Lesson 300

NADAB AND ABIHU OFFER STRANGE FIRE

Memory Verse: “And Nadab and Abihu died, when they offered strange fire before the LORD” (Numbers 26:61).

TEXT: Leviticus 10:1-20

This study is centred on the transgression and death of the two eldest sons of Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, which constituted a sad interlude in the institution of both the priesthood and the Levitical sacrifices. The event also underscores some important facts that we must always remember about the Levitical system. 

Question 1: What lessons do we learn from the death of Nadab and Abihu?

One, it shows that the Levitical system as a means of gaining access to God was very weak indeed and as such it could not provide a solution to the sin problem of man. This weakness was clearly shown in that the first casualties of the Levitical system were the very priests who where supposed to intercede on behalf of others. This gave an early indication that no human priests anywhere could bring us to God because they themselves are compassed with infirmities (Hebrews 5:1,2). Only Jesus can reconcile a sinner to God and that He has done when He died on the cross. All that the sinner needs do now is to repent of his sins and trust Jesus as his Lord and Saviour.

        Two, the episode shows that God is not a respecter of persons; neither will he condone any act of presumption or irresponsibility from those who are supposed to be close to Him, especially the leaders among His people. Three, there is no spiritual experience that precludes falling: no matter the spiritual privileges or experiences we might have had in the past, it is still possible to fall if we are not watchful. The only way to avoid falling is by continues communion with God in prayer and His word and living in obedience to Him. 

Question 2: How does the death of Nadab and Abihu disprove the doctrine of eternal security?

        Nadab and Abihu had special privileges and spiritual experiences which most Israelites did not. They were among the eminent leaders who were called up to ratify the covenant with God on Mount Sinai (Exodus 24:1,9-11). They were appointed as priests and had just gone through the rite of consecration before their untimely death. They committed sin and, in spite of their peculiar position and privilege, God judged them. This is a warning to us that there is no truth in the doctrine of unconditional security of believers. If an erstwhile believer falls into sin and dies in that condition without repentance he will be lost forever. “Wherefore let him that thinketh he standeth take heed lest he fall” (1 Corinthians 10:12).

THE MEANING OF STRANGE FIRE (Leviticus 10:1; Exodus 30:9; Isaiah 50:10,11; Proverbs 30:6; Revelation 22:18,19 2 Timothy 3:1,5; John 1:12 Hebrews 13:12). 

“And Nadab and Abihu, the sons Aaron, took either of them his censer, and put fire therein, and put incense thereon, and offered strange fire before the Lord, which he commanded them not” (Leviticus 10:1). According to God’s instructions, Moses had just inaugurated Aaron and his four sons as priests. But on the final day of their week of consecration, Nadab and Abihu took their censers and they offered incense with a strange fire contrary to God’s command to them.

Question 3: What is the meaning of “strange fire”? What action can we liken to “strange fire” in the Church?
The word “strange” as used here connotes something out of order, something profane, unauthorized and illegal. Strange fire implies that which was taken from another source, different from the one that God prescribed. Nadab and Abihu did not take fire from the altar of burnt offering to burn their incense; rather they took fire of their own making, unauthorized fire, against God’s instruction.

There are many sides to the sin of Nadab and Abihu. (1) They burnt their incense with unauthorized fire. This is disobedience. (2) They burnt incense when they were not instructed to do so. The duty of offering sacrifices was not yet transferred to them as at the time they offered their incense. According to God’s plan, Moses was to offer the sacrifices and show Aaron the pattern. Thereafter, Aaron the high priest was to offer the sacrifices before handing over to his sons (Leviticus 8:1-36; 9:1-24). But Nadab and Abihu did not wait for God’s time. They committed the sin of presumption. (3) Only one priest could offer incense at a time, but both Nadab and Abihu offered incense at the same time. They were self-willed and did not follow God’s command.

         There are many ways a person can offer strange fire today. When he engages in spurious worship, self-motivated service, carnal zeal, adding to or subtracting from the word of God, intruding into position that is not given to him, peddling false doctrine and promoting self-will, etc., strange fire is being offered. 

Question 4: What lessons can we learn from the incidence of offering strange fire by Nadab and Abihu?

From the whole incident we learn that: One, God will not accept any kind of worship from us except we must follow His pattern. We must not serve God as we choose but Christ says in John 4:24, we must serve Him as He chooses. He is the only One who can tell us what actually pleases Him. Though Nadab and Abihu thought they were worshipping God by their burning of incense, God knew otherwise and He punished them.

          Two, we must not add to nor subtract from God’s word on any subject (Deuteronomy 4:2; Proverbs 30:6; Revelation 22:18,19). Nadab and Abihu failed to recognize that the Levitical system was representative and that every detail in it signifies something more profound than they could imagine. Therefore, substituting a strange fire for the one prescribed by God was a great error which perverted the actual message that God intended to convey to the people. In this particular case, the fire from the altar of burnt offering must be used to burn incense on the golden altar. This was intended to illustrate the link between the suffering of Christ outside the gate on the one hand, and His glorious resurrection on the other. In other words, the only fire acceptable on the altar of incense was that taken from the brazen altar where atonement has been made. But the action of Nadab and Abihu broke this link and it was a grievous error to portray the resurrection of Christ but deny His vicarious death. It is the doctrine of satan to have glory without suffering, the crown without the cross, and life without death.


Moreover, the fire on the altar of burnt offering, which was required to burn incense, was actually kindled by God himself. It was the fire of God (Leviticus 9:24) and the priests were to perpetuate that fire on the altar. Fire is one emblem of the Holy Spirit and by rejecting that fire in preference for another fire of their own making, Nadab and Abihu testified, by their action, that they trusted their own carnal energy than the power of the Spirit of God. It was a dishonour to God to despise the Holy Spirit and, so it attracted the death penalty.


We must beware of what seems to be little deviations from the pattern that God has given us in His word. These things we call “little” often have great consequences. Most likely, Nadab and Abihu did not intend to portray a perversion of the message of the priesthood or dishonour God. They probably thought that it did not matter which fire was used to burn incense; after all, as people would say, fire is fire once it can burn. But we can see how a little alteration of the instruction given by God led to a serious perversion and resulted in great disaster.


We also learn that we must not intrude into leadership or arrogate to ourselves the honour that is not assigned to us. Nadab and Abihu intruded into a sphere of service which, though reserved for them, was not yet entrusted unto them. Saul and Uzziah, both kings in Israel, sinned because of intrusion into the priest’s office (1 Samuel 13:9-14; 2 Chronicles 26:16-21). We must not be hasty to step into public ministry especially in these last days when many false prophets are arising and everyone claiming that God has sent him or her.


Four, we learn that God considers the inner disposition of a person more important than all outward conformity in religion. Nadab and Abihu had conformed to the necessary rites of consecration. They were properly dressed in their priestly garments, they took their censers and they stood right before the Lord in the holy place. But in spite of all these outward appearance of conformity in religion, their hearts were not perfect in the sight of God. Truly, the church’s net for soul winning has harvested a heavy dose of men that have “a form of godliness but denying the power thereof”. This is a mark of the perilous times. The power to live a godly life comes through repentance and faith toward Jesus Christ, our saviour and Lord. Besides, every one of us must take the matter of heart purity very seriously. Be sure that you are not holding on to mere outward form of religion but pray through until God purifies your heart completely.


Five, Christian leaders have a great responsibility, and they need to be sober minded, cautious and meticulous in their handling of spiritual issues, and in the service of God in general. God has placed spiritual leaders in a place of honour and dignity but the greater our privilege, the greater our responsibility.


Six, we learn that no one is insulated against the righteous judgment of God. Nadab and Abihu were slain and buried in their priestly garments. This was to signify to the people that even the priestly garments, with all its glory, beauty and rich symbolism, could not protect an offender from God’s wrath. Those who attempt to use their position and office to cover up their sins should learn, beware and quickly repent before the fire of God’s judgment properly observed as not a literal fire, begins to burn.

THE CONSEQUENCES OF STRANGE FIRE (Leviticus 10:2-7; Numbers 3:4; 26:61; 1 Samuel 13:9-14; 1 Chronicles 24:2; 2 Chronicles 26:16-21; Acts 5:1-11).

Question 4: What is the Consequence of offering strange fire?

The sin of Nadab and Abihu attracted instant punishment. “And there went out fire from the LORD, and devoured them, and they died before the LORD” (Verse 2). God had warned them that “the soul that doeth ought presumptuously, whether he be born in the land, or a stranger, the same reproacheth the LORD; and that soul shall be cut off from among his people” (Numbers 15:30). He had also warned them that making or burning strange incense on the altar would attract the death penalty (Exodus 30:9,37,38).

Earlier on in Leviticus chapter nine, when Moses and Aaron did all things as God had commanded them, we read that “And there came a fire out from before the LORD, and consumed upon the altar the burnt offering and the fat: which when all the people saw, they shouted, and fell on their faces” (Leviticus 9:24). But in chapter 10 when Nadab and Abihu did that which the Lord commanded them not, fire of judgment went out from the same presence of the Lord and devoured them. They died prematurely. They died childless and their portion was taken away from the priesthood (1 Chronicles 24:2).


This should ever create a deep reverence for God in the heart of every true believer, because we are also priests unto God (1 Peter 2:9; Revelation 1:6). Just as Nadab and Abihu were severely judged because of their strange fire; God will not spare any so-called believer that sin presumptuously.


At the inception of the priesthood, the two sons of Aaron were devoured because of sin. Similarly, at the beginning of the early Church, Ananias and Sapphira were struck dead because of sin. By these tokens God warns us that He would neither allow the foundation of His work to be laid on a shaky ground nor accommodate sin in those who are called by His name. “Nevertheless the foundation of God standeth sure, having this seal, The Lord knoweth them that are his. And, every one that nameth the name of Christ depart from iniquity” (2 Timothy 2:19).

Question 5: What lessons can we learn from the response of Moses and Aaron to the death of Nadab and Abihu?

The response of Moses and Aaron to the sudden death of Nadab and Abihu is both challenging and instructive to us. On the part of Moses He said unto Aaron, “This is it that the LORD spoke, saying, I will be sanctified in them that come nigh me, and before all the people I will be glorified…” Even though Aaron was his brother and Nadab and Abihu his nephews, Moses upheld the glory of God in the midst of this family tragedy. He stood on the Lord’s side and proclaimed His word rather than allow sentimental family ties to dictate his response. We must not allow family ties to becloud our judgment and attitude whenever our relations are being rebuked or disciplined for wrong doing in the Church. Like Moses we must exercise self-control and affirm God’s honour above our personal feelings in such situation.


On the part of Aaron, he held his peace. The trauma of loosing two sons at once did not propel him to speak or act against God. He accepted God’s verdict and submitted to His judgment. This should be our attitude whenever we are under divine chastisement or discipline. We should be silent, meditative and submissive to God. Otherwise, if we talk much, we may inadvertently get into self defense, critical attitude, excuse making, bitterness and blasphemy.


Parents also need to learn from the attitude of Aaron, especially when their children are being disciplined. It is very common for some parents to become defensive or take side with their children and offer excuses on their behalf. Aaron could have excused his sons and claim that they erred because of their inexperience or youthful exuberance. But rather than do this, he held his peace and allowed God to have His way. Making excuses and shielding our children from necessary discipline will only aggravate their condition and bring divine displeasure against us.


Furthermore, Moses told Aaron and his remaining sons not to mourn nor undergo those rites which were customary of the Jews when they had deep sorrow (Leviticus 10:6,7; 21:11). As anointed priests, they were expected to keep their emotions under control and manifest a higher love and affection towards God than for their earthly relations.


Though God is not forbidding us to weep or mourn when our loved ones die, He is teaching us that our grief should never be allowed to hinder our necessary duty. Believers are not supposed to act like the Stoics who showed no emotion and pretended to be unmoved by joy or sorrow. Rather, we are to laugh with those who laugh and weep with those who weep. But in the midst of our grief we must still attend to our appointed duty of preaching the gospel and edifying the Church. Under no circumstance should we allow our emotional state to so overwhelm us to the point that we neglect or get distracted from our spiritual responsibilities. We must be guided by the principle of moderation.


This command refraining Aaron from mourning for his dead sons also underscores the supremacy of spiritual relationships above the natural or filial relationship. Though Aaron had lost two biological children, the calamity was not a sufficient warrant for him to be derelict in his priestly office which made him a spiritual father to the whole house of Israel. Despite the fact that the two sons were dead, several other spiritual children were still alive and in need of his intercession lest they also die. Spiritual leaders should be brief in handling their personal and family affairs, especially the burial of loved ones, so that they can pay more attention to those who are alive lest they die spiritually.

Lastly, we learn that if we are not watchful, one sin will invariably lead to another. Were it not for Moses’ caution, the grief and frustration over the death of Nadab and Abihu could so affect Aaron and his remaining sons to the point that they would naturally rush out of the tabernacle before the expiration of their week of consecration. Invariably, they would have sinned (because of other men’s sin) and died also. We should be careful and not allow the wrong doing of others to lead us to commit sin.

ADDITIONAL COMMANDS AND INSTRUCTIONS TO THE PRIESTS (Leviticus 10:8-20; Numbers 6:3; Deuteronomy 29:6; Proverbs 31:4,5; Ezekiel 44:21; Luke 1:15; 1 Timothy 3:3; Titus 1:7 Psalm 104:15; Proverbs 4:17).

In order to comfort and reassure Aaron, God spoke directly to him. When God speaks to us in times of grief it is a reassurance that we are neither forsaken nor rejected. God spoke to Aaron and instructed him on how to prevent a repeat of the misfortune that befell him. Whenever we are in a serious crisis we must learn to listen to the voice of God. We must not be dejected or too busy looking for the sympathy of men and miss either the comfort or correction of the Holy Spirit.

“And the LORD spoke unto Aaron, saying, Do not drink wine nor strong drink, thou, nor thy sons with thee, when ye go into the tabernacle of the congregation, lest ye die: it shall be a statute for ever throughout your generations” (Leviticus 10:8,9). On account of this command, many Bible scholars infer that Nadab and Abihu must have been under the influence of alcohol when they offered their strange fire. God associated alcohol with the unclean and unholy and for this reason He demands that all those who would draw near Him abstain from it. We should avoid anything that defiles, such as alcohol or all intoxicants like hard drugs, etc. 


Throughout the Old Testament dispensation God prohibited the Priests, Prophets, Kings and Nazarites from drinking alcohol (Leviticus 10:9; Numbers 6:2,3; Deuteronomy 29:6; Judges 13:4; Proverbs 31:4; Jeremiah 35:6). Even in the New Testament God expects true believers, who are also priests and kings, to abstain from alcohol (1 Peter 2:9; Romans 14:21). Alcohol has a negative effect on the body and mind and should be avoided. “It is not for kings, O Lemuel, it is not for kings to drink wine; nor princes strong drink: Lest they drink, and forget the law, and pervert the judgment of any of the afflicted” (Proverbs 31:4,5).

Question 6: What attitudes must characterize both leaders and members in a Bible Church so that they can get rid of strange fire and its consequences?

Moses also reminded Aaron and his two sons the instructions concerning the consumption of the portion in the meat and peace offerings of the children of Israel. It was the privilege of the priests to eat the remnant of the meat offerings, and the wave breast and heave shoulder of the peace offerings.


However, because of the death of Nadab and Abihu, and the confusion that attended it, the goat of the sin offering was completely burnt and the priests did not eat their portion, neither was its blood brought into the holy place. For this error, Moses was angry and he reprimanded Eleazar and Ithamar, the sons of Aaron. Note that disobedience is not only doing what ought not to be done but also a failure to do what is commanded. Moses insisted on the word of God being fulfilled in spite of the calamity that befell the priesthood. The anger of Moses on this occasion was a righteous indignation against the negligence of the priests. It was a justifiable anger in defense of God’s word. Christ also angrily drove the Jews from the temple for commiting sacrilege in the New Testament. This is not a selfish or vindictive anger which the Scriptures condemn. Believers are commanded to get rid of anger and wrath (Ephesians 4:31).


Though Moses was angry with the priests for their negligence, he dealt gently with them. He took cognizance of their predicament and listened patiently to Aaron’s explanation. Aaron too was gentle and meek in his response to the rebuke by Moses his leader. He explained that his present calamity predisposed him to such an error and besides, he felt if he had eaten the sin offering with such a heavy heart it could have also displeased the Lord. 


Moses was satisfied with Aaron’s explanation and God was satisfied also. He did not send fire to consume Aaron and his two sons for this latter error. From this we see that circumstances alter cases and God weighs both intentions and actions before judging.


We all need to learn from the temper of Moses and his sensitivity to the mind of God. He was neither indulgent nor unsympathetic with those whom he led. This is a quality which every leader ought to possess so that they can help their subordinates to conform to the perfect will of God. We also learn from Aaron’s comportment and submissiveness even when rebuked. He did not criticize Moses neither did he become bitter despite all that happened to him.


Eventually, Aaron and his two sons were able to put the whole episode behind them and they continued in their ministry. Also, the children of Israel, on their part, did not lose confidence either in the priesthood or in the leadership of Moses. Because of the attitude and response of both the leadership and the congregation, the children of Israel were able to put off the effect of strange fire from their midst. If we have the same attitude, we shall quench all kinds of strange fire and their consequences in our midst.

Lesson 301

LAWS CONCERNING CLEAN AND UNCLEAN FOOD

MEMORY VERSE: “Whether therefore ye eat, or drink, or whatsoever ye do, do all to the glory of God” (1 Corinthians 10:31).
TEXT: Leviticus 11:1-47

The first ten chapters of the book of Leviticus dealt with the institution of the sacrifices and commencement of the priesthood in Israel. The eleventh chapter, which is the focus of our study, introduces us to the laws of purification and ceremonial cleanness. Under the levitical system, many things could render a person unclean. Some of the causes of ceremonial uncleanness were avoidable while some were not.


In our text, God taught the children of Israel that they could not eat just any kind of animal. Some of the animals were clean to them while others were to be regarded as unclean. They were permitted to eat freely of all the clean animals but they were prohibited from eating the unclean ones. This brings to remembrance a similar command to Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden (Genesis 2:16,17).


The commandments of God are designed to regulate our behaviour and they are intended for our good. God is our Maker and He knows what is best and most appropriate for us. He also knows those things we need to avoid because they are harmful to us either physically or spiritually. Therefore, when we obey God’s laws, we will enjoy spiritual and physical health, but when we disobey, then, we experience both spiritual and physical calamities.

Question 1: What are the reasons God gave laws to regulate the diet of His people?


In particular, the instructions on clean and unclean animals may be received either with a grateful heart or a critical spirit. The grateful heart will be thankful that: (1) God condescended so much as to be concerned about human diet. That He cared enough to regulate even the minutest details of our lives, such as what to eat or not to eat. (2) God’s prohibitions are not intended to curtail our enjoyment but to safeguard it. (3) What God forbids are by far fewer than the things He graciously allows us to enjoy. The clean animals are by far more numerous than the unclean ones (Deuteronomy 12:15-23).


But those who are critical, under the influence of Satan, would rather see God as a prohibitionist, a joy killer or slave master who delights in withholding legitimate pleasure from his subjects. Such people fail to understand that, in comparison with His gracious provisions, the things that God prohibits are not many, and in most cases they are those things that will either hurt us or hinder His perfect plan for our lives.

THE CLASSIFICATION OF CLEAN AND UNCLEAN ANIMALS (Leviticus 11:2-44; 20:25,26; Genesis 1:20-25; Deuteronomy 14:2-21).

God classified the animals into two broad classes: the clean and unclean. Each group of animals had its distinctive features that made them either clean or unclean. Three categories of animals were listed. One, the land animals. These include the four-footed ruminants as well as the crawling animals such as reptiles, mouse, snail and mole (verses 2, 29,30). Two, the aquatic or water creatures such as fish (verse 9). Three, flying animals such as birds and insects (verses 13,23).


For a four-footed land animal to be regarded as clean, it must both chew the cud and part the hoof. That means it must be a ruminant and also have its hoof divided. An animal in this group would be regarded as unclean if it has either of these features without the other, or if it has neither of them. The aquatic creatures also must have both fins and scales before they could be regarded as clean. In case of the flying creatures, God mentioned some specific ones that must not be eaten. These were mostly scavengers and carnivorous bird. The eagle, hawk and kite are predators; the vulture is a carrion eater. Some prohibited birds have wings but will not fly; then, the bat is not really a bird but acts like one; others, like the owl, pelican, ravens and cormorant are solitary and live in dark places (Psalm 102:6; Isaiah 34:11).


The division of the animals into clean and unclean had a spiritual significance for the children of Israel in particular and for believers in general.

Question 2: What can we learn from the way God classified the animals into Groups?

