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      “To some degree, preachers have always had to take on the mantle of the minor prophets. It is a task that is vital in our day, and it is laden with challenges. How does the preacher denounce the sins of their age in a clear and compelling way? How can they hold out grace while remaining unrelenting about sin and its consequences? Preachers could use some help facing these questions. Paul House and Stephen Coleman provide answers. And these answers are the best kind, for they are pastoral and proclamatory in nature. The contemporary preacher should, can, and must preach the Minor Prophets. House and Coleman are helpful companions in fulfilling the call to proclaim the whole council of God.”

      Jeremy Meeks, Director, The Chicago Course on Preaching; author, Amos (Matthias Bible Guides)

      “In this masterful exploration of the Minor Prophets, authors Paul House and Stephen Coleman skillfully weave together profound scholarship and pastoral insight to illuminate the timeless relevance of these often-overlooked texts. Each chapter guides readers through prophetic clarion calls with clarity and conviction underscored by relevant New Testament connections and practical application. This work is a must-read that makes ancient truths accessible and transformative for those seeking to know God more deeply, seek his face more completely, and understand his enduring call to justice, mercy, transformation, and faithful living more fully.”

      Robert Smith Jr., Distinguished Professor of Divinity, Beeson Divinity School, Samford University; author, Doctrine that Dances; The Oasis of God; and Exalting Jesus in Joshua

      “The Minor Prophets are life-giving and relevant in every age, including—or perhaps especially—in our own time. Yet preaching them faithfully comes with unique challenges. This excellent and important volume from House and Coleman will guide and encourage pastors to open these words from God to his people with confidence, clarity, and conviction.”

      James A. Johnston, Senior Pastor, Camelback Bible Church, Paradise Valley, Arizona

      “The Minor Prophets have posed numerous challenges for pastors for many centuries, often resulting in their neglect in the preaching ministry of the church. This volume provides a handsome resource that unravels these difficulties. It offers a treasure chest of literary, historical, and theological materials, while keeping in mind that these books are for the church (1 Pet. 1:11). For any pastor seeking to enrich God’s people with the teachings of the Minor Prophets, this volume is indispensable.”

      Peter Lee, Professor of Old Testament, Reformed Theological Seminary

      “There are few commentary series more consistently faithful and pastorally helpful than the Preaching the Word series. This volume on the Minor Prophets is no exception. Paul House and Stephen Coleman prove to be reliable and wise guides through these often-neglected books. With clarity and conviction, they demonstrate that the unified message of the Twelve is one of divine confrontation and mercy: the Lord calls his people to account for their sin, summons them to repentance, and offers hope of forgiveness and restoration to the repentant. This volume will equip pastors to preach these prophetic books with both theological depth and pastoral warmth and help them to see and savor our holy and merciful God in their private devotions.”

      Juan R. Sanchez, Senior Pastor, High Pointe Baptist Church, Austin, Texas; coauthor, Reaching Your Child’s Heart

      “In The Minor Prophets: Seek the Lord and Live, Paul House and Stephen Coleman have provided the church a rich resource of biblical exposition, theological reflection, and practical application. Not only do the authors faithfully explicate the prophetic message, but they also powerfully capture the prophetic voice in its evocative and imaginative power. Though often overlooked by preachers today, these books contain much that the church needs to hear, and this volume will serve pastors and students of the word in relating the message of the Minor Prophets to the challenges, sins, and hopes of God’s people today. This commentary is a timely and enduring gift to those who preach, teach, and love the whole counsel of God.”

      Benyamin F. Intan, President and Professor of Christian Ethics, International Reformed Evangelical Seminary, Jakarta, Indonesia

      “The Minor Prophets are strange territory to most Christians (with the exception of Messianic texts at Christmas time and a few passages about social ills that have come to the fore recently). They are forbidding to most preachers, and it is deeply gratifying to see these efforts by highly qualified scholars who are also faithful preachers. All of us can learn something of our craft here!”

      C. John Collins, Professor of Old Testament, Covenant Theological Seminary
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      Seek the Lord and live,
lest he break out like fire . . .

      Amos 5:6a
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      A Word to Those Who Preach the Word

      There are times when I am preaching that I have especially sensed the pleasure of God. I usually become aware of it through the unnatural silence. The ever-present coughing ceases, and the pews stop creaking, bringing an almost physical quiet to the sanctuary—through which my words sail like arrows. I experience a heightened eloquence, so that the cadence and volume of my voice intensify the truth I am preaching.

      There is nothing quite like it—the Holy Spirit filling one’s sails, the sense of his pleasure, and the awareness that something is happening among one’s hearers. This experience is, of course, not unique, for thousands of preachers have similar experiences, even greater ones.

      What has happened when this takes place? How do we account for this sense of his smile? The answer for me has come from the ancient rhetorical categories of logos, ethos, and pathos.

      The first reason for his smile is the logos—in terms of preaching, God’s Word. This means that as we stand before God’s people to proclaim his Word, we have done our homework. We have exegeted the passage, mined the significance of its words in their context, and applied sound hermeneutical principles in interpreting the text so that we understand what its words meant to its hearers. And it means that we have labored long until we can express in a sentence what the theme of the text is—so that our outline springs from the text. Then our preparation will be such that as we preach, we will not be preaching our own thoughts about God’s Word, but God’s actual Word, his logos. This is fundamental to pleasing him in preaching.

      The second element in knowing God’s smile in preaching is ethos—what you are as a person. There is a danger endemic to preaching, which is having your hands and heart cauterized by holy things. Phillips Brooks illustrated it by the analogy of a train conductor who comes to believe that he has been to the places he announces because of his long and loud heralding of them. And that is why Brooks insisted that preaching must be “the bringing of truth through personality.” Though we can never perfectly embody the truth we preach, we must be subject to it, long for it, and make it as much a part of our ethos as possible. As the Puritan William Ames said, “Next to the Scriptures, nothing makes a sermon more to pierce, than when it comes out of the inward affection of the heart without any affectation.” When a preacher’s ethos backs up his logos, there will be the pleasure of God.

      Last, there is pathos—personal passion and conviction. David Hume, the Scottish philosopher and skeptic, was once challenged as he was seen going to hear George Whitefield preach: “I thought you do not believe in the gospel.” Hume replied,” I don’t, but he does.” Just so! When a preacher believes what he preaches, there will be passion. And this belief and requisite passion will know the smile of God.

      The pleasure of God is a matter of logos (the Word), ethos (what you are), and pathos (your passion). As you preach the Word may you experience his smile—the Holy Spirit in your sails.

      R. Kent Hughes

    

  
    
      Preface

      Paul R. House

      Preaching God’s Word is a tremendous privilege and a serious responsibility. This task has been part of my vocation for more than fifty years. I truly wish that I had preached better, and I have not stopped trying to improve. I write this brief preface so that readers will know what I have tried to do. They can judge whether what I have done matches my goals or fits their needs. My sermons in this book seek to explain Old Testament prophetic texts in the context of Christian worship to help others know, love, and serve God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

      Explaining Old Testament Texts

      Since 1986 my preaching has occurred alongside my role as an Old Testament teacher. In effect, I have been a bivocational preacher, albeit one with a job related to the content of my preaching. Many invitations to preach that I receive come with a request that I speak on an Old Testament passage. Over time I have probably preached five or ten times more sermons on the Old Testament than on the New Testament. Thus, I have come to feel a deep kinship with the first Christians, who evangelized and discipled from the Hebrew Bible.

      In general, Old Testament passages are longer and less familiar to hearers than their average New Testament counterparts. Therefore, I tend to cover about a chapter per sermon. I also find it necessary to explain more details, to do what my friend Phillip Jensen calls “explicatory preaching.” Sometimes I struggle to show how the details fit the whole. Sometimes I explain too much or too little. Since most people know next to nothing about the Old Testament, I hopefully keep at it in the spirit of how Jesus and the apostles did similar work.

      In the Context of Christian Worship

      Sermons are a key component in Christian worship services. They are not, however, the only component. Prayers, songs, Bible readings, offerings, and exchanges of greetings are likewise vital parts of our gatherings. Sermons do not have to contain everything in the Christian faith. Put another way, they should mainly contain the part of Christian faith that is in the sermon passage. This fact is worth noting if one desires to preach what texts say, not what preachers want them to say or what current preaching trends claim they should say. Every passage fits into the whole of the Christian story. Not every text tells the whole story. Inserting any portion of the story into a text as if it were in the text harms good Biblical reading and understanding.

      Our worship services ought to tell the big Christian story. Sermons help our prayers, readings, singing, and greetings to do that. I hope that my sermons have done that. Since readers do not have copies of the order of worship in which I preached these sermons, I ask you to believe that the full gospel was included in our services.

      For Knowing, Loving, and Serving God

      Sermons foster people’s relationship with God. As I have preached these sermons, I have become ever more aware that the prophets wrote from a deep relationship with him. They knew God’s character and how he governs the world and provides for his people. They testified of God’s enduring love. They served God in normal and extreme circumstances. Their words strove to bring others into a closer relationship with their Lord. Sermons that hew closely to these texts have the same goals.

      My sermons in this volume have a strong corrective and exhortative tone. I believe that this tendency is in keeping with the prophets’ ministries. I think that it also fits Paul’s words about preaching in 2 Timothy 4:2: “Preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, and exhort, with complete patience and teaching.” All correction is meant to bring hearers closer to God.

      Illustrations can help facilitate knowing, loving, and serving God. They are not for entertainment. I have used illustrations sparingly in these sermons’ written form, preferring to focus on explication. In person, I use more illustrations, ones fitting the congregation I address. As with all written sermons, the audience for these sermons is wider than the original one. I especially hope that these sermons will help pastors preach and enrich people who read them devotionally.

      Conclusion

      As I write these words, I anticipate preaching tomorrow. I am praying for other preachers. I am also praying that hearers and readers of sermons will receive Christ, walk with him, serve him, and rejoice in him until the day when God sings with us in the new heavens and earth (Isaiah 65:17–25; Zephaniah 3:14–20).

    

  
    
      Preface

      Stephen M. Coleman

      It is often (and correctly) noted that there is nothing minor about the minor prophets. Their corpus contains some of the greatest literature in the history of the world. Jonah, for instance, is considered by many as the finest short story ever written. Nahum, to name another, is rightly regarded as a poet of singular genius. Preaching through this corpus, I was time and again struck by the immense cognitive and aesthetic power of these ancient figures, and I found myself often trying (and often failing) to convey something of their prophetic voice in my own sermons.

      However, much more than literary giants, these prophets were towering figures because they functioned as mouthpieces of the living God. As such, they delivered powerful messages of judgment and salvation, ruin and restoration to God’s covenant people. As any reader will quickly observe, their oracles are often difficult, obscure, and bewildering. The ancient Near Eastern context feels foreign to our modern experience, and Israel’s life seems quite distant from our daily lives. However, though much is different, much is also the same. We see in these books (scrolls?) that the same sins that plagued the hearts of ancient Israel continue to beset our own hearts today. Their struggles with doubt, discouragement, and at times despair resonate in our experiences as we too struggle to trust God and to understand his ways in the world. Thankfully, our connection with our forefathers and foremothers goes deeper than shared sin, as the hope of Israel announced by these prophets remains our hope today—namely, “the sufferings of Christ and the subsequent glories” (1 Peter 1:11). Though inhabitants of a foreign and distant world, these messengers of God continue to serve his people today as they announce the penalty-paying substitute for God’s people under the old covenant and the new. For this reason it has been a unique joy for me to work through the Minor Prophets with a view to expounding their message for Christ’s Church today.

      In keeping with the vision of the Preaching the Word series, the commentary that follows has been adapted from sermons written for and, for the most part, preached, in a variety of church contexts. My goal in these sermons is basically fourfold: 1) to exposit the message of the text as given in its original context, 2) to situate the text within its larger redemptive historical context, 3) to show how it finds its fulfillment in the Christ who stands at the center of Scripture (Luke 24:25–27), and 4) to tease out some implications of the text for Christian life and worship. Whether or not I accomplished these goals is, of course, for the reader to decide. To whatever extent I have accomplished them, however, may God receive all the glory and may his church be blessed through these efforts.

      Though a fuller, though by no means exhaustive, acknowledgment of individuals and churches who have supported and contributed to this work may be found at the end of this volume, here at the beginning I would like to mention just one: I wish to thank my father, Michael Coleman, whose forty years of pastoral ministry modeled for me (and many others) how to shepherd Christ’s flock faithfully both in and out of the pulpit. Thank you, Dad, for your faithfulness to Christ, to Christ’s Church, and to your family. It is with love and gratitude that I dedicate my portion of this commentary to you.

    

  
    
      HOSEA

      By Paul R. House
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      God’s Enduring Love for Israel

      Hosea 1:1—2:1

      

      The Bible tells us many things about God’s character. For instance, in Exodus 34:6, 7 God states that he is “merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by no means clear the guilty.” First John 4:7, 8 summarizes all these traits and how we are to respond to them when it says, “Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God, and whoever loves has been born of God and knows God. Anyone who does not love does not know God, because God is love.” John teaches that since God is love, we must love him and love one another. By stressing these twin themes, John agrees with Moses (see Leviticus 19:18; Deuteronomy 6:4–9) and Jesus (see Mark 12:28–32). Though simple in concept, we all know these truths are hard to understand and hard to practice in daily life.

      The book of Hosea is about God and his love. In Hosea, God endures horrible unfaithfulness on Israel’s part. Yet his love is not controlled by circumstances or dependent on human faithfulness. In Hosea, God’s love is as permanent and determined as God himself, and this love transforms people. God’s love stands and stays when Israel tries to run and hide. It is a tenacious love, and it addresses sin. When a person accepts God’s love, God binds that person to himself in an unbreakable relationship. He never lets them go.

      Hosea 1:1—2:1 introduces us to God’s enduring and life-changing love. God shows his love for Israel by calling a faithful prophet who will minister to them in turbulent times (1:1). This prophet lives what God has experienced with unfaithful Israel. Thus he endures pain like God’s (1:2–9). This prophet declares God’s tenacious love for Israel and Judah, claiming that God’s covenant love can transform even the most hardened sinner (1:10—2:1). Hosea’s opening verses remind us that because of God’s love, the future may always be bright. God will set apart a people for relationship with him, and we can be part of these people who share his love.

      God’s Faithful Prophet for Turbulent Times (1:1)

      There are no easy times in human history. Jesus promised that in this world we would have tribulation (John 16:33), and we certainly do. Some eras are easier to navigate than others. But since the first humans sinned in the garden of Eden there never has been a golden age free of troubles. Still, certain times are worse than others. Times when major changes in political, social, economic, and religious arenas happen are especially challenging. Hosea lived in such times. During his ministry his people went from political and material security and prosperity to utter collapse.

      The book of Hosea opens with this word: “The word of the Lord that came to Hosea, the son of Beeri, in the days of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, kings of Judah, and in the days of Jeroboam the son of Joash, king of Israel.” This verse informs us that what follows is from Yahweh and is given through Hosea. It also indicates that about 760–710 b.c. is the historical setting the book addresses. Finally, it invites us to recall Israel’s relationship with God during these years.

      It is always good when beginning a prophetic book to remember these books’ extraordinary nature. Hosea does not speak on his own authority. Rather, “the word of the Lord came” to him. Like all faithful Biblical prophets, he is God’s messenger. He is sent by God, the great King, to declare God’s will to God’s subjects. Yet these words are also Hosea’s. They reflect Hosea’s times, personality, and individual gifts. Thus, this book is not exactly like any other prophet’s.

      Because it is from God, we should take this book very seriously. We can learn the proper attitude to the prophetic books from the Apostle Peter. He reminds us that he and his missionary team did not tell “cleverly devised myths when we made known . . . the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ” (2 Peter 1:16). Rather, Peter gave eyewitness testimony of life with Jesus. He shared what he saw and heard when he and other apostles were with Jesus on the Mount of Transfiguration (2 Peter 1:16–18; see Matthew 17:1–8).

      Peter adds that we have something “more fully confirmed” (2 Peter 1:19). What could be “more fully confirmed” than a word from Heaven that he heard with his own ears? What is more confirmed is “the prophetic word . . . to which you will do well to pay attention as to a lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts” (1:19). What makes the prophetic word so special, so certain, so deserving of trust? Because, he explains, “no prophecy was ever produced by the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit” (v. 21).

      When we read Hosea, we take in the words of a man carried along by the Holy Spirit. We can trust these words to guide and shape us into the people God created us to be (Romans 12:1, 2). We can trust these words to change our stubborn wills and make us obedient to Christ. This transformation can only take place as we humble ourselves before God’s Word. In his kindness he gives us his word about his love through Hosea. We are wise if we will receive this book, then, not as Hosea’s opinions and experiences but as God’s very words to us at this moment in our lives (Hosea 14:9).

      Hosea appears nowhere else in the Bible. We know nothing about his parents except his father’s name. We do not know how Hosea became a prophet. But it is safe to conclude from the book that Hosea was absolutely dedicated to God, completely faithful to his family, fearless in his presentation of God’s word, and very creative in his speaking and writing. He held nothing back. He used all his gifts in God’s service.

      Hosea 1:1 lists four kings of Judah. Uzziah died c. 742–740 b.c., and Hezekiah began ruling by 715 b.c., making the book’s time frame 750–710 b.c. or so. Uzziah, Jotham, and Hezekiah followed the Lord. But Ahaz worshiped idols. He was one of the least faithful rulers ever to defile David’s throne. During Uzziah’s reign, Judah had peace and prosperity. This was mainly due to no large, powerful nation being able to dominate smaller countries like Judah. Later, during Ahaz’s and Hezekiah’s days, neighboring nations and the mighty Assyrian Empire constantly oppressed Judah.

      Given the book’s contents, Hosea probably lived and ministered in the kingdom of Israel. Jeroboam II is the only king of Israel that verse 1 lists. He ruled Israel as coregent with his father Jehoash from 793–782 b.c. He then ruled on his own c. 782–752 b.c. Second Kings 14:24 states, “He did what was evil in the sight of the Lord.” In particular, “He did not depart from all the sins of Jeroboam the son of Nebat, which he made Israel to sin.” Verses 24–29 reveal that Jeroboam II sinned the same way his namesake, Jeroboam I, did two centuries earlier. What were these sins?

      Jeroboam I (930–909 b.c.) was the new nation of Israel’s first king. Israel seceded from Judah in 930 b.c. when Solomon died. Solomon sinned against God in his old age by worshiping idols, so God decided to take ten tribes away from him (1 Kings 11:1—12:24). Though God made him king, Jeroboam I feared that his people would worship in Jerusalem and would then want to reunite with Judah. His answer was to begin a new religion (1 Kings 12:25–33).

      This maverick faith claimed to worship the same God as before. Yet it disobeyed much that God had revealed to Moses. It allowed non-Levites to become priests, used images of God, and set up worship centers in Dan and Bethel to rival Jerusalem. It became the state religion in Israel. The author of 1 and 2 Kings considered Jeroboam I the prime example of bad leadership for starting it (1 Kings 15:26, 34).

      Mixing true faith with false faith eventually opened the door for other religions to enter the land. In particular, many Israelites eventually worshiped Baal. The most famous Baal worshiper in Israelite history was Jezebel, wife of King Ahab (c. 869–850 b.c.). Baal worshipers considered Baal the god of fertility. They believed Baal made land fertile by giving seasonable rain. They thought Baal also made women and animals fertile. Baal’s followers engaged in sexual acts with “sacred” male or female prostitutes to show their commitment to him and to honor his power to provide fertility. Israel’s economy was based on agriculture. Animals and crops were how people made a living. In other words, worshiping Baal amounted to worshiping sex and money. Baal worship was especially vile in God’s sight, as Hosea stresses repeatedly.

      This deadly combination of improper worship of God and worship of other gods made it difficult for faithful followers of God to live in Israel. The troubles the faithful prophets Elijah and Elisha endured make this point quite plain (see 1 Kings 17—2 Kings 13). These sins led God to punish Israel by sending Assyria against them. By 732 b.c. Assyria made Israel a satellite nation in its empire. By 722 b.c. Assyria had destroyed Samaria, Israel’s capital. Each time, Assyria took captives.

      Hosea warned that these things would occur, but the people did not listen. One reason they did not listen was that the nation was wealthy during Jeroboam II’s reign. Also, there were few wars. Everything seemed fine. The people probably thought Hosea was a crank. If God is so angry, they thought, then why are we doing so well? They may even have ignored Hosea altogether. After all, if Baal is the most powerful god, why listen to a lesser god’s messenger? Hosea certainly had his work cut out for him. Religious pluralism and secular materialism are hardly new challenges for God’s servants. Hosea faced these, and we do as well.

      God despised what he saw in Israel. Turbulent times followed easy times, and Hosea ministered during both times. We need to remember that God may not be pleased with what he sees in our land. Faithfulness to him, not good financial times, determines his pleasure with us. Faithful Christian service requires us to follow Hosea’s example. We must share God’s message even if the world around us sees no problem with the way they are living. All who turn away from God and his offer of salvation in Christ will have turbulent times. These troubles may not come in this life. They will certainly come when unbelievers stand before God to give an account of what they have done with Christ in this life (2 Corinthians 5:10).

      God’s Unfaithful People (1:2–9)

      God sometimes commanded prophets to act out a message. This was abnormal. Prophets usually wrote or spoke God’s message. These acts were deadly serious, not religious skits. Symbolic acts usually meant judgment was imminent. Time was up. Only repentance could stop punishment from coming.

      These symbolic acts could be humiliating. They could seem almost cruel. For example, Isaiah went naked and barefoot for three years to warn the people that exile and loss were coming soon (Isaiah 20:1–6). God commanded Jeremiah not to marry to show the people that normal life was about to end (Jeremiah 16:1–4). Horrible times were on the horizon. Repentance was in order.

      What God asked Hosea to act out exceeded all these in difficulty and sacrifice. His symbolic acts included his wife, his children, and his message. His whole life was involved. His witness showed Israel it was way past time to repent. In fact, judgment was near.

      We all want a happy and normal home. God commanded Hosea to take on one of the unhappiest marriages one can imagine. At the very start of his ministry, God told Hosea to take “a wife of whoredom” and have “children of whoredom” (Hosea 1:2a). This extreme act symbolized the fact that “the land commits great whoredom by forsaking the Lord” (v. 2b). In absolute obedience Hosea went and married Gomer, a woman involved in some form of whoredom (v. 3).

      People are fascinated with Gomer’s lifestyle before and after she married Hosea. Scholars have suggested several possibilities.1 They propose that perhaps she was not yet engaged in whoredom before marrying. Perhaps she was not sexually impure, only religiously impure, as the Israelites were at this time. Perhaps the story is a parable. Hosea may not have literally endured what the text describes. Perhaps Gomer was a prostitute in the Baal cult before she and Hosea married. People today are fascinated with sexual escapades and sex scandals, so we may be more interested in this discussion than we are in other Old Testament scholarly debates.

