LACK OF KNOWLEDGE

Hosea 4:1-6:3

Key verse: 4:6a
“my people are destroyed from lack of knowledge…”
Introduction: 

4:1 begins with the command to hear the word of YHWH because YHWH has a charge to bring against the Israelites. “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.’” 
This is a strange command for those who heard the message in the previous three chapters of Hosea. We already know the summary and the point of YHWH’s message through Hosea’s prophecy: YHWH who had married Israel would betroth her to him forever. Israel was guilty of adultery, yet, YHWH would make her his own bride. She would be known to herself and to others as YHWH’s bride and she would truly be his bride. By marrying her, YHWH would make her a new creation. The message is complete and full. Nothing can be added or subtracted. We like the message and we want to abide in the message. Why does Hosea have this command to again hear the word of YHWH? What is even more uncomfortable is that YHWH speaks the word of accusation to her and us who have accepted the gospel message. Even more burdensome is the truth that the remaining ten chapters of Hosea contain the word of YHWH regarding the three charges brought up in the opening verse 4:1. He had so much to say, even complain, to those whom he had promised would be his bride forever. For some reason, the charges are dealt with in reverse order of the list in 4:1.  4:1-6:3 is the charge that there is no acknowledgement of YHWH, 6:4-11:11 is about no love and the last section of 11:12-14:9 is about no faithfulness. However, observing the structure of how the accusations are narrated in the prophecy is of no help. We’re stuck at the opening command to hear the word of YHWH.
I have learned after wrestling with the challenging words of 4:1 that hearing the word of God is the beginning of knowing God. Unless I hear him, I can not even read verse 1b. I realized that hearing the word of God is the beginning of salvation. We all begin from our conviction. Though the conviction itself comes from God, we end up either hearing God or remain in ourselves. Those who hear him will acknowledge him. Those who do not hear will not acknowledge him. Yet, the gracious God speaks to them all that they all may hear. We know this truth because God is commanding Israel to hear him. Unless they were not hearing him, why would this command be needed? May he speak to us.
I.  The sin of no acknowledgment of YHWH (4:1b-19)

