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02 Chapter 2 
Verse 15
VINEYARDS IN THE WILDERNESS
‘I will give her her vineyards from thence.’

Hosea 2:15
I. Observe the author of these favours.—‘I will do it,’ says God. Every good gift and every perfect gift is from Him. And His people will readily acknowledge that all they enjoy is not only from His agency, but His grace.

II. Observe also the richness of the supply.—I will give her—not her corn; corn is for necessity; but grapes—grapes are for delight. Yea, it is not a vine—but a vineyard; yea, vineyards! He engages to give, as if He could not do too much for them; being concerned, not only for their safety, but for their welfare—not only for their relief, but their enjoyment—and not only for their tasting His consolation, but their being filled with all joy and peace in believing.

III. Observe also the strangeness of the way in which these indulgences are to be communicated.—For whence are these supplies to come? From a wilderness. What could be looked for in a wilderness but loneliness, and mazes, and danger, and beasts of prey, and reptiles, and sand, and briers, and thorns? Earth is a wilderness. And He gives them their vineyards from thence. It was not designed to be a wilderness. Such it is as the Fall left it. Such it now would be, but for Divine grace. How discontented and miserable are the men of the world, who have nothing else! especially in their afflictions—and man is born to trouble. But to the Christian, the curse is turned into a blessing.

Solitude is a wilderness. And He gives them their vineyards from thence. There is not only much to be done alone, but gained alone, and enjoyed alone. There we gain much of our best knowledge, and our richest experience.

Outward trouble is a wilderness. Many have been afraid to be brought into it; yet He has given them their vineyards from thence, and the valley of Achor for a door of hope.

The state of mind produced by conviction of sin is a wilderness. ‘A wounded spirit who can bear?’ But Christians hail it as a token for good. They know that He gave them their vineyards from thence.

The valley of the shadow of death is the last wilderness. There is much to render it uninviting and awful; and yet, when it has been actually entered, the apprehension and the gloom have fled. And what vineyard does He give them from thence!

03 Chapter 3 
04 Chapter 4 
Verse 1
A TERRIBLE INDICTMENT
‘The Lord hath a controversy with the inhabitants of the land.’

Hosea 4:1
I. Abandoning the parabolic style, the prophet now turns to very straight and incisive dealing with the sins of Israel.—This chapter contains a terrible indictment against the chosen people. There was no truth, mercy, nor knowledge of God among them; swearing, breaking faith, theft, murder, and adultery were rife on every side, so that the very land groaned and travailed in pain. Nothing could avert the judgment of God that must follow on such crimes.

The priests were chiefly guilty, and it is against them that the Divine judgments would be specially directed (Hosea 4:6, etc.). How terrible it is when those who should be the leaders in righteousness, both by word and deed, pervert the people! Dante places false priests in the nethermost circle of the lake of fire. And let it always be remembered that one of Satan’s most subtle temptations is the suggestion that we must be right, because all men think so, and that we have dealt with our own sins because we are so strict in reproving them.

II. What a picture of our own heart is given in these verses!—We are reminded of Bunyan’s words in Grace Abounding. He says: ‘My original and inward pollution was my plague and my affliction. It was always putting itself forth within me, and I had the guilt of it to amazement, by reason of which I was more loathsome in my own eyes than a toad, and I thought I was in God’s eyes also. Sin and corruption would bubble up out of my heart as naturally as water bubbles up out of a fountain. I thought now that every one had a better heart than I had. I could have changed heart with anybody; and thought none but the devil himself could equalise me for inward wickedness and pollution of mind.’

Illustration
‘It is not so great an offence for men to sin as for them not to be willing to suffer the reproval of sin. For when they live in such a way as that their hearts have a horror of the cure of their malady, punishment can no longer delay. This sin is the most common of our time. Just look at Christian churches, and you will see everywhere that the teachers are hated for rebuking sin so freely. But this only excites God’s wrath more fiercely against us. For not man but God rebukes and challenges the sinner.’

Verse 6
HINDRANCES TO KNOWLEDGE
‘My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge.’

Hosea 4:6
What is it which keeps a generation apparently possessed of advantages so largely increased for gaining knowledge, from the acquisition of true knowledge, whether in things earthly or heavenly?

I. The multiplication of outward helps and facilities for learning has a direct tendency to counteract true knowledge.
II. A second impediment to knowledge is, a misuse of stimulus in its pursuit.
III. A third is, the attractiveness of a sort of reading which does not tend to knowledge at all.
IV. The knowledge, the lack of which destroys, is the knowledge not of things but of persons: the acquaintance of soul with soul, of spirit with spirit. The contact of the inmost unseen self of man with the inmost unseen essence of Him in Whom man loves, and Whom to know truly is eternal life.

—Dean Vaughan.

05 Chapter 5 

Verse 13
‘PHYSICIANS OF NO VALUE’
‘When Ephraim saw his sickness, and Judah saw his wound, then went Ephraim to Assyria, and sent to king Jareb: but he is not able to heal you, neither shall he cure you of your wound.’

Hosea 5:13 (R.V.)

As Hosea put it in figurative fashion, Ephraim’s discovery of his ‘sickness’ sent him in the vain quest for help to the apparent source of the ‘sickness,’ that is to Assyria, whose king in the text is described by a name which is not his real name, but is a significant epithet, as the margin puts it, ‘a king that should contend’; and who, of course, was not able to heal nor to cure the wounds which he had inflicted. Ephraim’s suicidal folly is but one illustration of a universal madness which drives men to seek for the healing of their misery, and the alleviation of their discomfort, in the repetition of the very acts which brought these about. The attempt to get relief in such a fashion, of course, fails; for as the verse before our text emphatically proclaims, it is God Who has been ‘as a moth unto Ephraim,’ gnawing away his strength: and it is only He Who can heal, since in reality it is He, and not the quarrelsome king of Assyria, Who has inflicted the sickness.

Thus understood, the text carries wide lessons, and may serve us as a starting-point for considering man’s discovery of his ‘sickness,’ man’s mad way of seeking healing, God’s way of giving it.

I. First, then, man’s discovery of his sickness.—The question may well be urged on those so terribly numerous amongst us, whose very unconsciousness of their true condition is the most fatal symptom of their fatal disease. What is the worth of a peace which is only secured by ignoring realities, and which can be shattered into fragments by anything that compels a man to see himself as he is? In such a fool’s paradise thousands of us live. ‘Use and wont,’ the continual occupation with the trifles of our daily lives, the fleeting satisfactions of our animal nature, the shallow wisdom which bids us ‘let sleeping dogs lie,’ all conspire to mask, to many consciences, their unrest and their sin. We abstain from lifting the curtain behind which the serpent lies coiled in our hearts, because we dread to see its loathly length, and to rouse it to lift its malignant head, and to strike with its forked tongue. But sooner or later—may it not be too late!—we shall be set face to face with the dark recess, and discover the foul reptile that has all the while been coiled there.

II. Man’s mad way of seeking healing.—Can there be a more absurd course of action than that recorded in our text? ‘When Ephraim saw his sickness, then went Ephraim to Assyria.’ The northern kingdom sought for the healing of their national calamities, from the very cause of their national calamities, and in repetition of their national sin. A hopeful policy, and one which speedily ended in the only possible result! But that insanity was but a sample of the infatuation which besets us all. When we are conscious of our unrest, we are not all tempted to seek to conceal it with what has made it! Take examples from the grosser forms of animal indulgence. The drunkard’s vulgar proverb recommending ‘a hair of the dog that bit you,’ is but a coarse expression of a common fault. He is wretched until ‘another glass’ steadies, for a moment, his trembling hand, and gives a brief stimulus to his nerves. They say that the Styrian peasants, who habitually eat large quantities of arsenic, show symptoms of poison if they leave it off suddenly. These are but samples, in the physical region, of a tendency which runs through all life, and leads men to drown thought by plunging into the thick of the worldly absorptions that really cause their unrest. The least persistent of men is strangely obstinate in his adherence to old ways, in spite of all experience of their crooked slipperiness. We wonder at the peasants who have their cottages and vineyards on the slopes of Vesuvius, and who build them, and plant them, over and over again after each destructive eruption. The tragedy of Israel is repeated in many of our lives; and the summing up of the abortive efforts of one of its kings to recover power by following the gods that had betrayed him, might be the epitaph of the infatuated men who see their sickness and seek to heal it by renewed devotion to the idols who occasioned it: ‘They were the ruin of him and of all Israel.’ The experience of the woman who had ‘spent all her living on physicians, and was nothing the better, but rather the worse,’ sums up the sad story of many a life.

But, again, the sense of sin sometimes seeks to conceal itself by repetition of sin. When the dormant snake begins to stir, it is lulled to sleep again by absorption of occupations, or by an obstinate refusal to look inwards, and often by plunging once more into the sin which has brought about the sickness. To seek thus for ease from the stings of conscience, is like trying to silence a buzzing in the head by standing beside Niagara thundering in our ears. They used to beat the drums when a martyr died, in order to drown his testimony; and so foolish men seek to silence the voice of conscience by letting passions shout their loudest. It needs no words to demonstrate the incurable folly of such conduct; but, alas, it takes many words far stronger than mine to press home the folly upon men. The condition of such a half-awakened conscience is very critical if it is soothed by any means by which it is weakened and its possessor worsened. In the sickness of the soul homœopathic treatment is a delusion. Ephraim may go to Assyria, but there is no healing of him there.