      All these suggestions are relevant, and the issue is significant.

      In response, God deals with concrete situations in all the prophetic symbolic-act passages. The acts demonstrate something happening in real life. Since the Hosea account is so straightforward, with no hint that what follows is an allegory, it is best to think that Gomer was a real woman with a real past that included real sexual activity that God deplores. This sexual activity may have been in service to Baal or not. Regardless, she acted in a way that God forbids.

      God showed grace to her, however, by telling a man of Hosea’s level of commitment to marry her. Hosea did not hold Gomer’s previous life against her. The couple began marriage with a clean slate. Hosea did not treat his wife differently because of her past. He mirrored God’s grace to her. With God, one’s past does not determine one’s identity. Jesus showed this when he spoke with the woman at the well (John 4:1–25), another woman with a troubled sexual past.

      At first all went well in the marriage. Soon Gomer “conceived and bore him [Hosea] a son” (Hosea 1:3). God instructed Hosea to give the boy a symbolic name, Jezreel (v. 4). Little Jezreel was not the only prophet’s son given a name that helped his father’s ministry. A few years later, Isaiah gave his sons the symbolic names Maher-shalal-hashbaz and Shear-yashuv (Isaiah 7:1; 8:3). Isaiah’s kids probably thought Jezreel was a pretty simple name for a prophet’s son!

      In Hebrew, Jezreel means “God sows.” The Valley of Jezreel was where Gideon defeated the Midianites (Judges 7). It was also where Ahab and Jezebel had a palace and where they killed Naboth to take his adjoining property (1 Kings 21). It was the place where Jehu killed the kings of Israel and Judah and took possession of Israel’s throne (2 Kings 9—10).2 God explained why this name was given and what message the boy would carry with him all his life when he said, “In just a little while I will punish the house of Jehu for the blood of Jezreel, and I will put an end to the kingdom of the house of Israel” (Hosea 1:4b). For good measure he added, “On that day I will break the bow of Israel in the Valley of Jezreel” (v. 5). The boy’s name meant that God would soon destroy Israel’s royal house and its subjects. His name declared that a kingdom bathed in blood cannot endure and that a nation that approves of such governments will be punished.

      The family story continues. Gomer conceives again. This time she has a daughter (v. 6a). Again, God orders a symbolic name. She will be called “No Mercy,” for God has determined he will no longer “have mercy on the house of Israel, to forgive them at all” (v. 6b). God has been letting Israel’s sins go unpunished. He has been bearing with their breaking of the covenant they made with him when he delivered them from Egypt (Exodus 20:1–17). He has shown compassion by giving them time to repent (cf. Exodus 34:6, 7). However, time will soon expire. Repentance must become their top priority.

      God is ready to judge Israel, but he has decided not to punish Judah yet (Hosea 1:7). Remember that Assyria defeated Israel in 732 b.c. and again in 722 b.c. In 722 b.c. Assyria conquered Samaria, Israel’s capital, and finished Israel as a viable nation with its own government. Though Judah also sinned repeatedly, God allowed them to exist until 587 b.c. when Babylon destroyed Jerusalem. God was patient with both countries. He was patient with Judah longer. Sadly, as the minor prophets reveal, Judah did nothing with this extra time. Instead, they followed in Israel’s footsteps.

      Hosea’s family grows again. Another son is born (v. 8). God orders Hosea to name him “Not My People,” a name that conveys illegitimacy. God chooses this name to declare to Israel, “You are not my people, and I am not your God” (v. 9). Israel has not been God’s people because they have served other gods. They have broken their covenant’s most basic command: “You shall have no other gods before me” (Exodus 20:3). Gomer may already have been similarly unfaithful to Hosea. Only when Jezreel was born does the text state that Gomer bore “him [Hosea]” a child (Hosea 1:3). Perhaps Gomer conceived the next two children with another man. Regardless, she later abandons Hosea and the children. Israel had certainly committed spiritual adultery time and time again by worshiping other gods. The third child’s name reveals God’s response to this betrayal.

      What a family! Its very existence shows human love, human hope, human failure, and God’s divine word. It also presents God’s message to the world. As the book goes on, the prophet will declare Israel’s murderous ways, Israel’s callous disregard for God’s mercy, and Israel’s decision to reject God as God. Hosea will plead with the people to come home to their husband, to God. His heart and God’s heart, his words and God’s words, are one. Marital adultery is terrible, but spiritual adultery is even worse, for it has eternal, unchangeable consequences. It separates people from God and thus from mercy.

      God’s Enduring Love for His People (1:10—2:1)

      God’s love for his covenant people endures through all sorts of sin and corruption. This is true at the individual and corporate levels. Though believers must not take God’s kindness for granted, he holds us in his hand no matter what happens (John 10:28, 29). He did not renounce Simon Peter for denying Jesus (21:15–19). God did not disown the Galatians for their confused theology. He did not reject the Corinthians for their divisiveness and their terrible treatment of Paul. God keeps all his promises to those he redeems, for he made these promises based on his own character. His word and grace never depend on us. They are based on his covenant faithfulness. This faithfulness includes keeping his promise to Abraham of a large family, to David of a great kingdom, and to Moses of mercy for Israel.

      In c. 2000 b.c. God delivered Abraham from idol worship in Mesopotamia (Joshua 24:2, 3). He called Abraham to follow him, and he made specific promises to him. God promised Abraham protection, land, fame, and many descendants (Genesis 12:1–9). When Abraham believed God’s promise of a child when having a child seemed impossible, God counted his faith as righteousness (Genesis 15:1–6). God kept his promise. Six hundred years later, Abraham had so many descendants that Egypt was afraid of them (Exodus 1:7–10).

      God will judge Israel in Hosea’s time, but judgment is not the end of the story. Even after defeat and exile, God will see to it that “the number of the children of Israel shall be like the sand of the sea, which cannot be measured or numbered” (Hosea 1:10a). God will always maintain a number of Israelites who trust in him. These numbers will swell in part because “in the place where it was said to them, ‘You are not my people,’ it shall be said to them, ‘Children of the living God’” (v. 10b). This means that Israelites will trust God in places where they will live outside Israel, which will in turn lead to Gentiles also trusting God. Paul quotes this verse in Romans 9:26 in a section devoted to explaining how Jewish and Gentile believers are both part of God’s people. Paul indicates that Gentiles will swell the number of faithful ones, but there will always be Jews who trust in Christ.

      God does not lie. His promises have no expiration date. Abraham will have Israelite and non-Israelite descendants until the world ends.

      In c. 1000 b.c. God made special promises to David. He had taken David from being the shepherd of sheep to being the shepherd of Israel. When David desired to build God a house, a temple, God responded by promising to give him a house, a dynasty on Israel’s throne. He promised David an eternal kingdom (2 Samuel 7:1–17). Every messianic passage afterward builds on this promise.

      Hosea 1:11 reflects God’s promise to David. Israel was divided from Judah in Hosea’s day. Each nation had its own king. Hosea states that such will not always be the case. He proclaims that someday Israel will have one leader. When Jesus chose twelve disciples to minister in northern and southern Israel, he clearly began a new Israel with old Israelites. He kept God’s promise to David (see Matthew 1:1–17; Romans 1:3, 4) by being the King promised long ago. He proved he was Messiah through his ministry (see Matthew 11:1–6), death, resurrection, and ascension. He sent his disciples to the ends of the earth to extend his kingdom. As the gospel is sown, there is a great harvest. As Hosea wrote in verse 11, “Great will be the day of Jezreel [sowing].” Great indeed!

      God promised Moses that he would always be gracious, compassionate, and loyal (Exodus 34:6, 7). He would be Israel’s God, and they would be his people (Deuteronomy 7:6). Because God keeps his word, he shows compassion to people who have been judged. He takes back people who have not acted like they are his people. Hosea foresees that when God gathers his people around one leader, the people will be his again. The family will be restored. God cannot act contrary to his own character. This means there is hope—even for Israel, even for Hosea’s family, even for us. God does not change; hope remains even when all seems lost.

      Conclusion

      This chapter introduces Hosea’s message. God has spoken (Hosea 1:1). Rejecting God is like committing adultery against our Creator (vv. 2–9). Our sin pollutes the people around us. He will judge sins great and small. But he will see to it that some people follow him. He forgives those who turn to him (1:10—2:1). His promises never fail. We need not remain in our sins.

      We can receive this restoration the same way as in Hosea’s day. We can believe God’s word, repent, and walk with God. The promised King has come. He has united the faithful ones in Israel. Gentiles have begun entering the kingdom. God’s people are sowing God’s word around the world. All who trust in Jesus, the One promised in 1:11, receive the forgiveness and reconciliation 1:10—2:1 promises.

      God’s love reaches out today. People with a past like Gomer’s can find grace. People who have simply stepped away from God for a time can find grace. We can be part of God’s people. We can find mercy. God’s love is strong enough to take us back, take us in, and take us home.
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      God’s Disciplining Love

      Hosea 2:2–23

      The whole Bible is true, but no part seems truer to me than Hebrews 12:11: “For the moment all discipline seems painful rather than pleasant, but later it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who have been trained by it.”

      Any sort of discipline, whether spiritual or otherwise, hardly ever feels pleasant to me, at least at first. For me the word discipline brings basketball and track practices to mind. It reminds me of hours spent learning Greek and Hebrew. It reminds me of writing my first college essays, when I worked and reworked sentences for hours just to make them actual paragraphs. The word discipline conjures up memories of late-night hours spent honing lectures when I was a young teacher. Most of all, it brings back memories of well-deserved punishments from my parents. I am not a big fan of discipline. Are you?

      But I am a big fan of winning basketball games and track meets. I am extremely grateful to know some Hebrew and Greek. Writing good sentences and paragraphs makes me glad. Delivering a good lecture makes the preparation worthwhile. I have to admit that my parents’ approach to raising children has helped make me a decent human being, at least on my best days. I am a big fan of the results of discipline, “the peaceful fruit” of discipline.

      The best forms of discipline are born from love. Coaches and teachers are more popular in the short term if they have low standards. Kids often consider lenient parents “cool.” It is easier to let people get by with anything they want to do, but this is not love at work. Love leads people to take the harder path. Love makes parents shape kids. Love drives teachers to help students reach their potential. Love can inspire spouses to forgive much and to expect much. Love does the hard work that real life requires.

      Hosea 2:2–23 describes love that disciplines and restores. In this passage, Gomer has clearly not been faithful to Hosea. She has not cared properly for her children. In fact, she has deserted the family. Hosea has many reasons to invoke Deuteronomy 24:1–4 and end the marriage. Yet this is not what he does, for this is not how God treats Israel who has sinned more often and for a longer time than Gomer has. Hosea reaches out to Gomer, yet with a strong and disciplining love that can cleanse and reconcile. This is also how God reaches out to Israel, and to us. Hosea and God show their love. They indict sin (Hosea 2:2–5), they punish sin to discipline and restore the offender (vv. 6–13), and they make plans for future renewed relationship (vv. 14–23). This love includes faith and hope, to be sure, but it also includes discipline. This brand of discipline restores relationships and remakes human beings.

      God’s Indictment of Israel’s Sin (2:2–5)

      The prophets often present their messages as indictments in court cases (see Isaiah 3:13; Jeremiah 2:9; Micah 6:1, 2). In such instances they portray God bringing evidence against Israel or the nations for some form of covenant-breaking. In Hosea 2:2–5, the lawsuit is particularly tragic, for it involves an entire family in Hosea’s case and an entire nation in God’s case. It involves children pleading with their mother (v. 2), a husband considering serious action against his wife (v. 3), and a father wondering what to do with children that are not his own (vv. 4, 5).

      Family troubles are hard on everyone. In many ways they are hardest on children, in part because kids have the least power, experience, and perspective. At their best, adults try to keep children out of harm’s way in such times. Thus for Hosea to tell the children, “Contend1 with your mother, contend—for she is not my wife, and I am not her husband” (v. 2), he must be at the end of his rope. Duane Garrett has noted that the Hebrew word I have translated as “contend” (riv) can also be translated as “plead,” “rebuke,” “find fault with,” or “denounce.”2 The word usually appears in a context of a very negative statement about a person. Legal overtones are typically involved.

      Hosea asks his children to reach out to their mother. He asks them to state that she has not been what a wife should be. In effect, God asks the same of his children and friends, the prophets. They must cry out and tell Israel that she has not been faithful to God. They must play the role of children asked to do the impossible—exercise authority over their mother.

      It is important to understand the nature of this literature. The language is highly symbolic. It compares a terrible family situation to a terrible religious situation. This passage does not sanction using children to admonish a straying spouse. It certainly does not command us to do so. Instead, this verse plucks at our heartstrings. It tries to make us sad that things could come to such a state. If we are treating God or our own families badly, then it spurs us to seek God’s way back to the right way of life.

      In 2:3, Hosea states what he will do if Gomer does not change her behavior. He will feel compelled to take decisive disciplinary action. Instead of providing clothing for her, he will “strip her naked.” Instead of providing food, drink, and financial security for her, he will “make her like a wilderness, and make her like a parched land.” She cannot have his support and act however she wishes. He will not enable her sinful behavior.

      These images remind us of the Bible’s story of God’s covenant provision for Israel throughout her history. He redeemed Israel from slavery. He fed and clothed her in the desert for forty years, bearing with her sins all along. He gave her the promised land, and this made her contented and faithful for a while. Yet later she rebelled again and again, and he sent her away from the land to teach her not to break her covenant vows. Still, he never gave up on her, and he protected her faithful children. Finally, he sent his Son to Israel to provide forgiveness for sins and reconciliation with him. Many believed, and they shared the good news with the world. Yet some refused to believe.

      The story continues as the Church continues Christ’s work on earth. It is important for each Christian, each church, and each denomination to ask how the story is going today. Are we walking with God, or have we left Christ, our first love (Revelation 2:1–7)? If the latter, we can expect God’s discipline, not because he hates us but because he wants us back.

      The imagery shifts a bit in Hosea 2:4, 5. Hosea is perplexed about what to do with the children, with his daughter No Mercy and his son Not My People. In a play on the first child’s name, he states that he will have “no mercy” on these children “because they are children of whoredom . . . she who conceived them has acted shamefully” (vv. 4, 5a). He acts as if these are not his biological children. It is as if his wife left him with children that he thought were his, but he finds out they are not.

      He reveals that his wife has gone after lovers and enjoyed the gifts she thought they gave her (v. 5b).

      When Israel’s adults went after other gods, they raised children who also worshiped idols. They did not follow Hosea and the other prophets’ way of life; they followed the practices of those who worshiped Baal or other idols. Such children are not what they should be. Their mother has led them to be like her. To protect the children, Hosea must keep them. He must take on and care for children who are not his own. He must show the sort of grace God shows to the citizens of Israel in Hosea’s day.

      As I have stated already, Hosea has a strong case for divorce. He has evidence that his wife has cheated and had children by her lovers instead of her husband. She has left Hosea with children that should not technically be his responsibility. Like God does repeatedly in history, however, the prophet takes another path. He does what is necessary to effect reconciliation. What he does is the subject of the next section of the book.

      Discipline for Renewal (2:6–13)

      Hosea determines to cut off Gomer’s access to her lovers (vv. 6, 7), her access to his financial support (vv. 8, 9), and her access to pagan temples (vv. 10–13). As the passage continues, it becomes clear that he sees these as first steps to reconciliation. He does not view them simply as a means of punishment or of shaming her. Renewed relationship is the goal. All along he wants to hear her say, “I will go and return to my first husband, for it was better for me then than now” (v. 7). Such reconciliation is always God’s desire. He takes no delight in judging people, but he takes great pleasure in redeeming them.

      In verses 6, 7 Hosea speaks as if Gomer is in a garden, which probably represents her home and marriage. She has been leaving the garden to pursue her lovers. Therefore, Hosea proposes to plant a hedge and build a wall that will keep her in the garden. She will not be able to get out on the old paths that lead her away from her family. As will become apparent, this means Gomer will lose her husband’s monetary support. For Israel this means God will not protect them from their enemies. He will compress their borders. Foreign armies will take their land. They will not be able to get to the worship sites for Baal they are used to visiting.

      Again the goal is to restore relationship. Despite all she has done, Hosea wants his wife back. He longs for her to say that it was better with him than with other men (v. 7). Today’s talk-show counselors might find this pathetic or decide that Hosea is codependent in a dysfunctional relationship. This is not the case, for he knows exactly what he is doing. So does God. He does not need Israel’s love to survive. He does not thrive on desperate circumstances. He acts in selfless love for Israel. He is filled to overflowing with grace. Love is reason enough for him to do what he does.

      Verses 8, 9 present Gomer as unaware of how her needs have been met. She chases after her lovers, oblivious to the fact that Hosea provided for her all along. Thomas McComiskey has noted, “Israel did not acknowledge Yahweh as the source of her material blessing. It seemed obvious to many that one should seek fertile fields and abundant harvest from the fertility god. The wealth they had accrued from Yahweh’s hand was used in the service of Baal.”3 Israel was as clueless as Gomer. The people considered Baal the giver of agricultural wealth and daily sustenance. They bought into Baalism’s beliefs and practices. They took what God gave them and offered it to a false god (v. 8).

      God’s response is to withhold his grain, wine, wool, and flax (v. 9). In an agricultural community, this can only mean that the people will face economic hard times. The cause could be bad weather that inhibits the growth of crops, invasion by a foreign army that interrupts harvesting, or the partial or full collapse of their economic system. This threat echoes Deuteronomy 28:15–19, where Moses warned Israel that ongoing disobedience would lead God to cut off their normal food supply. God’s goal was not simply punitive. His goal was to use means to awaken the people to their need to return to their God, the true giver of life.

      We Americans should understand this passage quite well. We love our money. Sometimes we do not even realize we love money because materialism is so pervasive in our land. I am often asked if God uses financial privation to get people to return to him or to turn to him for the first time. The answer is that he does. God will get our attention so that we will flee from idols.

      I do not have a simple formula that shows when God is doing this; the Bible offers no such thing. But it may be good for us to consider hard financial times as an opportunity to ask God to search our hearts and teach us of any wicked ways in us (Psalm 19:12–14). The purpose of this type of discipline is the same as any other: to bring us back to a right, loving relationship with God through Jesus Christ. If we think our needs are met outside of God’s kindness, then losing cash may lead us to a better understanding of reality in Christ. If so, we will be the better for it.

      Hosea 2:10–13 portrays Gomer as a party girl with many lovers. Apparently the lovers do not know about one another, for God says he will “uncover her lewdness in the sight of her lovers” (v. 10). They will see her shameful ways and repudiate her.4 This will have the effect of ending the parties they have celebrated with her.

      These parties were religious in nature. They included feasts, new moons, and Sabbaths (v. 11). In fact, they were days spent reveling specifically in Baal worship (v. 13), with all the sensuality associated with that religion. All this stopped during 733–732 b.c. when Israel’s allies that worshiped Baal fell to Assyria’s armies. These allies could no longer help Israel fend off her attackers. Furthermore, Baal could not save Israel. Israel was naked to the world, and all the pagan religious feasting ceased.

      These verses describe a sad end to Gomer’s and Israel’s loose lifestyle. Her adultery, idolatry, and pleasure-seeking ended swiftly and violently. Shame followed shame. Yet it must be recalled that God brought this disaster to provide an opportunity for renewal. As long as Israel chased after other gods, there could be no relationship with the one true God. Unless God uses means to bring people determined to stray from him to their senses, there could be no redemption. God is merciful, even when he punishes.

      Plans for a Restored Relationship (2:14–23)

      The Bible stresses that God is a great planner. For instance, Ephesians 1:3–14 states that before time began, God planned to redeem people from sin through the work of his Son, Jesus. Hosea 2:14–23 emphasizes the same divine, long-term planning. Having stripped Israel of her idols, God plans to renew and restore Israel to relationship with him. He will reach his redemptive goal. He will woo the people (vv. 14, 15), betroth himself to them (vv. 16–20), and have mercy on them yet again (vv. 21–23).

      God is always gracious and compassionate (Exodus 34:6, 7). He always operates out of love for others (1 John 4:7, 8). He draws people to himself. He makes promises to those who enter into a saving relationship with him. Hosea stresses these truths about God by comparing God’s love to a husband’s love for a wife.

      Having gotten Israel’s attention by taking away her support, God says in Hosea 2:14 that he will now speak tenderly to his spouse. A. A. Macintosh has written that the word translated in the ESV as “allure” “is used [in the Old Testament] of deceit (1 Kgs 22:20ff; Jer 20:7; Ezek 14:9) and, between the sexes, of seduction and enticement (Exod 22:15; Judg 14:15; 16:5). The usage here is striking.”5 God will speak kindly, lovingly, even enticingly to Israel. As a result, she will come to her senses. She will respond positively and lovingly to God as she did when she followed him out of Egypt during Moses’s time, according to Hosea 2:15. When she follows, her situation will go from one of living in the Valley of Trouble to one of living in the Valley of Hope. God will restore all he has taken away.

      Israel chose to follow God at the time of the exodus. Hosea asserts that she will do so again. God will convince Israel to follow him. She will follow him, and this following will be like marriage, and Israel will call God her husband (2:16). When the Israelites served Baal, they married themselves to that idol. When they return to God, however, they will be married to him. God will strike the family name of Baal from Israel (v. 17). The Bible often uses marital language to describe believers’ relations with God (see Ephesians 5:22–33; Revelation 21:1, 2). This beautiful comparison gives great dignity to Christian marriage.

      Christian marriage is not simply a solid contractual arrangement that helps a secular society order its affairs. It is a covenant relationship. That is, it is anchored in God’s person and God’s standards. Such is the case here in Hosea. This new marital relationship between God and Israel includes a new covenant (Hosea 2:18). This new covenant will benefit Israel, of course, but it will also benefit all of creation. Whatever has been devastated by God when he disciplines Israel will be healed. Wars and the weapons of war will no longer exist. Everything on the earth and in the heavens will bring benefit.

      Isaiah calls this restoration “new heavens and a new earth” (see Isaiah 65:17–25; Revelation 21:1–4).

      Hosea calls it betrothal (2:19). In ancient times, betrothal meant a great deal more than what Westerners now typically think of when they become engaged. A betrothal was a solemn promise that expected fulfillment. It included ironclad pledges. Here God makes such pledges to repenting Israel. This betrothal will last “forever” (Hosea 2:19).

