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 Students in their last year of seminary take an oral comprehensive exam.  When I took 

my exam, I didn’t know who were going to be my examiners until I walked in the room.  We 

spent the first 25 minutes dissecting every word of John 3:16. In the Greek… and then people 

got to ask me other hard questions… One of my professors asked me about Charles Finney. I 

had no idea who that was… turns out he was a rather important figure in American 

evangelicalism.  Unfortunately, that was a class I missed in my education (American church 

history).  But, now I know that he a leader in the Second Great Awakening.  He was a revivalist… 

I ran across one of his sermons on a piece of Hosea.  It was a very, very long sermon… on Hosea 

10:12 –“break up your unplowed ground; for it is time to seek the LORD, until he comes  and 

showers righteousness on you….” Opening 2 points, 14 points (sins of omission), 12 points (sins 

of commission), 4 points (final remarks)… for a total of 32 points. 

Charles Finney tells us what it means to break up the unplowed or fallow ground: “To 

break up the fallow ground, is to break up your hearts, to prepare your minds to bring forth 

fruit unto God. The mind of man is often compared to the ground in the bible. The word of God 

is the seed sown there, the fruit representing the actions and emotions of those who receive it. 

To break up the fallow ground therefore, is to bring the mind into such a state that it is fitted to 

receive the Word of God. Sometimes your hearts get matted down, hard and dry, until there is 

no such thing as getting fruit from them until they are broken up, and mellowed down, and 

fitted to the Word. It is this softening of the heart, so as to make it feel the truth, which the 

prophet calls break up your fallow ground.” 

Hosea 10:12 tells us – break up that unplowed ground, sow the seed of righteousness, 

reap the fruit of unfailing love, all the while, waiting for God to come and rain on you… Be open 

and receptive to God’s word, and join him as a co-laborer in doing the works of righteousness.  

This is what we are to do.  The problem is, we don’t  - as we see here and in all of the rest of the 

book of Hosea.  We don’t … The Israelites didn’t and we don’t.  Most of us are still stuck in the 
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very same sins that we’ve been stuck in for a very long time (like Israel – in Gibeah - “Since the 

days of Gibeah, you have sinned, O Israel, and there you have remained. – Hosea 10:9).  And 

we’re not getting anywhere – why?  Because we’re relying on our own strength to get us there 

– our own energy – our own warriors (10:13).   

And this destroys God’s heart.  And he grieves. In the first part of Hosea, he grieves like 

a jealous lover.  And here he grieves like the father of the prodigal son.  “When Israel was a 

child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son” (11:1) [And later, “It was I who taught 

Ephraim to walk, taking them by the arms… And I led them with cords of human kindness, with 

ties of love… I bent down to feed them” (11:2-3)… back to, out of Egypt I called my son] But the 

more I called Israel [the more I held his arms, the more I led him, the more I fed them], the 

further they went from me.”   

Most of you know what it’s like to be on one or the other end or both ends of a 

relationship where there is not equal interest.  A girl who likes a boy more than the boy likes 

the girl (been there!)… A mother of a teenage daughter who so wants her daughter to bond 

with her, but the daughter will have nothing of it.  And in desperation she cries… The more I call 

to her, the farther away she goes from me!  I’ve seen this dynamic over and over and again and 

have often concluded with one or the other party – you know what, the person who wants the 

least in the relationship, wins.  You can’t make a person love you – and the more you try, the 

more they pull away.  The person who wants the least in the relationship, wins.  The person 

who wants the least in the relationship gets what they want. 

So the question is, If I want less of God, do I win?   

Maybe God can’t force us to love him- or I should say, maybe God won’t force us to love 

him… , but as a punishment for not loving him, he could certainly kill us.  Because he is God and 

we are not, he has every right to destroy Israel, to destroy us… to punish us, to rise up against 

us with the roar of battle, with the flash of the sword in the city (11:6).  And truly, grief often 

takes its first form in anger.  Anger is the surface…  

But deep below the surface is grief. 

And that grief is what we see in God. In a twist of emotion, God asks, “How can I give 

you up?  How can I hand you over?  How can I treat you like Admah and Zeboiim, cities I 



 3 

destroyed along with Sodom and Gomorrah” (11:8)? Then he pauses before he answers 

himself… My heart is changed within me; all my compassion is aroused.  I will not carry out my 

fierce anger, nor will I turn and devastate Ephraim… (11:8b-9). I will not come in wrath.  Why?  

Because he is God and not man. (11:9) One of the most startling verses in all of Scripture.  The 

very attribute that defines God-ness is not Stoic changelessness, it’s change!  The very attribute 

that defines God-ness is not revenge and punishment – but compassion.  God-ness is absolutely 

defined as heart transformation… from wrath to love… heart responsiveness.   