III. God’s way of giving true healing.—Ephraim thought that, because the wounds were inflicted by Assyria, it was the source to which to apply for bandages and balm. If it had realised that Assyria was but the battle-axe wherewith the hand of God struck it, it would have learned that from God alone could come healing and health. The true issue of Ephraim’s sickness would have been the penitent cry, ‘Come, let us return to the Lord our God, for He hath smitten, and He will bind us up.’ It is in the consciousness of loving nearness to Him that all our unrest is soothed, and the heaving ocean in our hearts becomes as a summer’s sea and ‘birds of peace sit brooding on the charmed waves.’ It is in that same consciousness that conscience ceases to condemn, and loses its sting. The prophet from whom our text is taken ends his wonderful ministry, that had been full of fiery denunciations and dark prophecies, with words that are only surpassed in their tenderness and the outpouring of the heart of God, by the fuller revelation in Jesus Christ. The Divine answer which he was commissioned to bring to the penitent Israel—‘I will heal their backslidings, I will love them freely; if Mine anger is turned away from Me’—is, in all its wealth of forgiving love, but an imperfect prophecy of the great Physician, from the hem of Whose garment flowed out power to one who ‘had spent all her living on physicians and could not be healed of any,’ and Who confirmed to her the power which she had thought to steal from Him unawares, by the gracious words which bound her to Him for ever—‘Daughter, thy faith hath made thee whole; go in peace.’

Verse 15
THE CONFESSION OF SIN
‘I will go and return to My place, till they acknowledge their offence, and seek My face: in their affliction they will seek Me early.’

Hosea 5:15
It is the picture of a father dealing with a child who has not yet owned his fault. The father has been trying to persuade the child, but the child will not confess. Then the father says, ‘I will try another way, “I will go and return to my place, till they acknowledge their offence, and seek my face”; my absence will be sure to bring with it sorrow and trouble: and “in their affliction they will seek me early.”’ And then it is beautiful to link on the next verse. It is almost a pity that it has been thrown into another chapter. The absence has brought the affliction, and the affliction has brought confession: ‘Come, and let us return unto the Lord: for He hath torn, and He will heal us; He hath smitten, and He will bind us up.’ We often feel as if God was gone away from us. May it not be that there is just that difference, that distinct boundary line between absence and presence—‘till they shall acknowledge their offence’? And may not that affliction which has visited you, have come upon this very errand, to say, ‘Confess, confess that secret sin, which is keeping God away from you’? Confess your sins. Let us consider how this confession is to be made.

I. Confess in humiliation.—Confession is to God, and it should be done with the deepest and most careful humiliation. Whatever can help to humiliation, do it. God requires that the relation with Himself which has been interrupted and reversed by your sin, should be re-adjusted. You must go very low down into the dust, and God must go up very high. The one will not do without the other. As self goes down, Christ must go up; and as Christ goes up, self must go down. Put yourself, really and simply, at the very lowest—down into the dust—that is the essence of confession.

II. Particularise your sins.—To the same end, let your confession to God particularise. Be very minute—as minute, let your confession be, as you can possibly make it. Mention all the little things. Make them stand out in bold relief. It is the sum of confession. Generally, persons are ready enough to confess many, nay, most of their sins—but there is one which they do not like to speak of, even when they are speaking to God. Now, your confession will be nothing at all if you only reach to that. There are a great many good suggestions and rules about confession in the Book of Leviticus: ‘And it shall be, when he shall be guilty in one of these things, that he shall confess that he hath sinned in that thing’—‘that thing.’ That thing do you lay out before God in all its parts—the guilty omissions which went before it—the wrong motives—the secret feelings—the aggravating circumstances, the special acts—the guilty pleasure—the resistance of the Spirit, the grievings of conscience—the miserable consequences.

III. Accept the punishment.—When you confess sin, always do it as one who is accepting punishment. Open your breast to take punishment. Feel and say, ‘Lord, I am here—no punishment can be too heavy for me.’ But, O Father, ‘mercifully look upon our infirmities, and for the glory of Thy name, turn from us all those evils that we most righteously have deserved.’ ‘O Lord, correct me, but with judgment; not in Thine anger, lest Thou bring me to nothing.’

IV. Lay the sin upon the altar.—And at the same moment realise, and do not doubt, that you are laying your sin upon the true altar, the Lord Jesus Christ. As you speak the self-demeaning words, and as you feel the heaviest convictions, believe that you are laying all upon the head of our Lord Jesus Christ, Who shall carry all that is there laid on Him, up, far, far away into a land, not inhabited, where they shall be seen and mentioned no more.

V. Make some act of devotion.—Then go and try to embody that confession, and give it all the force and substance you can, by some holy act—some self-denying labour of love—some gift of God—some special act of devotion.

But true confession to God will always be accompanied with, and will always produce, the wish to make some confession to man. If you have ever stolen anything—restore it. If you have told a lie, acknowledge it. If you have done anything that can hurt anybody’s feelings, or anybody’s soul, go and make what amends you can. You owe it to that man, you owe it to your own soul. It will be good evidence to all men of the reality of your faith and love.

—Rev. Jas. Vaughan.

Illustration
‘When men begin to complain more of their sins than of their afflictions, there begin to be some hopes of them. And this is that which God requires of us when we are under His correcting hand, that we own ourselves to be in fault, and to be justly corrected.’

06 Chapter 6 

Verse 3
‘FOLLOWING ON’
‘Then shall we know, if we follow on to Know the Lord.’

Hosea 6:3
What is the great aim and destiny of my being? Why was I ever born? Why am I preserved to this day? Why am I redeemed? Why am I furnished with all my powers and capabilities? Is it for time, or for eternity? Whether it be for time or for eternity, what is the focus of my being?—its sources, its essence, its design, its resting-place! My Creator, my God. To know Him as my Beloved; to love Him, that I may be like Him; to be like Him that I may enjoy Him; to enjoy Him that I may serve Him; to serve Him that I may glorify Him for ever and ever—that is man’s destiny.

Can a man know God? Can the clay ‘know’ the hand which moulded it? A creature, its Creator? Hasn’t God Himself answered that question in the negative? ‘Canst thou by searching find out God? Canst thou find out the Almighty unto perfection? It is as high as heaven; what canst thou do? Deeper than hell; what canst thou know?’ Can we do more than catch His shadow in passing? May God not say, ‘Acquaint now thyself with Me and be at peace’? ‘Blessed are the pure in heart: for they shall see God.’ ‘Then shall we know, if we follow on to know the Lord.’

I. There are two conditions in knowing God.—

(1) One is purity of heart. ‘Blessed are the pure in heart: for they shall see God.’ See Him and know Him now by faith spiritually, and see Him and know Him personally and visibly soon. For the knowledge of God is more in the heart than in the head; and if the heart is not pure, there is a mist and a thickness which veils Him from view. The atmosphere of the life is not congenial, and, therefore, both by natural cause and effect and also judicially, God cannot and will not show Himself where there is any indulged impurity of life or heart. Know thou that God cannot dwell with anything unclean!

(2) The other condition is perseverance. It is not a knowledge by intuition; it is not a sudden thing done by one great miracle; it is not even a very rapid process; it is not thus exceptional to other kinds of knowledge; it is given to effort and to continuance. The date is fixed, but it is a date going forth, on, and on, and on, for ever and for ever. ‘Then shall we know, if we follow on to know the Lord.’

But it is of that perseverance which is requisite for the knowledge of God that I wish to speak. Why have we not got on better ahead in this pursuit of the highest knowledge which it is given to a man to attain? Why has the education of our souls been so very slow, so small, even if it has not altogether failed?

Because we have not ‘followed on.’ Nothing has been wanting on God’s part. If we had ‘followed on’ with God’s work, we couldn’t have not known, because the promise is absolute and cannot be broken—‘Then shall we know, if we follow on.’

The fact is that the religion of most of us is a thing of fits and starts. We begin and we rush, and then we run, and then we walk, and then we creep, and then we stop, and then we lie down, and then we go to sleep, and then we die. This is the way we have gone on again and again, almost all our lives. Fits and starts! But what knowledge worth the having was ever attained in this way? And shall the highest of all knowledge be an exception to that rule? Must it not have, does it not deserve, the greatest exercise of our powers; the longest, closest, most resolute, most diligent, most patient following? If only ‘in the sweat of the brow’ we can find and eat the natural bread, can we expect, without ‘the sweat of the brow,’ to eat the bread of life—the spiritual bread?

II. Let me consider one or two of the ways by which the ‘following on’ is to be effected.—Recognising the Living Presence which combines to draw and move and animate the ‘following.’ Now let us look at it more closely.

(1) The Bible naturally stands first in the pursuit of all Divine things. Now in reading your Bible, let me advise you to be very regular, and to take your Bible consecutively, as God is pleased to give it to us, not skippingly, here or there, as choice or fancy may lead you, but in some stated, precise order.

(2) Do not come with prejudiced or preconceived ideas, but with a perfectly open mind. Every time you come to your Bible, accept whatever you find there; your mind a blank sheet upon which God shall write whatever He pleases.

(3) And take care that you do not hold one doctrine to the injury or disparagement of another doctrine. You must have an equal hold of God’s justice and God’s love. Free will must not interfere with election, nor must election interfere with free will.

(4) Then in your prayers, if you are asking a promised thing, don’t be tempted to cease to pray for it because the answer does not come as soon as you think that you had reason to expect it to come. God promises, and He never promises without performing. ‘Follow on!’ ‘follow on,’ in your prayers again and again.