In the first place, it shows that God is orderly and meticulous in all His ways and work. Our lives must be orderly and not haphazard or confused. Let us learn from the way God categorized the animals and assigned specific features to identify them either as clean or unclean. Incidentally, a whole branch of Science is devoted to the study of classification of organism. Secondly, God wanted the children of Israel to learn that their liberty must be exercised with caution and restraint. The earth is the Lord’s; and they could only eat such things as God permitted.

EXPLANATION AND APPLICATION OF THE LAW (Leviticus 11:43-45; 20:25,26; Deuteronomy 14:2,3; Psalm 119:128; 1 Corinthians 10:3).
Question 3: Point out the grounds on which we may explain or apply the law of clean and unclean animals?


We may explain the law of clean and unclean animals in at least two ways. (1) On the basis of health or hygiene. God gave the law to the Jewish race in order to keep them healthy in their particular environment. This is because each geographical location on the earth have their peculiarities. And certain kinds of food are most suitable in each respective climate. In addition, diet may be determined by race, occupation etc. therefore, God knowing what was good or detrimental for His people gave these laws.


Some of the animals which God forbade to be eaten are known for their dirty habits. The swine, for instance, is associated with wallowing in the mire and its meat very fatty. As at the time God gave the laws to Israel, sanitation was still poor in most nations and diseases could easily spread from poor handling of these animals.

(2) On spiritual growth. The law was intended to teach some important spiritual principles. One, the principle of holiness (Leviticus 11:43-45; 20:25,26; Deuteronomy 14:2,3). Before a four-footed animal could be considered to be clean, it must both chew the cud and part the hoof. For the aquatic creatures, they must have both scales and fins. These features have to do with the way the animal lives and moves in its environment. In a similar manner, a person that will have communion with God must have both clean hands and a pure heart (Psalm 24:3,4).


Just as an animal could not pass as clean if it merely chewed the cud without parting the hoof; or in case of fishes, if it had scales but no fins, a person cannot be considered clean before God unless he is made righteous and also practice righteousness. In simple terms, he must be saved and sanctified, he must have double mark of inward and outward purity. How did the Israelites know that a four-footed animal was clean or unclean? They knew this by watching its mouth and legs. The way it ate and the way it walked. In the same manner, a clean man or woman may be known by watching the totality of his or her life. Holiness within and holiness without is what marks out a person as clean before God.


Two, is the principle of separation from the world (Daniel 1:8; Deuteronomy 14:23). God gave His people the law so as to mark them out from other nations who had no control over their appetites or diet. The nations that surrounded the Israelite were idol worshippers and they were notorious for their weird or strange diets. Therefore, it was necessary to legislate for the children of Israel what to eat and what not to eat so that they would be peculiar and distinct from those idolatrous nations.


Three, to teach the spiritual principles of obedience, absolute surrender and yieldedness to God’s command. For a child of God, it is enough to know that “Thus saith the Lord” on any issue. To such a person, no explanation is needed and every argument against the word of God is unavailing. Like the Psalmist, he says “therefore I esteem all thy precepts concerning all things to be right; and I hate every false way” (Psalm 119:128).


By telling the children of Israel what they could eat or what they could not, God wanted them to know that their personal opinion must yielded to His supreme law and precepts. Even if an Israelite considered a particular animal to be a harmless delicacy, he had to refrain from eating it once it falls in the category of those which God called unclean. They were no longer on their own and they could not act just as they chose.


Four, to teach the children of Israel that God is interested in every aspect of their lives and, as such, whatever they do must be to the glory and pleasure of God. Even in their eating, they were to be conscious of God’s presence and glory.

SIGNIFICANCE FOR NEW TESTAMENT BELIEVERS (Mark 7:14-23; Acts 10:9-16; Romans 14:13-23; 1 Corinthians 8:8-13; 10:31; 1 Timothy 4:3-5).

Question 4: Is the law concerning clean and unclean food still binding on New Testament believers? Give reason.

Question 5: What major principles can believers draw from the law of clean and unclean animals?


The Old Testament law of clean and unclean animals is no longer binding on New Testament believers. Jesus Christ has fulfilled its demands and so we are no longer subjected to scruples about meat. This was made very clear to Peter in the vision he had on the housetop and also to the disciples in the time of Christ’s earthly ministry (Mark 7:14-23; Acts 10:9-16).


However, the spiritual principles that the law taught are still binding on believers. One, we must still separate ourselves from every uncleanness, works of darkness, pollution of flesh and spirit (2 Corinthians 7:1). God expects us to be holy in every area of our lives. So, we must be free from unclean things such as immorality, idolatry, pornography (2 Corinthians 6:17,18; 2 Timothy 2:19). The clean animals in the water had scales to protect them and also prevent the water from getting into them. We must also have the grace of God to keep us from the evil influence of the society in which we live. But we must still move and carry on our duties in the world just like those aquatic creatures that had fins.


Two, we are to be guided by love and discretion in the way we use our liberty on diet. A believer cannot eat just anything and everything. We must avoid things that are harmful or those which are unwholesome. There are some meats or foods which are inseparably linked with idolatry in some localities. Others are connected with spiritism and divination. A Christian must exercise self control not only in avoiding harmful foods but even in the use of legitimate ones. “All things are lawful unto me, but all things are not expedient: all things are lawful for me, but I will not be brought under the power of any” (1 Corinthians 6:12).


Three, looking at the clean animals, we observe that they chewed the cud and parted the hoof. For the believer, chewing the cud is a picture of meditation and digesting the word of God. After reading or listening to the word of God, we need to ruminate or meditate on what we have learnt so that we can get real nourishment from the Word. But then it was not enough to chew the cud, a clean animal must also part the hoof. That means that the word of God we hear must affect our walk, guide our feet and affect our lifestyle in general. In order to please the Lord, we must practice what we learn. “But be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving your own selves” (James 1:22).

Question 5: Give examples of the evil which the prohibited animals symbolized.


Historians tell us that most of the animals that God prohibited in the Old Testament were used by idol worshippers either in sacrifice or as object of worship. For instance, the swine was highly valued in the superstitious worship of Venus, the owl in the worship of Minerva, etc. They also used some of the birds to interpret omens. They associated some birds with good luck and tried to follow their flight, while they connected others with evil. But as believers, we must steer clear of any of these appearances of evil and idolatry. Like Daniel we must purpose in our hearts not to defile ourselves (Daniel 1:8; Acts 15:29; 1 John 5:21).

Four, believers are the salt and light of the world. We are to avoid all kinds of evil which those prohibited animals signified. We must avoid the cruelty and barbarity of the predatory birds, the morose and solitary lifestyle of the raven, the love of darkness by the owl, love for uncleanness as seen in the swine, hypocrisy and double life exemplified by the bat.


Finally, we must live to the glory of God. Whatever we do, we must do everything to the glory of God. Therefore, in our eating, drinking, dressing, work and recreation, we must always remember that we are no longer lord over ourselves. We can no longer live as we please but as the Lord pleases.

Lesson 302

LAWS CONCERNING CHILDBIRTH

MEMORY VERSE: “Behold I was shapen in iniquity; and in sin did my mother conceive me” (Psalm 51: 5).

TEXT: Leviticus 12:1-8


Our study focuses on the laws of purification after childbirth. There were three types of purification laws under the Old Testament dispensation. These are: [1) for defilement arising from discharge or bodily secretions (2) for leprosy (3) for pollution from dead bodies and other external sources of uncleanness. These laws reminded the children of Israel of the need for purity and spiritual cleansing before they could enjoy fellowship with God. They also portrayed the awful effect of man’s sin and the need for a Redeemer who would deliver man from the pollution and consequences of his sin.


In the previous chapter of Leviticus, we learnt about the laws concerning clean and unclean animals. But in the twelfth chapter we are confronted with the laws of purification from uncleanness from discharge which proceed out of the body. This teaches us that it is not only external things that can defile a person, but there is an internal source of uncleanness too. There are things that can proceed from within a man that can cause defilement. Jesus gave us a non-exhaustive list of such causes in Mark 7:20-23. “And he said, That which cometh out of the man, that defileth the man. For from within, out of the heart of men, proceed evil thoughts, adulteries, fornications, murders, thefts, covetousness, wickedness, deceit, lasciviousness, an evil eye, blasphemy, pride, foolishness: all these evil things come from within, and defile the man”.

Question 1: How can a person  experience total freedom from sin?

True cleansing and purity is to be free from sin in all its ramifications, and this is what the ceremonial laws typified. Freedom from sin is foundational to true Christian living. It cannot be obtained by repeated ceremonial ablutions or animal sacrifices but only by genuine repentance and faith in the atoning blood of Jesus Christ who gave Himself as a ransom for our sin. A sinner who wishes to turn to the Lord Jesus Christ in repentance must confess his or her sins and exercise faith in the saving power of the atoning blood of Jesus Christ. It is only this blood that is efficacious to free the sinner and reconcile him back to the saviour.

THE PURPOSE AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE LAW ON CHILDBIRTH (Leviticus 12:1-8; Job 14:4; Psalm 51:5; Isaiah 6:5; 52:11).


The law on purification after childbirth points out the rites that a woman who gave birth under the Old Testament dispensation should undergo in order to be ceremonially clean and get restored to the congregation. It paints a vivid picture of the fact that man is born in sin and needs to be made clean by the purifying blood of Jesus.


Normally, there is a celebration of joy when a new baby is born in any family. But these laws on purification quickly remind the celebrants that even the birth of a new child is associated with ceremonial uncleanness. As a matter of fact, right from the time a man and his wife come together for the purpose of procreation, at every stage, that is from conception till birth, they are reminded of the need for purification (Leviticus 15:16-18; 12:1-8). In essence, this law impressed on the mind of the people, the doctrine of inbred sin and the need for purging through faith in the Redeemer.

Question 2: Point out the purpose and significance of the law of purification after childbirth.


The law of purification after childbirth was also intended to serve as an object lesson in curbing the pride of man. It reminded every Israelite, man or woman, that no matter what he or she might achieve in any area of human endeavor, he or she had a humble beginning. Remembering that his conception and birth were associated with ceremonial defilements and that throughout his life he is in need of various sacrifices to atone for his own uncleanness, and even at death his dead body would be a source of defilement to others, every Israelite was to be sober minded and refrain from pride. It is a humbling thought to remember that the birth, life and death of a person are associated with defilement. Were it not for the mercy of God that charted an acceptable way out, man would have had no way of escape from the pollution and consequence of sin. Also, the ceremonial uncleanness which the law laid women in child-bearing under was to signify the pollution of sin which we are all conceived and born in (Psalm 51:5). 


Unfortunately, man often fails to learn his lesson no matter how vividly portrayed in pictorial language or by repeated life experiences. We easily get carried away by the glitter and glory of the world and are made to forget that we should not think too highly of ourselves especially when we find ourselves in great fortune. Even those whose character are refined by religion often fall into the error of self-righteousness, forgetting  that there is no ground for justification or acceptance before God apart from the atonement through the blood of Jesus  Christ.


In addition to the spiritual perspective, we can also look at the law of purification after childbirth from the perspective of hygiene or health of both the new baby and the mother. The period of separation gave the new mother the needed opportunity to rest and recover from the rigours of child birth. She is also able to safely manage the normal discharge associated with birth. The new baby also had time to develop and become strong before being exposed to the roughness and challenges of daily living. We must be thankful and appreciate the goodness of God who, through His righteous laws, makes provisions for the welfare of mankind. Though He does not always give an explanation to us concerning His works, word or ways, we can trace the path of His favour through His dealings with us.

Question 3: Mention some erroneous teachings/practices associated with the laws on purification. State why they are wrong.

There are some erroneous teachings or practices that are associated with the laws of purification after childbirth and we need to avoid them:

1. Some people look upon the process of procreation and normal relations between husband and wife as unclean or carnal. Therefore, they forbid marriage and discourage procreation. But this is wrong. Copulation between a man and his rightful wife as well as childbearing is a blessing from God. These acts are not unclean in themselves but rather the discharges associated with them can become a source of infection. The normal bleeding associated with child delivery is a manifestation of sin’s work in the body and a constant reminder of the edenic curse upon the woman because of sin (Genesis 3:16). It is on account of this remembrance of sin that God required the woman to bring purification offerings, being tokens in anticipation of the great sacrifice that Jesus would accomplish on the cross for the total removal of sin.

2. Some religious people propagate gender discrimination on account of the difference between the duration of purification rites for the delivery of male and female children. But though the Bible emphasizes the distinction of the sexes, it does not support discrimination. Either gender has its uniqueness and assigned roles. Women are not inferior to men neither should they be looked upon as the lower side of nature (Galatians 3:28).

3. Under the present New Testament dispensation, some people still seek to enforce the letter of the law on purification after childbirth. They claim that since Mary the mother of Jesus submitted herself to this law and Jesus also conformed to it, then, it is binding on the followers of Christ as well (Luke 2:21-24,39). This error is based on ignorance and misapplication of scriptures. Jesus submitted to the law because He was born under the law and because He came to fulfill what the law prefigured (Matthew 5:17; Galatians 4:4,5). Having done that, the scriptures affirm that New Testament believers are free from the yoke of bondage to the ceremonial laws (Galatians 5:1-6; Colossians 2:20; Hebrews 9:9-12).

SEPARATION FROM GOD’S PRESENCE BECAUSE OF DEFILEMENT (Leviticus 12:1-6; Deuteronomy 23:14; 2 Chronicles 23:19; Isaiah 35:8; 59:1,2 Ephesians 2:11,12; 5:5).

One major lesson we learn from the law of purification after childbirth is that the defilement of sin brings a separation from God’s presence. If a woman gave birth to a boy she was unclean for seven days and separated from the tabernacle for another thirty-three days, but if she had a baby girl, she was unclean for fourteen days and remains separated for sixty-six days. The exclusion of the woman for so many days from the sanctuary, and all participation of the holy things, signified that our original corruption would have excluded us forever from the enjoyment of God and His favours if He had not graciously provided for our purifying.  

The ceremonial uncleanness arising from childbirth was a picture of defilement by sin and carnality of man. And from this, we learn how devastating the consequence of the fall of man is. Sin separated man from God in the Garden of Eden and it still does today. Unless the sin problem is dealt with there can be no fellowship with God.


The purification law gave the Israelites a higher view of God’s holiness and the need for spiritual cleansing before a person can draw near to Him in fellowship. It taught them that God is eminently holy and He is not only offended by outright sin, but also by the carnal nature of man. The human nature and the carnal touch in religion or daily duty is ever a source of offence and displeasure to God. This is because the stain of sin is so pervasive that virtually everything that an unconverted person does has the defilement of sin in it. However, rather than leading unto despair, God expected that this deeper understanding of God’s holiness and man’s sinful nature would heighten the desire for deliverance and the advent of the Saviour. Even though there was defilement, there was also a provision made for cleansing.

THE SACRIFICE FOR PURIFICATION AND RESTORATION TO FELLOWSHIP

(Leviticus 12:6-8; Zechariah 13:1-2; Luke 2:22,24; Hebrews 9:13-15).

The Lord commanded that at the end of her period of separation after childbirth the woman should bring her offering for purification. This she was to offer in thankfulness to God for His mercy to her in bringing her safely through the pains of child-bearing, and in desire and hopes of God’s further favour both to her and to the child. Two kinds of offering were involved: a burnt offering, which signified absolute surrender and total yieldedness to God; and a sin offering, which signified atonement and propitiation for sin. Very clearly, these offerings pointed to the atoning work of Jesus on the cross.


For the burnt offering, the woman could present one lamb of the first year, which was yet tender, or if she could not afford a lamb, she could bring a turtledove or pigeon. For her sin offering, she was required to bring either a dove or pigeon. The priest offered the sacrifices according to the normal procedure for each offering and afterwards the woman was considered clean and fit to return to the congregation. Mary the mother of Jesus presented a dove for burnt offerings of her purification (Luke 2:21-24). This is an evidence that she was poor and unable to afford a lamb. What a clear proof that Jesus identified not only with our humanity but also with our poverty.


We have already learnt that the sacrificial system fore-shadowed the Lord Jesus Christ and the great work of Redemption which He accomplished on our behalf. Under the Old Testament, the law was their teacher pointing the people to the Saviour who should come. But under the New Testament dispensation, we no longer need the ceremonial laws as our tutor (Galatians 4:1-5). Jesus has come in the flesh and He has fulfilled all that the law required or symbolized. Therefore, we do not need to offer sacrifices or go through other ceremonial rites for purification. Rather, we are to believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, repent of our sin, pray and receive by faith the power to live a sinless life, as we fellowship with God day by day.

Question 4: What is the implication of the sacrifice of Jesus Christ in respect of the law of purification after childbirth?

Question 5: What lessons or applications can we see in the law of purification after childbirth?

By virtue of the sacrifice of Christ, a woman is not unclean neither does she need to stay away from fellowship nor offer animal sacrifice for purification after child birth. The ceremonial law has been fulfilled and put away by Christ, and as such, it is no longer in force.


However, there are some principles and lessons which we can learn from the law. One, women should be thankful to God when they give birth to children. The whole process of conception, gestation, labour and delivery of a child are wonderful and worth thanking God for. It is a great privilege that God has chosen the female gender to play a key role in this great task. Two, there is a possibility of allowing childbirth to affect our consecration and commitment to God. Because of the great demands of nursing a new baby, a woman may inadvertently lose her spiritual fervency. It is very common to find nursing mothers inattentive and drowsy in church, being preoccupied with their babies or even altogether absent from fellowship on a regular basis – all on the excuse of nursing their babies. This should be avoided. Giving birth is a blessing but it should not be allowed to lead to separation from God’s presence. 

Three, just as the priests were to help the woman offer the sacrifices for her purification, leaders in the church should give special attention to nursing mothers and constantly intercede on their behalf. The husband should also assist the wife by relieving her of some of the duties that can weigh her down or occupy her time unduly. Whatever we can do to hasten the return of a woman who has delivered a new child to the fellowship would be considered an acceptable sacrifice.  

Four, though we no longer need the animal sacrifices, a woman can of her own volition bring to God special thanksgiving offering of her substance. More than this, she should re-consecrate herself and her baby to God anew; she should commit herself to a life of obedience and constant gratitude to God. God is more pleased with us when we have a contrite heart and live in absolute obedience to His will (Psalm 50:13,14; 51:17). Five, a woman should take good care of herself and her baby after childbirth. She should maintain a high standard of hygiene, and rest very well. Six, the newborn baby should not be looked upon from the physical point of view alone. Remember God commanded that the male child should be circumcised on the eighth day. For the Israelites, circumcision was the outward mark of their spiritual relationship with God. This implies that after child delivery, the mother should make it her utmost priority to lead the child to Christ. Even though it will take some time before the child can understand the gospel message and make a personal commitment to the Lord, the parents can pave the way and predispose the child to a positive decision for Christ. They can do this by praying for the child, dedicating the child to God, surrounding the child with godly influence, and training him/her up according to the scriptures.

Lesson 303

LAWS CONCERNING LEPROSY

MEMORY VERSE: “Take heed in the plague of leprosy, that thou observe diligently, and do according to all that the priests the Levites shall teach you: as I commanded them, so ye shall observe to do” (Deuteronomy 24: 8).

Text: Leviticus 13:1-59


This study is on the several laws concerning the diagnosis of leprosy and the quarantine of lepers in Israel. These laws show the high premium that God places on human health and the cleanliness of His people. He would not tolerate anything that could impair the communal health of His people. For this reason, He commanded that a leprous person be removed from the community and kept in isolation or in colony with other lepers until he is cured of his disease. In this way, the sickness, which is contagious, would be prevented from spreading among the people.

Question 1: Why did God command that leprosy should be drastically dealt with?

Apart from God’s concern for the physical welfare of the people, laws concerning leprosy were intended to impress on the mind of God’s people a deep hatred of anything that contradicts the original purpose of God in their lives. Leprosy affected the skin and causes unwholesome change in the skin texture, colour and sensitivity. It symbolizes sin and represents the way sin works in human nature. Though the effect of leprosy is seen on the skin surface, its power resides deeply in the body. Even so, sin affects the human soul causing unwholesome change in character and behaviour. Its effects are seen outside but its power is deeply rooted within the soul of man. God hates sin and He wants us to hate it also. Like leprosy sin separates a man from God and it has no human remedy. Only God can remove the leprosy of sin, from the human soul.

Cases of leprosy were to be drastically dealt with irrespective of the personality whom it was found. Though many scholars believe that the word leprosy is used to describe various kinds of skin diseases and not confined to leprosy as we know it today, this does not lessen the gravity of the disease as described in our text. Any thing that can so affect God’s original creation in a negative way, and also lead to separation from God’s presence, should not be taken lightly.

THE DUTIES OF THE PRIEST CONCERNING LEPROSY (Leviticus 13:1-3,5,6,8; Deuteronomy 24:8 Numbers 12:10; 2kings 5:27; 2Chronicles 26:19,20; Micah 3:8; Zechariah 13:1; Matthew 11:4,5; Luke 7:22).


