HOSEA

Key verse: 3:4,5

“For the Israelites will live many days without king or prince, without sacrifice or sacred stones,

without ephod or idol. Afterward the Israelites will return and seek the LORD their God

and David their king. They will come trembling to the LORD and to his blessings in the last days.”

I. Hosea, the prophet (1:1) 


1:1. “The word of the LORD that came to Hosea son of Beeri during the reigns of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah, kings of Judah, and during the reign of Jeroboam son of Jehoash king of Israel.” Hosea the prophet is identified as a son of Beeri. This reference shows that he was a young, ordinary, unmarried man before his calling. Hosea lived in a comfortable, small world, where people would know him in reference to his father’s name. Everything changed when the word of the LORD came to him. What was the word of God for Hosea? 1:2. “When the LORD began to speak through Hosea, the LORD said to him, ‘Go, take to yourself an adulterous wife and children of unfaithfulness, because the land is guilty of the vilest adultery in departing from the LORD.’”
That is how Hosea became a prophet of the LORD, the God of Israel, to call the people of northern Israel to return to the LORD. No one is born to be a prophet. Everyone belongs to a small circle and live there. But when the word of God comes it creates a prophet to reveal God’s truth to others. In Hosea’s case the prophet was born through the marriage to Gomer, an adulterous woman.


The reference of the four kings of Judah gives us an insight more than the information of the time span of his activity. It  gives us an understanding that Hosea was a prophet for all Israel. He prophesied in the northern kingdom and his audience was northern Israelites and he spoke mainly about the coming doom of the kingdom. But we find in his prophecy that he saw the fall of the northern kingdom not as a national or a racial problem. He saw it as a part of the process to redeem the people of Israel, both of north and of south, from their sin, toward the full and complete restoration.


The reference of the kings provides us the information of the time of Hosea’s activity. Uzziah (783-742 B.C.) and Jeroboam II (786-746) were the kings of same period, and Hosea probably began his prophecy somewhere around 5 years before Jeroboam’s death. He continued to the time of Hezekiah’s reign (715-687/6). That makes about 30-40 years. This means he witnessed the gradual downfall of the northern Israel by its corruption and the leadership crisis. After Jeroboam’s death his son Zechariah became king to last only 6 month. He was assassinated by Shallum. After one month. Menahem killed him and took over the throne. Menahem’s son Pekahiah was on the throne for two years when he was killed by Pekah, who himself was killed by Hoshea, who was the last king of northern Israel. Then he witnessed what he prophesied, the invasion of Assyria and the subsequent exile of the people in 722/721 B.C. for good. That was not all. He lived long enough to witness the humiliation and abuse of the life of the exiles, perhaps as one of them. 

He was a citizen of the northern Israel (7:7). He spoke what he saw and experienced what he spoke during the long many years. He was assigned to speak the message of God’s judgment while he and his people were helplessly going down the spiral toward the complete destruction. He was a witness. His prophecy is in contrast with that of Amos who prophesied in the northern kingdom about 8 years before him. Amos’ prophecy is recognized as the first written prophecy and for its pure style and clear message. Amos could speak objectively because he was an outsider, and worked only about a year. He provides us a totally different perspective on the same situation. But Hosea was put in the middle of all misery. That is why his prophecy is overwhelming with emotion. But because of this quality that he was in there and was informed what was going on when God was unfolding his judgment work we can gain a prophetic through the study of his prophecy. We can gain a discernment to see that the historical events occurred in the fall of the northern Israel were God’s works. The objective discernment is not all. At the end of his prophecy he said, “The ways of the LORD are right.” He was referring to the destruction of Israel, over which he cried for three to four decades. What did he mean that that was right, which means good? Obviously he made a leap. He saw God. We see the same confession in Romans 9-11. There Apostle Paul confessed that the rejection of Israel people of the Lord Jesus Christ, their God, their Lord, was good, God’s great unfathomable wisdom.  Both of them witness the same truth. That is what we can learn from studying Hosea’s prophecy because he was an insider. When we follow his prophecy carefully, therefore, we will be able to say, “The ways of the LORD are right,” in the matters which have captured us, enslaved us. We will be able to discern God and what he is doing in our own lives.

