
Nov. 10, 2019 – (Pentecost 22, Hosea) 

Sermon Text – Hosea 11:1-9 

 

- My people are bent on turning away from me.  To the Most High they call, but he does 

not raise them up at all.  How can I give you up, Ephraim? …My heart recoils within me; 

my compassion grows warm and tender.  I will not execute my fierce anger; I will not 

again destroy Ephraim; for I am God and no mortal, the Holy One in your midst, and I will 

not come in wrath. -  

 

You’d think, after last week, that everything would be settled.  Elijah had decisively 

defeated the prophets of Baal in his dramatic contest of power on Mt. Carmel.  Not 

only had the 450 prophets of Baal been defeated, they had been killed.  The worship 

of Baal, it would seem, was at an end.  Israel should now be a God fearing and Lord 

worshipping nation.  But, not so fast!  Apparently, the results of the battle royal were 

slow to be reported, or they were ignored, maybe on the premise that “the fix was in” 

and the outcome was all rigged anyway, for the sake of the media.  I don’t know.  

What I do know is that, in the aftermath, the prophet Elijah finds himself even more 

alone than ever.  He flees for his life to Egypt.  And holes up there in a crag in the rocks 

of a mountain where he hopes no one will find him.  No one does, except for God, who 

finally appears to Elijah as a “still, small voice,” telling him to go back to Israel.  He still 

has work to do. 

 

 Enter Hosea.  Hosea is also a prophet of the northern kingdom.  But whereas 

Elijah prefers confrontation, Hosea pursues demonstration.  Whereas Elijah is a man of 

action, Hosea is a man of emotion.  Whereas Elijah is a lone figure, Hosea is a family 

man.  In fact, much of Hosea’s prophecy is tied up in his personal relationships.  He 

marries a woman named Gomer, who proves to be unfaithful to him.  This is made 

clear to him by God in the very opening statements of the book.  This is the purpose of 

Hosea’s marriage by demonstrating the situation in Israel by paralleling the unfaith-

fulness of God’s people to God.  Gomer is not faithful to Hosea.  The people are not 

faithful to God.  Likewise, the names of his children indicate the displeasure of God at 

the unfaithfulness of God’s people.  His daughter is named Lo-ruhamah, which means 

“not pitied,” a sign that God is no longer willing to show mercy toward the people of 

Israel.  His son is named Lo-ammi, which translates as “not my people,” suggesting 

that God is ready to disavow all relationship with the people of Israel.   

 

 The fact is that Elijah’s defeat of the prophets of Baal had done nothing to quiet 
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the worship of Baal.  The worship of the Canaanite fertility gods remained just as 

popular as ever.  The people of the north were farmers and herders.  They needed 

good crops and healthy flocks to make a living.  They believed that the way to ensure 

their future was by influencing the gods whom they believed had control over the 

weather and the breeding of animals.  They clung to the gods of their ancestors, who 

had taught them the ancient ways of success.  We should not blame them.  They were 

doing what they thought was best.  Martin Luther helps us to understand this when he 

defines a god as “that to which we cling” in times of trouble.  The fact is that it is hard 

to let go of the things to which we have attached the power to save us in our time of 

need.  Today, these are not so much divine beings, but more material things.  “If I only 

had more money or possessions, then I would be okay,” we think.  “If I knew more or 

could find a better job, everything would be alright.”  Or “if I could only meet the right 

person or achieve that certain goal, then all would be well.”  And those are hard gods 

to give up.  In the movie “Sweet Land,” one of my favorite films about the settling of 

southwestern Minnesota, the territory in which we live, one of the farmers is always 

talking about “bigger, better, faster, stronger.”  He is convinced that mechanized 

farming, tractors replacing horses, which will increase efficiency.  He’s right…in the 

long run, of course; but, in his life, his bank loans and the poor crops end up 

bankrupting his operation.  Meanwhile, his neighbors, who can’t even afford horses, 

but must harvest their meager corn crop by hand, are able to survive.  It’s a cautionary 

tale.  I’d never recommend going back to such primitive methods.  But it does suggest 

that we need to choose our gods wisely. 

 

 In our reading for today, we hear God’s internal dialogue as God wrestles with 

what to do about God’s faithless people.  Hosea could have divorced Gomer.  He 

certainly had reason to.  But he didn’t.  God is faced with the same dilemma.  God was 

there when the nation was just a child.  God called the people out of Egypt.  God 

walked with them through the wilderness.  God brought them into a good land.  

Healed them when they were hurt.  Loved them when they needed loving.  But God’s 

love goes unrequited.  The people do not love God in return.  They turn away and they 

persist in worshipping the Baals.  God wishes to turn away from them as well, give up 

on them and let them go, allow them to be destroyed by their neighbors.  But that is 

not in God’s nature.  “How can I give you up…?  How can I hand you over…?” the Lord 

questions.  “My heart recoils within me; my compassion grows warm and tender.”  

Finally, God resolves, “I will not execute my fierce anger…I will not destroy [Israel].”  

The key is in the words translated “my heart recoils.”  We could also say, “My heart 

turns over,” or “My heart is changed,” or “My insides churn in protest,” as other 
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interpreters do.  The idea is that “at the prospect of loss, [God’s] compassion is kindled.  

The warmth of love and mercy quell the anger [of God].”  God is a God of love.  God is 

a God of mercy.  God is a God of grace.  God is a God of forgiveness.  Here it is, right 

here in the Old Testament story of the prophet Hosea.  As Hosea demonstrates by not 

giving up on Gomer, God will not give up on Israel.  Though the people are unfaithful, 

God remains faithful.  If the people will not listen, God will try again.  If the people will 

not repent, God will find a way to make God’s love known. 

 

 God is a loving parent, who suffers over the fate of God’s children.  I’m sure you 

all remember hearing, at one time or another, words to the effect that “this is going to 

hurt me a whole lot more than it’s going to hurt you,” when you were about to be 

punished.  Parents say stuff like that.  I’m not sure that they always mean it, but I do 

know how hard it is to hand out discipline sometimes.  God doesn’t like it either and 

that’s a good thing.  Though God’s wrath may burn brightly against God’s people, 

God’s compassion glows even more brightly.  And God’s compassion wins.  Were it 

not so, we would all be wiped out.  But God’s anger is restrained.  God finds another 

way.  Eventually, God will send the Son to demonstrate God’s love even better than 

Hosea could do it.  And Jesus will make it so by welcoming the children, healing the 

sick, eating with the outcasts, suffering with the poor and dying with criminals, so that 

we may all come to know the amazing capacity of God’s love, a love capable of 

overcoming and turning back God’s anger over our unfaithfulness. 

 

            Amen. 