The word “knowledge” is repeated in chapter 4 and the lack of knowledge is taken seriously. The most striking teaching is in verse 6a when YHWH says that the Israelites are destroyed from lack of knowledge. He was speaking to the people who were there as if they were not. He was speaking to those who were prosperous and enjoying the success of the economy and international politics as if the reality was an illusion.
What is the knowledge? Thanks to the translation in 4:1b, we learn that it is the acknowledgment of God. What is the acknowledgment of God? I have learned what it is from Isaiah chapter 1. It is the attitude of a cow or a donkey which recognizes the owner who feeds them. In relation to this teaching, I could understand that it is the attitude of the trees in my backyard. They always turn toward the sun and grow toward the sun. As far as the acknowledgment, I am less than a sunflower, less than a donkey or my dog. Thanks be to God who commands me to hear him. May he wake up my soul to acknowledge him moment by moment.  Otherwise, I would always be distracted by other things unless he calls my attention to him every moment. I know this. Whenever I remember my children who live in New York, I become thankful that they are. I am with them. I hope and pray that I may be united with our Lord Jesus in the same way for he has made himself known to me through his gospel. May he raise up 120 among us who know the Lord. In some sense, no faithfulness, no love and no acknowledgment are all speaking of one thing, that is, the missing of God. Today, I want to be led to the presence of God as I hear the accusation of the lack of the acknowledgment of God.
What happened in the land of the Israelites when God was missing? Look at verse 2. There was only cursing, lying and murder, stealing and adultery. People broke all bounds, and bloodshed followed bloodshed. All these can be summed up as the acts of self-protection or the love of themselves. As we are distracted with the miserable picture of the society’s ethical problem, which is an illustration of our times, we are reminded that Hosea is telling us of the tragedy of the absence of God.
What was the result? Look at verse 3.  “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 word “mourn” refers to the severe draught (Deut 28:24). But the study of the times in 1:1 reminds us that the land was enjoying prosperity. Was Hosea simply a pessimistic environmentalist? Then we realize that he was crying because the God of Israel was missing from them. I am reminded of what I heard from shepherd David Miller. I like to listen to WGUC on the radio because I felt relaxed when I hear classical music. But shepherd David Miller said that classical music makes him tense. He hears the music while the music flows by me. Similarly, Hosea suffered acknowledging the reality of the mourning nature since he heard YHWH. He may appear as a pessimist. But he was seeking God as an infant seeks his mother when he saw the society or heard the birds chirping. In other words, he was crying with the problem of sin which was ruling him and his people in the place of YHWH their God. He was crying because there was no answer to the miserable truth of their nation, of their society, and of their existence for the problem was sin.
Why was there no one who could deal with the problem of their sins? Wasn’t there priests? Look at 4:4, 5a. “But let no man bring a charge, let no man accuse another, for your people are like those who bring charges against a priest. You stumble day and night, and the prophets stumble with you. So I will destroy your mother--”
Why is even YHWH left with no choice but to destroy them? Isn’t he God? Aren’t they “his people”? Look at 4:5b-6. “my people are destroyed from lack of knowledge. 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 something serious. They were his. But when they lacked the knowledge of him, rejected the knowledge, they became something else. They were his only outwardly but inside, they were not even Gentiles. They were monsters who couldn’t stand before God’s presence. When they were distracted, they destroyed themselves.
We might ask why the priests were of no help. But YHWH says in verse 7, “The more the priests increased, the more they sinned against me; they exchanged their Glory for something disgraceful.” The priests had the same problem as the people. They were priests only outwardly when YHWH was no more the Glory to them. We ask what did the priests do. YHWH answers, “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.” The reference seems to be the sin offering of which the priests were to eat the most part. The more the people sinned, the more the priests got to eat the choice meat of the sin offering. The priests cherished or longed for the people to commit iniquity because they prospered from the abundance of sin offerings brought to the temple. They were not aware that they were fed with punishment. 
4:10-14 is about what YHWH would do with the foolish activities of the priests and people. He describes their supposed religious activities as eating, prostitution, and drinking wine, which only takes away their soberness, that is, their understanding. “They will eat but not have enough; they will engage in prostitution but not increase, because they have deserted the LORD to give themselves to prostitution, to old wine and new, which take away the understanding of my people. 
We learn why Hosea is speaking of the problem of godlessness in relation to the immoral life style.  The problem of the immoral life style is that it has an intoxicating effect upon the lives of those who engage in it. You become one with the person you sleep with. Drunkenness and debauchery also have a devastating effect on the heart and intellect. In Hebrew psychology, the “heart” is basically “the understanding”. When you get drunk, God is gone and you become one with your wine.
The symptom of being drunk with idols, immoral life, and wine is serious.  4:10b says, “They consult a wooden idol and are answered by a stick of wood.” Why would intelligent people seek guidance from wooden idols or walking staffs? 4:10b continues, “A spirit of prostitution leads them astray; they are unfaithful to their God.” They are urged by an uncontrollable impulse when they are drunken, such as the feeling of jealousy (Num 5:14), a spirit of dizziness as a drunkard staggers around in his vomit (Is 19:14), and a spirit of impurity (Zech 13:2). So what do they do? “They sacrifice on the mountaintops and burn offerings on the hills, under oak, poplar and terebinth, where the shade is pleasant.” Hosea is talking about the religious fever which would drive the drunken people. That is not the end of the tragedy. 4:13b-14 say, “Therefore your daughters turn to prostitution and your daughters-in-law to adultery. I will not punish your daughters when they turn to prostitution, nor your daughters-in-law when they commit adultery, because the men themselves consort with harlots and sacrifice with shrine prostitutes-- a people without understanding will come to ruin!” We learn from Hosea that a true knowledge of God includes an understanding of sexual standards. The people without understanding will be ruined. Sexual impurity leads to national ruin by foreign domination.
As he was warning Israel, Hosea also warns Judah in desperation. 4:15 says, "Though you commit adultery, O Israel, let not Judah become guilty. ‘Do not go to Gilgal; do not go up to Beth Aven. And do not swear, 'As surely as the LORD lives!’” Gilgal was a well-known shrine for idol worship; Beth-Aven means “House of iniquity”; the city was originally Beth-El “House of God”, a place allotted to Ephraim, the leading tribe of the Israelites.  The northern Israelites made the city a place of idol worship and Hosea ridicules their wickedness by word play. Swearing by the name of YHWH was commanded in the Law (Deut 6:13; 10:20). This oath, however, was to be done in the fear of YHWH. It was not to be used by idolaters. Going to idolatrous shrines in Gigal or in Bethel and swearing by the name of YHWH were the acts of wickedness. In our terms, we might say that the more they prayed the more they sinned against their God.
What were the four reasons Judah should not follow the example of Israel?  (16-19)
Verse 16 says, “The Israelites are stubborn, like a stubborn heifer. How then can the LORD pasture them like lambs in a meadow?” The heifer refers to a young cow which is driven with the desire to mate when she is in heat.  The original Hebrew Bible says, “YHWH will feed them as a lamb in a wide field.” Such a lamb quickly becomes the prey of wolves and wild beasts. Untended by the shepherd, unguarded from the wild beasts, the lamb is doomed to eventual destruction. Judah should restrain herself from being carried away by the heat. Verse 17 says, “Ephraim is joined to idols; leave him alone!” Ephraim stands for northern Israel. The word “join” implies that he is united with idols. Ephraim was too far gone. YHWH was not going to associate with him! Verse 18 says, “Even when their drinks are gone, they continue their prostitution; their rulers dearly love shameful ways.” Ephraim was totally devoted to idols by indulging in immoral activities. When their orgies of drinking parties were over, they went whoring. Hosea seems to be referring to the degeneration of morality which was accompanied by the missing of God in their lives. The last reason to warn Judah to stay away from Israel is in verse 19. “A whirlwind will sweep them away, and their sacrifices will bring them shame.” Ephraim was doomed. They would be ashamed of their hypocrisy in offering sacrifices to idols while at the same time professing loyalty to YHWH. They would also be ashamed because the idols which they worshiped could not deliver them from their enemy. When they become ashamed, it would be too late. The seriousness of the sin of no acknowledgement of God was their degeneration, rather, transformation from being God’s own into something else, which is worse than the Gentiles. They would be active agents of sin.
II. Judgment against the degenerated (5:1-15)

