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“JUSTICE & GRACE – 4”
In The Pits
Hosea 5:1-15
If you were with us last week, you will recall that we looked at the fourth chapter of this little prophecy of
Hosea, words given by God to the prophet to preach to the people of Israel about their rejection of God
and his ways, words emphasised by Hosea’s own experience of marrying a woman who was constantly
leaving him for other men. And we found that what God had to say though the prophet three thousand
years ago was actually pretty well bang on target for the people of today, the society in which we find
ourselves. We live in a culture that has rejected God and decided to ignore his ways – the rules he had
given humanity to help us get the best out of life – and now we are having to cope with life in a context
that is full of deception, violence, selfishness, sexual infidelity and perversity, injustice and hypocrisy:
“There is only cursing, lying and murder,
stealing and adultery;
they break all bounds,
and bloodshed follows bloodshed.”
All of that is having an effect on the way we see life. There is a lack of hope about anything beyond the
immediate moment, a sense of despair about the meaning and purpose of life, a steep rise in emotional
and mental problems, and ecological disaster:
“Because of this the land dries up,
and all who live in it waste away;
the beasts of the field, the birds in the sky
and the fish in the sea are swept away.”
And God says to them, effectively, “If that’s the way you want to live, then get on and live like that. I’ll
leave you to your own devices and let you sort it out.”

But then, in chapter 5, the tone of Hosea’s preaching changes. No longer will God simply abandon his
people to the consequences of their own actions, but he will actively punish them. He will send his
judgement on them and ensure that they pay for their sinfulness. In 5:6 he warns them that he will not
only withdraw his favour from them, but will actually withdraw himself. When they do eventually seek
God, he threatens not to be there. There are many references in these verses to events and places specific
to Hosea’s time (a number of in jokes, if you like) but we won’t go into all those this morning – suffice it
to say that the message would have hit home very hard with these people who had turned away from their
God. And even if we don’t understand all the references, all the nuances here, we can see that God
means business. The message is clear. God’s patience is running out and his judgement is going to come
in the form of attacks from other nations and tribes.

And the response of the people is not to recognise their sin and their need for repentance, but to form
alliances with other nations whom they think will be able to help them out of the mess. In v13 Ephraim
(or Israel) and Judah look to the pagan kings of Assyria for support – the superpower of the day. But
political systems and alliances are worthless if they are seen simply as a substitute for God and his ways.
The people of Israel are really only letting themselves in for more trouble by looking to purely human
solutions for a problem whose roots are deeply spiritual and moral.

This is a pretty damning indictment of the society of Hosea’s day. And as we’ve seen, it could apply
equally to our situation now – and, indeed, any culture and nation down through history. We all have the
same fatal flaws in our attempts to build our cultures without reference to God. It’s depressing stuff, but
eventually the people do turn to God, they do recognise him as a last resort. But they are turning to a God
they have marginalised, whom they have tried to ignore and excise from their national life, from their
daily existence. Don’t we still do it, though? Think of the things that are said after the destruction of the
Twin Towers, after the bomb attacks in London, during this current pandemic. Suddenly, people want to
pray to a God they’ve pushed out of pretty well every area of national life. But why bother praying to
God whom you have tried to ignore and reject, a God who has been airbrushed out of political,
educational, public life?

The only crumb of comfort seems to be that God is still there to be found. Although he has withdrawn
himself from the people, although he has stood aside to let them get on with things their own way, he is
still to be sought by those who are truly prepared to return to him. I can see ways in which the words of
Hosea speak to our generation, to our culture today: these are words which need to be taken seriously,
words which we need to proclaim to a society that is sick and dying, a godless, directionless society,
wandering around in search of help, but looking in all the wrong places. It sheds some light on the
dissatisfaction that so many people feel about life, the lack of fulfilment that they experience, the deep
sense of hopelessness that affects so many people today, particularly the younger generations who are
growing up in a society that has expelled God from pretty well every area of life.

And, as we said last week, this is not the way it’s supposed to be. We’ll dig a bit deeper into all this as
we move through this little book over the next few weeks, but let me remind you that this is not the way
God wants it to be. God IS still there: he is waiting for us to turn back to him, but he didn’t want us to go
in the first place. You see, God created this world – in all its savage beauty and overwhelming splendour.
He created it just as he wanted it to be and it worked just as he wanted it to – there was harmony
throughout all the created order and it was perfect.

Then God put human beings into it, to help him manage it and to enjoy all that he had provided. The
relationship between humanity and God and between humanity and the rest of creation was exactly as
God planned – until somehow evil leaked in and messed up that fine balance. Humanity gave in to the
selfishness that came with evil and began to use the free will which God had so generously given us by
making the wrong choices and reaching the wrong decisions – decisions based on self-centredness and
short-term gain. The relationship broke down – both between humanity and God and between humanity
and the rest of creation. We ignored God and plundered his resources. It was not what God wanted and
he had to watch as his much-loved creatures missed out on all the good things he had provided for them
and planned for them.

