February 27, 2011                        God Loves to Welcome Us Home                          #197                                                                                                                              
4th lesson this month on the topic:  God’s Extravagant Love
1st Week: “God Loves the Unlovely”; This lesson was about how God loves and pursues people, both inside and outside the church, who are unfaithful to Him.
2nd Week:  “God Longs for His People to Be Loyal to Him”; Understanding what true loyalty looks like and choose to live out that loyalty to God.
3rd Week:  “God Is the Perfect Father”; How God demonstrates Himself to be a tender, loving Father who desires to be intimately involved in our lives.
What this lesson is about: This lesson is about returning to God when we’ve made a mess of our lives.
How this lesson can impact your life: Repent of your sin and return to God.
Our lesson outline today covers 3 topics:

1. “When God’s Words Become Our Words” Hosea 14: 1-3; Restoration to God involves expressing our true feelings to the Lord.  Though God knows our every thought, we benefit by acknowledging both our sin and His graciousness as we return to Him.
2. “When God’s Blessings Become Our Blessings” Hosea 14: 4-7; God reserves unfathomable blessings for people who respond in repentance to His offer of forgiveness.
3. “When God’s Ways Become Our Ways” Hosea 14: 8-9; Walking in God’s ways provides a lifetime of guidance, direction, and blessing for those who walk with Him.
A young man and his father worked side-by-side at a family owned service station;
· The son one day left to serve in the military.

· Several years later he returned from his tour of duty.

· He had changed drastically;

· Drugs and alcohol took over his life.

· Removing any strength or energy he had to continue his loving relationship with his father.

· He left the family business and took up a life of crime to support his drug habit.

· His father picked him up at the prison when his 2 year sentence ended.

· On the drive home the son apologized for the hurt and shame he had caused the family.

· He spoke of rededicating his life to the Lord in response to a challenge from the prison chaplain.

· The son braced himself for the “cold reception” and judgmental attitudes he would face at home.

· When he arrived home, the first thing he saw was a sign over the door, “Welcome Home Son.”

· His entire family stood beneath the sign.

· Though he had messed up his life badly, his family welcomed him home the way God welcomes all people who genuinely repent of their sins.

Christians have a home in which to live with our forgiving Lord and Savior;

· The place of repentance and commitment to Christ.

· Today’s lesson is about returning to God when we make a mess of our lives.

· As we study God’s words through Hosea, we will discover a challenge to repent of sin and to return to God.

Idolatry (definition);

· Elevating any person, thing, or idea above the true and living God as revealed in His Word, the Bible.

Someone read our 1st group of Scripture Verses (When God’s Words Become Our Words) Hosea 14: 1-3.  Listen to what Hosea asked Israel to do as these verses are read.

Verses 1-3 are Hosea’s call to repent;

· Verses 4-8 are God’s promise of restoration.

· God had to punish Israel for its gross and repeated violations of His law.

· But He would do so with a heavy heart.

· What God really wanted to do was restoring the nation and make it prosper.

This month’s study focused on the theme of God’s amazing love;

· We learned that God loves the unlovely.

· That He desires for us to be loyal to Him.

· And that He loves us like a Father.

· Now we focus on the wonderful hope and promise that God loves to welcome us home.

Hosea’s final appeal to God’s people was that they “return to the Lord your God” v1;

· The word “return” refers to repentance;

· This means to change my mind about the direction I’m going and go the opposite way.
· For Israel, repentance meant they should turn their hearts from worshiping false gods and trusting in nation states for security.
· And turn to worship and trust only the one true God.

· The Israelites needed to return to God, for they had “stumbled” in their sin.

The word “stumbled” is a translation of a Hebrew word;

· Referring to falling into defeat and disgrace because of behavior that is immoral and thus foolish.

· The Israelites stumbled because they foolishly and wickedly worshiped the false god Baal.

· Remember our definition of idolatry?

· In our society today, think of the different kinds of idol worship that occurs among God’s people.

In spite of Israel’s grave sin and the nation’s persistence in sin;

· God sent Hosea to call His people to repentance.

· Repentance had to be their first step.

· The way back to God begins with repentance….no other first step.

· God’s people turned away from Him willfully and persistently.

· But He turned toward them and called out to them because of His amazing love for them.

When we are mired up to our necks in sin;

· Our Lord finds us there and says to us the beautiful words “Return to the Lord your God” v1.

· How great is His love for us!

Next, Hosea directed the people to “take words of repentance” to the Lord v2;

· And then spoke the exact words they should “say to Him” v2.

· Hosea knew the only way back to the Lord was the way of specific verbal confession that expresses genuine remorse and repentance.

· The Israelites had to:

· Put faith into words.

· Own their guilt.

· And then state their transgressions.

· We, too, must speak to God silently or aloud our words of repentance if God is to receive them.

What words did Hosea teach the Israelites to say to God?

· 1st Were words that appealed for His forgiveness so they could offer acceptable praise.
· “Forgive all our sin” so God would “accept” their verbal “praise” offered sincerely from their hearts v2.

· 2nd Was verbal renunciation of their objects of hope and trust other than God.

· Which were the nation “Assyria,” military power (“horses”), and false “gods” such as Baal v3.

· 3rd The repenting Israelites, those who were “fatherless (orphans) due to sin;

· Should speak from their hearts to the loving, living God the words “For the fatherless receives compassion in You.”

· Those words did not merely express that God is compassionate, but that He would have forgiving love for them.

You and I, too, must accept responsibility for our wandering away from God just as Hosea compelled the Israelites to do;

· No matter how deep we have stumbled in sin;

· The Lord lovingly calls us to come back to Him.

· Let His words become our words-words of acceptance, peace, love, and restoration.

