

1

The Journey Back To God

Hosea 14:1-9

Key Verse 14:1a
“Return, O Israel, to the Lord your God.”


In the last chapter God spoke to his people in regards to the issue of salvation. They had strayed away from God. They had fallen into sin. They had now become like all other nations, living in enmity with God, and subject to his fierce judgment. But in their pitiful condition, they had not looked to God for salvation. Rather, they had looked to their idols for salvation and they had pleaded with the powerful nations of the world to rescue them from the hands of their enemies. But none had the power to save them. Therefore, Hosea the prophet spoke to them on behalf of God reminding them that there is no Savior on earth but the Lord God. He alone is the True Savior who could save them. God knew that his people would not listen because in giving themselves to sin, they had become captives to sin and to the power of death. As the captives of sin and death, they had become like fearful slaves who hopelessly submitted to their slave-masters in fear, while their True Savior stood at the door beckoning to them to come out. So God promised to reveal himself to be their True Savior by accomplishing something beyond their wildest imagining. God promised them saying: “I will ransom them from the power of the grave; I will redeem them from death. Where, O death, are your plagues? Where, O grave, is your destruction? ‘I will have no compassion.’” (13:14) In other words, God promised to defeat the dreadful grave which had held them captives to sin, to death and to fear. (Hebrews 2:15) It was a prophesy of the coming of the Savior of the world Jesus who would give his life as a ransom sacrifice for the sins of the world, and through his resurrection would defeat death and bring back God’s reign in his people’s hearts. 


This last chapter of the book of Hosea is the detailed final journey of his sinful people back to their God. Even though God’s call to return to him seems to be directed at his sinful people of the Old Testament, it is in fact God’s call for all people of all time to return to him. In his final words to his people, God speaks with assurance that the final return of all people is imminent. How will that be possible for a sinful people beyond hope? It would be possible through the Messiah who, by defeating death, would usher in a new age for all people, an age of forgiveness and of healing and of redemption. Hosea’s final prophesy in this last chapter is full of God’s one sided grace to his people. By his one sided grace, he calls them to return to him. By his one sided grace, he teaches them the way of returning to him. By his one sided grace, he covers those who begin the journey back to God with blessing upon blessing until they are not only forgiven of their sins and healed of their waywardness, but until their full purpose in life and their mission as the ambassadors of God, is fully restored. The journey back to God is not a stroll in the park, but indeed, a journey. Though it may seem easy, it is not! It is not, because for anyone returning to God the journey requires willingness of heart, conviction and confession of sin, decision making, and a commitment to God and to his righteous ways. May God’s gracious words in this chapter set many of his children on the journey back to spiritual freedom, spiritual health and spiritual prosperity. Amen. 


Read verse 1. “Return, O Israel, to the Lord your God. Your sins have been your downfall!” Throughout the lifetime of the prophet Hosea, God had called his people to return to him more times than one can count. But for the people of his time, this chapter marks the very last call. Like a sentry at the gates calling for the people to retreat behind the safety of the city walls in the face of the approaching enemy, Hosea voices God’s final call for his people to return to the safety of their God. But why had it been so hard for them to return to God? God tells us plainly that their sins had been their downfall. In other words, it was their sins which had caused them to fall away from God, and their sins which had kept them from returning to God. They had never intended to stray from God. But the lure of sin and the seduction of temptation had pulled them away from God until they forgot the sweetness of life with God. Israel had been like an ugly duckling when it was first embraced by God. In God, the ugly duckling grew into a beautiful swan. Then the swan convinced herself that she had always been a beautiful swan. But when it wandered away from God, deceived by its own beauty, it had no idea that if God does not sustain her, she would soon become an ugly duckling again. God called his people to return to him, because without God, they were nothing but an ugly duckling marred by sin.   


