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         Epiphany 8

Tapping untapped miracles: finding tension’s good side

[Ruth 1:1-22; 4:13-17 NLT]

In the beginning…

No stress…no tension.

Nothing to make your hands sweat or your heart pound.

Wouldn’t that be great?

Actually, such a condition is possible.

It’s called death.

On this side of the grave, though,


trouble and tension seem inevitable.

Mother Teresa once said:


“Trouble – that’s part of life…a sign that you are still alive.”

Jesus put it this way:


Here on earth you will have many trials and sorrows  [John 16:33]
At some times, the trouble and tension is almost trivial:


losing your car keys…getting cut off in traffic by a reckless driver.

In other situations, though, the stress is much more serious:


finding the right mate for life…



staying competitive in today’s world…




losing your job…your health…your loved one.

In a study conducted by Princeton Research Associates,


65% of us experience serious stress at least once a week.

That’s up from 50% just 20 years ago.

That study also revealed how we try to treat our tension:


82% have tried reading, watching TV or listening to music;



76% have tried talking it over with a loved one;




69% have tried working out;





40% have tried smoking or drinking;






and 36% have tried shopping.

Finally, the study showed that what we do is not very effective…


that the treatments we try provide only temporary relief.

So what happens when tension is not relieved?

I think you and I both know.

We’ve all “been there…done that”.

We grow weary, don’t we?

Tension makes us tired.

As the stress mounts, so does fatigue.

In this world you will have trouble [John 16:33 NIV]
That’s what God’s Son said to his followers.

Then he added:


In me you may have peace  [John 16:33 NIV]
The One who once came to our tense and tired planet 

now asks us to come to him.

Come, he says, 

Come to me all you who are weary…and I will give you rest [Matthew 11:28]
God, it appears, can provide a way out of tension’s cul de sac.

This God – who sent his Son into our world as a Savior –


apparently not only wants to save us at the end of our lives;



he also wants to save us in all the circumstances of our lives.

How does he do that?

That’s what you and I will explore this morning


as we examine the flip side of trouble…



the good side of tension

The good side of tension

1)  What God does

From the Old Testament come stories 

– says that pastor named Paul –

stories that give us hope.

Some of those stories also give us an insight –

an insight into how God uses tension in our lives.

One such story is the saga of a woman named Ruth.

Her life seems to be a tale of trouble and tension.

I suspect the trouble and tension began 

when Ruth committed a sin –

when she married into a Jewish family 

that had sought refuge in her country.

Every day Ruth would be reminded of the mistake she made.

Every day this Gentile woman


would hear her husband recite the morning prayer of a Jewish male:



“O God, I thank you that I was not born a slave, a Gentile or a woman.”

The trouble and tension increased 

when her Jewish husband suddenly died


and her Jewish mother-in-law quickly decided –



decided to return to her homeland.

What was Ruth to do?

Her only means of support were either dead or departing.

Talk about stress factors… 

She must have considered remarriage.

But if she remained in her own land, no man would want her;

after all, she had been “defiled” by a foreigner.

And if she went to the homeland of her mother-in-law,

no man would have her;


for – in that land of the Jews – she was the foreigner.

I can understand why her mother-in-law urged Ruth not to immigrate.

Naomi knew the problems and pressures 

that her daughter-in-law would face in a foreign land.

But we are told that Ruth – perhaps in a moment of sheer panic –


clung to (Naomi) and was determined to go with her [Ruth 1:14,18 NIV]
When the two woman finally reached the little town of Bethlehem,


Naomi’s fears became facts.

Ruth found herself at the bottom of the food chain.

She became a scavenger,


scrounging for leftovers in fields that had been harvested.


You and I don’t need to think of a title for this story.

The Jewish mother-in-law has already provided one.

Don’t call me Naomi, she told the women of Bethlehem,


call me “Mara”: call me…call my story – and Ruth’s – “Bitterness”.

Why?

Because the Almighty has made my life very bitter…



the Almighty has brought misfortune on me. [Ruth 1:20-21 NIV]

We can’t fault Naomi – or Ruth – for their feelings.

And we can’t blame the women of the “koffee klatch” for clucking in agreement.

