SERMON SERIES:

CRIES IN THE WILDERNESS
“Loving Us Back Again”

Hosea 2:2-5, 14
For the season of Lent we’re using a sermon series entitled “Cries In The Wilderness,” exploring the different images of the desert we find in Scripture.  The first week we explored the desert as a place of loneliness, isolation, and sorrow.  The desert is a place where God may take us in order to refine us or purify his purposes in us.  But we said it can also be a place where we purposefully enter when we cease to be obedient to Go and instead trust in human plans or promises.

Last week we saw how the desert reminds us of God’s tender care for us and his provision for our needs.  The desert becomes the place where we are called to re-establish our trust in God’s sovereignty and purpose.

I’d venture to guess that some of us have been able to see ourselves in the desert in some shape or form over the past two weeks.  We may’ve seen ourselves in the desert because of choices we’ve made that didn’t work out, or because of sins we hadn’t confessed.  We may’ve seen ourselves in the desert because we intentionally ran from God and ended up there.  Or we may’ve been led or drawn there just as Jesus was following his baptism.
I invite you to turn to our Scripture reading this morning, Hosea 2:2-5, 14.  We’re going to take a look at another image of the desert that we see in the Bible—as the place where God renews his covenant love with his people.  If you’re in the desert--lost, confused, frustrated, maybe angry—then know today that God desires to restore you and renew his covenant with you.
The Old Testament prophet Hosea is pretty infamous.  God instructed him to intentionally marry an adulterous wife.  This was a “visual sermon”--an object lesson--that God sent to the northern kingdom of Israel.  The bizarre and uncomfortable marriage between Hosea and Gomer was symbolic of the bizarre and uncomfortable relationship between the people of Israel and the other gods they put their faith in.  Israel had shattered their covenant with God, just as adultery shatters the covenant of marriage.  Hosea’s marriage to the lascivious Gomer was living proof of what Israel had done to God.

Spiritually speaking, the people of Israel during that time had what we’d call a “blended faith.”  Or put another way, they suffered from syncretism.  Syncretism is defined as “a combination of varying, often mutually opposed beliefs.”  While the people of Israel recognized Yahweh as the father of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—as the Deliverer of the exodus and the Lawgiver of Mount Sinai--most of their faith and spiritual practice was centered around false gods like Baal.  For example, the people still attended sacred feasts or festivals as the Law commanded.  But in their day-to-day life they depended more on pagan fertility gods than on the Lord God.
They had no problem offering up prayers to Yahweh, and to any and all other deities.  It was a sort of cover-your-bases type of faith: just in case one god didn’t come through they’d be sure to have a few others around as back up.

Syncretism remains a problem for many people in our day.  People want a cut-and-paste spirituality that gives them plenty of benefits but requires no commitment.  Today’s church is no stranger to syncretism.  We can believe in God while at the same time bowing before the shrines of money, tradition, power, or control.  We can say all the right words about the Lord while still denying him with our actions.
Let’s look at the word God sent to Israel through Hosea: 2“But now bring charges against Israel—your mother—for she is no longer my wife, and I am no longer her husband.  Tell her to remove the prostitute’s makeup from her face and the clothing that exposes her breasts.  3Otherwise, I will strip her as naked as she was on the day she was born.  I will leave her to die of thirst, as in a dry and barren wilderness.  4And I will not love her children, for they were conceived in prostitution.  5Their mother is a shameless prostitute and became pregnant in a shameful way.  She said, ‘I’ll run after other lovers and sell myself to them for food and water, for clothing of wool and linen, and for olive oil and drinks.’
Hosea called for his wife to change her shameful behavior and God demanded that Israel do the same.  Otherwise, God promised to let Israel stand revealed in shame and humiliation.  He would make her “a dry and barren wilderness.”  God identified the motive behind Israel’s behaviors in verse 5: She said, ‘I’ll run after other lovers and sell myself to them for food and water, for clothing of wool and linen, and for olive oil and drinks.’  Israel had reached a point where she depended on other people and other nations to provide what God alone had provided for her in the past.  Israel put more trust and emphasis on treaties, political alliances, and economic arrangements than she did in the Lord her God.
In verses 6-13, God told his people how he was going to reshape Israel’s beliefs and behaviors.  He would put up barriers to keep Israel from contacting her other lovers—the other nations and leaders she was relying on.  He took away the agricultural products he had provided for her (but which she had attributed to Baal).  He put an end to the worship routines and festivals that were nothing but lip service.  In short, Israel found herself in a desert place because of the choices she made, the syncretism she practiced, and the sins she committed.
But in the midst of all that let’s zero in on verse 14:  14“But then I will win her back once again.  I will lead her into the desert and speak tenderly to her there.”  Now just what’s going on here?  Didn’t God just get finished saying he was through with Israel?  ASK: So what’s God doing here?  Why is he telling Israel this?--because he’s going to win Israel back.  He’s going to forgive her and restore their covenant.  It’s nothing more than the glory of God’s forgiveness--evidence that his love is greater than our worst sins!
And here we find our third image of the desert: as the place where God’s covenant love is renewed.  Despite Israel’s apostasy and adultery, God was going to “win her back once again.”  The King James Version says God was going to “allure” Israel.  He was going to woo her, charm her, captivate her.  He was going to sweep her off her feet once more.  God was going to lead her away to a quiet place, to a place of intimacy, to a place where they could renew their first love.
Men, when we were courting or dating, didn’t we use alluring, charming words to our finance?  Didn’t we take her to quiet places and talk so that we might build intimacy and deepen our relationship?  This is the image of what God did with Israel and he used the desert as the backdrop.
We find similar expressions elsewhere in Scripture.  In Job 36:16 we read, “[God] is wooing you from the jaws of distress to a spacious place free from restriction…
In Ezekiel 16:8 God told his people, “So I wrapped my cloak around you to cover your nakedness and declared my marriage vows.  I made a covenant with you”, says the Sovereign Lord, “and you became mine.”

