I Desire Mercy





Hosea 6:1-10


Key Verse 6:6





“For I desire mercy, not sacrifice, and acknowledgment of God rather than burnt offerings.”





	For a long time the Israelites of Hosea’s time were not responding to any message the prophet brought them from God. God had called them to be a shepherd nation, and had urged them to be a holy people and to uphold the sacred laws of God. But they hated the restrictions by which they had to live for God. And they turned their hearts to false gods who made it easy for them to  explore the full range of their sinful desires. In the end, they became like those who come to worship God on Sunday and then go off to worship the gods of   lust and greed the rest of the week. They thought that they had found the perfect medium between living for God and living for themselves at the same time. But their hypocrisy was arrogant (5:5-6) and their wickedness was  shameless. And they never listened to anything God had to say to them through the prophet. In the end God’s teachings turned to warnings, and his warnings turned to threats, until finally God’s threats became the unbearable judgment God had in store for them. The prophet counseled them to admit their guilt. (5:15) For a long time, they had neither listened nor responded to anything God had to say.   But when they began to feel the threat of war and of imminent conquest from the northern empire of Assyria, the people who were neither listening nor responding to God’s word, suddenly responded. Suddenly, they were willing to admit their guilt. And their confession was dramatic and intense. It is to their confession that Hosea dedicates this chapter.  In brief, Hosea informs them that while their confession was adorned in passionate remorse, God does not accept it. And Hosea explains to them why. He reminds them that God is not moved by empty words and meaningless actions; God is moved only by one’s heart. In other words, they needed a change of heart. In this chapter, God also speaks to all Christians and non Christians alike with a message that does not change with the passing of time; the message that God measures the heart of his people; and that all else is a invalid. 





	Read verses 1-3. “Come, let us return to the Lord. He has torn us to pieces but he will heal us; he has injured us but he will bind up our wounds. After two days he will revive us; on the third day he will restore us, that we may live in his presence. Let us acknowledge the Lord; let us press on to acknowledge him. As surely as the sun rises, he will appear; he will come to us like the winter rains, like the spring rains that water the earth.” In the last chapter God concluded his judgment on the people of Israel and Judah with these words: “Then I will go back to my place until they admit their guilt. And they will seek my face; in their misery they will earnestly seek me.” (15) God’s words to them remind us of what a father might say to his unruly son: “Go do what you want. You’ll be back when you’ve suffered enough!” Soon after God said this to them, their security and comfort were shaken. They began to experience the fear and anxiety of living in the shadow of the constant threat of Assyrian invasion. Their “Plan A” to evade their imminent destruction was to appease the invaders. (5:13) When it failed, “Plan B” was put into effect. But their gods of lust and of greed could not help them wipe off the near doom feeling they experienced on a daily basis. Even their wine which they had used to numb their senses and to ease their fears was not working any more. Suddenly they remembered the words of the prophet who counseled them to admit their guilt and to seek God in their misery. And they convened together and all agreed to implement “Plan C”, the least desired plan, and to do as God had told them to do, which was to admit their guilt. They summoned the most learned theologians among them, and bid them write down a confession of guilt that seems appropriate for the God of Israel. When the confession was finalized, they summoned the most learned in language and etiquette, and bid them correct the wording of the document and pay attention to the grammar. Finally, they called from among them those with fantastic diplomatic skills and had them go over the document again and again to filter out anything that might be offensive to God, and to add anything that might be to his compliment. One with tremendous diplomatic skills then said: “let’s take the ‘you(s)’ out and replace them with ‘Thou(s)’ and ‘Thee(s)’. They add honor to the addressee.” And all of them were elated at his cleverness and toasted each other for their foolproof plan to win God back over to their side. After the hangover from the celebration wine subsided, they put on some discreet clothes, and in a solemn procession they brought their confession to Hosea so that the prophet might bring it to God. And they waited for an answer. They were certain that God Almighty would jump for joy at their beautifully contrived confession, come down and hug them with many tears, and swear to kill all their enemies. 