II. Hosea’s marriage and the prophecy he learned through the marriage (1:2-3:5)

1:2. “When the LORD began to speak through Hosea, the LORD said to him, ‘Go, take to yourself an adulterous wife and children of unfaithfulness, because the land is guilty of the vilest adultery in departing from the LORD.’” How do we learn the word of God? There can be many answers. But Hosea began to learn the word of the LORD by marrying an adulterous wife and getting children of unfaithfulness. Why do we marry? We expect happiness. But Hosea married to learn that “the land is guilty of the vilest adultery in departing from the LORD.” 

What happened in his marriage? He got three children and their fathers were all different. It is not clear whether Gomer was adulterous from the beginning. It is probable that at the time of marriage she was not. Their marriage seems started normal. The first child was born between them. She could have been a happy girl who liked to sing (2:15), an attractive, fresh like the early fruit on the fig tree (9:10), a much loved girl in her childhood, who was spoiled (11:1,2). But for some reason after she gave birth to first son, Gomer became active in immoral life. 

We have some clue of how angry and frustrated Hosea could have been in the expression of God’s anger against the adultery of Israel in 2:1-23. But each time when she conceived a child, which meant for Hosea emotional upheavals, the LORD had a Bible study with Hosea. What was the prophecy he learned each time? When the first child was born between them, “Then the LORD said to Hosea, ‘Call him Jezreel, because I will soon punish the house of Jehu for the massacre at Jezreel, and I will put an end to the kingdom of Israel. In that day I will break Israel's bow in the Valley of Jezreel’” (1:4).  The prophecy was grim, enough to take away the joy of having a son. But that was just a beginning. “Gomer conceived again and gave birth to a daughter. Then the LORD said to Hosea, ‘Call her Lo-Ruhamah, for I will no longer show love to the house of Israel, that I should at all forgive them’” (1:6).  The second child was a daughter, probably not his. He couldn’t forgive Gomer or show love to her. But the LORD told him the prophecy with which the second child was born. “Yet I will show love to the house of Judah; and I will save them--not by bow, sword or battle, or by horses and horsemen, but by the LORD their God” (1:7). “After she had weaned Lo-Ruhamah, Gomer had another son. Then the LORD said, “Call him Lo-Ammi, for you are not my people, and I am not your God” (1:8,9).  The third was definitely from another man and the prophecy was, “Yet the Israelites will be like the sand on the seashore, which cannot be measured or counted. In the place where it was said to them, ‘You are not my people,’ they will be called ‘sons of the living God.’ The people of Judah and the people of Israel will be reunited, and they will appoint one leader and will come up out of the land, for great will be the day of Jezreel. Say of your brothers, ‘My people,’ and of your sisters, ‘My loved one’” (1:10-2:1). 

The concluding prophecy was more than confusing. Jazreel was a reminder of the city where Jehu massacred Ahab’s family to take over the throne. Jehu’s dynasty continued to Hosea’s time to his great-grandson Jeroboam II. But the LORD prophesied that he would punish the Jehu dynasty. The son of Jeroboam would be assassinated and that would be the end of the rule of the Jehu dynasty and of the family. Now the prophecy is overturned to mean the coming of the messiah (1:11). Lo-Ammi, the name of the youngest, became the prophecy of God’s eternal love. The LORD would call all the Gentiles. He would reunite the people of Judah and the people of northern Israel, who had been divided because of the sin of David, because of the accumulating sins of his son, Solomon, and his grand son, Rehoboam. There was no way to return because no one could undo the sins which had been committed. The LORD was saying that the sad history would be reversed. More than that they would be born again into the ‘sons of the living God.’ (1:10).
2:2-23 is about how the LORD will accomplish that impossible promise and the message is given to Israel which is depicted as children sometimes as a wife sometimes.

God rebukes the nation of Israel because she is unfaithful. God will strip her naked and take away her national identity. God will not show his love to the people though they will roam the world for thousands of years without their own home country. What was the truth of her unfaithfulness? She went after the stronger nations to get economical aids. “She said, ‘I will go after my lovers, who give me my food and my water, my wool and my linen, my oil and my drink’” (2:5). 

Israel wasn’t a born prostitute. She just wanted to survive. But God was very angry with her. He will block her path with thorn bushes, and wall her in so that she couldn’t find her way. She will chase after them but not catch them. She will look for them but not catch them. “Then she will say, ‘I will go back to my husband as at first, for then I was better off than now.’” (2:7b). But she wouldn’t be able to come back. The LORD seems unfair and narrow minded. He seems cruel in his treatment of Israel. He seems manipulative. After all she wanted to survive. What is wrong with that?