Look at 5:1a. “Hear this, you priests! Pay attention, you Israelites! Listen, O royal house! This judgment is against you.” Again, here is the command to hear, to pay attention and to listen to YHWH. Though the content is fearful, we know the grace of YHWH who speaks to his people. May God speak to us throughout our lives. May he not withdraw his word from us. That will be enough for us. That will be the sufficient grace for us.
YHWH addresses all classes of people. The focus here, however, is on the rulers as is obvious in the content of chapter 5. What was the main issue with which YHWH accuses the leaders of Israel? He says in 5:1b, “You have been a snare at Mitzpah, a net spread our on Tabor.” Mizpah was the place where their ancestor and founder of their nation, Jacob, made a treaty with Laban on an equal basis. That was the beginning of the honor of Jacob and sovereignty of Jacob. But in the time of Hosea, the leaders made the city a place of idol worship. Mt. Tabor was a famous mountain on the northern Israel soil along with Mount Hermon. Again, the leaders set up a shrine for idol worship on the latter mountain. When the people visited those places and offered their sacrifices, they were inviting judgment of YHWH on them. Perhaps they offered much sacrifice. That is why YHWH ridiculed them in 5:2, “The rebels are deep in slaughter. I will discipline all of them.” YHWH was not fooled with their bribery of meat. He said in 5:3, “I know all about Ephraim; Israel is not hidden from me. Ephraim, you have now turned to prostitution; Israel is corrupt.” 
Why did YHWH just blame them? Why didn’t he help them? 5:4 says, “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.” Sin had gained such a hold on the people of Israel that they had lost their power to repent (ref. Prov 5:22). Rather, they became slaves to a spirit of prostitution which drove them as their merciless master. The evil spirit expelled the knowledge of the true God. While we sympathize with the helplessness of Israel knowing that is our truth as well, we hear a surprising truth in 5:5. “Israel's arrogance testifies against them; the Israelites, even Ephraim, stumble in their sin; Judah also stumbles with them.”  About what was Israel arrogant? He was arrogant about himself because he was doing well in all aspects as a nation (ref. Amos 6:1, 13). The problem with their arrogance is that they believed in themselves. 5:5b says they stumbled in their sin. As they believed, their wealth, their military might, and the favorable internal political situation were all given by YHWH. Nothing was wrong with those things. Even if they throw away all those things with tears and cry, there was no help. They were the problems. They were the dead. They were the destroyed. So YHWH says in 5:6, “When they go with their flocks and herds to seek the LORD, they will not find him; he has withdrawn himself from them.” We should take note of the tense that YHWH has withdrawn himself from them.
Why would YHWH withdraw himself when Israel seeks him in desperation simply because they “stumble in their sin”? As we think of the teaching in verse 6, we see the truth of their desperation. They were not seeking YHWH though they thought so. They were seeking refuge from the approaching calamity. We should be careful here. Hosea is not talking about their attitude as much as their degeneration. 5:7 says, “They are unfaithful to the LORD; they give birth to illegitimate children.” While the judgment was at the door, they would deceive themselves and their God by diligent celebration of special events such as the New Moon festivals.

