christ’s Word or doctrine is an integral part of one’s commitment and service to Him. The Lord Himself knew their desire to obey in every area: that they wanted to prove faithful servants at all times. He knew that success would attend their way as a result. Being aware of the possible difficulty of managing the sure success, he showed them the expected attitude of servants regardless of the extent of success they might have. After a servant must have completed an assignment, he should remain sober, calm, obedient and ready to carry out any other assignments and duties without complaint. It will be absurd to see a servant pitch a tent of confrontation with his master for doing assigned and legitimate duties. The right to praise him or not, lies with the master. The Lord asks: “Doth he thank that servant because he did the things that were commanded him? I trow [think] not.” The master does not need to thank the servant for doing his legitimate duties. However, a good master should appreciate the diligence of the servant.

Question 6: Mention the things that make for good relationship between a master and his servant.

Godly relationship between the master and the servant makes for good relationship. The master should respect the dignity of the servant while the servant should respect and regard the legitimate authority of his master in the matters relating to his duties. The Lord went ahead to say, “Ye, when ye shall have done all those things which are commanded you, say, We are unprofitable servants: we have done that which was our duty to do.” This makes us understand that we are servants with legitimate assignments to execute in the house of God. It may involve missionary assignments or crusade engagements; it may involve praying. 

Question 7: What should be our attitude in the church after a successful service in the ministry?

When you have achieved some measure of success in your area of work in the church, you should still be humble, obedient, controllable and disciplined. Do not try to carve a niche for yourself or be a lord in your own domain. We should rather say, “We are unprofitable servants: we have done that which was out duty to do.” 

Lesson 283

CHRIST’S RESPONSE TO FAITH

MEMORY VERSE: “But without faith it is impossible to please him: for he that cometh to God must believe that he is, and that he is a rewarder of them that diligently seek him” (Hebrews 11:6).
TEXT:  Luke 17:11-19; 18:35-43 

During the earthly ministry of our Lord, Jesus Christ, many people came to Him in a bid to get solution to their problems. Though the methods of approach by those seekers often differed, we observe that Jesus never turned down any sincere request for help. No single sincere seeker, in need of healing or deliverance, was ever turned away by Christ. The only condition He insisted upon for people to receive their needed miracle was exercise of faith in God. Wherever He found faith, He responded by releasing His miracle working power to meet the needs of the seekers.

      In our text, we see the response of Christ to the faith of ten lepers and a blind man who dared approach Him for help. He granted them their desired miracles not only to relieve their suffering, but also to serve as an example and encouragement to other seekers in every generation that Christ will always respond positively to those who have faith in Him. 

Question 1: What basic lesson do we learn from the response of Christ to the faith of the ten lepers and the blind man? 

We learn a basic lesson from the accounts of Christ healing the leprous men and blind man in our text. No matter how desperate and difficult our situation, if we come to Christ and exercise faith in Him, we shall experience divine intervention. He will save, heal, deliver and meet our needs because He is compassionate. “For we have not an high priest which cannot be touched with the feeling of our infirmities; but was in all points tempted like as we are, yet without sin” (Hebrews 4:15).

CHRIST’S UNLIMITED COMPASSION TO THE OUTCASTS (Luke 17:11-19; 5:12-14; Matthew 8:2-4; 20:34; Mark 1:40-44; John 9:35-38).

      As Jesus went towards Jerusalem, ten leprous men met Him in a village which was situated between Samaria and Galilee. They stood at a distance from Him and shouted for help and mercy. Jesus, rather than pronouncing healing, told them to go and show themselves to the priests. And, as they obeyed and went, they were cleansed. As Christians, we must be ready to receive God’s blessings we seek in His own way. An attitude of humility and obedience should characterise those who seek God’s intervention in their situation. The highly-placed are likely to miss this kind of miracle that comes through obedience of faith. Naaman did not initially think that Elisha’s instruction for him to wash in River Jordan seven times was sensible and reasonable (2 Kings 5:10-14). But because faith transcends human reasoning, when he obeyed he was completely healed of his leprosy. 

      Leprosy was a contagious disease for which there was no known medical cure in the ancient times. As a result, lepers were always removed from the community and made to live in a colony. If, for any reason they should come near other people, they were requested to announce their approach so that the people could take necessary precautions. The Old Testament law also required that if a leper thought he was cleansed from his disease, he should show himself to the priest who would certify him healed, offer some sacrifices and approve of his restoration to the community (Leviticus 14:1-32). Lepers were outcasts and they were often despised in the society. But Jesus had compassion, and showed mercy to them. In the same way, He receives sinful men and accepts those who are unwanted by others. And if, by reason of your faith, you are ostracized from your family like the leprous, rest assured that “when my father and my mother forsake me, then the LORD will take me up” (Psalm 27:10).

Question 2: Point out the obstacles to faith which the lepers overcame in order to receive their healing. 

 

     Looking at the lepers in our text, they had to overcome some obstacles which could have hindered their faith and also rob them of their needed miracle. First, their location was an apparent disadvantage. They were isolated from the society, and Christ was unlikely to come to where they dwelt. Second, the nature and magnitude of their disease could have discouraged them. They could have felt that their condition was hopeless and incurable. Third, the religious law forbade them from coming near people and as such they could not draw near to Christ. Besides, they were living in a village near Samaria where, if Jesus were to share the racial sentiments of His time, He would not have passed through. We must never forget that every time a person tries to manifest faith, there will always be barriers or obstacles to overcome. Without challenges and adverse circumstances and situations, faith does not exist. It was against all odds and vicissitudes of life that the saints of old “obtained a good report”. We also can share testimonies of divine intervention through faith described as “the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen” (Hebrews 11:1). 