“She has not acknowledged that I was the one who gave her the grain, the new wine and oil, who lavished on her the silver and gold – which they used for Baal” (2:8). When Israel was in the desert they were living a nomadic life. Their forty years’ survival in the desert was by God’s provision. However when Israel entered Palestine they became farmers cultivating vineyards and farm lands. The people of Israel began to worship Baal, the god of agriculture. They had not acknowledged that it was still the LORD who had led them in the desert who was providing them. The LORD was angry because Israel people not only did not acknowledge that he was the provider, but worshiped Baal with what he had provided.  “Therefore,” (2:9) he would take away all the resources from the people of Israel, and make them poor on top of stripping away their national identity. They would look ugly and unattractive to the eyes of people in the world. “No one will take her out of my hands,” God said in 2:10. No one would make a deal with poor people who wouldn’t even have a nation of their own. That was precisely the status of Jewish people until they established the nation of Israel in 1948. Why did the LORD punish the people of Israel so thoroughly? He said in 2:13b, “but me she forgot.” 

For us the LORD seems love sick. We do not understand his obsession. But as we read 2:14-23 we learn his unbelievably profound love on the incurably dirty, adulterous Israel. As we finish reading 2:14-23, we do not ask why he punishes her. We ask why he loves her. We ask why he loves us. 2:14-22. “Therefore I am now going to allure her; I will lead her into the desert and speak tenderly to her. There I will give her back her vineyards, and will make the Valley of Achor a door of hope. There she will sing as in the days of her youth, as in the day she came up out of Egypt.  “In that day,” declares the LORD, “you will call me ‘my husband’; you will no longer call me ‘my master.’  I will remove the names of the Baals from her lips; no longer will their names be invoked. In that day I will make a covenant for them with the beasts of the field and the birds of the air and the creatures that move along the ground. Bow and sword and battle I will abolish from the land, so that all may lie down in safety. I will betroth you to me forever; I will betroth you in righteousness and justice, in love and compassion.  I will betroth you in faithfulness, and you will acknowledge the LORD. “In that day I will respond,” declares the LORD—‘I will respond to the skies, and they will respond to the earth; and the earth will respond to the grain, the new wine and oil, and they will respond to Jezreel.” Valley of Achor is recorded in Joshua 7:24. This refers to Achan’s tragedy who was lost, who brought condemnation on Israel, because of his greed for small material things. This is what Israel repeated. This reference and the word play of Jezreel give us an understanding that God was rooting out sin which had defiled Israel already in the time of Exodus. Why did the LORD suffer so much to love the corrupted Israel, who was adulterous hundreds and thousands of years? Shouldn’t she be left to suffer what she deserved, what she asked for? As we reach verse 23 we learn that the LORD wanted to restore Israel from her sin to show his love to all people on earth who were born in sin because of Adam, the ancestor of us all, “I will plant her for myself in the land; I will show my love to the one I called ‘Not my loved one.’ I will say to those called ‘Not my people, ‘ ‘You are my people’; and they will say, ‘You are my God.’” If we are moved with God’s unconditional love we still do not understand him. There is a hidden rejection of him. Look how unimaginably profound his love is: He considers her restoration is for himself. There is no distinction between the one who loves and the one who is loved. There is no self.
In 3:1-3 we read how Hosea the prophet learned this profound love. “The LORD said to me, ‘Go, show your love to your wife again, though she is loved by another and is an adulteress. Love her as the LORD loves the Israelites, though they turn to other gods and love the sacred raisin cakes.’ So I bought her for fifteen shekels of silver and about a homer and a lethek of barley. Then told her, ‘You are to live with me many days; you must not be a prostitute or be intimate with any man, and I will live with you.’” Obviously Gomer at this time ran away from him and lived with another man. To bring her back Hosea had to pay the ransom fee. What did the LORD teach Hosea? He taught the love of God. If we say God’s love is selfless that is incorrect. It is selflessness. God denied himself. We never understand the magnitude and the scope of this love. That is why Charles Wesley wrote, “How can it be that Thou, my God, shouldst die for me?” (Hymn 221). He was amazed how God should die to love him. Charles Wesley was confessing his amazement at God more than his satisfaction.

What will happen when God denied himself? “For the Israelites will live many days without king or prince, without sacrifice or sacred stones, without ephod or idol” (3:4).  In the love of the LORD the Israelites will be healed. The LORD will be everything for them. Then will come the new creation. “Afterward the Israelites will return and seek the LORD their God and David their king. They will come trembling to the LORD and to his blessings in the last days.” (3:5). The Israelites will love the LORD.  Take note that the nationality is not a matter of concern any more. “The last days” indicate further, the last of all things, the time when God will be all in all. 

