LACK OF MERCY

Hosea 6:4-11:11

Key verse: 6:6

“For I desire mercy, not sacrifice,

and acknowledgment of God rather than burnt offerings.”

What YHWH wanted most was mercy (acknowledgment of God). What he got was sacrifice. Therefore, for the lack of mercy (knowledge), Israel was punished. If this is how you understood Hosea, you should read it again. If that is how you read Hosea, you might as well understand that your life has been directed by the mechanical, “carrot-and-stick” idea. In the reading of the Bible, one should pay attention to the dynamics or the tension between God’s unconditional covenant, which is represented by his promise to Abraham in Genesis 12:2-3, and the Sinai Covenant given to Israel in Exodus 19, which is conditional. Hosea is perhaps the most vivid illustration of the tension or the dynamics. If you do not remember the undercurrent tension between the grace and the righteousness of God, Hosea can be seen as an illustration of a worst case bipolar syndrome or a schizophrenic, inconsistent attitude. I am not talking about a fancy theory. I am talking about the tragedy of the misguided perception which has led astray so many young people. I hope and pray that the study of Hosea may call some who would hear the broken hearted plea of YHWH – “I desire mercy!” to those who attempt to feed him with sacrifice by force or to stuff his ears with their murmur.

There is one more thing to remember for the understanding of Hosea. What was YHWH’s answer to Israel who lacked mercy? The answer is in 11:9-11. “I will not carry out my fierce anger, nor will I turn and devastate Ephraim. For I am God, and not man-- the Holy One among you. I will not come in wrath. They will follow the LORD; he will roar like a lion. When he roars, his children will come trembling from the west. They will come trembling like birds from Egypt, like doves from Assyria. I will settle them in their homes," declares the LORD.” When we think of mercy, we think of relationships which center on us. We learn in the Bible, particularly in Hosea, that mercy has to do with YHWH and his coming. We should learn in this passage the profound teaching that YHWH and his coming is the answer to the lack of mercy. May the study of Hosea and Amos and the memorization of Romans be instrumental to call 120 who are bound to his mercy.

I. I desire mercy, not sacrifice (6:4-8:14)

YHWH desired mercy. Israel offered superficial love which is like the morning mist (6:4-11), while they continued their political conspiracy and assassination of kings (7:1-7), flirting with the neighboring countries which were stronger and richer (7:8-8:14). We will learn from their example what to repent.

A. Your love is like the morning mist (6:4-11)

Look at 6:4. Note that YHWH is lamenting over Ephraim ass well as Judah. They were enemies to each other. But to YHWH, they were his children forever. In YHWH, they were brothers and sisters forever, which can not be changed by anything in all creation. He says, “What can I do with you, Ephraim? What can I do with you, Judah? Your love is like the morning mist, like the early dew that disappears.” He doesn’t blame Ephraim or Judah. He pours out his heart to them instead. We should hear him, what he says to us who lack mercy.

Still, some may ask why YHWH is so serious about the morning mist-like love of his people. There could have been many more serious issues than love or mercy. We will think about the answer in verse 6. But here, we should learn that for YHWH the issue of love was the first and most important issue.
What did YHWH do with those whose love was like early dew? He studied the Bible with them. Look at 6:5. “Therefore I cut you in pieces with my prophets, I killed you with the words of my mouth; my judgments flashed like lightning upon you.”  What does YHWH mean? He cut through their hypocrisy and pretense by his word, judged their thoughts, divided their souls and spirits, and put to death their sinful selves (ref Heb 4:12, 13). His words were undeniable. Even to the hardened hearted, his words were like lightning flashing upon them. We see an example in the response of Israel when YHWH appeared to them (Ex 19:16).  What does their experience mean to us? “See to it that you do not refuse him who speaks. If they did not escape when they refused him who warned them on earth, how much less will we, if we turn away from him who warns us from heaven? At that time his voice shook the earth, but now he has promised, ‘Once more I will shake not only the earth but also the heavens.’ The words ‘once more’ indicate the removing of what can be shaken – that is, created things – so that what cannot be shaken may remain. Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, let us be thankful, and so worship God acceptably, with reverence and awe, for our ‘God is a consuming fire’ (Heb 12:25-29).”

