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God loved Israel. Like a parent loves a child and would give his or her life for that child, from the
depths of God’s very being God loved his children Israel. It was, after all, God who heard Israel’s
cries in Egypt. And God responded with gracious compassion and sought them out in their
distress. God liberated Israel from their bondage and adopted them as God’s own sons and
daughters, and for 40 years God journeyed alongside Israel, holding their hand like a parent
teaching a toddler to walk, teaching them how to be in relationship — how to love God, love each
other, and even how to love themselves. Every step of the way God showed Israel how to be in
relationship, to inhabit that space within God’s heart where we all are invited to dwell. Even
when the people griped and complained and were ready to sell themselves back into bondage for
a bowl of soup, God provided bread and water to sustain God’s children on their journey. And it
was God who made a home for Israel in the Promised Land, a place of goodness and abundance
and peace where God’s children were free to love, serve, worship and enjoy the presence of the
Lord their God. God loved Israel and longed for relationship. Only time and time again, Israel,
like a headstrong, petulant child, denied God, and turned their backs on God’s love, and sought
their own way.

Hosea knew this and wrote beautifully of God’s love relationship with Israel.

When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I
called my son. The more I called them, the more they went
from me; they kept sacrificing to the Baals, and offering
incense to idols.

Love can hurt. Relationships are often difficult. Instead of returning the love they had received
from God, Israel turned their backs on God, denied God, seeking instead to place their trust in
themselves and empty idols. It’s the same mistake, or sin, we’ve made from the very beginning.
It is the original or originating sin that seems to plague us over and over. It’s what hinders
healthy relationships. It’s not that the image of God has been completely wiped from our DNA
but there’s this tendency within us to live as if we know best, as if we are God and have no need
of God and it gets us into trouble every time.

Remember Adam, called into relationship, and yet there it was, that tree. If you eat its fruit, no
need for relationship with God, you’ll be like God. And yet there is something within us, that
knows this is not right, that makes us long for God, for relationship with the One who loves us
like no other, because, as Augustine says, we were made for God and our souls are restless until



they find their rest in God. We are restless, not whole, until we rest in that one relationship that
defines, and undergirds, and gives life to all our other relationships.

So despite God’s loving care and instruction, despite having adopted Israel as God’s own
children, the people turned away, ultimately choosing subjugation to Assyria instead of the
loving embrace of God. And by 722, or the likely historical context for this section of Hosea,
Israel has fallen to the Assyrians. And in place of Egypt, Assyria will now be Israel’s taskmaster.
Relation -ships can be hard, can hurt, and God knows that firsthand.

So often we doubt God’s providential care, we fail to trust God with our lives, believe we can
secure our own future. Time and time again we fail to nurture the most essential and important
relationship we have and that failure to trust God with our lives, that failure to nurture the most
important relationship we have leads to bondage and death. As Israel would discover over and
over, when we neglect or take for granted our relationship with God things don’t go well, life
becomes off balance, and the hardships and struggles that life will surely bring our way become
all the more difficult to navigate well.

The prophet knows this and longs for his people to see it and live into it. “Hosea speaks the
words of a broken-hearted God who experiences the feelings of a parent, ‘When Israel was a child
I loved him...But the more I called them, the more they went from me; ...Yet it was I who taught
Ephraim to walk, I took them in my arms; but they did not know that I healed them.’...Here is a
parent who patiently cared for a child through those formative years when children don't know
how dangerous the world can be, when children don't know how much they need the security of
a caring and attentive parent. And yet this Parent was there watching the blossoming abilities,
healing the early wounds that come from exploration and a child's curiosity. And then, after all
these years of loving care, the child turns his or her back on the most important relationship in
their life, imagining that another world, another family, another relationship will be better. It
will be more exciting with fewer restrictions, how heart breaking for God that must be.” (Day 1)
And yet God is willing to take the risk, over and over again.

“To love at all, or to be in relationship, CS Lewis once wrote, is to be vulnerable. Love anything,
and your heart will certainly be wrung and possibly broken. If you want to make sure of keeping
your heart intact, you must give your heart to no one....It will not be broken; it will become
unbreakable, impenetrable, irredeemable.”(Placher, 20) God knows, firsthand, just how much
love can hurt. Look at the cross. God knows how hard relationships can be. “Father forgive
them, they don’t know what they’re doing.” (Luke 23:34) God knows that love is risky, that
relationships make us vulnerable, and we may have our hearts wrung and even broken. And yet
God is willing to take the risk, willing to allow us to walk away. God has been there. God has
known the beauty and the depths of love that we sometimes experience in relationship. And God
has also been at that place of hurt and betrayal, where God could have rightly said, "Don't come



running back to me, I warned you, I gave you all the chances in the world and you threw it back
in my face. Now you can live with the consequences. You made your bed. Now lie in it!"
(Day 1)

As Hosea puts it,
“But since my people refuse to return to me, they will return to Egypt and will be forced to
serve Assyria. War will swirl through their cities; their enemies will crash through their
gates. They will destroy them, trapping them in their own evil plans. For my people are
determined to desert me.
They call me the Most High, but they don’t truly honor me.

