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WHO IS JESUS CHRIST?

Professor Simon Greenleaf was one of the most eminent lawyers of all time.  His “Laws of Evidence” for many years were accepted by all States in the United States as the standard methodology for evaluating cases.  He was teaching Law at a university in the United States when one of his students asked Professor Greenleaf if he would apply his “Laws of Evidence” to evaluate an historical figure.  When Greenleaf agreed to the project he asked the student who was to be the subject of the review.  The student replied that the person to be examined would be Jesus Christ.  Professor Greenleaf agreed to undertake the examination of Jesus Christ and as a result, when he had finished the review, Simon Greenleaf personally accepted the Lord Jesus Christ as his Saviour.

Professor Greenleaf then sent an open letter to all jurists in the United States saying in part “I personally have investigated one called Jesus Christ.  I have found the evidence concerning him to be historically accurate.  I have also discovered that Jesus Christ is more than a human being, he is either God or nothing and having examined the evidence it is impossible to conclude other than he is God.  Having concluded that he is God I have accepted him as my personal Saviour.  I urge all members of the legal profession to use the “Laws of Evidence” to investigate the person of the Lord Jesus Christ and if you find that he is wrong expose him as a faker but if not consider him as your Saviour and Lord”.

HOW CAN I BE SAVED?
Salvation is available for all members of the human race.

Salvation is the most important undertaking in all of God's universe. The salvation of sinners is never on the basis of God's merely passing over or closing His eyes to sin.  God saves sinners on a completely righteous basis consistent with the divine holiness of His character.  This is called grace.  It relies on God so man cannot work for salvation neither can he deserve it. We need to realise that the creation of this vast unmeasured universe was far less an undertaking than the working out of God's plan to save sinners.

However the acceptance of God's salvation by the sinner is the most simple thing in all of life. One need not be rich, nor wise, nor educated.  Age is no barrier nor the colour of one's skin. The reception of the enormous benefits of God's redemption is based upon the simplest of terms so that there is no one in all this wide universe who need be turned away.

How do I become a Christian?

There is but one simple step divided into three parts.  First of all I have to recognise that I am a sinner (Romans 3:23; 6:23; Ezekiel 18:4; John 5:24).

Secondly, realising that if I want a relationship with Almighty God who is perfect, and recognising that I am not perfect, I need to look to the Lord Jesus Christ as the only Saviour (1 Corinthians 15:3; 1 Peter 2:24; lsaiah 53:6; John 3:16).

Thirdly, by the exercise of my free will I personally receive the Lord Jesus Christ as my Saviour, believing that He died personally for me and that He is what He claims to be in an individual, personal and living way (John 1:12; 3:36; Acts 16:31; 4:12).

The results of Salvation

The results of this are unbelievably wonderful:

My sins are taken away (John 1:29),

I possess eternal life now (1 John 5:11,12),

I become a new creature in Christ (2 Corinthians 5:17),

The Holy Spirit takes up His residence in my life (1 Corinthians 6:19),

And I will never perish (John 10:28-30).

This truthfully is life's greatest transaction. This is the goal of all people; this is the ultimate of our existence. We invite and exhort any reader who has not become a Christian by trusting in the Lord Jesus Christ to follow these simple instructions and be born again eternally into God's family (Matthew 11:28; John 1:12; Acts 4:12; 16:31).
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INTRODUCTION

Hosea ministered in the 8th Century BC at a time when Israel (and to a lesser extent Judah) was experiencing a good deal of material prosperity approaching that of the golden age of Israel’s monarchy. This was largely brought about by the decline of Syria and with this reduced threat Israel was able to turn its attention to more peaceful and prosperous pursuits. There was thus a revival of trade, commerce, culture and the economy, and this spread into Judah as well. However, given the impending destruction and defeat of Israel at the end of Hosea’s ministry, his message has an urgency. In our day, we do not know when Jesus will return, but many of the same social conditions apply, so we too need to hear God’s word with urgency.  Satanic distraction with “things” remains the key spiritual danger.
The relatively large number of kings who reigned in Hosea’s lifetime suggests that there was great political (spiritual) instability in the land, in terms of anarchy, unrest and confusion. Political factions favoured other nations, some looking to Egypt, others to Assyria. They were looking to human allies, rather than God, thus reflecting the backslidden state of the people.  Political confusion always reflects a nation’s spiritual weakness and carnality.
The material contained in Hosea originated in the northern kingdom of Israel against a background of material prosperity, but spiritual and social corruption. The plea of Hosea uses as his root symbol the marriage relationship, showing how Israel has been a faithless wife to Jehovah God, committing spiritual adultery. Such unfaithfulness would, if not repented of, cause God to move in discipline against His chosen people. 
Whilst Amos was concerned mainly with the immoral and oppressive behaviour of Israel towards the lower social classes, Hosea addresses his message to the political, religious and moral evils of the day. The tendency for Israel was to look anywhere but to God for help, and that is a tendency that has afflicted mankind throughout the ages, including our own day.