It just looked as if life had dealt these two women a very bad hand.

Flip the coin, though, and you get a different picture.

Look at the other side…


look from God’s side…



look at what he is doing



and you see a master-mind at work.

Look…and you find God making arrangements


-- using the bad things that happen to good people --



to turn Ruth’s life around.

Look…and you find God moving Ruth out of the plains of Moab


and into a field near Bethlehem,



where she meets a dude named Boaz, 

the man who would become her “kinsman redeemer” –


a distant relative who would welcome her into his family



and redeem her…




save her from life at the bottom of the food chain.

Look again at what God is doing…


and you see more than a master-mind;



you see a miracle.

Listen to the final chapter of Ruth’s story:

So Boaz took Ruth and she became his wife… The Lord enabled her to conceive and she gave birth to a son. … They named him Obed.  He was the father of Jesse, (who was) the father of David. [Ruth 4:13,17 NIV]
And David – as we know – was an ancestor of Jesus.

In other words,

God made arrangements 

to move Ruth from the bottom of the food chain



to the middle of another chain –

that chain which produced his Son and the world’s Savior.

Today Ruth is one of only a handful of women to be mentioned as an ancestor of Jesus.

Nice story, eh?

But not the only story of its kind.

Please open your Bible to the first page of the New Testament.

[If you’re using a pew Bible, turn to page 955.]

The first verse of the first chapter of the first book in the New Testament 

reminds us that we’re looking at the genealogy of Jesus Christ  [Matthew 1:1 NIV] –

at all the links in that chain God used to produce a son and a Savior.

In verse 5, we see the name of Ruth.

Ruth shares that verse with another woman, a prostitute named Rahab.

How can God transform a whore who turned tricks 

into a woman who took a turn in producing an ancestor of Jesus?

I don’t know; it’s a miracle!

Look at verse 3…and the name of a woman named Tamar.

Today Tamar would be a welcome guest on the Jerry Springer show.

One night, Tamar had a good time with her father-in-law,


then discovered she was pregnant

 and – months later – delivered twins.

Just imagine the issues…

But another miracle:


God made arrangements for Tamar and one of her bastard sons 

to help deliver the Savior.

In verse 6 we read of a mother who had been Uriah’s wife  [Matthew 1:6 NIV]

This mother, though, also had an affair with a king named David.

Just think of what the media did with that story…and to the mother.

You guessed it; another miracle.


God worked Bathsheba into the chain that produced his son and the world’s Savior.

Nice stories…


and not confined to the pages of history either.

Did you know that their story is your story – and mine – as well?

Did you know that you and I – like Ruth – also have a “kinsman-redeemer”?

Not a distant relative, but a brother…


a brother who came to our world and our rescue…



a brother who came to welcome us into the family

a brother who came to turn our life around,





not only on the day we die…but on every day we live.

You see, because of what Jesus has Christ done for us,


God has pledged himself to us.

He has promised to make arrangements in our lives…


to use even the bad things that happen for good

Because of what our kinsman-redeemer has done,


this is the oath our Father in heaven has made:

in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.  [Romans 8:28 NIV]


In every “stress factor” of our lives, then,


there are two sides – 



the bad side: what we see happening…




and the flip side…the good side: what God is doing.

What does this mean for the likes of you and me?

If the researchers got it right,


many of us experience serious stress every week.

What can we do during those times of trouble and tension?

2) What we can do

How about minding, not our P’s and Q’s, 

but just the P’s…the two P’s (and not the ones in the pod)?

The first P is perspective:


why not look at what happens in our lives from another perspective?

What we see is trouble;


what we feel is tension.

But can we look at the flip side of all this?

Can we consider what God is doing?

From the story of Ruth, 

we learn that God uses times of trouble and tension to do two things:


to move and to make.

Remember: God used the trouble and tension in Ruth’s life to move her…

to move her from the plains of Moab to the fields of Boaz, her kinsman-redeemer.

Why wouldn’t he do the same in your life or mine?

When the strife and stress increase then,


why not pause to ponder:



is God making a move to make me move?




is he turning up the heat to turn my life around?