      The betrothal includes complete integrity on God’s part. He declares his love in “righteousness,” “justice,” “steadfast love,” “mercy,” and “faithfulness” (vv. 19, 20a). This means God promises to act correctly in all situations, to judge rightly at all times, to stay loyal in every instance, and to maintain the relationship no matter what comes. These are very strong vows. They are even better than our “for better or worse” vows. Nothing will break his love. Israel can count on it.

      This betrothal also includes love and faithfulness on Israel’s part. Because of what God will do and because of the promises he makes, Israel will “know the Lord” (v. 20b). Israel will have a deep and wholehearted relationship with God. This relationship will include knowing God with heart, soul, mind, and strength (see Deuteronomy 6:4–9; Mark 12:28–32). It will be everything a marriage is supposed to be. God’s grace will create and sustain the relationship.

      These verses are Hosea’s version of what Jeremiah 31:31–34 and Hebrews 8:8–12 describe as “a new covenant.” God will begin afresh with Israel. He will forgive her sins, make her pure, and make her faithful. This restored relationship will result in great benefits for the whole world, not just Israel. Redemption will break out all over the globe. Israel will become the kingdom of priests and the holy nation that Exodus 19:5, 6 and 1 Peter 2:9, 10 envisioned. Twenty-seven centuries after Hosea lived, we see the truth of what he promised. Jesus Christ redeemed and called Israelite disciples, who took his message to the ends of the earth. All creation has benefited from God’s great gift of a new covenant in Christ’s blood (Luke 22:20). God has kept all his betrothal promises.

      The chapter ends by reminding us of the names of Hosea’s children. When God restores creation, the land will declare itself sown with God’s love. Thus, it will declare itself “Jezreel” (Hosea 1:4, 5; 2:21, 22), for God will have sown it and made it grow. When God restores, he will have mercy on No Mercy (1:6, 7; 2:23). When God restores, he will make people who were Not My People (1:9) to be his people (2:23). All of sin’s negative effects will be removed by grace through faith shown by repentance.

      Conclusion

      Discipline is indeed hard. It takes away things we have come to love, even if they are things that are not good for us. But God’s discipline always has the potential to restore, refresh, and reconcile. Gomer and Hosea’s marriage seemed irretrievably broken. Israel and God’s relationship seemed hopeless. God’s grace surmounts all these obstacles. Just as Gomer and Israel repented of serving other gods and returned to the One who truly loved them, so we can return to God. He is the One who has created, supported, and loved us. He is the One who merits our love and faithfulness. If we wake up and return to the One who truly loves us, he will receive us. He will give salvation to those who are yet in sin, and he will bring back into full fellowship believers who have strayed from their covenant vows. God’s grace is this powerful and this necessary.

    

  
    
      3

      Go Love Again: God’s Determined Love for Israel

      Hosea 3

      

      In his novel Simon’s Night, Jon Hassler portrays the life and struggles of Simon Shea, a retired English teacher living in Minnesota.1 Shea thinks his life, or at least his mind, is nearing its end. So he checks himself into a boarding home for aged persons. Simon fears that he will soon no longer be able to think, write, and converse as he has for more than seven decades. He has stopped hoping to love again, for his wife ran off with one of his colleagues years ago. Due to his Roman Catholic roots, he has chosen not to divorce her, though she urged him to do so, no longer believing in marriage herself.

      As the story unfolds, Shea learns that he was too hasty in his decision to leave his own home. His mind was not as far gone as he had feared. Friends young and old help him see himself more clearly. To the surprise of all, Shea’s wife also returns to town, simply wishing to see him before they both die. Shea has never stopped loving her and has never stopped considering her his wife. He invites her home, and she accepts. Love begins again, despite all that has transpired. Shea can love again. His long-suffering patience has been rewarded.

      Most of us have known real-life cases of what looked like hopelessly shattered homes put back together. I certainly have seen such miracles happen. What strikes me about all the happy endings that come to mind is that each one took great grace, great courage, and great humility. Not one couple’s story was easy. They came away victorious yet hardly unscathed.

      Hosea 1—2 has recounted God’s strenuous calling for Hosea. Commanded to marry an adulterous woman, the prophet complies. He has children with his wife, Gomer. She eventually leaves him. This story parallels God’s relationship with Israel. He has married Israel through his covenants with Abraham, Moses, and David. He has protected and provided for Israel. Yet the people have left him for other gods. Nonetheless, he has planned to bring Israel back to the marriage. He will woo, win, and betroth Israel again.

      Hosea 3 provides a living picture of what God will do for Israel. As before, this living example comes through the real-life family of Hosea, Gomer, and their children. God has decided to go and love Israel again. Therefore, he calls on Hosea to go and love Gomer again. The grace that God and Hosea show provides a stunning portrayal of divine love and human love that is best seen in the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ. This chapter requires Hosea to love again (v. 1), wait again (vv. 2, 3), and hope again (vv. 4, 5). His actions disclose good news. God still loves Israel. He will buy them back from self-imposed slavery, and they will seek him again.

      Go Love Again (3:1)

      When we are young, we often think that love cannot be quenched. We consider it eternal and unending. Though we see the love of others cool and die out, we do not think our love can possibly be like that.

      Such sentiments do not do justice to the nature of love—they are immature at best. They fail to see that love is a commitment made by choice. They fail to understand that love must come by grace. We cannot make someone love us. They must gift us with their love.

      Such immature feelings likewise fail to grasp that love can be rekindled as one finds the wisdom and power to begin again. Most of all, they fail to respect the hard work love requires. Love is joyous work but work nonetheless. When God asks Hosea to love Gomer again, he is asking Hosea to show character that usually only God demonstrates. He is asking Hosea to do a rare, dangerous, and beautiful thing.

      In Hosea 1—2, what God asks his servant to do mirrors what God experiences with Israel. Having endured desertion and having absorbed God’s word for the future (2:2–23), Hosea hears from God once more. The prophet recounts that “the Lord said to me, ‘Go again, love a woman who is loved by another man and is an adulteress’” (3:1a). Scholars have discussed this command at great length. Some believe that the text speaks only figuratively here, concluding God would not order a prophet to marry such a woman.2 Others think the lack of a name here means Hosea married a woman other than Gomer this time.3 Still others surmise that Gomer is the woman in 3:1–5, just as in 1:2–9.4

      The third option seems most likely to me. No second wife’s name appears. The events described in 3:2, 3 coincide with what 2:2–25 describes. Perhaps most significantly, God does not redeem a new partner. Hosea’s situation parallels his. As 3:1b states, “The Lord loves the children of Israel, though they turn to other gods and love cakes of raisins.”

      Both Israel and Gomer have deserted their spouse. They have broken their covenant marital bonds. Gomer has sought lovers, thinking they will supply all her needs (2:5). Israel has gone after other gods and their supposed gifts, which is what “cakes of raisins” signify.5 Both have loved someone they should not. Both have treated their husband’s love as expendable.

      This betrayal serves to highlight the enormity of what God and Hosea are prepared to do. God will love Israel again even though the people have not cherished and believed in him enough to keep the first two of the Ten Commandments. Hosea will love Gomer again even though she has been with another unnamed man.

      Such love reveals God’s character and Hosea’s. Their love exemplifies grace, forgiveness, perseverance, self-sacrifice, humility, and respect for ultimate concerns. It offers high standards for all relationships, especially with God and with our spouses. Christ’s death for sinners came from this divine love. The willingness of Ruth, Jeremiah, Paul, and John to place their lives on the line for others grows out of God’s example and God’s empowering Spirit.

      Go Betroth Again (3:2–4)

      In Hosea 2:19, 20 God pledged to betroth Israel forever. This betrothal was part of the restored relationship, and it preceded the full marriage imagery in 2:19, 20. Hosea 3:2–4 reflects these betrothal promises. As Stuart explains, betrothal “refers to the ancient Israelite practice of settling the marriage contractually by the groom’s payment of the bride-price to the bride’s father. This was the final step in the courtship process, virtually equivalent in legal status to the wedding ceremony. After the betrothal, cohabitation would follow at an arranged time.”6 Presumably, Hosea would have made any such necessary arrangements when he married Gomer.

      Now he has to pay again. To be able to take her as his wife again, he must buy her, perhaps from the man 3:1 mentions. He pays fifteen pieces of silver and a bit of barley (v. 2). The text does not divulge whether this is a high or low price or whether there were other bidders.7 What seems clear is that this would have been a hard, humbling experience for Hosea and for Gomer. At the same time, it made a fresh start possible. A second bride price means a second chance for them.

      This second betrothal also includes a second decision about when full marriage will resume. Hosea tells her what they will do: “You must dwell as mine for many days. You shall not play the whore, or belong to another man; so will I also be to you” (v. 3). In other words, they will not have full marital relations immediately. After some time passes they will, but not yet. The betrothal means they are starting over, not simply picking up where they left off.

      Hosea explains that this time of waiting has special significance. Once again, his marriage mirrors God’s relationship with Israel. Hosea knows that “the children of Israel shall dwell many days without king or prince, without sacrifice or pillar, without ephod or household gods” (v. 4). In coming days the northern kingdom will lack a government (“king”; “prince”). It will lack a functioning worship center and priesthood. Thus it will lack the typical things that make a kingdom look like a kingdom. These “many days” begin when Assyria strikes Israel in 732, 722, 720, 701, and 671 b.c. Over a sixty-year period, this mighty empire leaves Israel with none of the trappings of a functioning nation.

      But Israel still had who it needed most. Yahweh, their covenant God, had not left them. His love remained. He still claimed them, no matter what the circumstances looked like. As with Hosea and Gomer’s betrothal, God’s relationship with Israel would blossom into full reality in due time. Long after Hosea’s death, Jeremiah harbored similar hopes (Jeremiah 3:16–18), as did Zechariah (Zechariah 10:6, 7). Like God himself, the prophets never gave up on the dream of all Israel reunited and worshiping the Lord. Time passes and dreams can fade, but God’s promises never fail.

      Go Hope Again (3:5)

      Looking far ahead, Hosea sees what God’s love, kindness, and power will do. He offers no specific timeline. He gives no revealing details. He simply states, “Afterward the children of Israel shall return and seek the Lord their God, and David their king, and they shall come in fear to the Lord and to his goodness in the latter days” (Hosea 3:5). Knowing that such is the case, Hosea can hope again. His ministry will not be in vain. His marriage, which has been such a painful symbol of God’s love for Israel, has not been for nothing. It stands as a marker of future blessing. This hope will be realized in several ways.

      First, Israel will return to the Lord. The word translated as “return” literally means “turn around.” It is often translated as “repent,” and that meaning is implicit here. Israel will come to its senses and turn back from its rebellious course of action. A fundamental change in perspective and behavior will happen. God’s people will be back on track with God.

      Second, Israel will “seek” God. There will be urgency in their desire for him. They will hunger for a right relationship with the Lord, their personal God, who delivered them from idolatry and slavery through the exodus. No longer will other gods satisfy them. They will pursue and find the living God who has sought them for so long.

      Third, Israel will seek “David their king.”8 The phrase reflects the biblical prophets’ belief that someday Israel and Judah would reunite as one people under one king (see Isaiah 7:17; 9:1–7; 11:1–9; Jeremiah 3:6–18; 23:1–8; 30:9; Ezekiel 34:23, 24; 37:24, 25). This development will put an end to the division that occurred when Solomon died in 930 b.c. (1 Kings 11:26—12:24). It also reflects messianic theology. Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel all looked to a Davidic descendant to unite the people, rule the people, and save the people. New Testament writers considered Jesus this rightful Davidic descendant (see Matthew 1:1–17; Luke 3:23–38; Romans 1:3, 4). Jesus’s ministry fulfilled this promise. He ministered in Galilee and Samaria—both parts of Israel. He chose twelve disciples, not ten or two. He reunited Israel and called them to his side, which was the side of their King.

      Fourth, they will “come in fear to the Lord and to his goodness” (Hosea 3:5). In this case, “fear” means deep penitence9 along with the normal meaning of “awe” and “respect.” Israel will “tremble their way back to God.”10 Yet this motivation is not all that will draw them. God’s “goodness” includes his integrity, kindness, and faithfulness on behalf of his people.11 As Hosea 2:2–23 has already stated, Israel will understand that God has been their good provider all along.

      These promises occurred in history, especially in the person and work of Jesus, the Christ. People from all twelve tribes of Israel returned to Palestine during the days of Zerubbabel, Ezra, and Nehemiah (c. 538–450 b.c.). Many sought God and waited for the Messiah. As was noted already, when Jesus came, he gathered followers from both north and south. Israel at last had unity and a king. Indeed, these were “latter days,” or “later days,” from Hosea’s standpoint. He saw and believed, and he asks us to do the same.

      Conclusion

      Hosea’s family situation now fades from the book. We read no more about Gomer and the children. But God’s family situation remains prominent. He continues to bear with Israel, yet he will not do so forever. He will cut off the nation because they will not repent. He will leave them without king or support for some time. Their sin will be extremely costly. God will hold them accountable.

      He will also redeem them. He will see to it that some from Israel will trust him, seek him, fear him, and love him. Despite all that has happened, he will love them again and again. He will buy them and betroth them by the work of Jesus. Thus they will hope again.

      Hosea confessed his faith in God’s absolute determination to redeem faithful Israelites. His faith and God’s love seem incredible to us. However, it is the same love and faith that redeems seemingly hopeless sinners today. God’s incredible love calls us to faith and hope. If we believe and seek God, he will take us back, even if we have fallen into lifestyles worse than Gomer’s.
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      Like People, Like Priest: God’s Lawsuit against Israel

      Hosea 4

      

      Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales displays the author’s marvelous understanding of human beings. It is amazing how, after 700 years, the stories still ring true for us. We strive valiantly to be like the knight as we hear his tale, yet we know few are like him. We smile knowingly—at least to ourselves—as we read the Wife of Bath spin her tales of lust. She reminds us of someone we knew in our hometown. Or we somehow recall someone who reminds us of the Clerk of Oxford, the student who studies all day and spends his spare cash on books. Maybe the person lived in our dorm at college. All these characters continue to come to life as we “go on pilgrimage.”

      Sadly, we also recognize a less famous character, the Pardoner. He is a preacher who bilks the public. He sells pardons from sin by coercing people, laying guilt on them, and manipulating them. Apparently he feels no qualms at all about what he does. In fact, he brags about how easily he gets gullible people to give him money. He is a predatory priest. Even the constantly gracious Host of the tales loses patience with him.

      People have never liked lying, greedy, proud ministers. Even unbelievers think religious phonies have no place in the Church. Sadly, we recognize the Pardoner. Someone comes to mind when we read this tale, and we are not necessarily being uncharitable.

      There are worse people in ministry than the Pardoner. Year after year we hear of pastors who fail morally. Sex scandals ranging from adultery to pedophilia have rocked the Church. Pastors who preach for the money and who seek to entertain the people (to give them what they want) are not hard to find. Faithful persons often toil for the Lord in obscurity while celebrity priests gain notoriety. Jesus once said about attention-seeking religious leaders, “They have received their reward” (Matthew 6:2). This is a stunning reminder to seek rewards that exceed our time on earth.

      Israel certainly had predator priests like the Pardoner in Hosea’s day. Like the Pardoner, they worked for the money. Like entertainment-oriented pastors, they gave the people what they wanted. Like the lascivious pastor, they enjoyed pleasure and immorality. Such priests were deadly to the people’s souls. Tragically, after a while, the people wanted such priests. They did not share Chaucer’s disdain for such so-called ministers. Like their priests, Israel wallowed in what Hosea describes as “a spirit of whoredom” (Hosea 4:12).

      Hosea 4 addresses such priests and the people who support them. Here the Lord presents his critique of Israel’s culture of whoredom in the form of a lawsuit. Israel has broken their covenant commitments to God. So God brings them before the bar of judgment to state their infidelity. He announces his lawsuit and why he brings it in 4:1–3, indicts the priests in 4:4–11, and concludes by indicting the people in 4:12–19. At the end of the passage, he notes that Israel is probably too far gone to save. Nonetheless he makes the effort. Once again he offers grace by giving his frank assessment of the people’s spiritual condition.

      The Lord’s Lawsuit (4:1–3)

      Like a great king, God summons his people. They must listen to his convicting words about how they have walked away from him. This lawsuit has a plaintiff (v. 1a), offers an accusation (vv. 1b, 2), and describes the results of the people’s actions (v. 3). The situation is dire, for Israel gives God little reason to continue the covenant. Israel does not sense their peril. Therefore, these verses are kind in their intent, though harsh in their tone. Hosea’s goal is to wake the people from their moral slumber.

      In verse 1, Hosea calls the people together and demands, “Hear the word of the Lord, O children of Israel.” This command reminds us of Deuteronomy 6:4–9, where Moses called Israel to hear and love their God. The plaintiff in this suit has redeemed Israel from slavery in Egypt. He has forgiven their sins and guided them through his teaching. He has given them the air they breathe, the food they eat, and the land they live on (Hosea 2:8–23). They have a special mission: to take his glory to the nations (Exodus 19:4–6; 1 Peter 2:9, 10). This is no normal plaintiff. This is the one person Israel should honor and obey. God merits that reverence.

      The prophet gathers them because “the Lord has a controversy with the inhabitants of the land” (Hosea 4:1). This “controversy,” or “indictment,” is that there is no evidence of covenant-keeping on the people’s part. There is “no faithfulness,” the sort of ongoing integrity of character that means they can be trusted.1 There is no “steadfast love,” the sort of loyalty to a covenant partner that goes beyond minimum expectations.2 There is “no knowledge of God in the land.” Here, as everywhere in Hosea, “knowledge” means the full range of mental and spiritual commitments that make a dedicated relationship.3 The people fail to demonstrate any of the personal traits that one values in a strong, covenantal relationship. In short, they are nothing like God, who displays all these qualities.4

      Israel’s lack of moral character is evident. In verse 2, Hosea lists five of the Ten Commandments they have broken.5 There is “swearing,” which probably refers to cursing someone in God’s name (the third commandment; see Exodus 20:7). There is “lying” (Hosea 4:2), the bearing of false witness against one’s neighbor (the ninth commandment; see Exodus 20:16). There is “murder” (Hosea 4:2), the premeditated taking of life (commandment six; see Exodus 20:13). There is “stealing” (Hosea 4:2), the taking of others’ property (commandment eight; see Exodus 20:15). There is “adultery” (Hosea 4:2), both spiritual and physical, as Hosea knows all too well (commandment seven; see Exodus 20:14). Such behaviors “break all bounds” that God has set for his people and for mankind. As a result of all this immorality, there is terrible violence: “Bloodshed follows bloodshed.” An immoral society almost inevitably becomes a violent society—one in which physical brutality becomes a tool for getting what one wants. Clearly these sins mean Israel is no longer living like God’s people.6

      Because the people are living this way, Hosea 4:3 says that “the land mourns.” Its inhabitants “languish.” The animals God created suffer, perhaps because of a drought that has ravaged the land.7 This suffering is not surprising. Leviticus 26:19, 20 and Deuteronomy 28:23, 24 state that God will discipline disobedient Israel by withholding rain. In an agricultural society like Israel’s, the loss of crops and animals might awaken the people to repentance and renewal. Hosea declares then that God calls his people back to the covenant by sending threatened consequences. They are under God’s discipline, yet they do not seem to care.

      God uses all the means at his disposal to convict believers and unbelievers of sin. As Creator of the world, these resources include the natural order. He can make it rain or not. He can give food and water or not. We cannot know today if a particular disaster is sent specifically because of particular sins at a particular time. But we can ask ourselves in light of natural disasters if we have turned to the One who made the world. Eternity lies on the other side of droughts, tornadoes, tsunamis, and floods. Wise persons will see such wonders and make certain of their relationship with God and rededicate themselves to his service.

      God’s Indictment of the Priests (4:4–11)

      Israel must bear responsibility for their actions—they have chosen to sin. Nonetheless, they have had help turning away from God. These verses indicate that their priests have rejected knowledge of God (Hosea 4:4–6). They have ministered for greed, not for God (vv. 7, 8). Therefore, they will share the punishment God has set for the people (vv. 9–11).

      Before anyone can answer his indictment of the people, God shifts his attention to the priests. In verse 4 he singles them out for special condemnation, declaring, “With you is my contention, O priest.” They have special responsibility for the nation’s spiritual decay because priests were supposed to teach the people God’s ways (see Deuteronomy 33:8–11; Malachi 2:1–9). They were to set an example of service and justice.8 They were to intercede for the people in prayer, and they were to help people offer proper sacrifices in the proper spirit to God (see Malachi 1:6–14). They were to possess and share “knowledge of God” (Hosea 4:1) in the fullest sense of that phrase. They were to teach the people the content of the faith and how to live out that content in their daily lives. They were to teach God’s people how to be “a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Exodus 19:6) that declares God’s glory to the nations (see Exodus 19:4–6; 1 Peter 2:9, 10).

      When I was a teenager and felt a call to preach, my father gave me a study Bible. He said that the most valuable thing I could offer the people was explaining God’s Word to them. But the priests of Hosea’s day didn’t have anyone to give them that advice, or they ignored it. The priests failed in every task God gave them. Hosea makes this plain by stating that the priest stumbles by day and the prophet stumbles by night (4:5). They have lost their way. They cannot find God themselves; they certainly cannot lead someone else to him. According to verses 5, 6a their actions contribute to their people’s and their country’s (their mother’s) destruction. They have rejected knowledge of God in their own lives, and God will reject them (v. 6b).

      What have these priests done to deserve such condemnation? First Kings 12:25–33 states that Israel’s religion failed from the start. When Jeroboam I (930–909 b.c.) became Israel’s first king, he set up a new religion.9 This religion claimed to serve the covenant God of Israel. Yet it allowed priests from outside the tribe of Levi. It allowed the use of images in worship. It included dangerous components of un-Biblical religions. By Hosea’s time it had long included aspects of Baal worship. There were probably priests who fought these trends, but the religion failed to stay true to God’s standards. As a result, they did not know God, so they broke God’s commandments, as Hosea 4:1–3 has already noted. These priests used God’s name but did not teach God’s ways. They held worship services but not in the manner God required. They taught ethical standards but not those God had revealed. Their ministries could not succeed by God’s definition of “success.”

      It is prudent to ask how well those of us in ministry have avoided these priests’ mistakes. Have we rejected knowledge of God by embracing false doctrine? Have we cast off Biblical truth in our effort to be scholarly or relevant? Have we replaced God’s standards for those of our culture? Have we forgotten God’s Word due to a lack of study? Do we care about notoriety more than we should? Have we led to the salvation and spiritual growth of our people, or have we contributed to their destruction? Faithful ministers need not fear or be overly introspective on the subject. Unfaithful ministers, on the other hand, should consider seriously God’s judgment of these priests and repent.

