
Hosea 5:15-6:2 For I desire mercy, and not sacrifice, and the knowledge of God, rather than burnt offerings.”


The book of Hosea starts out by identifying the prophet. It says: "The word of the Lord that came to Hosea son of Beeri, in the days of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, the Kings of Judah, and in the days of Jeroboam son of Joash, the King of Israel.” Because of this passage we can establish a date for Hosea, namely around 770 b.c.


It was an interesting time for the Jewish people. Outwardly things looked pretty good. Under Jeroboam the northern kingdom of Israel was experiencing economic prosperity and growth such as it hadn't seen in the last 200 years. Territory wise, the kingdom almost matched in size the unified empire of David and Solomon. Yet the outward appearance of prosperity in this land belied the inward spiritual decay of Israel.


Let me share with you the summary description of our People's Bible concerning this period of time. Prof. Eickmann writes in his introduction these words, "Unfortunately, however, the visible glory of the Kingdom of Israel did not imply inward spiritual health. Like Jehu, Jehoahaz and Jehoash before him, Jeroboam II 'did evil in the eyes of the Lord and did not turn away from any of the sins of Jeroboam I son of Nebat, which he had caused Israel to commit' (2 Kings 14:24). The prophet Amos paints a vivid picture of conditions in Israelite society during the times of Jeroboam II. The high-living rich exploited the poor. Merchants took dishonest profits. Money controlled the courts of law. Crowds filled the religious shrines, but the life of the people showed that their hearts were far from the Lord."

In other words, the land of Israel, though outwardly prospering, was inwardly spiritually bankrupt. They were involved in religion, very involved, however it was not the faith that God had given them to follow. It was not the true God they worshipped, but rather the false idols of the Canaanites. The history of these people is an excellent example of how men can be religious and yet be totally godless in what they do. It is all because they do not follow the words and commands of God and I should add, they do not get the words and commands of the Lord God!

It is among this hypocrisy that the Prophet Hosea begins his ministry. It is a typical ministry for a prophet of God. Not only does Hosea have the command to preach law and gospel to God's people but Hosea is especially given the task of preaching with a heavy emphasis on the law that they might see their sin and repent.


Yet I will tell you there were some unique things about Hosea's ministry. The first three chapters of Hosea deal with his marriage to an unfaithful wife and how it applies to Israel. You heard that right. Hosea was commanded by the Lord “to take for yourself an immoral wife and children produced by sexual immorality.” It is a unique and interesting section of God's Word with many lessons that we can learn on the spiritual level. Then there comes the last 11 chapters of Hosea that share with us the call to repentance that Hosea gave to Israel. It is from this section of Hosea that our text is taken for this day. Our theme will be: GOD'S SEEKS FAITH.

The first part of our text is chapter 5:15 which says, “I will go. I will return to my place until they admit their guilt and seek my face. In their distress they will earnestly seek me.” Here in this verse we have the Lord’s words of (I wrestled with exactly what to call this) invite, pleading, threat and grief in regards to unrepentant Israel. The whole section here outlines for us the actions of the Lord against this unrepentant nation. It is the action of a jealous and righteous God. God will not tolerate his glory being given to a false gods, his people following and worshiping idols. Listen to what God says in chapter 4 to these people: “There is no truth, there is no mercy, and there is no knowledge of God in the land. There is cursing, lying, murder, theft and adultery. There break out in violence, and bloodshed follows bloodshed.” It is clear God is distressed and when God's people do these things God in love disciplines.


We hear of that discipline. Phrases such as “Ephraim will become disolate ruins…I will pour out my wrath on them like water…Yes, I will tear him to pieces and go away.” These are the ways in which God is going to discipline this people. God ways are just and righteous! God brings sorrow and hardship on these people because they refuse to repent and return to the Lord. Mind you, God does not want to do this. God offers forgiveness and calls for repentance! But that refusal to repent, to acknowledge the Lord and his majesty, His right as the Lord God, gives the Lord little choice.

God still works in much the same way. When people today refuse to repent and follow the Lord, God will bring upon them his discipline. In our Catechism during the discussion of the Conclusion to the Ten Commandments we are reminded of this side of the Lord that administers judgment. Question 135 asks "With what does God threaten to punish all who break his commandments?" Answer: "God threatens to punish all who break his commandments with his anger and with trouble during their life on earth." Answer 2: "God threatens to punish all who break his commandments with death and the eternal fire of hell." When we persistently and impenitently break God's commandments, this is exactly what we can expect even today. God brings his discipline, brings it in love. Brings it that we feel the weight and burden of our sin that we might be brought to repent of our sins. That is always the desire of God. To save! To lead us to hear Him, trust in Him, follow Him! Our problem, like Israel, is that we want to follow us, listen to man’s wisdom, and so sadly, ignore the Lord.

The next part of our text is found in chapter 6:1-2.  Here we read: “Come, let us return to the Lord. For he has torn us to pieces, but he will heal us. He has struck us, but he will bandage our wounds. After two days he will revive us. On the third day he will raise us up, so that we may live in his presence.” The speaker here is the nation of Israel.


These sound like rather wonderful words. It seems like Israel has seen her sin and is turning to the Lord in humble repentance. But on a further reading of the chapter we discover that Israel is deceptive in its words and is still a nation that is unrepentant. Again the People's Bible comments: "Why do we call Israel impenitent in the heading of this section? The Lord is waiting 'until they admit their guilt,' but as the Israelites exhort each other to 'return to the Lord' in the first three verses of this chapter, their words do not include even the hint of a confession of sin. When they say that the Lord 'has torn us to pieces' and 'has injured us,' they refer to the military defeats they have suffered and the tribute they must pay, not to the painful knowledge of their own guilt. The 'healing' and 'binding up' they look for would be victory in war and deliverance from oppression. Judging by the Lord's response in verse 6, we see that Israel plans to 'press on to acknowledge the Lord' by appearing in his sanctuary loaded down with offerings. Such an expression of devotion, Israel thinks, should bring the nation's troubles to an end.  We hear not one word confessing the sin of idolatry."

