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Sometimes when God speaks, the instructions he gives are all too clear.  He told Noah, “Make yourself an ark.”  He told Abram, “Go to the land I will show you.”  And he told Hosea, “Go marry a prostitute.”  It is hard to imagine a scenario in which those words make sense.  Yet this was God’s command and Hosea obeyed.  It was because of the times in which Hosea lived.  The people, who were supposed to be God’s chosen people, were living lives of unfaithfulness.  Society was crumbling around Hosea and God decided that it was time to judge.  In many ways we can find parallels in our world today with the world that Hosea spoke into as the Lord’s prophet.  As we approach a New Year one of the favorite ways to remember the year gone by is to look back at a year-in-review.  There are a myriad of approaches that we could take.  I’ve decided to look back at 2010 through the lens of news headlines.  The past year has been filled with bizarre stories, stories of scandals, and stories of hopelessness.  As we review our past year, we realize that the world we live in is not too far from a world where God told his prophet to go marry a prostitute.


Wednesday, January 13, 2010 – A 7.0 magnitude earthquake hits Haiti, killing thousands and leaving millions homeless.  Friday, February 19, 2010 – In a 14 minute confessional delivered live to a global audience of millions, Tiger Woods apologizes for the string of affairs that precipitated his spectacular fall from grace.  Saturday, March 20, 2010 – Pope Benedict rebukes Irish Bishops for the way they’ve handled sexual abuse cases and tells victims “I am truly sorry.”  Saturday, April 17, 2010 – An ash cloud over Europe causes the worst travel chaos since 9/11 as the eruption of an Icelandic volcano closes airports stranding tens of thousands.  Monday, April 19, 2010 – Days after an earthquake in China killed hundreds of people; a senior Iranian cleric says promiscuous women who wear revealing clothing are to blame for earthquakes.  Saturday, May 1, 2010 – Disturbing evidence that honeybees are in terminal decline emerges from the US where for the 4th year running more than a third of colonies did not survive winter.  Friday, June 11, 2010 – The Louisiana wildlife haven Grand Isle is at the heart of a slow-motion environmental catastrophe for marine life after the BP oil spill.  Sunday, July 25, 2010 – A group of Benedictine nuns who live in seclusion in the south of France sign a deal with Universal music, the record company behind Lady Gaga and Amy Winehouse.  Tuesday, August 17, 2010 – China overtakes Japan as the world’s second-largest economy after the US; another step in its transformation from impoverished communist state to economic superpower.  Saturday, September 4, 2010 – Belgium, overrun with unwanted stray cats, comes up with a radical plan to sterilize almost all felines in the country within five years.  Wednesday, October 13, 2010 – After 69 days underground 33 trapped Chilean miners are slowly winched to safety amid scenes of jubilation from relatives camped at the San Jose mine.  Wednesday, November 10, 2010 – Some 52,000 students march through London in protest at the potential tripling of University fees.  Friday, December 3, 2010 – Pollution levels in Agra, where the Taj Mahal is located, rise despite government protection measures and the 17th century tomb is again at risk.

This is the world that we live in.  Beyond the news stories of our day we also interface with individual families and people who face a world without hope.  The prophet Hosea came at a time when the world needed to hear of the fresh hope that our great God offers.  Even if your life is the best it’s ever been, I would challenge you to look around at your neighbors, your friends, and the people who live across town who live a very different life from you.  You will find that our world is in need of God’s message of fresh hope.  As we enter a new year, it is an appropriate time to engage again with God’s timeless truth for our world.  Where we find hopelessness, God meets us with fresh hope once again.

For Hosea God’s message of judgment became very personal.  He was the prophet charged to marry an adulteress wife and take on children of unfaithfulness.  As we encounter the Biblical text, the language gives us a stark contrast of the unfaithfulness of the people, God’s impending judgment, and yet God’s abiding love that makes the way for a hope-filled future.  Tonight, our challenge is to set aside the penchant that we often have for “self-reflection” each New Year and embrace the view that God has for his community.  Hosea did not come to speak to one or two people; he came to speak to a nation and through the nation of Israel to reach the entire world with God’s message.  As we encounter Hosea’s message for our New Year, my hope is that we can observe four great truths from the prophet Hosea.