      Greed is a human problem, and ministers are human beings. Greed is particularly prevalent in ministry, however, when people go into ministry because they think it pays well. It is also prevalent when ministers use churches as stepping-stones to more prominent, better-paying positions. Hosea 4:7 describes Israel’s priesthood as increasing. Duane Garrett explains that this verse “apparently refers to the fact that during a time of prosperity the number of people free to enter a religious vocation increases. Israel experienced such prosperity under Jeroboam II, and no doubt many considered the increased number of priests, their increased power, and the increased interest in formal worship to be signs of spiritual vitality. To the contrary, Hosea retorts, the more religious leadership the nation had the worse they became.”10 More priests led to more sin, for many of them had covetous motives.

      The fact that their main problem was greed becomes more apparent in 4:8. God says these priests “feed on the sin of my people” (v. 8a). They benefit personally from the sin offerings the people bring. Like Eli’s sons, who took for themselves the best parts of the animals brought as sacrifices (1 Samuel 2:12–17), they abuse God’s system for forgiveness. They treat the worship of God as a scam and the people like suckers. They are happy when the people do the wrong thing rather than doing what is right (Hosea 4:8b). James Luther Mays observed that this passage shows the “priests have changed the cult into a way for them to make a living instead of a way for Yahweh’s elect people to live before him.”11

      Ministers deserve to make a decent wage for the work they do. In fact, the Apostle Paul asserts that elders who labor in preaching and teaching merit “double honor” or double salary (1 Timothy 5:17). Yet Paul is determined to avoid charges of teaching solely for money. He takes pains to refute the idea that a ministry’s value is evident by how much the minister can get for it. This is why he refused to take money from the Corinthians (see 2 Corinthians 11:7–15).

      Ministry is not about money. Pastors who insist on a salary that buys the best cars, the best clothes, the best haircuts, and the best homes are not acting in a Biblical manner. Perhaps they are unaware of the Bible’s teachings on the matter. If they know what the Bible teaches, they risk the condemnation Hosea declared on the priests of his day.

      Hosea is saying that the priests lead the people to be as bad as they are. God will punish both for the way they are living. Hosea 4:9 reads, “It shall be like people, like priest; I will punish them for their ways and repay them for their deeds.” The priests only seem to care about getting paid. God will indeed pay them but not in the coin they expect. Verse 10 states that God will see to it that they will “eat, but not be satisfied” and will “play the whore, but not multiply.” The strong wine they desire will take away their understanding, according to verse 11. The things they crave will become God’s means of punishing them. The sensual rituals and feasting associated with their worship of false gods will lead to God’s punishing them for their covenant infidelity.12

      This punishment occurred at various points in history. God sent Assyria to defeat Israel a number of times, including 738, 732, 722, 713, 701, and 670 b.c. Each instance happened because of Israel’s failure to return to God (see 2 Kings 17:1–23). By the time Assyria was finished with Israel, the nation’s kings, officials, priests, and people were all devastated. The priests were decimated, and their alternative religions ended forever. God’s payment for their sinful deeds came as promised.

      God’s Indictment of the People (4:12–19)

      Though the priests are leading the people astray, the people seem very happy to go along. They do not want anything else; they especially do not want the Lord. The people seek guidance from other gods (Hosea 4:12, 13), practice immorality as part of the worship of other gods (v. 14), lead other nations astray (v. 15), and will suffer the consequences of their stubborn, sinful choices (vv. 16–19).

      God is disgusted with Israel’s choices. Having rejected him, his word, and his prophets, they seek information about the future from other so-called deities. This seeking includes what seem to us to be odd practices. Verse 12a reveals that they “inquire of a piece of wood, and their walking staff gives them oracles.” This phrase probably means at least two things. First, it means the people sought help from idols, which were usually wooden images overlaid with gold or another precious metal. Second, it means they used some ritual associated with wood, such as throwing sticks or arrows in the air and taking direction from interpretations of how they landed.13 Local priests or prophets probably led this activity. Only a “spirit of whoredom,” a tendency to reject God in favor of an idol, could lead Israel to act this way (4:12b).

      Of course, those who ask for guidance from another god also offer sacrifices to that other god. In Israel’s case, verse 13 says they do this in various local shrines, not in Jerusalem. Israel pursues their worship in these places because “their shade is good” (v. 13), which probably means it is pleasant to them to offer sacrifice in these settings. Their worship centers on their wishes and wants, not on their actual need of God. Such worship is, once again, spiritual adultery.

      There are always unintended consequences of false worship. According to verse 14, young people have grown sexually lax because of what they have been taught. Young women “play the whore” and “commit adultery.” These are terrible sins, yet God says he will not punish them as if they have done their husbands wrong since they learned adultery from their leaders. In other words, they saw men going to sacred prostitutes or perhaps losing self-control because of drunken rituals, and they committed sexual immorality in daily life. They did with people outside so-called worship services what they saw their elders doing in such services. Just as children may learn to lie, act hypocritically, fight others, and engage in other bad behaviors they see in church, so these women acted out what they observed in the false worship of their day.

      It was not enough for Israel to harm their own people. They also led other nations away from God. They tempted Judah to follow their example. In verse 15, God strongly cautions Judah against falling prey to Israel’s way of life. Judah shared a religious history with their northern kinsmen. This history was rich with places, and two of them figure in this verse. Both now featured corrupt worship sites just across Israel’s southern border.

      First, they tempted Judah to come to Gilgal, where Joshua had led the people (Joshua 5:7–12), where some of the Saul stories began to unfold (1 Samuel 11:14, 15), and where Elisha and his disciples stayed (2 Kings 4:38).14 Second, they lured Judah to attend worship at Beth-aven (Hosea 4:15), which means “house of iniquity.” This is the name Hosea gives to Bethel, which means “house of God.” Bethel is where Abraham camped (Genesis 12:8) and Jacob had his vision of the ladder to Heaven (Genesis 28:11–19).15 However, by Hosea’s time, Gilgal and Bethel were places where false worship occurred.

      One of the most prevalent features of sin is that it refuses to be lonely. It seeks out companions. It draws others into its web. Knowingly or not, Israel tried to make Judah as unfaithful to God as they were.

      God was very patient with Israel. By Hosea’s time, the majority of the people had already strayed from God’s standards for two centuries. Israel has been like a repeat offender offered probation many times. But God’s patience will not last forever. Israel cannot be as stubborn as a strong heifer and enjoy the green pastures of the promised land (Hosea 4:16). Israel has shown God that they do not want HIM in their lives, so God has decided to leave them alone (v. 17). They have loved the sensual rituals associated with other religions (v. 18), but such religious exercises will not help them when God judges (v. 19). Shame awaits them. Hosea warns that God is about to pronounce sentence. He will not shield them much longer.

      Conclusion

      Greedy, self-serving, predatory priests are a curse to any nation. God holds the people who speak in his name accountable. At the same time, people often get the sort of minister they desire. Tragically it is often the case that the people and the priests share the same despicable traits. The ministers are no more lustful and money-hungry than the people.

      It is time for us to look in the mirror. What sort of ministers are we? Why are we in ministry? Do we work for God, for the people, or for ourselves? What sorts of people attend our services? Do they want to serve God, or do they want him to serve them? God will not give us the luxury of not answering these questions. How we answer them determines whether we are his people or people of a lesser god, regardless of what we may pretend to be.

    

  
    
      5

      Earnest Seeking of God

      Hosea 5

      

      Hosea continues to present God’s case against the priests, leaders, and people of Israel (see Hosea 4:1–19). As before, he calls on them to “hear” God’s charges (compare 4:1 and 5:1). He declares their actions indefensible (compare 4:2, 3 and 5:1, 2). He stresses that only God can heal their sins and protect them from national collapse (compare 4:4–19 and 5:3–15). In this chapter, however, the prophet goes deeper. He gets to the heart of Israel’s problems in 5:1–14. He then concludes in 5:15 that only those who “earnestly seek” God will have his help in the coming days. The word translated as “earnestly” indicates a focused, committed searching, like a person looking for food or necessary help.1 It precludes a superficial, so-called seeking.

      Seeking the Lord is a key theme in the Minor Prophets, as we learned in Hosea 2:7; 3.2 The word “seek” denotes a persistent, regular, self-demanding inquiring of God and his will. In the ancient world, people often sought to know God and to find his will by consulting a prophet or a priest at a shrine.3 In the Biblical context, seeking God requires wanting no other god and no other way of life. It includes finding God’s will through Scripture, prayer, and ethical living. Seeking God and his ways is the essence of Christian faith. As Jesus declared in Matthew 6:33, “Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness.” While we hope that whole churches and communities will seek the Lord, a lone individual may do so, as Hosea learned through hard experience.

      This chapter has three parts. Each one focuses on one of the groups that 5:1a identifies. Each one shows why 5:15 states that earnest seeking of God is what Hosea’s people need most. In 5:1, the prophet calls the priests, people, and government officials to hear what God says to them. He addresses the “house of the king.” Without hearing God and accepting his instruction, his “discipline” (v. 2), the people fail to seek him earnestly. In 5:3–7, Hosea focuses on the activities that bad priests have taught the people. Practicing false religion makes it impossible for the Israelites to seek the Lord properly. In 5:8–15, Hosea describes how the “house of Israel” (v. 1) has made one bad political decision after another, which includes opposing Judah in some manner. As I have already said, verse 15 closes the section with the declaration that only a true, earnest seeking of God will bring them the help they need.

      Seeking God is wholesome, life-giving, loyal, and wise. It is a good, right, and true thing to do on its own. However, we should never forget that the greatest thing about seeking God is that we find him. We get to have a relationship with the One who loves us the most. Hosea had a deep and good relationship with God, and he wanted all who read or heard his words to have that as well. Let us learn what he knew.

      Hearing God and Accepting His Discipline (5:1, 2)

      In verse 1, Hosea calls listeners to “hear” God’s judicial decision4 (“the judgment”) regarding them. This verdict relates to every category of person in Israel—her priests, her people, and her leaders (v. 1a). The priests and royal officials were supposed to foster justice and obedience to God, according to 4:6. For their part, the people were to act as “a kingdom of priests” declaring God’s glory to the world (see Exodus 19:5, 6; 1 Peter 2:9, 10). Every category of person has failed in their duties, though there were faithful individuals such as Hosea in the land. Overall, the people have not fulfilled their assigned responsibilities.

      Having introduced all three categories, Hosea focuses on “the house of the king” in 5:1b, 2. The phrase includes the whole government, not just the monarch and his direct relatives. Hosea claims that the officials “have been a snare at Mizpah and a net spread upon Tabor” (v. 1b). Mizpah and Tabor were attractive wooded areas where hunters often set snares for birds. They were also centers of idol worship.5 Attractive places with important worship centers were perfect places for people to plot against the government.6 Hosea depicts the leaders as human traps. Israel has become a dangerous place. The officials look lovely and peaceful on the outside, but on the inside they are full of deadly plans. In short, they are deceitful and dangerous. They are a threat to kings that displease them.

      God gets more specific in 5:2, where he explains that “the revolters have gone deep into slaughter.” After Jeroboam II died c. 752 b.c., no less than four kings were slain by rivals before Assyria ended Israel’s monarchy in 722 b.c. (see 2 Kings 15:8–21). The king’s supporters were also likely killed. God promises that he will “discipline” the rebels (Hosea 5:2). This means that the true king will impose order on the miscreant nation. A. A. Macintosh says that discipline “denotes both instruction and chastisement . . . to inculcate obedience and wisdom.”7 God disciplines to restore relationship with human beings, not simply to punish.

      As we learned when we studied Hosea 4:1, those who “hear” God’s call will obey what he says (compare Deuteronomy 6:4–9); they are stirred to action. Likewise, those who accept his chastisement are on the road to wisdom; they will learn to act in the right manner. Taken together, hearing and accepting would put them in a position to seek God honestly and earnestly.

      We need to be like those people. We have access to the Bible and to generations of Christian witness. We can embrace a fresh openness to listening to God and to following faithful examples. We can search our own hearts for where we have revolted against God and our neighbors. But whatever we find, let us accept God’s gracious correction. However hard to manage, this openness to God will lead to the honest and earnest seeking that we need.

      An Exclusive Commitment to God (5:3–7)

      Hosea now turns to religious activities most associated with priests. He observes that the Israelites need to return to the exclusive relationship they had with God before they started worshiping other deities. But he indicates that returning will not be simple or easy. The problem is not just that the priests and their people have failed to return to God. Their actions indicate that they are in no condition to return to God (5:3, 4a). Their hearts, minds, and activities reveal that they do not know God and that they do not know how to seek him (vv. 4b–7). Seeking God requires an exclusive commitment to him, as the first of the Ten Commandments makes plain (Exodus 20:3).

      The prophet knows all this about the people because, according to Hosea 5:3, God can gaze into their hearts, where motivations and desires give birth to actions. In their hearts he sees unfaithfulness (“played the whore”) and defilement. God sees hearts unwilling to be faithful to him and thus unable to receive his healing from sin.

      Indeed, verse 4 says that God discerns “the spirit of whoredom,” of unfaithfulness, gripping their hearts. This spirit, this driving influence, corrupts them. Therefore, they cannot repent and return to God. They need new wishes, new desires, and new deeds, and only God can give these. What they are doing now keeps them from doing what is right. All this proves they simply do not know God. They do not understand the nature of a relationship with God. He sets the terms of the relationship; they do not. He offers grace to sinners who truly repent, not to people who just want his help to keep living as they have been.

      Their actions keep God from treating them as his special people because they are not living like they are his people. They fail to see the danger of rejecting God’s word and thus making their hearts hard, their eyes glazed over, and their ears closed. When they refuse to repent on God’s terms, the very offer of grace becomes the occasion for further hardening.8

      “The spirit of whoredom” has its roots in the fact that they are filled with “pride,” according to verse 5. Here the word “pride” reflects “a nationalistic arrogance, a heedless sense of self-importance, and a related stubbornness of will.”9 His people do not think they need God’s word to make their choices. They do not seek God’s permission to make their decisions. They do not pursue God’s guidance in any way.

      Yet they change their minds temporarily when trouble comes. When they “stumble” in their chosen political path, taking Judah down with them (v. 5), then they take “flocks and herds” and “go to seek the Lord,” according to verse 6. Then they seek God in the sense that they want his help, just in case he can help. But they do not find him, for “he has withdrawn from them” (v. 6) because of their faithlessness and their idolatry, according to verse 7. Like Samson after Delilah cut his hair (Judges 16:20), the priests do not know that God has left them to their own choices. They cannot pick and choose when they will serve the Lord. He does not exist to support them despite their unfaithful ways.

      This passage is a strong warning about presuming God owes us help. In Why Does God Allow War? Martyn Lloyd-Jones notes how World War II-era Britain demanded to know how God could allow Germany to oppress them.10 Though people gave God no thought in good times, in their arrogance and ignorance they felt free to expect God to deliver them from trouble.11 Though the nation lived as they pleased, Lloyd-Jones reasons, they expected a holy God to aid them.12 He then asks, “What if war has come because we were not fit for peace, because we did not deserve peace, because we by our disobedience and godlessness and sinfulness had so utterly abused the blessing of peace?”13 He concludes by asserting that war, like all trials, comes so that people may seek, know, depend upon, and glorify God.14 In short, Lloyd-Jones describes his nation like Hosea described his. Both nations presume they can gain God’s help regardless of how they live. Both are doomed to disappointment, for only true repentance that turns from sin to God meets with God’s favor.

      People do not change. Godless people still demand to know why God allows suffering clearly caused by human sin. People still want God’s help with no strings attached. Even Christians sometimes live as if we think God is required to bail us out of every bad situation regardless of the state of our hearts and our relationship with him. God owes us nothing, for he has already given us everything. We cannot come to him until we bow to his sovereignty in our lives. A superficial response will not do. God deserves full commitment, nothing less.

      Earnest Seeking of God (5:8–15)

      In this final section, Hosea deals with political matters that relate to both Israel and Judah, the whole “house of Israel” (5:1). Though it is impossible to know for certain, 5:8–15 likely addresses events near the year 732 b.c.15 Assyria was the dominant power of the day. Its strong monarch, Tiglath-Pileser III (c. 745–727 b.c.), was building a vast empire. In c. 734 b.c., Israel and Syria became part of a coalition of smaller nations that sought to withstand Assyrian oppression. Judah refused to join the group, so Israel and Syria invaded their neighbor (see 2 Kings 16:5, 6; Isaiah 7:1–9). Judah’s ruler, Ahaz, called on Assyria for help, and the Assyrian army crushed Israel and Syria (see 2 Kings 16:7–9). Then, to gain Israel’s throne, Hoshea (c. 732–722 b.c.) swore allegiance to Assyria (see 2 Kings 15:27–30; 17:1–6). So it was that Judah gladly became a satellite nation in the Assyrian Empire, and Israel was forced to bow unwillingly to Assyria. Both Judah and Israel now served Assyria, a nation not known for its gentleness to its servant countries. Indeed, the prophet Isaiah declared at this time that Judah had brought a terrible foe into its life (Isaiah 7:17–25).

      Hosea 5:8 presents God’s servant as a watchman during a crisis.16 Hosea calls out for someone to blow a trumpet so that three cities may get ready for a military invasion. Gibeah, Ramah, and Beth-aven were cities in the old tribal region of Benjamin that were affiliated with Judah by this time.17 What seems clear in verse 9 is that these cities’ woes prefigure a more widespread invasion that includes Ephraim, the major tribe in Israel that perhaps stands for the whole nation here. War is on the horizon for both Judah and Israel. It is time to sound the alarm.

      The blowing of the horn leads Judah’s leaders to act in verse 10. They decide to redraw old boundary lines, which probably refers to them giving land to Assyria. In short, their first response is to appease the great power. This strategy will not work. God intends to pour out his wrath on Judah and Israel. Assyria will not be satisfied until they control both Judah and Israel, a goal they will achieve by 722 b.c.

      Verse 11 states that Israel (Ephraim) will experience Assyria’s oppression and crushing military might first. This is indeed how things happened. Having invaded Judah in 733–732 b.c., the Israelites felt the sting of defeat soon after. Verse 12 shows that God is determined to punish both Judah and Israel, even if it takes years. Moths and dry rot work slowly, but they work. Little by little the Lord punished Israel and Judah. This imagery most likely relates to the gradual loss of land that each nation endured before Assyria finally dominated them.

      Verses 13, 14 state what happened after Assyria gained control of Judah and Israel. Rather than seeing their sickness and wounds as reasons to turn to God, Judah and Israel combated one another by seeking help from Assyria, the very source of their woes (v. 13). Though Judah and Israel thought their problem was one another, their chief problem was God, who was tearing the two like a lion tearing its prey (v. 14). They thought they needed to seek help from Assyria when they needed to seek God.

      Verse 15 states what God is about to do and what Israel needs to do. He is about to “return” to his place, for they refuse to “return” to him (compare v. 4). God will leave them to “the ravages of history.”18 But he will not go so far away that he cannot hear or see.19 He will be able to see if they “acknowledge their guilt” (v. 15) for forsaking him and seek his “face,” his presence, presumably in prayer and thoughtful listening to good instruction from a faithful priest or prophet. He will be able to see if they “earnestly seek” him and hungrily see him when “their distress” presses them to do so. When they seek him in this manner, the Lord will return to them. He will be present among them and work for them. His going away can thus become the beginning of their salvation. For this to happen, however, the people must reverse their behavior from the false seeking of God that we saw in 5:4–6, to the true seeking of God that we find here (v. 15).

      Seeking God is not a slogan or a program. It is a way of life. It amounts to an ongoing, authentic relationship with him. As with any authentic relationship, it includes a heart for the other person as well as conversation, companionship, and commitment. Pretense and falseness have no place in an authentic relationship. I am glad to remind us that God wants a relationship with us. The greatest proof of that desire is the sending of his Son to live on earth with us, as John 1:1–18 and 3:14–17 declare. It is a joy and an honor to be able to seek God and find him and to have him seek and find us.

      Conclusion

      This chapter reveals that Israel’s rebellion against God surfaced in all areas of their nation’s life. Israel collectively revolted against God, but also against their political leaders. They replaced God with false gods and their kings with new leaders. When new kings and new gods did not solve their problems, they replaced them by turning to Assyria. In short, they were as disloyal to their leaders as they were to God. Thus they stumbled from one political blunder to another. Hosea warned that their pride, rebellion, and disloyalty would lead to worse things, indeed to destruction.

      As the chapter has unfolded, we have gained a clearer picture of what seeking God means. In Hosea 5:1, 2 seeking God requires openness to seeking God. This openness requires hearing God and accepting his discipline. In 5:3–7 seeking God requires an honest and exclusive commitment to God that encompasses the whole person. In 5:8–15 seeking God requires an earnest desire to find God that mirrors his determination to weed out wickedness. This dawning awareness of the necessity and goodness of seeking God leaves us with great hope. If God was willing to receive Israel back after such massive unfaithfulness, then he is willing to receive us.
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      Real Repentance and Foolish Rebellion

      Hosea 6—7

      Hosea 1—5 has made the case for Israel’s need to repent. God has claimed that Israel has acted like an adulterous spouse by turning to other gods. Israel has spurned the Lord, the God who delivered them from Egypt and has blessed them for centuries. Priests, prophets, rulers, and citizens of the land are all at fault. What is more, Judah has joined Israel in this adultery. Because Israel has rejected God, they seek help from political change and from foreign alliances. It seems that they will try anything except returning to God. In fact, 5:4 states that they cannot return to the Lord in their current condition. They have to make up their minds to serve God alone. It is time for real repentance.

      Hosea 6 begins with Hosea explaining what real repentance looks like (vv. 1–3). The passage ends with God stating his frustrations with Israel’s foolish rebellion (7:11–16). In between, the text reveals how Israel’s and Judah’s actions prove their lack of repentance (6:4—7:10). Sadly, the people never take the necessary steps to return to the Lord, their covenant partner and redeemer.

      Repentance is absolutely essential to our walk with God. We cannot be saved from our sin in the first place if we do not confess that we are sinners and turn from our sin to God. Only when we turn from our sin and to Jesus can we find forgiveness and eternal life. This life-changing turning to God is the first and most important repenting we will ever do. But it is not the last repenting we will ever do. First John 1:5–10 declares that we sin regularly and that we need to keep repenting. Our fellowship with God depends on it. Thus we never stop needing to turn from sin and turn to God. The good news is that when we repent, God forgives and receives us. He never turns away from real repentance, only from phony repentance—the kind the Israelites offer in this passage. It is vital to our spiritual health to know the difference.

      Real Repentance (6:1–3)

      In Hosea 4:1 and 5:1 the prophet calls the people to “hear” God’s indictment of their actions. Now he calls on them to gather and “return to the Lord” (6:1). Surely they have heard and experienced enough already to answer this summons quickly. Their nation is coming apart at the seams, according to 5:8–14. God is leaving them to their own devices, according to 5:15. They have every reason, then, to obey immediately. These three verses explain how true repentance proceeds from conviction of sin to healing from sin to protection from sin.