Hosea was told to take an unfaithful wife as his own, to demonstrate the relationship between Israel and God, and the hurt that this caused God. In turn this was a picture for Israel of God’s love for his people, despite their wayward behaviour. The force of this is underscored by the use of symbolic names for the children that Hosea’s wife, Gomer, bore to him. 

Hosea’s theology is focussed on the marriage relationship, based upon mutual trust and covenant love. This was breached on Israel’s part, and it is a mark of God’s love for His people that He goes to such lengths to express His feelings on the matter in an effort to draw Israel back to Him. The behaviour of the people sits in stark contrast to the purity and fidelity of God, who is constant in all His ways. The essence of the covenant was not sufficient for Israel to rely on; they had to live lives of faithfulness to God that reflected what was in their hearts. If they had but known more of the character of God, their behaviour would have reflected more of the godliness required in their own lives. Again this is a problem that is not new, and today’s church needs to relearn the same lesson.

Some have called Hosea a prophet of doom, and not without some justification. However, in this book, almost as no other in the Old Testament, the love of God is displayed so that we obtain a deeper insight into this love. The essential parts of the Gospel are found here. Hosea was also conscious of Israel’s history, with the blessings and responsibilities that accompany that. Where there had been past failures, there was also the hope of a brighter future if the people returned to God. Someone has well remarked, “There is nothing of divine grace that is not found in the book of Hosea.”

The book naturally falls into two unequal sections, the first being chapters 1 – 3, which covers the main narrative of him marrying Gomer and them having children. The second section, covering the rest of the book, contains various reflections, addresses, appeals, warnings and the like.

The book of Hosea can be summarised as follows:

1. Introducing Hosea (1:1 - 3)

2. Hosea’s children (1:4 - 9)

3. Hope beyond judgement (1:10 – 2:1)

4. God pronounces divorce on Israel (2:2 – 15)

5. The hope of restoration (2:16 – 23)

6. Hosea’s remarriage (3:1 – 5)

7. God’s case against Israel (4:1 – 3)

8. The failure of the priests (4:4 – 10)

9. Waywardness revealed (4:11 - 19)

10. A message for the leaders (5:1 – 7)

11. Beyond rescue (5:8 – 15)

12. Return to the Lord (6:1 – 3)

13. Mercy rather than sacrifice (6: 4 – 11)

14. The Apostasy of Israel (7:1-10)

15. Israel is like a bird (7:11-16)

16. The emptiness of idolatry (8:1-6)

17. You reap what you sow (8:7-14)

18. Idolatry to exile (9: 1-9)

19. Lament over Israel (9:10-17)

20. Empty promises (10:1-8)

21. The need for good fruit (10:9-15)

22. Called out of Egypt (11:1-4)

23. The tender heart of God (11:5-12)

24. Contending with God (12:1-6)

25. Unjust profits (12:7-14)

26. The only Saviour (13:1-8)

27. The certainty of judgement (13:9-16)

28. The promise of a better future (14:1-9)

DOCTRINES:
PROPHET

GOD – GOD CARES FOR YOU

INTRODUCING HOSEA

Hosea 1:1-3: The word of the LORD that came unto 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. The beginning of the word of the LORD by Hosea. And the LORD said to Hosea, Go, take unto thee a wife of whoredoms and children of whoredoms: for the land hath committed great whoredom, [departing] from the LORD. So he went and took Gomer the daughter of Diblaim; which conceived, and bare him a son. 

