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INTRODUCTION TO THE LATE
EIGHTH-CENTURY PROPHETS

In the eighth century B.C. God sent “Four Prophetic Horsemen” to warn His sleeping people of the great dangers ahead. Those prophetic riders appeared out of nowhere, one by one, and shouted their sacred proclamations of the doom ahead. They warned the astonished crowds to flee to God for mercy and to abandon their sinful ways of living. The names of the four members of this noble band were Amos (764-755 B.C.), Hosea (755-717 B.C.), Isaiah (739-690 B.C.), and Micah (735-700 B.C.).1 The exactness of dates for their years of prophesying is not certain in all cases. However, present biblical and extra-biblical data assure us that the dates are sufficiently accurate.

The excitement that surrounds the messages of these four men is the result mainly of their warnings’ urgency. They lived during the final years of the Northern Kingdom (Israel) and were the spokesmen of God’s final pleas to the wayward ten tribes of Israel. What an awesome responsibility was theirs—to deliver God’s last warning to a heretofore blessed nation and to announce that, unless there was a national repentance soon, there would be a national doom shortly. These prophets addressed a nation living upon a shaky foundation, which supported tottering military and political beams. That situation—a sinful people living in days of luxury but political uncertainty—makes the messages of these men still relevant for today’s man who lives well but yet is faced on every hand with threats of “wars and rumors of wars.”

The beautiful thing is that the writings of these heralds of God, amid the proclamations of coming chastisement, also presented a solution to Israel’s problem—national repentance and a return to God. These good physicians of the past still have within their biblical journals God’s prescriptions for peace, both nationally and individually, if modern man will only take the prescriptions. Sadly, both Israel (the Northern Kingdom) and Judah (the Southern Kingdom) refused, and the prophesied miseries came upon them.

It is hoped that people today will learn some of the lessons from these ancient teachers and will experience the promised blessings, rather than the sure and certain punishments that are the portion of those who ignore God’s teachings.

MICAH (735-700 B.C.)

Micah presented a message of woe not only to the ten northern tribes, but also to the Southern Kingdom of Judah, which was to fall a century and a quarter after the fall of her northern sister. As he stood safely in Jerusalem in 722 B.C., the prophet Micah heard tearfully that the unrepentant northern tribes were being destroyed and conquered by the cruel pagan giant Assyria. As he heard daily of towns and cities burning and of their people being captured and taken into captivity, he continued to rebuke the equally self-satisfied nation of Judah. As that news from the north drifted southward and stunned the minds of the people in Judah to the reality of God’s prophetic dooms, Micah still rebuked them. Yet in the end Judah would not listen, and God would bring the fierce Babylonian hordes down upon her. The Babylonians came first in 605 B.C., then again in 597 B.C., and finally once more in 586 B.C. when even the Temple of Solomon was pulled down and burned. Oh, that our generation also would hear the call of Micah and be spared the agony of God’s rod!

ISAIAH (739-690 B.C.)

Isaiah, like Micah, spoke from Jerusalem. Isaiah 28 denounces the sins of the Northern Kingdom, but almost all the rest of the book’s sixty-six chapters warns and pleads with the Southern Kingdom to forsake her sins while there is yet time to repent. Yet his negative prophecies strike a positive note as they abound with the final solution to Israel’s problems, the coming of the Messianic deliverer (Isa. 7:14; 9; 11; 52:13—53: 12).

AMOS (764-755 B.C.); HOSEA (755-717 B.C.)

Amos and Hosea, however, were the pair whom God used (one right after the other, like their predecessors Elijah and Elisha) to announce to both the Northern and Southern Kingdoms that His patience at last had ended and that their hour of decision had arrived. They voiced the challenge that Israel and Judah either must repent right then or face God’s immediate judgment of conquest and rapine by the merciless Assyrians. For Israel, that would mean complete scattering of the population within a generation and an end of the ten tribes as a nation. For Judah, such judgment would mean the destruction of her land by the rampaging Assyrians. It would also be a harbinger of Judah’s captivity at the hands of the Babylonians a century and a half later. Thus, unrepentant sister followed unrepentant sister in grief while God’s prophets stood atop the hills, knocked down the altars to Baal, and wept.

Amos especially portrays to us that in Samaria, the capital city of Israel, kings and princes sat “at ease in Zion” (6:1), trusting in their foreign policy to keep them safe, instead of trusting in the Lord of Hosts. How much like that is modern America, sitting rich and “at ease in Zion” as dishonesty, immorality, and unbelief threaten to engulf the character of a once great nation. God is increasingly despised as profanity and even blasphemies can be heard daily over TV—and few protest. We too, like Israel of the eighth century B.C., are wealthy, strong, and trusting in our economy and foreign policy to deliver us, while Christ stands so often ignored as He knocks at the door of the national heart and at the doors of individual hearts (Rev. 3:20). Consider some of the major events of the 1970s; the similarity is so marked and plain that it is frightening—America’s failure to reach its objectives in Vietnam, its standing by while Cambodia was raped by the Khmer Rouge; which was followed by the loss of the Panama Canal, the taking of fifty American hostages in Iran, and then the Russian invasion of Afganistan. Surely those events have their roots in a forsaking of God rather than merely in “foreign policy miscalculations.”

Yet Hosea emphasizes that despite the severity of the coming chastening, God’s love will not entirely forsake those whom He once loved. No, in the end times He will gather up Israel, cleanse her, and restore her to a favor that will transcend even His former first love for her. God’s love and willingness to forgive rings out to every generation that studies this prophet. (Read 1 John 1:9 concerning confession and forgiveness.)

Both of these “prophets of doom” end their messages with this assurance of God’s abiding love for His ancient people and His absolute pledge of their end-time cleansing and restoration (Hos. 14; Amos 9:11-15).

Thus, like twin waterfalls, this pair of books pounds upon our emotions and challenges our own spiritual lives. Judgment for sin is guaranteed, but mercy is ready at the instant of true repentance. May these messages to God’s historic people Israel also challenge His people of today who, after seeing the calamities of our time—dishonesty, corruption, crime, profanity, persecution, war, starvation, immorality, and the specter of World War III and nuclear disaster—too often fall asleep when instead they should fall on their knees in prayer.

Woe to those who are at ease in Zion (Amos 6:1).

