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Getting the Most Out of Hosea




In choosing to study Hosea you have ventured into a turbulent place of love and justice, promise and pain, close to the heart of God. You are also in scriptural territory unfamiliar to many Christians.


Even dedicated Bible readers often skip the Minor Prophets, the twelve short books crowded at the end of the Old Testament. The word minor makes them sound unimportant, although it means only that they are the shortest books of prophecy. They are sprinkled with strange geographical and historical references. But their power and emotion grab us as soon as we look into the first of the Minor Prophets: the book of Hosea.


The prophecy of Hosea does not progress logically from beginning to conclusion. Its writing is circular, going back and forth between judgment and mercy. We get a sense of God arguing with himself about Israel—not that God has trouble deciding what to do, but he feels the pain of conflict between what he wants for Israel and what he must do because of their sin.


Hosea shares God’s conflict when at God’s command he marries—and stays married to—the immoral woman Gomer. It is the conflict of anyone who cares deeply about a wayward person. God condemns Israel’s sin and knows Israel deserves to be written off; yet he hangs on, unwilling to give up on them. God eventually let Israel be defeated in the Assyrian conquest, but he did not ultimately abandon his people whom he loved.




Setting the Stage


Hosea’s prophecies begin during the forty-one-year reign of Jeroboam II in the eighth century B.C. Jeroboam’s rule, militarily successful but religiously corrupt, is concisely described in 2 Kings 14:23-29. He was a military success but a spiritual failure.


Though Jeroboam is the only king of Israel mentioned by name in Hosea (1:1), the list of the kings of Judah show that Hosea’s prophetic ministry extended over a fifty-year period and may encompass the conquest of Israel by Assyria in 722 B.C. The reigns of the four Judean kings are described in 2 Chronicles 26:1—32:33. It was a time of prosperity, with Israel and Judah controlling the international trade route. But it was also a time of idolatry and corruption as the Israelites, seeking success and security, adopted practices of the surrounding pagan cultures.


In pagan agrarian society, the accepted way to assure good harvests was through ritual worship of fertility gods, the Baals and Asherahs condemned in the Old Testament. Israel observed the practice, liked the promised results and enthusiastically entered into pagan worship. No doubt they did not consider that they had abandoned God. They were simply employing the latest “technology” to achieve the best possible harvest.


As the Israelites asserted more control over their destiny and trusted God less, they also began to manipulate one another. Injustice became the rule of life. In chasing a better life, Israel cut themselves off from their moral roots that reached back to Moses and the Ten Commandments and further back to Abraham.


The absence of moral roots is clear in the chaos of Israel’s monarchy after the death of Jeroboam II, when king after king was assassinated (2 Kings 15:8-31). No doubt most of Hosea’s prophecies were given during this time. While Hosea wrote about the unfaithfulness of Israel, Amos, his contemporary, painted a picture of their self-indulgence: “You lie on beds inlaid with ivory and lounge on your couches. You dine on choice lambs and fattened calves. You strum on your harps like David and improvise on musical instruments. You drink wine by the bowlful and use the finest lotions, but you do not grieve over the ruin of Joseph” (Amos 6:4-6).


Adultery and prostitution are the ugly pictures Hosea used to describe Israel’s spiritual condition. The image of sexual immorality not only symbolized Israel’s running after other gods and turning to other nations for protection, it also literally described their acts with temple prostitutes that were part of the fertility rites they had adopted. Hosea grieved over a nation once pledged to God but now unfaithful.


What could God do with these people whom he loved but whose sins he hated? That was the question that faced God in the time of Hosea. It is the question we ask ourselves when we love someone who is wandering morally. It’s also the question God asks about us when, through our sin, we are unfaithful to him.


May God bring you even closer to his heart as you study the book of Hosea.









Suggestions for Individual Study


1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.


2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.


3. Each study deals with a particular passage—so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.


4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.


Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.


5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names or places.


6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.


7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,”


or you may want to use that idea for your next study.









Suggestions for Members of a Group Study


1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.


2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.


3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses which are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in indepth study on equal ground.


4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.


When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.


5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.


6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.


7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.


8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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