Connecting to God Through Experiences Changes Lives:  Hosea and Ruth

This is now the third sermon in this series about how connecting to God changes lives.  Each of the people that we have looked at has connected to God in different ways but in their connection, they were transformed.  Both Joshua and Samuel connected to God through their mentors.  Joshua learned from Moses and Samuel learned from Eli but as they grew closer to God, they developed a mature faith of their own.  Their faith was developed through their interaction with others and then they became leaders themselves.  Both Joshua and Samuel become moral guides for the nation of Israel.

Josiah’s life is transformed through responsibility and the need to be a leader for the people.  He looks for the guidance of the Lord and in that search he connects with the Book of the Law.  By reading this portion of scripture he connects to God and leads a spiritual reform of the nation.  When we look at Josiah, we are reminded of how scripture can lead us to God so that He transforms us today.

We have seen people connect to God through mentors and scripture and today we are going to see the power of connecting to God through experience.  Today we are going to be reminded of the experiences that Hosea and Ruth faces and how their lives were transformed through the experiences that God led them into and through.

As you think through your life, how has God led you in experiences?  What opportunities, events, failures, joys, and obligations has God used to help you hear His call and come to Him?  In retrospect can you see the hand of God within the path of your life?

The Bible is a record of God interacting with people so as we read God’s word we have numerous accounts that fit into this type of connection.  I chose Hosea and Ruth because they come to know God in different ways.  Hosea deepens his knowledge and experience of God through these encounters and Ruth comes to know God through her experiences.  I also choose Ruth because we do not seem to draw attention to the women of faith enough and her story is about connecting to God as a Gentile so that is helpful to us as well.

Hosea’s life had experiences that are recorded for no other prophet and the account of his life has some application for us today as we encounter God in our experiences.

We begin looking at a summary of HOSEA from the NIV Bible Commentary: (Heb. hoshea, salvation). Hosea is the only OT book from the northern kingdom of Israel. This notable eighth-century B.C. prophet lived during a period of great national anxiety. He was born during the reign of Jeroboam II (c. 786-746, and exercised his prophetic ministry in Israel when Uzziah (c. 783-743, Jotham (c. 742-735), Ahaz (c. 735-715), and Hezekiah (c. 715-686) reigned in Judah.

  The time of Hosea was marked by great material prosperity. Under Jeroboam II the northern kingdom experienced a degree of economic and commercial development unknown since the early days of the United Kingdom under the reign of David and Solomon.

  The northern nation was now steeped in pagan worship and idolatry.  Pagan festivals were celebrated several times each year and were marked by drunkenness, ritual prostitution, acts of violence, and indulgence in pagan forms of worship at the shrines. The widespread prevalence of pagan prostitution is evident from the fact that in Jeremiah's day, a century after the time of Hosea, prostitution flourished in the temple precincts (2 Kings 23:7).

  Israel's worship was the exact opposite of what God desired of his people. The covenant that God had made with the nation through Moses at Mt Sinai emphasized the exclusive worship of the Lord, a holy and pure God, by a nation holy to him. However, worship was now identified with the shameless immoral worship of the pagan Canaanite deities. 

  The catalyst of Hosea's prophetic message is his marriage to a woman named Gomer.  This is where the book begins and where we will focus.
Hosea 1:1 is on Page 1395 
In Hosea 1:1-9 we meet the family.
HOS 1:1 The word of the LORD that came to Hosea son of Beeri during the reigns of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah, kings of Judah, and during the reign of Jeroboam son of Jehoash king of Israel:  HOS 1:2 When the LORD began to speak through Hosea, the LORD said to him, "Go, take to yourself an adulterous wife and children of unfaithfulness, because the land is guilty of the vilest adultery in departing from the LORD." 3 So he married Gomer daughter of Diblaim, and she conceived and bore him a son.
    HOS 1:4 Then the LORD said to Hosea, "Call him Jezreel, because I will soon punish the house of Jehu for the massacre at Jezreel, and I will put an end to the kingdom of Israel. 5 In that day I will break Israel's bow in the Valley of Jezreel."
    HOS 1:6 Gomer conceived again and gave birth to a daughter. Then the LORD said to Hosea, "Call her Lo-Ruhamah, for I will no longer show love to the house of Israel, that I should at all forgive them. (Lo-Ruhamah means “not loved”) 7 Yet I will show love to the house of Judah; and I will save them--not by bow, sword or battle, or by horses and horsemen, but by the LORD their God."
    HOS 1:8 After she had weaned Lo-Ruhamah, Gomer had another son. 9 Then the LORD said, "Call him Lo-Ammi, for you are not my people, and I am not your God (Lo-Ammi means not my people).

There is discussion within translation as to whether Gomer was pure to begin with or not but either way Hosea’s life is now an object lesson for loving the unfaithful.

Hosea is learning what it is like for God to love His adulterous people and now Hosea can speak from personal experience.  He is connecting to God through very unusual circumstances, but in these circumstances he is coming to know the character and struggle of God to love an unlovable nation.  It is in the experience of loving the unlovable that Hosea learns about God and the power of the message that he is called to share.

Hosea is coming to know the Lord and the Lord’s struggle with His unfaithful people.  But how does this all look to Gomer?  Think about that.  Do you see yourself as Hosea who is struggling with keeping people faithful and dealing with the complications from their unfaithfulness?