REFLECTION
Hosea introduces himself briefly at the beginning of his book, merely by saying that he was the son of Beeri. The Jews have a rule that when a prophet’s father’s name is mentioned, then he is the son of a prophet, but this is not something that can be relied upon. Hosea then defines the period during which God’s word came to him, namely during the reigns of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah of Judah, and Jeroboam of Israel. He seems more intent on focussing on the fact that it was God’s word that came to him, and thus to discharge the message that he was given. May each person who reads this study, and particularly the book of Hosea, be similarly concerned to hear and act upon God’s word, now revealed to us in Scripture.

Hosea is aptly named, for his name means salvation, or deliverer, and to that extent he is a type of Christ. Hosea introduced the theme of marriage, and whilst this dealt primarily with Israel as the wife of Jehovah, Christ is of course the heavenly bridegroom for the church. What is surprising, however, is that God tells Hosea to go and marry a woman who will be unfaithful to him. This is so contrary to what God normally requires in marriage and to that extent is quite a shocking command. Nevertheless, the spiritual state of the people was such that shock tactics were required as part of God’s call for them to return to Him.

It is interesting that at the outset of this book, Hosea does not immediately broadcast a verbal message from God, but in taking a wife who was going to be unfaithful, Hosea was entering into God’s heart to feel as He does. There are times when a living visual aid can be far more powerful than words, and this is what occurs here. Indeed, Hosea did not have a ‘burning bush’ experience when he received his call from God, but merely the command to find a wife. This fits with the feel of the book which is less ‘religious’ in form than the other prophets. 

Although Hosea was told to take a wife of whoredom, or harlotry, the full meaning of the text is not clear. Although it is possible that God told him to marry a common street prostitute, the form of the word and the culture of the day might suggest something a little different. One of the problems with life in Israel was that the religion had been polluted by Baal worship, for which there were temple prostitutes. It is quite likely, therefore, that Gomer was not a common prostitute, but an ordinary Hebrew woman who had given herself to sexual acts in Baal worship. This, perhaps, would add a greater poignancy to the call for spiritual fidelity to God that emerges through the book.

We find no response from Hosea in terms of what he felt about the nature of God’s call, although we do read that he readily obeyed. For someone of Hosea’s sensitivity, and presumably his spiritual uprightness, this call from God must have caused him some degree of concern. This would hardly have benefited Hosea’s reputation amongst his friends, but he was still prepared to obey God’s call. Our circumstances will no doubt be different, but God still looks for those who will obey Him without deviation or compromise.

It can be deduced with little scope for doubt that for Hosea to hear God’s call and to respond to it must have meant that he had an existing close and sensitive walk with God. Today we would not easily urge people to follow in Hosea’s footsteps in terms of his choice of a wife, but for Hosea it was a path of obedience. It is also worthy of note that he received God’s guidance for him in the course of and arising from his close relationship with God. So often it is while we are going about our everyday lives that God’s call comes to us. If we prove faithful in the daily round, God can lead us into areas of greater service knowing that He can use us.

Linked with this, God’s call for Hosea came with a command to do something, rather than to speak out, at least at first. Despite that God still spoke through Hosea, it being through his life rather than what he said. Again that is a lesson for all of us, for our lives so often speak louder than our words when we seek to witness to those around us. Many times, the words we speak fade from memory, but clear actions and a godly lifestyle can remain in the mind to bring about a change in another’s life.

