Restoring the Reality to the Gospel #6

“I Do”

Hosea 2:14-23, Romans 6:1-7

One of the most powerful methods Jesus used in His teaching was the use of parables. A parable is an ordinary, natural story that teaches an extraordinary, supernatural truth. Glancing through the gospels we read that Jesus used a farmer planting seeds, shepherd looking for a lost sheep, a father welcoming back a wayward son…all things to which His audience could easily relate. Some of Jesus’ parables had to do with weddings, a common occurrence both in His day and our own. While it may take a bit of background to understand the wedding customs of His day, we can still relate to these ordinary stories to comprehend supernatural truth. I believe this is fitting, since our relationship to God is often likened to the relationship between a husband and a wife.


While allusions to this abound throughout the Bible, “Hosea may be the first to use this marriage metaphor when he describes the alienation between Israel and God as a break in their marriage vows.”
 Turn with me to Hosea chapter two.


To this point the book of Hosea has been a sad story. Hosea was instructed to marry Gomer, who either was or became a prostitute. Gomer had three children, only one of whom probably bore any resemblance to Hosea, if you catch my drift. The other two were named “Unloved” and “Not Mine” in the Hebrew, as clear indications of their mother’s unfaithfulness. Hosea then uses his own tragic tale to illustrate the unfaithfulness of his people to God, and the judgment their spiritual adultery deserved. But then we read verses 14-23,

“Therefore I am now going to allure her; I will lead her into the desert and speak tenderly to her. There I will give her back her vineyards, and will make the Valley of Achor a door of hope. There she will sing as in the days of her youth, as in the day she came up out of Egypt. “In that day,” declares the Lord, “you will call me ‘my husband’; you will no longer call me ‘my master.’ I will remove the names of the Baals from her lips; no longer will their names be invoked. In that day I will make a covenant for them with the beasts of the field and the birds of the air and the creatures that move along the ground. Bow and sword and battle I will abolish from the land, so that all may lie down in safety. I will betroth you to me forever; I will betroth you in righteousness and justice, in love and compassion. I will betroth you in faithfulness, and you will acknowledge the Lord. “In that day I will respond,” declares the Lord—“I will respond to the skies, and they will respond to the earth; and the earth will respond to the grain, the new wine and oil, and they will respond to Jezreel. I will plant her for myself in the land; I will show my love to the one I called ‘Not my loved one.’ I will say to those called ‘Not my people,’ ‘You are my people’; and they will say, ‘You are my God.’“ 


Hosea shifts gears so dramatically that the reader may get whiplash! In the midst of pronouncing doom, which was well deserved, God breaks through with these incredible words of mercy and grace. About the time we expect the boom to fall, the Lord sweeps His wayward bride off her feet in a show of romantic love that is as inexplicable as it is unexpected.


Two concepts appear in this passage that we can relate to: betrothal and marriage. We have generally replaced the idea of betrothal with “engagement,” though this pledge to be married meant more in ancient times than it does today. As we look into this passage we can learn much about the relationship God intends to have with His people.

The Divine Proposal

The Lord first discloses a divine proposal in these verses. We generally think of proposal in terms of the man bending to one knee and asking his beloved if she would marry him. This is usually followed (in our culture) by the giving of an engagement ring, a promise that, in the future, this man and woman would be joined in marriage. The concept was similar in Hosea’s time, though there were a few differences:

In the Near East betrothal is almost as binding as marriage itself. In the Bible the betrothed woman was sometimes called ‘wife’ and was under the same obligation of faithfulness (Gn. 29:21; Dt. 22:23-24; Mt. 1:18, 20), and the betrothed man was called ‘husband’ (Joel 1:8; Mt. 1:19). The Bible does not legislate for broken betrothals, but the Code of Hammurapi stipulated that if the future husband broke the engagement the bride’s father retained the bride-gift; while if the father changed his mind he repaid double the amount of the gift.
 

Engagement, or betrothal, was serious business in those days! In fact, the Christmas account records that Mary was betrothed to Joseph, but when she was found to be pregnant, Joseph wanted to “divorce her quietly” (Matthew 1:19). To break an engagement in those days, legal action was required.