Again we ask why did YHWH judge them with the Word. Look at 6:6. “For I desire mercy, not sacrifice, and acknowledgment of God rather than burnt offerings.” We learn from his words that his judgment by his word was his mercy. By his word, they were restored to him. Why was their love like morning mist? It was because they fell in love with something else every morning. They had as many lovers as the many days they lived while they were married to YHWH. They were his wife, yet they made themselves something else by their adultery. It is unimaginable that YHWH still spoke to them.  His tender words would be like a double-edged sword as much they sinned against him. She had no luxury to ask YHWH to leave her alone. Should it happen, she would be in eternal condemnation in hell which is never extinguished.

. 

Why is the lack of mercy a serious issue? Look at 6:7. “Like Adam, they have broken the covenant-- they were unfaithful to me there.” When we lack mercy, we are strange creatures having nothing to do with God. What has been your understanding of mercy? What is mercy according to verse 6? The word “mercy” in 6:6 is in Hebrew “checed” which is translated as “love” in verse 4. We should also note that the word is contrasted with sacrifice, is synonymous with “acknowledgement of God” as oppose to burnt offerings in verse 6. We should wake up to the truth of God’s mercy from the self-deception and God-deceiving act which substitutes God’s love with something else. It is a serious matter to heed to the word of God which exposes our lie.

In what way did the people of Israel and the priests repeatedly show that mercy was gone from them? Look at 6:8-10. Gilead was a region east of Jordan. It symbolizes northern Israel just as Washington represents the US government and Tokyo for Japan. Gilead was a city of wicked men, a place of violence and murder like Los Angeles or New York where the crime rate is high. Shechem in Joshua’s time was designated as a city of refugee (Jos 20:7; 21:21) where those who murdered others unintentionally could escape to for protection. But in the time of Hosea, the Israelites built a shrine for idol worship in this historical city. YHWH compares bands of priests who ministered to the worshipers with marauders lying in ambush. People were coming there to find a way to escape from the troubles of their lives but the priests took advantage of that for their own well-being. YHWH concludes in 6:11, “I have seen a horrible thing in the house of Israel. There Ephraim is given to prostitution and Israel is defiled. Also for you, Judah, a harvest is appointed.” Of course, the harvest meant the harvest of their sins which they committed with the lack of mercy. Remember that YHWH addressed his children in 6:4.

What did God do with those who were quick to cancel “mercy or love (=checed)”, replacing it with rituals? What do we learn here? He meets them with his word which announces “checed”, meaning “mercy+love+judgment.” May he speak to each of us.

B. None of them calls on me (7:1-7)

In 7:1, we learn that YHWH never gave up on restoring Israel. Why was his attempt not successful? Look at 7:1. “Whenever I would restore the fortunes of my people, whenever I would heal Israel, the sins of Ephraim are exposed and the crimes of Samaria revealed. They practice deceit, thieves break into houses, bandits rob in the streets.” What did their sins do to them?  Look at 7:2.  “…but they do not realize that I remember all their evil deeds. Their sins engulf them; they are always before me.” The words “fortunes” or “heal” indicate that YHWH wanted the well-being of his people. But it was their sin that represented them before YHWH. We should learn what sin does to a man. We should learn that what we have done represents us before God. The story of the Gerasene demoniac is a good example for the understanding of 7:2. When Jesus asked the man his name, he said he was legion.  The demons represented him.
7:3-7 contain examples of the sins which YHWH is specifically broken-hearted. These verses illustrate the conspiracy and assassination of kings by which the transfer of political power was done in the northern kingdom. There was an unprincipled coalition among the political figures to grab the thrones from the beginning of the nation of northern Israel. The conspiracy would be carried out in their parties which were usually a matter of drinking and sexual immorality. There was no need to feed the continuous, burning desire for conspiracy or adultery, the reminder of what is happening in Washington today. We should take note, however, that YHWH is not criticizing Israel’s Machiavellian practice as much as the fact that none of them called on him. What he was judging was that there was no acknowledgement of him. They were busy with political intrigue and issues at the cost of neglecting God himself. Most young people are prone to the political issues. So they either join or rebel against the political drive of their times. We should pray according to 7:7 for those who would call on God, even 120. Of course, we are not talking about the production of religious escapees.

