LACK OF TRUTH

Hosea 11:12-14:9

Key verse: 14:1

“Return, O Israel, to the LORD your God. Your sins have been your downfall!”

The answer to the “no acknowledgment” of YHWH in Israel was that he married Israel—his acknowledgment of her. The answer to the “no mercy” in Israel was that he was the Holy One among Israel, the judgment of her sin and the salvation of her through the judgment. Praise God for the truth of Immanuel. In today’s passage YHWH calls Israel and that is the answer to the “no faithfulness” of Israel. In summary, YHWH is the salvation of Israel. 

The obvious message in Hosea, however, is a challenge to us, for the nation of Israel would be gone, and the people would be blended with other races and disappear. In other words, the prophecy is the message of the judgment and the salvation given to us. May God be the salvation to those who hear him.  

I.  YHWH Elohim, YHWH is his name (11:12-12:6)

In 11:12-12:2 YHWH charges Northern Israel with lies and Judah with unruliness. “Ephraim has surrounded me with lies, the house of Israel with deceit. And Judah is unruly against God, even against the faithful Holy One.” The lies of Northern Israel refer to the hypocrisy with which the rulers of the kingdom deceived themselves. They rationalized that they worshiped YHWH in their hearts while they worshiped the image of a calf. They insisted that they used the golden calf only as a means for the worship of YHWH because he is invisible. Judah too was unruly. Perhaps she was liberal. The description that they were unruly indicates that they had no fear of God in respect to YHWH. Why was their behavioral problem taken so seriously? Verse 11:12 tells us that it was because YHWH was the faithful Holy One. She could have been deceiving, or playful with others, but not to YHWH, for he is the faithful Holy One who married her who was unfaithful and betrothed her to him forever. He was the only salvation for her in regard to her past. He was wonderfully and miraculously the salvation of her by his mercy. Yet she cheated YHWH, her God.

In 12:1-2 YHWH gives an example of how Israel cheated him. “Ephraim feeds on the wind; he pursues the east wind all day and multiplies lies and violence. He makes a treaty with Assyria and sends olive oil to Egypt. The LORD has a charge to bring against Judah; he will punish Jacob according to his ways and repay him according to his deeds.” King Menahem, who was a ruler of Northern Israel in the time of Hosea, paid tribute to Assyria to establish an alliance with that nation. When relations with Assyria soured, oil was sent to Egypt in the time of King Hoshea (2Ki 17:4) in order to secure an alliance with Egypt. Objectively speaking, both Judah and Ephraim did their best to survive in the international power struggle. What was wrong with their struggle for survival? In 12:2 we learn that YHWH is accusing them as Jacob. YHWH has a charge against them together as a covenant people. His issue was in the breaking of the covenant.   

Why was the issue in their “behavioral problem” taken as an issue of the breaking of the covenant? The answer is in 12:3-5. “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!” This is an illustration of Jacob their ancestor. He was eager to secure his birthright. He was ambitious for God’s blessing even before his birth. When he grew up he struggled with God (Gen 32:25-29). When Jacob struggled with a stranger near the Jabbok River he overcame the angel. YHWH explains what it means that Jacob overcame the angel in 12:4b: Jacob begged for YHWH’s mercy. YHWH found Jacob at Bethel and talked with him there. But the last section of verse 4 might refer to the second Bethel experience of Jacob in Genesis 35:9 as well. There the ancestor finally repented of all his idols and worshiped YHWH by entrusting his life and the lives of all of his household into the hands of YHWH. There YHWH made himself known to Jacob to be the LORD God Almighty, YHWH Elohim, and made Jacob known to him forever. In other words, the phrase that “the LORD is his name of renown” means in Hosea’s language that there YHWH betrothed Jacob to himself forever. What YHWH is speaking of here is this: What YHWH said to Jacob the ancestor in that second Bethel experience still applied to the Israel of Hosea’s day. He spoke to Israel in the person of their ancestor Jacob. YHWH bound himself to Israel, and Israel to him. There is no separation. Yet that is what Israel did when they flirted with their neighbors, whatever the reason was. That was the act of murder, of prostitution, even beyond human ethics, for the marriage was between the Holy One and the adulterous Israel. The flirtation was the act of attempting to kill God. 