1. The dates above are taken from John C. Whitcomb, Jr.’s Chart of the Old Testament Kings and Prophets (Chicago: Moody, 1968).
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INTRODUCTION TO HOSEA

THE SITUATION IN HOSEA’S DAY

When the prophetic mantle fell upon a youthful Israelite named Hosea ben Beeri, change was in the wind. Peace and prosperity, the twin blessings that had especially characterized Israel during the fifty years (800-750 B.C.) preceding Hosea’s ministry, were slowly ebbing away. Drifting further and further from the course that the Almighty had charted for His people, the Israelites had deluded themselves into believing that they had escaped the curse of that ancient proverb: “Be sure your sin will find you out” (Num. 32:23). Instead, in the sight of a holy God they had made their own destruction more necessary than the annihilation of the heathen Canaanites six hundred years earlier (Deut. 7:1-5; Josh. 3:10; 7:1). Nevertheless, Israel was part of God’s chosen people. In His mercy God sent to the nation one last prophet to sound the final warning blast to prevent her from plunging headlong into the abyss that had been created by her own sins.

The change that would sweep Israel into captivity had begun to manifest itself openly in the political sphere soon after the Word of the Lord first came to Hosea. The death of Israel’s greatest monarch, Jeroboam II (793-753 B.C.), had brought an eclipse of Israel’s glory and political stability. In effect, his death had brought an exchange of monarchy for anarchy. But that change had already made its presence fully known in the religious and social life of Israel, as can be seen by looking back into Israel’s historical roots. Jeroboam I (931-910 B.C.) had planted the seeds of destruction when he led the ten northern tribes out of the hand of God’s appointed ruling house (2 Sam. 7:13, 16). Having believed that the religion of the people was too tightly bound to Jerusalem, Jeroboam I, in an act of political expediency, set up golden calves at Dan and Bethel as images of Jehovah (1 Kings 12:25-33). When he had constituted idolatry as the official religion of Israel, Jeroboam I at the same time provided the first link in the chain of sin that had by Hosea’s day completely enclosed the Northern Kingdom.

Baalism, the Canaanite religion that Elijah and Elisha would spend their careers routing (1 Kings 18—2 Kings 10), manifested itself openly thanks to Jeroboam’s idols. By Hosea’s day, Baalism had become an excuse for the ritualizing of sensuality. The people were taught that they were worshiping the same God that had brought them the abundance of the promised land. Jeroboam I was again responsible for that when he deceived the people with these words: “Behold your gods, O Israel, that brought you up from the land of Egypt” (1 Kings 12: 28). Through deception, one of Satan’s prime tools, the people had confused the truth with lies. To tell the people of a nation, quite satisfied with the state of religion, that they were all wrong was the monumental task to which Hosea was commissioned.1

The decay of religion had meant a corresponding deterioration of the society’s moral fiber. Detailed so thoroughly by Amos (Amos 5:10-17)—Hosea also witnessed what had been the total and unabashed compromise that reigned from the courtroom to the bedroom. Justice was determined by the highest bribe (Hos. 7:1-2; 10:13), whereas faithfulness in word and deed was extinct (11:12). Drunkenness (4:11) and open harlotry (4:14) had taken on epidemic proportions. Established by God as a testimony of His standards (Exod. 19:4-6), Israel had become like her wicked neighbors, blatantly disobeying the laws of God (Hos. 4:2-3).

Although the people had lived rather comfortably in their rebellion until Hosea’s day, it was his task to tell them that the commandments that they had broken would now break them. Israel’s political instability had come to resemble that of a modern Central American republic as a deadly game of monarchial musical chairs kept the crown passing from the hand of one assassin to the next. Six months after his ascension to the throne, Zechariah, the son of Jeroboam II, was murdered by Shallum. Shallum’s dynasty lasted but a month before he fell prey to an assassin, Menahem (752-742 B.C.). Menahem’s ten-year reign witnessed a major complication of the situation: the awakening of Assyria through its able ruler Tiglath-pileser III (745-727 B.C.), who envisioned the occupation of Palestine as a gateway to Egypt and as an opening to commerce on the Mediterranean Sea. When the inevitable attack came, Menahem had realized the folly of resisting the enemy, and, by paying a tribute of one thousand talents of silver to Tiglath-pileser III (Pul in 2 Kings 15:19), had allowed his country to become a vassal state.

Menahem’s handling of his external foe had served as the catalyst for the strengthening of a growing opposition movement within his own country. Pekah (752-732 B.C.), the leader of that rebellion, set up an opposition government, and he eventually seized the throne by assassinating Menahem’s son and successor Pekahiah (742-740 B.C.). Vainly attempting to reconstruct the decaying nation, Pekah secured an alliance with Rezin, king of Syria. The political intrigues that resulted from this alliance caused the destruction of much of Israel in 734 B.C. and all of Syria in 732 B.C. (Isa. 7:1-8:18). Pekah was killed by Hoshea (732-722 B.C.), who ruled as a “puppet king” for Assyria over a much diminished kingdom—the hill country surrounding the city of Samaria. With the death of Tiglath-pileser III (727 B.C.), Hoshea rebelled against Assyria, thinking he could count on the help of Egypt (2 Kings 17:4). Unfortunately for Hoshea, Egypt was as inept as a “crushed reed” (2 Kings 18:21), and Hoshea fell into the hands of the Assyrians, who captured the city of Samaria (722 B.C.) after a three-year siege (2 Kings 17:5-6). According to Sargon II, the conquering king, 27,900 citizens of Samaria were deported to Upper Mesopotamia and Media.2

In such a day of adversity, one would expect the people to listen to the Word of the Lord. “Peace in our time” was no longer an alternative, the clouds of judgment would not blow away. Hosea cried that captivity was irreversibly imminent and certain (Hos. 5:6-9; 9:7), yet the people refused to see the handwriting on the wall. Even when the enemy was besieging the walls of Samaria, the stony-hearted citizenry did not call upon the name of the Lord. They had forgotten God (4:1; 8: 14).

HOSEA THE MAN

The name Hosea (Hoshea in Hebrew) means “salvation,” and it is derived from the same Hebrew noun (yesha) that produced the names Joshua (Num. 13:8, 16) and Isaiah (Isa. 1:1). Ironically, Hoshea was also the name of Israel’s last king.3 If King Hoshea had hearkened to the Word of the Lord by the prophet Hosea, the land and her people would have been saved from God’s judgment. Instead, the salvation that Hosea preached would have to be relegated to that great future day when righteousness shall rule (Hos. 14:4-7).