III. The charge against Israel: No love (4:1-10:15) 

The love of God is profound. But we still can not shake off the lingering feeling of suspicion as we consider the misery under which the people of Israel had to live. We discover in history that the misery was beyond description. Why is their unfaithfulness treated so severely? In 4:1-10:15 is the answer.

4:1,2. “Hear the word of the LORD, you Israelites, because the LORD has a charge to bring against you who live in the land: ‘There is no faithfulness, no love, no acknowledgment of God in the land. There is only cursing, lying and murder, stealing and adultery; they break all bounds, and bloodshed follows bloodshed.’” Take note that no faithfulness is considered as no love, no acknowledgment of God. We also learn that the destruction of proper relationship among people is diagnosed as the symptom of no faithfulness to God. We have already learned that God is serious about love while Israel as a nation was more concerned about her economy and  survival as a nation (2:5). Here again we learn that the focus is on the lack of love for God than on the social disorder. 4:3 confirms our suspicion. “Because of this the land mourns, and all who live in it waste away; the beasts of the field and the birds of the air and the fish of the sea are dying.” The lack of love is the cause of all the problem, and therefore, the restoration of love is all the answer from Hosea’s perspective. The word “love” is the key for the understanding of Hosea’s prophecy. 

The word “love” in 4:1b is the translation of the Hebrew word “checed” (pronounced he-sed). It is used by Hosea to describe all the essence of what makes Israel God’s own. In love the LORD will betroth Israel to him forever (2:19). We remember that this prophecy was given to the Israelites who would be punished for adultery. This love surpasses legal limit, and that is why, Israelites could be betrothed to God forever as if she had never committed adultery or punished. a  In “checed” only can Israel be faithful to the LORD (4:1). That is why Israel was rebuked when she was wailing in bed with frustration after she had messed up.  “Checed” is how Israel acknowledged the LORD, and know him, not by her intelligence, not with her corrupted heart or with tears (4:1; 2:20; 6:3,6; 8:2; 13:4). The word is translated as “love” in 6:4 and the same word is translated as “mercy” in 6:6.  Only in “checed” not by sacrifice, not even by doing good and being nice to others, is the acknowledgment of God in the matter of human relaationship. In “checed” only, therefore, the love of your neighbor is the same as the love for God (4:1; 6:6). In “checed” a man can seek the LORD, sow righteousness, reap the fruit of love (10:12). In “checed” alone a man can return to the LORD (12:6), not because he wants or because he tries.

In the examples of we have examined we learn from Hosea that where all our frustration comes, why we only end up in hypocrisy. The prophecy in 4:1-10:15 teaches us where Israel lost this gift of “checed” and how God dealt with the problem. We will learn where we can find the missing link.

Let’s read 4:6b. “Because you have rejected knowledge, I also reject you as my priests; because you have ignored the law of your God, I also will ignore your children.” Here is a very important concept. Israel became God’s own because of the law, which means, the covenant, to be precise, the covenant the LORD had given to them through Moses in Sinai. In the same way the LORD is their God only when they keep the covenant. This makes the faith in the LORD distinguished from any other religion, and the people of Israel from the Gentiles. Every nation, and every race, and every country has their own mythology of the god who is the beginning of their people. Their god is their god forever. Their god is on their side no matter what they do. The relationship is like that of our relationship with our physical parents. It is a natural tie. Their god is meaningless. It is not worth even to argue whether those things exist. But the relationship between the LORD and the Israelites was that of a contract. If you break the contract the relationship is broken. If you do wrong the LORD will judge you. In chapter 4 Hosea prophesied that the problem of idol worship is that by doing it the people of Israel ignored the law, and so rejected the LORD (4:6). One the law is broken, diligent Bible study, or an excellent Bible teacher, are of no help (4:5).  “The more the priests increased, the more they sinned against me; they exchanged their Glory for something disgraceful.  They feed on the sins of my people and relish their wickedness. And it will be: Like people, like priests. I will punish both of them for their ways and repay them for their deeds” (4:7-9). Once they break the covenant they do not understand why they do what seems foolish to themselves. “They consult a wooden idol and are answered by a stick of wood. A spirit of prostitution leads them astray; they are unfaithful to their God.” (4:12b). The daughters and the daughter-in-law become shrine prostitutes. The men consort with shrine prostitutes. They swear in the name of the LORD (4:15), only to feel foolish. When they broke the covenant the “checed” disappeared.