12:6-14. What must Israel do in light of Jacob’s example? 12:6 says, “But you must return to your God; maintain love and justice, and wait for your God always.” What does it mean to return to their God? The word “God” is the translation of Elohim in the Hebrew Bible, the foundation and the ground of all beings. “Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made (Jn 1:3).” To return to God, therefore, means to trust that YHWH who has made himself known to us in Jacob is our life. How could they return to God? What is the way prescribed by YHWH? They must maintain love and justice, and wait for their God always. Maintaining love and justice is the same as waiting for God. You maintain love and justice in your relationship with others only when you trust that God is their life as well as your life. To put it differently, to return to God means to be truly converted from the religion of believing something else in respect to our relationship to one another, to the trusting and waiting for our God, who has made his name known to us in his covenant as YHWH Elohim. 

II.  I am YHWH your God (12:7-13:8)

We may wonder why Israel did not return to the wonderful husband. 12:7-8 tell us that Israel became content with her wealth. “The merchant uses dishonest scales; he loves to defraud. Ephraim boasts, ‘I am very rich; I have become wealthy. With all my wealth they will not find in me any iniquity or sin.’” Why would they still boast because of their wealth though the danger from the neighboring superpower nations was always around? They trusted that money could buy all things. So they did all they could do to make money, including fraud. Israel who was sold out for money-making was no better than a Canaanite (Ezk 16:3). The Canaanites (who were also known as Phoenicians) were the merchants of the ancient world. They had a reputation for dishonesty and Israel did the same. The problem was more than an ethical problem. Israel was no longer Jacob who became great by striving with God for spiritual victory (12:7) and rich by God’s blessing (Gen 31:42). Ephraim did achieve wealth. Ephraim boasts of his riches as if that equals their righteousness. Their wealth, however, was the payment of selling their God and themselves. Theirs seems an unbelievable self-righteousness. But such a wicked and stupid self- and God-deceiving tragedy came to them when they switched their attention from YHWH to money just for a moment and flirted with the distraction for a second. All the results followed automatically. Fraud and deception became business as usual, and that was adorned with self-righteousness, and the nation had surely reached rock bottom. As we remember, they were doing very well outwardly. But the foundation was gone from them. Their crumbling would be unprecedented.

We may still be sympathetic with Israel. But in 12:9 we learn that such sympathy is a wicked act against YHWH because the relationship between Israel and him is holy as he is holy. Look at 12:9-10. “I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt; I will make you live in tents again, as in the days of your appointed feasts. I spoke to the prophets, gave them many visions and told parables through them.” What does his name mean to their lives? Israel should learn that marriage to YHWH was both a holy blessing and a holy responsibility. No matter how adulterous Israel might have been she should live as the wife of the Holy One. Now she cheated him by flirting with money. She is sentenced to be driven out of their land into the desert, which meant exile into the foreign land. We should take note, however, that in the threat of expulsion is the implied promise of YHWH’s holy and gracious guidance, which they commemorated with gratitude. They will experience the same grace in the exile, however the education would be upgraded this time. In exile they will learn the word through the prophets of YHWH, learn YHWH’s vision, the secrets of the kingdom of God which is spoken through parables. Can we still say, at hearing all these, the expulsion into the wilderness is a hard experience? Certainly it is. Can we say we rather choose the pleasure in the drunkenness with the contentment of wealth? It is better to be disciplined by God than abandoned in the delusion. We learn to thank God for this life which is definitely a journey in the wilderness. Though we may have fooled ourselves and cheated our God often by self-deception in this journey we should by now learn to acknowledge God and his grace of being involved with us as our Judge. Thank God for his immeasurable grace of judgment of our sin of boasting of ourselves.

