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When I was a child, I had a small wooden plaque, maybe 3” by 6.” It was very 

light, almost blond wood, with edges that had been scalloped. Carved into and painted 

on the plaque was a picture of a flower and the words, God is love. It is one of the few 

items from my childhood about which I occasionally think, I wish I still had that. It was 

clearly made for a child, not elegant in any way, and over the years it got quite banged 

up. But it was a powerful statement of the concept of God that I learned as a child and 

still hold as an adult. And that is what I want to discuss with you this morning, 

specifically, God’s steadfast love. 

 

It may surprise you that the text for this morning is from the Old Testament. 

Perhaps, like me, you heard once or many times that the God of the OT was a harsh god, 

quick to judge, and full of wrath. That god was usually contrasted to a god of love in the 

New Testament. As will be abundantly clear in just a moment, that is simply not true. 

Whatever else you remember from today’s service, I hope you will remember that. The 

story of God’s love in the NT is the continuation and fulfillment of the story of God’s 

love in the Hebrew Bible. God did not change. God was and is a loving God. Always. 

 

Hosea was a prophet in the Northern Kingdom of Israel in the eighth century BCE. 

Like other prophets of his time, Hosea was calling out the people of Israel for failing to 

worship the God who had delivered them from slavery in Egypt, the God with whom 

they had entered into a covenant. I will be your God, and you will be my people. 

 

In the first four verses of chapter 11, Hosea is speaking in the first person, on 

behalf of God, portraying God as a parent who has adopted Israel as a son. That is 

remarkable enough. What is even more amazing if you listen carefully is that the image 

is that of a loving mother tenderly caring for her child. 

 

“It was I who taught Ephraim (a euphemism for Israel) to walk, I took them up in 

my arms….I healed them…I led them with cords of human kindness, with bands of love. I 

was to them like those who lift infants to their cheeks. I bent down to them and fed 

them.” Think about that. God our mother teaching us to walk, healing us, holding us in 

her arms, lifting us up to her cheeks, bending down and feeding us. What a beautiful 

image. 
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There’s a transition that takes place in verses 5-7 and the message has a 

completely different tone. This loving parent has had it. The voice of God betrays both 

hurt and anger at Israel because the people have been unfaithful and rebellious. They 

have broken their covenant. They were worshipping false gods, “sacrificing to the Baals, 

and offering incense to idols.” (v.2b) No matter how many times God called to them, 

they refused to return. And so God says, all right… 

 

“They shall return to the land of Egypt and Assyria shall be their king, because 

they have refused to return to me.” Those words would have hit close to home for Israel 

because they were spoken during the time in history when Assyria was rising in power. 

Indeed, in 722 BCE, Assyria would destroy Samaria, which was the capital of the 

Northern Kingdom and the people of Israel would be dispersed. Such judgment and 

punishment would have been considered reasonable. According to the Torah, rebellious 

sons were to be stoned to death. 

 

But then, in verses 8-11 the tone changes once again. The loving parent is 

brokenhearted, but refuses to act in wrath. Listen to these words and hear them as the 

voice of God: “How can I give you up, Ephraim? How can I hand you over, Israel? My 

heart recoils within me. My compassion grows warm and tender. I will not execute my 

fierce anger.” The final verses describe God’s children coming back, trembling like birds 

from Egypt, and like doves from Assyria. “And I will return them to their homes, says the 

Lord.” I will bring them back home. 

 

Well-known biblical scholar Walter Brueggeman has noted: “Hosea 11 is among 

the most remarkable oracles in the entire prophetic literature…We penetrate deeper 

into the heart and mind of God than anywhere in the Old Testament. What we find is 

grace.” 

 

The gift of this passage is its portrayal of just who God is. God had every reason to 

give up on Israel. But God couldn’t do it. Another commentator (Garber) put it: Here we 

have “a rare glimpse into God’s inner emotional turmoil over the action of God’s child... 
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The thought of punishing this child literally causes God’s heart to turn over upon itself.”  

God cannot act like a “mortal” because God is God. And at the heart of God is a love 

that will not let go.  

 

This is the steadfast love of God praised by the Psalmist in this morning’s call to 

worship. “Give thanks to the LORD, for God is good; God’s steadfast love endures 

forever...Let the redeemed of the Lord say so, those God redeemed from trouble…Let 

them give thanks for God’s steadfast love…Let those who are wise give heed to these 

things, and consider the steadfast love of the LORD.” God’s steadfast love endures 

forever. 

 

This is the love of the forgiving father who welcomed home the prodigal son. This 

is the love described in the Gospel of John: “For God so loved the world that God sent 

God’s only son…” This is the love described by Paul writing to the Romans: “For I am 

persuaded that neither death nor life, neither angels nor principalities, nor things 

present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all 

creation will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” 

 

Perhaps you’re thinking, “Okay, Sharon, so what else is new?” God is love. We 

know that. Do we? Can we? Have we become so accustomed to talking about God’s love 

that we have lost the ability to experience how radical it is? What a miracle it is? Has our 

talk about God’s love become so casual that we take it for granted? Has our assessment 

of ourselves become so jaded that we assume God loves us because we’re good people? 

That somehow we’ve earned it? 

 

I actually believe that God’s steadfast love—love that will not let us go—is a gift 

that is so much more than the human mind can comprehend, so much more than the 

human heart can hold, that we can’t “know” it in the way we usually think of knowing 

things. It’s too much to take in. 

 

Yes, we can feel God’s love. We can see God’s love at work in our lives. 
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But still it’s so much more than we can feel or see. At the risk of sounding trite, we can’t 

really wrap our arms all the way around it. When we try, we're left with wonder and 

awe and thanksgiving. 

 

Early in my ministry I preached a sermon. I think the title was “Jesus loves me.” 

I know that was the theme. It was not today’s message, or based on today’s text. I 

mention it now because almost 40 years later, I remember the response of one of the 

church members. He was a man probably in his 50s, a very successful business 

executive. I was half his age, and just starting my “career.” 

 

He made it a point to tell me how much he appreciated my sermon because as 

“grown up” and “successful” as he was, he still had a hard time accepting the message, 

Jesus loves me. Jesus loves me. Jesus loves you. 

 

That man taught me a lifelong lesson. He was not a person who had done terrible, 

hurtful things to others. He was not someone who had cheated at work or relationships, 

or committed crimes. He was an ordinary good person like most of us and most of the 

people we know. But still he knew that he had not earned—nor could he ever earn the 

kind of love that God offers to us: love that will not give us up, will not let us go, 

steadfast love that endures forever. God’s love is a gift: simple and pure, radical and 

miraculous. 

 

When I am honest about myself, when we are honest about ourselves, we reach 

the same conclusion. We have not earned, nor could we ever earn, God’s love. God does 

not love us because of who we are, because of what we’ve done, however good or bad. 

God loves us because that is who God is. God loves us because that is who God is. This is 

the gift of love that changes our lives. This is the gift of love we have been called to 

share with others. This is the gift of love that we could and should talk about for hours 

more…but that is for another day. 

 

Today we gather around the table that Christ has set for us. It is a tangible symbol 

of the love that God offers to us, steadfast love that endures forever. With awe and 

wonder, let us share this meal and give thanks. 