(5) Don’t take hasty views of God’s character. One attribute of God develops itself at one time, and another at another time; each in season as God sees best, and if you would know God you must ‘follow on’ a long time to study God, observe God. Indeed, it is a life-work, it is a work of eternity.

(6) Accustom yourself to watch Providence. ‘He who watches Providence will never want a Providence to watch.’ When you are reading past history, read God in the history, and when you are engaged in a little study of your own daily life, be always tracing the hand of love—a purpose, a wise adjustment, a marvellous balancing. Oh, look at the balancings of your life! How strangely the outer fits into the inner life!

(7) When you go out to enjoy the works of nature, always recognise the Hand, and search out the magnificent comprehensiveness with the microscopic tenderness of the mind of God in nature. And often sit very still and contemplate and admire the wonderful plan of man’s redemption. Read in your heart the story of the Cross; how a poor miserable sinner like you could ever be saved; how ‘mercy and truth could meet together,’ could combine to do this work. Oh! there are depths within depths of that subject; ‘follow on!’ ‘follow on!’

(8) And still more. Place yourself in real inward communion with God. You will hear still small voices echo; you will hear them speak. Think on and on of what God has been to you, and all He has undertaken for you. ‘Follow on!’ ‘follow on!’ We are to know God as a man knows his truest and most intimate friend. That cannot be by books, or sermons, or education; it must be by a contact of heart with heart; it must be individual experience. It is given by prayer, and thought, and earnestness, and faith, and holy walk. And if—if you ‘follow on,’ if you ‘follow on.’ Oh! never forget that if; if you ‘follow on’ and on, that little if—the grandest thing in the universe—you shall know God. But how is it given? Not like other knowledge—cause and effect. It is not so, but God, when you follow on, being pleased with you, marks His pleasure by revealing Himself to your soul by direct communication through the Holy Ghost. And so ‘following’ and receiving more of this mystical communication, you ‘know the Lord’—know, as I cannot attempt to teach you; nobody can teach you. Know it by actually being one with God, one with God. Yes, identity. You in Him, and He in you. Too great for the poor sinner to believe! And what shall you know? Sovereignty, Omnipotence, pardon, covenant, grace, love, all in one word—‘the Lord!’ ‘the Lord!’ You poor worm, poor worm, ‘shall know the Lord.’

Rev. Jas. Vaughan.
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Verse 8
THE UNTURNED CAKE
‘Ephraim is a cake not turned.’

Hosea 7:8
Scripture is less a book for the schools than for the home. It is more colloquial than scientific; its terms are less technical than popular; and its figures are less ornate than homely and expressive.

We have an example here. ‘Ephraim is a cake not turned’ is a voice for the million. The character represented in this figure is legible to all. As the cake not turned is a compound not equable, as it is both underdone and overdone, clammy in part and blistered in part, so it denotes a type of character at once distempered and untempered, a character that lacks unity, that is spoiled by defect and damaged by excess, an inconsistent whole upon which, whichever way you view it, the result is marred.

I. The grounds of this impeachment.—Note a few of the more important.

(1) The first we see in the eighth verse taken as a whole: Ephraim has missed the grand practical design of religion, which is entire separation unto God.

There are many unturned cakes to-day from the same cause—many persons who seek, like Ephraim, to combine in themselves contradictory qualities.

(2) A second ground for this impeachment is seen in the indisposition of Ephraim to look to God, to call upon Him, to count on Him as the grand unit of power against the enemy. There is a vein of extreme pathos in Jehovah’s plaint, Hosea 7:7, ‘There is none among them that calleth upon Me’; and in Hosea 7:11 He adds, ‘They call to Egypt; they go to Assyria.’ These Ephraimites kept their religion for ceremonies and state occasions; it was not an everyday working religion. It was to them a kind of etiquette; it was not to them a practical stay and support. They had a notional knowledge of God, but they did not seek after an experimental knowledge of Him.

The man to whom God is a notion, even though it be a venerated notion and not a practical resource, is the same, an unturned cake. We are not to be unmanned by trouble; still less are we to make an arm of flesh our trust. No; we are to turn the cake. We are to meet emergency by trust, and danger by faith.

(3) Another ground of Ephraim’s impeachment was pride. We see this in Hosea 7:10 : ‘The pride of Israel testifieth to His face.’ Now, pride is always a one-sided and, therefore, spiritually false thing. Pride is based on fleshly comparison. No one could be proud who saw himself in the Divine light.

(4) A still further ground of Ephraim’s impeachment lay in their licentious and inordinate use of temporal things. Heated by wine, they were carried, in various directions, into intemperate excess. There is no harm that you take your dinner with a relish, that you enjoy what God gives. But if in these outward things your soul’s essential gratification is found, then you are an unturned cake. There is a possibility of ruining the cake through self-indulgence. If Paul stood in awe of such a catastrophe, no less should we. Cultivate delight in the Lord, that sordid appetite may be kept in check with inflexible rein.

II. The teachings that underlie Ephraim’s impeachment.—These teachings strongly emphasise:—

(1) The need of a proper balance of character.

(2) Once more, the teachings in question strongly emphasise the need of a proper balance of truth.

(3) In conclusion, the general drift of the whole subject suggests to our mind the need of a correspondence between what Christ has done for us and what He is doing in us by His Spirit. To be well baked we need the Cross of Christ translated into experience.

Illustration
‘It is the specimen of many. Into one side of him the penetrating leaven, the transforming fire, has not carried the force of grace. As an old Puritan puts it: “Their cake is dough: it will never serve for bread at God’s board.”’

Verse 9
UNCONSCIOUS DEGENERATION
(For the New Year)

‘Gray hairs are here and there upon him, yet he knoweth not.’

Hosea 7:9
The first Sunday of another year.—A new year with new possibilities. Let us pause beside the milestone, and turn our thoughts inward; cast up our life’s accounts and balances, and see how they stand with God. We have been taking stock in business, remembering our friends, forming plans and purposes for a new year. Let us take stock of our character. Other things we must some day leave behind; our characters we must take with us. How, then, do they stand? Are they stronger, or are there signs of deterioration, grey hairs here and there upon them, though we know it not?

I. First of all, let us note this: most religious deterioration is unconscious deterioration.—It takes years for a lava stream to change from a fiery torrent into the hard blocks which we cannot cut with steel. So with character. Our strength does not slip away in a night; we do not wake up to find it gone. It ebbs away so gradually that we scarcely know it is going. We scarcely see the coming of the grey hairs. Or look at it in another way. The fear for the members of a Confirmation Class is not lest we should become prodigal sons, claiming our portion, and slipping off to the far country. The fear is rather lest in the stress of business, the whirl of life, we unconsciously deteriorate; not so much the deliberate choice of evil, as this: “While thy servant was busy here and there it was gone!” This is the danger, a gradual but unconscious religious weakening and degeneration. And all the forces of modern life make for this unconscious weakening; the stress of life, the difficulty of Christian fellowship, or of getting into the desert place with Jesus.

II. Nothing is more common than this unconscious degeneration.—Our fathers talked much of backsliding. The word has gone out. There is not much backsliding among our members in the old sense. Our position prevents us. Our duties to our family, church, etc., prevent us. But there is nothing to prevent and ban unconscious degeneration. The world will never know—at least, we think so,—if we have less joy in prayer, less diligence in the study of the Bible, less enthusiasm, if Christ’s presence is more nebulous, if the witness of the Spirit less vivid. And so the unconscious degeneration goes on, grey hairs here and there upon us, and, alas! we know it not.

III. How are we to know whether there is degeneration?—If there is no advance, then we may be certain there is degeneration, though unconscious. In the world of life there is no such thing as balance. Whatever ceases to progress drops back. Illustrations from your garden, business, etc., will occur to all. So with the character. There is no possible balance and standstill. When progress ceases degeneration begins.

IV. This, therefore, is the question to ask ourselves this new year: are we progressing?—If no growth, then the grey hairs are here and there. Where there is no development there must be degeneration, however unconscious; and the very unconsciousness of it one of its dangers. Let us, therefore examine ourselves, and in that spirit enter once more into our solemn covenant with God.
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Verse 5
CALF-RELIGION
‘Thy calf, O Samaria, hath cast thee off.’

Hosea 8:5
I. Man is a religious animal.—Both terms in this definition are needed to describe him. Man has what a molluse has not, namely, a conscience. And man’s conscience tells him that he must be religious.

To be religious is something more than simply to be moral. Our word morality comes from the Latin word for manners, and relates itself simply with the etiquette of earth. It does not look above earth’s depressed levels. Religion, on the other hand, though not, perhaps, etymologically the thing that ‘binds back’ to God, is practically the energising belief which associates the spiritual nature of man with a superhuman being, thus supplying the heavenly sanctions and impulses for a true morality.

II. An unfortunate tendency, however, is observable in many directions to disassociate the idea of religion from that of morals, as though a man might be religious or moral, either or neither, as he chooses. But pure religion is morality spiritualised, spirituality etherised, and only exists when the life of the human subject is absorbed in the grace and service of Him Whose will and worship alone make a religious religion possible.

Men do not, will not, always recognise this, and go about to establish a righteousness and a religiousness of their own. Hence results a multiplication of man-made ‘faiths,’ which, during history’s crowded, diversified day spring up for awhile, like rank-growing weeds, but having no deepness of earthly rootage, after a little fade away and disappear. Page after page of the annals of the race are occupied with the records of such futile attempts to manufacture novel forms of religion.