DOCTRINES:
GOD – DIVINE INSTITUTIONS - MARRIAGE

JEWISH WEDDING

HOSEA’S CHILDREN

Hosea 1:4-9: And the LORD said unto him, Call his name Jezreel; for yet a little [while], and I will avenge the blood of Jezreel upon the house of Jehu, and will cause to cease the kingdom of the house of Israel. And it shall come to pass at that day, that I will break the bow of Israel in the valley of Jezreel. And she conceived again, and bare a daughter. And [God] said unto him, Call her name Loruhamah: for I will no more have mercy upon the house of Israel; but I will utterly take them away. But I will have mercy upon the house of Judah, and will save them by the LORD their God, and will not save them by bow, nor by sword, nor by battle, by horses, nor by horsemen. Now when she had weaned Loruhamah, she conceived, and bare a son. Then said [God], Call his name Loammi: for ye [are] not my people, and I will not be your [God]. 
REFLECTION 
In this passage we read of the birth of Hosea’s three children by Gomer. What should normally be a joyful event is shadowed by the powerful, yet shocking, message that is conveyed by God through His choice of names for the children. This, however, is one of the prime reasons that God called Hosea to marry Gomer, so that through this visual aid He might show to Israel their plight before God. Marriage and childbirth should be joyful times, but God is here speaking forcefully to Israel that their bond of covenant marriage with Jehovah God has been violated by their wayward behaviour.

More than the covenant relationship itself, God had looked for wholesome qualities in Israel, such as kindness, justice, peace and mercy. Instead they had flirted with other gods, and had embraced cruelty and oppression, so that the vulnerable in society were weak and wronged. Not much has changed in human nature, and any society today that jettisons God’s ways will soon revert to godless behaviour and abuse of the vulnerable.

The name of the first child is Jezreel, and is perhaps, a little harder to understand than that of the other two. Literally it means ‘God sows’, which could at first glance imply a message of hope. In this regard, it is worth remembering that in those days a farmer’s sowing of seed was by throwing the seed as he walked down the field, so that the seed was dispersed around him. There may be a suggestion here of the dispersal from the land that God was threatening if there was no repentance. The name Jezreel, however, is that of two places in Israel, and God’s choice of the name Jezreel must surely be intended to draw attention to these places. The first Jezreel was a city in the north of Israel that was the scene of great carnage in Jehu’s reign when the house of Omri was exterminated (841 BC – see 2 Kings 9 & 10), Jehu being the first king of Israel of the dynasty that led to the present king in Hosea’s day, Jeroboam II. By naming his son Jezreel, Hosea was suggesting that a massacre would be coming to Israel. Although Omri’s reign was not a good one, nothing had improved in the century since then, so further judgement was justified. God is here pronouncing judgment on the royal line as part of the vengeance on Jehu.

The second Jezreel is referred to in v5, the Valley of Jezreel, and it was a valley where several battles in Israel’s history took place. Decisive victories were achieved here, but God seems to be hinting that there would be further battles coming, but with God as decisive victor, and Israel being the loser. The name Jezreel brought to mind bloodshed, and thus served as a warning to the people.

Hosea’s second child, a daughter, was named Lo-ruhamah, meaning ‘not pitied’. This was not a normal name, and it must have been difficult for Hosea and his wife to give this name to the child, and also for the child growing up with it. God was speaking through this name, however, and was saying that He would no longer take pity on the nation of Israel. Given the message of bloodshed already given, the promise of no pity carried an even more stark aspect than might otherwise be the case. It is worthy of note that the Hebrew ‘ruhamah’ comes from their word for womb, and would normally symbolise the tender, compassionate love of a mother for her children. In the same way, God had tenderly cared for His people Israel, but that tenderness was coming to an end. 

In v7 God says that He will have mercy on the house of Judah, presumably in contrast to sinful Israel, although we know with the benefit of hindsight that Judah suffered God’s wrath some years later for similar reasons. The means of their salvation accordingly became the more emphatic, being by the Lord their God, rather than their own human defences. In every age, God’s people should look to Him for their protection rather than their own strength.

The third child is then named Lo-ammi, meaning ‘not my people’. This would have been a very hard thing for Israel to take, for right from the beginning of their history as a nation God had chosen them to be His people and there was a covenant relationship formed to reflect that. This relationship gave Israel their identity and security as a nation, and now God is saying here that they are no longer to be regarded as His people. We need to be mindful from other Scriptures that God has not finished with His people Israel, for He has purposes for them yet to be fulfilled, but God is clearly saying that they cannot rest on their historical covenant with Him for security, when they will not follow him in a godly way accordingly to both the letter and spirit of the covenant relationship. 