      After calling the people together (6:1a), Hosea advises that they repent. As we have already seen, repentance means turning from sin to God. The word basically conveys the sense that the people have been going in the wrong direction. They are on a faithless and destructive path. It is crucial that they turn around and go back to God, who saved them from bondage and made them his covenant people to minister to the nations (see Exodus 19:5, 6). Returning to him is the only way out of the political messes they have gotten themselves into (Hosea 5). More importantly, it is the only way to heal their souls.

      Hosea next tells them that God has “torn” them (6:1b). That is, he has brought about circumstances calculated to show them their sins. These include political and social problems of all sorts. They also include natural deprivations that agricultural disasters have caused (2:1–13). These problems have not simply been punishments. God intends them to convict the people of their sins and to compel thoughtful repentance.

      This point becomes clear when Hosea states that God has turned and struck, yet will heal and bandage (6:1c). In short, God has disciplined them so that he can heal them. He has never stopped loving them. He has never ceased to have compassion, mercy, and covenant loyalty toward them (see Exodus 34:6, 7). His goal has always been to awaken them and restore them. God acts toward them exactly as he promised he would in Leviticus 26:40–45 and Deuteronomy 30:1–10. Renewal remains God’s reason for striking his sinful people. Accepting his discipline and turning to him is the first step in real repentance.

      The second step is for God to raise them up so they can live in his presence. Only God can raise up a people as spiritually dead as Israel (see Ezekiel 37:1–14; Ephesians 2:1–10). Hosea declares, “After two days he will revive us; on the third day he will raise us up” (Hosea 6:2). The phrase likely means quickly and in a manner that is like other great deeds God has done on the third day.1 God can raise the lifeless nation. This promise reminds us of God raising Jesus from the dead. In fact, this verse may stand behind 1 Corinthians 15:4. New Testament writers at times indicated that what happened to Israel happened to Jesus (see Matthew 2:15). If God can raise Israel on the third day, then he can raise Jesus on the third day.

      God does not raise Israel to sin again. Rather, he raises them to “live before him” (Hosea 6:2b). This phrase means “to live for him in his world as he directs.”2 It often indicates proper obedience and worship when it occurs in the Old Testament (Psalm 24:4–6; 27:8). When God takes Israel from death to life, he will also take them from unfaithfulness to obedience.

      Thus raised, the people will know the Lord, according to Hosea 6:3. Indeed, they will pursue hard after him (v. 3b). Once they are headed in the right direction, nothing will stop them from closely following their life-giving Lord. As they pursue him, they will receive refreshment akin to regular rain throughout the growing season (v. 3c). God’s nurturing will be as constant as sunrise and sunset. His people will find that he meets all their needs.

      I think verse 3 is beautiful. It is like 2:14–23, where God promises to woo, win, and provide for Israel. God’s response to repentance is always lovely. He takes people as they are, as if they never sinned and as if they will never sin again. Therefore, every time his people repent, they receive a down payment on what they will experience forever in the kingdom of God. The beauty of forgiveness follows close on the heels of repentance.

      How real is our repentance? We do not have to engage in obsessive self-examination and self-criticism to find out. In fact, we can easily mistake sorrowful self-loathing for repentance. Sadly, this type of sorrow may be just another form of self-reliance. The depth of our sorrow is not the key to real repentance. Rather, real repentance means turning to and walking with God. It accepts God as the goal and his gifts as what we need.

      Israel did not seek this goal and did not want what God offered. In contrast, those who want Christ do not want sin. They will struggle daily with sin, as we all experience, but they continue the battle because they want Christ.

      Thankfully the power to repent does not come from us. God gives us his Word and his Spirit to bring us to repentance. He gives healing and life to sustain us in the war against sin. He has taken away the penalty of sin and opened the way of life. In short, he raises us up and gives us life, as both Hosea 6:2, 3 and Ephesians 2:5, 6 attest.

      Refusing to Repent (6:4—7:10)

      Hosea’s instruction in repentance fails. Silence results. He has no takers. Perhaps the people think they are already doing what is necessary. If so, then the Lord’s comments in 6:4—7:10 set them straight. They may think they have repented, but they are wrong. God declares that they merely play at repenting. They only pretend to change. God states in 6:4–11 that no matter what he did, Israel and Judah kept rebelling. In 7:1–10, he claims he would have healed them, but they sinned even more. Now they face a woe-filled future, for they return to their sins and their plans, but not to him (7:11–16). Playing at repentance proves to be a very dangerous game.

      God begins the section by asking, “What shall I do with you, O Ephraim? What shall I do with you, O Judah?” (6:4a). Israel and Judah are an exasperating bunch. God has been perfectly faithful to them. Yet he says, “Your [covenant loyalty3] is like a morning cloud, like the dew that goes early away” (6:4b). Unlike his covenant love, theirs evaporates every morning. It disappears as surely as dew does when the sun grows hot. Their loyalty has no staying power.

      God desired covenant loyalty from Israel and Judah (6:6a). He wanted them to know him personally and intimately (6:6b). Loyalty in relationship matters most to God (see Matthew 9:13; 12:7). Sacrifices are only viable when they represent love, faith, and repentance. Otherwise, sacrifices have no purpose. This text reveals that the people killed animals, but they did not seek God. Therefore, they did not offer valid sacrifices. This is why he sent the prophets to speak just and good words (Hosea 6:5). God warned Judah and Israel through prophets like Elijah, Elisha, Hosea, Amos, and Isaiah. A few people turned to God. Most did not.

      Most wallowed in unfaithfulness. God mentions three places as examples. In Adam they “[overflowed the boundaries of] the covenant,”4 probably by worshiping false gods, or at least worshiping at an unapproved shrine (Hosea 6:7). Adam was where the Jordan River stood up while Israel crossed on dry ground (Joshua 3:16, 17). Now it has become a place that overflows the boundaries of the covenant. In Gilead evildoers have shed blood and left their tracks in it (Hosea 6:8). Gilead is the name of a region and the name of a specific town (Judges 10:17; 12:7). It is the place where Laban met with Jacob (Genesis 31:25), so it is a spot where God spared Jacob’s life. But now it is a murderous, unsparing place. In Shechem the false priests (see Hosea 4—5:1) are like robbers lying in wait (6:9). They kill people’s relationship with God by what they do and teach. Shechem was where Levi, the father of Israel’s priests, and Simeon avenged their sister Dinah’s rape. Though their sister deserved justice, the way they avenged her amounted to murder. It was a deceitful plan (Genesis 34). Shechem’s priests are no less deadly. They kill unsuspecting souls.

      In short, Israel has sinned greatly. Instead of repenting, they commit acts of violence and idolatry. Their covenant infidelity amounts to spiritual “whoredom” and uncleanness (Hosea 6:10). As for Judah, verse 11 says they are no better, as 6:4 has already stated. Therefore, Judah can expect a harvest of judgment (see Jeremiah 51:33; Joel 3:13).5 They have acted like Israel, so they will face punishment like Israel’s. To summarize, then, Hosea 6:4–11 shows that God’s people show no covenant loyalty and no knowledge of God. They offer sacrifices but show no signs of a torn heart. They ignore the prophets and mistreat one another. Hard times do not change them.

      Worse yet, good times do not lead them to true repentance either. When God changed their circumstances (“restore[d] the fortunes”), they did not change their actions (6:11b—7:1a). When he healed Israel’s social and political wounds, the people did not use their restored health to serve God. Rather, the capital city of Samaria engaged in deceit (7:1b). Given some relief from God’s discipline, the people continued with business as usual. They gave no thought to correcting their ways or to the fact that God could see them (v. 2).

      Their political activities particularly reveal their wickedness. Their evil and treachery please their king and make their rulers happy (v. 3). This verse probably reflects the constant political unrest in Israel. Kings were toppled often in the last two decades of the nation’s existence.6 The officials that came to power were of course happy. Their followers had won the day.

      God takes a dim view of these revolts. He describes the revolters’ character and deeds in a series of negative metaphors. In 7:4 God calls the people political “adulterers.” Then he compares them to “a heated oven.” This oven smolders overnight while the baker is busy making dough. In 7:5 God mentions the king and princes getting drunk on “the day of our king.” This day could be a coronation day or any other special occasion. These revelers are in no condition to defend themselves. Third, in 7:6, 7 God returns to the oven image. The people are now compared to an oven whose fire has been stoked again. Their anger smoldered, then blazed hot. When stirred, its flames consumed Israel’s leaders. All this has happened without God’s approval. Neither king nor people have called on God (v. 7b). They go their own way, and the land descends into chaos.

      These rebels think they are very smart. No doubt they are convinced they have saved their country. In 7:8–10 God claims the opposite. He asserts that “Ephraim [Israel] mixes himself with the peoples” (v. 8a). This phrase means they have made alliances with bad allies. Verse 11 mentions Egypt and Assyria as two of these. After 733 b.c. every king of Israel had to have Assyria’s approval to stay in power. Those wishing freedom from Assyria tended to ask Egypt for aid. This situation left Israel scorched on one side and uncooked on the other (v. 8b). Instead of being wise, the constant rebellions were a half-baked way of governing. It led to a no-win situation. It led to other nations draining Israel’s strength (v. 9). It was nothing but sheer, stupid “pride” (v. 10a). Nonetheless the people refused to return to God (v. 10b). They did not repent. Instead, they kept playing at politics and playing at religion.

      These verses reveal the self-deceiving nature of rebellion and pride. It may seem trendy and intellectually bright to question God, to expect religion to conform to current cultural trends, and to change political leaders. In the United States at least, it seems that whatever and whoever is new and puts action first is good. But rebellion for its own sake can be the result. Neglect of God and rebellion against his word can become common. Religion can look good from a distance yet be half-baked and good for nothing. Human pride does not produce good religion (6:4–6), good societies (6:7—7:2), or secure government (7:3–10). It produces chaos and stupidity. It produces people who ruin their nation and their lives and do not know any better (v. 9).

      Things do not have to be this way.

      The High Cost of Refusing to Repent (7:11–16)

      Israel’s refusal to repent will lead to even more terrible results. Once again God will discipline the people so that they might return to him. He cannot just let them continue their self-destructive behavior. He must intervene. Sadly, this will mean hardship for hard-hearted Israel and Judah. God will have to trap them like a bird (7:11–13) and send them back to Egypt (vv. 14–16). Their foolish rebellion, lying lips, and love of idols leave him little choice.

      Verse 9 has stated that proud Israel is unaware of how self-defeating their actions are. Now verse 11 compares the nation to “a dove, silly and without sense.” Israel flits back and forth between Assyria and Egypt, trying to get what they need to stay alive. God warns that he is setting a snare for the silly dove; he will bring Israel down like one brings “down the birds of the heavens” (7:12). In fact, Assyria and Egypt are the net God will use to catch and discipline them. As James Luther Mays has written, “In their very search for help they fly into the real danger that threatens them.”7 Eventually Egypt will not help Israel, thus leaving them in Assyria’s hands (see 2 Kings 17:4).8

      This situation saddens God. He announces woe and destruction on Israel, but he would prefer to redeem them (Hosea 7:13). God’s heart always tends to mercy (Exodus 34:6, 7). Judgment is his “strange” act, not his normal one (Isaiah 28:21). He does not judge “from his heart” (Lamentations 3:33). Yet he will not clear the guilty (Exodus 34:6, 7). Thus he must discipline Israel for their constant lies about God and to God (Hosea 7:13). Israel cannot claim that the Lord is their God and rebel against him. They cannot worship him and other gods and be righteous covenant partners. Israel is living by lies, and a truthful God will respond.

      This truthful God can see the people’s hearts. He recognizes that “they do not cry to me from the heart” though “they wail upon their beds” (v. 14a). The people seem moved to pray, though not because they want a renewed relationship with God. Instead, they cry out because they are lacking “grain and wine” (v. 14b). When disciplined, all they see is the discipline, not the reason for the discipline. They see religion as a way to get things. If God does not provide what they demand, then they will seek another deity. Turning from their sins is simply out of the question.

      Israel’s ongoing rebellion is unreasonable. God is the One who “trained and strengthened” Israel (v. 15). He called Abraham, redeemed Israel from slavery, gave them land, and protected them. Everything they have has come from God. Yet they forget him. They cast him off like they cast off kings that displease them.

      This section concludes with God again raising the matter of returning to him. He notes that Israel often turns or returns to something. They just do not return to “higher things”9 (v. 16); in other words, to God. Thus they are left to lower things. They are left to do battle in their own strength. Or they are reduced to hoping Egypt will help them against Assyria. God, who knows all things, sees that Egypt laughs at Israel’s folly. Egypt will not help, though they will be happy to take Israel’s money before Assyria conquers Israel. When this defeat occurs, it will be because of Israel’s rebellion. Indeed, 2 Kings 17:1–23 states that Assyria’s conquest of Israel in 722 b.c. happened due to Israel’s refusal to return to God.

      I was a teenager when the famous Watergate hearings were held. New revelations about wrongdoing in the highest levels of government came out daily, or at least it seemed that way. Each new shocking development revealed that these officials had many chances to turn back. They made their eventual fall worse by failing to come clean. At one poignant moment Senator Ervin, head of the investigating committee, quoted Galatians 6:7: “Be not deceived; God is not mocked: for whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap” (kjv). The lack of repentance, coupled with the crimes themselves, led the nation’s leaders and the nation itself into dark times.

      Israel’s leaders and people were as inept as the Nixon administration. One sin led to another. One revolt led to another. One disciplining act by God led to another. Sadly there was never one act of repentance that led to another. All acts of repentance seemed to die at birth. Refusing help and refusing to heed the warnings, the people headed foolishly into the dark and forbidding abyss of unnecessary defeat. God was not mocked. They reaped what they sowed.

      Conclusion

      God has given us Hosea’s writings so that we might avoid Israel’s mistakes. We do not have to suffer their fate. God speaks to us today through his Word, his people, and most fully in his Son. If we turn to God from sin and trust in Jesus, then we can be changed. God can raise us from spiritual death right now. If we have trusted Christ but have rebelled against God, then we can also turn back to God and be received back into fellowship with him. He would have forgiven and restored a faithless, foolish, and bloodthirsty people. Surely that means he will receive us when we turn back to him. He will do so even if we have walked sin’s road for some time. Are we ready for real repentance, or are we determined to be half-baked rebels?
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      The Vulture, the Whirlwind, and the Fire

      Hosea 8

      By now Hosea has made certain things crystal clear. He has declared that Israel’s covenant-breaking amounts to spiritual adultery. He has noted that Israel’s rulers, priests, and people all share in the nation’s sin and guilt. He has stated that Israel has refused to repent, despite their protests otherwise. He has laid bare the nation’s rebellious spirit that leads to political intrigue and spiritual decay. In clear and creative language, he has warned that the person and nation that refuses to repent decides to die. Despite all the people’s failures, however, God also promises that he loves Israel. God stands ready to forgive those who repent. Though Israel has sinned for a long time, there is still time to return to God, their covenant-maker. But time has grown short. Hosea presents an emergency message.

      In Hosea 8:1, the prophet returns to an image he used in 5:8. He announces it is time to blow a trumpet. This act signifies that trouble is near. It is time to take defensive action; the nation is at risk. God is about to judge by allowing the nations Israel has courted and betrayed to defeat them. As before, Hosea uses very picturesque language to present his message. He writes of a vulture circling over Israel (v. 1), of Israel sowing the wind and reaping the whirlwind (8:7), and of a fire kindling in Israel’s cities that will destroy their defenses (8:14). Time has grown short. The people must stop pretending that they know and serve God (v. 2). They must stop offering insincere sacrifices (v. 13). They must return to God, his word (v. 12), and his mission for them in the world. Otherwise, the vulture, the whirlwind, and the fire will consume them.

      Charles Simeon warned that in every age, people claim to know God and yet trust in lesser things.1 We can place trust in our Christian heritage, our nation’s power, our religious observances, and in professions of faith that our lifestyles betray.2 Simeon warns that God can use many means to judge sin in the world and in the Church: “There are other enemies that may pursue both the world and the Church of God: for most assuredly the wrath of God shall follow and overtake sin, whether it be found in the openly profane, or in the professors of the Gospel of Christ.”3 Sin will always be discovered; so we must practice repentance and obedience if we truly have come to Christ.4 Hosea describes human traits that never change. He also describes God’s unchanging ways. We must turn to God or face the manifestation of the vulture, the whirlwind, and the fire in our own lives.

      A Vulture Circling over Israel (8:1–3)

      These verses provide an introduction for the whole chapter. The prophet declares a crisis and explains why it has arisen in 8:1. He again states the self-deceived people’s reaction to his message in 8:2. Finally he hands down God’s decision on what the people have done and its results in 8:3. Overall he portrays Israel like a person unaware that a predator lurks nearby. Though they are in danger every moment, Israel is unwilling and thus unable to recognize their perilous situation.

      The passage begins with a hurried command to blow a trumpet about a circling bird.5 The Hebrew phrase is brief and chaotic.6 The verse’s form follows its message. The verse conveys danger, speed, and urgency. There is no time to waste. A large predator looms overhead. As the chapter unfolds, it becomes clear that either Assyria or Egypt is the likeliest candidate for the bird’s identity.

      The second half of verse 1 explains why the vulture has been drawn to Israel. It has come “because they have transgressed my covenant and rebelled against my law.” The word the ESV translates as “transgressed” is also found in 6:7. It indicates that Israel has passed beyond the bounds the covenant has set. As in previous chapters, rebellion is behind the covenant-breaking. From Adam and Eve onward, rebellion against God reveals itself as disobedience to God’s word. Such disobedience always prompts God to discipline his people (see Leviticus 26:14–45; Deuteronomy 27—28; Hebrews 12:3–11). His love requires this response (Hebrews 12:3–17).

      Despite their guilt, God hears no words of repentance from Israel. Rather he hears only their cry: “My God, we—Israel—know you” (Hosea 8:2). This is precisely the opposite of what 4:4–6; 5:4; and 6:3 say. At this point, Israel clearly does not know the Lord. As long as they treat him as a national heritage and as one god among many, they do not know him at all. This means the people have “spurned the good” (8:3a), which refers both to God and to the help he gives. This was the meaning in 2:8. Since they reject the good, they can expect the bad. In this case, the bad is an “enemy” that will “pursue them” (8:3b). It is the “vulture” from 8:1.

      As swiftly as a predator flies, Hosea has connected this chapter to what he has already declared. Though stated through a new vivid image, the message has not changed. God’s people do not know him. They show this by committing covenant adultery. They will learn soon that God will not allow the behavior to continue. He rules nature and history. He will use both to judge his people so that some will return to him.

      Sowing the Wind and Reaping the Whirlwind (8:4–10)

      Little by little Israel has gone about the process of self-destruction. It has not been just one thing that has brought them to this point. It has been several ongoing acts of disobedience. The nation has been under indictment since 4:1. More charges and penalties are added now. Hosea continues to share these words in hopes that the people will change. But he surely knows things do not look good at this stage. The section has two major parts. In 8:4–6 the prophet describes idolatry and its results. In 8:7–10 he notes Israel’s seeking help from Assyria and declares how this scheme will play out.

      God makes two charges in 8:4–6. The first is not new: Israel has chosen kings whom God did not approve (8:4a; see 7:3–7). As Douglas Stuart writes, “The Israelites have arrogated to themselves the right to install or depose kings (cf. 7:3–7). Yahweh alone determines who can be king either by charismatic gifts or by direct revelation through a prophet. He gives kings to the nations (e.g., 1 Kings 19:15, 16); they do not decide who their kings will be.”7 Or at least they should not do so. God knew what his people needed in the way of leadership. He provided the right person in David and others. At this point, Israel has not ignored God’s recommendation—they have not even sought his opinion. His will is not even a factor in their thinking. This is what God means when he states, “They set up princes, but I knew it not” (Hosea 8:4) Though they did not consult God in the choice of a king, the people seem to expect God’s support. God will not be bound by their choices.

      The second charge is also not new. The Lord asserts that Israel has “made idols for their own destruction” out of “their silver and gold” (v. 4). Just as they made their own kings, so have they made their own gods. Israel has donated liberally to the expenses related to making metal gods of silver and gold. Verse 5 mentions in particular an idol in the form of a calf identified with Samaria, the capital city. This idol represents the mixing of Biblical faith and Canaanite religion.8 A calf represented strength and fertility in the ancient world. Thus both Aaron (see Exodus 32:3, 4) and Jeroboam I (c. 930–909 b.c.) “could envisage a calf as an acceptable divine symbol in Israel.”9 Indeed, Aaron and Jeroboam seemed to claim that the calves they made actually represented Yahweh, the covenant God of Israel.

      Even if this were true, God does not sanction this connecting of the ancient symbol and himself. The first two of the Ten Commandments deny Israel the right to worship any other god or to make an image of God (Exodus 20:3, 4). In Hosea 8:6, God gives the reason for these prohibitions: “A craftsman made it [the idol]; it is not God.” Making and bowing down to images stirs God’s anger (v. 5). This is true not just because idolatry breaks Israel’s covenant with God but also because idols are not real; they do not represent real gods. God’s anger comes in part because idol worship involves people in self-worship, which is really no worship at all. Idolatry destroys people, so God will act against it. The way that Israel is practicing religion, based as it is on idols and lies, will end. God will break the calf and the nation that serves it into pieces (v. 6).

      The Bible denounces idolatry so often because it is a constant temptation. Though worshiping anything other than God is foolish (see Isaiah 44:9–20; Jeremiah 10), human beings engage in idolatry all the time. I do not just mean that some non-Christian religions believe in many gods and use images of them in worship. That is true, but idolatry exists elsewhere. It exists in America in many forms, most of which are attached to the love of money.

      Americans have become accustomed to wealth and ease. We oppose anything that threatens these, specifically anything that threatens our own wealth and ease. Thus many people judge every public proposal based solely on its effects on them. We think very seldom about others or about the community as a whole. We worry most when our own bank accounts and retirements are threatened, not when God’s work suffers or when injustice reigns. Our spending habits often have more to do with obeying advertisements than with obeying God and reflecting his priorities. Even Christians are lured into these patterns, often without realizing it. As Paul warns, “The love of money is a root of all kinds of evils” (1 Timothy 6:10). He also commanded, “Put to death . . . covetousness, which is idolatry” (Colossians 3:5).

      One could extend the list to include sex, fame, and power. It is no secret that America is a sex-saturated society. Television programs, the Internet, and magazines are filled with sexual imagery advertising everything from cosmetics to burgers to tires. Our society loves celebrities, whether movie stars or pastors with large crowds live and via video on off-campus sites. Those with big numbers of followers gain power. It becomes easy to adopt the patterns of the sexy, well-known, and powerful in every realm of life.