What is the proof that YHWH had been their God since the Exodus? He spoke to the prophets. He had shown continual care for the spiritual welfare of Israel. He communicated with them through the prophets in three ways: word, vision and parable. In their example we learn the grace of God on us.

In 12:11 we are hearing that Israel used their wealth to bribe YHWH. What did they achieve? Look at 12:11. “Is Gilead wicked? Its people are worthless! Do they sacrifice bulls in Gilgal? Their altars will be like piles of stones on a plowed field.” The Hebrew word for “piles of stones” is gal. Hosea uses the word to mock the practice at Gilgal. When they bribed YHWH with their wealth they made themselves wicked in his eyes and worthless. In other words, they made themselves not worthy of existence. They just built their tombstones as much they offered. What would YHWH do with them? Look at 12:12-13. “Jacob fled to the country of Aram; Israel served to get a wife, and to pay for her he tended sheep. The LORD used a prophet to bring Israel up from Egypt, by a prophet he cared for him.” Jacob’s example illustrates Israel’s life in the coming exile. What YHWH did with Israel through Moses, his prophet, illustrates how he would care for Israel in exile. “But Ephraim has bitterly provoked him to anger; his Lord will leave upon him the guilt of his bloodshed and will repay him for his contempt (12:14).” We learn in 12:14 that Ephraim’s contempt against YHWH is taken as “the guilt of his bloodshed”, i.e., murder. It seems like suicide. But it was the act of bloodshed of the wife of YHWH, for he betrothed the nation of Israel to himself. 
As we learn the mind of YHWH we learn that we should read the following verses of 13:1-8 as his broken-hearted lamentation and the fierce love which knows no failure of the one he loved. Look at 13:1-2. “When Ephraim spoke, men trembled; he was exalted in Israel. But he became guilty of Baal worship and died. Now they sin more and more; they make idols for themselves from their silver, cleverly fashioned images, all of them the work of craftsmen. It is said of these people, ‘They offer human sacrifice and kiss the calf-idols.’” Ephraim was spiritually dead when they worshiped Baal, which was expressed in the trust of money in this case. Ephraim would die politically. Look at 13:3. “Therefore they will be like the morning mist, like the early dew that disappears, like chaff swirling from a threshing floor, like smoke escaping through a window.” Ephraim’s death is truth. However, what is the unchanging truth of YHWH that is with them who were dead? Let’s read 13:4. “But I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt. You shall acknowledge no God but me, no Savior except me.” How would the revelation of YHWH being their God be their salvation? 13:5-8 is the answer. What did YHWH do for Israel in the desert? He said in 13:5, “I cared for you in the desert, in the land of burning heat.” So what would YHWH do with Israel? Look at 13:6-8. “When I fed them, they were satisfied; when they were satisfied, they became proud; then they forgot me. So I will come upon them like a lion, like a leopard I will lurk by the path. Like a bear robbed of her cubs, I will attack them and rip them open. Like a lion I will devour them; a wild animal will tear them apart.” His attack on them would be fatal. That is what YHWH means that he is their God.

III.  I will ransom them (13:9-16)

Why is YHWH so aggressive in his treatment of Israel? 12:9 answers, “You are destroyed, O Israel, because you are against me, against your helper.” He couldn’t and wouldn’t leave his wife dead. His fierce love was, however, already known to Israel. Of what other record of their sin, and how he dealt with the sin, does YHWH remind Israel? Look at 13:10-12. “Where is your king, that he may save you? Where are your rulers in all your towns, of whom you said, ‘Give me a king and princes’? So in my anger I gave you a king, and in my wrath I took him away. The guilt of Ephraim is stored up, his sins are kept on record.” During the twenty-one decades of the Northern kingdom’s history there were nine dynasties. Conspiracy, assassination and civil wars were the rule by which the transfer of political power was done. This political turbulence was viewed as the result of their request for a king instead of YHWH, which was done at the end of the rule of Samuel the prophet, at the beginning of the nation of Israel. YHWH “stored up” and carefully preserved the record of their sin. Every sin of the nation would be counted in the judgment. He never was passive in dealing with their sin.