The situation of the Israelites is that they think by being “religious” the Lord will then be moved to take care of them. They brought to the shrines and high place of Israel all sorts of gifts and offerings to the Lord. They joined in mass religious worship and praise of their gods. Note what was said. “Religious worship and praise to their gods!” Not the true God. Not the God of mercy and grace who had revealed himself to them. They had lost the true God and His true faith. We know this because the end result for Israel would be that in 722 b.c. their capital would fall and the whole nation would be carried off into captivity by the Assyrians. They are known as the lost 10 tribes of Israel for with this captivity these people would disappear from the earth as a nation and a people. God's final judgment was sure and certain.


What can we learn from this? Here is a situation that is so like our world today. Today the many religions of the world are religions that are false. Instead of worshipping the only true God of the Bible, these religions worship and honor gods that the mind of man has invented and made up. Not only is this true in the religions that are openly false and based on idolatry, this is also true of many of the groups that call themselves Christian. These Christians mix into true faith the ideas of false religions. They deny the power and sovereignty of God. They deny the truth and authority of the Bible. Sadly, if you truly pay attention, you will see that even Jesus is not the Lord and Savior to them. Jesus is just a great example to follow, a provoker of religion, the insinuation of love, and the rebel against establishments! They have the look of the religious but inwardly they are spiritually bankrupt. Such is the sad state of the many Christian churches.


The most common problem I find today is the belief that God doesn't judge or condemn sin. Here is one of the great lies of Satan. People will say to me, "Jesus came to die for sinners, how can you not forgive them? Who are you to judge?" Yes, it is true, Jesus came to die for sinners. God's Word tells us that sinners are only forgiven because of faith in Jesus. The person who understands what Jesus has done for them does not continue in a sin, but rather the person with the gift of faith shows the fruit of faith, that person stops the sin or at least wrestles against that sin. In other words it would be more accurate to say that while Jesus died for all sinners, the benefits of Jesus are given only to those who in faith repent!

In Matthew 18 don't we have the very directions of God for dealing in love with one another. We read there “If your brother sins against you, go and show him his sin just between the two of you. If he listens to you, you have regained your brother. But if he will not listen, take one or two others along with you, so that ‘every matter may be established by the testimony of two or three witnesses. If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church. And, if he refuses to listen even to the church, then treat him as an unbeliever or a tax collector.” In light of those words how are you going to maintain that we are not to judge? Isn’t pointing out sin a judgement? We are to follow God’s Word. If God declares something a sin and calls for repentance who are you to deny that? We need to be as loving as we can, but remember even Jesus called the false Jewish religiout leaders: “Whitewashed tombs, a broad of vipers, and you convert someone and make them twice as much a son of hell as you are.” The Lord demands of His Church that His Word be followed and that proper Church discipline against those who are impenitent be carried out. What we learn is the importance of repentance in the house of faith.
But…and get this right, not repentance of the mouth where we blandly say the words. Not repentance of the hand where we slyly act like we're sorry. Not repentance that is empty and void of faith, but repentance that comes from the heart of true faith. Repentance that knows we have ignored and disobeyed the Lord and His Word. Repentance that feels sorrow and remorse for the sin we indulged in. Repentance that desires and works to stop the sin. Such is what the Lord would ask. Please, didn’t you notice that Jesus in our Gospel reading for today actually references these words of Hosea! If you missed that, then no wonder you wrestle with what Hosea says.
Jesus tells us we need to grasp what this means: “For I desire mercy and not sacrifice.” Do you think your faith is only about action, that as long as you go through the motions, some motions, whatever motions you have decided are godly, then God must grant you his blessings because you gave it your best? No, the motions mean nothing without the faith behind it. Think of our Epistle reading. It concluded: “Now the statement ‘it was credited to him’ was not written for him alone, but also for us to whom it would be credited, namely, to us who believe in the one who raised our Lord Jesus from the dead. He was handed over to death because of our trespasses and was raised to life because of our justification.” Not your religious actions, but what is in your heart, namely, your faith. You trust God explicitly. You know that God acts and moves only and always for your good. But you as a believer, know sin and evil, know God’s call to repent, and know to cling to God’s mercy and love rather than your own exalted ideas of “religion.” And by the way, the only thing man has ever come up with in the religious arena is work righteousness, the idea that what we do, think, and carry forth is sufficient for the declaration of our goodness. Then you miss the lesson of what Jesus said about mercy.
Not just actions and deeds, but the heart clinging to Jesus. The heart who sees the grace and love of God fully revealed and sealed for us in Jesus. The heart that is distressed by its sins and that in desperation clings to Jesus and his Word of Life as the only solution. Nothing counts without Jesus, our Lord, our God, our Savior from sin.

Here is how I would challenge you. When you think of the cross, of Jesus hanging there suffering and crying out, “My God, my God why have you forsaken me,” do you think “Jesus is dying for sin” or do you think “Jesus is dying there for my sins. He is suffering for me, enduring hell for me?” In my way of thinking just to know Jesus died is not the issue, but to realize and grasp that Jesus died for you, to save you, to call you to faith, that is the issue!

May we be a people of true faith.  A faith committed to the Lord and His Word.  A faith that won't compromise or bend.  A faith that clings to Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, sure and certain of the hope He brings.  Amen.
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