III. This sort of arbitrarily conceived and artificially cultivated piety may well be denominated calf-religion.—The term is suggested by the course of the scheming Jeroboam, who was not prepared wholly to break with the past, nor to be entirely iconoclastic in respect to the old faiths of united Israel. He would make two calves, yet he would not cry over them a wholly pagan cry of ‘gods,’ but would try to persuade Israel to make the calves a symbolic means of the lifting of their thoughts to the one God on high.

IV. By calf-religion, therefore, we mean a crude, incomplete, unsympathetic imitation of true religion or awkward travesty on genuine faith.—The inferior imitation may not consist literally of two golden images of the calf Mnevis, but the deceptive, underlying Satanry is the same in every period, under many forms of particular manifestation. Anything that takes man a little distance toward the worship of God, but halts him far this side of the true position of a spiritual adoration, is a phase of calf-religion.

Again, superstitious obscurations of the light of revelation, veiling its doctrines from the view of the common people, are but stupid bovine exhibits of unintelligent piety. The system of Islam, an unartistic and unreliable amalgam of Jewish, Persian, and Christian elements, a patchwork of Abraham, Gabriel, and Mohammed, is a colossal calf now planted over a far wider domain than from Bethel to Dan.

So, too, sordid admixtures of greed with godliness, counting godliness without contentment to be great gain, are thoroughly foreign to the purposes and spirit of a true faith, since a calf is no less a calf because made of gold. Such covetousness, from Korah to Simon the sorcerer, and from Simon the sorcerer to modern times, is an unrelenting and irreconcilable foe of spirituality.

Heretical distortions of the faith once delivered to the saints are vealy, too. Heresy is at best immature doctrine, and at worst it is a decaying carrion. Jeroboam’s calves may have been shiny beasts, and his counsel to Israel, ‘Ye have gone up to Jerusalem long enough,’ appeared very plausible. ‘Jerusalem is not up to date’ was what he meant to say, ‘and the doctrines down there are a trifle hard. Let us make our own theology hereafter, up here at Bethel and Dan, where the critical breezes blow freer, where “traditionalists” cease from troubling and innocent innovators are at rest.

V. Still, calves are calves, even if they are new calves, and Jeroboam was wrong, even though he was a radical. His whole scheme of revised Judaism is dismissed by the sacred chronicler with the decisive comment: “This thing became a sin.” That is the trouble with calf-religion. It makes people to sin. The chief trouble with it is not that it causes people to be disappointed and discouraged, but disobedient to the heavenly vision, to the pattern of true piety shown once for all from the mount. No Jeroboam can make a religion. A Divine Author holds the copyright on revelation.

Illustration
‘Riches will cast you off; the world will cast you off; pleasure will fling you from her polluted arms over into the pit; let me tell you of One Who will not—will never cast you off. May I prevail on one and another to come; and cast themselves into His arms; and close this hour with His offered mercy? A great statesman, abandoned in his old age by his sovereign, lay dying one day in England; and it is recorded of him that he said, “If I had served my God as faithfully as I have served my king, He had not cast me off now.” How true, Blessed God! Thou wilt never abandon any who put their trust in Thee. “They that trust in the Lord shall be as Mount Zion, that cannot be moved.” I have seen an earthly master cast off an old, faithful servant. When his hair was grey, and his back was bent, and his arm was withered, and his once stalwart, iron frame was worn out in service, he has been thrown on the parish, or the cold charity of the world. Blessed Jesus! Thou never didst cast off any old servant or old soldier of Thine!’

09 Chapter 9 

Verse 7
ENTHUSIASTS!
‘The prophet is a fool, the spiritual man is mad.’

Hosea 9:7
I. Enthusiasm is a term employed in a good sense, and is used to describe the feeling with which men often devote themselves to national interests and secular professions. The politician, the poet, the painter, the man of science and of literature, or, what is more to the purpose at present, the physician and the surgeon, who give themselves to the science and philosophy of their profession—who enlarge its boundaries and unravel its mysteries and promote its advancement—these men are spoken of with rapture for the extravagance and eccentricity of zeal which they consume on the promotion of their favourite pursuits; they are thus spoken of by the very men who, when a tithe of such zeal appears in the professors of a science, in comparison with which every other sinks into insignificance, are ever ready to express their pity in the language of contempt—the prophet is a fool, or the preacher is mad.

II. Now, conduct like this is just anything but wisdom.—To use a familiar comparison, it is like the feeling of a man who, on seeing the successful application of medicine in suddenly raising an individual from the bed of sickness, and bringing him forth into society in vigour and in health, should fix his admiration, not upon the skill of the physician who had restored the patient, but upon the skill of the operatives who selected the fashion of his coat, or the figure of his shoe. Any extravagance, in fact, on the subject of religion is more rational and more dignified than indifference; and any folly is tolerable and innocent but that which admires the enthusiasm often absurdly devoted to present interests and temporary claims, and condemns that which belongs to the eternal, the infinite, and the future.

10 Chapter 10 

Verse 13
‘FRUIT WHICH IS DEADLY’
‘Ye have eaten the fruit of lies.’

Hosea 10:13
The faithless, divided heart of man produced its natural fruit. In this chapter we find that Israel as a sinful nation is (I) described, (II) appealed to, (III) punished.

I. The picture of sinful Israel.—Three characteristics are specially emphasised:—

(1) Selfishness. Israel bringeth forth fruit unto himself. The meaning is, that the people are not rich toward God. They are like a vine barren of fruit, but abundant in leaves and tendrils. The tree which puts all its vigour into leaves is sure to bear poor fruit, if indeed it bear any at all.

(2) Deceitfulness. Deceitfulness cuts both ways. ‘The pleasure is as great of being cheated as to cheat.’ The man who fools others is tolerably certain in the end to get fooled himself. ‘Honesty is the best policy.’

(3) Self-confidence. ‘Thou didst trust in thy way,’ etc. Here are two sources of confidence: natural wisdom and natural armies. The one is within, the other is without. The American, by his circumstances, is tempted to over-reliance upon self. Smartness, which, as a master motive, leads to so many crimes and wrecks so many lives, is here pointed to. The Englishman, on the other hand, is naturally proud of his invincible armies, marching with the swing of centuries of conquest. Both, as sources of trust, are wrong.

II. The sinful people appealed to.—The tone here is very tender. ‘O Israel, thou hast sinned.’ ‘I passed over upon her fair neck.’ God had not put a heavy, galling burden on this people. They had not yet been carried away into captivity. So also, ‘Sow to,’ etc. Notice the beauty of this verse. Sow if you mean to reap. Righteousness sown yields mercy. Change your whole life. Break up your fallow ground. Cultivate the barren places in your natures. It is time to seek the Lord. Do this, and He will send such a power of Divine grace that righteousness shall rain upon you.

III. The description of Israel’s punishment.—The national religion shall utterly break down. The king shall be removed. The reason for this is, ‘we feared not the Lord.’ Idolatry is discovered to be in vain, the very idols in which Israel trusted shall be given to this conqueror. Idolatry is further discovered to lie at the root of the ruin which has befallen the nation. The shame and horror of this national humiliation. The people shall struggle in vain. The very fortresses shall themselves be sacked. The fearful scenes of violence which accompany a siege shall be enacted in the capital.

Illustrations
(1) ‘Israel lived for itself. It made leaves, but brought forth no fruit. Christians sometimes do the same. “Give up praying that you may enjoy your religion,” was said to one of this kind, who had prayed for personal happiness in vain, “and set to work helping some one else.” The slave-holder who had a slave and a half, and prayed that God would bless “Moses and my share of Pete,” illustrated a state of mind all too common.’

(2) ‘God is the great King, the Sovereign Ruler. Lose Him and all is lost. What can an earthly king do for us if we have lost the protection of the God of all the earth? We learn how closely connected are loyalty and religion. Not to fear God is not to honour the Ruler. The secret of all prosperity in any nation is godliness.’

(3) ‘It may be that in our own hearts and lives there is a great deal of fallow ground, covered with thorns and thistles, and given over to neglect and waste. How important that we should break it up! Let us ask that God would drive the ploughshare of deep heart-searching and conviction across the caked and sterile acres. “It is time to seek the Lord.” Death is certain; judgment is hasting; opportunities are waxing fewer; the soul is becoming more and more callous. Ask God to break in upon the awful lethargy which may be settling down upon you.’
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Verse 4
THE BANDS OF LOVE
‘I drew them with cords of a man, with bands of love.’

Hosea 11:4
The great principle of all God’s works is attraction. We all know how the law of attraction governs the material world. We call it by different names, but the thing itself is everywhere the same.

And is not the natural world in this, as in everything else, a great picture-book? Morally, just as much as physically, it is the will of God that everything should be done by attraction. Therefore, first, God makes Himself so exceedingly attractive. Everything that we know of the beautiful goes to make God’s nature. He is ‘love.’ Therefore, He has made His Son in all the tendernesses of a man; in all the sympathies of a sufferer; that He may be winning to a man’s mind. Therefore the Holy Spirit does His work of comforting. And therefore He has willed it, and decreed it, that all our operations, one upon another, should all be done by attraction—by gentleness.

We know, indeed, that as the attracting magnet has also a repelling end which drives, so He, Who is the great fountain and centre of attraction, does sometimes drive a soul; but then, He never drives or repels a soul but in order to place that soul again in the sphere of attraction. The fact is, the habit is as universal as the promise is absolute—‘I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all men unto Me.’ That means, that as the sun, when it rises in the heavens, and rules its course by a secret law of nature, makes all vegetation to turn upwards to that its spring of light and life, so that ascended Saviour moves our world by His providence, and His works, and His grace; and, as He moves, He exercises an essentially attracting power, which no living man can help to feel.