In the Old Testament period, leprosy was greatly dreaded as it was regarded as the most terrible disease that could afflict a person. Normally, it begins as a slight spot, pimples or blemish on the skin but gradually progresses until it mutilates the body and result in the death of the sufferer. Leprosy was medically incurable and the Israelites considered it to be a curse and a mark of divine judgment on a person. It will be recalled that the hand of Moses was struck with leprosy so that he could be a sign to the children of Israel. But we find an exception when this first mention of leprosy reveals God’s omnipotence to remove the deadliest of afflictions. This assurance comes to every sinner, the spiritual leper today, that Jesus has the power to save and cleanse from sin. (Exodus 4:6). Miriam also became leprous because of evil speaking (Numbers 12:10); Gehazi became a leper as a result of his covetousness (2King 5: 27); King Uzziah also died a leper because of his pride and presumption (2 Chronicles 26:19-20) and the family line of Joab was cursed with leprosy because of his murder of Abner (2 Samuel 3 :29). Little wonder than that leprosy was used to symbolize sin and people dreaded it greatly.

Question 2: Point out the role of the priests in diagnosing leprosy. Why were the priests considered crucial?   
   The priests played a crucial role in the diagnosis of leprosy in Israel. They were responsible for determining that which was leprous or mere trivial affliction. Much depended on their accurate diagnosis and they could not afford to make any mistake. Otherwise if they err in judgment, a case of leprosy might be treated as mere personal skin affliction; or on the other hand, what was regarded as a mere trivial skin disease might be judged as leprosy.

     The result of such error could be very severe in that a person who ought to have been removed from the congregation might be allowed to remain, spreading his infection among the people; whereas a person who ought to have remained in the assembly would be forced to live in company with lepers denied of spiritual fellowship and hindered from making a positive contribution to the community. To avoid such grievous blunders God gave a detailed explanation for proper diagnosis and the priest was required to examine every suspected case very carefully and with extra patience before making his final judgment. In cases where he had doubts he was to keep the suffering in quarantine for seven days, or two weeks as the case may demand, and afterwards re-examine him so that he could make accurate judgment.

Question 3: In what ways are the roles of Christian leaders similar to the Old Testament priests with regard to their handling of leprosy?  
   We learn some important lessons as they apply to Christian leaders and believers from the way the priests were expected to handle cases of leprosy. One, Christian leaders have a great responsibility to keep the congregation pure and preserved from any semblance of sin. They must exercise great vigilance and spiritual discernment to ensure that the church is kept free from contamination or defilement. Two, they must be impartial and cautious in the exercise of their duty. No sinner or backslider should be allowed to feel comfortable in the assembly unless they repent of their sin. At the same time no genuine believer, no matter how weakly they appear, should be victimized simply because of trivial matters. Sin must never be excused or allowed in the church, neither should we be harsh or overbearing on the people when they manifest certain personality traits which are not really sinful? For example, if people are slow in understanding, introvert or extrovert, lively or rather withdrawn, these are not sinful in themselves. They are mere skin-deep personal features which may not hinder genuine faith in Christ.  Three, all believers are called priests in the New Testament (1 Peter 2:9); and the first place where we ought to begin the duty of priesthood is in our own hearts. We should thoroughly examine our lives and make sure we are free from the leprosy of sin. We are to show no pity nor partiality to any pet sin or fickleness in ourselves. After dealing with sin in our own lives, we are to watch over our fellow believers. In the old testament,  if a man would not report or present himself to the priest to expose what looked like leprosy on his body, his neighbours were to compel him and bring him to the priests. Similarly, as priests, we are to watch against sin in the lives of our fellows. Four, Church leaders have the responsibility to ensure that modern incurable diseases, such as HIV/AIDS, Sickle cell anemia, Hepatitis etc, are prevented from spreading in the congregation. We are to take appropriate steps to ensure that those who are already affected by such diseases are cared for, but not allowed to infect others either through marriage or other means. Five, Church members should be encouraged to make themselves available for periodic medical check up so as to know the state of their health. This should not be limited to the purpose of marriage counseling alone but for proper management of our health and so that we can take advantage of early diagnosis and treatment of any ailment. Every disease like leprosy starts in a small imperceptible way. If it can be detected early then it is easier to manage and get a cure.

THE DIAGNOSIS OF LEPROSY (Leviticus 13:7-15, 18-22, 24-27, 29-37, 47-58 John 13:11; Hebrews 12:15; James 3:6).

God instructed the priests on how to diagnose leprosy. There were some specific  symptoms for recognizing leprosy. One, a spontaneous rising, swelling scab or bright spot on the skin. This is seen as a lesion or lifting up and uprising of the flesh  (Verses 7-15). Two, a bile or hot ulcer  rising out of a  boil (Verses 18-22). Three, inflammation or burns on the skin. After the skin has healed from a scalding, they were to look out for leprosy arising from the spot (Verses 24-27). Four, leprosy in the head or beard resulting in the hairs falling off (verses 29-37). Five, leprosy in the garments and in dwelling places (47-58). Leprosy was diagnosed if the spot on the skin was depressed and the hair turned white. Israelites had dark hair and changing of the colour to white was an evidence of leprosy. If the suspected case was in doubt, the victim was kept in isolation for seven days and re-examined. If need be, he was still shut up for another seven days before the final judgment was made. During these periods of isolation, genuine cases of leprosy would become obvious and the victim declared unclean and shut out from the community. However if the priests confirmed that the victim was not infected with leprosy, then, they would instruct him to wash himself and return to the congregation.

We should take note of the following lessons arising from the way leprosy appeared on a person. One, it could arise spontaneously on the skin. We should watch out lest sin arise spontaneously, without provocation in our hearts.  This is how it happened in Lucifer. Sin was found in him without a tempter! Two, leprosy could appear on the skin where a boil or burn has healed. We should beware lest we allow sin to rise in our hearts as a result of past offences or minor misunderstandings in the church. It is very wrong, and dangerous too, if we allow old wounds of offences to linger or fester in our minds. Rather we should forgive and forget whatever wrong we might have suffered in the course of fellowship with our brethren or from persecutors.

Question 4: How can we explain verses 12 and 13 of our text?

Verses 12 and 13 of our text appear contradictory and difficult for some people to understand. It is like a full blown crisis of leprosy but the priest was required to declare the victim clean. “And if a leprosy break out abroad in the skin, and the leprosy cover all the skin of him that hath the plague from  his head even to his foot, wheresoever  the priest looketh; then the priest shall consider: and, behold, if the leprosy have covered all his flesh, he  shall  pronounce him clean that hath the plague: it  is all turned white: he is clean” (Leviticus 13: 12,13).

How do we explain a situation where mere spots of visible leprosy rendered a man unclean, whereas a person whose skin was covered from head to foot with leprosy was pronounced clean?  The full blown leprosy was obvious, not hidden and it required no investigation by the priests.    Some commentators say that the full blown leprosy in which the entire skin has turned all white was the crisis of the disease and that at that stage the diseased matter turned into a scab which dried up and fell off. In other words, it posed no threat to the congregation having passed its infections state. In the same way, sins which have be confessed and dealt with pose no danger to the church. It is the hidden sins, covered up and secretly spreading in the congregation that is dangerous. (3) Some authorities also maintain that there were two species of leprosy in question. The one spoken of in verses 12 and 13 is the non-infectious type because though the skin was white all over, it had no raw flesh risen in it. In other words, there were some cases that looked like leprosy but they were really not at all. In such cases the priest had to look very well and simply pronounce the man clean and allow him remain in the society.

DEALING WITH CASES OF LEPROSY (Leviticus 13:45,46,52-59; Numbers 5:1-4; 12:10-15; Deuteronomy 24:8).

Once a case of leprosy is confirmed, the victim was separated and removed from the community. The priests would take him out of the city and shut him out behind the gate. Then the leprous person was required to rend his clothes, shave his head and put a covering upon his upper lip. These were signs of deep mourning which the Jews used to express a great calamity or misfortune, such as the death  of a person. In effect, a leprous man was considered to be as good as dead or as a person in perpetual mourning.

The leper could live in company of other lepers but not in the community of healthy people. Any time the leper had a reason to come into the city he should cry unclean, unclean  while yet afar so that people could be aware of his approach and take cover. The leper was regarded as unclean as long as the disease remained on him. What a terrible picture of sin and the sinner’s condition: The wages of sin is death and the sinner is dead in sin and trespasses as long as he remains outside Christ. (Romans 6:23; Ephesians 2:1). This is why leprosy is a befitting symbol or type of sin and the leper represents the condition of a sinner. 

Question 5: Point out the similarities between leprosy and sin.

There are several similarities between leprosy and sin. First, leprosy is loathsome. Lepers were unclean and so are the sinners before God. “But we are all as an unclean thing, and all our righteousness are as filthy rags, and we all do fade as a leaf; and our iniquities, like the wind,  have taken us away” (Isaiah 64:6). Second. Leprosy begins in a small insignificant way but later its effect is so disastrous. In the same way, sin may seem so little - as little as just eating a forbidden fruit, a little lie or hypocrisy. But that which seemed so little drove Adam from Eden and took paradise away from man. Were it not for Christ who came to undo what the first Adam had done wrong, there would have been no hope of eternal rest for man. Third, leprosy is progressive and diffusive. Though it begins in a very small way, it spreads until it consumes the entire body. It does not even remain on its victim alone, it infects others as well. Sin is equally progressive. It spreads in a congregation like a little leaven that leavens the whole lump. Four leprosy brings about loss of sensitivity. It deadens the victim to all feelings lepers don’t feel pain touch cold, hot etc. because the skin, being the sense organ to detect these stimuli has already become numb. Similarly, sin deadens the conscience and leads to loss of spiritual sensation. The sinner, unless he is awakened by grace cannot hear the alarm nor perceive  any danger or see why he should urgently repent.

Five, leprosy is incurable by human methods.  Sin also has no human remedy. Only God can cleanse our sins and make our hearts pure. Six, leprosy separated its victim from the congregation of Israel. Sin also leads to separation from God both now and in eternity. Unless a sinner repents he cannot fellowship with God now; and in eternity he will be separated from God and cast into hell fire. Seven, the leprous person was required to mourn as someone mourning the dead. In his case, he is dying slowly but surely. In the same way the sinner is dead in trespasses and sins. However if the sinner repents mourns for his sinfulness and calls upon the Lord he shall be saved. “Blessed are they that mourn: for they shall be comforted” (Mathew 5:4).

Looking at the way leprosy disfigured and disgraced its victims before eventually killing them we should dread sin because it has a more devastating effect than leprosy. We must ensure that we are genuinely saved from sin and truly sanctified. The garments that had leprosy in it were to be burned no matter how precious or costly (verses 47-69). In the same way we must stay clear of anything that is connected with sin in any way. We must hate even the garments that are stained with sin (Jude 23).

The garments stained with leprosy may symbolize things such as the office we occupy, the company we keep, the business or profession we engage in etc.

If these are inseparably linked with sin we must avoid them. We should be forthright and grave in dealing with sin. Only in doing so shall we have the assurance of eternal fellowship with God.

Lesson 304

CLEANSING FROM LEPROSY AND UNCLEANNESS

MEMORY VERSE: “Having therefore these promises, dearly beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from all filthiness of the flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God” (2 Corinthians 7:1).

TEXT: Leviticus 14:1-57; 15:1-33

After giving the children of Israel the laws concerning the diagnosis of leprosy God went ahead to instruct them on the purification rites for a cleansed leper – He wanted them to know that, though leprosy was dreaded and incurable by human means, and the leper was as good as dead, yet there is hope even for the leper in Israel. The things that are impossible with men are possible with God who raises the dead and gives hope to the hopeless. The object lesson that God wanted to teach His people through this law is that there is no sinner that cannot be saved. No matter how degraded in sin, a sinner can be saved. To teach this lesson God made provision for the purification and restoration of cleansed lepers to the civil and religious society.


Apart from leprosy, God also pointed out other sources of defilement for which the Israelites needed ceremonial cleansing. These other causes of uncleanness mentioned in our text are things which proceed out of the human body and they are unavoidable - No one is completely free or excepted from their defilement. They are such things that render everyone unclean before God, that all mouth may be stopped from boasting and that it may be clearly seen that all have sinned and come short of the glory of God. In this way, the law pointed to the fact that there is a source of defilement within every man or woman and we all need atonement and cleansing before we can enjoy the presence of God.

Question 1: What object lesson was the law of purification from leprosy and uncleanness intended to teach?

CEREMONY OF PURIFICATION FOR CLEANSED LEPERS (Leviticus 14:1-32; Matthew 8:4; Luke 5:14; 17:14).

God directed Moses on what to do when a leper discovers that his leprosy has disappeared. First the priest should go out of the camp to meet and examine the man in order to conform that he was truly cleansed of the disease. The man could not go to he priest because he remained unclean and barred from the community until the priest declared otherwise.


Once the priest confirmed that the leprosy has been truly cleansed, then he would proceed with the purification rites. This consisted of two ceremonies, one outside the camp and the other at the court of the tabernacle. The two ceremonies were separated by an interval of seven days and were designed to achieve different ends. The ceremony outside the gate was designed to restore the cleansed man to the civil society but the ceremony at the tabernacle was for his restoration to religious fellowship and worship in the sanctuary.

Question 2: Point out the two ceremonies that constitute the purification of lepers in Israel. What is the purpose of each ceremony?

For the first ceremony outside the camp, the priest would need the following items: two living clean birds, piece of cedar wood, scarlet string and some branches of hyssop. The priest shall command that one of the birds be killed in an earthenware pot containing freshwater. The blood of the slain bird was then mixed with the freshwater in the pot. Then, the living bird was tied with the scarlet string to the bunch of hyssop and the cedar wood, which served as a handle. These were dipped in the blood of he slain bird and the blood was sprinkled seven times upon the man being cleansed. 

After this ceremony the priest shall declare him clean and release the living bird, whose tail feathers have been stained with blood, to fly into the open field. The man would then wash his clothes, shave off all his hair, bathe himself and return to the camp; but he must stay outside his tent for seven days, probably to avoid any defilement that could interrupt the purification process. On the seventh day the man would again shave his head, his beard and eyebrow, wash his clothes and bathe. Then the priest would declare him clean.


On the eight day, the second segment of the purification ceremony took place. For this ceremony the man  who is cleansed would procure two male lambs and one ewe lamb of the first year, all without any physical defect, three-tenth deals (about ten quarts) of fine flour mingled with oil, and a log (about a pint) of olive oil. Seven steps are involved in the ceremony:

1. Presentation of the man being cleansed and his offerings before the Lord, that is, at the altar of burnt offering.

2. Waving the lamb of the trespass offering and the log of oil before the Lord. This was a symbol of consecrating those things to God.

3. Killing the lamb of the trespass offering and anointing the right ear lobe, right thumb and right big toe of the man with blood of the trespass offering. This was a symbol of atonement and the surrender of those organs to God.

4. Sprinkling of oil seven times before God.

5. Anointing the right ear lobe, right thumb and right big toe of the man with oil exactly on the spots that were stained with blood.

6. Anointing the head of he man with oil.

7. Sacrificing the sin offering, burnt offering and meat offering. After the sacrifices the man was regarded as completely clean.

If the man being cleansed be poor and could not afford so much for his purification rites in the tabernacle, he could bring one male lamb for the trespass offering, two turtledoves of pigeons instead of lambs, one for the sin offering and the other for the burnt offering. For his meat offering he could also bring one-tenth deal (instead of three-tenth) of fine flour mingled with oil. The procedure for his cleansing is the same as that of his rich counterpart except that birds, rather than lambs are used for his sin and burnt offerings.

Question 3: Point out the significance of the law of cleansing the leper.


There are rich lessons and deep significance in the purification rites of a cleansed leper. One, the law pictures our salvation from sin. Leprosy being a typical disease that symbolized sin was humanly incurable. But though there is no human remedy for sin, God has the power to cure and cleanse the sinner from his loathsomeness. Like the priest had to go and meet the man being cleansed outside the camp, Jesus Christ came down from heaven to meet us in our sinful condition to rescue us and restore us to fellowship with God the Father.


The shedding of blood of the bird and the lambs during the cleansing ceremony symbolized the blood of Jesus shed on behalf of sinners to make atonement and effect reconciliation with God.


Leprosy separated a man from membership in the commonwealth of Israel and also excluded him from fellowship with God in the tabernacle. For this reason, the purification of the cleansed leper was also two-fold. The first ceremony restored him to membership in the congregation of Israel but it took the second ceremony to restore him to fellowship in the tabernacle. For the first ceremony, two clean birds were used. One bird was slain the other let loose. The slain bird represents the death of Jesus while the living bird let loose represented His resurrection. The slain bird also symbolized the previous condition of the man being cleansed. He was as good as dead, a walking corpse. But the living bird set free symbolized his new condition of freedom and liberty from corruption.


Our salvation from sin follows the same pattern as portrayed in the purification ceremony. Jesus died for our sins and also rose for our justification (Romans 4:25). If He had died without resurrection we would have remained under the condemnation of sin (1 Corinthians 15:17).

As Christ died and rose again so also the believers are identified with Him in death and resurrection to a new life. We also have the multiple blessing of justification, sanctification and baptism in the Holy Ghost which were symbolized in the washing with water, anointing with blood and with oil. Therefore we must determine to take full advantage of our redemption in Christ. We must not stop only at the initial experience of justification by faith, but we must press forward to be sanctified and baptized in the Holy Ghost.


It is pertinent to know that though the law of cleansing from leprosy was given to the Israelites and it was in force for several years, the  Bible has no record of it ever being fulfilled even once before Christ came. There was no record of any Israel being cleansed of his leprosy in accordance with this law. The cleansing of Miriam from leprosy did not conform to this law; and Naama, who was also cleansed of leprosy, was not an Israelite but a Syrian and as such he did not comply with this law of purification (Numbers 12:9-16; Luke 4:27).


What was the purpose of giving the law then if it could not be fulfilled until Christ came? Obviously it was given to give hope to a people who were in a hopeless condition under sin and to heighten their expectation of the Messiah who would come and deliver them and the entire humanity from the corruption and degradation of sin. The law of purification pointed to Jesus as the Messiah He is the one who came to fulfill the demands of the law which mankind could not fulfill in that they are weakened by sin. It also taught the people that the law could not cleanse a man from the leprosy of sin. Only Jesus could do that, and to Him every one who desires cleansing must come in faith.

THE LAW OF LEPROSY IN HOUSES (Leviticus 14:33-57).

God gave the law of leprosy in houses to he children of Israel in anticipation of when they would settle in Canaan. This law was prospective in that it could not be enforced in the wilderness. Since they dwelt in tents and not houses. From this law God wanted His people to learn that defilement could also arise from their surrounding and therefore they needed to be watchful.


We are to watch against every form and source of defilement that can pollute our lives. We must ensure that we not only keep our heart with all diligence, we should watch our external environment as well. We must keep our bodies and accommodation hygienic and holy unto the Lord. We should also ensure that the company we keep poses no threat of defilement to our spiritual lives.

Question 4: Point out some lessons believers can learn from the law of leprosy in a house.
There are some lessons believers can learn from the law of leprosy in houses. One, it is the owner of the house that should report and invite the priest to come and investigate what seemed to be leprosy in his house. This teaches us not to conceal or cover up sin in our lives as individuals. We must also expose any evil doer in our family or church so that they can be dealt with before it is too late.


Two, the house must be emptied before the priest goes in to examine it. Otherwise if the priest confirmed that there was leprosy in the house not only the house, but everything in it would be rendered unclean. From this we learn the need for discretion to prevent the evil influence and consequence of sin on the innocent. As much as we can we should always exonerate the guiltless and allow the offender to bear the guilt and punishment for his wrong doing alone. Avoid mass rebuke whenever you can identify those who have done wrong. God singled out Caleb and Joshua from the congregation of the doubters in Israel. Moses also gave the chance to those on the Lord’s side to come out before pronouncing judgment on the idolaters among the children of Israel (Exodus 32:26,27; Numbers 14:20-30, 37,38).

Three, the priest must do a thorough investigation before declaring the house unclean. If there seemed to be a growth of leprosy in the wall of the house he should order that the affected stone or portion of the wall be removed and dumped in a place designated for unclean things outside the camp. Then the wall of the house would be scraped thoroughly, the stones that were removed replace with other ones and the house re-plastered. After this renovation if the plague reappeared then the house would be declared unclean and it would be utterly demolished and its stones, timbers and rubbish carried out to an unclean place. In all of these we see a picture of God’s longsuffering and patience with the sinner and backslider to repent. We also must act like God and not hasty to abandon or excommunicate anyone from the Church. It is only when a person is impenitent or repeatedly falls into sin that we can consider him or her incorrigible or a reprobate. 

Four, if after the house has been renovated there is no reappearance of leprosy, then the priest would declare the house clean and carry out purification rites for it. The purification ceremony for a house cleansed from leprosy was similar to the one that admitted a cleansed leper into the camp of Israel. God made provision for atonement and restoration of backsliders to the church. Therefore members should welcome whole heartedly a sinner or backslider who repents.