      The lepers overcame all these hindrances. They lifted up their voices even from afar and they got the attention of Jesus. From this we observe that the grace of God and His power knows no limit. No matter our location, the nature of our problem, the attitude of men concerning our case, the power of God can reach and lift us out of our predicament. All we need is faith in God and obedience to divine instructions as revealed in the Bible. With God, nothing is impossible. It is striking to note that in this Samaritan leprosarium, nine of the lepers were probably Jews. Yet, despite the racial prejudice that existed between the two, their lepers were united in seeking God’s mercy. In Christ, all racial tribal and ethnic differences dissolve into insignificance (Ephesians 2:14-18).  

Question 3:  What other lessons can we learn from the faith of the ten lepers?

      We learn some important lessons from the faith of the ten lepers. First is the need to pray. The lepers lifted up their voices to call on Christ and He heard them. Whenever we have any difficulty we should also learn to pray rather than complain or murmur. Wherever there is faith, there will be importunate praying. Genuine faith is never idle or cold in prayer. Unfortunately, these days many people are not earnest in praying to God to meet their needs. They are looking up to men for solutions and as a result, they easily get deceived or disappointed. Second, we learn that faith does not wait for external evidence. Rather, it takes Christ at His Word. The lepers were directed to show themselves to the priests and, even though there was no evidence to encourage them to do so, they obeyed. In the same manner, we should believe and obey the Word of God even though the physical evidence seems to discourage us from doing so. Third, our faith may be tested before we receive the benefit we desire from God. Sometimes, it is a test of obedience, like the ten lepers and Naaman in the Old Testament (2 Kings 5:10-14); a test of patience and perseverance (Matthew 15:22,23) or a test of our humility (Matthew 15:26-28). As we pass through these tests, our faith matures and finally receives what we are asking God for.

      We also learn that we must not only seek the benefit of Christ’s power but we must show interest in His person and be thankful to Him. When the lepers discovered that they had been healed, only one of them returned to Christ to express his gratitude to Him. The other nine rushed on their way to show themselves to the priests so that they could be restored to the community. Many people are only seeking the benefits they can receive from Christ but do not desire a close attachment to Him. This is the mistake miracle-seeking Christians make today. Soon after receiving their desired miracle, they forget Christ. It ought not to be. God here reveals to us that there are multitudes of ingrates in many Christian assemblies. It is only about one percent of the recipients of God’s mercies that are not guilty of ingratitude. We must repent from this sinful habit. 

      Five, we observe the goodness of God to all men. Christ healed all the lepers. This is the true nature of God who “maketh his sun to rise on the evil and on the good, and sendeth rain on the just and on the unjust” (Matthew 5:45b).

      Six, sometimes we find faith and virtue where they are least expected. The Samaritan, who was despised by the Jews, was the person who came back to thank Jesus. The other nine, presumably Jews, went away and were ungrateful. We must not despise anyone because of their religious or racial background. Seven, ingratitude may hinder us from greater revelation of Christ and rob us of the opportunity to learn more of Him. The grateful Samaritan learnt that his faith played a part in his healing but the ungrateful nine missed this lesson. Not only so, the grateful person was told to go his way. He needed not to go and show himself to the Jewish priests any longer. This was an early indication that Jesus came to deliver mankind from the yoke of religious rituals and ceremonies. 

HEALING OF THE BLIND MAN: AN EXAMPLE OF STRONG FAITH (Luke 18:35-43; Matthew 9:22-31; 20:29-34; Mark 10:46-52).

      While Jesus was near Jericho, He healed a blind man. The blind man manifested faith in Christ by crying out for mercy and Jesus restored his sight. Again, we learn that Christ will ever be positive in His attitude towards sufferers who reach out to Him in faith. The blind man, though had not seen the miracles of Christ, believed the report he heard concerning Him. As a result, he reached out to Jesus in faith, calling Him the son of David (that is the Messiah), and with persistence; he overcame the hostility of the crowd and he received his needed miracle. 

Question 4: What challenge does the faith of the blind man pose to believers today? 

      The faith of the blind man in our text poses a challenge to present day believers and those who trust God for one blessing or the other. Without seeing Christ or any of His wonderful works, he believed on Him, simply because of the testimony of others. Similarly we ought to trust God and believe Him without relying on sense evidence. But, the problem of many people is that, like Thomas, they want to see the proof before they can believe. However, this blind man shows us that we must believe so that we can see (John 20:24-29; 11:40). We must walk by faith and not by sight. We must believe the Word and not be moved by contrary sense evidence.

      We are also challenged by the way the blind man used what he had to obtain what he lacked. By using his unimpaired senses (hearing and speech) he expressed his faith in God and attracted to himself the attention of Jesus. He could hear the multitude passing and he enquired the reason for it. Then he used his voice to express his spiritual perception of Christ as the Messiah. While others told him that “Jesus of Nazareth” was passing by, he called Him “Son of David” (an expression which meant “the messiah”). The way the blind man overcame all possible obstacles to his miracle by faith present a challenge to the fickle-minded who give up easily. The initial lack of response from Christ, the reprimand by the crowd, and the seemingly needless question of Jesus asking him what he wanted to be done for him could have hindered him from receiving his miracle. But his faith was strong and it leaped over every barrier until his desire was granted. If we have strong faith, we will not be easily distracted by obstacles while trusting the Lord for our desired miracles. It is however needful to be specific in our request to the Lord, as we see in the case of the blind man, called Bartimaeus in Saint Mark’s gospel.  

      The healing of the lepers and the blind man in our texts has a relevant application to the salvation of sinners. Sin is like leprosy and spiritual blindness. Sin impairs the senses and results in spiritual insensitivity. It also results in degradation and separation from the community of God’s saints. But as Jesus healed the leprous and the blind, He can save the sinners today. All a sinner needs do is to repent of his sins, call upon the Lord by faith, and he shall be saved.

Question 5:  How can believers benefit from the power of Christ to restore sight to the blind? 

