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Originally written for the Local Preachers’ Office, London

ORDER OF SERVICE

HOSEA AND THE PRODIGAL SON

CALL TO WORSHIP (Psalm 95 (865 in H&P / 818 StF) may be said responsively): 

‘O come let us sing out to the Lord: 
let us shout in triumph to the rock of our salvation. 
Let us come before his face with thanksgiving: 
and cry out to him joyfully in psalms. 
Come let us worship and bow down: 
and kneel before the Lord our maker. 
We are his people and the sheep of his pasture.’ 

HYMN: 13 (H&P) / 83 (StF) Praise, my soul, the King of heaven 

PRAYERS OF ADORATION AND PRAISE:
 
O God, you are the truth, beauty and love which lie behind our understanding, our vision, our affections. 

The universe and this world are your creation. Our life is your gift to us. You want us to be part of your purpose. 

In Jesus you draw back the curtain which hides your purpose from us, and open the doors of your treasury of loving kindness and forgiveness. 

And though we often will not face what you have to show us; in your Holy Spirit you gently turn us back towards the light; and invite us to share in the homecoming you have in store for us and all humankind. 

For all the signs in our lives of your goodness we thank you - for the satisfaction of learning, pleasure in beautiful things, joy in human affection; and for patience and courage in the dark times. 

For the opportunity, in this time of worship, to lay before you our needs, our hopes, our fears; to enjoy together your Holy Spirit again descending on us, again settling within us, with all our hearts we thank you. Amen. 

THE LORD’S PRAYER 

HYMN: 257 (H&P) / 322 (StF) How sweet the name of Jesus sounds 

READINGS: Hosea Chapter 11:1-11 and Luke Chapter 15:11-24 

HYMN: 230 (H&P) / 416 (StF) There’s a wideness in God’s mercy 

SERMON (see attached sheets) 

HYMN: 726 (H&P) / 498 (StF) God of all power, and truth, and grace 

PRAYERS OF CONFESSION:
Now let us acknowledge for ourselves our need of forgiveness. And let us make ourselves ready to hear God speak his forgiveness to us. 

Lord, in your mercy, hear our prayer. 

We lay before you the sins of the world of which we are a part: 

the war, hatred, oppression and poverty which people inflict on each other
the material values which flourish, the spiritual values left to decay 
and all the things which devalue personal relationships and deface the image of God within us. 

Lord, in your mercy, hear our prayer. 

We lay before you the sins of the Church, the body of Christ: 

our differences which become divisions 
our slowness to learn of Christ 
our lack of faith 
our uncertain witness 
the poverty of our worship 
our half-hearted service to the world 
our sheer lack of joy in the Gospel. 

Lord, in your mercy, hear our prayer. 

We lay before you our own sins:
 
our wasted days and years 
our desire to escape problems we should have the courage to face 
the fears which grab us when our faith burns low 
the unhappiness we bring on others and ourselves 
our lack of faith, of hope and of love. 

Lord, in your mercy, hear our prayer. 

And now let’s listen to the sound of God’s forgiveness in the silence. 
(Short period of silence) 

Hear the word of God. In Christ our sins are forgiven. Let us forgive each other. Let us forgive ourselves. Amen.


PRAYERS OF INTERCESSION - a ‘menu’: 

Lord God we lay before you the needs of our world and those around us, near and far. We know that your purpose exceeds our understanding, and your compassion outstretches our concern. 

Lord hear us. Lord graciously hear us. 

Here is a country hit by natural disaster. We pray for its afflicted people and those who are helping them; for courage in adversity, and generosity in giving. 

Lord hear us. Lord graciously hear us. 

Here is a country torn by war. We pray for its leaders who have it in their power to sow the seeds of peace; and for all who are victims of violence they neither desire nor deserve. 

Lord hear us. Lord graciously hear us. 

Here is a man who cannot find a job and who feels society does not value him. We pray that he may rediscover self-esteem, and find the hero in himself.

 
Lord hear us. Lord graciously hear us. 