We do anything effectually according to the degree we imitate God’s method of doing it. His method we have seen is this, ‘I have loved thee with an everlasting love, therefore with loving kindness have I drawn thee.’ Oh! God forbid that a poor fellow-worm should ever weave ‘cords’ or ‘bands’ of a harder texture than his great Creator and Father is pleased to do!

I. And now to return to God’s ‘drawings.’ I do not believe that there is a man that breathes and walks this earth who has not had them!—It sometimes falls to a minister to be able to put this to a test. He visits upon their sick beds those who, in their gay career, might have seemed, of all others, to have been the least likely to be the subjects of those inward experiences, which we call God’s ‘drawings.’ I believe every minister would bear witness to the fact that he never met a single person, however thoughtless and however dissipated he may have been, who, in those hours of honest speaking and true confession, when a man lies upon his sick and perhaps his dying bed, is not ready to acknowledge that, more times than he could remember—from his infancy, and all through, at least, the earlier stages of his wrong courses,—he had been conscious of secret impulses and invisible actings upon his soul, which he felt, all the while, however he treated them, to be nothing else but the hand of God. Now, ‘man’ is a rational creature, and no ‘cords’ could be rightly framed to ‘draw man’ unless they were framed to act upon a ‘man’s’ reason; and the Gospel of God does fit into a man’s reason. It is true that there are features of our religion which soar far above reason. But then, God never demands of us to believe anything until He has first made it a reasonable thing that we should go into the chamber of faith and believe it.

II. For example, reason ‘draws’ us, by the strictest process, unto the inspiration of the Bible, and that once established, it becomes actually reasonable to believe all that that Bible contains, however unfathomable and however inexplicable some of it may seem to our little minds! Surely it is reasonable that, in a communication from a God to His creatures, there should be many things which should baffle man’s understanding? But let us remember that the Gospel always invites the investigation of the intellect, and always praises most the men who have brought their minds to bear upon it. Those gigantic minds, the most gigantic we have ever known, such as Paul, or Sir Isaac Newton, or Lord Bacon, responding to that call of the intellect, have afterwards declared that they were ‘drawn’ by that very ‘cord of a man,’ reason, to the faith which they have embraced. Is not it the purest reason, in any order of the world, that this world should be a world of probation? There must be in it sin and virtue, misery and happiness. Is not it pure reason that a good and righteous God should provide some way whereby the sinner may be saved, and He be justified in His truth while He saves him? The Father’s wisdom and justice go out in marvellous unity, and yet every guilty and unhappy man can be brought again to his Father’s bosom, and live, for ever and ever, in a perfect felicity! I say, shall we not be right in alleging that there is nothing in all philosophy that so addresses itself to, and fits, a man’s highest intelligence as the simple Gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ?

III. But again, ‘man’ is also characterised by a heart; he has affections.—We wanted, then, a motive adequate to the very work which was to be done in man, which was nothing less than the transformation of the whole ‘man.’ No other motive could do that but ‘love.’ To awaken ‘love’ the whole dispensation was planned. God, freely and absolutely, for Christ’s sake, forgives, and ‘loves,’ and invites, and blesses, a poor wretched, miserable sinner! This is the first act—the foundation stone of everything. The Spirit comes, and, having first shown that man his miserable need, then makes him delightful—shows him that all his guilt is pardoned, and that heaven is open to him. And, if he really believes that fact, can he help to give himself now—body, soul, and spirit—to seek, and serve, and love that God to Whom he owes everything?

IV. But ‘man’ is characterised by will, and therefore, in the will, God works mightily.—He might have done otherwise. All praise be to His mercy! that, when He might have studied only His own glory, He has made that glory to consist with our happiness; so that it is our own self-interest to know, and love, and obey God. Though there is a great deal of trial in being a Christian; though the cross is sometimes very heavy, it is a sweet thing to be a child of God! It is the most blessed thing that ever entered into the heart of man to think of! There is nothing gives peace like that! There is nothing satisfies a man like that! There is nothing opens to man a future like that!

V. And yet, once more, a very great part of a man is imagination.—It is a poor character that has no imagination. What is imagination? The conception of the unseen. Now, see how God works upon the imagination. He sanctifies it, and raises it, and gives it object. He is always presenting the unseen to the man. Unheard words are to be believed; an unseen Saviour is to be trusted; an unseen world is to be sought. And thus, brethren, from hour to hour, ever since you were born, and at this very moment—through outward calls and inward echoes,—by the ten thousand springs of nature in the world, and ten thousand ‘bands of love”—God is ‘drawing’ that complex heart of yours. He Who made the heart plays over it His own sweet music, and every note He strikes is a ‘cord.’ Lean yourself to that hand; let Him tune you, and He will bring out such hidden melodies as will enable you to mingle for ever in the anthems of the blest!

Rev. Jas. Vaughan.
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Verse 7
THE JUDGMENT OF GOD’S ANGER
‘I will be unto them as a lion.’

Hosea 13:7
I. Apostasy from Jehovah, which appears here also as Israel’s chief sin, brought death upon them: they died (Hosea 13:1).—This conception sounds the depths of the subject. Outwardly regarded, they lived long, even after they gave themselves up to the worship of Baal (just like a fruitful tree, Hosea 13:15), but in truth inwardly they were dead. For true life consists in union with Jehovah: idols can give no life. Israel owed its life to Jehovah alone (Hosea 13:4). Therefore (Hosea 13:9): ‘It has destroyed thee that thou hast been against Me, thy Help.’ What God had done for Israel from the beginning is here again (Hosea 13:4-5) made prominent, and the deliverance from Egypt with the leading through the desert appear again as the fundamental act of mercy, for through them Israel became ‘living.’ Their present conduct towards God was a base and ungrateful ignoring of those deeds in the presumption of a prosperity which they owed to their God (Hosea 13:6). A people who are inwardly dead cannot long outwardly survive. That God Whom they had forgotten, and from Whom they had turned away would and must at last show them that He had not forgotten them (Hosea 13:12) by destroying them without sparing. This is indeed the only means of bringing them to life. For that and that alone is designed by God in their case. This must ever be kept in view if we are to understand the threatenings aright, which are reproduced here in a peculiarly intensified form (Hosea 13:7-8, Hosea 13:12 to chap. Hosea 14:1). But how true and striking is such a description seen to be, when we remember that this Divine judgment is executed by the invasion of a foreign conqueror! With what can his attack be better compared than with the attack of devouring beasts, or, after another image, with a scorching wind that destroys everything in its course? How often has that been repeated in the history of the nations!

II. The whole (temporal) kingdom was a Divine system of punishment and chastening.—At the request of the people, He granted them a king, but with the expression of His displeasure at their desire because it proceeded from unbelief and vanity, and with the declaration that they would lose their freedom by its realisation. But, at the same time, this kingdom of Israel might become a blessing if it with its king would obey God. Nay, God, by establishing the throne of David in Zion, even connected the most precious promises with this kingdom, if the king were entirely one with God and should gather about him a nation obedient to God. But the people with their king followed more and more decidedly a course opposed to God by separating (in the kingdom of the Ten Tribes) from the house with which God had connected his promises, and so forsaking the king which God had given them, they must therefore be punished by having this self-erected kingdom taken away, and the punishment is all the greater that they shall never return to a state of freedom, but must lie under the much viler bondage of foreign rulers, until they return to the king whom God had promised to raise up from the House of David.

Illustration
‘So far can the love of God be changed into wrath that He, to Whom it were easy to save, does not do so, but delivers over to death and destruction, nay, even, as it were, invokes the powers of destruction to execute His wrath, without His repenting or recalling His purpose. Even in this God has assuredly purposes of salvation. He punishes so severely only to open the eyes, when and since all other means have failed.’

Verse 14
THE CONQUEROR OF DEATH
‘O death, I will be thy plagues; O grave, I will be thy destruction: repentance shall be hid from Mine eyes.’

Hosea 13:14
This passage read from the prophet Hosea may well serve as the motto for the whole series of the Old Testament Lessons of this day. Egypt and Pharaoh are the types of sin, of its power, and of its kingdom. Of sin, from which none but God can deliver us. Of its sufferings, from which none but God can release us. Of death and of him that hath the power of death, whom none but God can overthrow. When, therefore, as on this day, we have been reading of the plagues of Egypt, we look upon them not only as part of the predetermined history through which God intended His people to have to pass, but as something more. We look upon them as intended to be a prophecy beforehand—in other words, a type—of the future deliverance of God’s people hereafter to be wrought out by one like unto Moses, though far greater. Two Sundays ago we had to draw out in detail the points in which Joseph, in his character and in his history, was a type of Christ. We then pointed out how Joseph begins the great series of personal types of Christ. The fact is that from that time forwards the whole history of the Covenant people becomes laden with double meaning. It is history, because it actually happened. It is prophecy as well, because God’s Providence so arranged it as to represent beforehand that far greater history of what the Redeemer of the world was to do for man in the days of His Incarnation. We, looking back upon it with the Gospel in our hands, see how everything fits, or dovetails, each into each.

