1st August 2010

Hosea 11:1-11
God’s great love for us
The book of Hosea is the first and longest of what are known as the ‘minor’ prophets, although Amos was actually written first. Hosea prophesised at the same time as the well known, and more quoted prophet, Isaiah, he wrote in the 8th century BC based in Israel, which is also called Ephraim in this book and it is intended  as warning to the people of Israel to ‘mend their ways’.

It has 2 central themes:
i) Israel’s continued  unfaithfulness

ii) God’s Great LOVE for us

Earlier in the book Hosea is commanded by God to marry Gomer, a prostitute. God knows she will be unfaithful to Hosea. ‘Harlotry’ in this book has a double meaning, one being illicit sexual relations AND the second being religious acts of unfaithfulness. Hosea is commanded by God to call their 3 children some very strange names: ‘Jezreel’ meaning God scatters referring to bloodshed and punishment; ‘Lo- Ruhamah’ meaning ‘unloved’ and ‘Lo Amni’ meaning ‘not my people’. Strange names indeed, but they reflect God relationship with Israel at this time. It is very personal story and therefore very powerful. Hosea’s continued pleading with and forgiveness of his unfaithful wife becomes one with God’s voice earnestly beseeching Israel to return to the fold.
Despite God rescuing Israel from Egypt in Exodus and from Assyria in 722-721 BC and again in 701BC (2 Kings 19:32-36) they have returned to their immoral, idolatrous ways again and again and again. Paul in Romans 10 and 11 and again in 1 Corinthians, points this out to his audience. He refers to this continued unfaithful behaviour by Israel and how Israel falls into the trap of copying the behaviour and rituals of the societies surrounding them.
Earlier in the book, Hosea makes reference to the following forms of unfaithfulness found in Israel at the time:-
i) False gods ( chapter 7 :14; 9vs 1 and 10 vs 2)- there is an increase in tarot reading and ‘new age’ worship and other  ‘false Gods’ in the UK and worldwide 
In England and Wales, results from the 2001 census showed: - 151,000 people belonged to religious groups which did not fall into any of the main religions. The largest of these were Spiritualists (32,000) and Pagans (31,000). Although the census, also recorded 390,000 Jedi Knights, making Jedi the fourth-largest "religion" in the UK, this does not confer them any official recognition. In fact, all returns with "Jedi Knight" were classified as "No religion". 

ii) Materialistic (Ch10:1)- well we certainly live in a very materialistic society

iii) Wickedness (Ch 10:13) – look at the lack of peace, war and wicked deeds such as genocide that still go on; the MP’s expense scandal of last summer. I could give you more examples, but I am sure you can think of many more of your own.

iv) Arrogance (Ch 7:10) – we think we achieve purely by our own strength and endeavour
v) Fickle  (Ch 6:4)- we are fickle too just as the people of Israel were

vi) We have turned against God’s laws and just look at the effect it has had on our world. Ch 4 vs 3 says, “Because of this the land mourns and all those who live in it waste away  the beasts  of the field, birds of the air and fish of the sea are dying” 

That little lot makes pretty grim, but very familiar, reading and doesn’t conjure up a pleasant society. This 2700 year old prophecy sounds a lot like 21st century Britain and is as relevant today as it was then
But what is the Redeeming feature for the people of Israel and for us and indeed for future generations-
 It is God’s GREAT LOVE for us

In Hosea 11, God seems to be at the end of his tether and His heartfelt anguish is apparent. In chapter 11 verse 1 God expresses His love for Israel, “When Israel was I child, I loved him” and verse 3 is one of the most tender in the OT 
It was I who taught Ephraim to walk, taking them by the arms,

But they did not realise it was I who healed them” and although the images change in verse 4 they are still tender and caring, 

“I led them with cords of human kindness, with ties of love;

I lifted the yoke from their neck and bent down to feed them.”  Some commentaries believe this is referring to the Exodus, lifting the yoke of oppression and the manna from heaven.

God is torn between love and justice. In the past God has destroyed and humiliated Israel, much as Gomer was stripped and humiliated, but in Ch 11 He is talking about how great his love for them is and this time he doesn’t want to destroy Israel, as he had done in the past and also as he did with Admah and Zeboiim, which were cities of the plain, destroyed along with Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen 19: 24; Dt 29: 23; Jer 49: 18). His burning anger was tempered by deep passionate love. In verse 8 God says, 

“How can I give you up Ephraim?


How can I hand you over, Israel?


How can I treat you like Admah?


How can I make you like Zeboiim?


