Sermon based on:

Hosea 4:1-3 and James 3:13-18
Sermon

One of the things that I find particularly frustrating about preparing a sermon is that there is so much I want to tell you about but I have to assume you don’t want to be sitting here all day.

That all starts from the moment I begin thinking about what I feel led to speak about. After all, there’s a whole Bible to choose from and any given piece of scripture contains a huge amount for us to think about.

Do I feel led to a particular theme, or is it a response to something I’ve seen or heard or is it a particular piece of scripture that I’ve read?

Any and all of these can provide the impetus for thoughts on a sermon but it is that last one that, strangely enough, causes the most frustration.

It can be when I’m doing my daily readings or it could be a study piece at university or it might even be an association made with song lyrics or when a tune pops into my head. However it might be prompted, that’s just the start.

You read a bit of scripture, or a fragment pops into your head and you have one of those “oh!” (wonder) moments. Suddenly it makes sense or you see something you haven’t noticed before. Whatever the feeling it produces, for me, it’s always accompanied by a “woah!” (awe) moment – that point at which you realise that what you’ve read is more than just words, more than just a simple story.

Then that’s me heading into the ‘frustration zone’, because I could tell you about ‘this’ and I could tell you about ‘that’ and, oh! There’s this as well, and what about…? There’s just so much to share, not least the excitement of discovery that there’s this and that and the next thing.

And then someone says, “That’s how I’ve always understood it.” And then you get to say, “Yeah, maybe, but did you see this and that and the next thing?”

Then they can either be illuminated as well, or they can simply share in your joy of a new discovery, as you both realise that scripture does indeed speak into hearts and minds with a power that can’t be down to the mere words themselves.

This is rather a long-winded way of saying that, however much you think you know scripture, be prepared to hear something new, something different and if you don’t, be joyful for those to whom it is new and different.

But let me just follow on from that point for just a little while longer.

Which of our scripture readings today do you think prompted my thoughts for this sermon? If you reckon it’s the Hosea one, then you’d be absolutely right.

I don’t know how familiar you are with the book of Hosea, but it might be fair to suggest it is possibly one of the more neglected books of the Bible. Perhaps not least because it’s in the Old Testament and, after all, what can a book that is nearly 2800 years old have to say to us today?

Well, this particular passage is a perfect illustration of how a small fragment of scripture can open up whole realms of thought requiring further exploration.

When you heard it read out for us or read along yourself, I wonder what sort of mental pictures you were forming?

Could it have been of a law court or a judge? Verse 1 says “the Lord has a charge to bring.” And this is very much part of the picture Hosea wants to paint for us.

Or perhaps you saw a picture of our fallen world in the charges being brought – a world that is loveless, lawless and degenerate.

Or perhaps it was of a world suffering under humankind’s dominion.

When I first read this passage, it was the 3rd verse that caught my attention, but it was a complex thought, mixed up with a number of ideas from some words earlier in the passage as well.

And the thing about this 3rd verse was what I’ve just alluded to – the idea of what we have done and are doing to this world. Pollution, resource-stripping, climate change, genetic manipulation – all manner of things that, in many respects, we have still to suffer the consequences of.

Now, if you’re sitting there wondering what ecology or the environment or conservation has got to do with being a Christian, then this is the very heart of my frustration.

I would love to have the time to tell you about why politics and religion do, and should, mix. I would love to have the time to explain doctrines of creation and the implications of them. How even the doctrine of the Trinity, the very foundation of our religion, is intimately tied up with our responsibilities to this world we have been given.

But I don’t have the time to do that and it’s very, very frustrating.

How can I, in 20 or so minutes, really hit it home that Christian faith is not about turning up to church once a week, but it’s a fundamental change in the way we live our life every minute of every day?

Well, 20 minutes isn’t going to do it and I don’t kid myself that I am so great an orator, but I will tell you what can show you. The answer’s obvious, surely? I am, of course, speaking about scripture and a Spirit-led reading of it. Because when you read it like that, it makes new sense, it challenges, it guides and it speaks to your heart.

And when you read scripture, when it becomes part of your daily thoughts, you’ll see just how much it does have to say about every decision we make, every choice we face and every ethical dilemma that hits us.

How many books do you see with the strapline, “This book will change your life”?

Well, here’s one that will.

Here’s a book that can peel away all of the secure layers we’ve built up over the years and expose the true us, shaking the very core of our being and causing us to rethink and reshape our life.