What kind of man was given the task of bringing the mixed tidings of judgment and salvation? Except for the text of the book of Hosea itself, the Old Testament is silent about the man Hosea. The lack of biographical data within the text forces us to hypothesize about the origin and occupation of this prophet of God. From the numerous geographical notations in the book (4:15; 5:1; 6:8; 9:15; 10:5, 8, 15; 12:11; 14:5-8), it has been assumed that Hosea was a native of the Northern Kingdom. The subject matter of Hosea’s illustrations has prompted commentators to suggest that he was either a baker (7:4), a peasant farmer (8:7; 10:13), a priest (5:1), or a son of the prophets (1:2; 4:5; 9:7-8). To reconstruct the character of the prophet from the text would be impossible except that between the lines Hosea reveals his deep-seated love for his brethren. It is significant that rabbinic tradition, perhaps because it noted the unique involvement that Hosea had with his subject matter, classified Hosea as the greatest among his prophetic contemporaries.4

The primary stimulus for that involvement with his subject was Hosea’s marriage to Gomer, detailed for us in chapters 1-3, Commanded by God to take a “wife of harlotry,” Hosea married Gomer, the daughter of Diblaim, who bore him three children. Although Hosea knew of the wayward tendencies of Gomer when he took her to wife, his heart was broken as she deserted him for the sensual pleasures offered by that truly “adulterous generation.” However, the worldly attractions for which Gomer clamored soon proved illusory, and she fell prey to some form of slavery. Throughout that period of estrangement, Hosea’s love never faltered, and when the second command from God came he purchased her freedom and won her affection.5

Molded by this crucible of domestic tragedy, Hosea was particularly equipped to give his listeners a glimpse of the pain that God felt when Israel rejected His love and went “a whoring” after other gods. Israel was a harlot in every sphere of life: religiously, in seeking after other gods; socially, in creating a society of adulterers; and politically, in searching for the protection of foreign nations rather than Almighty God. Hosea’s message was thus keynoted by a sense of urgency. So personally absorbed was Hosea with the message given him by God that he rarely prefaced his remarks with the familiar phrase “declares the LORD” (2:13, 16, 21; 11:11). The short, broken lines of discourse, the incompleted metaphors that appear and vanish on each page, and the seeming disregard for the fetters of regular grammar suggest the compulsion that Hosea felt. Faced with an adulterous wife and an adulterous nation, his terse words stain each page with the transgressions that he constantly observed being committed before his eyes. Do we grieve and object concerning the disregard that we observe in our society for the laws of God?

The message of Hosea is simple: the justice of God brings punishment for sin; the love of God brings restoration for repentance. After a personal illustration of God’s sovereign plan of redemption in the life of the prophet (chaps, one-three), Hosea reveals God’s holiness through an indictment of faithless Israel (chaps, four-seven), His justice through an announcement of the penalty for that faithlessness (chaps, eight-ten), and His love through a proclamation of the certainty of the promise of national restoration (chaps, eleven-fourteen).

OUTLINE

I. Hosea’s Marriage: A Revelation of the Heart of God (1:1—3:5)

A. Harlot Wife and Faithful Husband (1:1—2:1)

1. The commission from God (1:1-2)

2. The bitter fruits of harlotry (1:3-9)

a. Jezreel: God’s judgment imminent (1:4-5)

b. Lo-ruhamah: God’s mercy withheld (1:6-7)

c. Lo-ammi: God’s love removed (1:8-9)

3. The triumph of God’s grace (1:10—2:1)

B. The Perils of Profligacy and the Quest for Restoration (2:2-23)

1. Israel indicted (2:2-5)

2. Israel punished (2:6-13)

3. Israel renewed and restored (2:14-23)

C. Gomer’s Redemption and Israel’s Restoration (3:1-5)

 

II. Hosea’s Message: Revealing the Character of God (4:1—14:9)

A. God’s Holiness Indicts an Unrepentant Israel (4:1—7:16)

1. The subjects of indictment (4:1-19)

a. The people indicted for breaking the commandments (4:1-3)

b. The leadership indicted for misleading the people (4:4-19)

2. The inevitability of judgment (5:1-14)

a. Inevitable because of Israel’s harlotry (5:1-7)

b. Inevitable because of God’s holiness (5:8-14)

3. The necessity of complete repentance (5:15—6:3)

4. The impossibility of immediate restoration (6:4-7:16)

a. Impossible because of Israel’s lack of loyalty (6:4-11)

b. Impossible because of Israel’s secret sins (7:1-7)

c. Impossible because of Israel’s dependence on other nations for security (7:8-16)

B. God’s Justice Punishes an Unrepentant Israel (8:1—10:15)

1. The necessity of judgment (8:1-14)

a. God’s goodness rejected (8:1-3)

b. God’s sovereignty rejected (8:4)

c. God’s worship rejected (8:5-7)

d. God’s omnipotence rejected (8:8-10)

e. God’s commandments rejected (8:11-14)

2. The nature of judgment (9:1–10:15)

a. Judgment brings sorrow (9:1-2)

b. Judgment brings exile (9:3-9)

c. Judgment brings death (9:10-17)

d. Judgment brings terror (10:1-15)

C. God’s Love Restores a Repentant Israel (11:1—14:9)

1. The compassion of Israel’s divine Father (11:1-11)

a. The past: The love of the Father met by ingratitude (11:1-4)

b. The present: The ingratitude of Israel met by punishment (11:5-7)

c. The future: The compassion of the Father brings restoration (11:8-11)

2. The longsuffering of Israel’s divine Father (11:12—12:14)

a. Ephraim’s unrepentant deceit (11:12—12:1)

b. Ephraim’s precedent for repentance: The example of Jacob (12:2-6)

c. Ephraim’s misplaced love (12:7-14)

3. Ephraim’s tragic response to God’s love (13:1-16)

a. Choosing dissipation rather than exaltation (13:1-3)

b. Choosing destruction rather than salvation (13:4-8)

c. Choosing a human king rather than the King of kings (13:9-11)

d. Choosing death rather than life (13:12-16)

4. The final triumph of God’s grace (14:1-9)

a. The final call receives a repentant response (14:1-3)

b. Repentance brings full restoration (14:4-5a)

c. The fruits of true repentance (14:5b-7)

d. Israel eternally betrothed to God (14:8)

e. The final word (14:9)

1. Baal (meaning “lord,” “husband,” or “owner”) was the epithet of Hadad, the Canaanite god of the late autumn and winter rains upon which farmers were dependent. Using the analogy of Baal as a husband fertilizing the land (his wife), temple prostitution was carried on by the local shrines with the alleged hope that such acts would induce Baal to “have intercourse” with the earth. See James Luther Mays, Hosea (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1969), p. 25.