Does God want me 

to end this relationship before it becomes permanent?

Does he want me 

to get out of this job – perhaps even out of this company – and into a new one? 

Does he want me 

to move across town – or even around the world – 

to advance my career…build his kingdom?

God, however, not only uses trouble and tension to move us;

he also uses it to make…make a Savior.

Again, remember: God used the trouble and tension in Ruth’s life


to get her into that chain which produced his Son and our Savior.

God, of course, does not want to produce another Son or Savior from us.

But he does want to produce his Son in us.

Did you know that?

Most of us are familiar with God’s promise in Romans 8:28…


that in all things God works for the good of those who love him [Romans 8:28 NIV]
But do we know the purpose of that promise?

Do we know what is the “good” that God wants to work in our lives?

Do we know what God says in Romans 8:29?

God works “behind the scenes” in our lives 

so that you and I might be conformed to the likeness of his Son [Romans 8:29 NIV].

In other words, God is managing the affairs of your life and mine

so that we might become just like Jesus.

When the strife and stress increase then,

why not pause to ponder once more:

how might this trouble and tension help me become more like Jesus?

If you find yourself in a financial bind,


could God be using your personal bankruptcy 



to help you focus – just as Jesus did – on what is important in life?

If you find that other people do not seem to live up to your expectations,


could God be using your loneliness



to help you accept others just as they are…and just as Jesus did?
If you find that the abuse you suffered in the past still afflicts you,


could God be using your trauma



to help you forgive your abusers…just as Jesus did?

Moments ago, when you and I looked 

at the flip side of all the trouble and tension in Ruth’s life, 



we saw the miracles God performed in her life.

I submit that, when you and I view our lives from another perspective…


when we look at our trouble and tension from God’s side,



we too will start to see miracles in our lives.

Perspective, then, is the first P; prayer is the second.

We know – as God weaved the story of Ruth –


that this woman – either in fear or in faith – committed her life to God.

Most of us are familiar with Ruth’s “prayer of commitment”.

In spite of all the trouble and tension in her life,

Ruth told her Jewish mother-in-law:

Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will stay.  Your people will be my people, and your God my God.  [Ruth 1:16 NIV]

Did you know that God asks you and me to do what Ruth did?

In all our anxious moments, 

our Father in heaven invites us to commit our cause to him.

Through a pastor named Paul, God tells us:

Don’t worry about anything; instead, pray about everything.  Tell God what you need.   [Philippians 4:6]

And what happens when we do that?


what happens when we pray?

We discover God’s way out of tension’s cul de sac;


we find the peace we crave.

For this is the Father’s promise to all who pray:

If you do this, you will experience God’s peace, which is far more wonderful than the human mind can understand.  His peace will guard your hearts and minds as you live in Christ Jesus. [Philippians 4:7]
When trouble strikes and tension mounts,


get on your knees, brothers and sisters;



get on your knees and get together with God.

And if you, like my sainted mother, don’t know what to say…


if you – like her – need a prayer printed for you --




why not use this one?

Let’s call it “tension’s good side prayer”.

It goes like this:


Lord, help me to see how you bring good out of trouble and tension.


At this moment, I am anxious about _________________________.


Lord, I turn this situation over to you.


I know you love me.


I believe you are in control of my days.


Help me to see you working on my behalf.


Help me to see evidence of your miracles in my life. 


Amen.

At the end…

I’d like to conclude this message with two more P’s:


a pun and a poem.

As I prepared this message, 

I realized that one of God’s primary businesses is car repair.

You don’t believe me?

Then why does he realign “bad breaks”?

Why is he so intent on realigning the “bad breaks” in our lives?

That’s the pun…


and this is the poem.

It’s called “The flip side of adversity”.


It’s a coin toss


with a built-in loss.

At least, that’s how it seems.

Heads they win.

Tails I lose.

You know what I mean.


But how it seems

and how it is

aren’t really both the same.

The flip side of adversity

is a gift that bears my name.

	On 26 February 2006, this message was shared with members and friends of Risen Christ Lutheran Church at 9050 60th Street N in Stillwater MN. If you have comments or questions, please call the church (651.770.3618).


PAGE  
1