      Even after salvation, we still need God to open our spiritual eyes to heavenly realities. This is because our spiritual sight easily gets blurred or dazzled by the transient treasures of this world and we need to pray like the Psalmist, “Open thou mine eyes, that I may behold wondrous things out of thy law” (Psalm 119:18). As we continue in fellowship with God, the Lord can open our eyes to see deep spiritual truths to which we were blinded hitherto. Jesus is the light of the world and He promised that anyone who follows Him will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life (John 8:12; 9:5).

RECEIVING ANSWERS TO PRAYER THROUGH PERSONAL FAITH (Mark 11:22-26; 9:23; Matthew 17:20; John 11:40; Romans 4:18-21).

      Like the lepers and the blind man, we can also manifest great faith in God and receive spectacular answers to prayer. No matter the magnitude of our problem and regardless of the extent of our frustrations, we can come to God and receive help. Jesus will never turn away anyone who comes to Him in faith. He said, “and him that cometh to me I will in no wise cast out” (John 6: 37b). Caleb claimed the promise of God through personal faith in God which overcame all the negative and evil reports of his fellow spies sent by Moses to view the Promised Land. Abraham “staggered not at the promise of God through unbelief; but was strong in faith, giving glory to God; And being fully persuaded that, what he had promised, he was able also to perform” (Romans 4:20, 21), he received his miracle. When the objects of our personal faith are God, His Word, Christ’s sacrifice and blood (Psalm 33:9; 107:20; Isaiah 53:4; Revelation 12:11), He releases His power to accomplish our hearts’ desires according to His will and for His glory.

Question 6:  What are the qualities of genuine faith in God? 

      We can manifest faith and receive anything the Lord has promised in His Word. By faith we can be saved, healed, delivered, provided for, promoted and strengthened both physically and spiritually. The lepers were made whole by their faith. Jesus also told the blind man “thy faith hath saved thee”. Our faith can receive whatever we desire from God if only we will put it into action.  God does not give his miracle in response to unbelief, doubt, fear, discouragement, despondency or complaints. He only releases His miracle-working power in response to faith (Matthew 8:13; 9:29,30; 17:20; 21:21; Mark 9:23; Luke 7:50; 8:48). For our faith to remain active and keep growing, we must constantly feed and meditate on the word of God, pray without ceasing, confess God’s promises concerning any situation that requires divine intervention, fellowship continually with God’s children, listen to and share our testimonies with others.  

      Such faith has some basic qualities. One, it comes to God for help rather than depending on other alternatives. Two, it determines to defy and overcome all obstacles that will hinder it either from reaching Christ or receiving from Him. Three, it is importunate in prayer even when there seems to be a delay in answer. Four, it is specific in its request. Though Christ saw the blindness of the man, He asked, “what wilt thou that I shall do unto thee?”. Five, it is accompanied by obedient action in response to instructions from Christ. Six, it shows a strong expectation and assurance that what is being expected from the Lord shall be granted. Seven, it is fully persuaded that God is able to perform what He has promised and, as such, it does not stagger nor yield to contrary physical evidence. Eight, it is full of thanksgiving and praise to God before and after receiving the manifestation of the thing desired. In gratitude, a man who has genuine faith continues to follow Jesus and claims Him as Lord the rest of His life.

       

Lesson 284

THE LORD’S SUPPER

MEMORY VERSE: “For as often as ye eat this bread, and drink this cup, ye do shew the Lord's death till he come” (1 Corinthians 11:26).

TEXT: Matthew 26:17-30; I Corinthians 11:23-34

Two major ordinances are commanded by the Lord Jesus Christ to be carried out physically by all believers. The first, water baptism, is a once-for-all ceremony symbolising the believer’s identification with Christ’s death, burial and resurrection. This is to be submitted unto after an individual has repented, exercised saving faith in Christ’s atoning blood and received the grace to live a life above sin. The second ordinance is what we have for our study this week – the Lord’s Supper, a perpetual observance instituted by the Lord Himself and commanded for all born-again believers.

Question 1: What are the two major ordinances left by Christ for believers’ observance in the dispensation of grace?
A careful study of the gospels reveals that the most outstanding issues of the Christian faith are those recorded by Matthew, Mark, Luke and John who wrote each from different perspectives of the Saviour’s life. It is important to note that all the four evangelists kept a record of this important event in the life of the Lord Jesus Christ. Besides, Paul, the apostle who got converted some years after the ascension had a revelation about this and kept the record (I Corinthians 11:23,24).

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE PASSOVER AND THE LORD’S SUPPER (Exodus 12:1-36,41-47; Matthew 26:17-19,26-30; Luke 22:14-20).
It was the practice of Christ to observe the yearly Jewish Passover, which was a commemoration of the great deliverance of the children of Israel. The ceremony was a pointer to the anticipated vicarious sacrifice of the Messiah. Not much record is kept of these occasions during the first two years of the Lord’s ministry but the last Passover is of such unforgettable significance that its record rings through the gospels and the epistles.

Question 2: What is the correlation between the last Passover and the Lord’s Supper?
The Lord’s Supper was instituted during the course of the Lord’s last Passover with the disciples. This is because there is a correlation between the two. The Passover was kept as a remembrance of God’s great deliverance that brought the nation of Israel out of Egypt. The high point of this momentous event, the Passover, was the slaying of a paschal lamb without blemish which symbolically and typologically occupies the place of a substitutionary sacrifice. This was about three millennia ago. The Lord observed this ordinance two millennia ago. And reiterated its significance. On that night, He intimated that a Great Sacrifice, the actual Lamb of God who has come to take away the sin of the world would soon be made. He therefore initiated the Lord’s Supper and brought it in the place of the Passover. Henceforth, we are to remember Christ’s substitutionary sacrifice and that through the Lord’s Supper (Luke 22:14-20). And the Lord’s Supper unlike the Passover is not once a year but “as oft as ye do it” (I Corinthians 11:25). The Lord’s Supper is to be kept in remembrance of Christ’s substitutionary sacrifice. After Christ’s passion, an end was to be put to the observance of the Passover as with other Old Testament ordinances (Hebrews 10:1,14-20). The Lord’s Supper is now to be celebrated perpetually by the redeemed in remembrance of the Lord’s death.