I. And, seeing this, we have the surest possible confirmation of the fact of all having been arranged by God from the very first.—When people doubt about the truth of the Bible or any part of it, it shows that they have not studied it as a whole. Read one part of the Bible only, and I can understand your being puzzled by it, just as you may be if you only read part of any other book. Cut a letter in half and you can make but poor sense of either portion. But take the two parts together and you see the meaning. I may go even further than this. I believe I may say that we cannot even yet fully understand all that lies hid in the Old Testament histories, because Christ’s work is not even yet quite finished. Evil is not yet fully overthrown. Death and he that hath the power of death are not yet cast into the abyss. There is doubtless many a type yet unfulfilled in this very history of the Plagues of Egypt which we are reading to-day, which yet waits for its complete fulfilment until Christ shall come again and finish the work which He has begun. The verse I have read as a text links the two together. In it Hosea looks back to the Plagues of Egypt. In it Hosea looks forward to what the Plagues of Egypt tell of. And with the two together in his mind he recites the great utterance of Christ so full of hope to the Christian—

‘O death, I will be thy plagues:

O grave, I will be thy destruction:

Repentance shall be hid from Mine eyes.’

Already death has lost its sting: already the grave has lost its victory: but this is not to be all. Hereafter they shall not only be despoiled of their terrors, but they shall be themselves the victims of His righteous anger when the Day of the Lord shall be fully come, and the types of the Egypt history be finally fulfilled.

II. So the Plagues of Egypt are something more than a mere history; just as the life of Joseph is more than a mere biography.—The history of the Exodus is a type of Christ’s Redemption in all its points. It is a type of His Cross and Passion. It is a type of how His people come by the benefits of His Cross. It is a type of His Sacraments. But the history of the Deliverance is more also. It stretches out into the future, and it speaks to us of the final overthrow of all evil, the final destruction of the powers of evil, as well as of our rescue from their present tyranny. This we do not see yet. At present Christ’s people are rescued from the dominion of sin, but sin and Satan are yet active and have still power to vex us and to tempt us. They are not yet destroyed, though their power is weakened and restrained. It is our own fault if we give way to them, because Christ has overcome them, and gives us the strength to do so, too, if we will. But there is more to come. There is yet to come the utter destruction of the ringleader of God’s enemies, and this we are plainly taught to look for, both in the New Testament and in the Old, and we never see it so clearly as when we read both the Old and the New together.

III. Let us look now for a few moments into the teaching of these types and how they ought to affect our minds.—The main lesson is that a day shall surely come when the Plagues of Egypt shall have their final counterpart, and the spiritual Israel—i.e. the Militant Church of Christ—shall see His enemies dead and destroyed, as the Israelites saw theirs dead on the Red Sea shore. That time shall surely come. In the words of our text the Lord says, ‘Repentance shall be hid from Mine eyes.’ That is—there shall be no change in My purposes. Repentance means ‘change of purpose.’ The declaration of the text involves this—that, however long it may be before the final fulfilment, the fulfilment shall surely come. Delay involves no change in the Divine intention. At last it will be seen that one and the same purpose has been in the Divine mind all along.

How ought this to affect us? Clearly it ought to add cheerfulness and vigour to our faith, and to our endurance of whatever trials we endure in our Christian warfare. Every Christian professes to believe in the final triumph of good and the overthrow of evil. Every Christian professes to believe that the day is coming when he shall be no more tempted to sin, no longer vexed by the evil that troubles him in society and in the world, as well as in himself. We all profess this. How many of us really believe it? It is comparatively easy to put up with inconveniences and troubles when we see the end of them. When we know how long they are to last we take them quietly. They do not affect our spirits or destroy our cheerfulness, or our activity. We go about our day’s work just the same as if the inconvenience had no existence, because, as we say, we see the end of it. That is—we really believe it is soon to have an end, as well as merely profess to believe it, and, therefore, it has no power over us. What Christian can say this as to his Christian life and Christian duty? What is the day’s work of the Christian? Is it not his continual strife against temptation, and the continual effort to grow better and holier? Now this is a work which requires all the energies of the soul. Think how much there is to make a man despond, if he has not this spirit of Divine hope. There is, first, our own weakness, weakness of soul for good, weakness of mind and conscience to see what is wise and right, weakness of body for going through the duties which devolve upon us. There is, next, the evil around us. The evils in society which we are bound to protest and witness against. The inconsistencies in good men. The hostility of bad men. The rooted antipathy of the world which at all times seems ready to destroy the Church, and to stamp out our efforts for good. Pharaoh is very strong. Yes, but it is only for a time. How soon the end shall come we know not, but come it shall. Look at the plagues of Egypt, and see how, at the proper time, not only the Pharaohs of this world, but the powers of hell themselves, shall be plagued as Egypt was by the hand of God, and plagued finally, plagued so that they shall rise up no more. Let the Christian’s hope be firm, and let him persevere rejoicingly unto the end. The troubles of the world, wars, embarrassments, political complications, all these things are God’s judgments upon sin. They are not things which ought to afflict the righteous. In all these clouds the Christian ought to see the Rainbow of Hope. They are the plagues of Egypt, not the woes of the righteous. As the Israelites were kept harmless through the plagues of Egypt, so shall the Christian be through the troubles of the world. And whenever the end draws nigh we are distinctly told that these things shall multiply exceedingly. So then, if in any way the time seem gloomy, or dark days of evil seem to be coming on, we should remember that the plagues of Egypt did but usher in the great deliverance of the Exodus, and that in the darkest hour the people of God had light in their dwellings. The Word of Christ repeats the lesson when He depicted the terrible events of the close of the Christian Dispensation, and added the words of hope and cheerfulness: ‘Then lift up your heads, for your Redemption draweth nigh.’

—Amen.

14 Chapter 14 

Verse 1
COME BACK! COME BACK!
Hosea 14:1
All sin is departing from God. Holiness is living near to God. The first thing a sinner has got to do is to return. Repentance is returning to God. How is a sinner to return? God in His infinite mercy and condescension has given to us a form of prayer, an inspired litany of repentance—which may be used by every repentant sinner. There are five petitions in this inspired litany of repentance.

I. Take away all iniquity.—The first thing is deliverance from sin, not from punishment. Though all desire to escape punishment, all do not wish to be freed from sin. Take away all iniquity. Some are apt to pray, Take away all iniquity—except that trick of trade, that habit of mine, that friendship. Others, like Augustine, pray, Lord save me—but not yet. We cannot break away from sin of ourselves. God can help us to do it. He can take it away, and He will, if we come with this petition to Him in sincerity.

II. Receive us graciously.—Receive us into Thy favour. We are in disgrace. In disgrace with God, what wretchedness it brings! A mother who had great power in her eye, looked her disapproval of some wrong act. ‘Mother,’ said her child, ‘punish me, but don’t look at me like that.’ What kind of sinners said this prayer? (see Hosea 4). How can God receive us graciously? Hosea does not tell us, but St. Paul does. ‘He hath made Him to be sin for us Who knew no sin, that we might be made the righteousness of God in Him.’ For Christ’s sake He receives us graciously.

III. So will we render the calves of our lips.—Calves of our lips means sacrifices of our lips. ‘As long as we live we will praise Thy Name.’ The sinner does not merely wish to get off, but to live to this praise. If only sin is forgiven, he will praise God as long as he lives.

IV. Asshur shall not save us; we will not ride upon horses, etc.—This, rendered in twentieth century language, means, We will renounce all trust in an arm of flesh. We must not trust to anything we can do ourselves. So many trust in what they can do, instead of Christ. Prayers, tears, religious ordinances, won’t save us.

‘Nothing in my hand I bring,

Simply to Thy Cross I cling.’

V. For in Thee the fatherless findeth mercy.—This is a beautiful finish to the prayer. I’m your Father. Who so fatherless as he who has gone away from God! Though the prodigal son, I’m your Father. ‘When his father saw him he had compassion upon him, and ran and fell on his neck and kissed him.’ To all who use this litany of repentance, the promise is given, ‘I will heal their back-sliding. I will love them freely, for Mine anger is turned away from him.’

Verse 2
CHRISTIAN SACRIFICES
‘So will we render the calves of our lips.’

Hosea 14:2
There is but One Priest Who in His own right can approach God; but One Mediator, Who can plead His own goodness; and so there is but One propitiatory, expiatory sacrifice, even ‘the One full, perfect, and sufficient Sacrifice, oblation, and satisfaction,’ once made upon the Cross, for the sins of the whole world. There never has been, there never will be, any other. Except for this one and only Atonement, nothing we could say, think, or do, would be acceptable to God; but for this we should remain, as we were born, an accursed race.

But though this be true, yet with respect to those who rely on the intercession of that one great Priest, and, by faith, plead and apply to their souls the merits of that One expiatory sacrifice, the Spirit teaches us that they render unto God acceptable service; God for Christ’s sake will permit them to approach Him, and accept a service at their hands. And this gives us the idea of a sacrifice. For a sacrifice is something presented to God, in behalf of man, by persons Divinely appointed to ‘offer gifts unto the Lord.’ In this sense, the ‘blood of bulls and of goats,’ under the law, became a typical sacrifice; and, under the Gospel, the Eucharist is thus designated, being a commemorative sacrifice. But according to Scripture, public worship is also a sacrifice, and it is very essential to represent it as such.

I. This doctrine is directly implied in the text by a figure of speech.—As calves were offered in sacrifice, so are the lips of worshippers to be as calves; they are to offer to God the sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving (Amos 4:5; Hebrews 13:15). St. Peter, speaking of the Christian Church, says: ‘Ye also, as lively stones, are built up a spiritual house, an holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices, acceptable to God by Jesus Christ’ (1 Peter 2:5). He cannot here refer to the Eucharist, because he is addressing Christians generally as a holy priesthood, and the celebration of the Eucharist requires the intervention of a special order of men separated from among the general body of believers; he must, therefore, refer to the service of public or common prayer, which he describes as a spiritual sacrifice.