CLEANSING FROM OTHER DEFILEMENTS (Leviticus 15:1-33; 2 Corinthians 7:1; 1 John 3:3).

In our text, God also pointed out to the Israelites that defilement could arise from secretions that issued out of the human body. These could be a diseased flux or normal discharges that are associated with the reproductive system. According to this law, a person could be defiled by a running issue, emission of semen, the normal menstrual flow of women, intercourse between a man and woman or an unusual flow of blood in a woman. In every case the victim was required to wash himself or herself at the end of his or her period of uncleanness. Anyone who had contact with the defiled person or any of his objects also became defiled and had to be purified also.

Question 5: What is the significance of the law of purification from bodily issue?
The law of purification from bodily issues portrays to us the high level of holiness that is required in order to maintain fellowship with God. Though these defilements were less serious than leprosy, they also needed cleansing. This reminded the children of Israel that God is not only against the very obvious and serious defilements, such as leprosy, He is equally against those evil things that people might consider trivial or natural tendencies.

God is eminently holy and He demands that His people be holy also. “For I am the Lord your God; ye shall therefore sanctify yourselves, and ye shall be holy; for I am holy (Leviticus 11:44a).

The law also shows God’s jealous concern for the physical well being of His people. He did not overlook anything, even seemingly small things such as mildew or mould on the walls of their houses, so long as they could bring infection to His people. This is a clear proof of God’s love and care for His children.

The nations that surrounded the Israelites were ignorant of laws of hygiene or how to prevent infection. These nations would have considered the detailed laws of God to Israel a burden and a strange thing. But by their compliance with these laws, the children of Israel proved that they loved God and they were distinct from their neighbors. As a result Moses was able to say to the children of Israel “For what nation is there so great, who hath God so nigh unto them, as the Lord our God is in all things that we call upon him for? And what nation is there so great, that hath statutes and judgments so righteous as all this law, which I set before you this day?” (Deuteronomy 4:7,8).

However we need to remember that under the present New Testament dispensation, we are no longer subjected to the ceremonial laws. Jesus has set us free by fulfilling their demands for us. But even then we can still benefit from the principles of hygiene and holiness which they set forth.

Obedience to the word of God is what makes a believer distinct from the worldly people around. If we obey the word of God and keep our lives free from pollutions of the flesh and spirit, then we shall be able to draw near unto God and He also will draw near unto us.

Lesson 305

CHRIST’S TRIUMPHAL ENTRY INTO 

JERUSALEM
MEMORY VERSE: “Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion; shout, O daughter of Jerusalem: behold, thy King cometh unto thee: he is just, and having salvation; lowly, and riding upon an ass, and upon a colt the foal of an ass” (Zechariah 9:9).
TEXT: Luke 19:28-42

This study marks the beginning of the last phase of Christ’s earthly ministry in Jerusalem (Luke 19:28-31,38). Earlier in this chapter, He had declared His earthly mission of seeking to save the lost (verse 10). This God-ordained mission, He instructed His disciples through the parable of the pounds He gave while in transit from Jericho to Jerusalem in preceding scene, requires stewards to remain faithful and fruitful in their Master’s service. He was mindful of God’s plan and how to fulfil them progressively to the letter. He was never impatient to run ahead of the Father. Obviously, His triumphal entry into Jerusalem was the next thing on God’s agenda for His life as prophesied by Zechariah. 

Question 1: What should be the believer’s attitude to the world and the “glories” it offers?

It could be recalled that His brothers had once said He should make Himself manifest to the word – a suggestion He declared was premature: “my time is not yet come” (John 7:2-9). To walk in the counsel of the ungodly brothers of His who were motivated by worldly desire for fame and honour is uncharacteristic of the Messiah (Matthew 6:28,29). Besides, the people had attempted to forcefully install Him as a king because of the wonders that they had seen attended His ministry (John 6:14,15). Although Christ, through angelic proclamation, was born King, He would not seek honour or the vain glory of this world. He waited patiently for true honour of kingship to come from the Father at His own appointed time. Besides, His disciples were ignorant of the fact that His kingdom was not of this world. Christian leaders must learn to wait for God’s time to make them manifest and honoured. Believers must not seek nor accept chieftaincy or worldly titles. As Christ rejected the “glory” of this world that Satan offered Him, so must believers do. Acceptance of such will sidetrack the believer from his God-given course as well as get him strapped to the world. Beware!

CHRIST’S TRIUMPHAL ENTRY INTO JERUSALEM (Luke 19:29-38; Matthew 21:1-11; Mark 11:1-11; John 10:16; Mark 16:15-20; Romans 1:16)

Jesus came to the Mount of Olives in the vicinity of Bethphage and Bethany in the company of His disciples. Mount Olive is historic. It had been a ground of great awakening and a future meeting point of saints with Christ when He shall come to establish His earthly kingdom. Even the glory of Christ as revealed in the triumphal entry, which His disciples had been expecting, albeit ignorantly, to accompany the establishment of His earthly kingdom, would not compare with His eternal glory in time to come. From this Mount, He dispatched two of His disciples to “Go ye into the village over against you; in the which at your entering ye shall find a colt tied, whereon yet never man sat: loose him, and bring him hither” (Luke 19:30). He was ready to ride on the colt to Jerusalem as King. 

Question 2: What are the major lessons we learn from the preparation for Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem?

We learn from the preparation for Christ entry into Jerusalem that: (1) Christ is omniscient. He saw the captive colt tied as He sees the sinner in his bondage to depraved passions, and completely managed, controlled and limited by “the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that now worketh in the children of disobedience” (Ephesians 2:2). (2) He sends only His disciples who have known and received Him as Lord of their lives on a soul-saving mission. They were to declare that the “Lord” sent them to whosoever questions the rationale behind their action. (3) Christ has divine ownership over all things and person, and so, has authority to use them. This should serve as a source of encouragement to Christians on soul-winning mission. The gospel message Christ has entrusted into our hands is “the power of God unto salvation to them that believe” (Romans 1:16). (4) Obedience that stems from personal faith in the Person and power of the Lord brings about discovery of God’s faithfulness and supernatural manifestation to save and deliver (Mark 16:20). (5) Such obedience leads to discovery of the infallibility of Christ’s word. Those that obey Him shall know His doctrine. Disobedience on the part of His disciples will leave the multitudes of the people in tight hold of sin, uselessness and eternal damnation. (6) The opposition that true messengers of Christ face while carrying out the great commission will not last. Christ’s Lordship overrides and brings victory in similar God-given assignments. (7) Release from captivity of sin and Satan makes save souls instruments through which Christ can be exalted, praised, worshiped, adored, glorified and enthroned as King of kings and Lord of lords. With this principal lesson, let’s prepare for Christ’s triumphal entry into our villages, towns, cities and nations by being urgent in bringing to Christ the man or woman that is pining away in his or her sins: “the Lord hath need of him (her)” (8) Our lives and resources are not useful until it is surrendered for use to the glory of God (verse 34,35). Parents must not tie down their children from being used by God. The owner of the colt on hearing that the Lord hath need of it, surrendered it for His use. Simon Peter also surrendered his fishing boat to be used by Christ. Denying the Lord the use of our talent, money, time, homes, car and all other earthly possessions is denying the Lordship of Christ and His need of these things.

Question 3: Why did the people celebrate Christ as King?

To install and celebrate Christ as King, the people stripped themselves of their “garments” and used them to decorate the colt. The colt “whereon yet never man sat” was yielded to lift up the King. Having been decorated, “they set Jesus thereon”. The multitudes spread their clothes in the way in the great procession towards “the descent of the mount of Olives” where there was a burst of holy shout to the Lord (verse 37,38). What an unequalled majesty! Obviously, the jubilation and coronation of Jesus as the reigning King was a consequence of the people’s recognition of His Person as “Lord”, “King” and “Master” (verse 34, 38,39). It was also in recognition of “all the mighty works” He had done, comparatively greater than what an ordinary man ever did or can do. For this same reason, believers must praise Jesus. Christ is worthy of our praises, adoration and exaltation.

THE LORDSHIP AND KINGSHIP OF CHRIST (Luke 19: 34, 38-40; Matthew 21:5; Luke 6:5; Romans 10:9,10; 1 Corinthians 1:9; 8:6; Acts 2:36-38; Isaiah 9:6,7; Daniel 7:14; Matthew 2:2; Luke 1:31-33; John 18:37; 1 Corinthians 15:25; Matthew 25:34)

Peculiar to the gospel according to Luke is the account of the Pharisees’ opposition to the lordship and kingship of Christ being proclaimed by the people. They recognised Him as “Master” but oppose those who praise Him as “King” and would want Christ to rebuke them and stop them for allegedly doing wrong. They are always fault-finders among faithful disciples of Christ. They find fault because they have not believed God’s revelation about Christ as Lord and King. Some religious people of our day believe Jesus is a prophet but not their Saviour, Lord and King. Such are bereft of all spiritual experiences (of salvation, sanctification and Holy Spirit baptism) and blessings for which true praises are offered to the Lord. 

Question 4: What is the implication of Lordship of Christ to (1) non-believers, and (2) believers?
Who you believe Jesus is, is who He is to you. Christ question to everyone who claims to know Him is “whom say ye that I am?” (Matthew 16:15-17). Obviously, to be free from sin, fault-finding, unbelief, hypocrisy, and other sinful habits, a sinner must acknowledge and receive Jesus as his Lord. About three thousand souls were converted at Peter’s declaration of Jesus as Christ and Lord (Acts 2:36-38). As a sinner or backslider, be rest assured “that if thou shalt confess with thy mouth the Lord Jesus, and shalt believe in thine heart that God hath raised him from the dead, thou shalt be saved. For with the heart man believeth unto righteousness; and with the mouth confession is made unto salvation” (Romans 10:9-10). The power of His Lordship that worked through the disciple to loose the colt and, through Peter to set about three thousand souls free from sin is still working through the surrendered and obedient believer today.  Without controversy, Jesus is Lord. He is the Lord of lords, possessor of all things. 

He is the King of kings: His sovereignty is universal. Earthly kings have limited power and authority. Christ has all power – supreme power that works His irresistible will through His Word, blood and Name. Unlike all earthly kings, Christ died and rose from the grave the third day. Through death, He conquered Satan and all his hosts to set his prisoners free. He’s alive and shall reign forever. He’s the Coming King. All wicked earthly kings, Satan and death will be in the lake of fire when Christ shall continue to reign through eternity. Now freed from sin and satanic captivity, we are His subjects whom He reigns and rules over. We must not only accept His Lordship and Kingship, but also render unto Him praise, honour, reverence, worship, etc. Jesus is also our Master. Thus, we must render wholehearted allegiance and service to Him as no one can serve two masters. Like Joshua, we and our house should serve the Lord. But to recognise and begin to serve Jesus without experiencing Him as Lord and King is erroneous and sinful. 

The Pharisees did not accept Jesus as their Lord and King and wanted Christ to “rebuke” His disciples whom they thought were committing blasphemy. But He said if the people were to ungratefully keep silence and not herald the King’s entry into Jerusalem, “the stones would immediately cry out”. Nature is always a ready substitute, when men are ungrateful, to proclaim the greatness, glory, wisdom, power and majesty of the Lord. In fact, like the saints in heaven, nature recognises and praises God unceasingly (Psalm 69:34; Isaiah 44:23; 49:13; 55:12).

CHRIST WEEPS OVER JERUSALEM (Luke 19:41-44; Nehemiah 1:1-4; Romans 9:1-3; 10:1-3; Ecclesiastes 8:11,13; Psalm 9:17; Proverbs 14:34; 2 Corinthians 4:3,4)

The Pharisees opposition to His kingship did not affect His love for Jerusalem and its inhabitants. From that altitude on Mount Olives, Christ viewed the resplendent beauty and splendour of the temple, palace and encircling walls of Jerusalem with associated sacred history of over a thousand years. It is known as the city of David – 2 Samuel 5:7; city of God – Psalm 46:4; 87:3; city of the great king – Psalm 48:2; city of truth –Zechariah 8:3; holy city – Nehemiah 11:1; holy mount – Daniel 9:6; perfection of beauty – Lamentations 2:15; Salem (peace) – Psalm 76:2; throne of the Lord – Jeremaiah 3:17; Zion – Zechariah 9:3, etc. Jerusalem was the pride of the Jews: “If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget her cunning” (Psalm 137:5). It is a monument of beauty. For its destruction in the Old Testament, Nehemiah wept his heart out. But now, Christ weeps over it for its impending doom because the inhabitants live in sin and also rejected the Saviour. 

Question 5: What warning should people who bear good religious names but live sinful lives heed from our lesson?

Certainly, beauty and good religious names without righteousness has a predictable woeful end. To bear a good name, like Jerusalem bore, but live a sinful life is a contradiction that attracts God’s Judgement. To even travel on pilgrimage to the ‘holy land’ or worship in a church that believes in holiness with a sinful lifestyle does not shield any one from His wrath. It is only momentary. “Because sentence against an evil work is not executed speedily, therefore the heart of the sons of men is fully set in them to do evil. But it shall not be well with the wicked, neither shall he prolong his days, which are as a shadow; because he feareth not before God” (Ecclesiastes 8:11,13).   

Jesus foresaw the destruction of Jerusalem and sought to avert it through His ministry of preaching, teaching and healing. But they persistently resisted and rejected Him. Those who rejected Christ as Saviour and Lord of their lives do so at their peril (Acts 4:12; John 3:16-18). No matter how beautiful, intelligent, popular, rich or religious a person may be, if he or she rejects Christ is sure to face present and eternal judgement. The truth of impending judgment for sin told with tears by Christ did not effect any change of heart in the people as one would expect. But we must remember that empires, kingdoms and great men have risen and fallen (Psalm 9:17). And now, it was the turn of Jerusalem and its inhabitants to be overrun by enemy nations because they have rejected the Prince of peace and His message of repentance from sin that should have brought peace into their lives and city. While wailing, Christ said, those who reject the gospel of peace will live in crises and captivity. “If thou hadst known, even thou, at least in this thy day, the things which belong unto thy peace! but now they are hid from thine eyes. For the days shall come upon thee, that thine enemies shall cast a trench about thee, and compass thee round, and keep thee in on every side, And shall lay thee even with the ground, and thy children within thee; and they shall not leave in thee one stone upon another; because thou knewest not the time of thy visitation” (Luke 19:42-44). But Jerusalem was once peaceful and its inhabitants righteous. But they slide back to sin. Indeed, “righteousness exalteth a nation: but sin is a reproach to any people” (Proverbs 14:34). Christians must warn sinners and backsliders of impending doom. 

Definitely, spiritual blindness and ignorance would not make some to receive the gospel (2 Corinthians 4:3,4). Erroneous belief or teaching of eternal security, belief that the rapture is past (2 Peter 3:3,4,9), etc. will make men live carelessly (like in the days of Noah and Sodom and Gomorrah) as they impose no responsibility of pious and virtuous living. Believers must pray earnestly that God should open the eyes and understanding of the people they preach to (Acts 26:18). Paul’s “heart's desire and prayer to God for Israel is, that they might be saved” because of their ignorance of God’s righteousness (Romans 10:1-3). We must also reject erroneous teaching and teachers who seek to damn our soul in hell. 

Question 6: State the lesson believers can learn from the fulfilment of Christ’s prediction on the destruction of Jerusalem.
Those who will not repent of their sin because of Christ’s message of salvation/peace or knowledge of judgment for their sinful stance are indeed worthy of God’s righteous judgment. God does not make empty threats. The truth is that, He is not interested that any should perish and so, He is not hasty in judgment. Men have counted this as weakness on the part of God or that judgement for evil work will never come. But He judged the world of Noah with flood, Sodom and Gomorrah with fire, Egypt with plagues and, Jerusalem, for failing “to bring works meet for repentance” met its nemesis as predicted by the Lord. In A.D 70, General Titus laid siege and utterly destroyed Jerusalem. Christ’s prediction/prophecy was fulfilled to the letter. This reveals that Christ’s prophecies on end-time events like rapture of the saints, the great tribulation, the second coming, etc. will all be fulfilled.

CHRIST CLEANSES THE TEMPLE (Luke 19:45-48; 1 Corinthians 3:16,17; 6:19-20; Romans 12:1,2; Jeremiah 3:12-15; 2 Chronicles 7:14; Psalm 107:20; Ephesians 1:7; 1 John 1:9,7).

Though Christ predicted the total destruction of Jerusalem, He still embarked on reformation in the hope that people will yield to divine instruction to do right. With tearful eyes hardly dried, He “went into the temple, and began to cast out them that sold therein, and them that bought”. They committed sacrilege in their misuse of the house of God. Merchandise has replaced prayer; the mundane has substituted the spiritual. God’s house became a den of thieves. 

Question 7: What are the steps to restoration and renewal for a sinner, backslider or backslidden church?

Similar things are happening in our day: men establish churches as money-making ventures. In some Christian assemblies, bazaar, thanksgiving, money-collecting ceremonies have replaced prayer. Churches have become crucial sales outlets for Christians. And they hardly listen to the preaching of God’s word or pray to receive God’s best because they must network among worshippers after service before they go home. God is angry with such people who make His house a market. Christian leaders must not only pray like Christ did, but should also take definite steps to drive such people away from desecrating God’s house. 

Christians are the spiritual temples of the living God. “If any man defile the temple of God, him shall God destroy; for the temple of God is holy, which temple ye are” (1 Corinthians 3:17). Believers must be careful not to engage any member of their bodies in sin as such will amount to desecrating the temple of the Holy Spirit. As a Christian, you are expected, by your consecration, obedience and holy lifestyle, to “glorify God in your body, and in your spirit, which are God’s”. Through Christ’s shed blood, there is cleansing for sinners and backsliders who repent of their sins and pray God for pardon. There is continuous cleansing in the blood of Jesus for believers who walk in the light of God’s word and commune with Him continually. 

Israel had lost the art of praying to God at this time. They had forgotten God’s word and promise of restoration from backsliding (2 Chronicles 7:14). Christ, having cleansed the temple, began to teach them “daily” in the temple the word and way of God. And “all the people were very attentive to hear him”; but the chief priests, the scribes and the chief of the people sought to destroy Him. These leaders would not believe and would not allow others to believe Him.


Christian leaders must bring the teaching of God’s word to the front burner. For great transformation of lives and revival to take place, people must be given the privilege and opportunity to pray so as to receive grace for obedience to God’s word. Believers, like Christ, will face opposition while trying to do the will of God. But they must not give in to persecution and allow discouragement to hinder them. Christ was not arrested until it was time for Him to pay the supreme sacrifice for the salvation of men at the cross. They “could not find what they might do” to Christ. No one will be able hurt you as you live a holy life and engage in soul winning in Jesus name.  

Lesson 306

CHRIST FORETELLS THE FATE OF SKEPTICS

MEMORY VERSE: “Whosoever shall fall upon that stone shall be broken, but on whomsoever it shall fall, it will grind him to powder” (Luke 20:18). 

TEXT: Luke 20: 1-26 

Following His triumphal entry into Jerusalem and cleansing of the temple, Christ began to teach the people “daily in the temple” (Luke 19:47) all in the hope of bringing them back to the path of righteousness. Thus, their fruits of righteousness would avert the predicted divine judgement against Jerusalem and its inhabitants. But the critical, antagonistic and confrontational attitude of the Scribes and Pharisees prevented the salvation of God from coming to them. As skeptics, their attempt to subvert the truth and expound their errors and false teaching pitched them at variance with Christ. 

Question 1: What should be the believers' attitude to the teaching of the Word of God? 

The Teacher “come from God” presented the truth of God's kingdom with such a degree of clarity and soundness that attracted sincere seekers to listen with rapt attention, so as to profit in God's word. With the power and authority with which He taught, “all the people were very attentive to hear him” (Luke 19:48). 

He did not only teach, He also preached. “And it came to pass, that on one of those days, as he taught the people in the temple, and preached the gospel, the chief priests and the scribes came upon him with the elders” (Luke 20:1). But the skeptics were infuriated and provoked by His teaching and preaching. That they “came upon him” suggests a threat or an attempt to either frighten Him or cause the feeble-minded to leave for fear of them. Nehemiah in the Old Testament and the apostles in the New Testament were all threatened to stop doing the work and will of God but were undaunted. The manner in which they came upon Christ and His audience reveal that they despised the Son of God, disdained the message of life, denounced the truth of the kingdom, and thus, seek to discourage the earnest seekers who are longing for the truth of salvation. Skepticism is inimical to godliness; it shuts the gate of God's kingdom at the skeptics and barricades them from the way of peace. Their way is crooked, their words perverse, their will selfish and their work abominable in the sight of God. 