      These are all idols of our own making. They are idols we choose to our own destruction. Because he loves us, God will take them from us.

      Idolatry has unexpected results. Israel has forgotten God. They have turned to other gods. Consequently, they lose their ability to think clearly and to make sound decisions. According to Hosea 8:8–10, they make bad alliances. They try to hire Assyria to help them, as if they could control Assyria like one can control a hired lover (v. 9). Little do they know how much this lover will cost them. They will soon “writhe because of the tribute,” the money Assyria will charge for their help (v. 10). When Israel cannot pay, Assyria will take over their land. Israel has already become like other nations Assyria has “swallowed up” (v. 8). Sadly, God’s people are not aware of the consequences of their actions.

      Hosea uses an arresting image to summarize idolatry and its results: “They sow the wind, but10 they shall reap the whirlwind” (v. 7a). Without intending to do so, “Israel sows the seed of futility and so shall reap the harvest of destruction.”11 Israel thought they planted a gentle wind, but they reaped a tornado or a hurricane. Bringing Assyria into their lives will bring them destruction. Idolatry has so clouded their minds that they fall into a nasty political-military trap. Sadly they set the trap themselves. The whirlwind eventually swept through Israel and scattered the people around the ancient world (see 2 Kings 17:1–6). Idolatry was the beginning of this disastrous storm (see 2 Kings 17:7–23).

      No nation steeped in idolatry can expect to avoid these storms. God must judge idolatry due to his holiness and his love. Like Hosea, part of the Church’s task is to sound the alarm against worshiping idols. We must sound the alarm clearly and kindly, but we must sound it. This prophetic word may or may not be heard; the results belong to God. Our job is to be faithful messengers. God may indeed use us to keep people from reaping the whirlwind. Only time can tell.

      A Fire Will Destroy (8:11–14)

      God’s indictment continues. He has already commented on Israel’s broken relationship with him (Hosea 8:1–3) and ill-conceived foreign entanglements (8:7–10). He has used imagery from the animal kingdom (v. 1) and the natural world (v. 7) to describe Israel’s gloomy future. Now God directs his attention to Israel’s worship practices. Of course, these are related to what 8:1–10 has covered. God also chooses a final striking image to portray the future. This time God uses a metaphor drawn from warfare: he will send fire against Israel’s military strongholds. The fire will consume Israel’s defenses. Israel inches ever closer to final disaster. Failing to observe the vulture and notice the whirlwind, the fire will finish them. That is, it will do so unless they repent.

      Verse 11 is hard to understand at first glance. In Hebrew it “is a terse elliptical saying with a repetitive vocabulary.”12 It probably conveys “sarcasm, and it represents a thought complementary to 4:7–8.”13 It may mean one of the following options. First, it may indicate that as the people felt increased political pressure, they built more altars to the gods they already worshiped.14 Second, it may mean they added altars to gods they had not worshiped previously.15 Third, it may mean they raised new altars to God, yet had no intention of living as he directed.16 Given what follows in 8:12, 13 the last possibility may be correct. Regardless, they are simply doing more of the same things God has already denounced. This is like trying to become a better musician or athlete by practicing bad habits more hours each day. The more altars Israel added, the more sin they had the chance to commit.

      Going to worship for the wrong reason and with the same negative results is fruitless. God states that even if he wrote “laws by the ten thousands” (v. 12), the people would not understand or obey them. The implication is that 10,000 altars and 10,000 Bibles are no solution to sin where no repentance exists. Those who do not obey God’s word cannot worship correctly. The reverse is also true. Those who do not worship God as he directs, or who worship other gods, cannot obey God’s word (see 4:1–6). Disobedience and spiritual ignorance go hand in hand. The number of worship sites and copies of Scripture are not the ultimate test of a right relationship with God,17 nor is the number of sacrifices Israel offers. The people place plenty of meat on the altar, and these make a fine meal (8:13). Yet without an exclusive faith commitment to God shown by clear, faithful obedience, all the religious rituals in the world are of no use. God “does not accept them” (v. 13).

      Repentance motivated by faith for the purpose of obedience causes God to forget sin. That is, because of his promise based on his grace, he chooses to forgive. But the opposite is also true. He remembers rebellion and the way people twist his word when no repentance and no proper sacrifice exist (v. 13b). He will punish such sin. In this instance, Hosea 8:13b states that Israel “shall return to Egypt.” Douglas Stuart has commented that going back to Egypt means going back into slavery defined by another nation. Unlike the situation in Exodus 1, however, this time Israel volunteers for slavery.18 They do so by paying Egypt and in turn, Assyria, vast sums of money for protection. They do so by becoming vassal states. Mainly they do so by trusting in secondary powers rather than God, the primary source of all help. Thus they sin, and as Paul writes, obeying sin makes people slaves of sin (Romans 6:16).

      Ultimately what lies behind Israel’s false worship? The answer is that “Israel has forgotten his Maker” (Hosea 8:14a). This is basically what 4:1–6 outlines in greater detail. Forgetting God leads to disobeying his word, which leads to false worship. Soon people do not even know God. Sadly they do not even know that they do not know God. They mistakenly think that all the altar-building, temple-building, sacrificing, and ritual meals create a relationship with God. These activities make them think they are worshiping when they truly don’t know him at all.

      While Israel has been building altars, Judah has been constructing “fortified cities” (8:14b). It seems that each nation deals with trouble in its own way. For many people, gathering weapons makes more sense than multiplying sanctuaries. But in a way, Judah is even farther from God than Israel. At least Israel recognizes that there are factors beyond human control, however misguided their religious efforts. Judah trusts in soldiers, towers, and weapons. Judah trusts in its army’s ability to kill. God’s response is clear and to the point. He will make certain that other nations’ fires of war destroy the strongholds of Judah (v. 14b). Amos uses this same phrasing when he promises judgment to several countries in Amos 1—2. God will assert his control over Judah. Neither altars nor weapons can take God’s place. They are simply idols of a different size and shape.

      If building altars and strongholds were snares to Israel and Judah, what must they be for the United States and other countries today? It is hard to think of a more outwardly Christian nation than the United States. And it is difficult to think of a more outwardly Christian part of the United States than Alabama, where I currently live. In my one-and-a-half mile drive to the freeway, I pass five churches, an extension branch of a Christian college, and at least one Christian day-care center. Once I’m on the freeway I can see at least another four or five churches before I exit; then I pass at least two more churches before I park at the Christian university where I teach. There are at least three other church-related colleges and universities in our city. Twenty-five percent of Alabama’s population claims membership in the Southern Baptist denomination alone. Multiple Christian radio stations and the nation’s best-known Catholic television station broadcast from Alabama. If altars and Bibles could save, then surely Alabama would be redeemed.

      While there are many, many benefits of living near so many Christian enterprises, Alabama proves Hosea’s point. We have all these signs of Christianity, but we still have atheists. We still have prejudice between the many races and socioeconomic classes that live here. We still have about 100 murders per year in our largest city. We still struggle to welcome the immigrant, care for the unborn and fatherless, protect widows and single mothers, and generally love our neighbor. We still have God-talk without godliness. We still love money, and we’re definitely willing to designate a large portion of public funds to pay for college football. We still love our guns and perhaps trust them for our safety more than we trust God. I could extend the list, but you get the point. Altars and weapons do not free us from sin any more than they did for Israel and Judah. Only God does that through the blood of his Son, the right sacrifice for all our sins.

      On the positive side, God has changed lives by the thousands in Alabama. Persons are changed by the Spirit’s power when they turn to God in Christ. Racial reconciliation results. Prisoners in maximum security facilities come to faith and become new persons. Marriages are healed. Covetousness turns to generosity. Obedience follows faith. Those who turn to God in Christ find the proper way to worship and obey him. People who truly know God become covenant-keepers saved by grace who confess their sin. They cannot help it. God works these changes in them.

      Conclusion

      Hosea 8 presents old truths in new ways. Covenant-breaking is pictured as a vulture preying on Israel. Political scheming is described as sowing the wind and reaping the whirlwind. Trusting in altars and weapons is portrayed as a consuming fire. Remembering that God is the Creator and the Covenant-maker is the solution to all that ails Israel and Judah. Like Israel, we must decide if we will embrace the solution or the punishments.

      We may experience the vulture, the tornado, and the fire. Or we may return to our Maker, who is also our Savior. Within a few years, Israel was ruined. Decades later, Judah was as well. Let us not presume we have more time. Let us come to God before judgment falls. The bird is circling, and the fire is sparking into flame. Will we sow faith and obedience or reap the whirlwind?
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      Leaving Harvest Joy Behind

      Hosea 9

      

      Hosea has already proven to be an engaging and imaginative writer with a convicting message. So far he has compared God’s relationship with Israel to a very rocky marriage (1—3). He has described Israel’s religious and political leaders as dangerous snares (4—5). He has likened Israel’s spiritual unfaithfulness to fading clouds and half-baked bread (6—7). He has compared future political disaster to a vulture, a whirlwind, and a devouring flame (8). Now he combines images drawn from religious rituals, agriculture, and human birth to warn Israel of coming judgment. With harvesttime and harvest festivals as a backdrop, he now claims that Israel can expect no joy in the future. They can only expect woe.

      In 9:1–6, Hosea warns that the Israelites will no longer rejoice on feast days. In 9:7–9, he asserts that days of punishment have arrived. In 9:10–17, he declares that his people shall bear no fruit. Unless they repent, they can expect a barren life lived in exile. His sober warnings ring true today.

      No Joy on Feast Days (9:1–6)

      Feast days and harvest festivals have been linked throughout human history. Communities built on agriculture have every reason to celebrate the ingathering of crops well-planted and well-tended. Such celebrations often include giving thanks to the God or gods the community worships. After all, farmers can only till, plant, and cultivate; they cannot make the skies rain or make plants grow. The harvest must come from a higher power who thereby earns praise and gratitude. People show their gratitude by observing appropriate religious rituals related to that higher power. For example, in the United States, the Thanksgiving holiday was initially a feast linked to divine provision. The connection between harvest season and Thanksgiving has lessened as the United States has become urbanized. Nonetheless, many Americans remember the connection.

      Israel had its own traditional harvest festivals and feasts. One of these was the Feast of Booths (or Tabernacles), which occurred in autumn (see Exodus 23:16; Leviticus 23:33–43; Deuteronomy 16:13–17).1 Like so many other aspects of Biblical faith in Old Testament times, it was easy for feasts to get corrupted. In particular, it was easy to mix a harvest observance with practices drawn from Baalism. After all, Baal was considered the god of fertility by Israel’s neighbors, as we learned in Hosea 2. Baal worshipers thought that Baal made people, land, and animals fertile. As the populations mixed, portions of Baalism were added to this traditional Israelite celebration.

      Hosea 9:1–6 indicates that Israel had indeed included at least some foreign aspects in its festivals. Though harvest season was a time of celebration, Hosea 9 declares, “Rejoice not, O Israel! Exult not like the peoples” (9:1a) They are denied this celebrating because they “have played the whore” by “forsaking . . . God” (v. 1b). Israel has abandoned God much like Gomer abandoned Hosea in the book’s first two chapters. They have become like Baalism’s sacred prostitutes, sleeping with those who come to the fall festival. They have loved money and ease, and they credit other gods with providing what God alone can give. This spiritual whoredom also has a political aspect. Israel has chosen to seek help from other nations and, by extension, from their gods.

      Their rejoicing will stop because their whoredom will not get them what they need. According to verse 2, God will make sure their allies fail to give them grain and wine. In fact, verse 3 asserts that the people will soon enough not be around to see if the land is productive or not. Israel cannot stay in their land if they continue to commit idolatry. As 7:11b has indicated, some Israelites will go to Egypt. Others will go to Assyria. The ones going to Egypt will flee Assyria’s invading armies in 732 and 722 b.c. These people will become refugees. The ones going to Assyria will be taken into exile as Assyria conquers Israel. These people will lose their freedom. Clearly there will be no rejoicing at harvest festival then. Spiritual and political unfaithfulness will have led to loss of harvest and loss of land.

      Things will go badly for them in the places where they go, according to Hosea 9:3, 4. James L. Mays wrote, “When the celebrants end up in foreign lands, the cult will end. They will offer no libations (Num.15:1–12; Ex. 29:40; Lev. 23:13). Sacrifice will cease because there will be no shrines to Yahweh. . . . Eating unclean food in an unclean land, they will be ineligible for the worship of Yahweh (Deut. 26:14).”2 Even if sacrifices were to continue, the people would have none to give, “for their bread shall be for their hunger only” (Hosea 9:4). Hosea asks, “What will you do on the day of the appointed festival?” (v. 5). The answer is that they will have fled, some of them to Egypt (v. 6a). Once Israel is in Egypt, the Egyptians will swallow up their wealth as surely as thistles will swallow up their former homeland (v. 6b). Fleeing from one bad scene will simply usher Israel into another. In such conditions, rejoicing over a harvest will be far from their minds. If they think of the past, it will be to mourn what has been lost.

      This section invites us to think carefully about the high cost of corrupted faith in at least two areas. First, it warns us to count the cost of mixing pure and false doctrine. For instance, Israel thought they could worship God and also venerate other deities. They thought they could be married to the living God and yet sleep with Baal’s prostitutes. Today we may think we can worship Jesus as Lord while mistreating others to advance our careers and greedily guard our bank accounts. We cannot. Second, it warns us not to mix the world’s values into our worship practices. Israel turned the Feast of Booths from a time of recalling God’s provision to one of worshiping the provisions. Today we might divide churches over music preferences, preach on topics taken from secular life, and turn worship services into sheer entertainment. The result may please participants, but the result does not please God.

      The Days of Punishment Have Come (9:7–14)

      Hosea continues to reveal why the people will leave festivals behind. As I have already stated, Israel had probably mixed aspects of fertility worship into the Feast of Booths. Fertility gods supposedly helped female fertility. Thus people behind these gods ensured numerous children and animals, which made the local agricultural economy hum. Nothing could be worse than a low birth rate when there was a high death rate among surviving children. This section warns that the people’s actions are leading to fewer births and to early deaths of existing children. The parents’ actions endanger the children.

      The prophet speaks quite plainly in verse 7. Time is up: “The days of punishment have come; the days of recompense have come; Israel shall know it” (v. 7a).3 The word translated as “know” often means “experience” in the Old Testament. Thus Israel will experience judgment. Why? In part because they prefer lies over truth. Hosea writes, “The prophet is a fool; the man of the spirit is mad” (v. 7b). He may mean that this is the people’s opinion of faithful prophets like Hosea. If so, the people believe this because of their “great iniquity and great hatred” (v. 7c). This phrase could also mean that their great sinfulness and hatred drive a good prophet mad, or that their sinful actions show that they will only accept prophetic messages that are madness in God’s eyes. In other words, foolish prophets are exactly what this wicked nation wants. Though it is hard to be dogmatic on this point, I think the last option is best. Over time their sin has driven them to listen to only the worst kind of prophets.

      This interpretation fits verses 8, 9. A prophet is supposed to be God’s “watchman” (v. 8). Prophets guard and warn the people when trouble is on the horizon. Israel does not want a good watchman like Hosea. Rather they set snares for such a man. They want him dead. Such is their “hatred” for the good prophet, even “in the house of his God” (v. 8). These people have grown vicious. They are like the mob in the days of Gibeah that committed the “heinous crime that is recorded in Judges 19. The rape, murder, and subsequent dismemberment of the concubine in this account”4 parallels Israel’s murderous intentions against God’s prophet. These people deserve foolish prophets. They certainly prefer them, for they want all the good ones dead.

      God only offers grace for so long. Eventually he judges sin. God is patient with sinners (Exodus 34:6, 7). At times we mistake his long-suffering for indifference (see Zephaniah 1:12; 2 Peter 3:1–10). Israel ignored God’s grace and soon learned that God will “not clear the guilty” (Exodus 34:7). Because he loves us, he cannot let soul-killing sin continue. Because he is holy, he will eventually remove sin from the earth (2 Peter 3:11–13).

      God offers grace through his servants. People have always persecuted these servants in small or large ways. Hosea, Amos, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and other prophets knew what it was like to suffer for sharing God’s truth. Throughout history faithful believers, pastors, and missionaries have faced extreme pressures around the world. Though they seem fools to those who rebel against God, they share the true wisdom that comes from God alone (1 Corinthians 1:18–31).

      Israel Shall Bear No Fruit (9:10–17)

      In 9:10–17 Hosea reminds us of other episodes in Israel’s story. In 9:10 he goes clear back to the beginning. God compares his initial calling of Israel to finding fresh fruit in the wilderness (v. 10a). Israel had a good beginning. The future seemed bright. Yet after the exodus, the people sinned in the desert. Reflecting on the incident described in Numbers 25, God asserts, “They came to Baal-Peor and consecrated themselves to the thing of shame, and became detestable like the thing they loved” (Hosea 9:10b). They worshiped a fertility god in Moses’s day, and they worship one in Hosea’s time. What began as a fresh and beautiful life with God became vile and depraved.

      The results of their worship will be the opposite of what they expect. Fertility worship should obviously lead to fertility. Yet because fertility gods are not really gods, this does not happen. Punishment happens instead. God eventually sends Israel into exile. The people ultimately “fly away like a bird” (v. 11a) to another land. Without God’s blessing there is “no birth, no pregnancy, no conception!” (v. 11b). Even the children already born will languish (v. 12a). Departing from God to serve idols costs the people everything they hold dear—their faith, their families, their homes, and their freedom. Such will be the sad ending of a story that began with God delivering Israel from slavery.

      God returns to Israel’s history in 9:13–15. This time he begins with Israel’s separation from Judah when Solomon died in 930 b.c. Once again Hosea describes a lovely scene. Ephraim, the name Hosea often uses for Israel, was like a tree planted in a good field (v. 13a). This image means that Israel was blessed with excellent natural resources and many other advantages. Sadly, Israel will leave this lovely land behind. Worse yet, Israel will go to a deadly place (v. 13b), a place where mothers will suffer miscarriages and offer “dry breasts” to babies due to the terrible conditions they will encounter (v. 14).

      God again emphasizes how seeking fertility deities will end in the loss of life. The rituals practiced in Gilgal will lead God to “drive” the worshipers from the land, according to 9:15. The passage does not specify what these practices were. However, other texts list Gilgal as a place where improper worship occurred (see 4:15; 12:11; Amos 4:4, 5). In this context it is likely that some form of Baal worship happened there.5 Since God specifically condemns Israel’s political leaders (“princes”) in Hosea 9:15, it is likely that they particularly supported this shrine.

      Regardless, their deeds at Gilgal were wicked enough that God says, “There I began to hate them” (v. 15). This phrase means that God decided to stop treating Israel with covenant love. He would “hate” them in the sense that he would no longer choose them6 as special persons he would protect. Malachi 1:2, 3 also uses the Hebrew words translated into English as “love” and “hate” in this way. God will treat Israel in a manner described by Hosea’s daughter’s name in Hosea 1:6. That is, the Lord will have no compassion (lo ruhamah) for them7 at this time. He will “drive” them from his house (9:15). He will exile them from the land.

      Every element of fertility will share in this terrible barrenness. Ephraim’s roots will dry up, and its trees will “bear no fruit” (v. 16a). Children born to them will die (v. 16b). Because they have not listened to God and his prophets (v. 17a; see vv. 7, 8), they will go from place to place, never finding a home (v. 17b). Having chosen fertility rituals, they will ironically leave harvest festivals behind. Having chosen to trust in foreign allies rather than in God, they will live in places not their own. Having chosen to trust in Baal to give them children and animals, they will have neither.

      God warned Israel of these results long before Hosea’s time. Moses told the people in Leviticus 26:14–39 and Deuteronomy 28:15–68 of the dangers associated with long-term rebellion against God. He warned of crop failure, loss of land, and loss of life. These things need never have happened. That they did shows the terrible grip unbelief has on people and the terrible price it extracts.

      Conclusion

      Every day we see the cost sin demands from people’s bodies and souls. Alcoholism, drug addiction, prostitution, oppression, injustice, covetousness, and corruption are but a small sampling of death-dealing sins in our society. We cannot worship pleasure and think there will be no drunkenness, adultery, sex slavery, or gluttony. We cannot worship money and consumption and think there will be no stealing, bribery, or mistreatment of the land. We cannot worship sex and ease and think there will be no abortions, divorces, or sexual abuse. Societies that fail to grasp these truths die. They die slowly and painfully.

      God’s Word teaches that his people do not have to live this way no matter how others choose to live. God calls on all people to repent, as he did in Hosea’s day. From where we sit today, we know that God has sent his Son to save us from our sins. We know that God promises to restore believers who stray from his ways (see 1 John 1:9, 10). We know that we do not have to leave harvest joy behind. We do not have to live barren lives.

      We can choose to reject joy and fruitfulness, but such a terrible decision is not our fate. It is simply our fault. Let us choose the right path. Let us seek God and live.
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      Time to Seek God, Time to Sow Righteousness

      Hosea 10

      

      Hosea 9 warns the Israelites that continued devotion to fertility gods will not yield crops, animals, and children. In fact, the opposite will occur. All good gifts come from God, the Creator and provider (see James 1:17; Genesis 1—2). When Israel rejects God, they reject him as their provider. They no longer receive the benefits of being his covenant people, for he withdraws his resources to make them come to their senses (see Leviticus 26:14–45; Deuteronomy 28:15–68; 30:1–10; Hosea 2). Because he loves them, he cannot support them in their sinful ways. Having left him behind, Israel can expect to leave fruitful harvests behind also.

      Now Hosea surveys the wreck Israel has made of life, and he hopes for better things. He returns to their history and notes how they have turned to other gods (10:1, 2). Then he describes Israel’s loss of their king and its ramifications (vv. 3–10). Assyria has come into the land. Israel no longer enjoys political autonomy. Yet Hosea remains unfailingly hopeful. He encourages the people that this political defeat could lead to good. If they will seek God and plan to practice righteousness, then they can enjoy God’s harvests again (vv. 11, 12).1 So far they have planted wickedness and have reaped loss (vv. 13–15). Though hopeful, Hosea has no illusions. He recognizes that Israel will have to change drastically and quickly for positive things to happen.

      God’s grace never rests. Even amid terrible situations caused by sin, he reaches out to sinners. Israel had rejected God. They had served idols. They had embraced immorality. Their moral decline had led to political decline. Assyria was in the process of turning Israel into one of their provinces. These were bleak times indeed. Yet Hosea claims that though the people’s hearts have been corrupted (vv. 1, 2), and though they lost their government (vv. 3–10), they can still turn to God (vv. 11–15). There remains time to seek God, plant righteousness, and reap God’s covenant love and loyalty (v. 12).