Or consider this passage from the 23rd Psalm, verse 6, taken from The Message: Your beauty and love chase after me every day of my life.

When we elect to follow other gods—when we knowingly or unknowingly turn away from the Lord our God—when we, like Jonah, run for Tarshish to escape God’s call—when we, like the younger son, demand our share of the inheritance and trot off into a distant country—God does not stop pursuing us.  He doesn’t throw up his hands and say “Oh no, there she goes again, heading off somewhere I can’t follow.”  God doesn’t say “Well, I guess that’s it between us.  He doesn’t want anything to do with me so I guess we’re finished.”  No!
God continues to passionately, purposefully chase after us.  Sometimes he has to take us into the desert in order to get our attention once more.  Sometimes he has to journey into the desert to find us, in order to renew his covenant with us.  But he is always after us--not as a vengeful judge or abusive parent—but as the One who loves us beyond life itself.  God will put in the hard work to find us and surround us with his love.  He will do whatever it takes to woo us back to his loving embrace, to renew the covenant he has made with us.

Over the past two weeks I’ve shared a little of what happened to me in 2013 during my spiritual retreat in the desert.  I’ve shared about my brokenness and anger toward God.  You know I was in the desert spiritually, about as dry and empty and alone as a person could be.


I cannot say that God snapped his fingers and fixed everything for me.  There was no miraculous transformation.  God rarely works like that.  He takes things slow because he knows we can’t handle the speed, as much as we might want things to hurry up.


For three months—from October 1st to December 31st—I was on sabbatical from my church appointment.  It was a much-needed break and without it I’d hate to imagine where I’d be right now.  But where I am right now is a direct result of that time in the desert.  For you see, God was wooing me.  He was loving me back again when I wasn’t the most pleasant person to be around.  He was beginning a work of healing that would not take off until six months into 2014.  For you see, at that time I was appointed here.  I was sent to a place where I could be myself and could find healing, hope, and trust once more.  Thank you for taking me and my family in, giving us space to heal, and an environment conducive to that healing.


My time in the desert was one of the most painful and difficult I’ve ever known in my fifty years of life.  I will never be the same as a result of that wilderness experience.  I will carry the scars for the rest of my life.  But I cannot forget that scars are a reminder that you are stronger than whatever tried to wound you.  Or as writer and publisher Elbert Hubbard once said, “God will not look you over for medals, degrees, or diplomas but for scars.”

God declared through Isaiah, “Can a mother forget her nursing child?  Can she feel no love for the child she has borne?  But even if that were possible, I would not forget you!  16See, I have written your name on the palms of my hands” (49:15-16).  God’s love for us is forever known and sealed by the nail-scarred hands and feet of Jesus.  The scars of Jesus are reminders that he is stronger than that which tried to kill him.
In this sacrament we prepare for today, God renews his covenant love for us and with us.  It is not a covenant written on stone tablets or in old books.  It is a covenant of love written in the very blood of Jesus Christ, on the page of his very own body.

If you are in the desert today, feeling abandoned or lost, feeling unloved or unappreciated, then know that God is wooing you today.  He is speaking gently and sweetly to you.  He is reminding you of his love that never breaks, never gives up, never ends.  In these simple elements of cup and bread before us, God says to you “I will never give up on you.  I will never leave you alone.  I will never stop loving you and reaching out for you.  Come, my beloved, and let us renew our first love.”

I invite you to turn to page twelve in your hymnal…
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