We learn from the foregoing that: (1) Christ was the pioneer of preachers: He preached His own message. All ministers of the gospel should not only rejoice in preaching the gospel but also in preaching the full-orbed truth as He did. (2) Religious opposition did not stop but provoked Christ to do what He was determined to do - teach and preach. Christian leaders must maintain focus on their God-given assignment, and be “in nothing terrified by your adversaries” (Philippians 1:28). While others were curious of knowing the truth and living by it, they came to challenge, antagonize and oppose Christ's teaching. They were skeptical about the truth. 

CHRIST'S AUTHORITY CHALLENGED BY RELIGIOUS LEADERS (Luke 20:1-8; Matthew 21:23-27; Mark 11:27-33). 

These skeptics were both subtle and cynical in their approach to Christ. They came with a determined goal of ensnaring Christ through His words. They asked Him, "Tell us, by what authority doest thou these things? or who is he that gave thee this authority?" (Luke 20:2). 

Question 2: What is the danger of skepticism in the house of God? 

Certainly, they knew Christ had a superior authority with which He preached, taught and healed sick folks. But the question on the kind and source of His authority should by now be a non-issue going by the impact of His ministry on the people that believed on Him and the miracles He wrought. But a dog that would be lost would not hear the whistle of its owner. They were willfully ignorant because He had told them previously in many instances that God was the source of His power and authority. For instance, when they accused Him of exorcising evil spirit by the power of Beelzebub, the prince of devils, He told that He did it by the “finger of God” (Luke 11:20). To be willfully ignorant as a Christian is to tread the path of judgement. “For if we sin wilfully after that we have received the knowledge of the truth, there remaineth no more sacrifice for sins, But a certain fearful looking for of judgment and fiery indignation, which shall devour the adversaries” (Hebrews 10:26,27). 

Question 3: Highlight important lessons believers can learn from the question and answer on Christ's authority. 

But Christ, the Wisdom of God, cannot be trapped by the craftiness of men. He discerned their thought and understood the motive behind their questions. How instructive this is to Christian leaders and pastors! This teaches that not all who ask questions in the church or Christian gatherings are sincere to know and practice the truth. We should discern the questions of our audience and answer them accordingly. The scripture says, “Answer not a fool according to his folly, lest thou also be like unto him” (Proverbs 26:5). Christ was never in nervous as a result of the unreasonable question of the religious leaders. Rather, He chose to answer them with a simple question that exposed their insincerity to the audience. “The baptism of John, was it from heaven, or of men?” (Luke 20:4). To preserve their religious position among the people and maintain their pride, prestige and dignity as custodians of the law, they refused to profess openly the truth of John’s baptism, which they knew was from heaven. They had in the preceding chapter denied the Messiahship of Christ in the face of copious evidence that proved it, apart from the scriptural prophecies in the Law they claim to be the custodian. How then would Christ give account of His authority to people who would not own up or believe the plain truths that are common knowledge among the people? They confer among themselves: “If we shall say, From heaven; he will say, Why then believed ye him not? But and if we say, Of men; all the people will stone us: for they be persuaded that John was a prophet. And they answered, that they could not tell whence it was” (Luke 20:5-7). Christ responded, “neither tell I you by what authority I do these things”. 

How we need the wisdom of God to silence the critics and gainsayers! The Lord promised to endue His faithful servants with the wisdom for service: “for I will give you a mouth and wisdom which all your adversaries shall not be able to gainsay nor resist” (Luke 21:15). Their skepticism could not resist the wisdom and power of God with which Christ spoke. This was the same feat Stephen accomplished in the Acts of the Apostles during his defense (Acts 7). We must rejoice in the fact that it is God's design to use us, seemingly weak and foolish things of this world to confound the worldly wise. Therefore, we must study, imbibe and practise the Word of God so as to “be ready always to give an answer to every man that asketh you a reason of the hope that is in you with meekness and fear” (1 Peter 3:15). Besides, Christ's answer revealed that those who cover or deny the plain truths in God's word in order to preserve their religious position or for any reason would not receive more revelation from God. It is a hallmark of people in darkness. “To the law and to the testimony: if they speak not according to this word, it is because there is no light in them” (Isaiah 8:20).  

THE PARABLE OF THE HOUSEHOLDER (Luke 20:9-19; Matthew 21:33; Mark 12:18; Isaiah 5:1-7). 

The chief priests, scribes and elders were taken in their own subtlety. Before they could recover from that surprise, the Teacher per excellence presented the people with an indicting parable. “A certain man planted a vineyard, and let it forth to husbandmen, and went into a far country for a long time. And at the season he sent a servant to the husbandmen, that they should give him of the fruit of the vineyard: but the husbandmen beat him, and sent him away empty” (Luke 20:9,10). This parable of the householder who let out the vineyard to wicked husbandmen had an agrarian setting typing the occupation of the Jews. Christ uses this familiar event of life to foretell the doom of the reprobate in mind who is unwilling to turn to God. “For the earth which drinketh in the rain that cometh oft upon it, and bringeth forth herbs meet for them by whom it is dressed, receiveth blessing from God: But that which beareth thorns and briers is rejected, and is nigh unto cursing; whose end is to be burned” (Hebrews 6:7,8). 
The Israelites, the chosen race of God, have always enjoyed the providence of grace which ought to show forth commensurate fruit of righteousness. But alas, rather than providing the vine, they brought forth wild grape. Sinners and backsliders must be told that the blessings of God they enjoy are God's design in bringing them into fellowship with Him so they can bear the fruit of righteousness. As believers, God's investment of grace in our lives is for the purpose of fruit-bearing. God expects fruits of righteousness and of soul-winning from every believer (Galatians 5:22,23; John 16: 15; 15 ). He is always disappointed when we fail to bear fruits. “What could have been done more to my vineyard, that I have not done in it? wherefore, when I looked that it should bring forth grapes, brought it forth wild grapes? ... looked for judgment, but behold oppression; for righteousness, but behold a cry” (Isaiah 5:7). 

Note in this parable that request for fruit was the cause of ill- treatment meted out to the messengers of the householder. His magnanimity in sending his servants intermittently to them is enough opportunity for them to produce the desired fruit of righteousness. However, they abused the privilege and bastardised the opportunity. In his longsuffering, he sent the heir even his only son. But the husbandmen exhibited the highest level of wickedness by killing the son and casting him away so they can inherit the vineyard. 

Question 4: Mention some of God's prophets whom Israel persecuted.

Obviously, the religious leaders' skepticism and antagonism formed the theme of this parable Christ doled to them. That Israel seemed to have perfected the art of aborting God's plan for their redemption is clear in this parable which contains flashback and prophecy. It was a review of God's repeated attempts at saving them from sin, and their continual persecution of His messenger and rejection of His message. Christ hinted of this in the Sermon on the Mount when He said, “For so persecuted they the prophets which were before you” (Matthew 5:12). God had sent several of His prophets to Israel. But they dealt cruelly with them. The Jews persecuted all Jeremiah, Zechariah, John the Baptist, etc. Persecution is the common experience of all saints. “Yea, and all that will live godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer persecution” (2 Timothy 3:12). It is the unregenerate that persecute believers Galatians 4:29). Our attitudes during persecution are what indicate whether we are real children of God or not. Christ says we should rejoice and endure during persecution, bless and pray for the good of those who persecute us. From the parable, we see forms of persecution as beating, shameful treatment or scorn, infliction of injuries, ostracism, and even death. 

Christ prophesied that they would kill Him, the only begotten Son of God. They preferred to maintain their religious positions instead of fulfilling God's expectation that they would “reverence” His only begotten Son. But “they cast him out of the vineyard, and killed him.” With covetous tendencies, many are still perpetrating this kind of atrocious act of eliminating owners of property and taking them over. Such are very close to the judgement of God except they repent of their sins. With the killing of the son of the householder, judgement was the next thing Israel - the antagonist - in this parable was to expect. Those who reject the message and ministers of the gospel have, by implication, rejected the Sender, God and His Lordship of all things. 

This explains the callousness of men who spun divine providence. What shall the householder do? They said, the householder shall “come and destroy these husbandmen and shall give the vineyard unto others” (Luke 20:16). The Lord declares that the unrighteous, who refuse to yield to the persuasion of godliness but remain adamant and repulsive, will incur the wrath of God: “He that is being often reprove but hardeneth his neck shall suddenly be destroyed and that without remedy” (Proverbs  29:1). 

Question 5: Which of these actions do you prefer: to fall upon the stone or for the stone to fall upon you. 

Eternal torment awaits the ungodly in the religious circle and the circular world. The modern day skeptics, who reject God, renounce the truth and refuse the gospel shall all likewise perish (Revelation 21:8). The religious hypocrites who abide in Christendom and yet are obstinate to God's call to repentance will face the wrath of God. Many of these people who live in sin are quick to say “God forbid” when they are told of the imminent judgement that will, as a corollary, attend their sinful action. That was the same response of the religious leaders Christ addressed. But can one live in sin and hope that the grace of God should abound? The Spirit's answer through apostle Paul is “God forbid”. Christ presents the impossibility of evading God's judgement for those who will not repent of their sins from the Old Testament scripture. “What is this then that is written, The stone which the builders rejected, the same is become the head of the corner? Whosoever shall fall upon the stone shall be broken but on whomsoever it shall fall, it will grind to powder” (Luke 20:17,18). Christ is the Rock of Ages. Those who will fall on this rock of ages in repentance from their sins shall, like the Porter's vessel of clay, be broken, and then remolded and rebuilt in righteousness. But those who resist and rejection Christ and His message of salvation, in judgment, the Rock shall fall upon and grind them to powder. Yield yourself to God and turn away from all skeptical tendencies lest iniquity be your ruin. Instead of falling upon the stone in repentance and acceptance of God's message of salvation, “the chief priests and the scribes the same hour sought to lay hands on him; and they feared the people: for they perceived that he had spoken this parable against them” (Luke 20:19). 

QUESTIONS OF TRIBUTE MONEY (Luke 20:20-26; Matthew 17:24,22,15; Mark 12: 13). 

In their plot against Christ, they employ the service of spies. Matthew and Mark say they are made of the servants of the Pharisees and Herodians. In Christ's audience, they “feign themselves just men”. These were wolves in sheep's clothing. They have a different master whom they have come to serve their purpose of trying to implicate the holy Son of God. What a terrible but impossible commission they accepted and embarked upon. This is a direct reprove to the indolent Christian in the house of God. 

Under the cover of fellowship, they first flattered Christ with encomiums such as would inflate a proud minister. This was immediately followed with question they thought would implicate Him if the flattery succeeds in letting off His guard. “And they asked him, saying, Master, we know' that thou sayest and teachest rightly, neither acceptest thou the person of any, but teachest the way of God truly: Is it lawful for us to give tribute unto Caesar, or no?” (Luke 20:21,22). Christian leaders must not be ignorant of these devices the enemy uses to destroy lives and ministries. Be watchful, prayerful and Spirit-filled to always counteract and defeat agents of the enemy. 

Question 6: How should Christians both render unto God and Caesar their dues? 

The question on whether to give tribute to Caesar or not was a subtle attempt to set Christ at variance with the Roman authority to whom tribute was paid. However, Christ distinguished the secular from the spiritual in His answer. He responded, “render therefore unto Ceaser the things which be Ceaser's and unto God the things which be God's”. Rightly interpreted, it does not mean that while serving God we should not discharge civil responsibilities nor does it mean that we should go against God’s will or word under the guise of discharging civil responsibilities. Rather, Christ emphasized the need for us to fulfil our obligations to the government while maintaining a right relationship with God. As Christians, we do not indulge in things that defile or strain our stand for righteousness. The seed of divine truth and peace in us will translate into peaceful co-existence and the progress of the state. Such peace is an essential condition needed for the growth of the kingdom through the dissemination of the gospel. Christians do not live in opposition to constituted authority in the land by reason of extremism or fanaticism. The Bible commands, “Submit yourself to every ordinance of man” (1 Peter 2: 13; Romans 13: 1-3). But where this contradicts the word and will of God, we are bound to obey God rather than men (Acts 4: 19). God's law is above the law of the human government. In recognition of this, Shedrach, Meshach and Abednego remained uncompromising and God proved that His law was universally supreme. It could be recalled that Christ Himself paid tax, when He asked Peter to take money from the fish's mouth. Thus, He showed us how to obey civil authority. 

Man was created in the image of God. Those who have regain this lost image through salvation in Christ must recognize the authority of the government whose image is on the legal tender they spend and give them their due. God, and God alone, deserves our worship exclusively. 

In this study, Jewish religious leaders demonstrated their skepticism, antagonism and rejection of Christ by a sudden disruption and hijacking of His teaching/preaching session (verse 1), asking unreasonable questions (verses 2,21,22), seeking to arrest or lay hands on Him (verse 19), and sending spies to ensnare (20-23) but, in all, they failed. They were dazed by His answer to their last question. “And they could not take hold of his words before the people: and they marvelled at his answer, and held their peace” (Luke 20:26). As Christ overcame skeptics, we will' overcome them in the name and power of the Lord. 

Lesson 307

CHRIST TEACHES ON THE RESURRECTION OF THE DEAD

MEMORY VERSE: “And Jesus answering said unto them, The Children of this world marry and are given in marriage. But they which shall be accounted worthy to obtain that world, and the resurrection from the dead, neither marry, nor are given in marriage” (Luke 20:34,35).

TEXT: Luke 20:27–47

In our previous lesson, we saw how our Lord wisely answered the entrapping question posed by the chief priests and the scribes. But the lesson of this week brings us to the consideration of two important doctrines in the Bible, namely, the doctrines of marriage and resurrection. They were, actually, matters arising from another tempting question asked by members of another religious sect, the Sadducees, the materialists of the day. They had hidden their ulterior motive behind the teachings of Moses to present a question on a ‘complex’ marital case to the Lord to answer. However, Jesus Christ, who is infinite in knowledge and wisdom, went beyond what they had read from the teachings of Moses on marriage to teach them eschatology. 

That these were members of a religious group should not come as a surprise to any Christian as Christ had warned that there would be such wolves in sheep clothing. Christians today must realise that there are still people like the Sadducees in the church who question or misinterpret various Bible doctrines just to feather their selfish interest. 

THE SADDUCEES ENQUIRY ABOUT RESURRECTION (Luke 20:27-33; Matthew 22:23-28; Mark 12:18-23; Job 14:14; Acts 23: 6-8).

The Sadducees were a group of conservative religious leaders who regarded only the Pentateuch (Genesis through Deuteronomy) as Scripture. They cannot be said to be strictly a sect in the sense of the Pharisees and were far less numerous than the Pharisees, but their want of numbers was compensated, in some degree, by their wealth and standing in society. They practised Judaism as other Jews did, but denied the existence of angels, other spirits and even miraculous interventions, particularly the resurrection of the dead. They did not believe in resurrection because they could not find any mention of it in the Pentateuch. They also wielded much influence among the people because they were strongly entrenched in the Sanhedrin (the supreme council of the land) and the priesthood.

Sadducees came to Jesus to enquire about the resurrection of the dead. They, like the Pharisees were enemies of the Lord Jesus. Seeing they had stumped the Pharisees with the same issue of resurrection, they decided to bring the question to the Lord Jesus Christ also. Moses had taught that, “If brethren dwell together, and one of them die, and have no child, the wife of the dead shall not marry without unto a stranger: her husband's brother shall go in unto her, and take her to him to wife, and perform the duty of an husband's brother unto her. And it shall be, that the firstborn which she beareth shall succeed in the name of his brother which is dead, that his name be not put out of Israel” (Deuteronomy 25:5,6). 

This was the customary practice of levirate marriage in Israel. In this kind of marriage, a widow is married to the brother of her dead husband for the purpose of carrying on the name and inheritance of the dead (Ruth 4:10). The purpose was to check a situation where a family tree could be terminated because of childless marriages, sudden death, etc. Against this backdrop, the Sadducees presented a hypothetical case of seven brothers who married one woman but all died successively with none of them having a child by her, until she also died. They wanted Jesus to tell them whose wife of the seven brothers she would be on the resurrection. 

Question 1: What was the motive behind the Sadducees’ question?


Since the Sadducees did not believe in but opposed the view on resurrection it was therefore clear that they did not come to Him with good intentions to learn or do what He would teach them. Rather, the motive behind the question was to ridicule Jesus and those who believed in resurrection. Secondly, they wanted to entrap Him on the matter of resurrection especially with reference to Moses’ teachings on marriage. Third, they intended that they would with the ‘difficult’ question expose the Lord Jesus to ridicule and thereby lower the high esteem in which the common and honest people held Him. Though they had addressed Him as Master or Teacher, it is obvious that it was not as a mark of respect for Him but to mock Him. It is not surprising therefore that the priests and the Sadducees transferred their aggression to Christ’s disciples later when they discovered, “that they taught the people, and preached through Jesus the resurrection from the dead” (Acts 4:2). 

Those who, like the Sadducees, misinterpret, misapply scriptures and ask questions for the purpose of causing strife, division and humiliating ministers of the gospel or destroying “the faith which was once delivered unto the saints” are in partnership with the Sadducees. And except they repent, they will also share in the damnation. 
However, there is nothing wrong in asking honest questions if the underlying motives are right. This is the reason opportunities are often give to people to ask questions in order to clear doubts and increase learning thereby increasing faith and righteousness. Good-intentioned questions often lead to revelation of deep truths. 

Question 2: Mention some instances in the gospel where deep truths were revealed through questions.


Many of the deep truths in the Bible resulted from question-and-answer situations. These include: the Olivet Discourse (Matthew 24:1-51); Christ’s teaching on the sanctity of marriage (Mark 10:2-9); the subject of Sabbath observance (Mark 2:23-28); the parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37); the confirmation of Jesus’ messiahship and revealing facts about John the Baptist (Matthew 11:2-15).  

THE SAVIOUR’S EXPOSITION ON RESURRECTION (Luke 20:34-40; Matthew 22:29-32; Daniel 12:2; Revelation 2:5,6; John 3;16).

The Lord’s answer reveals that the doctrine of resurrection is fundamental to the Christian faith. In fact, the resurrection of Christ and the future resurrection of the saints form the foundation of the Christian faith. In resolving the question raised by the Sadducees, the Lord, first shows the difference in the states of men in this and in the other world: the children of this world marry and are given in marriage; but in the resurrection they do neither. 

Question 3: Why would there not be marriage in the new world? 
Marriage belongs only to this present world. It will not be necessary after the resurrection because all the resurrected beings will be immortal. Thus, the purpose of the marriage which is to repopulate the earth as a result of death will have been out of place since people will no longer die. Wars would have ceased, and no sickness, no sorrow, hunger, or pain. Men will be like the angels and “are the children of God”. “Neither can they die any more”. What as glorious revelation! 


The resurrection of the dead is not the same as being raised from dead through the ministry of prophets, apostles and our Lord Jesus Christ. Those people, though they came back to life, still died eventually. 

Question 4: What is the resurrection of the dead and in what order would it occur?

The doctrine of the resurrection of the dead shows that there will be a resurrection of the body, joined with the soul to meet the Lord either in peace and joy, or meet Him as Judge in condemnation, eternal punishment and torment in hell. “And many of them that sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt” (Daniel 12:2). This will be of two types: the first and second resurrections. The “first resurrection” (Revelation 20:5,6) is the resurrection of all saints in all ages who “sleep” in the Lord. It is also known as the resurrection of the just (Luke 14:14), the resurrection to life (John 5:29) and a better resurrection (Hebrews 11:35).


The programme of the first resurrection is in four phases, namely, the resurrection of “Christ, the first fruits of them that slept” (1 Corinthians 15:23), the resurrection of the Church-age saints at the rapture (I Thessalonians 4:13-16), the resurrection of the saints of the great tribulation era (Revelation 20:3-5) and the resurrection of the Old Testament saints at the end of the seven-year tribulation (Daniel 12:2; Isaiah 26:19). The first resurrection is for only those who meet God’s righteous condition of holiness and purity. Salvation through faith in the Lord Jesus Christ is the beginning of the life of holiness (John 3:16; 1 John 3:3; Hebrews 12:14).


The second resurrection is the resurrection of the unsaved dead from the time of Cain till the end of the millennial reign of Christ. The first and the second resurrections are separated by a gap of one thousand years (Revelation 20:4,5). It is also referred to as the resurrection unto damnation. Partakers of the second resurrection will face the White Throne Judgment of Christ, and none of them will escape the eternal condemnation in the lake of fire because their names are not in the book of life (Revelation 20:11-15). This is the reason efforts must be made by believers to rescue sinners so that they do not die in their sins and end up in hell, a dreadful place of torment. However, the certainty of another life after this, in which men shall be eternally happy, or intolerably miserable, depends on how they lived their lives here. All evangelistic efforts must be stepped up now. Whatever can be done to rescue them must be done while there is still time. Sinners on their own part must heed the warning to “repent and believe the gospel” (Mark 1:15) lest they die in their sins and go to hell (Matthew 18:8,9; Proverbs 29:1; Luke 16:27-31).