2. John Bright, A History of Israel (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1959), p. 258.

3. To keep the two names distinct, English translators have spelled the minor prophet’s name without the second h. Three others in the Old Testament had the name Hoshea: Joshua (Num. 13:8); an Ephraimite chief (1 Chron. 27:20); and a chief under Nehemiah (Neh. 10: 23).

4. Shalom Coleman, Hosea Concepts in the Midrash and Talmud (New York: Block, I960), p. 43.

5. For an excellent analysis of Hosea’s marriage, check H. H. Rowley, “The Marriage of Hosea,” Bulletin of the John Rylands Library 39, no. 1 (September 1956): 200-233.
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GOD’S SOVEREIGNTY PRESERVES
ISRAEL

I. HOSEA’S MARRIAGE: A REVELATION OF THE HEART OF GOD (1:1—3:5)

A. HARLOT WIFE AND FAITHFUL HUSBAND (1:1—2:1)

1. The commission from God (1:1-2)

The perilous times in which Hosea received “the word of the LORD” are dated in the first verse of the book. Hosea prophesied between the reigns of the Judean kings Uzziah (767-739 B.C.) and Hezekiah (715-686 B.C.). Because, as suggested in the Introduction, Hosea was a native of the North, the priority that is given to the Judean kings over King Jeroboam II of Ephraim (Israel) demonstrates a recognition that God’s promises are with the Davidic line and not with the usurpers who divided the kingdom (2 Sam. 7:8, 13, 16). As for the kings of his native land, Hosea lists only Jeroboam II, and a review of the lives of the six monarchs who followed confirms the opinion that in the North the monarchy died with Jeroboam II.

Because of the predictive nature of the text of Hosea, the recorded discourses occurred prior to the fall of Samaria (722 B.C.), although his personal ministry extended at least until the start of the reign of Hezekiah. The commencement of Hosea’s ministry has been set at 755 B.C., which date would harmonize with the prediction of the end of the line of Jehu (753 B.C.) in “a little while” (1:4). Thus, Hosea’s message would fall on the heels of the ministry of his predecessor Amos (764-755 B.C.). In his revelation of the unfathomable love of God, Hosea complements Amos’s exposition of the law of God. Perhaps Hosea had had the opportunity to hear the unpopular prophet from Tekoa and to develop within himself the conviction that Israel must repent or perish. The lack of reticence to perform the command of the Lord showed that Hosea had caught a glimpse of the burden.

The difficulty of preaching to a nation derelict of duty was compounded by the personal nature of the first command to Hosea—to take a wife of harlotry and have children of harlotry. Perhaps writing at some subsequent point in his life, Hosea reviews his early ministry to show how God had providentially led him to Gomer, whose marital infidelity permitted him to sense some of the pain that the Almighty experienced through the harlotry of His bride, Israel. A particularly appropriate description of Israel’s status before God, the motif of harlotry, is found throughout Hosea’s writings (2:2-5; 3:3; 4:10-19; 5:3-4; 6:10; 9:1).

2. The bitter fruits of harlotry (1:3-9)

In a narrative that should be understood as an historical account, Hosea records the names of his wife and children and the symbolic warnings that were intended for the wayward nation. Fully aware of the kind of woman that God wanted him to marry, Hosea announces in verse 3 that he has married Gomer, the daughter of Diblaim. An explanation of the significance of her name is not included in the text. Knowing that the name Gomer comes from a verb root meaning “to end, to come to an end, to complete,” Keil has suggested that the woman’s name indicates that she would be brought to “completion” or “perfection” through her whoredom.1 The obvious significance is that Gomer’s faithlessness to her husband would parallel Israel’s faithlessness to God.

Hosea’s daughter and two sons are the bitter fruits of his adulterous wife. Labeled “children of harlotry” in verse 2, the designation need not imply that the children were not physically Hosea’s, but rather that they shared the taint of their unfaithful mother’s character. Accordingly, God wanted Israel to know that the judgment would fall not only upon the corporate nation (Gomer), but also on each individual who shared in the sin of the nation (the children of Gomer).

a. Jezreel: God’s judgment imminent (1:4-5). With the fourth verse, God begins to reveal His plan of retribution on His unrepentant people. The judgment for the accumulated sins of previous generations would now be meted out upon the generation to whom Hosea gave the final warning. Through desolation and captivity the Israelites would learn the meaning of Ezekiel’s parable: “The fathers eat the sour grapes, but the children’s teeth are set on edge” (Ezek. 18:2). Using the occasion of the birth of Hosea’s children, God delivered a warning through the name attached to each child. Isaiah, a contemporary of Hosea, was also instructed by God to give his children names that would stand as symbols of future judgment (Isa. 8:3), and future redemption (Isa. 7:3).

The Lord commanded Hosea to name his first son Jezreel, which means in Hebrew “God scatters” or “God sows.” The people of Hosea’s day would have recognized this as the designation for the fruitful valley between the highlands of Samaria and Galilee. Because it lay in the midst of a rock strewn land, the Israelites said the valley was “sown by God,” hence the name Jezreel.2 But this fourth verse divulges another important reason for naming the boy Jezreel. It was in that historic valley that Jehu had displeased the Lord by committing an excessive bloodbath on the house of Ahab. Although he piously claimed that the slaughter was the Lord’s will, Jehu’s motives were inspired by political ambition rather than religious fervor (2 Kings 10:29, 31). God set a time clock of judgment that would last through four generations of the line of Jehu (2 Kings 10:30). The alarm would sound in “yet a little while,” a prediction that came true with the assassination of Zechariah, the great grandson of Jehu (2 Kings 15:8-12).