As we read through the Old Testament we see God trying again and again to woo humanity back to him,
to restore things to the way he wanted, to re-establish his Kingdom, his sovereign rule. After all, God
made it all, so he knows best how it works properly. He gave his people more explicit rules and
commandments to help them in their enjoyment of his world. He inspired prophets and preachers to call
people back to him – which is what this little book of Hosea is all about – but they refused to listen.

Eventually God arrived himself in the very human person of Jesus. He came, like to prophets, to call
people back to God’s original purposes. But he also lived a life that gave us glimpses of what life would
be like in God’s restored and recreated Kingdom – people were healed, needs were met, the downtrodden
found dignity, the oppressed received justice, the outsiders and the rejected were welcomed in. And, in
the end, he went to the cross – executed by a society that didn’t want to hear about God’s Kingdom and
what they needed to do to make way for it in their lives, nailed naked to that cross between heaven and
earth, bridging the gap between God and humanity. That bridge allowed God’s love to flow down into
our world, and Jesus’ body there acted as a kind of lightning conductor for evil, drawing it all into his
being so that it could be dealt with once and for all.

And a couple of days later, Jesus strode from the tomb where the powers of evil thought they’d confined
him, to demonstrate once and for all that God’s promises could truly be depended on. From now on,
although things are still going wrong, although there is still violence and division and injustice, although
we still have to cope with pandemics and plagues, we can be sure that God will eventually restore his
Kingdom rule. The forces of evil have been beaten and they know it – but they are trying to do as much
damage as they can before they are finally condemned to oblivion when Jesus returns and this world as it
is comes to an end. That’s the hope we cling on to as Christians, as followers of Jesus. And God calls us
to trust in that and to look forward to the prospect of life with him in his renewed creation. He’s waiting
for as many people as possible to turn to him and trust in him.

And the great thing is, that once you do that – once you heed God’s call and turn back to him, put him
back in his rightful position at the top of your agenda, follow his ways for getting the best out of life –
then you know that your eternal future is sorted out and you can begin to enjoy the benefits of that now,
in this life. That’s when you can start to feel a sense of satisfaction with life, when you can experience
fulfilment again, when you can discover a powerful hope for the future. But you need to turn to God – as
Hosea says here in v15, the past couple of lines of this chapter:
“Then I will return to my place
until they admit their guilt
and seek my face –
in their misery
they will earnestly seek me.”
We’ll look at that in a bit more detail next week – and at how that really does need to be a sincere change
of heart on our part – but maybe that’s struck a bit of a chord with you this morning. Or maybe you’ve
got a few questions about it all and you’d like the opportunity to explore it further. We’re involved in a
programme called The Alpha Course here and that gives you the opportunity to hear about more about
this amazing offer from Jesus and to talk about it openly and frankly – we’re not necessarily asking for
any commitment from you – it’s an opportunity to explore and reflect on it all. There’s quite a few folk
in our congregation who have done just that and are now following Jesus and his ways. But don’t take
my word for it – after all, you’d expect me to say that kind of thing, and I’m paid to do it! Let’s listen to
Jon tell us a bit about it. [Video of Jon King talking about Alpha.]
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In chapter 4 the deepening crisis in Israel’s national spiritual life was shown in the effects of their lack of
honesty, integrity, compassion and acknowledgement of God. There was violence, economic and
ecological disaster, and a slide into apathy. These were, in a sense, self-induced effects. Chapter 5
shows a descent into the very depths of despair.
Now God is actively punishing his people. He withdraws (v6) and then visits them with his wrath (vv812). It is a message which we find hard to accept because of our image of a wholly benevolent God
(“gentle Jesus, meek and mild”). As things get worse, Israel turns to Assyria for help (still ignoring their
own God).
But there is no hope in human and political systems. The story of Israel’s decline and punishment shows
that no earthly alliances can help them. That is still the case today – we cannot hope to improve things
by tinkering with alliances, legislation and economic theory alone. On a personal level, we must beware
putting too much faith in earthly solutions, rather than turning to God in prayer. The consequences of
ignoring God are always calamitous in the long run.
God eventually leaves them to it until they have admitted their guilt (v14). He stands back to watch
their increasing chaos and wait for them to turn to him once again. God never leaves us completely but,
if we insist, he’ll let us get on and do things our own way.
When we have reached the bottom, God is still there for us to turn to, so long as we are really
determined to live his way. The Israelites turned to God (6:1-3), but it was as if they were waving a
lucky charm to get things back to normal again before they continued with their idolatry. In 6:4 God
sees through their apparent repentance, as he does with our protestations of sincerity if we want only to
sort things out for ourselves. Our response to God must be more than a “last resort” mentality.
Questions for discussion
1) Are the actions of God in 5:8-14 compatible with the picture we seem to have of God in the New
Testament? Why/why not?
2) What influence might such notions have on our own behaviour and on our evangelism?
3) Look at 1 Corinthians 5:1-5. How do Paul’s words tie in with the passage from Hosea (especially
5:15)?
4) How can we guard against the danger of seeing God simply as a “last resort” after everything else
has failed?
5) These words were written to a nation. How can we communicate God’s will to our nation today?
Should we even try?
6) What is the most important thing you have taken from this passage?