      This message is the heart of God’s gospel. Time grows short every day for every sinner. Death awaits us all as surely as it awaited Israel’s people and freedom. We must hear and obey God’s gracious, urgent call. Only when we realize it is always time to seek God and always time to practice righteousness will we escape sin’s present and future devastation.

      Israel’s Corrupt Heart and Corrupt Gifts (10:1, 2)

      As in chapter 9, Hosea returns to Israel’s past to explain their present circumstances. He notes that “Israel is a luxuriant vine that yields its fruit” (10:1a). Israel had many financial advantages. It had a lot of fine land. This was no small thing in an economy based on agriculture. Israel was also located on the main trade road between Egypt in the south and great northern lands such as Babylon and Assyria. Furthermore, Israel bordered the sea and could conduct trade with other countries through Tyre and other ports. Hosea and Amos indicate that Israel was quite wealthy overall, which archaeological evidence confirms.2 God gave Israel many resources, just as he promised in Leviticus 26:3–13 and Deuteronomy 28:1–14. Affluence was not—and is not—evil in and of itself. Money may be honestly earned and spent according to God’s standards.

      Israel ignored these standards, for they ignored God. They took the resources God granted them and invested them in idolatry. Like Gomer, the people were looking out for what they thought were their best interests (see Hosea 2:5–13). As their riches mounted, they built more altars. The more their land improved, the more they built “pillars,” which were expensive memorials at religious sites. These could have been erected to honor God, but most likely they were dedicated to other gods (10:1b). James L. Mays explains their thinking when he writes, “This co-ordination of welfare [wealth] and cult shows that Israel saw a functional relation between the two; the development of cultic sanctuaries was simply turning part of the profit back into the business. Altars and pillars were the holy machinery which produced the prosperity—a typically Canaanite understanding of cult.”3 Thus the people simply considered giving to religious causes good business.

      Unfortunately for them, God knows the human heart. In this case, according to verse 2, God knows that “their heart is false.” The word translated as “false” in the ESV can also mean “divided”4 or “smooth.”5 McComiskey observes that the word “describes deceptive speech” in Proverbs 5:3, “a lying tongue” in Proverbs 26:28, and “flattering prophecy” in Ezekiel 12:24.6 None of these options speaks well of Israel. The people are not what they seem. They outwardly worship God or some other gods. Inwardly they simply love money and use religion to get more of it.

      God sees the altars and knows the hearts. He will tear down the former and expose the latter. Judgment is coming on the people, their altars, and their pillars (Hosea 10:2b). God has not been fooled. He has been patient with their foolishness. But everything they have built up by misusing God’s money will soon come crashing down.

      These two pungent verses should probe our consciences. What is in our heart? Why do we practice our religion—yes, our Christian religion? We live in a money-motivated, consumer-driven culture. Many of our American churches are luxurious. Many of them are as spacious as shopping centers and as well-equipped as spas. We often market our churches the same way some businesses market their goods. What is in our hearts that would motivate us to spend so much money on ourselves? It is possible that we wish to minister effectively. It is also possible that we build expensive things because our hearts value them most.

      What if we did not have these things or the other things that make our lives comfortable and enjoyable? Would we turn away from God? We should ask ourselves if we give to God because we want a good return on our gift or if we rightly give God what already belongs to him. None of us has pure motives all the time. Still, examining our hearts might lead us to cleanse our desires more fully. It might lead us to change before God finds it necessary to take sterner measures to change us.

      Israel’s Mounting Losses (10:3–10)

      It is hard to determine how long Hosea has been ministering by this point in the book. We know that he began before Assyria defeated Israel decisively in 732 b.c. and finally in 722 b.c. Yet how long he labored before those days is unclear. Regardless, these great disasters have now arrived. God has begun his threatened days of destruction.

      Sadly, these verses show that even the loss of their government and their idols does not move most of the people to repent. No matter how terrified they become, they do not turn to God. Instead, they brag about how they will recover. Unbelief fueled by lust for money is an unbelievably stubborn thing. Their losses just keep mounting.

      Israel has no king at this point (v. 3a). It may be that verse 3 reflects the situation in Israel in 732 b.c. At that time Assyria supported Hoshea, who rebelled against Pekah (see 2 Kings 15:29–31). Assyria had invaded the land and forced Israel to accept status as a satellite nation in the Assyrian Empire. Thus the people may not have considered Hoshea a real king. The verse could also relate to what occurred in 722 b.c. By then, Hoshea rebelled against Assyria, who then invaded Israel again and this time put an end to Israel’s monarchy (see 2 Kings 17:1–6). At that point Israel literally had no king. And they never had another.

      Tough times often lead to tough talk. The people state that it is no big thing that they have no king. After all, they ask, “What could he do for us?” (Hosea 10:3b). They have had so many kings by now—all of them ineffective against Assyria—that they may have considered all kings worthless. Surely they can make it just as well without a king! Israel has even haughtier words for Hosea about God. With great bravado they declare, “We do not fear the Lord” (v. 3a). Hosea has declared that God has brought their troubles on them to get them to repent. If so, they are unafraid. They likely think that a deity who does not defeat Assyria is no good to them. After all, they think religion exists to give them what they want.

      Hosea bluntly asserts, “They utter mere words” (v. 4a). Their statements are just hot air. Their real problem is that the covenants they make are also hot air. They make their covenants with God and others using “vain oaths.”7 Their deeds invalidate their oaths. Because their words are as false as their hearts (v. 2), “judgment springs up like poisonous weeds in the furrows of the field” (v. 4b). Judgment naturally grows out of the seeds of lies and pride.

      Hosea adds in verses 5, 6 that the people are actually afraid despite their bold talk. They are trembling and mourning over the loss of their cult and their calf-shaped8 idols. In 10:5, Hosea locates this false worship at “Beth-aven,” which means “house of evil.” This is most likely Bethel, which means “house of God.” Because Israel worships idols at Bethel, they have turned “the house of God” into “the house of evil.”

      There were similar idols at Samaria, according to 8:5. When Samaria fell to Assyria in 722 b.c., the rituals practiced there ended. As was their habit, the Assyrians “carried to Assyria” (10:6a) Samaria’s idols. When they sacked a city, they took that city’s gods/idols away in full view of the city’s people. Their point was that these gods could not protect the place from Assyria’s armies. Their goal was to produce fear.

      It is easy to see how defeat caused shame for and mourning by the defeated. It is Samaria’s and Bethel’s turn to lose their pride and their gods. Once they rejoiced, but now they mourn. All their bold talk was just that—only talk.

      But this is not all. When the capital city fell, the monarchy also fell. Verse 7 says that Samaria’s king was swept away “like a twig on the face of the waters.” Their king was as powerless as their gods. Every source they trusted in failed. Thousands of Israelites were swept away into exile along with the king (2 Kings 17:6). Hosea 10:8 adds that in their absence, “Thorn and thistle shall grow up on their altars.” The people will be so miserable that “they shall say to the mountains, ‘Cover us,’ and to the hills, ‘Fall on us’” (10:8b). There will be no tough talk then, just a terrible crying out for death.9

      All this comes as the natural result of a long national addiction to sin. Indeed since “the days of Gibeah” (v. 9), when the people raped and murdered a woman (Judges 19:22–30), the people have sinned.10 They have been lustful, violent, and proud of their sins. As promised in Leviticus 26:14–39 and Deuteronomy 28:15–68, God will not let such sin pass unnoticed. He states quite matter-of-factly in Hosea 10:10a, “When I please, I will discipline them.” How will he do so? He continues: “Nations shall be gathered against them when they are bound up for their double iniquity” (v. 10b). God rules all peoples. He is quite able to send troops to punish his straying people, and he does so. Assyria is his instrument of discipline.11

      Brash talk is no substitute for confession and repentance. Sometimes our sins so blind us that we cannot see reality. Israel lost their king, capital city, and worship sites, yet did not confess their sin. They just bragged that they could stand it and bounce back.

      All my life I have heard people foolishly say they are not afraid of God. I have heard people say they want to go to Hell, for that is where their friends will be. I have seen commercials that make Hell look like a cool, hip place, somewhat like a popular nightclub. All this talk is just talk. When God judges, no one laughs. In this life they cry out for relief, even when death approaches. In eternity they will cry out with no hope of relief. Having laughed at God in life, they will not do so after death. They will face an eternity in judgment, while thorns and thistles grow over their idols on earth. These are stout words, I know, but time grows shorter for us all. It is time to confess and repent, not to brag and wait to see what happens next.

      Time to Seek God, Time to Sow Righteousness (10:11–15)

      Hosea begins this last section by recalling happier days before turning to a call for repentance from past sins. In 10:11a, the prophet offers yet another image drawn from agrarian life: “Ephraim was a trained calf that loved to thresh, and I spared her fair neck.” Derek Kidner explains that “threshing was a comparatively light task, made pleasant by the fact that the creature was unmuzzled and free to eat (Dt 25:4) as it pulled the threshing-sledge over the gathered corn.”12 In other words, God treated Israel well. He gave them good land, strong leadership, and many benefits as his covenant people (see Leviticus 26:1–13; Deuteronomy 28:1–14). God spared Israel when he could have let other nations ravage their lands.

      All this will change. Now Israel and Judah have a new situation. God will “put Ephraim to the yoke” (Hosea 10:11b). Israel will be harnessed and used to break up (“harrow”) ground for planting (v. 11b). This will be harder work done by an animal unused to such labors. There will be less freedom and no eating during the working. Oxen, not calves, usually did such work. One wonders how the favored calf will survive the extra exertion.

      Yet God has a positive purpose for putting Israel to harder work. He wants the people to awaken. They must plow and sow seeds. So they may as well plant what is good for them. They may as well sow “righteousness” so they can reap steadfast, covenantal love (v. 12a). “Righteousness” here amounts to doing the right thing, which is to return to God. This repentance from sin and turning to God is what the covenant people should do. Repentance will demonstrate covenant-based love. When God sees the seeds of repentance planted, he will “rain righteousness” on them (v. 12b). He will reconcile, restore, and help them. Their righteousness ultimately comes from God, for they would not even know to repent had he not reached out to them.

      In short, the prophet declares that it is “time [for them] to seek the Lord.” They have sought fake gods; now it is time to seek the Lord. They have sought help from Egypt, but now it is time to seek the Lord. They have sought comfort in bragging, but now it is time to seek the Lord. They have found no security in the places where they have looked. But if they seek God by repentance and prayer, they will find the strength and hope they so desperately need.

      Hosea continues his planting and harvesting imagery in verses 13–15. Thus far Israel has “plowed wickedness,”13 “reaped injustice,” and “eaten the fruit of lies” (v. 13a). Their farming methods have left them eating poisonous food. They have sought lies, planted lies, and eaten lies. It is no wonder the whole nation is spiritually and politically sick.

      In particular, the people have placed their trust in their own way of doing things “and in the multitude of [their] warriors” (v. 13b). They trusted their plans, not God’s. Their plan was to guarantee security by building up their armed forces. Trusting in weapons has been considered the smart way to operate since nations began. However, those who live by the sword die by the sword, as Jesus told Peter in Matthew 26:52. Because Israel trusts in their ability to make war, they will get to see how strong they are. God will send overwhelming force against them. Their “fortresses shall be destroyed” (Hosea 10:14a). Mothers and children will die (v. 14b), as is the case in nearly every war. Assyria will rout Israel.

      Hosea cites an example of such a lopsided defeat, but the particulars of how “Shalman destroyed Beth-arbel on the day of battle” (v. 14b) are not known at this time.14 He clearly thought his people would know the reference. Their plans will fail. This failure will extend beyond the people to the palace. Because the kings have trusted in and perpetrated lies, Hosea declares, “At dawn the king of Israel shall be utterly cut off” (v. 15b). The monarchy ended in 722 b.c. and was never restored.

      Hosea portrays a devastating scene. The people have trusted in their own ways, their own lies, and they will suffer the consequences. From the king to the average citizen, they have put their hopes in military might. They have turned to the priests and worship centers that affirmed their plans. All the while God called on them to turn to him and find grace and help in their time of need. In love he offered them righteousness and covenant blessings. In love he sent his servant Hosea. They stubbornly cling to their pride and consequent self-deceit. Eventually God gives them what they want. They want death, and they shall have it. They could have planted righteousness and harvested life. Things could have turned out so differently.

      These verses offer a clear alternative for all people. Every person and every nation should turn to God through Christ. All should give up their sinful, self-defeating plans and trust in God alone. He has sent his Son to the world to save the world (John 3:14–17). All nations may come to God through the Son.

      But many of us who are Christians live as if we agree with the Israelites. By that I mean we trust in our nation’s military, political leaders, and economic geniuses. We profess faith in Christ, but we anchor our hopes for our security in a military budget. Hosea learned that God alone rules history and armies in history. He found security in God while his nation collapsed around him. We must agree with him if we are to have a viable witness to a watching world. We must seek God and sow righteousness if we are to have the peace that Christ gives (John 16:33), the peace that surpasses merely human comprehension (Philippians 4:4–7).

      Conclusion

      Hosea’s perseverance is impressive. He has ministered faithfully for a long time. He has done so despite meager results. His character thereby mirrors God’s, as it has throughout the book. God has loved Israel without reservation. Even in the nation’s last hours he reaches out to them with love-saturated grace. Even now he sends his prophet with truthful, helpful words. These words transcend barriers of time and place. They speak to us now (see 1 Corinthians 10:1–13). Even now, if our actions have brought all we hold dear to an end, God reaches out. May each of us in our own area of need cry out to him before we cry out to the mountains, “Fall on us” (Hosea 10:8).
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      “How Can I Give You Up, O Ephraim?”

      Hosea 11:1–11

      

      God is unendingly creative, and he often uses extremely gifted people. The book of Hosea has confirmed these two principles repeatedly. Through his prophet Hosea, the Lord has compared his relationship with Israel in several ways. He has likened it to a faithful spouse married to a perpetually straying one. He has compared himself to a faithful farmer who has planted good seeds but has seen those seeds spring up into useless plants. He has presented Israel as a snare to others (5:1), a fading morning cloud (6:4), bad bread from an overheated oven (7:4), and a luxuriant vine used as an excuse to build altars to idols (10:1). Throughout the book, God has noted Israel’s tendency to commit spiritual adultery. Each image was meant to sting—not to hurt the people’s feelings but to shake them into repentance. So far nothing has worked. All these remarkable metaphors have fallen on hard hearts, closed minds, and decaying souls.

      Now God returns to family imagery. This time he chooses a paternal metaphor. He portrays himself as a good and caring father. He declares that he has loved Israel from the beginning (11:1). But the more he did for Israel, the more Israel rebelled (v. 2). Israel has been determined to reject this father, so the father will not save the son from the consequences of his actions (vv. 3–7). One could not blame such a good and mistreated father if he turned away. After all, a good parent cannot bail out a child forever! Parents sometimes must exercise tough love. Eventually children must face the consequences of their poor choices.

      Yet Hosea has already shown us that the living God is not a normal husband or farmer. He has capacities we human beings cannot match or even fathom. God will not only seek his adulterous wife, he will find, purchase, and win her (2—3). God gives crops to feed his people again and again even though they give credit to other deities. They deserve death, yet he gives life. His power and patience are equally amazing.

      God gave promises to Noah, Abraham, Moses, and David, and he will keep them. Since he cannot lie, he cannot quit. Like his mercy, his endurance endures forever. Thus he is not a normal father either. He will not let this child go so easily. In fact, he will not let Israel go at all. His compassion will stir him to restore Israel, this most prodigal of sons (11:8–10). Israel will “come trembling . . . like doves” (v. 11), but they will come. God’s love is massively greater than Israel’s sin. He will always find his people.

      Hosea has often used Israel’s past to criticize its present deeds. He does so again here. This time he begins by telling the history as God nurturing a child who does not return that love in 11:1–4. Then he declares the consequence of rebellion that we have come to expect: Israel will lose their cherished land (vv. 5–7). They will be exiled. However, as Hosea 2, 3, and 6:1–3 have already hinted, exile is not the last chapter in the story. He promises that God will bring some Israelites back to the land, where they will serve him (11:8–11). God will not give up on his people. This is the major theme of Hosea and the major theme of the Bible. It is the gospel of God.

      The Rejected Father (11:1–4)

      Parents and grandparents have such high hopes when babies are born. We pray that the next generation will embody our best features and avoid our worst ones. We look forward to joyous events, and we put bad things that could happen way in the back of our minds. No decent parent wants the child to fail, and no parent hopes to fail as a parent. No decent parent hopes to raise an ungrateful, hateful, self-absorbed child. As these verses show, God got exactly the sort of child no parent wants. God got a foolish and heartless child.

      Hosea 11 begins with Israel’s time in Egypt. Verse 1 describes Israel as a child that God loved and called. This image reminds us of God’s command to Moses in Exodus 4:22, 23: “Then you shall say to Pharaoh, ‘Thus says the Lord, Israel is my firstborn son, and I say to you, “Let my son go that he may serve me.” If you refuse to let him go, behold, I will kill your firstborn son.’” Of course Pharaoh refused. Thus he suffered sad consequences for this terrible decision. God indeed set Israel free through signs, wonders, and plagues. He did for his people what they could not do for themselves.

      Israel was happy enough to be called out of slavery. Yet when God called them to serve him alone and live as “a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Exodus 19:5, 6), they ran from his call. They ran from him to worship Baal once they were established in Canaan. As Hosea 11:2 notes, “They kept sacrificing to the Baals and burning offerings to idols.” Israel abandoned their Father, the One who loved them the most. It is worth repeating that passages like 11:1, 2 describe the majority of the Israelites. There were always some faithful persons, such as Elijah and Elisha. In fact, when Elijah felt quite alone in his faith, God told him there were 7,000 other faithful ones (1 Kings 19:9–18). Still, even a faithful minority is a minority.

      Hosea 11:3, 4 expresses God’s anguish and Israel’s callous disregard of their father’s kindness. God “taught Ephraim to walk” (Hosea 11:3a). This phrase likely refers to God establishing the northern kingdom after Solomon died. God carried them “by their arms” when the people were too tired to walk. Without God’s help, the nation would have fallen to foreign armies much sooner.

      I remember seeing a commercial where a father holds up a young child so that the boy can dunk a basketball. The child turns in delight to the father and says, “I did it!” Just as the child overlooks the father’s help in “his” accomplishment, the Israelites refuse to see God at work among them. The people “did not know”—they did not grasp—that God had “healed” them time and time again (v. 3b). Eventually their hearts became so hard they did not even feel his love or see his goodness. They did not recognize that he bound himself to them with “bands of love” (v. 4a). They did not recall that he eased “the yoke” of slavery they labored under in Egypt (v. 4b). They did not remember how he “fed them” while they were in Egypt, as well as afterward in the desert and in Canaan. God bent low to meet them on their level to fill their needs. They took him for granted and ran from his voice.

      These verses tell a heart-wrenching tale. Many good parents know what it is like to have rebellious and selfish children. Certainly every parent has endured some measure of disrespect and bad conduct from their kids. Many good children recognize when they have been wrong and change their behavior, or at least sincerely apologize for it later. Many others choose to live their entire lives in opposition to or in neglect of the Christian spiritual heritage that their parents worked hard to pass on to them. These parents almost always continue to love their children. Still, the barriers between them cause great pain.

      If this is the case with us human parents, how much more does God hurt when his people reject him? God has created us. He has fed and clothed us. Whatever good things we have come from his hand. He teaches, shapes, and disciplines us. Any good character traits we have ultimately come from him. When anyone rebels against him, it pains him. When those who are Christians do so, it hurts him even more. Our faithlessness against God is as cruel as it is stupid.

      God’s sorrow does not diminish his power. It does not make him unable or unwilling to rule the world according to his purposes. Indeed, it shows how great he is to put up with our thoughtlessness and still maintain his character. Regardless, such sin certainly shows how low we can sink, how foolish we can be, and how much we need to repent and come back to the One who has always loved us.

      Jesus Christ shows us the proper way to respond to God’s voice. Matthew 2:15 cites Hosea 11:1 when describing Jesus’s early life. Matthew notes that the holy family’s time in Egypt “was to fulfill” Hosea’s statement about God calling Israel out of Egypt. Scholars have proposed several options for what Matthew means.1 In the context of Hosea 11:1–4, I think Matthew means that Jesus came out of Egypt after Herod died and then he obeyed and loved his Father always. He did not commit the sins verse 2 describes. He fulfilled 11:1–4 in that he did what God wanted all along. Thus he pleased the Father through his life, death, and resurrection. He always came when God called him.

      As we place our trust in Christ, he shows us how to be his disciples. Our faith in Christ and our obedience to him pleases God the Father. Jesus shows us how to be proper sons and daughters of our heavenly Father, who frees and provides for his children.

      The Exiled Child (11:5–7)

      By now we know what comes next in the passage. We have learned that judgment follows stubborn, resilient sin as surely as night follows day. We have also discovered that God warns that judgment is coming to give the people a chance to change. So it comes as no surprise when this section declares where Israel is headed, how they will go there, and why they must take this awful journey.

      Verses 1–4 have highlighted Israel’s deliverance from Egypt. Previous passages have noted Israel’s recent interest in making treaties with Egypt (such as 7:11–16) and the folly of this course of action. Now in 11:5, God reveals that the people will not go to live in Egypt as they did before in Joseph’s time. Then Egypt helped Israel. Now Israel has turned to Egypt for support against Assyria (9:3), but Egypt will be no help when help counts most. When the great battles end in 732 and 722 b.c., “Assyria shall be their king” (Hosea 11:5). This means that Israel is headed for defeat. Worse yet, thousands of Israelites will go into exile to the vast reaches of the Assyrian Empire. Many will not be treated gently. When the Assyrians took captives, they were often brutal. For example, they put fishhooks in people’s upper lips, fitted a small rope through the hook, linked the captives together, and marched them away.2 It was a hard march, not unlike the one the Japanese army inflicted on Allied soldiers in World War II or the one the United States government imposed on native Americans in the nineteenth century. Where Israel is going, they can be sure that pain, loss, and death will be constant companions.

      Verse 6 states how Assyria will overcome Israel. The enemy will wage war “against their cities, consume the bars of their gates, and devour them.” When the Assyrians raised the sword against a place, they were patient. For instance, they laid siege to Samaria, the capital of Israel, from 724–722 b.c. Eventually Samaria ran out of food, water, and ammunition. Once Assyria breached a city’s defense, they killed soldiers, impaled people on spikes, boiled people in hot liquid, took many captives, and left a frightened and starving populace behind.3 These disasters came upon Israel “because of their own counsels” (11:6), which recommended trusting in Egypt as the best way to withstand Assyria. Israel fell due to Assyria’s might and because of their own miscalculations.