Although Jezreel had been a sign of doom to the household of Jehu, it also bore a warning to the entire population. According to verse 5, the kingdom itself would be terminated in the Valley of Jezreel. Hosea lived to witness the fulfillment of that prophecy as the bow of Israel (a symbol of military strength) was broken by the forces of Shalmaneser at Beth-arbel in the Jezreel plain (10:14; 2 Kings 17:5-6). The captivity that followed gave Jezreel a very bitter meaning for Israel, namely, the scattering throughout the world (2 Kings 17:18). At last Israel was awakened to the reality of God’s justice, even though the consequences of spiritual adultery had been clear since the day Israel made the covenant with God in the desert (Lev. 26:33).

b. Lo-ruhamah: God’s mercy withheld (1:6-7). As the birth-pangs for Gomer’s second child intensified, the wrath of God for an unrepentant, stony-hearted people intensified. The Hebrew name Lo-ruhamah, translated “she has not obtained compassion,” speaks of God’s removal of the deepest form of compassion. Compassion, often used in Hebrew as the term for a mother’s love for her child, had not been produced by the harlot Gomer.3 Hosea could not even say that Gomer “bore him a son”(1:3), for the wayward character of his wife had begun to manifest itself. Just as Hosea’s marital love and domestic peace had almost vanished through Gomer’s profligacy, the Lord’s compassion for His adulterous wife, Israel, had been stretched to the breaking point.

To intensify the warning to the Northern Kingdom, Hosea reveals that God’s compassion had not departed from Judah. Whereas imminent doom awaited Israel, a miraculous deliverance would come to Judah. Indeed, when Judah in 701 B.C. faced the same Assyrian hordes that had destroyed Samaria, God had compassion on her and in one night caused 185,000 Assyrian soldiers to be slain by the Angel of the Lord (2 Kings 19:35; Isa. 37:36). But that would not be the only deliverance that would await Judah in the future, for this verse likewise points to the ultimate time “in the last day” when God will fight for His people (Zech. 14:3). From this prediction by Hosea Israel should have realized that God will have compassion on those who trust in Him and do not seek security through their own devices. (The people of Israel finally realized this fact, Hosea 14:3.)

c. Lo-ammi: God’s love removed (1:8-9). The details in verse 8 underscore the historicity of this narrative in the life of the prophet. The weaning of Lo-ruhamah (weaning was a festival observed throughout the Orient) would have occurred when the child was two or three years old (cf. Gen. 21:8; 1 Sam. 1: 24).4 Accordingly, the Israelites had been given two or three years to think about the warning of the withdrawal of God’s compassion.

God’s time clock for judgment had but one final alarm: Lo-ammi. Jezreel had promised a scattering of the people; Lo-ruhamah, the withdrawal of God’s covenant mercy; and now Lo-ammi, the severing of Israel’s peculiar position as God’s covenant nation. Lo-ammi, meaning “not my people” in Hebrew, strikes at the very heart of the covenant of Sinai, in which God declared, “I will take you for My people, and I will be your God” (Exod. 6:7; see also Lev. 26:12; Deut. 26:17; 2 Sam. 7:24; Jer. 7:23). Strengthening the belief that verse 9 is a declaration of the severing of the Sinaitic Covenant is the fact that God directed Hosea to use the same word for “the LORD” that is used elsewhere only in Exodus 3:14 (where “I AM” is ehyeh in Hebrew), when the Lord revealed His covenant name. Hosea literally says: “I am not your I AM,” a vow that should have struck terror in the heart of every Israelite. Had the Lord cut off Israel forever? The next three verses answer this question.

3. The triumph of God’s grace (1:10—2:1)

Between verses 9 and 10 lie volumes of Jewish history that fulfill the judgment of Jezreel. To the anguished cry of the ages God will in that day answer: “I have surely heard Ephraim grieving, ‘Thou hast chastised me . . . bring me back that I may be restored, for Thou art the LORD my God’” (Jer. 31:18). Through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, Hosea is permitted to give his countrymen an outline of the events of that restoration, which he terms “the day of Jezreel.” Six specific blessings may be seen in these three verses: national increase (v. 10a), spiritual awakening (v. 10b), national reunion (v. 11a), Messianic leadership (v. 11b), victory over foes (v. 11c), and a complete restoration of the covenant relationship (2:1).

The revelation of those future events must have staggered the mind and heart of Hosea. The prophecy that the sons of Israel would be a numberless multitude, an allusion to the fulfillment of the Abrahamic Covenant (Gen. 22:17), must have been as bleak a hope to the generation that walked in chains to Assyria as it was to the generation that saw millions walk into the ovens of Germany. Remote also were the prospects of national salvation. For Hosea, who would certainly face discouragement as he preached to a generation deaf to the Word of God, the revelation that Israel would one day hear God say, “You are the sons of the living God,” brought much comfort as he carried on his ministry.

In verse 11, the prophet centers his prophecy on the blessings of national reunion. In a day filled with civil wars, suspicions, and international intrigue (5:8-15; cf. Isa. 7:1—8:4), no one seemed interested in the reunion of the promised land. The blessings would fall on the people if they repented and reunited, but as it is today, men could not look beyond their own selfish interests. The change of heart that must come will be evident when Israel and Judah again look to one leader (Hebrew, rosh echad, a reference to the king in 1 Sam. 8:5). This appointment of one leader will come in the recognition of the Messiah, the One whom they (the Jews) have pierced (Jer. 23:5-6; Zech. 12: 10). Although the promises of salvation and the visible return of the Messiah have been extended by God’s grace to include the Gentiles (Rom. 2:10; 10:9-13; 11:11), the literal fulfillment for Judah and Israel has not been annulled (Rom. 11:26; Gal. 3:17).

Another event that will make the day of Jezreel great is that Israel “will go up from the land.” Recalling in this phrase the departure of the twelve tribes of Israel out of Egypt (Exod. 14: 30; cf. 2:14-15), Hosea discloses that a great exodus will take place again when the Jews return to their homeland out of the heathen world. Israel’s return to the land will be marked by a reversal of the usual outcome of battles in the Valley of Jezreel. In that great day of Jezreel, Christ will rout the enemy out of the land and bring the nation the peace that has eluded it for the past four millennia. To that generation living when the Messiah returns, Jezreel will be the sign of God’s sowing Israel into the promised land for all eternity (2:23; Ezek. 36:9-10).