If you do, remember that you are unfaithful too.  You need God’s grace and mercy so do not think too highly of yourself.  Hosea may have been tempted to be arrogant and prideful which could have led him away from God as well.  He was not to compare himself to the people whom he was helping, he was to compare himself to God.

Did you most connect with Gomer?  Here is a woman who has a good thing in her life, and she just keeps going back to her old ways.  Her sin is comforting, and it is what she knows.  If you are struggling with sin and self-image of seeing yourself as worthy of God’s love, the account of Hosea is a reminder of how far God will go to show you his steadfast love.  He will never leave you or forsake you, but when you forsake Him, you need to repent.

Hosea knew about God, but it was when he connected with God in this experience that he could understand God and His loving nature.  Ruth also connects to God through experiences, but her experiences introduce her to a God that she is unfamiliar with.

(The introductory material is from: http://www.insight.org/resources/bible/ruth.html)
According to the Talmud (Jewish tradition), the prophet Samuel wrote the book of Ruth. The text itself says nothing of the author, but whoever wrote it was a skilled storyteller. It has been called the most beautiful short story ever written.  

The book was written from Naomi’s point of view. Every event related back to her: her husband’s and sons’ deaths, her daughters-in-law, her return to Bethlehem, her God, her relative, Boaz, her land to sell, and her progeny. Almost without peer in Scripture, this story views “God through the eyes of a woman.”

Naomi has been compared to a female Job. She lost everything: home, husband, and sons—and even more than Job did—her livelihood. She joined the ranks of Israel’s lowest members: the poor and the widowed. She cried out in her grief and neglected to see the gift that God placed in her path—Ruth.

The events of Ruth occurred sometime between 1160 BC and 1100 BC, during the latter period of the judges (Ruth 1:1). These were dark days, full of suffering brought about by the Israelites’ apostasy and immorality. Part of the judgments God brought upon His sinful people included famine and war. The book of Ruth opens with a report of famine, which drove Naomi’s family out of Bethlehem into neighboring Moab.  

Ruth 1:1-10 on page 411 tells us of the beginning experiences.
In the days when the judges ruled, there was a famine in the land, and a man from Bethlehem in Judah, together with his wife and two sons, went to live for a while in the country of Moab. 2 The man’s name was Elimelech, his wife’s name Naomi, and the names of his two sons were Mahlon and Kilion. They were Ephrathites from Bethlehem, Judah. And they went to Moab and lived there. 
 Ru 1:3 Now Elimelech, Naomi’s husband, died, and she was left with her two sons. 4 They married Moabite women, one named Orpah and the other Ruth. After they had lived there about ten years, 5 both Mahlon and Kilion also died, and Naomi was left without her two sons and her husband. 
	 Ru 1:6 When she heard in Moab that the LORD had come to the aid of his people by providing food for them, Naomi and her daughters-in-law prepared to return home from there. 7 With her two daughters-in-law she left the place where she had been living and set out on the road that would take them back to the land of Judah. 
	  Ru 1:8 Then Naomi said to her two daughters-in-law, “Go back, each of you, to your mother’s home. May the LORD show kindness to you, as you have shown to your dead and to me. 9 May the LORD grant that each of you will find rest in the home of another husband.” 
	 	 Then she kissed them and they wept aloud 10 and said to her, “We will go back with you to your people.”

In ten verses we read of Ruth … meeting foreigners, burying her father-in-law, getting married, after 10 years burying her husband, being asked to go to a foreign land, and having Orpah stay behind leaving her to care for her mother in law, and packing up and making the trip to a new city where everyone knows your story.  Each of these can be challenging experiences and the collection of them can put some people against God while others draw closer to Him.

Through the rest of the 4 chapters, we read of Ruth happening to end up at the field of Boaz the kinsmen redeemer, her being a very good worker, him showing up at the field himself and taking notice of her, his protection of Ruth.  We read about the way that Boaz redeems her, their marriage and birth of a child and all of this is told from Naomi’s viewpoint.  Ruth is a book about noticing God walking with us turning circumstances into God-incidences.  He has done the same with you.

Can you think of three events that helped you look toward God.  Maybe a death in the family that helped you question mortality and the purpose of life, maybe a near miss of “could have died” moment that helped you question how close things were to being different, maybe a birth that helped you learn about love, maybe a job opportunity or a job loss, maybe a sickness or a healing, maybe a friend that started spiritual conversations with you?  Maybe the experience that led you to God was an answered prayer or even an un-answered one?  Maybe it was a sermon that changed your perspective???  Could be!!  People connect to God through experiences.

Think About It:
What would the book of the Bible with your name be filled with?  What stories, events, conversations, interactions with God, difficulties faced, decisions made, failures recorded, and victories preserved to encourage others?  Our lives are a way for others to see God at work, so it is important to share what God is doing in your life and the lessons that you are learning from Him.

Taking this home:
This week take the time to share your stories and get to know how God is working in the lives of others by asking them.  Ask people what God is doing in their life or what lessons they are learning from God right now.  Apply this as we visit after service along with talking about the weather, sports, or family.
Take it to the next level by making effort throughout the week to ask someone each day and see how that changes your visiting.  Try it face to face, in a text, or a phone call.
Use this in combination with hospitality by hosting in your home or having a coffee or coke visit?
Combine it with prayer by asking if you can pray for or with people.
Disciples of Jesus know that people connect to God through people, through His word, and through their experiences.  These are the strengths of small group Bible study and we invite you to connect to God and one another in these experiences.
Next week we finish the OT part of this series by looking at God connecting with Deborah through Victory.
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