C. Ephraim mixes with the nations (7:8-16)

While they ignored YHWH in their domestic social, political and religious issues, they also ignored him in their international issues. Israel was YHWH’s wife. In 7:8, “mix” is a strong word. She slept with multiple partners. Northern Israel had a diplomatic alliance with stronger, neighboring nations. They would change partners according to their need. They were unfaithful to their partners because their affairs began with the unfaithfulness to YHWH their God. They were like a flat cake not turned over. They were burned on the bottom with their desire. On top, the cake was gooey, not edible. Israel was neither a true worshiper of YHWH nor an outright follower of Baal.
Israel’s strength was YHWH. He was their shield and their reward. He was the Way, and the Truth and the Life (ref. Gen 15:1). What happened to his strength when he mixed with the nations? Look at 7:9. “Foreigners sap his strength, but he does not realize it. His hair is sprinkled with gray, but he does not notice.” Due to the ruinous foreign policy, Israel prematurely aged. His spiritual vitality was gone. The devastating wars and the consequent heavy tribute to the hands of the Syrians and later to the Assyrians drained his strength. Why did Israel not return to YHWH? 7:10 says, “Israel's arrogance testifies against him, but despite all this he does not return to the LORD his God or search for him.” We should remember YHWH’s charge in 6:6. Israel returned to sacrifices, to the offering of their sacrifices, not to YHWH. Why not? 7:10 tells us that they couldn’t. Their arrogance ruled over them. What was testified against Israel by the weakening of his physical and spiritual strengths? They should learn that it is their arrogance which blocks them from coming to God and blocks God from coming to them. Their arrogance was their strength. This monster was in the place of God. As long as the arrogance was ruling them, they would mix with the nations until they would evaporate.

In 7:11, YHWH says that their arrogance makes them foolish. “Ephraim is like a dove, easily deceived and senseless-- now calling to Egypt, now turning to Assyria.” Why is calling to Egypt or turning to Assyria an invitation of woe? 7:12 says, “When they go, I will throw my net over them; I will pull them down like birds of the air. When I hear them flocking together, I will catch them.” Is YHWH vengeful? Obviously he is. But we should read in 7:12 that he is the King of kings, the Lord of lords. Turning away from him who alone is God is an invitation of disaster. Israel thought he was smart and clever but he just made himself a fool. They were fools not only in their choice but because they rebelled against the one and only who longed to redeem them. 7:13 says. “Woe to them, because they have strayed from me! Destruction to them, because they have rebelled against me! I long to redeem them but they speak lies against me.” One might ask why couldn’t he help these brats. The Bible teaches us a solemn truth. For example, Jesus couldn’t perform miracles in his home town because of their unbelief.

Their arrogance is expressed in two different ways. In time of frustration, they wailed on their beds. In time of peace, they flocked together like birds of a feather. “They do not cry out to me from their hearts but wail upon their beds. They gather together for grain and new wine but turn away from me.” Why was this attitude a problem? 7:15 answers that. “I trained them and strengthened them, but they plot evil against me.” What was the strength which YHWH gave to Israel by his training? He gave them his Name (ref. Ex 19:4) which was like a credit card. What was the response of his people to the unlimited grace? They plotted against him (7:15b, 16). 

They regarded YHWH as but a deity among many. They treated him as if he cannot redeem them from their political turmoil or international situation. What would be the result? Look at 7:6b. “They do not turn to the Most High; they are like a faulty bow. Their leaders will fall by the sword because of their insolent words. For this they will be ridiculed in the land of Egypt.” Here, the word “Egypt” stands for exile. Egypt would fail to rescue them from Assyria. Then the Egyptians would ridicule the downfall of the very princes who had formulated the pro-Egyptian policy.