      Verse 7 stresses that the ultimate reason Israel fell to Assyria was their stubborn refusal to hear God’s word. The people were “bent on turning away from” God. Chapters 6 and 7 demonstrated Israel’s insincerity toward God. Their prayers are mere words. Israel has no intention of repenting when they pray for God’s help. Thus when they cry out to God once the Assyrians arrive, the Lord will not answer them. The enemy will knock Israel down, and God “shall not raise them up at all” (11:7). He will finally let them suffer the consequences of their false spirituality and bad political decisions.

      In short, God will do what no parent wants to do: he will not rescue his child from a terrible situation. To compare Hosea 11:5–7 to situations we understand today, he will not bail his son out of jail this time. He will not give his reckless child any more money. He will not force his son into a drug rehab program one more time while the son loudly proclaims that he does not have a problem. He will put his grown, addicted son out of the house, and he will change the locks. This is a horrible scene. It is so sad that it has come to this. It tears at our hearts. It tears at God’s too. But as any parent in a similar situation knows, God does this for a reason. He does this to set Israel right. Clearly God’s love includes severe mercy and tough love.

      Many of us have experienced God’s discipline. As Hebrews 12:3–17 indicates, we rarely appreciate this correction. But quite honestly, there have been times in my life that it took tough love on God’s part to get me to turn back to him. I have also seen some Christians run from God for years before hard things bring them home to God. Hosea 11:5–7 and Hebrews 12:3–17 remind us that God disciplines us because he loves us. He disciplines us to remind us we are his children. God loves us enough to risk our anger at him to heal our souls, to reconcile us to him.

      The Restoring Father (11:8–11)

      In Exodus 34:6, 7 God explains his character to Moses. The first two things he says are that he is “merciful and gracious.” The word translated as “merciful” refers to the kind of love a good mother has for her child (see 1 Kings 3:26). God has this sort of love for his people. The final thing God says about himself in the Exodus passage is that he does not “clear the guilty.” This means that he does not let his compassion wipe out his justice, and he does not judge in a heartless manner. This means God always has a reason for judging, and this reason has something to do with compassion and mercy. Hosea 11:8–11 demonstrates how God perfectly balances these different character traits. These verses depict God as a just and restoring father.

      In Hosea 11:8, God asks four related questions and describes the emotions he feels for Israel. He wonders how he can “give up” and “hand over” Israel (v. 8a). These words describe the giving up and handing over to enemies in other Old Testament passages.4 He then ponders how he can possibly make Israel “like Admah” and “like Zeboiim” (v. 8a). These two small places were allies of Sodom and Gomorrah. They were probably destroyed alongside Sodom and Gomorrah (see Genesis 14:2, 8; 19:25). Mays observed, “To be like Admah and Zeboiim is to exist only as a memory of swift and final calamity.”5 It is to exist only as a nearly unknown friend of very wicked places. So God asks if he should make Israel a mere footnote in the history of the destruction of more famous places.

      Certainly God could do so. After all, he is the Lord of history. Also, Israel has hardly merited a better future. But God’s heart is “overthrown”6 at the thought (see Hosea 11:8b). The word translated as “overthrown” also appears in Genesis 19:25, where we read that God overthrows Sodom and Gomorrah and presumably Admah and Zeboiim. Furthermore God’s “compassion grows warm and tender” (Hosea 11:8b). His compassion lets him know when his justice has been fulfilled. The father’s heart turns to his child, as is always true of good fathers.

      Thus God declares he will not “execute” his “burning anger” (v. 9a), which probably means he will not pour out all the wrath he could rightly dispense. He promises he “will not again destroy Ephraim” (v. 9a). Their defeat by Assyria is enough. He will not continue to judge them until they no longer exist. That is what human rulers, such as the rulers of Assyria, did in the ancient world. That is what human rulers try to do today. But he is “God and not a man” (v. 9b).7 In fact, he is “the Holy One in [their] midst” (v. 9b). God is set apart from human beings. He does not act as they do in that he does not overstep proper bounds when he judges. Therefore, he will not destroy Israel. His child will live, and the child will come home.

      Verses 10, 11 reveal how this homecoming will occur. As 11:5 indicates, Israel will be scattered throughout the Assyrian Empire. Now Hosea says they will come when God calls them (v. 10a). This is a complete reversal of Israel running away from his call in 11:1, 2. God’s call will come in a strange form, the roar of a lion (v. 10a). The word translated as “lion” usually occurs in passages that “depict the ravaging wrath of Yahweh.”8 When he roars, “his children shall come trembling from the west; they shall come trembling like birds from Egypt, and like doves from the land of Assyria” (vv. 10b, 11a). They will come from every direction to which they have been scattered. Perhaps they tremble at the roar. If so, they will see that God roars against their captors, not against them. His roaring leads them “to their homes” (v. 11b). Their father is a lion; he has the power to defeat all their opponents. His lair is their home.

      This deliverance comes after much pain. God restores his people because of judgment, not from judgment. Judgment has done its job, for the people come when God roars. Sadly, perhaps only judgment could do this job, for until then the people rebelled against God’s written and spoken word. Still, the good news is that at long last the children come home. The sinful son has returned to the father’s side. I do not know if Jesus had this text in mind when he told the parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15:11–32), but the two stories are certainly similar. Pain plays a strong role in producing reconciliation in both cases.

      Hosea 11:1–11 serves as an excellent summary of the message of the Old Testament’s prophetic literature.9 The text highlights God’s relationship with Israel, then describes sin, judgment, and renewal. These are the prophets’ most-used themes. Each theme flows from God’s character. He redeems and forgives because he is gracious, compassionate, and merciful (Exodus 34:6, 7). He judges sin to effect repentance and renewal because he will not clear the guilty (Exodus 34:7) or fail to bless all peoples through Abraham’s family (Genesis 12:1–9). His character provides the storyline for the history of his straying people.

      Of course, Jesus reflects and shares his Father’s character. When Jesus sees the people living like sheep without a shepherd, he has compassion on them and urges prayer for more shepherds (Matthew 9:35–38). When Jesus told the rich young man to sell all he had and follow him, it was because Jesus loved him (Mark 10:17–22). When Jesus went to the cross, it was to lay down his life for his friends (John 15:13), people he loved and loves still. This love for us came from the love the Father and Jesus shared (John 17:20–23, 26). This love for us came to us because God loves the world so much (John 3:16). This loving God is the restoring father of Hosea 11:1–11. His love has not changed. It has simply grown more apparent and more amazing as history has unfolded. God’s love remains, as always, unstoppable.

      Conclusion

      Hosea 11:1–11 presents God’s gospel to us. It shows God at work. He redeems, reconciles, and renews sinners. His love recaptures rebellious hearts. It never hesitates, never fails, and never stops. God’s character calls us all to follow his Son, who always obeyed the Father. Those who come to the Father may tremble as they follow his voice, but they follow nonetheless. May each of us each day come to the restoring Father, the One who has carried us all our days.
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      Idols, Money, and Prophets: A Family Story

      Hosea 11:12—12:14

      During a recent visit in Illinois, I asked my wife’s father to tell me more about his ancestors. He confessed that he did now know much about them. “Once,” he said, “I asked my grandmother to tell me about previous generations. She just looked at me and said, ‘Honey, you don’t want to know.’”

      Many of us may share her desire to shield our grandchildren from what we consider sordid family stories. Others of us want the whole story told. The Bible seems to take this latter view. It holds back very few secrets about our spiritual ancestors. Hosea 11:12—12:14 not only follows this pattern of full disclosure, but it uses Jacob’s failures as a warning to readers.

      As we have seen, Hosea is steeped in Biblical history. He has used his people’s family story to make several points. This time he uses the life story of Jacob, the father of the nation’s twelve tribes, as a cautionary tale. The stories Hosea chooses indict his people on charges of idolatry, love of money, and ignoring God’s word. They are reliving the mistakes their patriarch made, and once again the prophet hauls them into court to face God’s charges. His goal is to get them to repent and thus change their own story. He wants them to give up their idols and coveting even at this late hour of their national history. In short, he wants them to act as Jacob did. Jacob waited a very long time to get right with God, but he did it. If their patriarch came to his senses, then they can as well.

      Jacob and the Idols (11:12—12:6)

      Hosea 11:12—12:11 has long baffled interpreters. These verses are certainly in accord with previous statements about the people, yet they do not fit easily with either 11:1–11 or 12:2–14. Though it is impossible to know for sure, I think these verses provide a conclusion to 11:1–11 and an introduction to 12:2–14. Therefore, these verses are a sort of bridge. On the one hand, they explain why 11:1–11 declares that God will send Israel into exile. Israel is currently deceitful (v. 12). The people claim to serve God, but they do not. In fact, “they multiply falsehood and violence” in their land (12:1). They reject God’s promise of help in favor of alliances with Egypt and Assyria. Thus they must go from the land. On the other hand, these verses lead into the indictment found in 12:2–14. Israel continues to act as they have in the past. God’s word will keep convicting them.

      As in 4:1, in 12:2 Hosea announces that God has a case against his people. This one relates to Judah and Jacob,2 in short, to all of Jacob’s descendants. It addresses “his ways” and “his deeds” and pledges to “punish” him for these. Hosea again uses the patriarch as a symbol of his current, living descendants. Through this creative means, the prophet will illustrate Israel’s sin.

      What was Jacob like? What were his ways and deeds? Hosea 12:3, 4 indicates that in his early years he was a greedy, grasping, and competitive man. He was combative and hard-nosed. At birth he grabbed his older twin brother Esau’s heel (v. 3). Apparently he was trying to be the firstborn. Eventually he grasped his brother’s rights and privileges as the oldest child (Genesis 25:19–34; 27:1–19). This did him little good, for his brother threatened to kill him (27:41). This threat led Jacob to flee from his family and his homeland, the only venues where his privileges had any value (Genesis 28:1–5). He then spent many years under the thumb of his father-in-law Laban (Genesis 29—30). He battled Laban mentally and financially for years and finally got free of him (Genesis 31). Clearly Jacob was a fighter.

      Unfortunately he also fought God. As Hosea puts it in 12:3, “In his manhood he strove with God.” This striving was a way of life with Jacob. He was unkind to his brother and deceitful to his father (Genesis 27:1–40). When God first revealed himself to Jacob at Bethel, the patriarch tried to make a deal with God. He promised to serve God if God brought him home safely (Genesis 28:10–22). But the striving Hosea has in mind likely refers to Genesis 32:28 one of the few places in Scripture where the word appears. Frightened that his brother will kill him, Jacob strives with God all night. Indeed, he “strove [or wrestled] with the angel and [endured]” (Hosea 12:4).3 He endured, all the time crying for mercy, which God gave. God protected him from his brother.

      Jacob walked with a limp the rest of his life due to a hip injury that he received during the wrestling (Genesis 32:31, 32). He endured to do the work that God wanted him to do all along: serve God and continue the covenant work God began with Abraham (see 25:19–26; 28:10–17). God won this contest, not Jacob.4 When Jacob cried out, God graciously answered him.

      Still basing his message on Jacob’s life, Hosea now turns to the people as a whole in 12:4b. He asserts, “He found us5 at Bethel, and there God spoke with us.” When God met with Jacob at Bethel and continued the covenant with Abraham, all of Jacob’s descendants were there. God offered the covenant to them then. This image is similar to believers today considering Jesus’s initiating of the new covenant in his blood in Luke 22:20 as applying to us. Hosea 12:5 says that at Bethel “the Lord, the God of hosts” revealed himself to Jacob and thus to all of them. God continued his covenant with Abraham and Isaac with Jacob, and he continues the same covenant with Jacob’s descendants in Hosea’s day.

      Since these things are true, the people need to follow Jacob’s positive example. Hosea 12:6 says, Return unto your God,6 just as Jacob turned to God for help when he feared Esau. The people face terrible times. Like Jacob, they have every reason to turn to the Lord. But they cannot turn to God if they have no intention of living for him. Hosea 5:6, 7 has already made this point. Rather they must “hold fast to” (or “guard”) covenant7 “love and justice” (12:6). Doing so requires them to “wait continually” for God. Here waiting means seeking God’s will and giving him time to enact his will. The people must endure as Jacob did. They must be as changed as Jacob was after his long night of striving was over.

      How do we know that Jacob was changed? How do we know he became loyal to God? After he limped off to face a new day, Jacob stopped trying to deceive his brother. He met Esau in an honest manner (Genesis 33:1–11), and Esau forgave him. Furthermore, in Genesis 35:1–15 Jacob returned to Bethel, where God had first given him covenant promises. There, to honor God’s help in his time of distress, Jacob buried “the foreign gods” his family had collected (Genesis 35:1, 2, 4). I think Hosea has this last scene in mind when he exhorts the people to turn to God and keep the covenant in 12:6. The people have worshiped idols, often at Bethel (see 10:5–15). They must now recall how God met them through Jacob at Bethel, and they must turn aside from idols as Jacob did at Bethel. If they do so, God will aid them, just as he helped Jacob.

      Even if we love our ancestors, it is important to avoid their mistakes. This is especially true as we consider their walk with God. My own grandfathers remind me of Jacob in that they were also farmers who waited many years before they surrendered to God. They suffered many kinds of physical, financial, and emotional losses as they stubbornly rebelled against God. This part of their lives was a cautionary tale to their descendants, including me. Yet when they gave their lives to God, it took. They forged ahead with God, growing in him in their own ways until they met him face-to-face. Their enduring witness of keeping faith with God challenges and encourages me to this day.

      Each of us needs to imitate our spiritual ancestor Jacob’s post-wrestling witness. He was not a flawless man, but he was a changed man. Christ can do the same in and for us.

      Ephraim and His Money (12:7–9)

      The family story continues. As we have already seen, the saga includes some devious dealings on Jacob’s part. Many of these dealings related to getting money by deceitful means. Hosea now highlights this past lust for money and applies it to his own day. Yet he focuses on Ephraim rather than on Jacob.

      Ephraim was an ancestor associated with the northern kingdom, for this tribe was the largest in Israel. Therefore, several Old Testament passages use the name as a synonym for the ten tribes that separated from Judah and Benjamin when Solomon died in 930 b.c. Thus the mention of Ephraim here probably intends to make readers think about the beginnings of the northern kingdom. More specifically, Hosea wants readers to know that the northern kingdom was riddled with greed from its earliest days.

      Hosea 12:7 begins with a word that can either mean “Canaan,” the place where Ephraim lived, or “a merchant,” the trade Hosea is about to attack. In Canaan, the Israelites took up the business practices of the people they met there. They used “false balances” when they traded. They did so because they enjoyed oppressing others. Cheating people pleased them.

      Verse 8 reveals why they like deceiving their customers so much. Simply put, it makes them rich. Love for money trumps concern for morality. When confronted, Ephraim says, “They cannot find in me iniquity or sin.” In other words, “You have nothing on me. You cannot prove any charges against me.” He is greedy, he cheats people to get money, and he gets away with it. Or so he thinks.

      God sees what Ephraim has done, according to verse 9. God has known Ephraim since he lived in Egypt, long before the northern kingdom was established. God was the One who gave the people land, homes, and businesses in Canaan. He can just as easily make them “dwell in tents” again as they did before they got to Canaan, and as they still do on “appointed feast” days such as the Feast of Booths. Ephraim did not get the land by cheating others, but they can certainly leave the land by doing so. God can make them as poor as their ancestors were when they first arrived in Canaan.

      Family stories often begin with tales of how the first generation came to the country with very little. Sometimes it seems the initial family members get poorer every time the story is told! The tale usually continues with accounts of hard work and eventual success. It is rare that anyone says, “We were very poor, but then Great-Grandpa started committing fraud,” or “Our people were poor until we figured out how to sell illegal drugs to kids” or “Our ancestors had little money, but then we got into prostitution and pornography.” We leave out the nastier details. But Hosea does not leave them out here. He tells the whole disturbing story. Ephraim has been crooked from the start, and his descendants follow his example.

      We probably should not continue on without stating the obvious. Every ethical portion of the Bible opposes the sort of business practices Ephraim exhibits. The issue is not whether we get caught cheating people. The issue is not fearing the loss of what we have if God does not like what we do. The issue is obeying what God commands. The issue is treating others with justice and love (see Leviticus 19:18; Micah 6:8; Mark 12:28–34). This is the example we should set for coming generations.

      God and His Prophets (12:10–14)

      Hosea presses on with the family story as God continues to speak. Now he raises a matter that is common in the Bible (see 2 Kings 17:13, 14; Jeremiah 1:17–19; Matthew 5:11, 12). He mentions his servants the prophets and decries how Israel has ignored and rejected them. God sent prophets out of kindness, not out of spite. He sent them to warn and heal the people. Their rejection of these faithful ones is yet another ugly chapter in Israel’s history.

      Hosea 12:10 asserts that God called, equipped, and sent faithful prophets. Northern Israel was where Elijah, Elisha, Amos, Hosea, and many other good prophets ministered. It is likely that Hosea was not the only God-sent prophet in this era.8 Israel had every chance to hear God’s word and respond.

      Therefore, the “iniquity in Gilead” and numerous altars in Gilgal that verse 11 mentions are completely inexcusable. It is unclear exactly what iniquity Gilead committed, but Hosea mentions it here and in 6:8. His first readers probably knew precisely what he meant. Gilgal’s piling up of sacrifices was almost certainly done to other gods or done without sincerity to God (12:11). The whole of Hosea leads to this conclusion. Despite all that God’s prophets said and did, they could not stem the rising tide of the people’s sins.

      In 12:12, 13 Hosea turns to illustrations from Jacob’s life and from the exodus. Because of “Jacob’s devious actions, family tensions were such that he fled to an area settled by his mother’s family in Aram, today the country of (northern) Syria.”9 Once there, he kept sheep for his father-in-law Laban in exchange for marrying Rachel and Leah (v. 12). This was hardly a happy period in Jacob’s life, for Laban treated him worse than Jacob had treated his brother Esau. Jacob’s wives competed for his affections and used their children as pawns in their family power games. Jacob struggled to outwit Laban. Left to his own ways, Israel’s patriarch suffered in a foreign land.

      With no connecting bridge, Hosea switches to the exodus story. He reminds readers that it was through a prophet, Moses, that God led Israel out of Egypt (v. 13). Moses also “guarded” Israel in that he led the people through the desert to the promised land. Again Hosea’s point is that true prophets have been God’s gift to Israel. Without them, the people are as vulnerable as Jacob in Aram and the Israelites in Egypt.

      Ephraim has understood none of this. Instead he has provoked God to anger, according to 12:14. He has done so by rejecting the covenant God gave through his prophet Moses. He has sinned against God and neighbor and offered sacrifices God did not sanction, as 12:11 has already revealed. Ephraim has done so since breaking with Judah two centuries earlier. Ephraim has rejected Moses, Elijah, and Elisha. Now he has rejected Hosea. Ephraim takes no correction and accepts no help. Worse yet, he kills the prophets that God sends. Thus God “will leave his bloodguilt on him and will repay him for his disgraceful deeds” (v. 14). This chapter of the family story will be unpleasant indeed.

      Conclusion

      After Hosea 12 you can see the wisdom of my father-in-law’s grandmother. Sometimes it is hard to hear the whole family story. Sometimes “Honey, you don’t want to know.” But we do know Jacob’s winding and often disturbing family story. We know it includes much sin and some rough descendants such as Ephraim. We know it is a messy, embarrassing tale a lot of the time.

      We also know something else. We know this is our story. We have sin in our past. We have stubborn rebellion in our genes. We have all ignored God’s word, and some of us have mistreated God’s messengers. These stories make us cringe, for we see ourselves there and do not like what we see.

      That is why it is so important to cling to the part of the family history told in 12:3–6. In his sin and desperation, Jacob clung to God and begged for his life. God forgave and protected him. God brought him safely home to the faith and safely home to his land.

      Those of us who cling to God in Christ have a family history of grace, service, and glory no matter what else has happened. As Paul reminds us, “If you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to promise” (Galatians 3:29), just like Jacob. “Honey, that is something you do want to know!” Do you know it? If so, you know the family history ends in forgiveness, not in judgment.
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      Ransom from Death

      Hosea 13

      

      Human history shows that people hold onto their national pride even after they lose self-governance. They long for a return to at least some measure of former glory. Deep in their hearts, they hope for their nation’s resurrection. Such was the case with Israel. Only two centuries after breaking with Judah, Israel fell to Assyria in 732 b.c. For the next ten years the people schemed to rid themselves of the Assyrians. Eventually Assyria tired of their rebellion and destroyed Israel’s capital city, Samaria, in 722 b.c. For many more years Israelites clung to dreams of freedom from Assyria. They dreamed of resurrection. Yet no resurrection occurred. By 670 b.c. Assyria concluded that the Israelites would never learn. They deported hundreds of Israelites and replaced them with refugees from other lands.1

      Hosea 13 indicates that Israel looked for resurrection in all the wrong places. They sought life from all the sources that brought death in the first place. The people kept turning to idols that could not save. They treated their covenant with God as either an emergency plan or as some quaint tradition they had outgrown.2 New gods and new political plans seemed to them to be the best the way forward. Forgetting that there was no Savior but God (13:4–11), they bowed to idols skillfully made by artisans (vv. 1–3). Thus they chose to bear their guilt—the most awful penalty any person or nation can face (vv. 12–16). By rejecting the One who gave them life in the first place (vv. 4, 5), they fought against the only One who could give them new life (v. 9).

      We are nearing the end of Hosea’s book. It is time for us to take stock of our own situation. Perhaps some of us resent Hosea for his straight talk. We may have dug in and rebelled more than when we started these chapters. That is certainly what most Israelites did when they heard Hosea’s message. If we follow their example, then we are rejecting the only God, the One who loves us and tells us the truth. We are pursuing a long and impatient death. But perhaps others of us have been awakened as if from a long sleep. We have come to realize that we have been fighting God and breaking our covenant vows for a long time. But now we want to come home. We want to serve the One who has ransomed us from death for as much time as we have left. If so, we are hearing Hosea, and we are hearing God. I pray that all of us will hear and give our hearts to the only Savior, who gives life.

      Idols Skillfully Made (13:1–3)

      As he does in chapter 12, Hosea refers to Israel’s history in this section. He begins by noting Ephraim’s status when the nation began: “When Ephraim spoke, there was trembling; he was exalted in Israel” (13:1a).3 As 1 Kings 12:1–24 recounts, because of Solomon’s idolatry God gave ten of Israel’s tribes to Jeroboam I, who ruled 930–909 b.c. As is often the case in Hosea, the name Ephraim stands both for the kingdom as a whole and for the strongest clan in the kingdom. Ephraim led the people of the north. So when he spoke, the others bowed to his wishes. More often than not, Judah also followed Ephraim’s lead.
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