The Bible teaches that there will be literal and bodily resurrection of the dead of both saints and sinners. It does not matter whether he died whole or with shattered, mangled body; whether the corpse was cremated, embalmed or whether it decomposed (John 5:28,29; Revelation 20:12; 2 Corinthians 5:10). When saints or sinners die, their souls go to different places; the sinner’s to hell fire and the saints to heaven (Luke 16:19-31; 23:39-43; Acts 7:54-60; 2 Corinthians 5:1-8; Philippians 1:21-23). At the resurrection, the bodies from wherever they are will reunite with the souls and spirits. 

Question 5: Mention some characteristics of the resurrection body of the saint.


The resurrected bodies of the saints will have many good qualities. It will be immortal and incorruptible (1 Corinthians 15:52-54; Luke 20:36; Revelation 21:4). Unlike our earthly bodies, the resurrection body will not be subject to weakness but will be powerful (1 Corinthians 15:40, 47-49), it will be a shining glorious body (Philippians 3:21; 1 Corinthians 15:43; 1 John 3:2; Matthew 13:43). The body will be just like the Lord’s when He rose from the dead (Luke 24:38; Philippians 3:21; 1 John 3:2). All resurrected bodies will not have the same glory as there will be variety of glories (1 Corinthians 15:41, 42; Daniel 12:2,3).


The Sadducees, being ignorant of the power of God to raise the dead, disbelieved and disputed the doctrine of resurrection. It is no wonder that the Lord told them “Ye do err, not knowing the scriptures nor the power of God” (Matthew 22:29b). Unlike them, we must exercise simple faith in the Lord and His word in order to obtain the inheritance reserved for the saints. Our daily desire and preoccupation should be like Apostle Paul’s: “That I may know him, and the power of his resurrection ... if by any means I might attain unto the resurrection of the dead” (Philippians 3:10,11). 

THE MESSIAH’ IDENTITY (Luke 20:41-44; Matthew 22:41-45; Mark 12:35-37; Psalm 110:1; Matthew 16:13-17).


It was clear the Jewish leaders including the scribes did not want to acknowledge Jesus as the Christ. Therefore they traced His genealogy to David alone. Jesus therefore gave them a hard nut to crack by asking them why David called Christ his Lord if He was his son. Though they did not ask Jesus any question, He had a question for them which was meant to correct their errors concerning His deity (Luke 20:41-43).

Question 6: Explain the relationship between Christ and David with reference to Psalm 110:1)

Those without the light of scriptures like the Pharisees, Scribes and Sadducees may be puzzled and wrestled to the ground by the question of Christ, but we can reconcile the difference. From the natural stand point, Jesus is the son of David because His mother Mary was of the house of David. Hence He was called the “Son of man” and the “Son of God”. He is both the root and offspring of David (Revelation 22:16). Christ as God-man was David's Lord, Sovereign and Saviour, the Lord of His own father. But Christ, as man, was David's Son. By His divine nature he was the root of David, from whom he had his being and life, and all the supplies of grace; by His human nature, He was the offspring of David, a branch of his family. He could be called the son of David. The scribes did not understand these attributes of Christ, but we do for the He is our saviour, Lord and Christ and has by His Holy Spirit revealed all things to us (Revelation 22:16; Acts 2:34-36; John 1:1-4).
WARNING AGAINST HYPOCRISY (Luke 20:45-47; Mark 12:38-40; Matthew 23:5-7,14; Luke 11:43).


Apart from the doctrinal errors of these religious Jews on His Deity, Christ also denounced them publicly for their unbecoming attitudes as religious leaders. He also warned all people including His disciples and by extension the believers of today against their deceit. The Pharisees were condemned for their gross hypocrisy. They covered their abominable covetousness with a specious pretence of religion, making long prayers in the temple and synagogues for widows. There are hypocrites who cover the stinking transgressions with the cloak of religion like the Pharisees. Their sole objective was how to make merchandise of the unsuspecting crowd. We must beware of such commercial gospeller else we fall victims to their covetousness.
Note that the Lord denounced, not greetings in the market place, not the chief seats in their synagogue, not the highest seats at social gatherings, but their cravings for these things. It was their strong love for the uppermost rooms at feasts He denounced, not their not their taking it. God is the God of order; and He commands us to give honour to whom honour is due, but where the Scribes and Pharisees deviated into craving for it, it became sinful for them. Likewise, when so-called leaders who are supposed to be examples begin to fight for position, they become detestable in the sight of God. 

Question 7: How can we escape the damnation of the scribes and Pharisees?


God hates external religion devoid of genuine piety and Christian love. It is unfortunate that many so-called believers have a distorted view of a God-sent minister. In some assemblies, it is fine dressing, good preaching on faith and prosperity, and speech-making skill. Like the Pharisees, leaders in such places live well on the sacrificial giving of their unsuspecting members and yet mislead them to hell. We must not only beware but also like Christ, warn others to escape from such mercenary ministers who are wolves in sheep’s clothing. We are to fellowship in Bible-believing churches where the Word of God is rightly divided.


Finally, we should also examine ourselves to see if we have the traits of the scribes and Pharisees in us. This we can do by examining our lives with the word of God and purging ourselves of anything that is not Christlike. Are you becoming critical, judgemental, unmerciful unforgiving and hypocritical? Is there any sin you indulge in which you have not repented of? Does your life contradict the Word of God? This is the time to humbly ask the Lord to forgive and cleanse you (1 John 1:9; Isaiah 1:17,18).

 Lesson 308

THE WIDOWS MITE COMMENDED

MEMORY VERSE: “For if there be first a willing mind, it is accepted according to that a man hath, and not according to that he hath, not” (2 Corinthians 8:12). 

TEXT: Luke 21:1-4 

In the last study, the Lord had been firm against the scribes and Pharisees’ attempts to win applause of men with external religion that was void of genuine holiness and Christian love. In contrast, here, we see the Lord making a positive remark on the widow’s generous and sacrificial giving. If, in the last study He rebuked a certain action but here appreciates another, there must be something remarkable about the widow and something believers must learn from her. The widow, in our study, gave all she had, in contrast to most believers who give only when it is convenient. If giving a certain percentage of one’s incomes can be considered as encouraging, this widow shows that giving sacrificially is a great challenge for us to follow. As believers, therefore, we should consider increasing our giving – whether of money, time, or talents – to a point beyond convenience. Besides, the study draws our attention to the diligence with which the Lord watches the details of our day-to-day service to Him. Since He is watching, He knows services that are whether our services are wholehearted or mere lip-service; whether they are motivated by pride or they are sincere. 

COMMITMENT TO GOD’S STOREHOUSE (Luke 21:1; Mark 12:41; Malachi 3:10; Joshua 6:16-24; 1 Kings 17:8-16; Exodus 23:15).

As in contemporary time, giving was part of the temple worship in Jesus’ days in obedience to the command that “none shall appear before me empty” (Exodus 23:15). That command has not changed; His command to every believer is still: “bring ye all the tithes into the storehouse”. God expects every believer to be committed to giving into His treasury. Even widows and poor people are not exempted from this spiritual obligation. Everyone has something to give in gratitude for God’s gift of salvation and other blessings. None can fold his hands in the guise of having nothing to give. Like the poor widow, commitment will make a believer to give his all. 

Question 1: Why should we be committed to God’s storehouse?

With giving to God’s storehouse the work of the gospel is made possible both at home and abroad. But if there is apathy to needy members of the church or to church projects, it impedes the overall progress and development of the church. In fact, it is a mark of dishonour, to God to keep the best of our properties for personal use while we pretend to give leftovers to God. Believers should know that tithes and offerings are consecrated to God. Stealing such things or keeping to ourselves such consecrated things for personal use brings a curse. When we withhold what should be given to God, we forfeit the reward and peace of living an abundant life (John 10:10).
Many believers are languishing in poverty and squalor, which they have inadvertently brought upon themselves through disobedience, tight-fistedness and ignorance of God’s will for them. Believers are expected to give sacrificially, willingly and cheerfully trusting God rather than being anxious for our lives and livelihood. “O that thou hath hearkened to my commandants! Then had thy peace been as a river and thy righteousness as the waves of the sea… I am the Lord thy God which teacheth thee to profit which leadeth thee by the way that thou shouldest go” (Isaiah 48:18,17). 

GIVING UNDER THE WATCHFUL EYES OF THE LORD (Luke 21:2; Proverbs 5:21; 15:3; 2 Chronicles 16:9; Romans 14:12). 

The Lord Jesus watched as the temple worshippers put their gifts into the treasury. He was diligent in observing every activity in the temple: “he looked up and saw the rich men casting gifts into the treasury.” As the Lord Jesus watched the people drop their gifts into the temple treasury he evaluated the quality of everyman’s gift. 

Question 2: What is the secret of acceptable giving? 

The manner, motive and quality of our giving determines the acceptability or otherwise of such a gift before God. If our giving will be acceptable before God, (i) our hearts must be upright (Matthew 23:35). (ii) Our offering must be done in faith (Hebrews 11:4). (iii) We must deliberately choose to offer the best unto God (Genesis 4:4). God does not accept sacrifices when wickedness is concealed in the heart, when the best is not offered (Genesis 4:7) and when it is not done in faith. 

The secret of acceptable giving is to first give one’s self to God. He is not after our money, materials but our hearts (Proverbs 23:26). It is only after one has given himself to God that he can actually offer acceptable sacrifice to God. People miss the blessings of giving to God because they fail to meet the condition for acceptable giving. God says “all those things hath mine hand made, and all those things have been… but to this man will I look, even to him that is poor and of a contrite spirit and trembleth at my word” (Isaiah 66:2). 

THE WIDOWS MITE COMMENDED (Luke 21:3,4; Ezra 2:69; Acts 11:29; 2 Corinthians 8:1-5; 9:6,7; 2 Samuel 24:22-24). 

Christ's standard of commendable offering is not its superfluity, but its insufficiency; it is not by its excesses, but by its costs. Among the rich men who were casting their money into the treasury was a widow who could only give two mites. A mite was about one-fifth of a cent and is described by the Greek word ‘Lepton’ referring to a small bronze or copper coin which was in use during the time of Jesus. Widows were said to have little means of support. 

Question 3: Give reasons for the poor widow’s commendation. 

This widow gave the two mites, which was all she had, leaving nothing for herself. Jesus commended the widow and praised her liberality before his disciples because: Firstly, she offered her all whereas others gave only a part of what they had. Secondly, she offered sacrificially and willingly without thinking of her own needs. Thirdly, she gave liberally and cheerfully. Fourthly, the widows exercised much faith by giving her all trusting God for divine bounties (Matthew 6:25,26). Fifthly, her selfless example portrays obedience and faithfulness to divine injunctions (Exodus 23:15).  

Earlier, David indicated that he understood the essence of sacrificial giving when he said, “I will surely buy it of thee at a price: neither will I offer burnt offering unto the Lord my God of that which doth cost me nothing” (2 Samuel 24:24). 

When we have the opportunity to give to God but choose to give priority to solving our personal problems or meeting family commitment, it only shows the kind of disciples we are. If we put our problems first before the things of God, it shows the shallowness of our love for God and the low level of our faith. Jesus taught that our love for God must be supreme and unequalled: “If any man come to me and hate not his father, and mother, and children and brethren and sisters, yea and his own life also, he cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:26). No where is this more evident than in our sacrificial giving. 

LESSONS FROM THE WIDOW’S SACRIFICIAL GIVING (Luke 21:1-4; 2 Corinthians 8:1-3; 2 Samuel 24:22-24; Proverbs 11:25; 3:9,10).

In judgement, the widow in our study will condemn many so-called believers who see so much need in the Church and yet turned a blind eye to them. 

Question 4: What lessons do we learn from the example of the poor widow?

The example of the widow teaches some important lessons. These include, one, that the Lord takes keen interest in our commitment to giving to the storehouse, what we give and how we give it. Two, that it is not the quantity of money or materials that matter in the sight of God but the quality of what we give and the spirit with which we give it. Three, that the poor are not excused from giving to God. Those who refrain distrust the providential care of God. Four, that rich believers should not give less than what they are worth because of love for pleasure and luxury, or fear of tomorrow. Five, that poverty does not hinder godliness as this widows showed much piety despite her poor condition. Six, that God looks at the quality and willingness of the heart and its affections when we give to him. Seven, that Christ sees our motives and knows whether there is selfishness, hypocrisy and stinginess or whether our giving stems from true charity, zeal for God’s glory or a passionate desire to please him. Eight, that God observes the circumstances of our giving and accepts the obedience and love with which we give, not the quantity of the gift. Nine, that He knows the abundance of the rich and the poor conditions of the widows and fatherless. The action of this widow is a rebuke to our lack of faith in giving when we should. 

Question 5: What are the blessings of sacrificial giving?

God wants to bless and prosper all our endeavours through our giving. The Bible says, “The liberal soul shall be made fat; and he that watereth shall be watered also himself” (Proverbs 11:25). If we give according to God’s conditions (a) He will influence others to give to us (Luke 6:38) (b) He will make us fat with divine provisions (Proverbs 11:25) (c) we will reap bountifully (2 Corinthians 9:6) (d) He will rebuke the devourer on our behalf (Malachi 3:11) (e) we will prosper and be in health (3 John 2) (f) we shall be satisfied (Psalms 22:26; 103:5; 132:15; Proverbs 13:25) (g) we will have sufficiency with God’s provision which will abound and over flow (Proverbs 3:9-10; 2 Corinthians 9:8) (l) He will give us power to get wealth (Deuteronomy 8:18). 

Every time God through our church leaders ask us to give; it is a test of our faith, commitment and love. The widows gave all the money she had and Christ commended her. In the same way, when Abraham made a profound and sacrificial giving, God blessed him super-abundantly. When God tested him and found that he was a committed and faithful steward, He blessed him: “in blessing I will bless thee and in multiplying, I will multiply thy seed as the stars of the heaven and as the sand which is upon the sea shore: and thy seed shall possess the gate of his enemies. And in thy seed shall all the nations of the earth be blessed” (Genesis 22:16-18). Abraham gave his only son in obedience to God’s command and God made him a blessing to the entire world. What a challenge to believers in today’s world where there is economic downturn! If God will make a difference in our lives and living conditions, then we must learn from the example of this selfless widow.                                                               

Lesson 309

CHRIST SPEAKS ON THE EVENTS OF THE LAST DAYS

MEMORY VERSE: “And take heed to yourselves, lest at any time your hearts be overcharged with surfeiting, and drunkenness, and cares of this life, and so that day come upon you unawares” (Luke 21:34).

TEXT: Luke 21: 5-38

Jesus’ earthly ministry was characterized by a passionate appeal to all men to turn to God irrespective of their religious, political or social leanings. As He drew close to the end of His ministry on earth, He visited Jerusalem where He purified the temple. During His visit, He chased away the money changers, challenged the religious scholars of the days, rebuked the hypocrisy of the scribes, the Pharisees and the Sadducees and emphasized the need for true worship by commending the heroic deeds of the poor widow (Mark 11: 15-18; 12: 18-44). He also spent time to teach His disciples great spiritual lessons and explained to them important matters concerning the Kingdom. In this chapter, during the Olivet Discourse, the Lord took time off to answer the disciples’ questions and explain to them clearly the events that precede His second coming as part of what Bible scholars refer to as eschatology- study of last days’ events.

Question 1: What were some things Jesus did when He visited the temple at Jerusalem?
DESTRUCTION OF THE TEMPLE FORETOLD (Luke 21:5,6; Mark 13: 1, 2; Daniel 9: 26; Matthew 23: 37-39; 24: 1, 2; Luke 19: 41-44).

Jesus left the temple without paying any attention to the magnificent building. One of His disciples, who admired the adornment and magnificence of the building with precious stones and gift (Mark 13: 1; Luke 21: 5), drew his attention to it. But Jesus look beyond the present state of the temple and told them “… there shall not be left one stone upon another, that shall not be thrown down.” While the disciples were preoccupied with the beauty and grandeur of the temple, Christ foresaw its approaching destruction. Obviously, people see differently because of their levels of knowledge or the measure of spiritual revelation they have. Whereas the disciples saw the beauty of the temple, Christ saw its decay and doomed destruction. The physical, architectural beauty of any cathedral is good for nothing if worshippers there live in sin and practise wickedness.

The temple was a monumental edifice made up of a collection of buildings. The structure took about 83 years to complete. It was begun in 19 B. C. by Herod the Great and was fully completed in A.D. 64, long after Herod’s death. Only a part of it was completed at the time of Jesus. Bible scholars say that the building occupied an area of about 446 metres from north to south and 296 metres from east to west. The sanctuary proper was about 150 feet high and some of the stones in its walls were forty feet long. It was the most impressive of the great Jewish temples because King Herod, an Edomite from Idumea had intended to appease his Jewish subjects and so constructed “an enormous, ornate, cream-coloured Temple of stone and gold”. Its ornamentation was lavish and Herod made it part of the fortifications of Jerusalem. This was enough to make it a tourist centre.

But in A.D. 70, six years after its construction, Josephus, the Jewish historian records that General Titus, a Roman General, invaded Jerusalem and destroyed the entire temple complex together with over one million Jews in what appeared then to be the worst genocide in the world.

Question 2: What should be the believer’s attitude towards transient things of this world? How should we view things of eternal value?

This teaches us that we should view mundane things of this world with complacency, knowing that they will become extinct in a short while. We need to hold the things of this world with loose hands while we place more value on things eternal. Another lesson we learn is that we must believe Bible prophecies knowing fully well that they will all be fulfilled as the prophecy concerning the destruction of Jerusalem, and particularly its temple was fulfilled.

CHRIST’S ANSWER TO THE DISCIPLES’ QUESTIONS (Luke 21: 7-19; Mark 13: 3-13; Matthew 24: 3-17; I Timothy 4: 1-4; Timothy 3: 1-4).

Bothered about Christ’s prophetic utterance on the destruction of the temple at Jerusalem, the disciples were constrained to inquire from the Lord: “Master, but when shall these things be? And what sign will there be when these things shall come to pass?” (Luke 21:7). Enshrouded in these questions is the fact of Christ’s Second Advent as stated more clearly in another parallel gospel passage in Matthew 24:3. “And as he sat upon the mount of Olives, the disciples came unto him privately, saying, Tell us, when shall thsese things be? And what shall be the sign of they coming, and of the end of the world?” These questions provided an opportunity for the Lord to unveil, not only for the benefit of the immediate disciples, but also for all believers in all ages, the signs that will indicate the time of the end.

We learn some lessons here. First, there was intimate relationship between Christ and His disciples (Matthew 13:10; 17:9; Mark 3:14). Where such intimacy exists between the leader and the laity, between husband and wife, and between husband and wife, and between parents and children, genuine questions will be asked and answered. There will be clarification of doubts, practical love and identification of personal problems that could lead to secret sin among brethren, etc. Also, backsliding will be difficult. However, such familiarity should not be allowed to degenerate into unhealthy relationship. Second, since Christ was about to end His earthly ministry, the answers He gave the disciples provided insights into the Old Testament prophecies (Daniel 9:24-27; Isaiah 9:6,7; 13:6-11). Third, it laid the foundation for doctrinal teachings on eschatology in any New Testament church.

Question 3: Enumerate some of the answers the Lord gave His disciples concerning His second coming as outlined in our text.

The Lord pointed out in several details the signs that will herald His second coming as well as those that will mark the end of the world. The answers highlighted the following areas: (i) Deception of false prophets and false Christ (verse 8), (ii) Dissension among nations in forms of rumours of wars, communal clashes, religious conflicts, national and international wars (verse 9, 10) (iii) Devastation through famine, pestilences, earthquakes and tribulations (verse 11). In our society today, the HIV/AIDS pandemic, Sever Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) and many other terrible sicknesses are a testimony to this (iv) Destruction of lives, torture and persecution of true believers by religious leaders, kings and rulers (verse 12-19). Because of the increase of sin in the world, persecutions of Christ’s followers and the deceptions from prophets through false signs and wonders, the love of many believers shall wax cold.

However, the Lord cautions that only those who endured unto the end would be saved (Matthew 24:13). The Scripture is explicitly clear on the final salvation of believers. It is not the beginning of the Christian life that matters, but enduring to the end. It is good to be saved, but that is not enough. The believer must stay saved and remain unspotted form the world till he meets the Lord. Therefore, the teaching of eternal security that once saved, forever saved, even though one relapses into sin is erroneous and deceptive. Believers must beware! Jesus emphasized endurance to the end as a necessity for final salvation. In another scriptural passage, He stressed “…if ye continue in my word, then are ye my disciples indeed” (John 8:31).
Question 4: Explain the difference between the Rapture and the Second Coming of Christ.