According to verse 1 of the second chapter, the great day of Jezreel occasions the reappearance of the names of Hosea’s other children. Like Jezreel, they will one day be signs of blessing rather than judgment. That will be accomplished simply by dropping the Hebrew negative (lo), making the new names Ammi, “my people,” and Ruhamah, “she has obtained compassion.” That joyful scene prompts Hosea to call upon the Israelites to salute one another with their new names.

As the future restoration of Israel is previewed in these verses, one is brought to a deeper understanding of the sovereignty of God. The Lord will punish faithless Israel, and yet in the midst of that punishment, He will preserve His chosen people because of His eternal plan for them.

B. THE PERILS OF PROFLIGACY AND THE QUEST FOR RESTORATION (2:2-23)

Hosea’s own personal tragedy recedes into the background as Israel herself is examined under God’s searchlight. The reasons for judgment recorded in this chapter form the outline of the contents of the second section of the book, chapters 4-14.

1. Israel indicted (2:2-5)

Continuing the imagery of Israel as the harlot wife, the Lord in verse 2 calls upon the harlot’s children to indict their mother because of her adultery. “Contend” denotes a legal action, and the picture of courtroom justice seen in verses 2-5 corresponds to Hosea’s sermons in chapters 4-7, which deal with the indictment of Israel for her sin. Although the husband is prosecuting his wife in a legal fashion, restoration, not divorce, is the goal of this action. With a heart of sorrow God declares: “She is not my wife.” Experientially, Israel had broken her “marriage covenant” with God. In addressing Himself to the children of the harlot, the Lord acknowledges that although the nation would be judged for idolatry, a remnant within the nation would be saved.5 Seven hundred years later, the apostle Paul offered the same promise as he “contended” with the Israelites of his day (Rom. 11:1-5).

The motivation for the children of the harlot to plead with their mother is in the consequences that would occur if the mother failed to give up the vestiges of harlotry (2:3-5). Again, the threat has the goal of restoration, for the Lord in His gracious covenant-keeping love vows to punish Israel with the lesser punishment for adultery. Rather than death by fire or stoning (see Gen. 38:24; Lev. 20:10; 21:9; Deut. 22:23-24), the Lord states that He will “strip her naked and expose her as on the day when she was born” (cf. Ezek. 16:39; Nah. 3:5). In giving this lesser punishment, the Lord takes the opportunity to remind Israel of her humble birth and early dependence upon God in the wilderness. Because Israel now credits Baal for the abundance in the land, God warns His people that they will again be cast into a desert land (v. 3).

Just in case the individuals to whom these words were addressed, “the children of harlotry” thought they would escape the punishment for the corporate nation, the Lord straightened them out (v. 4). Because they were children of harlotry, the corrupt tendencies of the nation had infected every individual to the extent that each one had endorsed and enjoyed the sinful practices of his mother. Hosea’s generation was deaf to the pleadings of Jehovah. Through years of degeneration, the people had trained themselves to respond only on a physical level. A sensual religion devoid of spirituality was all they could understand. Truly, there was no knowledge of God in the land (4:1).

Once the children have been notified of their inclusion in this indictment, the Lord as plaintiff concludes his indictment in verse 5 by revealing the heinousness of the crime. In summing up his case, the plaintiff quotes these shameful words from his unloving wife: “I will go after my lovers, who give me my bread and my water, my wool and my flax, my oil and my drink.” Hebrew grammar denotes Israel’s statement “I will go” as a designation for intense, passionate love, and it can be translated “let me go.” Israel, willing to believe a lie, credits her false lovers (Baal) for every good thing she has received: bread and water (the necessities of life); wool and flax (the necessities of warm and cool weather); oil and drink (health and luxury items).

2. Israel punished (2:6-13)

The punishment promised for the indicted nation, detailed in chapters 8-10, is now outlined in verses 6-13 of chapter 2. The section is introduced by “therefore” a word used frequently in Hebrew prophecy as an announcement of some action that the Lord is about to take in response to the sufferings or deeds of His people.6 Hosea uses “therefore” three times to introduce judgment upon Israel (2:6, 9; 13:3), and once to introduce God’s plan for the restoration of Israel (2:14).

Verses 6-8 summarize God’s initiation of the process of punishment, the isolation of Israel from her illicit lovers. As was seen previously in the indictment, God’s actions have in view the restoration of Israel. God chooses not to slay His harlot wife, but rather to build a hedge around her. Job employs the term “hedge up” to refer to God’s providential care for His people (Job 1:10; 10:11-12), and this same providential care is in evidence in Hosea as God chooses to remove all temptations from His wife. Likening His adulterous wife to a vineyard, God builds around her both a hedge and a wall (protective parts of a vineyard). Israel, rebellious to God’s strategy for rehabilitation, begins a “vehement pursuit” and a “diligent search” (intensive Hebrew verbs) for the elusive Baalism (v. 7). This search for a renewal of the so-called blessings from idols will end in frustration. Then Israel will return to her first husband, having remembered that she was blessed only when she was in a right relationship with God. According to Hebrews 12, believers today also can expect the discipline of the Lord when they stray from His will.

The root cause of Israel’s waywardness may be traced to one thing: her lack of knowledge. God had given her sufficient knowledge of the source of her blessings as well as knowledge of the punishment that would come for ignoring that source. In Deuteronomy, God specifically states that it is He who will give them the grain, the wine, and the oil (Deut. 7:13; 11:14), and that it is He who will remove this trio of blessings if the people rebel (Deut. 28:51). According to Hosea 2:8, Israel did not know God. In the metaphor of a husband and wife, the word know (yada’ in Hebrew) speaks of the oneness that exists between a husband and his wife (Gen. 4:1).7

The grave consequences of forgetting the Lord, detailed in verses 9-13, emphasize the Lord’s desire for Israel to know Him again. Thirteen times in these five verses the Lord speaks of Himself by the first person personal pronoun, which accentuates that it was He who was taking away the blessings that He had bestowed upon Israel. The failure of the harvest (the first stroke of judgment) left Israel naked before “her lovers.” From the decay that had occurred in the religious, social, and political scene in Israel, the false lovers should include not only the false gods, but also the social immorality that characterized their lives, and the political immorality of attempting to find security in foreign alliances. An end to the harvest meant an end to all the festivals that Israel had enjoyed, a fitting punishment because Jeroboam I had altered the divinely appointed setting for those feasts (1 Kings 12:32).