The language used in Hosea chapter two reflects this idea of a proposal for marriage. We first see God’s tender approach in verse 14, “Therefore I am now going to allure her; I will lead her into the desert and speak tenderly to her.” The phrase “speak tenderly” is translated, “speak to the heart” in the King James Version, and is used elsewhere in the Old Testament in the context of wooing (Gen 34:3), comforting (Isa 40:2), reassuring (Gen 50:21), winning round (Jdg 19:3), and showing kindness (Rut 2:13).”
 Even though the nation of Israel deserved to be spoken to (and dealt with) harshly, in His grace God speaks tenderly, wooing His beloved back to the state of their first love.


More than His tender approach, this divine proposal reveals God’s total acceptance of His people. Verses 15-18 record,

“There I will give her back her vineyards, and will make the Valley of Achor a door of hope. There she will sing as in the days of her youth, as in the day she came up out of Egypt. “In that day,” declares the Lord, “you will call me ‘my husband’; you will no longer call me ‘my master.’ I will remove the names of the Baals from her lips; no longer will their names be invoked. In that day I will make a covenant for them with the beasts of the field and the birds of the air and the creatures that move along the ground. Bow and sword and battle I will abolish from the land, so that all may lie down in safety.” 

God promises total restoration when His people return to Him.

Then in verses 21-23 we read,

“In that day I will respond,” declares the Lord—“I will respond to the skies, and they will respond to the earth; and the earth will respond to the grain, the new wine and oil, and they will respond to Jezreel. I will plant her for myself in the land; I will show my love to the one I called ‘Not my loved one.’ I will say to those called ‘Not my people,’ ‘You are my people’; and they will say, ‘You are my God.’”


God’s total acceptance of His people are evidenced in four promises: God provides, as seen in the giving of the vineyards; God protects from both natural disasters and enemy nations; God purifies, as seen in the removal of Baal from the mouths and minds of Israel; and God promotes, taking those who had been called “Unloved” and “Not Mine,” and bringing them into His family, calling them “My Loved One,” and “My People.”


The divine proposal from God, then, asks us if we are interested in being His bride, entering into a permanent union with Him.

The Dual Promise


The marriage relationship does not end with the engagement, however. If anything, this relationship is only anticipated with the engagement until the wedding itself takes place. When that long awaited day arrives, there is usually a ceremony either at a courthouse or a church. One of the elements of that wedding service is the vows, those promises which the bride and groom make to each other at the onset of their life together.


These days wedding vows are often original and creative, but years ago one who had attended a number of weddings could probably recite the vows by heart, since the some ones were traditionally used. In the older wedding services, the vows were usually ended with the words, “With God as my witness I pledge thee my troth.” That phrase simply means, “I give you my word,” or “I give you my promise.”


A dual promise, similar to the vows in our wedding ceremonies today, can be seen in Hosea 2:19-20, “I will betroth you to me forever; I will betroth you in righteousness and justice, in love and compassion. I will betroth you in faithfulness, and you will acknowledge the Lord.” While these verses record the words of the Lord, there is a promise from God to us as well as a commitment from us to the Lord. 


The heavenly pledge is God’s promise to us. He assures us of His righteousness, justice, faithfulness, love, and compassion. Each of these promises is based on the very character of God, who is righteous, just, faithful, loving, and compassionate. We can rest assured that this pledge will come to pass because of the nature of God Himself.


The human pledge, our promise to God, is seen in the last phrase of verse 20, “and you will acknowledge the Lord.” The King James Version translates the verb as “know,” which comes from the Hebrew word, yada`. This is the same term used in Genesis 4:1, “Now Adam knew Eve his wife, and she conceived and bore Cain, and said, “I have acquired a man from the Lord.” Now, before you start thinking I am being inappropriate or just plain weird, the marriage relationship is an analogy to our relationship with God, not something to be taken strictly literally. “‘To know’ God is to have an intimate experiential knowledge of Him.”
 A spiritual intimacy exists between God and His bride, just as there is a physical intimacy between a husband and wife. 

As one reference work puts it, 

To know God is to be in a right relationship with him, with characteristics of love, trust, respect, and open communication. God himself is the focus, a personal relationship growing out of a living encounter with God. This language likely has its origins in the marriage relationship, often used as a metaphor for the God-Israel relationship.
 

The marriage metaphor is also used in the New Testament to describe the relationship between Christ and the Church. Paul writes in Ephesians 5:22-33,

Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior. Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything. 

Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, and to present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless. 

