June 5, 2005
Hosea 6:6
Third Sunday


Matthew 9:13
After Pentecost (A)


 “I Desire Mercy and Not Sacrifice”

1.
“I desire mercy and not sacrifice.”  This phrase comes to us both in the Old Testament reading as well as the Gospel reading.  It’s given as a warning to Israel in Hosea’s time and a test to the Pharisees in Jesus’ day.  Today it speaks to us and our lives.  Let’s look at all three instances to see what God is saying.

2.
“I desire mercy and not sacrifice.”  What is God telling Israel through His prophet Hosea?  God is judging Israel.  He’s telling them that they have forsaken His word and have gone away from His precepts.  How is this possible you ask?  They’ve taken the Law, which God gave them on Mount Sinai, and the sacrificial system for granted.  They put their trust in their own works and their keeping of the Law and their offering of sacrifices.  You see, that’s God’s problem with Israel.  Their sacrifices are an end in themselves.  Their sacrifices became the main focus of their worship.  God doesn’t want that.  Their sacrifices meant nothing in that context.  God gave them the sacrificial system to foreshadow the sacrifice that He would make when He would become incarnate and walk among His people.  Without the focus on the coming, true, atoning sacrifice, “it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sin” (Hebrews 10:4).  Israel had lost their purpose in worship.  Their sinful pride had gotten in their way.  They no longer even acknowledged God.  Thankfully, “Jesus sinners will receive.”  It is the mercy shown to us by God through the sacrifice of His only begotten Son that is credited to us as righteousness.  Those of us who believe that the crucified and risen Lord is the only source of our salvation.  This is the mercy God was offering to Israel through His prophet Hosea.

3.
“I desire mercy and not sacrifice.”  What is Jesus telling the Pharisees?  The Pharisees had done what their ancestors had done.  They put themselves in the way of God’s Law.  They revered the Ten Commandments so much that they wanted to make sure that no one ever broke them.  To do this, they made 603 more laws to protect the Ten that God had given.  They had lost their purpose in life.  They were too busy trying to keep their own rules.  They weren’t concerned about the One they were supposed to be looking for.  Jesus tries to point this out to them as they are discussing Jesus’ consorting with “sinners.”  Jesus explains his quoting of Hosea by denoting the fact that the healthy don’t need a doctor.  Since the Pharisees saw themselves as spiritually healthy, they didn’t need the salvation that Jesus was offering.  However, if they would acknowledge that they themselves were sinners, Jesus would receive them and give them salvation from their sins.  This is the mercy Jesus was offering to the Pharisees.

4.
“I desire mercy and not sacrifice.”  What is God telling us today?  Like Israel, He wants us to acknowledge Him as the King of the Universe.  Like the Pharisees, He wants us to see that we are spiritually dead in our sins.  He wants us to understand that His sacrifice on the Cross is the only means of salvation.  He doesn’t want us making new rules surrounding it like the Pharisees did.  However, we tend to favor both positions.  Many Christians come to church for the sole purpose of getting another checkmark on some attendance sheet which God is keeping in Heaven.  This can bring about a nonchalant attitude where church is just a social gathering like the Rotary Club or a bowling league.  That isn’t what church is at all.  Church is where God comes to you in His Word and Sacrament.  God comes to you to give you the mercy required to spend eternal life with Him—mercy we by no means deserve.  We sinners don’t deserve to have our faith in Christ—which also comes as a result of God’s mercy—credited to us as righteousness.  However, this is what God does when He receives us into His family through Holy Baptism and when He feeds us with His Son’s very Body and Blood in Holy Communion.  This is the mercy which God extends to us through His instrument the Church.

5.
As we’ve seen, it’s the mercy that God Himself shows to us that He desires.  The three groups that God has said, “I desire mercy and not sacrifice,” all have one thing in common.  They’re all sinners.  Each group needs the sacrifice of Christ on the Cross in order to atone for the wrongs that they have done.  Israel’s pride, the Pharisees’ over protectiveness and our nonchalant attitude have all offended God equally.  However, it is His mercy, which He gives to us through His sacrifice.  The sacrifice that makes everything possible for our salvation.  Not the sacrifices of bulls and goats by Israel.  Not the keeping of the Law by the Pharisees.  Not by frequent attendance at worship services.  None of these do anything to aid our salvation.  In fact, they will damage our salvation if we put our trust in them and not in Jesus.  It is through Jesus that we have our salvation and the hope of eternal life.  This way it will be credited to us as righteousness.  Amen.
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