The predicted destruction of the vine and fig tree in verse 12 should have shaken Israel to an awareness of her folly. The vine and fig tree were not simply agricultural products, they were symbols of the sustenance of life, which included peace and prosperity in the Palestinian homeland (Mic. 4:4; Zech. 3:10). Although these symbols are again popular in the state of Israel today, the Israelites of Hosea’s day would forfeit these symbols because they had considered them to be the wages given to them by their false lovers.

Verse 13 issues the last prediction of punishment, made necessary because Israel had been “faithful” in her observance of the “days of the Baals.”8 The same people who forgot the Lord who brought them out of the house of bondage never forgot to adorn themselves properly for a festival dedicated to Baal. Unfortunately, many today who consider themselves to be Christians forget the Lord on His day, but they religiously remember to watch the Sunday ball game on television or play that early morning round of golf.

3. Israel renewed and restored (2:14-23)

In the same way as he later concludes his prophecy with a message of hope for the children of Israel (chaps. 11-14), Hosea now employs the remaining verses of this chapter in a description of the renewal and restoration that God will effect for Israel. Both the sovereignty and the grace of God are beautifully blended in the first words of verse 14: “Therefore, behold, I will allure her.” Although He has spoken harshly to Israel from His throne of judgment, the Lord now will “speak kindly to her” (literally, “speaks to her heart”; cf. Gen. 50:21). Credit for this change in the position of the harlot wife belongs to the corrective force of Israel’s punishment, which has stripped away all the tantalizing allurements of the world and placed Israel in a position of isolation where she can hear only God’s voice. It is fitting that the place for that change to occur is the wilderness, where God first spoke to Israel (cf. Ezek. 20:33-38).

Having the features of a “second honeymoon,” the scene in the fifteenth verse pictures a reenactment of that first entrance into the promised land. The Lord gives Israel “her vineyards [symbolic of renewed peace and prosperity] from there,” that is, from the east coming over the Jordan River. With Israel’s sin fully judged in advance, the Valley of Achor, the site of troubling for Israel when she first entered the land (Josh. 7), would now be a “door of hope” (see also Isa. 65:10). The joyousness of this return to the land will provoke Israel to sing the Song of Moses once again, as she did when the Lord brought her through the Red Sea (Exod. 15:1-21). It is interesting to note that the Song of Moses also will be sung in the Tribulation by those who overcome the Beast (Rev. 15:2-3).

Verse 16 is significant for its introduction of the words “in that day,” one of the Old Testament technical terms for the day of the Lord, in which Israel suffers the Tribulation, the Messiah returns to defeat the enemies of Jerusalem, and the Millennial Kingdom is established (see Zech. 14:4-21). Because all Israel will be saved at that time (Rom. 11:25-26), the Lord declares that Israel will call Him Ishi (“my husband”) rather than Baali (“my master, my owner, my lord”). This declaration by the Lord will mean an end to the deadly syncretism by which Israel had combined the biblical regulations for worship with the heathen Canaanite practices.

With Baal no longer the master of Israel, the Lord vows in verse 17 that Israel will completely forget her fall into idolatry. As if they were undesirable words on a blackboard slate, the Lord will erase the names of the Baals from the minds and hearts of His chosen people.

The ramifications of the reconciliation between Israel and God extend to the natural environment, as Hosea records in verses 18-23. The animal kingdom, which has been hostile to man since the Fall, will have a covenant made between mankind and itself.9 The animal kingdom, which will have been used by God to judge Israel for her wickedness (2:12), will now be a source of blessing to the reconstituted nation.

Along with the peace made with the natural environment, Israel will finally experience the establishment of a lasting peace with her neighbors. Just as die nature of all beasts has to be changed, so also the hearts of all mankind must be changed by the Lord before Israel can at last sleep in peace (Isa. 14:30; Jer. 23:6; Ezek. 34:25; Mic. 5:3; Zech. 14:11). Until the Prince of Peace conquers a world in rebellion to His authority, even the most valiant human endeavors to bring a “just and lasting peace” to the Middle East will be foiled (cf. jer. 6:4; 8:11, 15; Ezek. 13:10, 16; Dan. 8:25).

Directing His attention once again to His bride, the Lord in verses 19-20 removes the separation that had been caused by Israel’s adultery. In an act of gracious forgiveness, the Lord betroths Himself to Israel once again. By employing the term betroth (Hebrew, aras; literally, “to woo a virgin”), God reveals to Israel that He has not only forgiven the past, Pie has forgotten it also. The indissolubility of this marriage bond is guaranteed by each of these divine characteristics: His eternality (“forever”); His imputed righteousness (“in righteousness and in justice”); His covenant-keeping love (chesed, “lovingkindness”); His tender mercy (ruhamah, “compassion”); and His unquestionable “faithfulness.” When the people of Israel have received the full impact of God’s dealings with them, they will “know the Lord.” The Lord Jesus Christ prayed in the garden to His Father, “And this is eternal life, that they may know Thee, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom Thou hast sent” (John 17:3). Truly, this ability to know God, for us as well as for Israel, is a gift of God, who loved us without our first having loved Him (1 John 4:10).

Much like General Douglas MacArthur’s famous promise “I shall return!”, the Lord emphatically declares in the closing paragraph of the second chapter, “I will respond” (2:21). When Israel knows the Lord in the fullest sense of know, then the Lord will respond with all the blessings that had been promised so long ago to Abraham (see Gen. 12:1-3; 17:2-16). God’s response here means that the cycle of life is set into motion once again. The divine response to the heavens produces rain upon the earth; the response to the fertilized earth produces the staple products necessary for sustaining life (Deut. 11:14); and those staple products—the grain, the new wine, and the oil—in turn respond to Jezreel, the people whom God has sown into the land forever. The bitter fruits of harlotry—Jezreel, Lo-ruhamah, and Lo-ammi—have been cast away as God announces in verse 23 that Israel will be sown in the land, that she will receive the compassion of the Lord, and that the nation again will be the people of the Lord. In reply to the renewal of these blessings, Israel gives the answer that the Lord had desired for so many years: “Thou art my God” (Elohai in the Hebrew).