Hosea and his family must have acted as a continued challenge to Israel, for his contemporaries would be able to see his marriage to Gomer, and their three children growing up with their strange names. This should have acted as a reminder and deterrent to Israel in their wayward behaviour. The arrival of the three children indicated a progression in God’s challenge to the nation, culminating in the loss of their covenant relationship with God. God’s judgement when it comes always has a purpose, and most of the time He desires to draw people to Him, whether for the first time, or to win back those who have slipped away from him.
It is pertinent that human life finds fulfilment only in God and in the way that we relate to Him in Christ. For Israel they had the covenant with God, and that of course pointed to the coming Messiah, Jesus. Without that relationship, man loses his way and God goes to great lengths to catch man’s attention in an effort to draw him back. This is what is occurring here as Hosea proclaims God’s message through his family life. Israel had rejected God, so the message was that God would withdraw His favour from them. The good news is that God does not leave the message here, so the dire warning is not the end of the story, as we will see later. Nevertheless, it is frequently the case that God will present the stark reality of our lost state as a precursor to the good news of the gospel.

DOCTRINES:
APOSTASY

MERCY 

HOPE BEYOND JUDGEMENT

Hosea 1:10 – 2:1: Yet the number of the children of Israel shall be as the sand of the sea, which cannot be measured nor numbered; and it shall come to pass, [that] in the place where it was said unto them, Ye [are] not my people, [there] it shall be said unto them, [Ye are] the sons of the living God. Then shall the children of Judah and the children of Israel be gathered together, and appoint themselves one head, and they shall come up out of the land: for great [shall be] the day of Jezreel. Say ye unto your brethren, Ammi; and to your sisters, Ruhamah. 

REFLECTION
Hosea’s message of doom is here tempered by the promise of hope beyond the discipline that is to come. They are still warned that they are “not my people” as far as God is concerned, but God nevertheless gives them the promise that they shall be as the sand of the sea in number. This is not the picture of a nation that has been wiped out forever. Those who were no longer God’s people, would again be regarded as His sons, thus confirming that God’s purposes for Israel are not over with the destruction that is about to come. The nation that was to be separated and dispersed would once more be united under one king. It is possible that this message was given at a later time from the one given earlier in the chapter, perhaps when the effects of the judgement of God were coming to fruition. Thus, in chapter 1 we find an overview of the message and purposes of God for His people through Hosea.

Apart from the message directed at Israel, this reminds us that as God’s people we should look beyond the immediate to see God’s purposes. If we are surrounded by difficulties today, this does not mean that God has abandoned us, and His blessings may well come tomorrow. All of us need to learn from the discipline that our Heavenly Father sends us, for if discipline is needed He knows that it is for our own good.

Returning to 1:10, the promise from God that Israel would again be as the sand on the sea shore takes us back to the promise made to Abraham (Genesis 22:17), and then reiterated to Jacob in Genesis 32:12. In Hosea’s day the population of Israel was not large (perhaps around 150,000), and it is clear that God is looking beyond the immediate deliverance to something much greater in the future. God is effectively offering the people a new future with a clean start, which is a lovely picture of salvation, for such is what God gives to us as believers. Not only would they be numerous, they would be united, which must have seemed a long forgotten dream to Israel, for the days when they were one nation with Judah under one king were long gone. God’s purposes will be fulfilled, even if the waywardness of mankind delays matters somewhat.

This renewal will involve a reversal of the prophecies that God has been making through the names of Hosea’s children. There is mention of the day of Jezreel being great, in contrast to them message earlier in the chapter regarding Jezreel’s judgement. The original mention of Jezreel promised the shedding of blood, yet here Jezreel would become great, suggesting a revival of faith that God was looking for. Then Hosea makes mention of the name ‘Ammi’, and in place of Israel being ‘not my people’ they would again be God’s people. Similarly, ‘Ruhamah’ spoke of God having no more mercy for His people, but now that too is reversed so that His mercy will again flow towards them. 

Through all this, we see a wonderful illustration of the deep and constant love of God that remains true even when His people do not. If this chapter had only contained the earlier verses, we would have seen only a wrathful and judgemental God, but now we have a balanced view of His character, which is also motivated by love and mercy, without undermining His holiness and justice. God wants all to be saved, and He has made the provision necessary for this, if only people will respond in faith to the offer made by God. This calls for self-examination on our part to see where we fall short of God’s ideal, and then to come to Him in repentance.

