Sunday 1st August 2010. Ninth after Trinity. Canongate Kirk
Hosea 11:8
How can I hand you over, Ephraim, how can I surrender you, Israel?
The story is told of a woman who had offered to bake a cake for the church sale of work but forgot to do it until the last minute. Suddenly on the morning of the sale she remembered her promise and whisked together the mixture and threw it in the oven. To her horror, when she took the cake out of the oven, far from rising satisfactorily the centre had dropped completely flat and the cake was horribly disfigured but there simply was not time to bake another cake. Without hesitation she scrunched up some newspaper, stuffed it into the centre of the cake and covered it with thick icing. It looked perfect. She then gave her daughter specific instructions to be first in the queue at the baking stall and to buy the cake before anyone else could. But she was too late. The cake had looked so good it had been sold almost as soon as it was handed in. When she heard the news, the woman was distraught. Surely word would quickly get round about her disastrous cake. What would her friends at the church think? And all day and all night she worried and wondered what they would say. The next day, she promised herself she would try not to think about the cake and would accept a long-standing invitation to a Sunday lunch party hosted by one of the stalwarts of the congregation. To her horror, sitting in the middle of the sideboard was the very cake she had stuffed with newspaper the previous day. “What a beautiful looking cake” said one of the guests, when it was time for dessert. “Thank you” said the hostess, “I baked it myself”. 
I’m not sure where it would fit on the sliding scale of sins against which St Paul warns the Colossians and in return for which he promises divine retribution. There’s a wonderfully appropriate list to read out (again) in this 450th anniversary year of the Scottish Reformation. Fornication, indecency, lust, evil desires, ruthless greed, rage, bad temper, malice, slander, filthy talk. Actually it’s not covered till right at the end, I suppose, where he adds “Do not lie to one another”. The whole point of this particular extract of St Paul’s Letter is that he is urging his hearers to make a new start. “Do not lie to one another”, he insists and continues “now that you have discarded the old human nature and the conduct that goes with it, and have put on the new nature which is constantly being renewed in the image of its creator and brought to know God”. And finally, to emphasise, that new order which Christ has ushered in, he concludes “There is no question here of Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and freeman; but Christ is all, and is in all”. The way they used to live, with all their sins and shortcomings, is now as irrelevant as all those previous distinctions, they must put it all behind them in order to a make a fresh start in Christ. False teachers had already been distracting the early Christian converts in Colossae. They insisted that in order to know God and have full salvation one must worship certain “Spiritual rulers and authorities” and in addition they suggested that one must submit to special rites and strict rules and regulations. But to Paul this all belonged to the old order, and the new church needed to make a stand for a new way of living and believing, where Christ is all, and in all. 
When all is said and done it’s the similar sort of prospect not so much of a brand new beginning but of a fresh start that lies at the heart of our Old Testament reading too. There, like Paul, the prophet Hosea rails against the dangerous distractions of the age and challenges the people to return to God’s distinctive will and purpose for them. “but the more I called, the farther they went from me”, he laments; “they must needs sacrifice to the baalim, which is to say to the pagan gods, and burn offerings to images”. But unusually for the Old Testament the promise for once is not of divine retribution but of paternal forgiveness and of mutual thinking again. How can I hand you over, Ephraim, how can I surrender you, Israel? A change of heart moves me, tenderness kindles within me. I am not going to let loose my fury, I shall not turn and destroy……I shall not come with threats”. That’s not to say that Hosea is not as frustrated as Paul. That speaking through his prophet, God does not share their sense of frustration and helplessness. It’s just that he cannot turn against the people he has nurtured from the beginning. “When Israel was a youth, I loved him; out of Egypt I called my son”. That youth, that son has grown into the most rebellious kind of teenager, refusing to conform, determined to dabble, and at every turn slamming the door in the very face of God. But God, the long-suffering Father, cannot turn and walk away. How can I hand you over, Ephraim, how can I surrender you, Israel?

Give thanks unto the Lord our God.

How good and kind is he

Whose tender mercy shall endure

Through all eternity.

Let God’s redeemed repeat these words

And give him thanks and praise

Who rescued them from hostile lands,

Preserved them all their days.

Of course in the end, in the ultimate demonstration of tender mercy, he did hand over his son, he did surrender him. But that was no less than what was required to bring about the beginning of the new order, where Christ is all and in all, Christ the only-begotten son, handed over to cruel men, surrendered even to the agony of death on the cross, in order that we might make a new beginning, putting to death those parts of us which belong as St Paul put it to the earth, putting the way we once lived behind us and starting again, afresh.

Just as I am, you will receive,

Will welcome, pardon, cleanse, relieve;

Because your promise I believe,

O Lamb of God, I come.

How can I hand you over, Ephraim, how can I surrender you, Israel? Not them, not us. Not then, not now. But now may God bless to us this preaching of his most holy word, and to God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be all praise and glory now and forever.                                                                                                                   Amen.                    