C. GOMER’S REDEMPTION AND ISRAEL’S RESTORATION (3:1-5)

In the third chapter, the Lord makes known His plans for the redemption of the prodigal nation. Although this chapter is short, its prophecies survey God’s past (v. 1), present (vv. 2-4), and future (v. 5) relationships with Israel. Just as the prophet Hosea had been commissioned to share, with God, the pain of betrayal by a faithless bride, he is now commissioned to participate with God in the experience of bringing redemption to that faithless bride.

The Lord’s command in verse 1, “Go again, love a woman who is loved by her husband,” has stymied some interpreters who wonder if the Lord is commanding Hosea to marry a woman other than Gomer. Although their contention is based primarily on the absence of Gomer’s name in the third chapter, the word again makes clear that Hosea is to love the one whom he had previously loved. The analogy of the Lord’s restoration of His faithless bride, Israel, would be lost if the woman Hosea redeemed was not Gomer.

Hosea’s unquenchable love for Gomer is modeled after the love that the Lord bestowed upon Israel. Like the woman Gomer, Israel had not returned that love, but had instead devoted herself to other gods and to “raisin cakes.” Raisin cakes, sweetmeats made of pressed grapes, were symbolic of Israel’s rebellion against the simplicity of her faith. Raisin cakes were an integral part of the ceremony in many Canaanite cultic festivals, including the ritual that honored the “queen of heaven” (Jer. 7:18; 44:19). Truly, the exchange of God’s way for the allurements of pagan customs grieved the heart of the Almighty in Hosea’s day, just as it did when the church of the Middle Ages submerged the truth of the gospel under a multitude of pagan doctrines. (Especially note the similarity of the cult of Mary to the ancient “queen of heaven” concept.)

Love is certainly the keynote of chapter 3. (The word love is repeated four times in the first verse.) Hosea’s love for his wife causes him to be eager to redeem her, purify her, and take her back into his home and heart. Even though Hosea could have justified divorcing Gomer (Deut. 24:1), the command of the Lord to Hosea revealed to the prophet that grace was greater than the law. It is no wonder that many call this book “The Gospel According to Hosea.”

The destitute state in which Hosea found his wife allowed him to purchase her for half the price of a common slave (Exod. 21:32). In addition to the fifteen shekels, Hosea gave fifteen ephahs of barley, the food of beasts. That action suggests that Gomer had degraded herself beneath human dignity. Although the redemption itself is accomplished in the second verse, the command of the Lord includes an indefinite period of testing before the husband and wife would be united in the full blessings of marriage. The verb stay (Hebrew, yashab) in verse 3 denotes an attitude of waiting in patient expectation (Deut. 21:13). With Gomer isolated from all temptations to revert to a life of harlotry, Hosea was permitted to devote all his efforts to wooing back his bride (2:14). The results of his efforts are not stated, but one can confidently speculate that at the end of that period of isolation Gomer responded to her husband’s love. For the prophet, who had suffered the double heartbreak of a wayward wife and a wayward nation, the response of Gomer to his love gave him an experiential foretaste of that great day when Israel “will come trembling to the Lord” (v. 5) and say, “Thou art my God!” (2:23).

Just as Gomer would have to pass through a period of isolation, so also Israel is promised in verse 4 that she will be in isolation for “many days,” during which time she would lose her desire for other gods. This undetermined length of time was especially needful because Israel had so completely confused the worship of the Lord with the worship of Baal. Accordingly, Israel would have to do without three vital elements during this period: political authority, ecclesiastical privilege, and prophetic revelation.

In Hosea’s day, political authority was vested in a monarchy established by men in rebellion against God’s appointed ruler (1 Kings 12:19-25). A major theme of the book of Hosea is the announcement of the downfall of this surrogate political system (5:1; 8:4, 10; 10:15; 13:10). Israel will also have to do without a prince (Hebrew, sar [5:10; 7:16]), the designation that is most likely a reference to the officers of the kingdom whose duties were in the military service of the land.10 From the day of Hosea until our own day Israel has indeed remained without a king, and she will remain so until that great day when she acknowledges the Lord Jesus Christ as her King and Lord.

Regarding the ecclesiastical privilege that Israel had been granted, the Lord vows that they will be “without sacrifice or sacred pillar.” The sacrifice, instituted by God as a foreshadow of the blood atonement of Christ, had been corrupted by the Israelites when they made the sacrifice at improper locations (Dan and Bethel; cf. 1 Cor. 12:29), with an improper priesthood (not the Aaronic line [Exod. 28:1]), and an improper motive (6:6; 8:11, 13). But the Israelites not only had abused the institutions that God had established, they also had worshiped that which was forbidden by God, including the “sacred pillar” (Hebrew, mastsebah [Exod. 23:24; Deut. 16:22]).

Last of all, Israel would be “without ephod or household idols,” the means by which she discerned the future. The ephod was a part of the garment worn by the high priest when he inquired of the Lord (Exod. 28:4). Whereas the ephod was a proper means of asking about the future, the household idols (Hebrew, teraphim) were a means of divination of an entirely pagan origin (see Ezek. 21:21; Zech. 10:2). As was the case with their ecclesiastical privileges, Israel had ignored the divinely appointed means of divination and had sought out that which was forbidden by God.

As with the end of chapters 1 and 2, in 3:5 the prophet looks to the day when God will fulfill His purposes for His chosen people. After “many days” of isolation, Israel will again seek the Lord. When the Lord has wrought in their hearts this new desire to seek Him, the ten tribes will finally realize that a return to the Lord will mean a return to rulership by the house of David, because the Lord promised the kingship to David’s seed forever (2 Sam. 7:13, 16). Both Christian and Jewish expositors understand this to be a reference to the Messiah.11 The time designations “afterward” and “in the last days” speak of that great Messianic era longed for by the children of Israel in all ages.

When the people of Israel do return to the Lord “they will come trembling” because of the afflictions that have brought them to a place of utter helplessness (see also 5:15; 11:11; Mic. 7:17).12 The many centuries of suffering experienced by the people of Israel throughout the world will be culminated in the Great Tribulation, the event that will bring the Lord out of heaven to save His people Israel (see Zech. 14; Rev. 6-19). Israel’s return to God in the last days will truly be a return to His goodness (Hebrew, tobo), that special place of blessing where they will join in all the privileges of Christ’s millennial reign (see Isa. 52:7; Jer. 33:9; Zech. 9:17).
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