	But they did not know God at all. They had thought that God was indifferent to their daily lives as long as they brought him offerings and sacrifices at the appointed worship time. They had thought that God was like one of their own people who might demand an apology when a wrong is done. They had thought that a mixture of beautiful words confessed to God might melt God’s heart as gentle words might melt the heart of a betrayed lover. They had thought that God was like one of them who, for a show of humility and some compensation, might be willing to forgive and forget. Clearly, all their ideas about God had been wrong. Clearly this was precisely what the prophets had been telling them all along. They had heard that God is gracious and forgiving, but that he was also Holy and absolute. But they never fully accepted the truth about God, and had stubbornly imagined God to had been made in their own likeness rather than they to have been made in his. In that way, they had an idea of God, but it was certainly not the God of the Bible. They were like many of today’s denominations who fashion God according to their own needs and make God to be someone they can tolerate and live with. It never occured to them that God Almighty who created the heavens and the earth is also a God who works things according to his own perfect will and design. But they did not know God. They did not know the heart and mind of God who loved them and was broken hearted over their stubbornness and arrogance and pride. They did not know God because they never took his Holy word seriously enough to fear and to revere him as their God. When they brought their cleverly fabricated confession, they revealed a level of ignorance about God without an equal. On one hand, they revealed that they had known the character of God. But on the other hand, they revealed that they had not strived to know him personally as their God. Thus they were in for the surprise of their lives. When his response to their confession of guilt came to his ears, he rejected them as insincere and deserving of yet a more severe discipline. 





 	Let’s see how then did God answer their fantastic confession, a confession masquerading as sincere and beautiful words? Read verse 4. “What can I do with you, Ephraim? What can I do with you, Judah? Your love is like the morning mist, like the early dew that disappears.” In their carefully calculated confession, God saw that they were only confessing and repenting with their mouths. He also saw that their motive in confessing and repenting before him was for the wrong motives. God knew that they were confessing and repenting only to get some relief from the dire and miserable circumstances they found themselves in. They were like those who are quick to say that they are sorry only to ease their guilt and to silence the demanding person who had been offended. They were like the drug addict who says he is sorry not because he knows deeply in his heart that drug addiction is an offense against God and against fellow man, and that drug addiction takes away from his basic humanity; but he admits his guilt only to releive himself of his own shame and also to deceive those who love him so that they might lift their distrust of him and let their guard down. Such a person’s confession and repentance does not come from the right motive. It comes from the wrong motive to satisfy self interest. It comes from the mouth but it does not come from the heart. He confesses his guilt, but he neither repents nor does he have a change of heart. He is a deceiver who is only looking out for himself and is not concerned with the pain he has caused neither God nor his fellow human beings who love him. When God lamented his people Israel and Judah in verse 4, he was expressing his broken heart over their confession which seems sincere at the moment, but is quick to change with the wether. Their confession was like their love affair with God, here today and gone tomorrow. They were like the man who beats his wife and children, physically or verbally, and then in a moment of guilt says that he is sorry. But soon after, he goes back to his habit of beating them up. When he says “I’m sorry, I will never do this again, give me another chance” only a fool of a wife would believe him. If he is not made to undergo severe discipline, he will forever continue to beat his wife and children. God did not want to accept their confession which was like an uncommitted love, sweet but ephemeral. 





	God did not want to accept their brash confession also because God had much experience with these people. Read verse 5. “Therefore I cut you in pieces with my prophets, I killed you with the words of my mouth; my judgments flashed like lightning upon you.” God’s words seem terribly harsh, but in reality all God was expressing in his words were his endless efforts to teach them the way of God’s grace and truth. God had challenged them repeatedly. He had rebuked them repeatedly. He had disciplined them again and again. He had done all that not to crush them, but to bring them to their senses. But they had been deaf to the word of God and indifferent to his many efforts to bring them back to himself. They had been unwilling to accept that God looks at the heart, and valued the heart and measures the heart above all things. They had not wanted to see that God does not care about ceremonies and has no love for empty words and useless actions. Now they were bringing him another confession carefully crafted to sound good. Now they were not speaking to God out of conviction of heart, but out of a need for relief. Now they were not coming back to God because God loves them and they love God, but because it was necessary in times of trouble to have some ecclesiastical hope. They had become like those who only go to worship God when their son is sick or when their finances are low. God could not accept their confession, even though they spent time and money to print it in gold. 





	The question then is, “what did God want from them”? Read verse 6. “For I desire mercy, not sacrifice, and acknowledgment of God rather than burnt offerings”.  The prophet reminds them of what God desires the most from man. Of course God desires many things of his children. But of all things, God desires mercy. And God also desires that he be acknowledged by those whom he had created and called to be his people. Of all the attributes of God, his mercy stands like a mountain in the sun. Mercy is the character of God. Mercy is the heart of God. Mercy is the compassion of God and his grace shed on all people. Human beings are sinful and deserve condemnation. But God is merciful beyond measure. To rescue them, he was willing to send his One and Only Son to take upon himself the punishment they deserve. In that sense, God is the most merciful and compassionate of all. For he had revealed who 