THE SCRIPTURAL OBSERVANCE (Matthew 26:17-30; Mark 14:22-24; Luke 22:19,20; John 13:1-3; Acts 2:42; 20:7; 1 Corinthians 11:20-34).

Question 3: What emblems are to be used for the Lord’s Supper and what do they symbolise?
Two emblems are to be used for the Lord’s Supper, namely unleavened bread and the fruit of the vine. Leaven means yeast. Yeast, from the Old Testament times, has always been symbolic of sin. The unleavened bread is symbolic of the sinless body of Christ “which was broken” for us. It will therefore be wrong to use bread baked with yeast to serve the Lord’s Supper. However, the unleavened bread is not the actual body of Christ; it is only representative.

 The fruit of the vine is symbolic of the blood of Christ which was “shed for many for the remission of sins” (Matthew 26:28). Jesus gave this to the disciples after He had blessed and given them the unleavened bread. Again, this is representative; it is not the actual blood of Christ. It will be wrong to substitute the vine juice with fermented or intoxicating wine, black currant, any other artificial juices or water. In fact, the fruit of the vine shall still be used when we have the supper with the Lord after the rapture at the Marriage Supper of the Lamb (Matthew 26:29). These are the only two emblems approved for use by the Lord.

Christ commanded the perpetual observance of this ordinance “till he come” (1 Corinthians 11:26). And every believer ought to partake of the same on a regular basis (I Corinthians 10:16,17). The early church did this (Acts 2:42,46; 20:7). There is, however, no law in the New Testament on the frequency of the observance of the Lord’s Supper by any group or assembly.

Question 4: What are the purposes of the Lord’s Supper?

The purposes of the Lord’s Supper are: for remembrance (Luke 22:19) to show his death (I Corinthians 11:26), and to anticipate His promised return (I Corinthians 11:26; John 14:1-3). In partaking, scriptures enjoin believers to look upward to heaven, back to Calvary and forward to His coming and our eternal fellowship with Him (I Corinthians 11:23-26; 5:6-8; Revelation 19:7-9).

Question 5: How should believers approach the Lord’s Table?
Basic as the Lord’s Supper is in the church and for the Christian, it cannot be approached carelessly, listlessly or with ill-preparedness. It is always preceded by a personal preparation just as the Old Testament Passover is preceded by seven-day abstinence of leaven from the home and bread of the Jews. New Testament Lord’s Supper is essentially preceded by a life time adherence to holiness and abhorrence of sin and evil. Whoever would come on to the table for the observance of the Lord’s Supper must of necessity examine himself or herself lest he eats unworthily. Whole hug self-examination – life, conduct, character, word, thought, heart and even motives – cannot be traded off with the zeal to partake at the Lord’s Table. Second, a church whose membership is rife with suspicion, ill-feeling, mud-slinging, backbiting, hypocrisy, bootlicking and acrimony should not come to the Lord’s table without confession, repentance, restoration and renewal. 

CONSEQUENCE OF PARTAKING UNWORTHILY (I Corinthians 11:27,29,30).
Question 6: What are the consequences of partaking unworthily?

The consequence of partaking at His table unworthily is disastrous both on the church and her individual membership. “Wherefore whosoever shall eat this bread, and drink this cup of the Lord, unworthily, shall be guilty of the body and blood of the Lord. For he that eateth and drinketh unworthily, eateth and drinketh damnation to himself, not discerning the Lord's body. For this cause many are weak and sickly among you, and many sleep” (1 Corinthians 11:27,29,30).

First, the irreverent partaker is guilty of violating the sacredness of the institution of the Lord’s Supper. He is guilty of despising the body and blood of Christ. He profanes the ordinance and in that respect crucifies the Saviour once again. And instead of being cleansed and healed by His blood, he is guilty of it. This is a contract with death and doom. It is sowing in the flesh and reaping corruption. It is great hazard he courts: He eats and drinks judgement and damnation unto himself. He provokes God and will doubtlessly bring punishment upon himself.

Sad enough, the punishment could take the form of death – physical, spiritual and eternal. And in its mild form it could be sickness or infirmity. “For this cause many are weak and sickly among you, and many sleep” (I Corinthians 11:30).

 Should this divine ire against irreverent, deter fearful, holy and earnest believers from attending at this holy ordinance? Certainly not. Watchful, waiting and holy Christians are encouraged to attend the Lord’s table and enjoy the blessings thereby but not without examining themselves.  

SELF-EXAMINATION BEFORE PARTICIPATION (1 Corinthians 11:28; 2 Corinthians 13:5).
“But let a man examine himself, and so let him eat of that bread, and drink of that cup” (1 Corinthians 11:28).

Self-examination includes trying and approving oneself in the mirror of the Word of God. In this wise, the communicant should consider the sacredness of this holy ordinance and compare his own thought, conscience, motive and general life style. Such self-examination is both necessary and helpful when the Christian is contemplating participating in the Lord’s Supper.

For the worthy communicants and churches, the blessings are numerous. The ordinance brings unity and love among believers and in the process stifles division and strife (I Corinthians 10:16,17). The Lord’s Supper, when administered with all its spiritual import, brings the fulness of life and grace to communicants. The benefits procured by the death of Christ and all other gospel benefits are refreshingly delivered again by the remembrance evoked at the Lord’s Table. If eating unworthily attracts sickness, certainly true believers who worthily go to the table will receive healing, health, spiritual vitality and other blessings. 

Question 7: Why do you think that a considerable portion of the New Testament contains a record of this event in Christ’s life?

Lesson 285

VISION FOR MISSIONS

MEMORY VERSE: “And he said unto them, Go ye into all the world, and preach the gospel to every creature” (Mark 16:15).

TEXT: Acts 16:1-15

The need for a vision for missions is great in the Church today. A church without a vision is a church without a mission. A man of vision is the hope of the mass of lost sheep who await the good news of salvation.