It is necessary to distinguish between the two phases of Christ’s second coming. The first phase of Christ’s second coming is usually referred to as the Rapture. By the word, we mean the catching up of all true believers in Christ, dead or alive, to meet the Lord in the air (I Thessalonians 4: 16, 17). At the Rapture, Christ comes for the saints, the blood-washed and saved souls. But the Second Advent (or the second phase of the second coming) is the time Christ comes with the raptured saints to the earth to execute judgments upon the wicked and the Antichrists and establishes His millennial Kingdom (Zechariah 14: 1-5; Jude 15; Revelation 19:11-21). At the Rapture, Christ will not appear visibly to those on the earth. He comes in the air to resurrect true saints who had died, and catch up saints alive to meet Him in the air. The Rapture will happen in a twinkle of eye (1 Corinthians 15: 23,51-58). The Bible compares events that will immediately precede it to those that happened in Noah’s time. They will be feasting, marriage and other ceremonies that lull the unprepared and careless to spiritual sleep. But the scripture admonishes believers to ready for the imminent return of the Lord. We must also be watchful so that we do not miss it. This is the event the Church is waiting for now!

THE GREAT TRIBULATION PERIOD (Luke 21: 20-28; Isaiah 2: 19; 24: 16-21; Matthew 24: 15; I Thessalonians 5: 3; Revelation 6: 15-17; 13: 1-18). 

The Scripture makes it clear that the Great Tribulation will be the most awesome event in human history. From Biblical revelation, the great crisis will be most intense in all the history of the world. From our text, we read.

“And there shall be signs in the sun, and in the moon, and in the stars; and upon the earth distress of nations, with perplexity; the sea and the waves roaring; Men's hearts failing them for fear, and for looking after those things which are coming on the earth: for the powers of heaven shall be shaken” (Luke 21:25,26). 

This means that all the world wars, inter-tribal wars, civil wars and all kinds of wars witnessed in human history, including all kinds of cataclysmic occurrences period of the Great Tribulation. It will be a period of unparalleled suffering, woe and destruction. Although, it will be a time of universal trouble, yet it will center upon Jerusalem and Palestine, Jeremiah, the prophet, refers to it as “The time of Jacob’s trouble” (Jeremiah 30: 7).
Question 5: (a) What are the events that will characterize the Great Tribulation period? (b) Will believers partake in the Great Tribulation?

The sources of the Great Tribulation are also explicitly stated in Scripture. On one hand, the period will witness the climax of God’s cumulative and catastrophic judgment upon the world (Zephaniah 1: 14, 15, 18; Revelation 6: 15-17). On the other hand, it will be a time when Satan and the Antichrist will unleash woe and wickedness upon the inhabitants of the earth (Daniel 9: 26; 2 Thessalonians 2: 3-12; Revelation 13: 1-18). The Great Tribulation shall also be the time when Daniel’s seventieth week of prophecy shall be fulfilled (Daniel 9: 24, 27).

The major purpose of the Great Tribulation include the preparation of the Jewish nation for her Messiah and Lord, Jesus Christ (Deuteronomy 4: 30, 31; Daniel 12: 1; Zechariah 13: 8, 9; Mark 13: 19-23). It will also be the time when God’s judgment shall be poured upon all categories of unbelieving men, nations, Satan and his cohorts (Jeremiah 25: 30-33; Revelation 6: 1-17; 16: 8, 9).

Besides, the Great Tribulation will cover a period of seven years in what is referred to in scriptural parlance as Daniel’s Seventieth week. During the first half of the week, that is, three and a half years, the Jews will make a covenant with the Antichrist which he, the Antichrist will break at the expiration of the three and half years. The last part of the week, three and a half years or 42 months or 1,260 days will be sever because of the wrath of the Antichrist on Israel in particular, and the rest of the world in general (Daniel 9: 27; Mark 13: 14-20). The Bible remarks that if those days were not shortened “no flesh should be saved”, including God’s chosen people Israel. During this time, the antichrist will cause the daily sacrifice to cease and promote the desecration of the temple through the abomination of desolate spoken of by Daniel (Mark 13: 14).

However, we should understand that the Great Tribulation will only occur after the church has been raptured and taken out of this world to be with the Lord in the air (Isaiah 26: 20, 21; Daniel 12: 1, 2; 1 Thessalonians 5: 9) On the other hand, the Tribulation period will occur before the second advent of Christ when every eye shall see Him (Revelation 1: 7). To escape the Great Tribulation, therefore, the believer should consciously and adequately prepare so as to partake in the Rapture; remain spotless, holy and blameless in this polluted, sinful world.

CHRIST’S SECOND COMING AND THE EXHORTATION TO WATCH AND PRAY (Luke 21: 34-38; Matthew 24: 29-34; Revelation 1: 7)

The Great Tribulation period will terminate at the Second Coming of Christ after running its course for seven years. It is worthy to note that while the Great Tribulation will be going on here on earth, the raptured saints will be celebrating the Marriage Supper of the Lamb in heaven during which time rewards and crowns will be distributed to faithful saints (Daniels 12: 3; Revelation 19: 7-10). 
Question 6: Mention the immediate signs that will precede Christ’s Second Advent.

After the concurrent events of the Great Tribulation and the Marriage Supper of the Lamb, then shall appear supernatural cosmic signs, which shall herald the Second Advent of Christ in glory. The preceding events are that (i) the sun shall be darkened; (ii) the moon shall not give here light. (iii) the stars of heaven shall fall, (iv) the powers that are in heaven shall be shaken (Mark 13:24,25; Joel 2:10,30,31). Owing to these chains of cosmic changes, men’s heart shall fail them and there will be confusion everywhere. “And then shall they see the son of man coming in the clouds with great power and glory”. This will be followed immediately by the battle of Armageddon during which time the Lord will defeat His enemies with sword in His mouth (Joel 2: 11; Revelation 16: 16). 

The Lord compares the signs of His coming with those of the changes in the fig trees and warns that as soon as these signs are visible, it should be known that His coming is near, “even at the doors”.

Question 7: What is Christ’s warning to His followers and can we escape eternal damnation?

Finally, the Lord gives a serious warning to all His followers to watch and pray to avoid disappointment: “And take heed to yourselves, lest at any time your hearts be overcharged with surfeiting, and drunkenness, and cares of this life, and so that day come upon you unawares” (verse 34) He repeats the warning in verse 36 “Watch ye therefore, and pray always, that ye may be accounted worthy to escape all these things that shall come to pass, and to stand before the Son of man”. Times over, He repeated the warning. Oh! How we need to take heed to the Lord’s warning so we can escape the impending judgment of God and partake in Christ’s coming kingdom! Christ is coming again, and only ready saints will escape His judgment. Are you ready for the Lord’s coming?
Lesson 310

CONTEMPORARY SOCIAL VICES: THE CHRISTIAN VIEW

MEMORY VERSE: “And GOD saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every imagination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually” (Genesis 6:5).

TEXT: Romans 1:18-27; Philippians 4:8,9; I Peter 1:6-11.

Since the fall of Adam, all generations after him have become susceptible to evil imaginations and actions. Through the ages, mankind had elicited the evil traits in many different ways. Modern man lives in a world that “invents evil things”. Man himself has a sin-generating mind. He has the capacity to generate or create sin, sinful pastimes or entertainment. Sin, in itself, is inexhaustible. It 

is brewed in the depth of human heart. Man’s craving for evil and vices are insatiable. He ever craves for novelty in sin. Today, traditional sins are either weak in attraction or predictable in their nature. Thus, the contemporary man – youth, adults, boys, girls, rich, poor, educated, illiterates, invalids and deformed, restricted and free – has some newly devised set of evil and vicious values he engages in.

QUESTION 1: How did God describe the spiritual condition of men before the flood? 

Since the flood, the heart of man had always been evil. God saw the whole imagination of the thoughts of man’s heart, and concluded that it was evil continually – every year, everyday, every hour, every moment. He never deviated into good. Such is the authentic account of the whole race of mankind. Such were all men before God brought the flood upon the earth. And strange enough, the scriptures do not give us a reason to think otherwise of man today. The mind of the modern man is a sin-generating machine.

Increase in technology meant increase in evil. The advent of the television, video and the computer and their potential of conveying thoughts in picture, colour or language in entertainments and pleasure, have greatly denied man the opportunity to live a holy life which is a condition for seeing God (Hebrews 12:14). Indeed, man has been in a continuous state of depravity as a result of all these technologies. But, and that regrettably, we go full cycle from being pleasure- hungry to pleasure-mania to pleasure-boredom. The television, for instance, impresses some vices on the mind of youth and adult and make light of violence, hooliganism, murder, assault. Hence, there is upsurge in the rate of crimes in our society. 

QUESTION 2: What are the common contemporary vices that a Christian should guard against?

Drug addiction, a practice found among teenagers and students in institutions of higher learning is a vice that ranks very high in contemporary times. Some freely say that scriptures did not say anything about the use of drugs. Yes. But it did warn us against defiling or, in modern usage, destroying the temple of the Holy Ghost which we have in us. “What? know ye not that your body is the temple of the Holy Ghost which is in you, which ye have of God, and ye are not your own? For ye are bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your body, and in your spirit, which are God's” (1 Corinthians 6:19,20).

The use of hard drugs is a contemporary vice and its toll on the life of its users is pretty heavy. Hard drugs inflame the mind, sedate the heart and make the soul to feel “high”. Its end is more dangerous and deadly than the beginning. It leaves its victim a wretch on one hand and dangers to others, on the other hand. Closely allied with drug addiction is involvement in cults among students in secondary schools and institutions of higher learning. It is a heart-breaking news that cultism has spread to primary schools in our present day society. This group of children are exposed early in life to evil association which make them die-hard crime perpetrators by the time they go higher in their studies. This is a serious threat to the peace and development of any nation.  These days, cults pretend to be a social club but when its activities are closely examined, it is revealed as the breeding ground of all contemporary vices – wild life, thuggery, drug addiction and, at times, immorality. In recent times, dangerous weapons like live ammunition, matchets, spears and arrows are found amongst the members of cults in schools. This is a modern trend and it comes with every conceivable danger to life and property.

Another contemporary vicious practice, common amongst non-Christians, and at times, strange though, amongst Christians, is betting and pools-staking. The bottom line and motive in engaging in this practice is covetousness. An obsession to get-rich-quick, a greed to reap where you have not sown, avarice at its worst and, of course, laziness are the driving spirits behind this practice. It is sad to see this creep into the midst of some believers, years after they have claimed to be converted.

Common amongst students who are desperate to excel without corresponding input of labour and diligence is examination malpractice. In contemporary times, this has reached some level that frightens constituted examination bodies, school authorities, students who have the fear of the Lord and, of course, Christian parents. This practice looks like a contemporary vice that has come to stay in most societies. But its permanence or rationalisation does not make it right. It remains essentially evil and vicious. Sad enough, many Christian youth indulge in this practice because of inadequate preparation. Before the examination day, they justify their action by claiming God’s promise that “the Holy Spirit will put you into remembrance”. These deluded and shallow-minded Christians fail to understand that the Holy Spirit will only remind them of what they have studied and perhaps, forgotten. Diligence in studies is required to overcome this social vice.       

Another social vice that is peculiar to Contemporary youths and even the generality of middle-aged folks is unduly exposure to the practice of pornography. The evil sight that stirs up the base nature of man through pornography has a demonic hold on youths. Some Christian youths cannot stand or continue in the faith because of pornography. The sad thing is that youths and adults (men and women) generally accept to sit loosely yielding to the gratifications of those appetites wherein they stand on a level with the beasts that perish. Sensual pleasure is basically sinful. It is a fire in the bosom of men daily fuelled by demons. It is strange to see that rich, elite and seemingly refined ones, the cream of the country is held by the fiendish power of pornography. Teachers as well as their students, employers as well as their employees, leaders as well as the led, the advanced, civilised industrial countries as well as the developing primordial societies are all given to pornography and all kinds of immorality. Today, the internet which is found in many homes and offices serve as a source of pornography. Many so-called Christian youth as well as adults visit distance cyber café only to indulge in this act all in the name of ‘browsing’. Closely allied to pornography are the unclean practice of lesbianism and homosexuality – immoral propensity to one’s own sex.  These are rampant practices amongst students in boarding schools and higher institutions. Strange enough, some highly placed folks are ensnared in this practice. Some of them are found in religious circles.

From the days of old, music has always been a spiritual and edifying medium. The scripture exhorts us to “…admonish one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with grace in your hearts to the Lord”. (Colossians 3:16). David’s songs and playing on the harp had great spiritual and soothing impact on Saul. Elisha called for a minstrel under whose ministration he received inspiration (2 Kings 3:15). Indeed, hymn-singing is a great inspiration to those who preach; just as good singing and music precede most of all preaching today. In heaven, music continues. “And I heard a voice from heaven, as the voice of many waters, and as the voice of a great thunder: and I heard the voice of harpers harping with their harps” (Revelation 14:2). Such is the traditional and even future use of music. But in contemporary times, music has been perverted from its original spiritual, inspirational, edifying context. Wild music which in the past was exclusive to sinners in brothels and pleasure-mad houses has now been brought to the Churches. Most churches have lost the solemnity, inspiration, freshness, and refreshing that comes with Christian music in the Bible. Contemporary youths are besieged by rock’n’roll, wild noisy music, drumming and tunes which are very much akin to those that obtain in heathen shrines. Wild secular music has a strong appeal which makes the mind stray away from the Kingdom. Contemporary pseudo-Christian music is a vice that the believer must free himself from.

QUESTION 3: What was Jesus’ reaction to the offer to make Him king and what do we learn from this?

 The local practice of chieftaincy titles, traditional honour, kingship as dine in some societies comes with all its vices and the believer in contemporary times must avoid it like a plague. It is disheartening to see a Christian relish in the conferment of chieftaincy title on him. One wonders how near or far such a Christian is from his Lord. Did not Jesus show his detachment from such earthly conferment of titles? “Then those men, when they had seen the miracle that Jesus did, said, This is of a truth that prophet that should come into the world. When Jesus therefore perceived that they would come and take him by force, to make him a king, he departed again into a mountain himself alone”. (John 6:14,15).

QUESTION 4: What should be the Christian view in relation to chieftaincy title?

If indeed we believe and know that we will truly later be made “kings and priests: and we shall reign on earth” in the millennium and in the New Earth forever (Revelation 5:10; 2:26,27; 11:15; 20:4-10; 22:5; Daniel 7:18), why should we then get obsessed with the transient, perishable, earthly ritualistic and generally devil-inspired titles on earth? No real Christian who is a shining example as well as burning light can be so loved by the world to the point of conferring honour on him. Chieftaincy title, traditional honours and all recognition from people whose primary interest and focus is the devil are vicious. The believer must steer clear.

QUESTION 5: What danger does the use of worldly slang pose to the Christian testimony?

Finally, the use of slang and gutter language is another contemporary vice. The Bible says: “Let your speech be alway with grace, seasoned with salt…” (Colossians 4:6). Christian language; as salt, should do five things. First, it should sweeten; edify the heart and mind of the hearers. Second, it should purify, not defile or offend; whiteness of salt symbolises purity. Third, it should preserve the hearers from decay and spiritual decomposition. Fourth, it should be pervasive in its influence, no matter how few the words are, just as a pinch of salt would pervade a whole meal. Fifth, it should be known for its characteristic. The Bible says “…a fool’s voice is known by multitude of words” (Ecclesiastes 5:3).

The Christian’s use of slang sourced from brothels, drug addicts, thug-proselytising musicians, “heroes” in boxing, sports and theatre makes a believer to be one of them. This dwindles his potential to minister to them. We all then become blind together. And Christ asks: “…Can the blind lead the blind? Shall they not both fall into the ditch?” (Luke 6:39).
THE CHRISTIAN’S STAND (Philippians 4:8,9; 1Peter 1:5-11; I Corinthians 10:31-33).

QUESTION 6: How should a Christian assess any practice or conduct that looks like a source of temptation?

There is no sitting on the fence for the Christian. He cannot afford to pitch his tent with Sodomites and Gomorrhites and still claim to know Christ. The vices known in contemporary times are deceitful, but no Christian should be deceived. The Bible has given enough guides to the Christian as to the position he must take on these issues. As a Christian daily faces temptation and allurements from any of these vices, he needs ask some questions. First, does it glorify God? Would God behold it with joy? Can I do it in the presence of the Lord? Can I do it or talk about it without any shame or contradiction before the saints of God in the church of the living God? Second, does it edify the saints of God? Does it provoke the brethren to love and good works (Hebrews 10:24). Is it worth emulating? Third, does it point the sinner to Calvary? Is that practice – pornography, homosexuality, lesbianism, smoking, involvement in cult, wild music, conferment of traditional titles, drug addiction, use of gutter language, gambling, betting and pools staking – capable of gaining a soul for the Kingdom or challenging the sinner on the need for the salvation of his soul? Fourth, does the practice harm the temple of the Holy Ghost, whose body you are? Does it weaken your frame, enlarge your heart, enfeeble your mind, waste your resources and enslave you the rest of your life? 

Fifth, does it make me an example to believers? “…Be thou an example of the believers, in word, in conversation, in charity, in spirit, in faith, in purity”.(I Timothy 4:12). Sixth, it is exigent for the Christian to always ask himself before embarking on any action: “Does it draw me nearer to heaven? Does it enhance my preparedness for heaven? Does it make me rapture – ready? Seventh, will the practice, language or lifestyle earn me a smile of approval from my Lord and Saviour? Finally, is the issue under consideration true, honest, just, pure, lovely, and of good report? If it is not, the Christian’s position is firm No!

THE WAY OUT (Romans 10:9; I John 1:9,10; Jeremiah 18:8; Luke 3:13; Hosea 6:1; 2 Chronicles 7:14).

QUESTION 7: What is the way out of these contemporary social vices?

Victims of contemporary vices need a release. The vices are yokes and like every yoke, they must be broken. If we must be free from these vices, essentially, we must avoid them like one would do a plague. Whoever has slipped into them should go back to the Lord in repentance and call on the Lord for restoration. Because involvement in these vices is tantamount to loss of eternal life, there is the need to fight manfully. The Bible says “The kingdom of God suffereth violence and the violent take it by force”. Repentance is followed by a return to the Lord (Isaiah 55:7). To return implies one has felt some brokenness, and contrition and unto such the Lord is very much keen to save and deliver. “The Lord is nigh unto them that are of a broken heart; and saveth such as be of a contrite spirit”. It is very helpful to see the minister watching over your soul for help. After repentance, returning and restoration, it becomes very necessary to practice the abiding presence of the Lord. Imagine the lord is ever by you and do only those things that He would approve of. Like David, remember that wherever you are, God is there with you.

Lesson 311

BACK TO BIBLE FELLOWSHIP

MEMORY VERSE: “And they, continuing daily with one accord in the temple, and breaking bread from house to house, did eat their meat with gladness and singleness of heart” (Acts 2:46)

TEXT: Acts 2:41-47; I Corinthians 12:12-27

This week’s lesson is centred on the church, especially fellowship among the brethren, referred to by Paul as the body of Christ. In our text, the emphasis is on “fellowship” (verse 42) and the practice of “breaking bread from house to house” (verse 46). The redeemed believers that make up the local church are likened to many parts of the body. As the human body has many different parts with different and varied functions, so is the church of the living God made up of different members having varied and yet complementary functions.

QUESTION 1: What is Christian fellowship and why must we do everything possible to remain in fellowship with one another?

Fellowship, translated “koinonia” in Greek, is also called “communion”, “partnership” or “togetherness”. The basis of fellowship is salvation. The nature of fellowship is togetherness. The symbol of fellowship is the communion. The responsibility of fellowship is to honour one another, be kindly affectionate to one another, and strive to be of the same mind with one another.

Fellowship is intricate. It takes efforts to build and steadfastness to preserve, but it can be broken by traits of carnality. Rather than judging one another, we should build, edify, admonish and help one another. Attitudes in fellowship should be characterized by forgiveness and truthfulness. We are to teach others the word, provoke one another to love and good works, pray for one another, and eschew evil-speaking. It is important in biblical fellowship to show compassion, hospitality and love to one another (Ephesians 4:32; Romans 15:7, 14; I Corinthians 12:25,26; Galatians 6:2; Colossians 3:16; I Thessalonians 4:18). The manifestation of these spiritual virtues in the midst of Christians in the early church provided a conducive environment for the full expression of diversity of gifts. It was also a magnet that attracted God’s power and favour upon the early church.

Bible scholars put the number of the Early Church at between 20,000 and 100,000 members out of the 200,000 people living in Jerusalem that time. One, therefore, wonders how these brethren were able to fulfil the responsibilities they had towards one another in fellowship at a time when they outgrew the largest synagogue or temple in the city. Besides, there was intense persecution. Owners of property discriminated against the church and there were no places to congregate and worship together. How were the believers able to meet together and fulfil the responsibilities of fellowship since they were so many? The methods and strategies they used in the Book of Acts should be the model for all Bible-believing churches today.

ORIGIN OF THE HOUSE FELLOWSHIP (Acts 12:12; 16:40; 28:30,31; 18:24-26; Romans 16:3-5; I Corinthians 16:19; Colossians 4:15).