Here are people who fear for their jobs because of the ups and downs of the market, and who live each day in the shadow of redundancy. We pray for those who hold the jobs of others in their hands, and have each day to try to square the circle of people and profit.

 
Lord hear us. Lord graciously hear us. 
Here is a broken family, where love has drained away leaving a deposit of resentment and frustration. We pray for the partners and their children; for humility, forgiveness and reconciliation. 

Lord hear us. Lord graciously hear us. 

Here is a child abused. We pray for all children at risk, and those who seek to protect them. 

Lord hear us. Lord graciously hear us. 

Here is a man/woman/family grieving the loss of a loved one. We pray for consolation, the blossoming of tender memories, and courage to face the future emptied by loss. 

Lord hear us. Lord graciously hear us. 

Here is someone we know and love, sick in body/mind/spirit. We pray that he/she may be healed according to his/her need within your loving purpose. 

Lord hear us. Lord gracious hear us. 

Here is a man/woman carrying a great burden that he/she knows not how to lay down. We pray that he/she will find another to share it with. 

Lord hear us. Lord graciously hear us. 

Here is the family of our church, with its many needs. Strengthen us in faith, fellowship and service. 

Lord hear us. Lord graciously hear us. 

Accept these prayers, O Lord, limited though they are. Weave them into the tapestry of your loving purpose, and help us to act on what we pray. 
In the name of Christ we ask this. Amen. 

OFFERING AND DEDICATION: 
Lord God our heavenly father, in your son Jesus Christ, you have given us all that you have and all that you are. Accept these gifts as signs that, in return, we give to you all that we have, all that we are, and all that through your grace we may become. Amen. 
HYMN: 75 (H&P) / 318 (StF) Christ, our King before creation (preferred tune Blaenwern) 
THE GRACE: 
The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with us all, now and always. Amen.
SERMON

HOSEA AND THE PRODIGAL SON

Hosea, His Country and His Wife.

Hosea lived in a troubled land in troubled times. Corruption and idolatry were rife. Israel had a floppy foreign policy and a feeble army. Neither were adequate to deal with the rising military might of Assyria. The hammer was about to strike down on the tiny kingdom. 

Hosea thought about these things. He believed that the imminent destruction of his country, with all the suffering that would bring, was God’s punishment of his people for their wrongdoing. 

Then Hosea thought some more. He thought about his personal life. He had fallen in love with a woman called Gomer. She was a woman with a reputation, as we say. After their marriage she left him, and turned to prostitution. Her men gave her presents. But her life got worse rather than better. Men used her when it suited them and dropped her when it didn’t. 

She became sick of the promiscuous life. Hosea found her, and said to her ‘I love you still. I forgive you. Come back to me.’ And she returned. 

Now as Hosea thought about his marriage, and thought about the state of his country, suddenly, his mind made an imaginative leap. He said to himself: ‘I have always loved Gomer ever since I met her. She deserted me. She suffered as a result.  I forgave her. I called her back. She came.’ 

He said: ‘I wonder whether God is like that with his people. He has always loved them. They have deserted him. And they will suffer as a result at the hand of Assyria. But God will not stop loving his people. He will call them back. They will return.’ 

He said: ‘I believe God is like that! That’s what God is like. At heart God is forgiving and merciful.’ 

That’s the message of the verses we heard from Hosea. And in another lovely verse Hosea interweaves the two ideas of reconciliation in marriage and God’s restoration of his people. ‘And I will betroth you to me forever; I will betroth you to me in righteousness and in justice, in steadfast love, and in mercy’ (Hosea Chapter 2: 19). 
So Hosea had the insight to see that God is at heart a God of love, of mercy, of forgiveness. God spoke to Hosea through his personal life and the life of his people. God told Hosea something about God’s very nature. And Hosea told others. 

The Prodigal Son 

But it’s one thing for God to be merciful and forgiving. It’s another thing for men and women to feel and admit the need of forgiveness. 