In chapter 5 Hosea traces where the tragedy came in back to Mizpah and Tabor. “Hear this, you priests! Pay attention, you Israelites! Listen, O royal house! This judgment is against you: You have been a snare at Mizpah, a net spread out on Tabor.” (5:1). He is referring to the Gibeah tragedy. At the time of the time of the Judges the Benjamites raped a concubine of a Levite to death. This made all the Israelites angry and so the eleven tribes attacked the Benjamites. In the ward the Israelites lost about 40,000 of their beautiful young warriors, the Benjamites over 20,000. Only 600 Benjamite men survivied. Who did wrong? The comment on the book of the Judges is, “In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as he saw fit (Jdg 21:23). Hosea said that they did because they did not acknowledge the LORD, that is, the lack of “checed.” Mount Tabor is where Israel erected a shrine for an idol worship. Since then they have been sick. “Their deeds do not permit them to return to their God. A spirit of prostitution is in their heart; they do not acknowledge the LORD.” (5:4). Hosea prophesies that breaking the covenant at Mizpah and Tabor is the reason of the division of the nation of Israel to north and south, and their war against each other (5:8), their dependency on Assyria to fight against each other (5:13). Their problem is in their guilt (5:15). When they broke the covenant guilt came in. One the relationship with the LORD was broken the wouldn’t and couldn’t admit their guilt. They would just try their best to deal with the frustration situation. So Hosea cries out, “Come, let us return to the LORD. He has torn us to pieces but he will heal us; he has injured us but he will bind up our wounds. After two days he will revive us; on the third day he will restore us, that we may live in his presence.  Let us acknowledge the LORD; let us press on to acknowledge him. As surely as the sun rises, he will appear; he will come to us like the winter rains, like the spring rains that water the earth.” 
In chapter 9 Hosea traces back further to the time of Exodus when they broke the covenant. “When I found Israel, it was like finding grapes in the desert; when I saw your fathers, it was like seeing the early fruit on the fig tree. But when they came to Baal Peor, they consecrated themselves to that shameful idol and became as vile as the thing they loved.” (9:10). In Baar Peor the Israelites were seduced by the Moabites to indulge in immorality. We wonder why God would even care to struggle with Israel who had been sick so long with no repentance.  We wonder how the sin problem could be solved. The LORD will make them to do what they do best. “Ephraim is a trained heifer that loves to thresh; so I will put a yoke on her fair neck. I will drive Ephraim, Judah must plow, and Jacob must break up the ground.  Sow for yourselves righteousness, reap the fruit of unfailing love, and break up your unplowed ground; for it is time to seek the LORD, until he comes and showers righteousness on you.” (10:11,12). Remember that Hosea is prophesying about the irreversible destruction of the nation. He knows that Israel can’t harvest righteousness. But when they seek the LORD he will restore the “checed” (6:2,3,6). The problem of Israel was no love. The solution was the restoration of “checed”.
III. Return, O Israel to the LORD your God (11:1-14:9)


In 12:4,5 the LORD reminded the Israelites of the example of their ancestor Jacob. “In the womb he grasped his brother's heel; as a man he struggled with God. He struggled with the angel and overcame him; he wept and begged for his favor. He found him at Bethel and talked with him there-- the LORD God Almighty, the LORD is his name of renown! But you must return to your God; maintain love and justice, and wait for your God always.” Their life as strangers in the world will be like the experience of being trapped in the womb. They will experience their own Jabok river, where Jacob couldn’t return or run away. But there he struggled with the LORD who appeared to him. He wept and begged for his favor. All of sudden he became Israel. More than that, he learned that the LORD is God Almighty. Hosea realized that the LORD was putting Israel in the same situation with the same hope. But the LORD knew how foolish Israelites are. “Pains as of a woman in childbirth come to him, but he is a child without wisdom; when the time arrives he does not come to the opening of the womb.” So what will he do? “I will ransom them from the power of the grave; I will redeem them from death. Where, O death, are your plagues? Where, O grave, is your destruction?” (13:14). Hosea prophesies her that the LORD was dealing with sin of mankind when he was dealing with the sin of Israel. He prophesied that the LORD was dealing with them in “checed”. He will help Israel to come out of the womb. That is how he will save all people in his love. “Who is wise? He will realize these things. Who is discerning? He will understand them. The ways of the LORD are right; the righteous will walk in them, but the rebellious stumble in them.” (14:9)