What would YHWH achieve in the ever fierce involvement with love? “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.” In view of Romans 8:22 we learn that YHWH was working out the deliverance of mankind and all creation from the bondage of sin. But this verse also provides us a picture of the sufferings and calamities which the Northern kingdom of Israel would experience. Yes, it was supposed to be a pain of childbirth! Now the problem is with the fetus. He does not come to the opening of the womb. The birth is retarded, and the life of both mother and child endangered. In the figure here the mother and child both represent Ephraim. The nation is not wise because even under the judgment he still delayed his repentance and would not let himself be born again. We might as well say the mother figure illustrates YHWH. 

In 13:14 the labor pain is illustrated as an act of ransom. “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?” Redemption of a widow in ancient Israel was done by the closest kin, as we learn in the story of Ruth. Likewise YHWH would redeem Israel as the closest kin to him by paying the redemption money. In relation to the illustration of childbirth we can say the redemption money is paid by his suffering to redeem Israel from death. With the remembrance of the fierce love of YHWH, which knows no failure, now Hosea declares the hope of the triumphant victory over death. He is declaring more than deliverance from the danger of death. He affirms the conquest of death. YHWH possesses the power even to redeem them from death, and raise Israel from destruction into newness of life. Thank God for Jesus Christ. Unless he came this unbelievable truth would at best be guessed. However, the full and deeper meaning of these words is brought to light by the resurrection of Jesus our Lord. We say to death, “You are plagues and destruction.” YHWH says to death, “I am your plagues. I am your destruction.” 

13:14b and 15a are a little difficult for us to understand. In our Bible we read, “I will have no compassion, even though he thrives among his brothers.” But 13:14b is translated in a different version as, “Repentance is hidden from my eyes.” YHWH would not repent of the promise of redemption. 13:15 also means Ephraim “would bear fruit among his brethren.” The name “Ephraim” means “double fruitfulness” (Gen 48:4,20; 49:22). YHWH is saying that in its very name Ephraim possessed a pledge of double blessing. YHWH would not let his people be annihilated in the coming judgment. He would make them thrive when he puts plagues and destruction to death. As we remember that the truth came in Jesus’ resurrection (1Co 15:55), we can be assured of the restoration of Ephraim, though it is as yet the unseen truth. But then we realize that the faith of being assured of the hope in what we have yet to see and do not yet have (Ro 8:25) is exactly what YHWH was educating, teaching and planting in his fierce love for her, in the life of Jacob, in the time of Exodus as well as in exile and in the annihilation of Israel as a nation.

The concluding verses of 13:15b-16 awaken us that the fierce love of God is not a sweet love story, but a war where God’s people would be torn apart. We should learn to pray knowing the truth of his love for us. “An east wind from the LORD will come, blowing in from the desert; his spring will fail and his well dry up. His storehouse will be plundered of all its treasures. The people of Samaria must bear their guilt, because they have rebelled against their God. They will fall by the sword; their little ones will be dashed to the ground, their pregnant women ripped open.” What should we do now? Should we shrink because of the fearful expectation of his fierce love? Should we fool ourselves by drugging ourselves with the rosy picture because of the eventual redemption? We should learn to pray with fear and hope, knowing that we are in the tension between God’s unconditional covenant and his conditional covenant. 

IV.  Return to YHWH (14:1-8)

Now the prophecy of Hosea concludes with a final call for repentance. Here we learn that to return to YHWH is to pray with fear and expectation of him. Look at 14:1. “Return, O Israel, to the LORD your God. Your sins have been your downfall!” What does it mean to “return” to YHWH? What is prescribed for their return to be effective? Look at 14:2,3. “Take words with you and return to the LORD. Say to him: ‘Forgive all our sins and receive us graciously, that we may offer the fruit of our lips. Assyria cannot save us; we will not mount war-horses. We will never again say ‘Our gods’ to what our own hands have made, for in you the fatherless find compassion.”

