
Sunday 6th June 2021 
Hosea 14  

Returning to the Lord. 
 

This passage, Hosea 14 contains the last prophetic words of the Hosea before he fell 
silent with no further messages from God. Hosea prophesised to the tribes of Israel and 
partly overlapped the prophetic ministry of Isaiah who spoke to Judah. We know that the 
people of Israel did not heed the words of God which Hosea spoke because at the 
conclusion of his ministry, Israel was taken into captivity and fell to the nation of Assyria, 
never to rise again.  
 
It is significant that Hosea tells a dreadful story of marital unfaithfulness, and recounts 
the sorrow of a broken hearted husband and the lengths he went to, to win her back to 
himself. Hosea lived an acted out parable as it were, and the bigger story is the 
faithlessness of the men and woman of Israel to God who would be their husband. 
Hosea contains some of the most heart rending and tender passages in all of the 
prophets, and God’s last word to Israel was the call and invitation to return to Him 
because they had stumbled and fallen into a terrible condition because off their sin. 
 
I can see in this passage the story of the Prodigal Son all over again. The boy is in a far 
off country living the low life which he thinks at the time is the high life until his money 
runs out. The abundance of fun and friendships becomes a pit of hunger and despair 
and all the former delights and friends he had now all left him, and nobody gave him 
anything. 
 
What is father doing back at home? Is he nursing and rehearsing what he will say to 
that wretched boy if ever he sees him again? Is he whining as to how he is the victim of 
a great disrespect and someone owes him an apology and compensation? Is he sitting 
in the dark inconsolable because his son is as good as dead to him? He is doing none 
of these things, he is looking down the road each day just in case a familiar figure is 
seen coming back. The father knows that sooner or later the boy will either die or come 
to his senses because no matter how much wealth of any sort we have, it will not last, 
unlike the father’s home, which will always welcome the humbled and repentant child 
back. 
 
God’s last word is the same as His first, ‘Come back.’ 
 
Why do I pick this passage to talk about? It is because I feel a great sorrow not only for 
my own incompleteness and sin, but for the church in this land, including the Church of 
Scotland. I mourn because the world hardly looks at the church any more, and when it 
does it is not with fear and wonder, it does not marvel at the presence of God in our 
midst, but it looks on us as weak and no different or worse than them. The Church of 
Scotland is trying so hard to be just like everyone else in such a way that no matter 
what the subject is, there will be a way to justify it. We have so much nice stuff that very 
few people feel a deep need for something other than more material benefits, and there 
are always more things to be got. As a result of this, church and God do not seem to 



have anything to offer. In ‘traditional’ churches people are bored, and in many of the 
‘new churches’ people go and are entertained. We need to become lovers of the God of 
truth. We seem to have a dearth of men and woman who rise early and stay long 
waiting on God. An Abraham or a Hannah today would not feature in most people’s 
thinking as heroes of faith.  
 
I read historically, and I have reported many times that in every generation there have 
been believing people who have mourned the low spiritual condition of their generation. 
I believe that if the reformers and those who lived through the first and second great 
awakenings looked on the church, even the so called reformed church today, they 
would hardly recognize it as a church at all. 
 
I know that many people would view me as someone who always sees the glass half 
empty, and who do not think that things are all that bad. Sadly, that is exactly the notion 
that the people had in Hosea’s day. They had prospered as a nation, they had been 
making military and trade agreements with the surrounding nations, they were doing all 
they could do to establish ‘lasting peace.’ However what they were not doing was 
reckoning and looking to God as they should have been doing and so God let them go 
to do their own thing with disastrous consequences. It was not that the people were not 
religious, they were very religious, but they were picking and choosing bits of this and 
bits of that, worshiping at the altars of foreign gods and giving lip service to the Lord 
God of Israel. The attitude was to throw a sacrifice to God and that would keep Him 
happy and quiet! They were now an advanced, modern people. They had come out of 
the dark ages and they were savvy to the ways of international diplomacy and trade. 
They, like our own generation, largely dismissed the views and beliefs of those who had 
gone before and now prided themselves as being a sophisticated and advanced people.   
 
Does this not sound a bit like us today? We are 21st Century citizens, what need do we 
have of ancient stories and laws which restrict our freedoms and cross our wills? Why 
should we listen to an ancient God who tells us what to do, especially since these laws 
come from a God who is invisible! We are rational, we believe what we see, and dismiss 
what we can’t see. John Lennon sang us a lullaby which asked to imagine there is no 
heaven above and no hell below. Trouble is that wishful thinking does not mean that it is 
true. Life seems like a hell to huge numbers of the world’s population, both here and in 
the other nations of the world. How do we account for the hell that so many find in their 
hearts and lives, and what hope can anyone give such people if there is no heaven? Is 
it enough to ask people to imagine that all is well? 
 
This passage is made up essentially of three main movements.  
 