QUESTION 2: Mention some Bible characters who participated in house fellowship during their time and the benefits they gained from such fellowships.

    “And they, continuing daily with one accord in the temple, and breaking bread from house to house, did eat their meat with gladness and singleness of heart” (Acts 2:46).

Believers in the early church met in their homes. They had been made free from selfish tendencies at conversion. They could live, share and learn together from house to house. There was love in the brethren’s heart towards one another. “And daily in the temple, and in every house, they ceased not to teach and preach Jesus Christ” (Acts 5:42). Teaching and preaching went on in houses. “As for Saul, he made havock of the church, entering into every house, and haling men and women committed them to prison” (Acts 8:3). Peter was miraculously delivered from prison by an angelic ministry. Instinctively, he sought the saints who were gathered praying, not in the temple, but in the house. “And when he had considered the thing, he came to the house of Mary the mother of John, whose surname was Mark; where many were gathered together praying” (Acts 12:12).

Lydia, one of Paul’s converts in Asia Minor, in a city called Thyatira, shortly after her conversion, offered her house for fellowship and prayers (Acts 16:13-15). Paul, after the nightmarish experience in jail at Philippi, went to the house of Lydia where fellowship was going on among a number of brethren. “And they went out of the prison, and entered into the house of Lydia: and when they had seen the brethren, they comforted them, and departed” (Acts 16:40). Philip the evangelist, one of the seven, who had four daughters, also, had his house open for fellowship in the early church (Acts 21:8-14). Paul, at Rome, received the brethren in his own hired house. There they congregated and kept on carrying out the responsibilities of fellowship one towards another (Acts 28:30,31). The meeting of saints in Lydia’s house afforded the brethren the opportunity to earnestly pray, after hearing from prophet Agabus, the impending suffering of Paul at Jerusalem. This is clear evidence that much prayer was made in the houses of believers in the early church. This should be the practice today. Earnest, life-giving and heart-rending prayers and exhortation should be going on in the houses of brethren. Loving relationship and fellowship, as seen in the response of the saints who heard the prophecy of impending suffering of Paul in Jerusalem, tells much of the life and grace of Christ that existed among the brethren in the early church.

QUESTION 3: From happenings in the early Church, list the characteristics of a Bible-based fellowship.

QUESTION 4: What are some of the excuses church members give for refusing to allow their houses to be used for house fellowship meetings?

Today, some think it strange to open their houses for fellowship of saints. They feel their houses are only for their family and entertainment of their guests. But they err. Much fellowship went on in the houses of brethren in the early church. The saints even saw it as a privilege to have their houses used for the purpose. So rampant was the practice that the apostle, John had to introduce some rules into the running of the affairs of the House Fellowship:

    “If there come any unto you, and bring not this doctrine, receive him not into your house, neither bid him God speed” (2 John 10).

This was written in the context of the fellowship going on in the houses of brethren. A crooked-thinking, erroneous, false teacher should not be allowed into the house fellowship to teach, exhort or give any prophecy. 

UNITY AND INTERPRELATIONSHIP OF MEMBERS OF THE BODY (I Corinthians 12:12-17; Romans 12:4,5; Galatians 3:26,27; Proverbs 20:12; Judges 1:2,3; 2 Samuel 10:11).

Forgiveness of sin is the first thing to seek before one can become member of the body of Christ. Divine grace makes us sons and daughters in the family of God and also makes us members of the church of the living God. When we submit ourselves to the Spirit of God, He immerses and integrates us into the body of Christ and we become one with the other brethren. Having forsaken our sin and the world and, having been cleansed by the blood of Jesus Christ, we are made new creatures in Christ and members of the family of God by faith in Christ. We have the same characteristics despite the difference in tribes and outward appearance. One thing we have in common is that we are baptized into Christ and we have put on Christ. Rather than thinking about the differences among us, the Lord wants us to think about the similarities we have: one in Christ, members of the same family of God, and washed in His blood.

QUESTION 5: How can we use our gifts and talents to build up the body of Christ?


The Christians at Corinth had a peculiar problem because they had many gifts in their midst. It was a very gifted church with various people having varieties of gifts: word of knowledge, word of wisdom, and gift of discerning of spirits, mountain-moving faith, gift of healing and diverse kinds of tongues. But they began to compare themselves with one another; one try to establish superiority over the other in their various gifts and functions. As a result, some people felt inferior in the church. That was why the Spirit of God used Paul the apostle to write unto them to tell them about the interrelationship of members of the human body. Comparisons leading to feeling of inferiority or superiority are not only unnecessary but also unscriptural. Can we cut off the feet and ask the hand to do the work of the feet? Can we disregard the ear and say the eyes are there to do the functions of the ear also? It is the Lord that gave everything to the church for her benefit. There should be unity and interrelationship in the body of Christ. Christians should help one another to function properly in the body of Christ. It was this unity and absence of emphasis on individual status or gift that enabled the church at the household level to grow. 

God’s plan is to integrate you into the membership of the body of Christ after you have become born again. If you begin to find fault with the house fellowship and refuse to be part of it because of the faults you seem to see, you are not doing the will of God. 

JESUS’ MINISTRY FROM HOUSE TO HOUSE (Matthew 13:36; 17:25-27; Luke 22:7-20; John 12:1-2; Mark 1:29-31).


Jesus, the spring and Source of wisdom laid the example for the church. He taught, preached, healed and prayed in houses. This was the practice the apostle drew from and later institutionalised the art of fellowship in houses. 

 
Jesus carried on an intimate, fruitful fellowship with His disciples in the house set-up. The mother and the brethren, in their search for him, met Him in a house where fellowship was going on. There, the Lord placed honour on and showed preference for the house fellowship meeting and the brethren in attendance (Mark 3:31-35). The Passover was in a house and the Lord and the disciples were in attendance. Jesus, the disciples, Mary, Martha, Lazarus and several other Jews were all in fellowship in a house (John 12:1-3, 9). In the house of Simon Peter, Andrew, James and John, Jesus had fellowship, which attracted many other people. It was in this same house that Peter’s mother-in-law was healed of fever. At sunset, several others came to the place “And all the city was gathered together at the door” (Mark 1:33). This was where the apostles saw and learnt the great use and potential benefits of the house fellowship. 

THE USE OF HOUSES IN THE EARLY CHURCH

(Acts 2:1-4; 4:33, 24, 31; 16:30-34)


The use of houses for purposes of fellowship, prayer sharing and caring is rooted in the Bible. And to signify the divine approval of this practice, the Lord allowed some landmark experiences to accompany the fellowship in the house. First, the Holy Ghost came on believers in the house where they gathered together in fellowship. About one hundred and twenty were gathered; and they were all filled with the Holy Ghost. Besides, conversions took place in the house set-up. The Philippians Jailer received Paul and Silas into his house. Paul shared the word of salvation with him and “all that were in his house” (Acts 16:32). They received the Lord, were baptized, rejoiced and fellowshipped together with the apostles. Cornelius, his household, kinsmen and near friends received the salvation of the Lord, had their hearts purified by faith and got baptized with the Holy Ghost in the house (Acts 11:14-17).

USEFULNESS AND IMPORTANCE OF EVERY MEMBER OF THE BODY

(1Conrithians 12:22-24; Ecclesiastes 9:13-15; 2 Corinthians 10:12; 1Conrithians 12: 18-22; Romans 12:3; Philippians 2:3-7 1 Corinthians 3:6, 7).

QUESTION 6: Why is it important for every born again Christian to participate in the house caring fellowship?


We are often fooled because of great titles given in the church. Those who have no titles feel they are not important. But the truth is that there is no useless part of the human body, and, there is no useless member in the body of Christ. Even if people do not recognize you, God does. He knows the great work you can do for the body of Christ, though man may not know. Rather than making comparison among ourselves, let us do what the Lord has appointed us to do. If you are faithful, you will be fruitful. The progress of the church depends on every one of us. But then, there is the need for individual members to be humble.


It is the Lord that brought you into the church, and gave you all your gifts and talents to be used in His church. That we know more than others or are more gifted than others should not breed pride in our hearts. We are made to complement each other in the body. In spite of the usefulness and the importance of our gifts, we should know that those gifts have limitations and we need to depend on other people for their gifts. This, therefore, discourages pride. If we are not sober, we will overestimate our gifts and underestimate the gifts of other people. Our functions are very important but we should not push other people’s roles and functions aside. 

THE BENEFITS OF HOUSE FELLOWSHIP

(1 Corinthians 14:26; James 1:16; Acts 4:32-37).

QUESTION 7: Mention some blessings we can get from participating in the house fellowship. Support your answer with personal testimony.


Fellowship within houses is a Bible pattern, model and principle, which cannot be neglected if the church must be strong and believers grow. To be committed to house fellowship is an opportunity to follow the Bible closely. House fellowship gives the privileges of the ministry, participation and involvement. Whereas only a few brethren can be involved in ministry in a large church, the fellowship in the house affords opportunities for more people. Members in the house fellowship have the privilege to give testimonies, pray for others and be prayed for by others, receive counselling, enjoy comforting exhortations and be cared for.

 “But we were gentle among you, even as a nurse cherisheth her children: So being affectionately desirous of you, we were willing to have imparted unto you, not the gospel of God only, but also our own souls, because ye were dear unto us” (1Thessalonians 2:7-8). This is how to take care of converts and babes in Christ. This can only be accomplished in the house fellowship. In the House fellowship, a smaller and more manageable unit, the hurting, hungry and helpless are easily discovered and helped. It is more difficult to know that one is missing among thousands than among tens. The cold, lukewarm or backslidden receives help and gets restored faster in the house fellowship much more than in the larger assembly. Again, questions are asked, doubts are cleared and misconceptions are straightened out in a family atmosphere quite different from that which exists in a large crowd. In addition, friendship evangelism is a lot easier through the house fellowship. It is easier to invite a neighbour to the house fellowship than to a large meeting in some distant place. Cornelius did this and it worked. Levi invited his friends to his house to meet Jesus and they heard the Word. Jesus called them to repentance. Needs are met with more zest in the house fellowship. Prayer support and comfort during persecution is greater through the house fellowship. “Rejoice with them that do rejoice, and weep with them that weep.” (Romans 12:15) We identify more and properly with one another when we are in smaller, manageable units of fellowship. The sick are more easily and quickly attended to within the house fellowship. These are the benefits in the house fellowship. As a Bible practice, we must be committed to it and make it work so we can receive the fullness of blessing for obedience to the will of God. 

Lesson 312

BIBLICAL PORTRAIT OF THE HOUSE CARING FELLOWSHIP

MEMORY VERSE: “And Moses chose able men out of all Israel, and made them heads over the people, rulers of thousands, rulers of hundreds, rulers of fifties, and rulers of tens” (Exodus 18: 25).

TEXT: Exodus 18: 13-24

During the earthly ministry of Lord Jesus Christ, multitudes attended His meetings and at times stayed with Him for more than one day. The Apostles of the early church too had ministries that had large following. On the day of Pentecost, three thousand thronged the throne of grace, got born again and were added to the church. Shortly after that, five thousand accepted the Lord, and so grew the church in leaps and bound. This same feat in growth had been seen also in contemporary times.

QUESTION 1: Which is more important to the spiritual well-being of the believer: the house caring fellowship or the general church assembly? Give reasons for your answer.


These large meetings, especially in present times, make the church lose sight of the significance and function of small groups within the large assembly. Significantly, large gatherings diminish with time. This then makes a re-directing of focus from the large groups to small groups within the large assembly necessary. The church cannot afford to continue to neglect the age-long principle of working of small groups within the large body. The truth is that the strength of the large crowd is in the small group. And the stability of the small group is in the large assembly. One cannot trade off the other. The small groups, when they are worth their salt, accounts for the dynamism, growth, spirituality, unity and impact of the large congregation. Yet, that small group cannot be stable, established and firmly rooted except the large assembly is still maintained.

BIBLICAL PICTURES OF SMALL GROUP (Exodus12:3, 4; 16:16-18; Joshua7:14 Acts 18:24-26).

 “Speak ye unto all the congregation of Israel, saying, In the tenth day of this month they shall take to them every man a lamb, according to the house of their fathers, a lamb for an house:  And if the household be too little for the lamb, let him and his neighbour next unto his house take it according to the number of the souls; every man according to his eating shall make your count for the lamb” (Exodus12:3,4).

QUESTION 2: Supporting your answer with Bible references, how can you prove that the church as presently structured is Biblical?


The occasion of the Passover in Egypt and its execution shows forth the pattern and profitability of small groups. The whole nation was to mark the occasion but it was done or accomplished through “the house of their fathers”. Each house (manageable unit) formed small group of people. At that level, the head of that house will convincingly and satisfactorily handle the questions of any member of the group. 


In the organization and administration of the children of Israel, in small or great matters, the principle of the functioning of small group is given significant prominence. In observing the Passover, in gathering the manna and in the administration of justice, the nation was grouped into small manageable units (Exodus 18:25, 26).


The way Achan was discovered, after he took of the accursed thing, convinces us of the strength and significance of the small group amongst the Israelites. To identify Achan, God started with the “church in the wilderness”, Israel. He then dealt with them, first, according to their tribes. Second, according to their families, third, according to their households, and fourth according to their persons, “man by man”. These levels of groups ease off the burden of leadership and get rid of the facelessness of a weird large assembly. This certainly informs why we have our churches or congregation in units of groups ranging from districts to zones to house fellowship locations and finally to individual members. The small group without an doubt, helps in clarifying members of the larger congregation of anything that is not properly understood. There is always that interpersonal relationship that exists between the leaders and members. Misconceptions are straightened out in the house fellowship.
SMALL GROUPS: AN ENDURING STRATEGY (1 Samuel 10: 19 Acts 16:15; 2:46,47).

QUESTION 3: Why is small group like the house caring fellowship system important in the church set-up such as ours?


The use of small groups as we have seen was particularly central to the organization and administration of the children of Israel in the wilderness. In the times of Moses and Joshua, the groups were used to advantage in resolving problems. After Joshua, a dozen judges reigned, and later Samuel saddled the leadership of the nation. One would imagine that the hundreds of years between Joshua and Samuel would swept off the concept of the small groups among the people. But it did not. The benefits of a small group endeared itself to the heart of Jewish leaders and it kept on being the primary and core method in the administrative, political and judicial procedure of the nation. 


The procedure of choosing a king was yet through the small groups. The process started at the tribal level, then it scaled down to the family level, then to the household level and finally to a single person. Significantly, the much that is said and observed on the natural setting of geographical entity called Israel can be said of the spiritual Israel- the church. Through the small group setting, many families have been blessed and brought under the influence of God. These people in turn, serve as a direct link in reaching out to their neighbours and winning them for Christ.
SMALL GROUPS IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

(Mark 3: 14, 15 Acts 12:12; 16:5 1Corinthians 16:19).


Multitudes followed the Lord Jesus Christ. But in this milling mass of faceless impersonal seekers, He had to organize them into smaller groups of hundreds, and fifties. This He did to achieve effectiveness in ministry. This was striking in the administration of the followers especially when the five thousands, first, and later the four thousands, had to be fed. While Christ dealt with, reached and helped the multitude generally, He resorted to small groups in mobilizing for effective evangelisation. At a broader level, He had a group of twelve whom He called and commissioned to “be with him” and gave “power to heal sicknesses and to cast out devils”. This choice of twelve, a small group of ministers were chosen from the multitude that were obedient to the doctrine and had been baptized in water.

QUESTION 4: How did the house caring fellowship concept function in the New Testament?


But still at a closer circuit, Jesus still chose three out of the twelve who were privileged to relate with Him more intimately. These three, Peter, James and John eventually emerged as a small group and their role and significance persisted throughout the New Testament. In the second chapter of Acts, Peter, one of the three rose up and preached. In the third chapter, Peter and John were at the gate called Beautiful where a miracle of healing was wrought on the lame, and there was a stir among the people. In the fourth and fifth chapters, Peter and John were arrested, released by an angelic ministry, re-arrested and arraigned and then released again. James, one of the three was beheaded but in the fifteenth chapter of Acts, another James was appointed. And Paul referred to this small group of three apostles as “the pillars in the church” (Galatians 2:9). 

MINISTERING THROUGH SMALL GROUPS 

(Matthew 17:1; Mark 5:37, 42; Luke 10:1; 2:42-44; Matthew 26:37, 38).


Christ’s method of ministry was bequeathed to the first century Church and later to other ages through the small inner circle of Peter, James and John. They were with Him on the Mount of Transfiguration where they saw a glimpse of His glory and had a confirmation of both His Sonship and divinity. The raising of the dead was done in the presence of Peter, James and John in Mark’s gospel. And in the early church, Peter followed the same pattern he found in the Lord when he was faced with dead Tabitha (Acts 9:36-42).


Again in the evangelisation of the nation, Jesus still mobilized the small groups. Of the multitude that followed Him, out of whom He chose twelve disciples to carry on with the ministry of evangelising and healing all that were sick (Luke 9:1).

PURPOSE OF SMALL GROUPS (Acts 6: 1-3; 2:42, 44-46).

QUESTION 5: What is the purpose of the house fellowship system, and what can we do to have it revived?

With the small groups, recognition or discovery of the needs of individuals in the church is easier and faster. A strong emphasis on the doctrines, dynamic prayer ministry within the church, and powerful preaching, cannot eclipse the fact that there are felt needs among the membership. Problems are nipped at the bud, reasons for murmurings and complaints are discovered at the earliest times, and suffering saints are singled out in the small groups. The widows of the early church were neglected in the daily ministration. In the church today, there are other small groups too that need help. Such groups are the young married couples, young parents, up-coming businessmen; ageing spinsters and bachelors, the sick brethren, the lonely, the widows and the bereaved.

Again, the small group make us see methods whereby needs can be identified and feel with others the responsibility of bearing their burdens. More than discovering the needs, it will arouse compassion in us to solve those needs. After needs have been identified, it logically follows that a plan to address the needs be put in place. This implies correlating the total needs into programmes with an eye on overcoming the hindrances in the provision of the needs and concretely supplying or meeting those needs. 

Closely following the planning is the organization. This is bringing up of concrete, specific methods that would help in solving the problems at hand. It is the mobilization of all the members of the small unit in order to solve the problems of suffering members. This makes the small groups very vital in the church just as they were in Israel. The functions of small groups make them indispensable in the present day church. What then are the functions?

First, small groups are problem-solving oriented. The leader in the group is there to solve problems, help the people out, and remove hindrances before the brethren. The leader is, therefore, an answer to the problems of people. Second, small groups are meant to know the thinking of the people, their felt needs and where they ache. Third, small groups gather for profitable programme planning. Every member should have a say and dictatorial spirit must be kept out of the group. Fourth, members of small group desire to see a change in their lives, situations and circumstances as a result of the prayer, fellowship or membership in the small group. This is perhaps the singular factor that would make them to keep coming. Fifth, small groups provide stability. Membership of these small groups gives the people a sense of belonging. This offers emotional stability in a large group where the superintending leader does not know everyone. The members are satisfied when they observe the group leader’s interest in them and their welfare. They feel at home, discover meaning in life and enjoy the personal recognition accorded them. 

PRINCIPLES IN A SMALL GROUP (Romans 12: 4-8; 1Corinthians 12: 11, 12).

QUESTION 6: Explain with practical examples and personal experience how we can apply the principles of small group to make our house fellowship grow and be what it ought to be.


In every small group, the leader must communicate a sense of belonging. All the members must be heard and supported. The group must shun a task-centred approach. Fellowship, sharing and caring must have high priority in the group and this must be pursued vigorously. In doing this, the leader must learn to listen passionately to the people and in the process seek to make sense out of their narration. He must watch for the existence of the real situation or problems at hand. Third, there must be a consciousness of the goals of the group. This is what that keeps an athlete on the track. If there were no goal, he would drop out. This is what keeps a student focused in school, and a wife in the home. The group’s goal is always a rallying point. The leader must be clear in communicating these goals to the members of the group. It might be the goal of evangelism growth, fellowship, and assistance. Fourth, there must be the dual role for every small group. Every activity must be double-pronged: aiding and enhancing the growth and fulfilment of every member, and the well-being of the entire group. There must be continuous assessment and constant evaluation of the performance of the group.  

Fifth, there must be deliberate effort to assist members of the group to meet their personal needs. These are not the petty, selfish, mundane needs. Rather, they are the deep-seated desires or eagerness for fulfilment in ministry, usefulness in the house of God, walk with God or experiences with the Lord. The small group, therefore, should provide opportunities for members to do those things they cannot do or accomplish on their own. The small group should give the members the liberty, power, desire and drive to do what they cannot do on their own.

Sixth, every person in the group brings many impressions from other groups. This blending of impressions and ideas imposes a greater demand or challenge on the leader to lead each person towards the greatest height their capability can attain while the ideals of the larger group is unadulterated. Finally, without any doubt, small groups make for the individual members and the group at large.