Let’s turn to the story of the prodigal son. Imagine this young man. He went off. He wasted his inheritance. His hopes turned to fears, his dreams to nightmares. He lay on his bed of straw wondering. Dare he go home? How could he persuade his father to have him back? 

He composed and rehearsed a little speech, a submissive little speech, designed to deflect his father’s anger, and secure re-entry to the family estate, on any terms. ‘Father I have sinned …’ Then he set off. 

But his father came to meet him. He wasn’t expecting that! Before he could open his mouth, his father put his arms around him. And then, only then did he manage to say his little speech: ‘Father I have sinned …’ 

And when he said it, with his father’s arms still around him, the well-crafted, self-interested, little speech, I think, poured out as a heart-felt confession. ‘I am no longer worthy to be called your son.’ 

It was when he felt his father’s loving arms around him, not before, that he really realised how he needed to be forgiven. And then and only then, he knew himself forgiven. 

The Travelling Artist 

A travelling artist walked into town one day. He’d never been there before. 

He explored the streets for an hour or two. He wandered around the art gallery. Then he bought himself a hamburger. He settled down against a wall in the town centre to eat it.


Then, to pass the time, he got his coloured paints and brushes out of his back pack. He painted a little picture on the wall where he was sitting. He was quite pleased with the result. 

A woman passing by stopped to look at his painting. She wasn’t at all pleased. She looked angrily at the artist. She said ‘Do you realise what you’ve done? You’ve spoiled that painting!’ ‘What painting?’ he said.


The artist got up and stepped back. He stood beside the woman. He looked up. Then he saw. He saw what he had not noticed before. He saw a great mural, a fine wall-painting. And he had defaced it. 

As a painter he was good enough to realise at once that he had spoiled the work of an artist greater than himself. 

He began to regret what he had done. He said ‘My God, I’ve made a right mess of that.’ Then, as his eyes dwelt on the greater painting, a new thought came to him. He said ‘My God, I wish I could paint like that.’ (Artists and crafts people among you will understand this.) 

The Cross 

It is when we come face to face with the life picture God has painted with indelible paints on the solid wall of eternity, that we realize the shortcomings of our graffiti as we wander through life. And we want to do better. But how? 

We want to love the Lord our God with all our hearts, and our neighbour as ourselves. And if we have our sights set on the great commandments, we are ‘not far from the Kingdom of God.’ That’s what Jesus said to the scribe. ‘You are not far from the Kingdom of God.’ (Mark Chapter 12:34). There is another crucial step to be taken. 

And that crucial step is taken, not by the scribe, not by the artist, not by you or me. It is taken by God in Christ. And the sign that God has taken that step, will take it and take it again and again for each one of us, is the cross. 

Many people wear crosses around their necks. Some wear them just as ornaments. Some wear them as a statement, a sign, a reminder with them always that in Christ, God has taken that crucial step for all humanity and therefore for me. 

In Christ, God comes to meet me. He flings his arms around me. It is not that I will be forgiven if … It is that I am forgiven. It is not that I can re-enter the family estate as a slave. It is that I am welcomed back to the home where I was born as a son. 
It is not that I must try harder to paint better pictures; or if I can’t then go away and scribble on scrap paper and stop defacing God’s mural. It is that God puts a brush in my hands and says: ‘Trust me. I will show you how to help me to paint the picture of eternity on the walls of everyday life. I will inspire you to love me, love your neighbour, love life, as I love you.’ 

We Are Forgiven 

Hosea found the door to these truths. Jesus, with his story of the prodigal son, turned the door handle. God in Christ on the cross pushed the door wide open. 

We are members of a community founded on forgiveness. We would not be here if Jesus had not forgiven Peter long ago. We would not be here if we did not know our own need for forgiveness. 
We would not be here if we did not have the faith that God forgives us, and through forgiveness sets us free to love him and serve him joyfully in the corner of life he has given us. 

A big poster outside a city church read ‘Forgiveness is our greatest gift. Forgiveness is our greatest need.’ Indeed it is. 

God forgives us. Let us forgive each other. Let us forgive ourselves. For we are welcome home! 

In the name of God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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