Question 1: Why do we need vision for missions today?


The subject of missions should be thoroughly and explicitly taught all members of the church. We need to have a vision for missions today. The church needs an awareness of the need for her to be a missionary church. The work of the church is not restricted to its immediate environs. It extends to “wherever there’s sun…”. Jesus died for the whole world and the gospel is for the Greek, the Jew as well as the Barbarian. God wants every nation and culture reached. He expects converts from “…all nations, and kindreds, and people, and tongues” (Revelation 7:9).

Question 2: What place does missionary outreach occupy in the ministry of the church?

The church should be a missionary church. God expects every Christian to be a missionary either involved with home or foreign missions. The church should be a witness of the saving power of Christ all over the world. The Christian faith is born out of missions, spread through missions and advanced through missions. A church that relegates missions to the background is without doubt in the woods as regards what constitutes the whole counsel of God.

Real Christianity is expansive not exclusive. The church that is not missionary will only succeed in building an empire around itself; it cannot grow. A church that has no vision for the salvation of the world cannot enjoy the full blessings of the Lord. The church that reaches out to foreign field is the church that knows and does the perfect will of God. Obviously, not all may be called to the mission field but all can participate in the church’s missionary project.

A MISSION’S COMMISSION (Acts 1:8; Matthew 28:19; Acts 9:15; 26:16,17).

Question 3: How central is a mission to the Great Commission?

Central to the ministries in the Bible is missions – a cross cultural ministry to people in their own cultural and geographical setting. Mission is central to the charge of the Lord, generally called the Great Commission. The Church is commissioned to “Go ye therefore, and teach all nations … Go ye into all the world, and preach the gospel to every creature…ye shall be witnesses unto me both in Jerusalem, and in all Judea, and in Samaria, and unto the uttermost part of the earth” (Matthew 28:19; Mark 16:15; Acts 1:8).


God recognises no national boundaries. He commands the church to seek the lost both far and near. The Lord, before His ascension, was deeply concerned for His sheep who were outside the fold. He looked ahead to a fold composed of all peoples, races and tongues under one Shepherd. Paul, a man of no mean commitment evinced a missionary spirit when he said: “I am debtor both to the Greeks, and to the Barbarians; both to the wise, and to the unwise. So, as much as in me is, I am ready to preach the gospel … at Rome also” (Romans 1:14,15). Today there are “Macedonian calls” from Africa, America, Europe, Asia and Australia. And the Lord is saying, “Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?” (Isaiah 6:8). 

THE CHURCH ON MISSION (Acts 10:9-22,34,35; 13:1-3; 15:40,41; Galatians 2:8).


The Lord, in the early Church, showed His commitment to mission. He sent principal workers or key leaders out on missions. Paul’s call and commission portray a strong bias for missions. Right from his conversion, the Lord unequivocally directed his mission to the conversion of the Gentiles.

“But the Lord said unto him, Go thy way: for he is a chosen vessel unto me, to bear my name before the Gentiles, and kings, and the children of Israel: But rise, and stand upon thy feet: for I have appeared unto thee for this purpose, to make thee a minister and a witness both of these things which thou hast seen, and of those things in the which I will appear unto thee; Delivering thee from the people, and from the Gentiles, unto whom now I send thee” (Acts 9:15; 26:16,17). 

Paul was sent as a veritable missionary to the Gentiles. The call was revitalised when later an angel of God appeared to him in a dream and directed him to go to Macedonia and there preach the gospel unto them (Acts 16:10).


Peter the Apostle, one of the pillars of the early Church also had a missionary call. Though he exclusively spent his life and ministry amongst the Jews, the Lord appeared to him in a vision and directed him to a Gentile community of Caesarea, the house of Cornelius. God has expressly shown His burden for missions by directly sending one of the Apostles to the Gentiles.


Christ, in His post-resurrection manifestation, displayed great burden for souls outside His immediate geographical environment. He sent the Church not only to Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria but also to the uttermost part of the earth (Acts 1:8). When the Holy Spirit spoke to Antioch Church and asked for the separation of Saul and Barnabas, it was for the purpose of mission (Acts 13:1-4). 


Paul was essentially burdened for the Churches scattered all over the Gentile world and he mentioned this time and again. The unevangelised are yearning for an opportunity to hear the gospel message. The field is ripe and ready for harvest. Two thousand years after Jesus has shed His blood, billions of people are still in darkness. Will the church therefore sit on a rocking chair and fold her arms? That would be costly.


Communists, for example, do not shrink from making great personal sacrifices in the light of their assured future victory. They believe that they are seeking the good of mankind and therefore they are prepared to sacrifice anything for the realisation of their ambition. Ruskin, a secular art critic and writer, struck the right cord when he said: “He who has knowledge that is essential to the welfare of his fellow men is under solemn obligation to convey that knowledge to them. It makes no difference who those men are, or where they live, whether they are conscious of their need or how much inconvenience or expense he may incur in reaching them.” What a challenge!


A truly spiritual church generally sees beyond her local borders. The Scriptures clearly teach that the gospel message should be taken to the whole world. Every recipient of the redemptive grace of God is indebted to those who are yet unevangelised. “Saved to serve” should be the slogan of every member of the church. 

PLANNING FOR MISSIONS (Acts 9:3-9,15-20; 11:22-27; 13:1-3; 16:15).


The need for a carefully planned and wisely executed missions programme cannot be over-emphasised. There is need for a comprehensive and vigorous missionary strategy in the church today.


A good proportion of the church’s fund should be expended on missions. A church’s vision for missions will determine its missionary burden and its missionary burden will determine its missionary budget. Christians who have been in their home countries all their lives may have to sacrifice leaving family, friends, acquaintances and bright prospects. The church too may often be faced with the choice of either retaining workers who have proven ability and dependable personality in their home or headquarters church or sending them sacrificially to the mission field. Whatever is given for the cause of missionary outreach cannot be too costly. God had an only Son yet He sent Him to the world as a missionary. When the church’s vision for mission is brightened God will begin to direct the leadership of the church to set apart men for the work of mission as He did in the church at Antioch (Acts 13:2-4).