And it’s not that God’s heart is changed because Ephraim and Israel and we are so 

wonderful… No, it’s because God remembers who God is and his chosen relationship of love to 

his child, and he is so moved by that covenantal commitment, that he re-engages his relentless 

pursuit.  The person who wants less wins?  Not in God’s rules… In God’s rules, God wins… and 

so even our lack of desire for him will not make him give us up.  Even our stubborn refusal to 

recognize him will not force him to hand us over to his wrath. 

See, God plays by different rules!   

Humans cannot hold back their anger very long, but God is sloooooow to anger 

Humans cannot bear with others when they are tired, stressed, or annoyed, but God 

forebears even when we tire him out, stress him out, and annoy him. (And you can’t tell me 

God doesn’t get tired, stressed, or annoyed because we see all of these in Jesus)… and yet he 

forebears. 

Humans will not reconcile if the person who offended them is a person of bad character, 

but God knows our total depravity… and that all have sinned and fallen short… and yet he 

reconciles. 

Humans are often only willing to be reconciled if the offending party craves forgiveness 

and makes the first move, but God, God always makes the first move. 

Humans are often only willing to be reconciled if the offending party will never again do 

the wrong, but God knows that we will fall off the wagon again and again and again… 70x7… 

exponential fullness times fullness. 

Humans, when they attempt reconciliation, will not continue if they are rejected… but 

God, in Christ was despised and rejected, and yet he continues… 
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And the promise is there in verse 10… They will follow the Lord.  God wins!  He will roar 

like a lion.  And when he roars, his children will come trembling from the west.  Have you ever 

heard a lion roar?  It is like no other sound on earth. I was at the Lincoln Park zoo in Chicago a 

number of years ago, and this other worldly sound – so loud it was soft – so powerful, I was 

feeling it more than I was hearing it.  Building, building, building – deepening, deepening, 

deepening – creating a dome of dominion drawing my eyes and body in its direction – and 

there, 100 yards away – was a lion, standing on a rock. 

What is the cross if not the roar of the lion of the tribe of Judah?  In the cross, we feel, 

more than we hear, the roar of God.  The cross is the place where God wins.  The cross is the 

place where the Holy One of Israel absorbs his own wrath so that his tender mercies can flow 

unhindered throughout the vastness of the dome of his dominion. 

And when he roars, his children will come trembling from all over.  When he roars in the 

cross, when he roars in history, when he roars in his word, when he roars through the 

experiences of conviction and beauty in our lives, we are CHANGED.  And that is the essence of 

being human… Humanity was created to change, to grow, to develop, to live… Because of sin, 

that can only happen through the miraculous transformative recreating power of the God.  

When the Lion of Judah roars, more than hear it, we are shaken to the core, and we find our 

legs shaking and moving in the direction of the sound of holy love.   

They will come trembling like sparrows from Egypt, fluttering like doves from Assyria.  

The thing about doves and their siblings the pigeons is that they have this deep down intuitive 

ability to find their way back home.  Homing pigeons can find their way back home, even up to 

1000 miles away.  We may be very far away from God, but there is no distance so far that his 

roar can’t reach us.  There is no distance too far that his tender cords of kindness and ties of 

love cannot draw us back to himself.  There is no distance from which God cannot reach 

through your depravity to the way he created you to be, to turn you back to your sense for him, 

your sense for home, and lead you to himself with the depth of his holy roar.   

In the Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, after Aslan has been resurrected… he plays 

with Lucy and Susan.  They chase each other all over the hill… “now letting them almost catch 

his tail, now diving between them, now tossing them in the air with his huge and beautifully 
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velveted paws and catching them again, and now stopping unexpectedly so that all three of 

them  rolled over together in a happy laughing heap of fur and arms and legs. It was such a 

romp as no one has ever had except in Narnia; and whether it was more like playing with a 

thunderstorm or playing with a kitten Lucy could never make up her mind… ‘And now,’ said 

Aslan presently, ‘to business.  I feel I am going to roar.  You had better put your fingers in your 

ears.’  And they did.  And Aslan stood up and when he opened his mouth to roar his face 

became so terrible that they did not dare to look at it.  And they saw all of the trees in front of 

him bend before the blast of his roaring as grass bends in a meadow before the wind.  Then he 

said, ‘We have a long journey to go.  You must ride on me’” (p. 164).  And they rode and rode 

and rode.  The one who plays with us and delights in us … is the one who roars … is the one who 

carries us where we need to go. 

John 3:16 – For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son that whoever believes 

in him – whoever hears his roar – whoever climbs onto his back - shall not perish, but have 

everlasting life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