Now, I’m sure you’re wondering where this is going and what it’s got to do with the passage we read and, more especially, the one I haven’t even mentioned yet, the reading from James.

Well, let me assure you that what I’ve been speaking about is very much at the centre of our thoughts for this morning. Appreciating the ‘big picture’ and seeing that all-encompassing life application of scripture is fundamental to what I have to say on these two passages.

You will recall that I said that it was Hosea 4:3 that first caught my attention:

“Because of this the land mourns,
and all who live in it waste away;
the beasts of the field and the birds of the air
and the fish of the sea are dying.”

But I’m sure you also recall that I said it was more complex than just this one verse – there were other words which sparked off the associations I made with this verse.

These are to be found in verse1. The last sentence speaks of faithfulness, love and knowledge – or rather their lack.

The NIV translation says:

“There is no faithfulness, no love, no acknowledgement of God in the land.”

The NRSV expresses it similarly:

“There is no faithfulness or loyalty, and no knowledge of God in the land.”

It was that word ‘knowledge’ that leapt out at me and especially the phrase ‘no knowledge of God’. Because it seems to me that, in many respects, it’s at the very centre of our understanding of scripture and, indeed, the very core of the Christian faith.

I’m sure you don’t need me to tell you that the Bible contains many different types of literature – stories, poetry, prophecy, for example.

One of those literary genres is called ‘Wisdom’ and you’ll find that in books such as Proverbs or Ecclesiastes, but it isn’t confined to these books and you’ll find the Old Testament is riddled with little ‘wisdom sayings’.

Now, don’t get me wrong – the passage in Hosea isn’t part of that Wisdom literature – it’s prophecy. But the point I want to make is that Wisdom is a very important part of our scriptures.

Therefore, it’s important to know what ‘Wisdom’ is all about and one simple way of thinking about it is ‘knowledge of God’. But, in Wisdom writings, knowledge of God doesn’t come through some esoteric, academic discipline. It’s not about ivory-towered theologians dreaming up long words to confuse everyone.

Rather, in the OT, knowledge and wisdom can be found through everyday things, from the world around us, from what people say and how people behave.

After all, God is the Creator of all things and therefore, in all things there must be ‘something’ of God. In any given thing we must recognise that it’s not the whole picture, nor is it always an undistorted picture, but there is always something that we can learn of God.

Yet again though, don't misunderstand. Finding God in creation is not about worshipping God in creation. I'm not suggesting that we all become tree-huggers and seek to commune with the 'spirit of nature'.

Nevertheless it's important that we do recognise the intimate link between God and His creation. Think back to those creation stories in Genesis. Creation, this world we inhabit, indeed, we ourselves, were not some divine whim. God created with a purpose and for a purpose. And there's another of those frustrations. There's so much that can be said about the doctrine of creation - so much to explore about the implications of that divine purpose; about our duties and responsibilities to creation and our place in it.

Let's carry on though with our strand of thought about knowledge of God. The wisdom that we've been speaking of comes from Christianity's very Jewish roots. But there's a very Christian perspective that has to be applied. As Christians, we profess to a belief in the Trinity - that is Father, Son and Spirit.

So our knowledge of God must always be in the light of that belief. The implications of that are enormous as well and we could spend a lifetime considering them. But for our purposes this morning, let me just highlight a couple of them.

Our faith is not Jewish. We do have a great creator God but we also have a God whose desire is that we know Him and follow Him and that, left to our own devices we would stray so far from His ways that the 'world will mourn' as it witnesses our greed, duplicity and hate.

Our belief in the Trinity reminds us that we look upon Jesus as God but as God made flesh - that great mystery of being fully human and fully divine. And what does that tell us? Surely one thing is that our body is important. Yes we are far from perfect and, yes, we look forward to a better resurrection life, but our life here and now, bodily, on and in this world is important. Creation's story gives us both our place and purpose in creation. We are not here to abuse it and strip it of its resources. We are here to care for it.

What's more, Christ did not come to this world, God did not become incarnate, for a select few. Christ's purpose was to redeem sinners, that is, all mankind. His death was for all men. Thereafter it's up to each of us to acknowledge that death as being for us. But think for a moment about the implications of that. Christ died for all men, so we are all God's children and so our duty is to love one another, selflessly, sacrificially, indiscriminately.

And we can't consider the Trinity without giving thought to the Spirit. Jesus, God incarnate was here with us but for a short time, and that 2000 years ago. But it wasn't a 'flying visit' by God, so to speak. There is a continuity, provided by God Himself. To each of those redeemed sinners who acknowledge Christ as Lord and Saviour, God gifts the Spirit. And one of the functions of the Spirit is to give us knowledge of God, by opening up for us, His Holy Word. Scripture needs to be illuminated for us; otherwise it is just another book, with out-of-date advice, dodgy history and strange old stories.