The overture. Verses 1-2 
 
I use overture here in the sense of a proposition given to Hosea from God to present to 
His people. If this overture is not accepted, the rest of the chapter is null and void. It’s 
like a patient who is told that if he takes this strong medicine, he will begin to recover 
and the care which the hospital staff will provide will restore him to full strength once 



again. However, the patient does not take the medicine, so no amount of TLC will see 
him recover. If we don’t respond to the first verses of chapter 14, all of the mercies 
described from verse 4 onwards cannot be granted. 
 
The vanity of their present hope. Verse 3 explodes the myth that the people by their 
own ability can arrange safety and prosperity by treaties and emulating the values and 
life styles of the Assyrians and Egyptians worshiping what they worship. 
 
The song of mercies. Verses 4-8 tells what the good husband, God, will do and 
bestow on His undeserving people if they embrace the overture. This is the father of the 
prodigal receiving the errant son back even before he has finished his much rehearsed 
plea to be permitted to become a slave to the father. 
 
The Overture Verses 1-2. 
This is the core of the message of this chapter, if this is not accepted, then there is 
nowhere else to go other than into captivity, and sadly that is what happened. God 
breaks in with a last offer to these ungrateful and arrogant people. Judah in later years 
will be challenged with the invitation of mercy if they return. We find this in Joel 2.12. 
They are in deep trouble, but they are in denial, they are blinded by their self-assurance 
and pride, and they do not think that they are so near to the point of danger as they 
actually are. It is my conviction that we are in a place in this nation and church today 
where there is a spiritual tsunami on its way, but we just don’t realise it yet. It could be 
that these present days are the beginning of the rising of the waters just begun! It was 
said of Noah’s day that the general population were going about their normal lives and 
then one day the rains began and they had not been prepared for the eventual deluge. 
 
God holds out His hand to the drowning man once again to be grasped and so to be 
save. However, the drowning man does not realise the peril of his situation and does 
not grasp the hand which is thrust out towards him time and time again. He then sinks 
below the waves and is lost forever.  
 
God calls to His people to come back, to return. It is they who have gone away like the 
prodigal, and have not believed the significance of what they have done or the peril into 
which they are drifting and stumbling. Why does God call? He calls because the people 
have fallen, they have stumbled, and what they have stumbled over is sin. We are past 
the winter falling time when hospitals usually see many patients who have slipped and 
fallen. Some skin knees and elbows, others break wrists and ankles. Others break arms 
and shoulders and hips. Others stumble and fall into the path of traffic or fall in such a 
way that they never recover. We never know the degree of injury we may experience if 
we stumble, and none of us knows how sin will mar and blight our lives until it happens. 
 
Sin is not a small matter to God, even if it has become so to many of us, even we who 
are in the church. It is difficult to persuade people today that there is anything wrong 
which cannot be fixed if we get the structures right, if we educate, spend enough money 
and call in the experts. We have seen more money, experts, education and 
restructuring thrown at problems personal, national and international in our life-time and 



yet the inner bent, the hearts of people are largely unchanged. Channel chop the news 
programs for a few days and it will be seen how extensive the problems are in the world 
and how we are trying to blame anyone but ourselves for our predicament. We are 
drowning, and we cannot haul ourselves out of the raging seas. We need to grasp the 
hand of a rescuer just as Peter did when he began to sink after walking on the water. 
God in this passage is again holding out His hand to rescue, but again, the people do 
not grasp it because they do not think they need a savior. 
 
In Verse 2 God by the prophet tells us how to be saved. Since what we read is the word 
of God, His instructions as to how we can return to Him are divine wisdom. This implies 
two things. 
Firstly, it implies that even at the eleventh hour, God is still willing and desiring to rescue 
His people. (See Joel 2.12 again) A time will come when God may withdraw the offer of 
help, but even after sore provocation God’s love for His people and the riches of His 
grace are greater than the accumulation of the sins of the nation. This does not diminish 
sin, but magnifies the greatness and mercy of God. 
 
Secondly, it implies that God not only desires His errant people to return, but that He is 
telling them the best and only way to do so. None of us can scale the heights of heaven  
nor do we have a winning case to present to God. We don’t know the way back, but 
here God is giving us the road map, and not only that, later verses indicate that He will 
be with us and help us on the journey back. 
 
I want to look briefly at the other sections before returning to the detail of verse 2. 
 
In verse 3, God is exposing the false assurance and foundations the people have been 
building on. They have been making alliances with Assyria and Egypt, the nation 
famous for its horses. They have even adopted the gods, the values and the practices 
of these nations to be like them! Israel was never meant to be a nation like the other 
nations, because they were God’s nation and were to be like Him and not like the 
pagans. Today, many people who call themselves Christians worship other gods, they 
depend more on other things than God, and that is idolatry. We are meant to expend 
our lives being conformed to the likeness of Christ and serving His purposes. However 
much of the Church spends its energy trying to be no different from the people amongst 
whom we live. We become like those who do not know or believe in God rather than 
people seeing in us the image of Christ, and this ought not to be so. 
 
Verses 4 and onward tell us what God will do for those who do respond to His invitation 
and command to return. He will be like the Prodigal’s father who hitched up his robes 
and ran down the road to meet his son when the sorry outline appeared on the road far 
away.  Read these words yourselves, they are abundantly generous, gracious, loving 
and warm. God desires us to return to Him and lean fully on Him in faith that comes 
from love and love that leads to obedience. 
 