Question 4: List two important qualification potential missionaries must possess.

The men and women who will bear the gospel to the ends of the earth should be people of deep commitment and persuasion. A true missionary does not go to another land out of desire for adventure, travel, new experiences or for the praise that comes to those who make unusual sacrifices, as these motives will not sustain a missionary for a long period. Those who give to support missions should not be motivated by a spirit of competition or desire for praise. To do consistent and enduring missionary work, one needs to be committed to God, His cause, His Word and the Church. It is not enough to go out as a result of ecstasy or excitement about going to a foreign land. There is need for an unwavering purpose, a definite call and a Christ-centred motive in order to go through the vicissitudes of the mission field.

CALL TO THE MISSION FIELD (Acts 13:1-3; 16:9,10; 11:22-26; 9:15; 2 Corinthians 5:20; 2 Timothy 4:5; Matthew 4:19; Mark 1:17).

Question 5: How can a believer receive the call to the mission field? 

A believer could receive God’s direct call to the mission field. Observe the Lord’s dealing with Paul who was one of the greatest missionaries in Church history. “And a vision appeared to Paul in the night; There stood a man of Macedonia, and prayed him, saying, Come over into Macedonia, and help us. And after he had seen the vision, immediately we endeavoured to go into Macedonia, assuredly gathering that the Lord had called us for to preach the gospel unto them” (Acts 16:9,10).


Another method of perceiving a missionary call is through the church leadership (Acts 13:2-4). The Lord can speak to the church thereby directing the persons that are supposed to go to the mission field. Beside personal revelation and Spirit’s leading through church leadership, one can have a persistent desire for or conviction as regards being called to the mission field. God can use any of these methods in calling us to the mission field.

Question 6: What are the consequences of the neglect of missions? 


The commitment to missions cannot be traded off. The Lord cannot tolerate a church that despises mission. There are grave consequences for neglect of missions. Jonah typifies one who neglected missions. He had no compassion for souls beyond his national borders. But God insisted on a missionary outreach to the over one hundred and twenty thousand souls at Nineveh. God showed Jonah that if he would go out on missions, the heathen would repent and turn to the Lord. And where His church or ministers drag their feet or refuse outright, God frowns at it. A whale swallowed Jonah and only spewed him out after three days. Today, neglect of missions attracts the frown of God and unanswered prayers.


To faithfully carry out the work of missions the church should be committed to a consistent, systematic and a well-rounded missionary programme. God will bless the church that has a world-wide vision towards reaching millions of people on the mission fields.  

Lesson 286

TITHE AND OFFERING

MEMORY VERSE: “Upon the first day of the week let every one of you lay by him in store, as God hath prospered him, that there be no gatherings when I come” (I Corinthians 16:2).  

TEXT: Genesis 14:17-24; 28:16-22; Malachi 3:7-12; I Corinthians 16:1-3

The principle and practice of tithing and giving offerings to the Lord is timeless. It is a very important Bible teaching for everyone in every age and dispensation. It came before the Law. It was not a peculiarity of the dispensation of grace. Although it began before the era of the Law, it did not end at the time of Christ. Put in another way, it was neither given by Moses nor abrogated by Jesus Christ. Rather, it spans through the eras before the Law, the Law, the kings, the prophets to the dispensation of grace. The commencement of tithing, if thoroughly examined, renders all excuses for not obeying the biblical injunction baseless. 

BIBLE PRACTICE OF TITHING (Genesis 14:17-24; 28:16-22; Leviticus 27:30-32; Numbers 18:21-24; Deuteronomy 12:5-7,11,17-19; 14:22-29; 26:12-15; 2 Chronicles 31:5-10; Malachi 3:10; Matthew 23:23; Luke 11:42; 18:12).

Question 1: What is tithe?

Tithe is the practice of giving a tenth of one’s income or property as an offering to God. It is an expression of gratitude to God by His people. Before the Law, the patriarchs gave tithes unto the Lord. In fact, about 430 years before the Law was instituted, Abraham, the friend of God, coming from one of his exploits, gave tithe to Melchizedek, the righteous King of Salem. “Melchizedek King of Salem brought forth bread and wine: and he was the priest of the most high God. And he blessed him, and said, Blessed be Abram of the most high God, possessor of heaven and earth: And blessed be the most high God, which hath delivered thine enemies into thy hand. And he gave him tithes of all” (Genesis 14:18-20). The conduct of Abraham in this dramatic meeting laid a solid foundation for the practice that God was to ordain for that time and all times. 

Still before the law, Jacob, a grandson of Abraham, had knowledge of the practice of tithing. This was evident in his vow, in Bethel, to give tithe of all his possessions: “And this stone, which I have set for a pillar, shall be God's house: and of all that thou shalt give me I will surely give the tenth unto thee” (Genesis 28:22).

In the Law, that is, in the days of Moses, God instituted tithing thus, giving His irrevocable sanction for the earlier practice of Abraham and Jacob. The Law of Moses prescribed tithing in details. “And all tithe of the land, whether of the seed of the land, or of the fruit of the tree, is the LORD’s: it is holy unto the LORD” (Leviticus 27:30). The tithes of the land were to include the seed of the land and the fruits of the trees. Besides, the Israelites were mandated to set aside every tenth of their animals of their herds and flocks to the Lord. They were also instructed to take their tithes to a place the Lord would prescribe. These instructions were carried out by the children of Israel in the days of Moses and the kings.

However, the Israelites deviated from this practice of bringing in their tithes and offerings at the time of prophet Malachi. Hence, he indicted the whole nation of Israel for robbing God. “Will a man rob God? Yet ye have robbed me. But ye say, Wherein have we robbed thee? In tithes and offerings. Ye are cursed with a curse: for ye have robbed me, even this whole nation” (Malachi 3:8,9). 