Though they had betrayed his love, God was not willing to give up on them. Perhaps there had been some who wanted to return, but were unable to find the way back to God due to their many sins. So, God showed them the way by which they should return. How then did God propose that his people return to him? Read verse 2. “Take words with you and return to the Lord. Say to him: Forgive all our sins and receive us graciously, that we may offer the fruit of our lips.” According to God, the journey back to God begins in prayer. The words, “Take words with you and return to the Lord” is God’s call to prayer for all people. They mark the beginning of the journey back to God. Why does God propose that prayer be the initial step in returning to him? Because his people had wandered too far from God, and the road which leads to God had been lost and forgotten. In other words, even if they had wanted to return to God, they were in such deep darkness of sin, that it was impossible to find their way back to God. Even if they wanted to return, they would never find the way. They were like a man gone blind and with no one to show him the way back to his home. Therefore, God himself had to show them the way back to himself, leading them by the hand step by step. So God urges them to pray, because prayer has always been the cry of a soul groping for the light in the darkness of this world. There are many ways which men attempt in their effort to return to God. But they are all the futile attempts of men and women who in their self righteousness presume that they can see. There are millions of people who engage human effort in returning to God. But the humble person knows that there is no way to God except through faith. And the humble person knows that prayer is the expression of faith. For that reason, God himself reminds them that prayer is the first step of the journey. 


But what must they pray about? Read verse 2 again. “Take words with you and return to the Lord. Say to him: Forgive all our sins and receive us graciously, that we may offer the fruit of our lips.” God calls them to ask for his forgiveness in prayer. The gospel of our Lord Jesus is full of beautiful teachings. But there is no teaching as urgent as prayer for the forgiveness of one’s sins. To pray for the forgiveness of my sins, is to admit that I am a sinner who has offended God. To pray for the forgiveness of my sins is to admit that I am lost in my sins and need the helping hand of God to return home to God. To pray for the forgiveness of my sins is to plead with God for his mercy for my soul, lost to perdition. To pray for the forgiveness of my sins is to trust that God’s grace is greater than all my sins. Mostly, to pray for the forgiveness of my sins, is to realize that God would take upon himself the punishment for my sins sacrificing himself on the cross on my behalf. It is remarkable that of all the things God could have taught his people to pray about, forgiveness of sins stands in the forefront of prayer topics. 


When God’s people ask for forgiveness, how does God answer their prayers? Look at  verse 2 again. God answers their prayers graciously. In other words, God grants them forgiveness of sins through his one sided grace. It means that while his people are not worthy of forgiveness, God favors them by offering them undeserved forgiveness. How could the righteous and just God do this? He does it through his Son Jesus who came to sacrifice himself on the cross for the sins of the world. It was God’s supreme act of grace, given to anyone who asks for it in faith in his Son. Why does God offer such undeserved forgiveness to those who pray for forgiveness? Look at verse 2 again. That they might offer the fruits of their lips to God Almighty. What does it mean? It means that God offers forgiveness to sinful men so that sinful men might finally recognize God’s one sided grace and give thanks to him. There is a question! What is man’s ultimate purpose in life? The answer, as we study it in the Bible is as such: “That man might thank God and glorify him forever.” There is no great act as the act of giving thanks to God from the depth of our hearts. To give thanks to God is the expression of man’s gratitude for God’s one sided grace in his life. How do we do that? We give thanks to God through our worship, through our prayers, through our study of his word, and through the application of his word in our lives. When a person is forgiven, he or she cannot keep quiet about it. There is a fire in their soul which cries out to God in thankfulness and in urgency to advertise his grace to all people. When Jesus called us to “Go into all the world and preach the gospel” it was a calling to give thanks to God in the hearing of all men for his marvelous grace. 


Read verse 3. “Assyria cannot save us; we will not mount war-horses. We will never again say ‘Our gods’ to what our own hands have made, for in you the fatherless find compassion.’” Those who return to God through the avenue of his grace have another conviction of heart. They have the conviction that only God is their True Savior. Once Israel had abandoned God and pursued her lovers in the world. They had promised her security and prosperity. But after a brief moment of security and prosperity, they turned on her and armed themselves against her to ravish her. Her false saviors had become her enemies. Israel found out that her false gods could not be trusted, and that her allies could no longer save her. But when Israel would return to God, they would realize that she had a Savior all along in God who alone could save her and love her as she wanted to be loved. She was deeply convicted that only God is her True Savior. And she confessed that God alone is her True Lover. Indeed, there is no discovery in a man or woman’s life greater than the realization of God’s love. A forgiven sinner may have many uncertainties about his or her circumstances and future, but he or she never doubts the love of God in his or her life. They never doubt their true destiny, which is eternal life in the kingdom of God. The love of God is the faithful companion of all sinners throughout their journey back to God. No one can make such a journey without the conviction that “God loves me”. 