The quoted war cry in Gibeah, Ramah and Beth Aven (Bethel) and the call of Benjamin for counter attack in 5:8 are the reminders of the frequent civil wars in the nation of Israel among the twelve tribes. The people of northern and southern Israel often fought each other to administer justice as was the case in the tragedy of Gibeah which happened at the end of the time of Judges, many centuries before Hosea (ref. Jdg chs. 20-21; 1 Ki 15:16-22; 2Ch 13:2-20). But their desperate struggle to bring justice to the land would not save them from God’s judgment. Look at 5: 8-11. “Sound the trumpet in Gibeah, the horn in Ramah. Raise the battle cry in Beth Aven ; lead on, O Benjamin! Ephraim will be laid waste on the day of reckoning. Among the tribes of Israel I proclaim what is certain. Judah's leaders are like those who move boundary stones. I will pour out my wrath on them like a flood of water. Ephraim is oppressed, trampled in judgment, intent on pursuing idols.”
What is YHWH doing with them? He says in 5:12, “I am like a moth to Ephraim, like rot to the people of Judah.” Is YHWH destroying them? They destroy themselves by their sin. They will lose wars and become weaker as time passed. What would northern and southern Israel do when they lost the war? 5:13 says, “When Ephraim saw his sickness, and Judah his sores, then Ephraim turned to Assyria, and sent to the great king for help.” What was the disease or the “sores” which mighty Assyria or great Egypt could not cure? They probably considered something like the loss of life, the loss of their national honor in the war as their sore. But the real disease was that they were united with something other than YHWH.

What would YHWH do with them? Look at 5:14. “For I will be like a lion to Ephraim, like a great lion to Judah. I will tear them to pieces and go away; I will carry them off, with no one to rescue them.” Why would YHWH be like a lion to them? 5:15 says, “Then I will go back to my place until they admit their guilt. And they will seek my face; in their misery they will earnestly seek me.” We might ask what YHWH would accomplish by tearing them apart. We see in verse 15 that he would create repentance. As we read 5:15 again, we learn the phrase, “they will earnestly seek me.” As we learned in 5:4, what YHWH would destroy was their sin which previously blocked them from coming to him.
Then we can understand the call of Israel to return to YHWH who judged them. Let’s read 6:1-3. “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." We may think of Jesus’ resurrection in this prophecy. But there is no direct indication to confirm that idea. The expression “after two days” means “after a short while” in Hebrew. What amazes us is the appreciation of YHWH. Unless YHWH tore them apart, they wouldn’t be freed from the grip of their sin. Unless YHWH judged them, they wouldn’t be united with him. Now, nothing in all creation could separate them from YHWH.