My heart is changed within me;

All my compassion is aroused”

Chris & I have been in that position where our wrath and desire for retribution needed to be tempered with our love. Beccy, our eldest, went through a spate of having parties when we weren’t there, despite promising not to and being old enough to know better. We forgave her after the 1st one, but it was several years before we felt we could trust her again- but she let us down again and had another party.  By the time she was nearly 21, old enough we hoped to be trustworthy and having learnt the lessons of the past- each time things had got out of hand and the police were called and various bits of damage were done to the house, but nothing too serious. While we were away at Spring Harvest she had a another party, which one of her friends advertised on Facebook and hoards of uninvited ‘guests’ turned up, which unsurprisingly got out of hand, the police were called and this time several hundred pounds of damage was done to the house. I was certainly wrathful and vengeful. 
We to, were torn between deep love and burning anger, just as God appears to be over Israel’s equally shameful behaviour. In verse 9 He says,
“I will not carry out my fierce anger,

Nor will I turn and devastate Ephraim.

For I am God, and not man- the Holy one among you

I will not come in wrath.”

In Matthew 11:21 -24 , entitled ‘Woe on Unrepentant Cities’ Jesus names several cities who did not repent of their unfaithful and disbelieving  behaviour and says that they will find God’s judgement upon them is even more severe than that of Sodom, but again, as in Hosea 11, this wrath is tempered by God GREAT LOVE and mercy. 

In Matt 9:13 Jesus says, “But go and learn what this means: I desire mercy, not sacrifice”. This statement is repeated again in the same form in Matt 12:7 “If you had known what these words mean, ‘I desire mercy not sacrifice,’ you would not have condemned the innocent”

God’s GREAT love for us was paid for at GREAT price- the sacrifice of His only son. 

How can we respond to that GREAT love and GREAT payment? 

Christians are God’s chosen people. We are called to be faithful; to be different; to be a beacon; to be a light; to behave differently to the immoral society around us ; to protect our world; to stand up for the oppressed, the poor, the hungry; to fight against injustice
In practical terms, how can we show our faithfulness in our unfaithful world, we could:- 

· write to our MP’s about the BP oil leak

· we could send off these cards to stop human trafficking

· we could avoid buying unethical goods

· we could buy organic and fairly traded cotton

· we could buy local produce which cuts  transport costs

· we could decrease our own carbon footprint 

· we could avoid using plastic carrier bags for our shopping (paper bags aren’t much better as large areas of rainforest gets cut down  to produce them) 

·  we could buy more fair trade produce- not just coffee. 
These days it is easy to have a Starbucks and still be living faithfully as most of the coffee shops stock fair trade tea and coffee. However, it is very easy, like the Israelites did; to be corrupted by the world around us, to become unfaithful to what God’s GREAT love requires us to be. A Christian friend, whom I respect deeply, said “Oh I never really thought about fair trade chocolate on biscuits or ice cream!” 
I like magnums. They are my favourite. In the summer, if I’m in Eastrop Park with Ellie or elsewhere and we’ll both have an ice cream. She has Calippo or hot shots or whatever she chooses and I’ll have a magnum. 

I am appalled when I suddenly remember this isn’t fairly traded. This quote from ‘Stop the Traffik’ explains why it is so important-

 “Over the last few years STOP THE TRAFFIK campaigners have put pressure on the big chocolate manufacturers around the world to eradicate the worst forms of child labour on the cocoa farms of Ivory Coast, West Africa where thousands of young children are trafficked, enslaved and abused to harvest the cocoa that makes over a third of the world’s chocolate.......Because at the moment fairtrade is the best way to eat chocolate that can guarantee no trafficked labour has been used “
It is highly likely that a child, from one of the poorest areas of the world, has been traffiked to provide my summer afternoon’s treat. How easy was that to forget to live differently, to be a beacon, to be faithful? How easy was it for me to be ‘corrupted’ by the greed of the chocolate manufacturers and the world and to be unfaithful to God? Every time we support a system which abuses people or the world we live in or is corrupt in any way, we are being unfaithful to God.
This is Hosea’s story of Gomer’s unfaithfulness

This is God’s story of Israel’s unfaithfulness

This is our story of our own unfaithfulness here and now in 21st century Britain
Doesn’t such a GREAT love deserve a more faithful response from us?
Questions

· How easy is it to compare the Israel of Hosea’s day to our own society?

· How does this passage speak to you as an individual?

· How can your lifestyle be shaped to be more in tune with what God is asking here?

· Respect for the environment and humanity are common concerns irrespective of faith. How can our response as Christians be different? 

� http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Demography_of_the_United_Kingdom
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