And in the New Testament, we see the stamp of Christ’s approval on this noble and most rewarding practice. If tithing was wrong or questionable, Christ would not have approved of it. Backed by His knowledge of the counsel and mind of God in all matters, tithing inclusive, Jesus says: “Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye pay tithe of mint and anise and cummin, and have omitted the weightier matters of the law, judgment, mercy, and faith: these ought ye to have done, and not to leave the other undone” (Matthew 23:23). Christ did not condemn the Pharisees for tithing but for their hypocrisy. 

That the early church continued the practice is obvious from the memory verse. Thus, this pivotal, yet much misunderstood subject enjoys mention in practically every section of the Bible. What an outstanding proof for all sincere seekers and worshippers of God. And what a challenge to those who think that the truth of the Word of God concerning tithe and offering is alien to the New Testament!

Question 2: Why should believers give tithes and offerings?

In the Old Testament, the purpose of giving tithe was to meet the material needs of the Levite, the stranger, the fatherless (the orphan), and the widow (Deuteronomy 26:12,13). Believers are to give tithes and offering for the support of the work of the gospel. Besides, they are expected to be generous in sharing their material possessions with the poor. What is the secret of prosperity? Giving. What is the essence of Biblical giving? Biblical giving centres on the ability to earn material resources and the willingness to let these resources be used for the maximum benefit of the kingdom of God. 

CHRISTIAN STEWARDSHIP (1 Corinthians 4:1,2; Romans 14:12; Matthew 25:20-30; 1 Peter 4:10; Luke 12:42; 1 Timothy 6:19,20; 2 Corinthians 9:1-9).

A good grasp of the Bible doctrine of stewardship will lead us to surrender all our material wealth to God and give to Him in joy and gratitude. Stewardship is giving ourselves to God and using our human and material resources for the glory of God and allowing Him to have first place in our lives. As believers, we are in charge of God’s material and financial assets and are called to be faithful stewards of all our possessions.  We are called to a life of giving which goes beyond paying tithe, which is the minimum.

Question 3: How does God expect us to manage the resources He has placed in our care?

The uniform testimony of the Scriptures and the united proclamation of all enlightened saints is that God owns all the earth and the fulness thereof by creation. Beyond the realisation and submission of the average believer, God has the right of ownership on the believer’s life, time and possession. The believer is therefore to allow God an unhindered access to everything He has put in his care. Except his time, money and talent are spent as His Word, will and work demand, he is not in perfect, harmonious fellowship with God.

Giving is one of the greatest challenges of the Christian life and one of the greatest privileges that we enjoy as believers. However, many believers are yet to discover the great potential in giving. Why? Because they are yet to understand the Bible doctrine of stewardship and biblical principle of giving. Lack of money is not the problem; it is actually a hazy understanding of our responsibilities as stewards of God’s money.

Some Christians, however, think that tithe is all that God requires of them. How wrong they are! Tithe is the minimum giving God expects of us. He expects us to give more to Him by way of freewill giving, love offering, thanks offering and sacrificial giving. In fact, the Scriptures command us to give to God, to His saints, to the Body of Christ, and to our fellow men (Deuteronomy 16:17; Matthew 6:3; 2 Corinthians 9:7). God, who is generous with the manifold mercies, deserves nothing less from us. Our tithes, love offering and freewill offerings are “an odour of sweet smell, a sacrifice acceptable, well pleasing unto God” (Philippians 4:18).

Giving a tenth of your income and even more is a vital aspect of our Christian giving. This is because it does show, in practical terms, our acknowledgement of the fact that God owns everything. 

CONSEQUENCE OF DISOBEDIENCE (Malachi 3:8,9; Nehemiah 13:10-12).

In commanding us to give, God gave us an excellent example on giving. His giving is immeasurable: it is as high as the heaven and deep as the ocean. He gives as sacrificially as He gives mercifully. It was the gift of His only begotten Son that made salvation possible. Besides, He gives us other essential things to meet our needs. 

If God’s uncountable and immeasurable gifts do not compel us to give, we are putting ourselves at the risk of incurring His judgement. Prophet Malachi told the children of Israel that they had been “cursed with a curse: for ye have robbed me, even this whole nation” (Malachi 3:9). They rebuffed the blessings of God and shut themselves out of His abundance by their refusal to “bring all the tithes into the storehouse” of God. Whereas God was ready to pour out His “blessings, that there shall not be room enough to receive it”, they were placed under a curse. Likewise, when believers fail to fulfil their obligation of paying tithes and offerings, they unknowingly deny themselves of God’s blessings and place themselves under curse. 

Tithe and offering is more than a duty that should be done mechanically. A business partner expects dividends at the end of the month. Nobody expects a bank to pay interest on money that was not deposited with it. Yet, some Christians expect God to bless them financially when they are not committed to Him in giving. Many sing: “Take my silver and my gold, Not a mite would I withhold” only to frown each time they are faced with an opportunity to demonstrate their love and commitment to God.

GIVING ACCEPTABLE TITHES AND OFFERINGS (Proverbs 23:26; Malachi 1:6-8,12-14; Deuteronomy 23:18; Psalm 29:2; 1 Chronicles 16:29). 

Question 4: How does one’s tithes and offerings become acceptable before God?

Noble as tithing is, it is not a practice for all-comers. This is because not every tithe or offering is acceptable to God. While the sacrifice (tithes and offerings) of the believer is acceptable unto God, that of the sinner is not. The reason is that those who are yet strangers to the kingdom of God are commanded not to give tithes and offerings but their hearts to the Lord (Proverbs 23:26). Until the sinner has experienced the new birth, his offerings are not acceptable unto the Lord. 

Again, tithes and offerings are not acceptable unto God when the offerer offers to God the lame, the blind and the sick of his possessions while he keeps those that are healthy to himself. When an offerer gives to God dirty, worn-out, torn, currencies that are not acceptable by men, he dishonours God. The vicarious death of Christ at Calvary should compel us to give the best of our time, talent and money to the Master. To do this is to say, like the king of Israel, “My lord, O king, according to thy saying, I am thine, and all that I have” (1 Kings 20:4). This is an acknowledgement of God’s ownership of us.