So, if Hosea offers a damning indictment of our treatment of this world and of each other, then surely James offers us a remedy?

In Hosea it is a lack of knowledge of God or, as the NIV puts it, a lack of acknowledgement of God – and surely to acknowledge something, one must have knowledge of it in the first place – that results in cursing, lying and so on. In fact, here we see 3 or 4 of the 10 commandments being broken. More if you want to argue that having no knowledge of God will inevitably lead to the creation of one’s own gods and their subsequent worship.

And, as we have said, the consequences of that lack of knowledge are immense: hatred, bloodshed and even the destruction of nature, indeed the very planet itself.

And do you doubt that this is a picture of our world today?

Just look at what has been in the news recently:
Attempted terror attacks in Glasgow and elsewhere,
A man convicted of murdering his mother,

A cage fighting event expected to attract thousands,

Drugs scandals at major sporting events.

Take your pick, there’s plenty of them.

I would suggest that, no matter how hard you looked, you’ll not find any ‘knowledge of God’ in these situations.

But as I said, James offers us a better picture, a picture of hope.

We see here a contrast – the wisdom of the world leads to bitter envy and selfish ambition, themselves leading to disorder and wickedness. I’m sure the parallels with Hosea are all too obvious.
But the contrast comes when James identifies another source of wisdom – ‘wisdom from heaven’. That wisdom is, above all other things, pure. It is uncorrupted by the schemes of man and of the world.

It is a wisdom that leads, not to disorder and wickedness, but to peace and a ‘harvest of righteousness’.

And what associations do you hear when you read this list in verse 17? Let me just run through it again.

“But the wisdom that comes from heaven is first of all pure; then peace-loving, considerate, submissive, full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere.”

It would be great fun to play word association games with scripture, but if this one didn’t consistently remind you the Spirit and the fruit of the Spirit, then I’d be very surprised.

So we do have another source of wisdom. Think back on what I was saying earlier about the Trinity – there’s the unique factor in Christianity. That’s what makes it stand apart. That all sounds like a tacky commercial – Christianity’s ‘unique selling point’ – but it’s nonetheless true. We share the same Father as Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, but we know His Son and we have His Spirit.

And let me point out a very important observation to be made in that closing verse of James:

“Peacemakers who sow in peace raise a harvest of righteousness.”

This is work and responsibility being given to ‘peacemakers’ – those who claim the name Christian. You and me!

You’ll hear it said that religion and politics shouldn’t mix and perhaps if you look at the American example there’s some truth in that. But that’s what politicians and business would have you believe. It’s certainly never been true in history. Politics is involved with the everyday stuff, the way we get to live our life. Surely the very same claim is true of our Christian faith too?

Someone said to me very recently that his outlook on life is that it’s like a patchwork quilt, each section a different part of their life. And which part is faith? Well, it’s the thread that holds it all together.
As we draw to a close let me leave you with a couple of thoughts. If you’re sitting thinking that all this is just a bit too complicated and all you want is a nice, simple faith, then I would have to say that, quite frankly, you don’t have any choice in the matter.

Whatever situations you face on a daily basis, you can ask the question, “Does my Christian faith have any bearing on this?”

The simple answer is always, “Yes!”

The more difficult question is always “What?”
And as a final thought, what better than a return to scripture and the very last verse on the book of Hosea:
“Who is wise? He will realise these things.
Who is discerning? He will understand them.
The ways of the Lord are right;
the righteous walk in them,
but the rebellious stumble in them.”

We have a choice. We can follow the wisdom of the world, in the big things, the little things, all day and every day – and we will stumble, for it is not God’s wisdom.

God’s wisdom is of a very different order, a very different nature. We find it in scripture, we find it in the Spirit’s guidance, we find it through prayer. Be righteous, do not stumble, walk n God’s ways.

Let us pray.

Heavenly Father,

We pray for a greater knowledge of you so that we may know how you would have us respond to each person we meet, each decision we make and every dilemma we face.
Grant us, we pray, that sense of the Spirit’s nearness through each and every moment of our life. Help us to walk in your ways in wisdom and discernment.
May our thoughts and meditations on your Word be acceptable to you this day.

Hear our prayer in the name of Jesus Christ, our Lord and our Saviour.
Amen
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