Furthermore, the promise that Israel would again be sons of the living God gives us a hint that goes beyond Israel to the rest of humanity. The Gentiles do not deserve God’s mercy and blessing, but His love is large enough to include the entire human race that He has made. Looking beyond the life of Jesus on this earth, all believers, Jewish or Gentile, become sons of God in the church. None of us deserve this privilege, but that only enriches the wonder of it. The reference to the Living God indicates that it is God who gives us life, both natural and spiritual, and man owes his allegiance to this giver of Life.

DOCTRINES:
COVENANT – ABRAHAMIC COVENANT

GOD PRONOUNCES DIVORCE ON ISRAEL

Hosea 2:2-15: Plead with your mother, plead: for she [is] not my wife, neither [am] I her husband: let her therefore put away her whoredoms out of her sight, and her adulteries from between her breasts; Lest I strip her naked, and set her as in the day that she was born, and make her as a wilderness, and set her like a dry land, and slay her with thirst. And I will not have mercy upon her children; for they [be] the children of whoredoms. For their mother hath played the harlot: she that conceived them hath done shamefully: for she said, I will go after my lovers, that give [me] my bread and my water, my wool and my flax, mine oil and my drink. Therefore, behold, I will hedge up thy way with thorns, and make a wall, that she shall not find her paths. And she shall follow after her lovers, but she shall not overtake them; and she shall seek them, but shall not find [them]: then shall she say, I will go and return to my first husband; for then [was it] better with me than now. For she did not know that I gave her corn, and wine, and oil, and multiplied her silver and gold, [which] they prepared for Baal. Therefore will I return, and take away my corn in the time thereof, and my wine in the season thereof, and will recover my wool and my flax [given] to cover her nakedness. And now will I discover her lewdness in the sight of her lovers, and none shall deliver her out of mine hand. I will also cause all her mirth to cease, her feast days, her new moons, and her sabbaths, and all her solemn feasts. And I will destroy her vines and her fig trees, whereof she hath said, These [are] my rewards that my lovers have given me: and I will make them a forest, and the beasts of the field shall eat them. And I will visit upon her the days of Baalim, wherein she burned incense to them, and she decked herself with her earrings and her jewels, and she went after her lovers, and forgat me, saith the LORD. Therefore, behold, I will allure her, and bring her into the wilderness, and speak comfortably unto her. And I will give her her vineyards from thence, and the valley of Achor for a door of hope: and she shall sing there, as in the days of her youth, and as in the day when she came up out of the land of Egypt. 
REFLECTION
In this section we have an insight into God’s compassionate and loving character, for He is clearly reluctant to embark upon the judgement that He has threatened for Israel’s unfaithfulness. If necessary, the judgement will fall upon them, but God pleads with them here to try and draw them back to him before it is too late. This theme flows through the book of Hosea, and those who are parents will understand the reluctance God feels to implement justice. A parent will often plead with a child to reform its behaviour, and threats of discipline are made, but any parent will hope that the discipline will not actually be necessary. 

God goes to great lengths to persuade and cajole Israel into obedient submission, and we need to ensure that we do not fall into the trap of feeling superior and thinking that we would never sin like that, when for each one of us it is all too easy to fall short of God’s holy standards. This section is written in poetry rather than prose, and speaks locally to Hosea’s adulterous wife, but beyond that to the nation of Israel. It is written in the style of a speech in a law court, by way of a complaint against the person against whom the case is being brought.

God calls for Hosea’s wife to turn away from the adulteries that she has committed, failing which she would be stripped naked as part of her punishment. Sometimes it is necessary for sin to be exposed before people will acknowledge the extent of their sinfulness, although it is important in such circumstances for true repentance to occur, rather than mere remorse at being found out. Hosea has been wronged and can be rightly jealous for his wife.

In the same way, Israel has flirted with other gods and has committed spiritual adultery. God sees that the sin needs to be exposed and God too can be rightly jealous for the worship and devotion from His people that should be for him alone. God is using shock tactics to awaken the people from their infidelity and sin, for He knows that they will be far better under His protective love and care if only they would return to Him in loyalty and obedience.