We might ask what was wrong with them as was revealed in their foreign policy. How could they be so forgetful? They distinguished between “reality” and “faith”. They had a clear separation between church and state, between political policy and the Bible message. On the other hand, they mixed with the nations. How could they be so confused?
D. Israel has rejected what is good, regarding the law as alien (8:1-14)

As a result of turning to Assyria for help, Israel would be invaded by this superpower nation. What was YHWH’s directive to Hosea now? Look at 8:1. “Put the trumpet to your lips! An eagle is over the house of the LORD because the people have broken my covenant and rebelled against my law.” The eagle stands for Assyria. Take note that now YHWH calls Israel the house of YHWH. When he sees northern Israel, he sees the original Israel which was before being broken into two, before being tainted by their sin. He took the threat of Assyria personally. Praise God for his unchanging love! As we remember his calling of them as the house of YHWH, we understand that the word of judgment is not different from the content in 6:4-7:16 where he expressed his broken hearted love and mercy on his own.
What would be Israel’s prayer in time of YHWH’s judgment? 8:2 says, “Israel cries out to me, ‘O our God, we acknowledge you!’” Their prayer could not change the judgment. Why was their prayer not effective? 8:3 says, “But Israel has rejected what is good; an enemy will pursue him.” When Israel rejected YHWH, they invited Assyria. In 8:4-13 is the list of the seven ways of how Israel had rejected what is good, YHWH, and why each ethical violation was fatal. “They set up kings without my consent; they choose princes without my approval. With their silver and gold they make idols for themselves to their own destruction.” The illegal dynasties produced illegal religion in the northern Israel. “Throw out your calf-idol, O Samaria! My anger burns against them. How long will they be incapable of purity?” They became incapable of purity. “They are from Israel! This calf--a craftsman has made it; it is not God. It will be broken in pieces, that calf of Samaria.” Israel was supposed to be the worshipers of YHWH. Now they made kings and gods and placed them side by side. In 8:7, their acts are described as sowing wind. They would be carried away by the consequence. “They sow the wind and reap the whirlwind. The stalk has no head; it will produce no flour. Were it to yield grain, foreigners would swallow it up.” As a result, “Israel is swallowed up; now she is among the nations like a worthless thing.” The nation of Israel stopped existing. No nation would deal with them as an independent state. It was a result of their disastrous foreign policy. “For they have gone up to Assyria like a wild donkey wandering alone. Ephraim has sold herself to lovers. Although they have sold themselves among the nations, I will now gather them together. They will begin to waste away under the oppression of the mighty king.”

In 8:11, 12 is the explanation that when Israel considered God’s word strange and alien, they became fools. “Though Ephraim built many altars for sin offerings, these have become altars for sinning. I wrote for them the many things of my law, but they regarded them as something alien.” Their acts of worship without the Word in them meant the accumulation of sins. Their offering meant offering meat. “They offer sacrifices given to me and they eat the meat, but the LORD is not pleased with them” (8:13). The result would be, “Now he will remember their wickedness and punish their sins: They will return to Egypt.” 8:14 says, “Israel has forgotten his Maker and built palaces; Judah has fortified many towns. But I will send fire upon their cities that will consume their fortresses.”

II.  The consequences of sin (9:1-10:11)

What was the present political, social and economical condition of Israel? They were doing very well.  What was wrong with their joy? “Do not rejoice, O Israel; do not be jubilant like the other nations. For you have been unfaithful to your God; you love the wages of a prostitute at every threshing floor.” What was prophesied regarding their prosperity? 9:2-7a says, “Threshing floors and winepresses will not feed the people; the new wine will fail them. They will not remain in the Lord's land; Ephraim will return to Egypt and eat unclean food in Assyria. They will not pour out wine offerings to the LORD, nor will their sacrifices please him. Such sacrifices will be to them like the bread of mourners; all who eat them will be unclean. This food will be for themselves; it will not come into the temple of the LORD. What will you do on the day of your appointed feasts, on the festival days of the LORD? Even if they escape from destruction, Egypt will gather them, and Memphis will bury them. Their treasures of silver will be taken over by briers, and thorns will overrun their tents. The days of punishment are coming, the days of reckoning are at hand.” 

Why was the prophet Hosea who was sent by YHWH to be a watchman for them of no help? Their sins were too many. “Let Israel know this. Because your sins are so many and your hostility so great, the prophet is considered a fool, the inspired man a maniac. The prophet, along with my God, is the watchman over Ephraim, yet snares await him on all his paths, and hostility in the house of his God. They have sunk deep into corruption, as in the days of Gibeah. God will remember their wickedness and punish them for their sins.”