God is angry, hurt, and heartbroken. How could Israel, God’s beloved child, betray God in this
way? How could they live as if they never even knew the one who had made them his very own?
Have you ever been there, in relationship? Wondering how something that was once so
beautiful, so good, could become such a devastation, a life lying in ruins, almost like wilderness?

Hosea continues:
“Oh, how can I give you up, Israel?
How can I let you go?
How can I destroy you like Admah
or demolish you like Zeboiim?
My heart is torn within me,
and my compassion overflows.
No, I will not unleash my fierce anger.
I will not completely destroy Israel,
for I am God and not a mere mortal.
I am the Holy One living among you,
and I will not come to destroy.
For someday the people will follow me....
(Hosea 5:5-11, NLT)

Someday there will be reconciliation and healing and a better relationship. God knows the anger,
the heart break, the devastation, the sadness that come when relationships don’t go well, when
love hurts. God knows this because God is love. God has made space for us in God’s life. And
God knows what it is like to have the offer of that space, of relationship to be rejected. And yet,
God is not like us, thanks be to God. Instead of seeking revenge, reacting out of anger, wanting
to settle the score by returning hurt for hurt, God comes in compassion, seeking reconciliation,
and offering forgiveness and mercy that heal.



You know, “We meet this loving Parent again in the parable of the Prodigal son. Jesus may have
had Hosea in mind when he told the story of a father who watched his son walk away. This
father waits patiently for the headstrong child to experience the consequences of his actions and
then hopefully return home. Jesus tells us about the father who waited day in and day out, pacing
outside, hoping, and waiting, and watching. “While he was still far off, his father saw him and
was filled with compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and kissed him.” (Luke 15:20)
The same compassion that melted the anger of the Holy One in Hosea, is described by Jesus as
the heart of God for each broken relationship.” (Day I)

When we deserved the full force of God’s wrath and anger because of the countless ways we had
undermined, and betrayed, and rejected our relationship with God, and quite frankly still do;
God instead stretched out God’s arms in one final, loving embrace, where the One who told that
parable gave his life to take away the sin of the world. (Limburg, 54) When we move away from
God, God always moves toward us. And God does it again, and again, and again, always moving
in our direction, pursuing us, seeking the renewal and restoration of relationship.

We were made to know and love God, to enjoy one another, to be at peace within ourselves, and
to live in harmony with God’s good creation. And sometimes, by the grace of God, our
relationships are beautiful, and holy, and life-giving, and good. But love is risky, and
relationships come with a certain vulnerability, and sometimes they hurt and break our hearts.
Sometimes our relationships go terribly wrong, even our relationship with God. And sometimes
that is our fault and sometimes it is the result of things beyond our control and things that others
do to us that hurt us in seemingly irreparable ways. But with God, with the One who comes in
mercy and love, there is hope for all of our relationships. There is the possibility of healing and
wholeness.

Now as a bit of an aside I want to be perfectly clear that there are relationships that are harmful,
abusive, and dangerous. It is not God’s will, and Hosea should not be read as suggesting, that in
those instances you should stick it and try and make it work. There are times in which the only
way for healing to come is for you to physically remove yourself from a relationship. And if you
tind yourself in one of those places I urge you to reach out to me or to someone you trust who
can help you get the support and help you need.

But in the other places in our lives where relationships have become difficult, where there is more
hurt than health, whether that be in our relationship with God or with someone else. God
imagines and offers a different future for us there. A future that would be impossible were it not
for God’s patient, merciful, love.

So, remembering that God reached out to us when we were not our best at relationship, I want to
invite you to join God in imagining a better future for all your relationships. God always opens
the door and makes the first move toward healing and reconciliation and we are invited to



respond and follow God’s lead. Next Sunday we’re going to talk more about how we have
healthy relationships but today I simply invite you to prayerfully consider a relationship that has
not gone well, that has brought hurt to you or to someone else, or think of someone you know
who is struggling in a relationship and ask God to help you, or them, move in the direction of
healing and wholeness and of that better future God wants us all to inhabit. Ask God to help you
begin walking into a different future in your relationships. Ask God for God’s healing, forgiving
love to fill the rupture that has occurred and to repair the damage that has been done. And know
that God offers healing and longs for all our relationships to be holy, beautiful and good.
“Then I will heal you of your faithlessness;
my love will know no bounds,
for my anger will be gone forever.
I will be to Israel
like a refreshing dew from heaven.
Israel will blossom like the lily;
it will send roots deep into the soil
like the cedars in Lebanon.
Its branches will spread out like beautiful olive trees,...
My people will again live under my shade.
And they will flourish...”. (Hosea 14:4-7)



