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Married to God

Hosea 1:2-10

We have several wonderful metaphors in scripture describing our relationship with God: God as a good shepherd and we are God’s sheep, God as a righteous King and we are God’s kingdom people, God as a loving parent...

Like a mother who will not forsake her nursing child,

Like a father who runs to welcome the prodigal home…

But the dominant metaphor for our relationship with God in Hosea, and arguably in the rest of scripture, is marriage.  “Your Maker is your husband,” says the prophet Isaiah (Isa. 54:5).  All along God’s people thought of their relationship in terms of a covenant, i.e. marriage.  After the Exodus there was the exchanging of covenant vows:

I will take you as my people, and I will be your God.  (Ex. 6:7)

Their honeymoon was that bonding time in the wilderness and their home was the Promised Land.  The guidelines for their covenant were clearly spelled out in the Law. 

Hosea is all about this marriage – from God’s point of view as the faithful husband who has been forsaken by his wife.  Hosea doesn’t just speak this word from God.  He lives it.

Hosea 1:2-10

On the first Saturday in June, Janet Nissen stood here in this sanctuary and took vows.  She chose to use the traditional words of her grandfather, the Rev. Lawrence Osborne:

…forsaking all others will you keep yourself only unto him so long as you both shall live?

I like those words.  I guess the even more traditional wording would be:  forsaking all others, will you cleave only unto him?  She said yes, and he said yes, and they were joined together in the one-flesh bond of marriage.
When God married Israel at the base of Mt. Sinai, God said:

I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery; you shall have no other gods before me.

You shall not make for yourself an idol... You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I the Lord your God am a jealous God.  
(Ex. 20:2-5)

Forsaking all others, will you cleave only unto him?  Israel said “Yes, we will be your people; you will be our God.”  And they were joined together – a whole new identity for Israel, a whole new way of life as God’s covenant people.
Now in Hosea we hear a shocking revelation:

“Go, take for yourself a wife of whoredom and have children of whoredom, for the land commits great whoredom by forsaking the LORD.”

The prophet Jeremiah says the same thing only a lot more gently (3:20) – “…like a woman unfaithful to her husband, so you have been unfaithful to me, O house of Israel,” declares the Lord.  But in Hosea we have the word whore thrown in our face three times in one verse (4X in the Hebrew).

Why?  What in the world was going on in Hosea’s day to justify such an inflammatory indictment of God’s people?  Hosea was living in the Northern Kingdom of Israel (the kingdom was divided with Judah in the south) when he was asked by God to enact this message.  The interesting thing is that never in a million years would Israel have guessed that the term whore would apply to her.  Never!  In fact, that was a big part of her problem.  

The nation was at the peak of their prosperity at the time, all their warring neighbors were busy elsewhere, and they were complacent about their covenant with God.  Without realizing it they were trusting more and more in the work of their own hands and not God.  Instead of forsaking all others and cleaving only unto the LORD their God, they were forsaking God and cleaving unto the other nations and the ways of the other nations and weapons and an increasing military build-up.  

I was reading recently about Japan after WWII and the constitutional amendment they put into place called Article 9:

Aspiring sincerely to an international peace based on justice and order, the Japanese people forever renounce war as a sovereign right of the nation and the threat or use of force as means of settling international disputes.

In order to accomplish the aim of the preceding paragraph, land, sea, and air forces, as well as other war potential, will never be maintained…

A pretty amazing commitment not to have any military establishment!  But tragically they are getting pressure from the U.S. and other world powers to revise Article 9 and join in military alliances.

All through its history Israel wanted to be like the rest of the nations, and have a king, even though God said, “I am your king!”  They wanted a bigger army, even though God told leaders like Gideon, “Tell your soldiers to go home; I will fight for you.”  Now, once again, Israel was forsaking the LORD by trusting in the ways of the warring nations around them.
But Israel’s worst prostitution of all was going to the local temples of Baal, the god of fertility, to worship there, as if Baal was the source of their grain and wine and virility and productivity and even deliverance.  And they did this with no shame!  They went to worship Yahweh one day and then joined with the locals to bow down and even engage in sexual intercourse in the shrines of Baal.  

Derek Kidner summed up Israel’s condition this way:

Israel might be nominally the Lord’s, but in fact she was the child of her times and of her pagan world.

Nominally the Lord’s (in name only) won’t cut it with God, any more than it will in any marriage.  And so every child born to Hosea becomes a name-message announcing God’s judgment.  