Someone read our 2nd group of Scripture verses (When God’s Blessings Become Our Blessings) Hosea 14: 4-7.  Listen to God’s blessings as these verses are read.

After calling His people to repentance;
· God promised super-abundant blessings when they renounced their evil and came back home to Him.

The Lord’s rich blessings become ours too;

· 1st God will “heal their apostasy (backsliding KJV) v4

· The word apostasy refers to Israel’s defection from God. 

· God viewed Israel’s sin in turning from Him as spiritual sickness only He could heal.

· God promised to cure the Israelites’ waywardness, preventing their turning from Him again.

· 2nd God said He would “freely love them.”

· The word freely stresses the truth that God’s love for the Israelites was because of His grace.

· When they repented, His “anger will have turned” away v4.

· God loves this way because He is God.

In verses 5-7, God described the richness of His blessings in 7 similes (a figure of speech that is a comparison usually beginning with “like” or “as”)

· “Like the dew” that blesses the land with moisture.

· God’s blessings would abundantly provide Israel’s needs.

· Has sin robbed you of God’s blessings?

· “Like the lily” God would make their lives beautiful again.

· Transformed from sin’s ugly scars.

· Has sin scarred you?

· “Like the cedars” that puts roots down deep into the soil.

· God would restore strength to the nation.

· The strength of righteousness, not idolatrous worship.

· Has sin weakened your life over many years?

· “Like the olive tree” that provides valuable olive oil.

· God would make the nation a people of value once again.

· Has sin robbed your live of value, making you feel worthless?

· “Like the forest of Lebanon” that provides “fragrance.”

· Israel once again would be a pleasure to God and others.

· Has sin diminished the pleasure you once brought to God and others?

· “Like the vine and “like the wine” refers to abundance.

· It points to Israel’s abundant life under God’s blessings.

· Has sin starved the abundant life God wants you to enjoy throughout your remaining years?

What an extraordinary picture verses 5-7 gives us of our gracious God!

· When God’s blessings become our blessings, they include both material and spiritual benefits.

· They are yours and they are mine.

· All freely given when we repent of sins and return in devoted love to the God who welcomes us home.

Our senior years should be times of spiritual strength;

· Christlike maturity.

· Effective service born of wisdom.

· And great influence for good on one’s extended family.

But this is not true for some who have stepped into sin;

· Sin made itself beautifully attractive.

· They reach down to take hold.

· They find behind the appealing lure wreckage and ruin, depression and unhappiness.

What can they do?

· Hear again God’s plea and promise.

· Return to the Lord for He loves to welcome you home.

· Only He can mend a broken life!

· We have felt sin’s rod.

· Now experience God’s love once again.

Someone read our last group of Scripture verses (When God’s Ways Become Our Ways) Hosea 14: 8-9.  Listen to why God’s way is the only way to live as these verses are being read.

One last time, God reasoned with His people;

· He began with a rhetorical question:

· “Ephraim, why should I have anything more to do with idols” v8.

· God’s question shows His exasperation with speaking so much through Hosea about the gods of Canaan.

· This was an irksome subject to Him to be sure.
Enough is enough!

· If God is done with the subject;

· So too should the Israelites be.

· The reason?  God identified Himself as the sole source of Israel’s blessing, certainly not idols, which are powerless to bless.

God point-blank stated;

· “It is I.”  He alone is to Israel “like a flourishing pine tree” v8

· “Your fruit comes from Me” v8.

· By forsaking their own way and following God’s way;

· The Israelites could depend on experiencing God’s abundant provisions.

Verse 9 is Hosea’s postscript;

· God’s prophet encouraged his readers to “understand” his teachings.

· To “recognize them” as the true “ways of the Lord.”

· “Which are always right”

· The expression “ways of the Lord” refers to all the statues, commands, and obligations God gave to the Israelites through Moses and the prophets.

God’s words give clear guidance regarding what pleases and displease Him;

· People who “walk in them” are “righteous” and they are “wise.”

· People who are “rebellious stumble in them”

· For such people, God’s ways are not “delightful, not desired, not treasured, thus they deliberately choose to violate Gods words and ways to their own downfall.

Hear Hosea’s words to us today;

· When God’s ways become our ways;

· We don’t stumble through life.

· Let us make His words our guidance each day.

· Let us follow Him.

· Live by His teachings.

· And avoid paths leading to destruction.

Rogue’s Harbor
Peter Cartwright (1785-1872) spent several decades as a frontier Methodist circuit-riding preacher, first in Kentucky and then in Illinois.  In 1856 he wrote his autobiography, which has become a classic on the history of frontier religion.

Cartwright was still a child when his parents moved from Virginia to Kentucky, much of which was untamed wilderness at the time.  Logan County, where his parents settled, was known as Rogue’s Harbor.  It was the home of many individuals who came to escape justice or punishment.  Law could not be enforced.  Murderers, horse thieves, highway robbers, and counterfeiters formed a majority of the population.  Honest citizens tried to prosecute them, but the outlaws just provided alibis for each other and always escaped justice.

Finally the law-abiding citizens formed a group known as the Regulators to establish their own code of bylaws.  One day the two groups met in town and a battle ensued, fought with knives, pistols, and clubs.  Many were wounded, some were killed.  The rogues were victorious and drove the Regulators out of town.

Sound like a nice place to live and raise your family?  It is similar to the situation Hosea described:  a community of killing, lying, adultery, and murder after murder.  That is the result of a community that does not know God.  When there is no knowledge of God, morals and social stability disappear just as quickly as the outward formalities of religion.  This may lead you to reflect on how much knowledge of God remains in your city.

Prayer:

Forgive us Lord for breaking Your heart.

Thank you so much for your love for us.

Even in Your anger there is love, and even in the midst of pain You can pardon.

Help each of us have the kind of hope that comes from knowing You.
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