Look back at verse 2 again. 
 



Let me try and open this fountain of a verse. God tells us how to return to Him. 
We come with words. It is not enough just to mumble some sort of a ‘sorry’ to God. We 
have all had the experience of someone saying sorry to us, perhaps through gritted 
teeth, which was not in the least a real sorry and was just empty words. These are 
apologies which lack any sincerity of heart. We are to say to God, ‘forgive all our sin.’ 
The words are not just a catch all request, they show that there is an awareness that we 
have an ‘all’ of sin, a whole pile of it, known, suspected and unknown. It can be seen 
from other places in Scripture that this request for forgiveness, this repentance includes 
a specific listing of our particular failings and sins. We will never be able to catalogue all 
our sin and sins, but this includes specific repentance of specific sins we are prone to or 
bound by. 
 
However, confession is not all we are to do. There is the petition that God would 
respond to us graciously or in His graciousness to us. The response of the prodigal’s 
father was graciousness. He did not let his son run on and on with his rehearsed 
speech, but quickly responded, not to grudgingly accept him as a slave, but this boy 
who did not deserve even to be made a slave, is restored to the family as a beloved and 
honoured son. That is grace, to be given a place which is undeserved and unexpected. 
The third part of this returning to God is offering the fruit of our lips, which is thanks and 
praise, or heart felt appreciation. 
 
This whole journey of returning to God is a matter entirely of the heart. We can pray and 
confess and sing and go to church until we are blue in the face and it will do us no good 
if our hearts are not in it. So much which passes for devotion, worship and service are 
not as significant as we think they are because they do not arise from our hearts. Sadly 
some of the most gifted song writers and ‘worship leaders’ of recent years have fallen 
from grace despite their gifting because their hearts became cold and they became 
performers more than worshipers. The same goes for preaching and serving and 
anything we associate with church life. In my life-time I have seen and heard of many 
really gifted and able ministers who are no longer active because their hearts became 
cold and they stumbled. We can become lukewarm or cold and hardly realise it. This is 
because we depart from being people who are heart people. 
 
Let me demonstrate why this is the way it must be. Turn to Isaiah chapter 6. This is 
referred to as Isaiah’s commissioning moment. 
 
Firstly, Isaiah tells us the date at which this happened. He had some sort of a vision. 
Either all this happened seen by his spiritual eyes, or more likely, he actually had an 
open eyed vision of the God who is invisible. He has a glorious view of the God who is 
holy. God is so holy that even the angelic creatures have to veil their eyes and cover 
their feet in respect of God’s holiness.  
 
How does Isaiah respond? He cried out, ‘woe is me.’ Why woe? Because he saw in the 
light of this transcendent holiness of God that he was not holy and deserved to be 
burned up like a moth that comes too close to the flame, in this case, a furnace of purity! 



Look at what he says. He confesses his condition as being a man of unclean lips. That 
is the burden of his woe. Verses 6-7 illuminates what it means to have unclean lips. The 
angel takes a coal from the altar and touched his lips and then says a strange thing. He 
does not say that the uncleanness of his lips is removed, but that his guilt and his sin is 
atoned for. Unclean lips give rise to unclean words because the heart is guilty of sin and 
that sin has to be dealt with before our lips can offer clean words, sincere thanks and 
praise.  Do you see this from Isaiah? It is about the inner life of Isaiah, his heart and 
hence the sincerity of his words. 
 
Back to Hosea 14.2. Apply this from Isaiah and this is what we get, the way back to God 
is not by babbling words, but by asking for forgiveness and for grace to return to a godly 
path. If, and when this is granted, the result will be a clean heart which gives rise to 
sincere words of gratitude and sincere prayer. This is the fruit of our lips, that which 
arises from a heart which has engaged with God.  
 
I wish that this only had to be done once in our lifetimes, but it is not a once off thing. 
For many or all of us, it is a daily thing we need to do. It is like taking a daily shower. I 
know some people only need to shower every other day, or so they say, but most of us 
need to shower every day and some professions may require we shower more than 
once a day. Sin lies very close to us, in the world, in our hearts, and so we ask daily that 
God would forgive us our debts even as we forgive our debtors, don’t we? 
 
There is so much more in this passage both open to see on the surface and implied in 
the language used and the way it is used, but this is enough for the present.  
 
Please do not think that this call and command does not apply to us. We all have the 
propensity to belittle our need and to talk up our goodness, but it is a lie. We will never 
cease to be in need and in God’s debt for inviting and calling us, and instructing us how 
to return to Him while we live these mortal lives in the world. We will need to pay 
attention to these things until the Kingdom comes in its fullness because until that day of 
its coming, there is more of God to be discovered and more of the journey through this 
life to walk. No matter how well we think we are doing, there is more holiness to pursue 
and most of all, a closer fellowship to have with the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. 
Therefore heed these words and return to the Lord our God.  
 
 
 
  
 
 