“Jezreel” is a well-known battlefield in Israel’s history, and a decisive battle is coming upon Israel;  

“Not pitied” – the compassionate love of God is done; time to call a spade a spade and that is the name of the third child:  

“You are not my people, and I am not your God.”

Those words are taken right from God’s original marriage covenant with Israel and spoken directly to her by God, revealing what she is hiding from herself.  “You may call me your covenant God and you may call yourself my covenant people, but that is not what you are.”  

Then all that was spelled out in their covenant guidelines for unfaithfulness comes to pass:  Israel is eventually decimated by a very powerful Assyria.  The bow of Israel is indeed broken.

But there is still Judah, God’s covenant people to the south, watching the unfolding of God’s Word through Hosea.  Did they get the message?  You who call yourself God’s people, are you taking your covenant relationship with God seriously enough?

Our marriage liturgy begins with a brief reminder of what marriage is:

In marriage a man and woman belong to each other and freely give themselves to each other in tenderness and affection.

In marriage a husband and wife are called to a new way of life that is defined by their vows.  
The covenant of marriage is indeed a whole new way of life defined by these amazing vows.  

Often I tell the couples I meet with who are weighed down with the enormity of all the details that go into planning a wedding these days that the only thing that has to happen that day is the exchanging of their vows.  All the rest is extra – really!  And yet the significance of these covenant vows usually gets lost in the shuffle.

I spent two weeks back east in July and officiated at the wedding of my second cousin in Virginia (very fun!).  The two of them went right from their wedding to our family reunion, so wedding talk was everywhere.  At one of our dinners I asked the people at my table: “What is one of the more memorable weddings you have attended.”  I was a bit horrified that nobody mentioned a thing about the ceremony; it was all about the reception!  I have had couples tell me to please keep the ceremony short so they can get to the reception.  “Let’s get to the party baby!”

But I believe God’s word today takes us back to the vows, the seriousness of our covenant vows, especially with God.  Forsaking all other gods, forsaking all other loyalties, forsaking all other attachments and sources of security in this world, do you cleave only unto Yahweh?  Good question.

Josh and I were talking last week about whether or not we make membership in this church too easy.  One Saturday seminar, which we shortened for convenience, one meeting with session and answering the three questions of faith, and you’re in.  We don’t want there to be any obstacles for you to experience Christ’s welcome here or to get involved in this church family.  But on the other hand, a commitment to follow Jesus Christ is huge, a whole new way of life!  Without intending to, are we inviting you to be, in Kidner’s words, nominally the Lord’s while still living as a child of our times in a pagan world?

Hosea is this incredibly sober reminder that being in covenant with the living God asks everything of us, all of our devotion, with nothing held back.  Just like in marriage; it is a whole new way of life.

During the exchanging of the rings I tell the couple:

Every day you choose to be married, you choose to be faithful, you choose to work at this relationship.  These rings will be wedding pictures of your vows that you will see and feel every day.  They will be reminders that in the midst of all the possibilities of separation that are open to you – busyness, other priorities, adultery – you have decided once again to be faithful to the covenant you have made this day.

We know this is true in our marriages to one another.  Do we know that it’s true in our marriage with God?  

Scripture is clear about what living a covenant relationship with God looks like.  It includes a new way of life, indispensable practices like:

Sabbath – unplugging from the work of our hands every seven days 

Worship – with the community

Daily prayer and being in God’s word

Giving – the first fruits of God’s blessing in your lives

Service
I have noticed that a lot of people in the church think that these things are optional or for the professionals like Josh and me.  No, this is what it looks like for all those who take their covenant relationship with God seriously.  When we don’t, it looks like Kidner’s description:

… nominally the Lord’s, but in fact a child of the times and of our pagan world.

Right before Jesus’ death, he celebrated the Passover with his disciples and lifted up a cup of wine and said, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood, poured out for the forgiveness of your sins.”  There he was, God in the flesh come to heal our failed covenant relationship, to restore the bride to the bridegroom in his sacrificial death and resurrection.  In light of this amazing grace, do we take our covenant relationship with God any more seriously now?  

Last week when our Romania Team met for the first time and shared our journeys of faith, one person said that as a teenager she had always been taught that God would forgive her no matter what she did, so she never really took her part of the relationship very seriously until later.

May we hear the lesson of Hosea to an unsuspecting Israel, calling us back to covenant renewal.

Will you, O beloved of God, devote yourselves completely to Christ, and forsaking all others will you cleave only unto him?
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