The first truth we learn from Hosea is that there is no greater defiance to God than when we forget God.  In Hosea 2: 13 it says, “I will punish her for the days she burned incense to the Baals; she decked herself with rings and jewelry, and went after her lovers, but me she forgot.”  We don’t always understand the Old Testament references to foreign gods and the sometimes strange prophecy that accompany them.  In this case Hosea’s prophecy is getting at the heart of how Israel has abandoned the feasts of celebration that are meant to maintain their union with the Lord.  The Hebrew people had filled their lives with beliefs and half-beliefs that displaced God from their lives.  The beliefs that blended various religious systems together are not that far removed from the way that our world dethrones God today with the idea that the Lord God has little relevance to our natural world.  It is no coincidence that God’s prophecy through Hosea speaks through the use of human sexuality.  Hosea’s marriage to an adulteress wife is only the beginning of God’s indictment on the ancient sexual practices.  
What was really going on with the worship of Baal and other gods?  The acts of fertility associated with the pagan rituals were directly connected to the agrarian economy of the day.  For a common person, to go to a temple prostitute carried with it that the pagan god would bless their crop.  This caused the Hebrew people to forget their God – the very act that brought judgment upon them.  In much the same way in our modern society we forget about how God is the one who provides for our natural world and our very existence.  Many a modern person has lost hope in the Lord and turned away to replace God with someone or something that is a vain attempt to fill the longing that God created in our hearts to be filled by him and him alone.  Our greatest defiance of God is the same as it has always been – we forget God and replace him with lesser things.  But Hosea’s message offers a fresh hope in the face of a forgotten God.  
Here we encounter the second great truth: God’s design is to take the very places or events that are the most awful and restore them by his grace.  In Hosea’s prophecy this action is described in Hosea 2:15, “I will give her back her vineyards, and will make the Valley of Achor and door of hope.  There she will sing as in the days of her youth, as in the day she came up out of Egypt.”  God’s restoration of broken people, places or events is central to the unfolding story of salvation in the Bible.  When God rescued Israel from Egypt, after forty years of wandering in the wilderness, Joshua finally leads the people into the Promised Land after Moses’ death.  This is when we learn about the valley of Achor.  Achan had stolen some of the devoted things – he took a beautiful robe, some gold and silver and buried them in his tent.  Achan’s sin was not only that he stole these items, but that he put the promise of God at risk.  For the Lord’s anger burned against Israel and he made them unsuccessful in battle.  This caused Joshua to question the promise of God and Joshua says, “Sovereign Lord, why did you ever bring this people across the Jordan to deliver us into the hands of the Amorites to destroy us?”  Joshua 7:7.  Joshua is doubting God’s plan for Israel to possess the land flowing with milk and honey.  This all happens because of Achan’s sin.  When Achan’s sin is found out the Israelites stone him to death.  The place where he died is remembered because they piled stones over his body and it became known as the Valley of Achor; translated it means the valley of trouble.
In the book of Hosea God’s promise is to change the history books.  He says that the very place where Achan put at risk God’s redemptive plan will become known as the door of hope.  This phrase door of hope is unique to Hosea – it is not used anywhere else in scripture.  But we gain a clear picture of God’s plan through understanding how God intends to restore the stained experience of his people.  How many of us have our own valley of Achor that God has restored into a door of hope?  The Bible is filled with this kind of imagery.  Paul in 1 Corinthians (13:12 KJV) writes, “For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to face: now I know in part; but then shall I know even as also I am known.”  The strange experience of coming to know Jesus carries with it this concept of coming to a full understanding of the darkness which we were once surrounded by that is now changed into an ever increasing light of understanding of what exactly the door of hope means in my life and yours.
Many of us come to a place of darkness again and again along the journey with Christ.  We mirror the journey over many generations that Israel has been on as God’s chosen people who would stray from God only to be restored by the unfailing love that the Lord offers to us as his beloved.  This is the fresh hope that Hosea’s life demonstrates as he marries and loves an unfaithful wife because the Lord has a plan.  How many of us are so thankful because God changed the history books of our lives?  This is the message of fresh hope that we have to offer to the world around us.  Our world is sitting in the sin that entangles and leads to hopelessness.  How many of your neighbors, friends, coworkers have a deep hunger to meet the God who can change their story in the history books?
In preparation for this sermon I read through the 14 chapters of Hosea a couple of times.  The language of God’s plan of redemption and restoration through this prophet is spectacularly beautiful.  It restores my soul to spend time in this part of God’s word.  Tomorrow begins a New Year and for many a new season of a New Year’s resolution.  Since I’ve never been able to keep a New Year’s resolution for more than three weeks I want to suggest a short resolution for all of us.  Over the next 14 days I want us all to read one chapter of Hosea each day.  You may want to read it two or more times.  Then pray for a person in your life who is in their own valley of Achan that needs to be changed into a door of hope.  The Holy Spirit might meet you and invite you to act on this prayer and start up a conversation, but all I’m asking you to do is read and pray for 14 days.  Let the words of this amazing prophet infiltrate your life for two weeks and see what God might do to bring fresh hope.