We learn in YHWH’s final appeal to Israel first the truth of their downfall. Their sins had been their downfall. This teaching is different from Israel’s idea of success or downfall. For them military might and economic wealth was their success (ref. 8:2,14; 12:8; Isa 1:11), while YHWH was their reward and their shield (Ge 15:1). What were their sins? The switching of YHWH with something else was their sin. When they switched, they died. They became dead to God, an abominable object. The problem, which was actually a blessing for them, was that YHWH is holy and eternal, and so is his relationship with his creation, which is shown in his relationship to Israel. That is why they must return to YHWH when the judgment was promised and inevitable (ref. 13:15,16). 

We know by history that the prophets had no delusion of accidental luck, such as a miraculous restoration of Israel. The uncompromising historical proof teaches us that to return to God is truly their—and our—salvation. We learn in the above verses that to return to YHWH means more than turning to him. It means complete conversion from sin. Sin is represented and recognized as downfall. Turning to YHWH requires, therefore, renunciation of the world, of its power and its gods. It requires total repentance of the reliance on political alliances to solve our personal or national or organizational problems. We would no longer trust in military power or our income. But when we return to YHWH we cannot and therefore must not just slip back. We must not be empty-handed. We must bring the offering of repentance, the contrition. We must recognize that YHWH is a merciful Father. 

What does YHWH promise to Israel, who he is going to punish, and how does the promise apply to us? Look at 14:4. “I will heal their waywardness and love them freely, for my anger has turned away from them.” Because of his fatherly compassion we would be assured of the forgiveness of our sins. What would happen when we walk in the truth of the forgiveness of our sins? Look at 14:5-8. “I will be like the dew to Israel; he will blossom like a lily. Like a cedar of Lebanon he will send down his roots; Against the scorching heat of the east wind YHWH would be the dew for them to prosper. They would blossom like a lily in the valley. His young shoots will grow. His splendor will be like an olive tree, his fragrance like a cedar of Lebanon. Men will dwell again in his shade. He will flourish like the grain. He will blossom like a vine, and his fame will be like the wine from Lebanon. O Ephraim, what more have I to do with idols? I will answer him and care for him. I am like a green pine tree; your fruitfulness comes from me.”

We should remember that YHWH was speaking of his judgment on Israel. How should we understand, then, the promise of his protection and even the extension of his blessing on Israel toward others? We should remember that all these things came true in the time of Israel’s journey in the wilderness. They learned in the wilderness that YHWH was YHWH Elohim, the faithful Holy One who betrothed Israel to him. Likewise they will learn the truth anew in their exile, even on the bigger scale of making them a blessing for all people on earth. 

The prophecy of Hosea ends with the very interesting final words in 14:9. “Who is wise? He will realize these things. Who is discerning? He will understand them. The ways of the LORD are right; the righteous walk in them, but the rebellious stumble in them.” At first glance these words are like riddles. But then we realize that Hosea’s prophecy never leaves us to be speculative. The prophecy rather challenges us to be wise and discerning. Who is wise? He is the one who realizes these things. Who is discerning? He is the one who understands them. What are “these things”? Obviously what he has been speaking of all along in the entire fourteen chapters. I hope you come to God with the question of the mystery of why YHWH married Israel, and why he is the answer to the problems of “no acknowledgment” of him, of “no love” and of “no faithfulness” in them, and therefore of us. 

But we may have guidance for the realization of the truth and discernment of it in the concluding words in 14:9b stated in plain language. First, there is such a thing as the ways of YHWH as opposed to the ways of evil. Second, the ways of YHWH are right. The word “right” means straight, in contrast to the crooked ways of evil. The ways of YHWH seem too uncompromising, and too idealistic, and too right if not strange to us. Third, the righteous walk in the dangerously straight and therefore seemingly risky paths of being right with YHWH in all the matters and dealings in this world. Fourth, the rebellious stumble in them. The word “stumble” implies the self-induced destruction of the rebellious. Who is wise? Who is discerning? May he raise up 120 who are wise and discerning.