II. The sacrifice offered in public worship is the sacrifice of prayer and praise.—It is offered in each congregation for the Church universal, for the Church of the province, for the Church of the diocese, more especially for the Church of the parish, and for all the members of the same; it is offered by the assembled worshippers, being baptized persons, ‘continuing steadfastly in the Apostles’ doctrine and fellowship, and in breaking of bread, and in prayers’ (Acts 2:42). Such persons are for this purpose ‘an holy Priesthood,’ appointed to offer up these ‘spiritual sacrifices, acceptable to God by Jesus Christ’ (1 Peter 2:5; 1 Peter 2:9; Revelation 1:5-6; Revelation 5:9-10). As certain believers are elected from their brethren, and ordained to be priests for the higher service of the Holy Eucharist, and that they may bless the people in the Name of Him Whose ministers they are; so are the members of the Church, as their name denotes (Ecclesia), a people ‘called out’ of mankind, to act as priests in the general sacrifice of Christian worship.

Illustration
‘David tells us that the service God wants is the opening of the lips, that the mouth may show forth God’s praise. The sacrifices which please Him are a broken spirit, a broken and a contrite heart. God wants our lips. Praise is a very important part of religion.’

Verse 3
THE ORPHAN’S GOD
‘The fatherless findeth mercy.’

Hosea 14:3
This description of the pity and benignity of God is literally true. And the literal truth is suggestive of a wider sense in which the words may be employed, and a glorious principle of the Divine government precious to God’s people in every age. Israel might well renounce all other confidence in order to trust in Jehovah, in whom the very fatherless among the children of men find mercy.

I. The fact here asserted concerning the compassion of God revealed to orphans.—(1) The privations of the fatherless are many; they are without the guardianship, the bounty, the guidance, the affection of him who is most suited to watch over their childhood and youth. (2) The dangers of the fatherless are many; they are exposed to the designs of the crafty, and to the ill-treatment of the cruel. (3) God in many ways shows mercy to orphans. He raises up friends to care for them and to protect them. He opens up before them careers of usefulness and honour. He interposes often in a signal manner upon their behalf.

II. The larger fact concerning the spiritual history of mankind which these words suggest.—(1) By disobedience and rebellion sinful men have thrown off the Divine Father’s authority, have forfeited all claims to His regard, and have done their best to render themselves ‘fatherless’ in God’s universe. (2) The spiritual destitution and danger thus incurred have aroused the compassion of God’s heart, and have prompted His paternal interposition. Thus the gift of Christ, the outpouring of the Spirit, the means of grace appointed in the Church, are all instances of the Father’s mercy, and prove His infinite pity and His adopting love. O, for the spirit of sons, that we may cry, Abba, Father!

Verse 4
BACKSLIDING AND ITS CURE
‘I will heal their backsliding.’

Hosea 14:4
In the English Bible the word ‘backsliding’ is found fifteen times, and represents in English several words in the original, even in the same writer. Backsliding means a wearying of God’s yoke, an attempt to get free from it wholly or in part, and a turning from the straight path, from dislike of its dullness or steepness, or from the existence of counter attractions.

There are many sensitive souls who readily accuse themselves of this sin, and whose peace is marred, and their prayers hindered by false notions of the marks of backsliding. We shall try to help these.

I. Backsliding is not that almost inevitable alteration in feeling which comes to many Christian people who have been for a good many years following the Divine Master, and who find now less warmth in their emotions of fear, hope, love, and joy.—There is something in the laws of our nature which forbids repeated impressions to be felt as strongly as they were at first. We need not enter largely into the subject, but may perhaps be allowed to refer to a chapter on Feeling and Will, in ‘Spiritual Life in its Advancing Stages.’ When any believer in the Lord Jesus laments the change from an ardent to an unimpassioned state of soul, and longs for his old feelings, he will do well to hesitate before he pronounces this change to be due to backsliding. It is by other signs that the sin is to be known. Habit strengthens principle, but seems to blunt feeling. The seat of backsliding (see Hosea 4:16) is not in the feelings, but in the will.

II. Backsliding is not that depression about spiritual matters, that so-called ‘hiding of God’s Face” which often accompanies ill-health, or physical and mental weariness.—A preacher of a mission whose whole powers of body, mind, and spirit have been strained for several weeks, frequently suffers afterwards from a torpidity of soul, in which he seems little able to realize the comfort of the truths he has been so earnestly setting forth to others. This, however, must be set down to bodily exhaustion, and the want of nerve-rest. A couple of days in bed, with all trying subjects and letters kept from him, may do him much good.

III. Backsliding has its causes and its signs.—The causes are generally the gradual yielding to temptation to relax watchfulness, shorten prayer, indulge the body, read misleading books, or cultivate unspiritual friendships. And it is easy to see how these things which are causes, may also be used as marks of backsliding. A very common mark is an increasing dislike to spiritual conversation, and still more to spiritual effort for the reclaiming of sinners.

The pleasures of life lie many of them just on the border line between good and evil. Some pleasures are so wholly pure, some so decidedly sinful that they need not enter into discussion; but the majority of our pleasures are just of the kind that you cannot decisively say that you may or may not innocently follow them without restraint. Now it is here that Satan finds his cruel advantage. The bringing us into contact with the ungodly in ‘innocent’ pleasures—all tend to draw the cloud of unspirituality over the heart, and so these ‘harmless things’ shut out the light of the sun; a little hesitation is felt in going straight from them to prayer; a day or two without prayer passes, and backsliding, perhaps for weeks, or months, is the result.

But sometimes Satan is bolder. Counting on his ally in our own breasts, ‘for the infection of nature doth remain even in them that are regenerate,’ he is able to blind those who are not very watchful indeed, as to the danger of some course of action. In matters of the affections this often happens. Many young Christians, become backsliders for years, or for life, from allowing their affections to fix on one who has no share with them in the Divine Love.

Money matters often spoil promising careers. Either the passion for getting, the lust of hoarding, the dislike of giving, the reluctance to pay debts quickly, or worse still, some untrustworthiness about the money of others, has crept in little by little on once spiritual persons; and when this is the case, farewell to all religious life!

Self-dependence, the removing of the soul’s full trust from Jesus Christ, and from the Holy Spirit’s power, is a fruitful spiritual source of backsliding. Was not this the cause of St. Peter’s fall? The marks of this may not be visible in any wrong acts, but they will be soon seen in the lowered spiritual tone, and the growth of pride and self-satisfaction; or in some cases, by a general dissatisfaction and discontent. For who can be happy who has removed his confidence from Jesus, and fixed it on himself?

Archdeacon G. R. Wynne.

Illustration
‘Only God can heal backsliding. Nature knows nothing about forgiveness. Nature is red in tooth and claw. She never gives a fresh start to a life that has maimed and marred itself. She never forgets old mistakes. Her inexorable rule is, Whatsoever a man soweth that shall he reap. Other religions know nothing about the gracious healing. “I have devoted as much time as any living man, to the sacred books of the world,” a famous scholar testifies, “and I have found their keynote. Whether it be the Vedas of the Brahmin, or the Koran of the Mohammedan, or the Zend-Avesta of the Parsee, the one keynote of all of them is salvation by works. They all say that salvation must be bought with a price, and that the purchase-money must be our own deservings.” There is no word there of free and loving pardon. Men cannot entirely restore the wrongdoer. For their knowledge of sin in all its circumstances is a partial and defective knowledge.’

Verses 5-7
‘I WILL BE AS THE DEW UNTO ISRAEL’
‘I will be as the dew unto Israel: he shall grow as the lily, and cast forth his roots as Lebanon. His branches shall spread, and his beauty shall be as the olive tree, and his smell as Lebanon. They that dwell under his shadow shall return.’

Hosea 14:5-7
Observe the order. First, what God is to us, for we may safely take ‘Israel’ to be ‘the Church’ in every age. Then, what we are in ourselves and to God. And then what we do for others. Divine operation, spiritual growth, religious influence.

And religion always must be in that order. God’s grace to begin with. All first principles there. What God is in Himself, and what He is to us. Then, our personal condition, and our relations to God. And then the power we exercise, and the work we do in the world. ‘I will be as the dew unto Israel: he shall grow as the lily, and cast forth his roots as Lebanon. Its branches shall spread, and his beauty shall be as the olive tree, and his smell as Lebanon. They that dwell under his shadow shall return.’

God begins: ‘I will be as the dew unto Israel.’ Where the peculiar charm and excellence of the promise is—not that God will shed ‘dew’ upon Israel, but that He will be ‘the dew.’ We find what we want in Himself—in a personal God. And to have the Giver is better than to have the gift. ‘I will be as the dew unto Israel.’

How the Holy Spirit distils upon us, or why, we cannot tell. The commencement of the Divine life, and its supplies, are perfectly inscrutable. Why God should ever have visited me, how His Spirit can mingle with my spirit, and become a part of my being—I cannot tell. But I know it is lovely and comely. The workings are secret, but the results are patent.

Such is God to His people, and the great secret of the possession of it lies in finding it in God Himself, not in His ordinances, not in His word,—not in His sacraments,—not in His people. They are beautiful channels, only channels. In Himself! A felt Presence—a realised Indwelling, an appropriated, Living Being,—our own—a God we go to, a God we hear, a God we speak to, a God we feel. ‘I will be as the dew unto Israel.’