The Lord Himself will set bounds to her adulterous conduct, i.e., to the idolatry of the Israelites. By withdrawing the blessings which they have previously enjoyed, and which they believe that they have received from their idols, He will lead the idolatrous nation to reflection and conversion, and pour the fullness of the blessings of His grace in generous measure upon those who have been humbled and improved by the punishment.
Looking at the beginning of this section (v2), there is the call to “plead with her mother.” Hosea seems to be seeking a divorce from his wife because of her adultery and unfaithfulness. He starts by announcing the formal proclamation that ‘She is not my wife and I am not her husband.’ It is unclear whether Gomer had been committing adultery with other men in simple relationships with the men, or whether she had reverted to taking part in the fertility cult sexual activities in the temples of the other gods. The requirements of Hebrew law would demand a pronouncement of divorce in such circumstances.

The reference to the harlots’ breasts in v2 is alluding to the custom of harlots, who used to paint their faces, and to allure with their looks, words, and actions, and to make bare their breasts, or adorn them, or carry in them such things as were enticing and alluring. Thus there is an added force to the threat in v3 of them being stripped naked. Maybe a similar example can be found from the punishment of an adulteress among the ancient Germans for they shaved off her hair, stripped her naked in the presence of her relatives, and in this state drove her from the house of her husband.

The analogy with Israel is similar, although in this case the “mother” has no existence apart from her children, for the nation is made up of the people. There is the implication that not all of the people of Israel were indulging in idolatry, for otherwise there would be none to plead with those who were idolaters, and God does always have a faithful remnant, however small. There was good reason for the faithful ones to plead with the others, for the adulterous behaviour was breaking the spiritual marital relationship between God and Israel, and this would lead ultimately to the dispersion of the nation. They were in a covenant relationship with God that they had deliberately broken, and thus spiritually they were regarded as committing adultery (cp Jeremiah 31:32). Consequently, God would remove from them the care, provision and protection that a husband would normally provide for his wife, leaving them to fend for themselves.

In the legal parallel of a law suit, God is the offended party, but also the prosecutor and the judge. Through the picture of Hosea and his situation, God speaks to Israel and confronts them with their sin. The fact that God fills so many roles on the situation does not mean that the court hearing is unfair, for God cannot be anything other than entirely holy and sinless. The position is such that God has to divorce Israel from her privileged position of the wife of Jehovah. 

There is a glimpse of God’s mercy in this, for according to the Mosaic Law, adultery was punishable by death (Deuteronomy 2:22), yet at neither level of the interpretation of this passage is death sought. Indeed, we find that Hosea still loves his wife, just as God still loves Israel, despite her waywardness. There are three condemnations brought during the course of the divorce proceedings, (vv 6, 9 & 14), and apply both to Gomer and to Israel.

In v4, the members of the nation are called “sons of whoredom,” not merely on account of their origin as begotten in whoredom, but also because they inherit the nature and conduct of their mother. The fact that the children are specially mentioned along with the mother, when in reality mother and children are one, serves to give greater force to the threat, and guards against that carnal security, in which individuals imagine that to the extent that they are free from the sin and guilt of the nation as a whole, they will also be exempted from the threatened punishment.

The first condemnation is in response to Gomer’s conscious decision to go after other lovers (v5), the word implying a strong desire and determination for a passionate relationship with them. She has been deluded by the thought that they would provide for her needs in terms of food and clothing and by implication would be better off than she was with Hosea. This is a classic example of the attraction of the forbidden fruit, but the end is disastrous. So often marriages have been destroyed by the appeal of another partner who seems to offer what the other cannot, but far too often this is but an illusion. We know that God looks for faithfulness in our lives, both in our walk with Him, but also in our dealings with others here on earth. 

In v6 God says that he will hedge up the way with thorns, and put up a wall to block her way. God often puts obstacles in our path in an effort to stop us going astray from His narrow way, and we should welcome these obstacles as His grace and mercy to us when we are not minded to keep to His paths. All too often, people press on in their waywardness and overcome the obstacles put in their way, but it is better to heed them as God’s gift to us.