The third great truth that we learn from this passage in Hosea is that God’s covenant promise is fulfilled as his people move from being slaves to being the Lord’s bride.  Hosea 2:16-17, “In that day,” declares the Lord, “you will call me ‘my husband’; you will no longer call me ‘my master.’  I will remove the names of the Baals from her lips; no longer will their names be invoked.”  The ancient word Baal is misleading to us because we think of the pagan god Baal and at times this word designates the most active god in the pantheon and his various other selfs and colleagues.  However, Baal was also used by itself to simply mean lord, owner, or husband.  So the language of Hosea in God taking back his chosen people so that we will now call him “husband” comes with double meaning.  This is explained in verse 17 when God says he will remove the Baals, or false gods, from their lips.  God’s action is to redeem and restore his people into a relationship as perfect as the bride and groom.
Think about the plans we make that go into a wedding day.  This image is used later in the Bible by Jesus to teach us what it means to prepare for the day that he will return.  The bride anticipates and plans her wedding not because she likes pretty flowers and loves the music and celebration.  She plans so meticulously because she wants the day she unites with her husband to be remembered always.  So, God invites us to call him husband rather than master.  Here we see the use of the Hebrew word for Baal that we translate into English as master.  This gives us a good idea of how the Hebrew people viewed their relationship with God.  They thought that they were at the mercy of God’s whims the way a slave is with his master.  God could bring feast or famine, floods or drought, years of plenty or years of wanting.  So, when Hosea proclaims the Lord’s message of hope for a future when the Lord will be called husband rather than master, this is eye-opening news to the Hebrew people.
I wonder if we see God the way that the Hebrews did.  The latest book I’m reading is called (Picture) America’s Four Gods: What we say about God & what that says about us.  This book is based on research conducted across every spectrum of our country.  It has fascinating statistics and breaks down the view of God into four areas.  The authors compile information about what we say about what is God’s gender, is God wrathful or forgiving, is God’s engagement in the world active or inactive, does God perform miracles that defy nature, and many other categories.  Ultimately they characterize the views of God into four categories: Authoritative God, Benevolent God, Critical God, and Distant God.  Without reading the book, you can envision what the categories broadly mean for how we engage with the God of this universe.  Hosea’s message of hope is one that helps us to understand that God cannot be put into a box, because the God of the Bible exercises both judgment and forgiveness.  He is our Lord and master, but also invites us into relationship where he becomes our loving husband.
The fourth great truth from Hosea’s message is: when we are in the midst of disaster; fresh hope is not found in kings, not in war, not in pleasure, but in the Lord.  The very name of Hosea points us in the right direction.  Hosea in Hebrew is Hoshea, which sounds like Joshua, which sounds like Yeshua, which is the Hebrew name for Jesus.  All of these names come from the root word which means salvation.  Hosea was God’s message for a time when his people needed a savior.  His prophecy brings more light onto God’s plan which is to rescue, redeem and restore the world through his son Jesus Christ.
Hosea 2:18-20, “In that day I will make a covenant for them with the beasts of the field and the birds of the air and the creatures that move along the ground.  Bow and sword and battle I will abolish from the land, so that all may lie down in safety.  I will betroth you to me forever; I will betroth you in righteousness and justice, in love and compassion.  I will betroth you in faithfulness, and you will acknowledge the Lord.”  God’s plan for eternity is found right here in these verses.
I have a friend who struggles with the justice of God.  You can probably understand his point.  When you read a significant portion of the Bible there is a lot of bloodshed and wiping out whole clans of people in the name of the Lord.  The history of the Christian Church is also filled with some very difficult real stories of wars and conquests in the name of Christ.  For many this can be a roadblock to faith.  We struggle to see justice in these stories and moments of history because we are not able to see the end of the story where God brings victory.  Listen to what Hosea is really saying.  There will be no more wars or violence.  All may lie down in safety.  God will bring us to a place of righteousness.  This is sometimes a challenging word, but it really just means that all will be made right.  I can’t imagine a better state than when all will be right.  Hosea paints this grand picture of the future when the world will be filled with justice, love, compassion, and our faithfulness to God will be restored.  This is the fresh hope that flows through the life of this amazing prophet Hosea whose name points us to our savior Jesus.  And how much do those words love, justice, compassion also point to our savior?  What a fresh hope we have when we surrender to God and meet our savior.
As we end 2010 and begin a new year there is a message of hope waiting to be shared with those who are destitute.  These are our neighbors and friends.  God gave Hosea a picture of a door of hope, now we are invited to walk through the door and bring as many people as we can with us.  Let us pray that 2011 will be a year of salvation for those who need to meet a God of love, justice and compassion.

Let us pray.

Our great compassionate God, we praise you for another year that you have given us as a gift.  Help us to know your hope in our lives that moves us beyond the measurable activities of life and on to the immeasurable plans that you have for us.  Lord, we pray for those who you have planned for us to influence along with your Holy Spirit in the coming year.  Help us to see with the eyes of faith where a valley of trouble can be changed into a door of hope.  Heavenly Father, we thank you for your faithfulness to our local congregation.  As we look back on a year filled with a new beginning of The Center undergoing construction, a surgical center being built in Africa, and many new opportunities right here in our community we praise you for the way you lead us as a gentle shepherd.  Help us Lord, to grab a hold of your vision for the coming year for ministry in this place.  Lord, as we now prepare our hearts to give you our offerings we ask that you would give us wisdom in following your plans and make us to have hearts that are contrite.  We confess where we’ve fallen short and we ask that you would fill the gap by your Holy Spirit.  We bow before you Lord, coming afresh to the foot of the cross.  We pray in the saving name of Jesus Christ, Amen.
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