In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. After all, no one ever hated his own body, but he feeds and cares for it, just as Christ does the church—for we are members of his body. “For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.” This is a profound mystery—but I am talking about Christ and the church. 


In one sense, we live in the “engagement” part of the relationship, awaiting the “wedding” as described in Revelation 19:6-9,

Then I heard what sounded like a great multitude, like the roar of rushing waters and like loud peals of thunder, shouting: “Hallelujah! For our Lord God Almighty reigns. Let us rejoice and be glad and give him glory! For the wedding of the Lamb has come, and his bride has made herself ready. Fine linen, bright and clean, was given her to wear.” (Fine linen stands for the righteous acts of the saints.) Then the angel said to me, “Write: ‘Blessed are those who are invited to the wedding supper of the Lamb!’“ And he added, “These are the true words of God.” 


Yet, in another sense, we experience the “wedding ceremony” right here and now in a special ritual very common to the Christian church but sometimes misunderstood.

The Dramatic Picture


In a wedding ceremony, there is usually a lot of symbolism: the unity candle, which symbolizes two separate lives joining into one; the exchange of rings, which are symbolic in their substance (gold being very precious) and their shape (the circle symbolizing the eternal nature of marriage).


The same can be said for Christian baptism. Paul outlines the dramatic picture which baptism portrays in Romans 6:1-7,

What shall we say, then? Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase? By no means! We died to sin; how can we live in it any longer? Or don’t you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life. If we have been united with him like this in his death, we will certainly also be united with him in his resurrection. For we know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin—because anyone who has died has been freed from sin. 


This is why the Christian Church practices baptism by immersion: When the person being baptized is submerged beneath the water, it symbolizes the death and burial of Jesus; when the person is brought back up from the water, it symbolizes the raising of Jesus back to life. When we are baptized into Christ, we experience His death, burial, and resurrection, becoming one in Him, just as in marriage the man and woman become “one flesh.” As one commentator puts it, “In baptism, therefore, the Lord appropriates the baptized for his own and the baptized owns Jesus as Lord and submits to his lordship.”
 Like the bride takes on the name of the groom, so we take on the name of Christ from that moment forward.


Michael Green goes so far as to say, “Baptism…offers us a wedding certificate to the Lord Jesus Christ.”
 He continues, “Baptism is a total commitment which brings us into the most intimate union with Christ, rather as sexual intercourse does for the married couple.”
 Once again, the intention is not to become inappropriate or mystical here; but we can best understand the spiritual concept of oneness with Christ by comparing it to the physical oneness we have with our spouse.


When describing Christianity to those outside the church, I have often found that comparing our Christian walk with marriage is very helpful. (Not to mention very biblical!) At the end of the wedding day, the bride and groom are fully married; they will not become “more married” as time goes by. Hopefully their marriage will become stronger and they will grow closer together as time passes, but they will not be any more married at their twenty-fifth or fiftieth anniversary than they were when they were pronounced husband and wife. So it is with the believer. When we declare our commitment to Jesus, we become a Christian. We will never become more of a Christian than at that moment, though we will grow closer to Christ and stronger in our faith in the years that follow.


Some married couples will, from time to time, repeat their vows…perhaps on a special anniversary or occasion. The couple is not getting “remarried” in doing so, but simply renewing the commitment they had made years before. In the same way, some Christians desire to be re-baptized …not because they must, or in some way are being “saved all over again,” but simply as a way to rededicate their lives to the Lord in a tangible way. While I would never require someone to do this, I have performed baptisms for this purpose.


The Lord has offered a divine proposal to all mankind. He desires to establish a bond with each one of us that can only be compared the marriage relationship in its intimacy. He promises His love, faithfulness, justice, and righteousness, and He expects from us our love and our commitment to live for Him. We commit ourselves forever to Him in the dramatic picture of baptism.


Perhaps you have never accepted that divine proposal. Would you be willing to say, “I do,” to Jesus Christ, God the Son, who gave His life for you?


Perhaps you accepted that offer in the past, but you feel that your relationship with the Lord needs a fresh commitment. Maybe you’ve never heard the gospel according to Jesus as you have over the past several weeks. Are you willing to recommit yourself to Him—“renew your vows,” if you will—in a public way?


I’m not suggesting that everyone needs to do this today. But if the Holy Spirit is at work in your life this morning, take that step and follow Jesus, never looking back.
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