Read verses 4-7. “I will heal their waywardness and love them freely, for my anger has turned away from them. I will be like the dew to Israel; he will blossom like a lily. Like a cedar of Lebanon he will send down his roots; his young shoots will grow. His splendor will be like an olive tree, his fragrance like a cedar of Lebanon. Men will dwell again in his shade. He will flourish like the grain. He will blossom like a vine, and his fame will be like the wine from Lebanon.” When Israel returns to God, what will God do for her? God says that he will heal her waywardness and love her freely. In other words, when they had found their way back to God, they would never again lose the way back to God. It may seem as if God would make it so that they would never again stray from him. But not so. Men who are forgiven by the grace of God still stray from God because sin still lives in the world. But by the grace of God, God has made the way back to him always available in and through our Lord Jesus.  In the past, Israel would lose the way back to God and not know how to return. But in our Lord Jesus, every Christian knows that the way between him and God is always open for return through repentance, through faith and through prayer. Those who cannot see the way back to God are only wallowing in their own self pity while the road to God remains wide open and God’s arms extended  in love. 


Look at verses 5-7 again. One of the blessings of our return to God is also a return to our original purpose of life. God made all men to be shepherds for the world, men and women who would reveal the way to God. But man lost his purpose when he fell in paradise. After the fall, God called Israel to be a shepherd people to give the knowledge of God to the world. But Israel strayed from God and in doing so, also lost its original purpose and mission. When our Lord Jesus came, he not only called men and women to follow him, he also called them to join him in his mission to redeem the world. He called them to be shepherds and Bible teachers once again. He called them to resume their purpose in life, to be a shelter and a source of hope for all people who are returning to God. It is a glorious thing to be touched by the grace of God. God’s healing love not only assures us of forgiveness, but also restores to us the purpose of our existence. Man without mission is no man at all, he is only a scavenger hunting in dark places for scraps of life. But the man whose mission in God has been restored, is a kingdom of priests and a holy nation, a source of blessing to the whole world. 


Read verses 8-9. “O Ephraim, what more have I to do with idols? I will answer him and care for him. I am like a green pine tree; your fruitfulness comes from me. Who is wise? He will realize these things. Who is discerning? He will understand them. The ways of the Lord are right; the righteous walk in them, but the rebellious stumble in them.” In verse 8, it seems as if God is talking, but it is not so! It is God’s people reflecting on their own ignorance in following the idols of their own hearts. Ephraim or Israel is deeply convicted that they had foolishly followed the whims and desires of their own hearts. They had followed them because the worldly idols had promised security and prosperity and pleasure beyond imagination. But soon, everything they hoped for crumbled before their very eyes, until they were despaired of life. When God offered them a way of return to him, they had prayed and God had answered. He would send them a Savior to save them from their sins and their spiritual sickness. When they were healed, they realized that their past life had been a stench to God. So they made a decision of faith to server themselves from their idols and their past lives. No man can return to God while holding on to their past, or to the things which made his or her return to God difficult. Christians who still hold on to shreds of their past lives in secret, quickly learn that it is futile and an abomination to God. As God had called Abraham to sever his ties with his past, so also did our Lord Jesus command us, ““If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.” (Luke 9:23) 


Finally, God also reminds his people of their duty in producing fruit to God in and through their lives. His people had been sinful, and thus had not been able to produce the fruit God demands of every human being. They had not been able to because their relationship with God had been strained and severed. But when they had finally returned to God, they would have a duty to be fruitful. And they must also hold the conviction that they cannot be fruitful without the help of God. When God said, “Your fruitfulness comes from me” it was a call to remain faithful to God that God might remain active in their lives. The wise man or woman are those who realize such things. The wise man or woman are the righteous man or woman who remain faithful to God, who trust God and who live by faith in him day after day. The wise man or woman are the ones who listen to the words of God’s prophecy, and begin a journey back to God. May God help you to be a wise man and woman who remain faithful to God and to live by faith, producing good fruit in your lives for God. Amen. 