II. Now trace the consequences on the man himself.—The metaphor is sustained. It is by the dew-like, gentle workings of God’s Spirit—by myriads of drops, each imperceptibly small: ‘He shall grow as the lily, and cast forth his roots as Lebanon. His branches shall spread, and his beauty shall be as the olive tree, and his smell as Lebanon.’ There are five things: growth, strength, expansion, beauty, fragrance.

III. But I have to carry the image a little further, to the point of influence.—In this colder region of our earth, the idea of ‘shade’ is almost always associated with what is unpleasant, and drear, and chill! But, in the hotter latitudes, where the scenes of the Bible mainly lie, it is naturally the reverse. ‘Shade’ is good—a thing to be desired. Therefore, with the exception that it is sometimes used as a metaphor for shortness, I am not aware that ‘shadow’ is ever taken in any but a happy way in the Bible.

Now we all ‘cast our shadows’; and though our ‘shadow’ cannot be what St. Peter’s was, yet our ‘shadow’—the influence we carry, the effect we produce—may be, and should be, and must be always for good and for God. And this is the characteristic of a Christian, that ‘they that dwell under his shadow shall return’!—‘return’ to what they have lost; ‘return’ to peace; ‘return’ to the good land; ‘return’ to Canaan; ‘return’ to Him.

There are many that are ‘dwelling under your shadow’: more perhaps, than you have thought of. And very few realise their own weight and power for good or evil in the world.

Let me ask, have all those ‘under your shadow’ reason to be thankful that they ever came there? Have they ‘returned’? Has your influence led them towards ‘returning’? Have you tried? Or, are you a upas tree? Awful thought! if you have sent them farther off! if it had been better for them that they had never come near you!

So throw your ‘shadow’—make such use of the contracts of life everywhere—that you may be always either bringing back a lost one, or helping a seeker, or strengthening some one on the way, that all who come near to you may have cause to bless God that they ever were brought ‘under your shadow’!

Rev. Jas. Vaughan.

Verse 8
EPHRAIM FORSAKING IDOLS
‘Ephraim shall say, What have I to do any more with idols? I have beard him, and observed him: I am like a green fir tree. From Me is thy fruit found.’

Hosea 14:8
These are the last words of Hosea’s prophecy. They sum up his whole hopes for his people. They are somewhat difficult of understanding, from the perplexity in which the frequent occurrence of the word ‘I’ involves us. But it is quite clear, I think, that we have in them two speakers: ‘Ephraim’—that is, the personification of the kingdom of Israel—‘shall say, What have I to do any more with idols?’ And then there follows the answer to that word, from another speaker, and that other speaker is God.

Here are two voices—first, the penitent voice of the returning wanderer, then the welcoming answer of the Father. ‘What have I to do any more with idols?’ The nation which is here represented as thus speaking, as the last point and object of the whole prophecy, is described in a former part of this remarkable book as being ‘joined to his idols.’ And now that strait band and bond that link him to his idols is snapped, and he is set free.

I. We get here, first of all, a wonderful expression of the perfect simplicity of a true return to God.—‘What have I to do any more with idols?’ That is all! No paroxysms of grief, no agonies of repentance, no prescription of so much sorrow, so much grief, for so much sin; no long, tedious process; but, like the finger put upon the key here, the sound yonder.

Heard far away, the nation has only to whisper the resolve, to break away from the evil, and immediately there, in the heavens, the voice is heard.

And then there follows: ‘And the Lord hath made to pass from me the iniquity of my soul.’ Two words—for it is only two words in the original—two words; we pass out of the evil when a man turns to God. ‘What have I to do any more with idols?’

II. Then look at the answer, the echo of this confession which comes from heaven; it is the welcoming voice of the Father, ‘I hear him, and observe him.’ (1) Notice how, instantaneously, that Divine ear, strong enough, according to the old story about the ears of the gods, to hear the grass grow, fine enough to hear the first faint shootings of the new life in a man’s heart, catches the sound that is inaudible to all besides, and as soon as the words come from the pale, penitent lips of Ephraim, the answer comes from God—‘I hear him; and if I hear him, that is all that is necessary. I hear him, and observe him.’

There, of course, observation is used in a good sense. The insecure, uncertain footsteps of the returning child are watched and kept by the gracious Father: ‘I hear him, and I turn My eye upon him.’ The good eye and the good hand of the Lord upon the returning prodigal for good.

And then we come to a very beautiful, although a very singular metaphor: ‘I am like a green cypress tree.’ The singularity of this metaphor has led many people to suppose that it cannot be intended to apply to the Divine nature. But I think there can be no question but that it does, and that it yields a worthy and a very beautiful signification. The cypress tree, for one thing, is an evergreen, unchanged amidst the changing seasons, unaffected by all the change. An everlasting metaphor, ‘the same yesterday, and to-day, and for ever.’ Our melancholy associations were altogether foreign to the mind and imagination of the prophet. To him this tree, with its wealth of continual shadow, was an emblem of unchanging blessing and protection.

So my text says, ‘I am like a green cypress,’ strong, immutable; a shadow, a protection to all those that come beneath my branches, shielding them from the hot sunshine; keeping them dry in all the tempests and rain of the winter time; spreading a green bough above them in the summer; putting my broad sheaf of leaves between them and the blistering heat, and so preserving them from outward and from inward dangers. ‘The Lord is thy shade at thy right hand.’

So I think that if you will take these two points—unchangeableness and protection, condescension—you understand the force of this lovely emblem. (2) And then there follows a last truth: ‘From Me is thy fruit found.’ The hard cones of the cypress are not worth calling fruit; there is no fruit on it that anybody can eat; but it has so embodied in itself the virtues of all, and having the shadow of the cypress has the fruit, like that of the grape and the pomegranate.

But all that is not enough. The fruit that we bear in ourselves is not fruit that any man can take pleasure in. The fruit that shall sustain and help us must be the fruit that we gather from the rich branches of that ‘tree that bare all manner of fruits, and bare them every month,’ and whose very leaves were ‘for the healing of the nations.’ Not enough that we should have the productive energy within ourselves; we must feed upon the rich harvest that is provided for us in God.

So it all comes to this, the humblest voice of conscious un-worthiness and lowly resolve to forsake evil, though it be whispered only in the very depths of our heart, finds its way into the the ears of the merciful Father, and brings down the immediate answer, the benediction of His shadowing love and perpetual presence, and the fullness of fruit, which He alone can bestow.

Illustration
‘There is some mistake often made as to what are “idols.” Remember that “idols” are, generally, rather objects of fear than of affection. Almost all heathen deities are worshipped in dread—to avert the evil which they might otherwise do. This is the first intention. Nevertheless, there is a fascination in “an idol,” by which, though feared, it becomes almost a subject of love. So that the thing which we fear, and while we fear, has a fascination over us which is hurtful. An “idol” is anything too lovable. A person who exercised a bad power over you, and whom you feared, and almost you disliked—but to whom you were still strangely attracted, and by whom you were badly bound and enthralled—that would be “an idol.”’

Verse 9
THE MORAL OF HOSEA’S PROPHECIES
‘These things.’

Hosea 14:9
Hosea was a good man in a bad time. He let his light shine, and it shone the brighter because of the darkness. He walked straight in crooked surroundings. He dared to be right when all the world was wrong. The voice of the people did not shut his ears to the voice of God. He listened to hear what God might say, and then he spoke without fear or withholding. God needs prophets wherever there is wickedness.

I. The story of the Prodigal Son was repeated in Hosea’s time, with the difference that a nation was the prodigal.—Israel had left the Father’s house, and now it was eating the unsatisfying husks of sin. Hosea was the voice to call the prodigal home. It is true that whole nations may sin and incur God’s punishment. Our own nation’s hope is in being true to God. Her wealth and possessions cannot make her great; Israel was never richer nor larger than in Hosea’s time. Our patriotism and our religion should unite in impelling us to labour for the holiness of our country. Righteousness alone exalteth a nation.

II. Foolish persons sometimes get ‘too big’ for religion.—They think they can get along very well without it. Nations have adopted the same principle, scores of times, and have surrendered their faith in God. Inevitably, of course, iniquity has followed infidelity in the history of nations, as usually in the case of individuals. When we give up God it does not take long to give up goodness. When a tide of unbelief sweeps over a people it is usually followed by a wave of wickedness. And, as in the case of Israel, prosperity cannot long abide with dissoluteness and debauchery. Drunken hands cannot hold either gold or land. So poverty stalks after sin. The bad people soon become the poor people. It never pays—to consider the subject on the lowest ground—to try to get along without God. When religion departs, righteousness and prosperity follow.

III. The trouble with Israel, as with us, was one that Assyria or Egypt could not mend.—There are some difficulties in which friends and neighbours can be of no help. The secret of Israel’s distress was sin, which is likewise the secret of most everything that is wrong in our life and in the world to-day. There is only one source of help for sin—God. The remedy that alone can make whole and holy is the love and power of our offended Father. Turning to God is the only way to better our condition and to secure happiness. In His forgiveness is peace and prosperity. God alone can kelp in life’s greatest difficulties.

Illustration
‘“Have you ever been here before?” demanded a magistrate of a prisoner. “Once, your honour, and you let me go. Please let me off again.” But the second offence found no mercy with the court, and the man was sent to jail. This is the world’s way. It may forgive once, but there its forgiveness ends. But the mercy of God—how great it is! Again and again He forgives the penitent sinner. His pity and tender mercy are beyond finding out.’