What did YHWH recall in 9:10? Of what did Gilgal, the land of his people, remind YHWH? He remembered their beauty and their sin. “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. Ephraim's glory will fly away like a bird-- no birth, no pregnancy, no conception. Even if they rear children, I will bereave them of every one. Woe to them when I turn away from them! I have seen Ephraim, like Tyre, planted in a pleasant place. But Ephraim will bring out their children to the slayer.Give them, O LORD-- what will you give them? Give them wombs that miscarry and breasts that are dry. Because of all their wickedness in Gilgal, I hated them there. Because of their sinful deeds, I will drive them out of my house. I will no longer love them; all their leaders are rebellious. Ephraim is blighted, their root is withered, they yield no fruit. Even if they bear children, I will slay their cherished offspring.” 

What would God do with them? “My God will reject them because they have not obeyed him; they will be wanderers among the nations.” Why does YHWH punish them? “Israel was a spreading vine; he brought forth fruit for himself. As his fruit increased, he built more altars; as his land prospered, he adorned his sacred stones. Their heart is deceitful, and now they must bear their guilt. The LORD will demolish their altars and destroy their sacred stones. Then they will say, ‘We have no king because we did not revere the LORD. But even if we had a king, what could he do for us?’ They make many promises, take false oaths and make agreements; therefore lawsuits spring up like poisonous weeds in a plowed field. The people who live in Samaria fear for the calf-idol of Beth Aven. Its people will mourn over it, and so will its idolatrous priests, those who had rejoiced over its splendor, because it is taken from them into exile. It will be carried to Assyria as tribute for the great king. Ephraim will be disgraced; Israel will be ashamed of its wooden idols. Samaria and its king will float away like a twig on the surface of the waters.The high places of wickedness will be destroyed-- it is the sin of Israel. Thorns and thistles will grow up and cover their altars. Then they will say to the mountains, ‘Cover us!’ and to the hills, ‘Fall on us!’”

In verses 9-10, we learn that YHWH traces back their sin to the time of Judges. He never forgets sin.  “Since the days of Gibeah, you have sinned, O Israel, and there you have remained. Did not war overtake the evildoers in Gibeah? When I please, I will punish them; nations will be gathered against them to put them in bonds for their double sin.” What would be their assignment in the coming hard time? Look at 10:11,12. “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.” The judgment meant the salvation for them and for all people on earth. 

III. The Holy One among you (10:12-11:1)

Read 10:12. “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.”

How had both Israel and Judah invited trouble and how bad would the experience be? 1:13-15 say, “But you have planted wickedness, you have reaped evil, you have eaten the fruit of deception. Because you have depended on your own strength and on your many warriors, the roar of battle will rise against your people, so that all your fortresses will be devastated-- as Shalman devastated Beth Arbel on the day of battle, when mothers were dashed to the ground with their children.Thus will it happen to you, O Bethel, because your wickedness is great. When that day dawns, the king of Israel will be completely destroyed.”

In 11:1-11, we learn that the judgment was YHWH’s love. How long, wide, high and deep was the love of YHWH for Israel? “When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son. But the more I called Israel, the further they went from me. They sacrificed to the Baals and they burned incense to images. It was I who taught Ephraim to walk, taking them by the arms; but they did not realize it was I who healed them. I led them with cords of human kindness, with ties of love; I lifted the yoke from their neck and bent down to feed them.” Why, then, would they end up in exile? 11:5 begins, “Will they not return to Egypt and will not Assyria rule over them because they refuse to repent? Swords will flash in their cities, will destroy the bars of their gates and put an end to their plans. My people are determined to turn from me. Even if they call to the Most High, he will by no means exalt them.”

How would God solve the dilemma of dealing with the ever-disobedient children? 11:8-11 answers, “’How can I give you up, Ephraim? How can I hand you over, Israel? How can I treat you like Admah? How can I make you like Zeboiim? My heart is changed within me; all my compassion is aroused. I will not carry out my fierce anger, nor will I turn and devastate Ephraim. For I am God, and not man-- the Holy One among you. I will not come in wrath. They will follow the LORD; he will roar like a lion. When he roars, his children will come trembling from the west. They will come trembling like birds from Egypt, like doves from Assyria. I will settle them in their homes,’ declares the LORD.” He will roar like a lion and all will become quiet, even sin, even death.

We ask again why all these breath-taking things should happen to Israel.  In 11:9, we learn that it is because he is among them and us.  He is the Holy One among us.  He is the trouble.  He is the salvation.  May we learn to fear him.