Giving is not measured by the amount of money given. The Macedonian believers, in spite of their poverty, gave to the Lord: “How that in a great trial of affliction the abundance of their joy and their deep poverty abounded unto the riches of their liberality” (2 Corinthians 8:2). A prospective giver’s willingness, therefore, is very important if his tithes and offerings will be acceptable unto God. 

MANNER OF TITHING AND OFFERING (2 Corinthians 8:1-9; 9:5-9; Philippians 4:14-19; Deuteronomy 16:16; Luke 6:38; 1 Kings 17:8-16).

Christians should make Christ their model of giving. Therefore, giving should be done voluntarily, not by compulsion; willingly, not reluctantly; cheerfully, not grudgingly. It should be done in the light of our accountability to God and by no means limited to a tithe of our incomes since all we have is from God. 

Question 5: What are those things that must be borne in mind while giving tithes and offerings? 

One, give to God first. We must cultivate the habit of giving to God first before we start spending on other personal or family needs. “Honour the LORD with thy substance, and with the firstfruits of all thine increase: So shall thy barns be filled with plenty …” (Proverbs 3:9,10). God expects us to give the first fruits of our increase or gain. In practical terms, that means we should give to God before we start spending what He has provided for us. Many people who are convinced and are willing to give often fail to pay their tithes and give their offerings. This is because they often think they can delay a little bit; and while feet-dragging, some other seemingly pressing expenses crop up and they find it difficult to fulfil their financial obligations to God. “First fruits” giving is the biblical pattern of giving. 

Two, plan to give willingly and systematically. Do not give haphazardly. Paul the Apostle instructed: “Upon the first day of the week let every one of you lay by him in store, as God hath prospered him, that there be no gatherings when I come” (1 Corinthians 16:2). Here the Apostle Paul exhorts believers to plan their giving so that everything would “be done decently and in order.” All it takes to plan is thoughtfulness and common sense. The Bible helps make planning easy by instructing that each believer should put what he wants to give aside from what is earned weekly or monthly. The church makes this possible by giving members the opportunity to give week after week.


It takes only a little stretch of the imagination to know that one can also pay one’s tithe or give one’s offering with cheques. A trader or a businessman who makes profits or earns money many times in the month may decide to keep ten percent of what he earns in a tithe account which can be cleared and paid into God’s storehouse at the end of the month. There are obviously no hard and fast rules. Each person can personally plan wisely on how to give systematically and regularly. 


Three, there must be conscious efforts to give in spite of peculiar situation. The Bible says “let every one of you lay by him in store, as God hath prospered him…” (1 Corinthians 16:2). Does God expect a millionaire to pay tithes? What of those who have little or no money? The unchanging Word of God remains true for all and sundry; “let everyone of you lay by him in store…” Whoever you are, make conscious efforts to give. A trader may adopt a method of giving that best suits him. Students are not exempted from giving; they are also expected to give. Those who are rich should not think that they are exempted from giving. The poor, too, should also make conscious effort to give. We all should give. 


Four, give regularly, consistently and at every opportunity to give. Believers are not only expected to give when there is an emphasis on giving in the Church. The scriptural method and pattern is echoed in the words of Apostle Paul (1 Corinthians 16:2). Some give only when they are reminded. Others give when they feel they have enough; yet some other give when they think they have leftovers. We are not supposed to be irregular or inconsistent in our giving. 


Five, making giving part of worship. As you come to the church week after week you can make your worship more practical and enriching by giving at each service. God wants us to minister unto Him not only in prayer and praises but also in giving. You can make it your resolve not to go to God empty-handed.

Finally, give graciously. It takes grace to give. Do not pay your tithes or give your offering mechanically. When the grace of God fills your life you will always be eager to give joyfully and heartily. Do not give as if you are under compulsion. Let the Spirit of God lead you in your giving and you will discover untold blessings that God reserves for the cheerful giver.

THE BLESSINGS OF TITHES AND OFFERINGS (Malachi 3:10-12; Leviticus 26:10; 2 Chronicles 31:10; Luke 5:1-7; John 21:6-11; Deuteronomy 28:12). 

Question 6: Enumerate the blessings we can receive through giving tithes and offerings.

The Bible pronounces various blessings on those who regularly and faithfully tithe and give offering. First, there will be abundance in God’s house. Unlike what obtains in many churches and ministries, there will be no more complaints of the church running short of money. Church projects and evangelistic outreaches will know no delays from lack of funds. 

Second, there is regular supply of needs here on earth for those who faithfully give. Giving is like investing in God’s enterprise and it is indeed a spiritual sacrifice that brings fruit to the account of the giver. Giving is getting. The more the Christian gives to God in tithes and offerings the more he gets. The more he invests in people and in the cause of God the more reward he receives. The blessings range from healing, health, material, physical, financial, matrimonial to other innumerable blessings. 

“Bring ye all the tithes into the storehouse, that there may be meat in mine house, and prove me now herewith, saith the LORD of hosts, if I will not open you the windows of heaven and pour you out a blessing, that there shall not be room enough to receive it. And I will rebuke the devourer for your sakes, and he shall not destroy the fruits of your ground; neither shall your vine cast her fruit before the time in the field, saith the LORD of hosts. And all nations shall call you blessed: for ye shall be a delightsome land, saith the LORD of hosts” (Malachi 3:10-12). 

More than that, there is a great reward in heaven.  With faithful tithing and regular offering, the believer has opportunity to lays up incorruptible and sure treasures in heaven for eternity. In other words, he is investing in eternity.

The blessings of tithing and offering are inexhaustible. It gives opportunity to all to go into the green pastures of prosperity, plenty and bountifulness. Give to God today and He will begin to fulfil His promises in your life.