The consequence of this unfaithfulness was that God would give Gomer over to the path she had chosen, continually chasing after her lovers, but they would prove elusive until she came to realise that she was better off with her first love. The analogy for Israel is not hard to see, for the nation had consciously departed from the ways of the one true God, and had embraced the heathen gods of the other nations around. The emptiness of the false religion is graphically highlighted in these verses. For Israel too, there is the tragedy of having known the way of truth, the close and chosen status of being God’s people, yet rejecting it for a very poor substitute. The appealing glitter of the world is so empty compared to the fullness of the abundant life to be found in Christ. 

It is worth noting that Israel was surrounded by the pagan and idolatrous nations, but had seen God’s mighty power at work in settling Israel as a nation, and then providing for her in so many ways. Israel therefore had no excuse to plead ignorance, for the true God had been faithful in the face of the useless powerlessness of the false gods of the nations around. Instead, in the early part of v7, Israel seems to be even more intent on pursuing these other gods at the onset of trouble, only to find that they could not deliver.

In the latter part of v7 Gomer appears to realise that she was indeed better off with her husband, and that he had indeed provided for her quite adequately. Unfortunately, the provision and the wealth that she had obtained had only been wasted on the false religion of Baal. Baal was the Phœnician sun-god, answering to the female Astarte, the moon-goddess. She does appear to realise at this point that outside of the true God, all else is emptiness. This leads into an apparent ignorance in v8 that her provision had been in Hosea anyway, and from Israel’s perspective it was the corn, the oil and the wine that formed the harvest given by God each year.

This in turn brings us to the second condemnation in v9. Before looking at that, however, it is pertinent to recall how Israel was ignorant of the provision of their God, for He sends the sun and the rain to cause the crops to grow, and He gives the increase for that anyway. This was reiterated so often in the Law that Israel was without excuse in knowing where their daily provision came from. Our world contains so many wonderful evidences of God’s gracious provision for mankind, and it is tragic when God’s people especially fail to appreciate His loving hand in this. Even the non-believer should have adequate evidence of a good God.

The second condemnation (v9) picks up on this, but the force of this suggests not a simple ignorance of Hosea’s provision, but a wilful ignorance. She had chosen to seek her livelihood elsewhere by a deliberate choice. Israel too had deliberately chosen to walk away from the true God who was providing for them, even though the terms of the covenant relationship included this provision (Deuteronomy 7:13), although this was conditional upon their obedience. 

It is easy for us to look at Israel here, and think that we would never do the same. How many of us, however, have never been tempted by the allure of the world, and looked to worldly security rather than trust and faith in God? In many churches there is little faith for day to day living in Christ, and we do well to learn from the message of Hosea here. There is, perhaps, the principle here of “whoever forsakes God for the world, will be put to shame by God before the world.” Mention is made in v10 that none will deliver out of God’s hand, showing the certainty of the punishment that was coming.

As a consequence of the condemnation, God says that he will remove the provision so that devastation comes; so often it is only when the material props of this world are removed that we actually look to God for our daily provision in life. Her unfaithfulness would again be exposed, so that the emptiness of her life was seen for what it is. Even the religious feasts, to which she paid little more than lip service, would become joyless events for she preferred the false celebrations in honour of Baal.

One of the features of Israel’s calendar was the feasts that were established in the Law, the principal ones being Passover, Pentecost and Tabernacles, not to mention the weekly Sabbath. These should have been days of joy and celebration of the goodness of God, born out of the covenant relationship between Him and Israel. These would be taken away from them in terms of the joy that they brought, and their vines and fig trees would also be removed. These features of the produce of the land spoke of God’s provision and typified the land of blessing. It seems that they preferred the festivals of the Baal worship to the God-given festivals of Israel. 

It is worth bearing in mind that the roots of Israel’s sacrificial system were found in the need to atone for sin, and this was coupled with the promise of a Messiah who would resolve this problem. For Israel to go and sacrifice to a false deity, who could not offer any form of deliverance from sin, is spiritual adultery indeed.

This latter problem leads us to the reason for the third condemnation, that of forgetfulness. Gomer had forgotten Hosea, and similarly Israel had forgotten God (v13). In the midst of her unfaithfulness and her adornment with the trinkets of life, Gomer was far from keeping Hosea in the forefront of her thoughts. Israel was the same, and amid the waywardness that involved Baal worship and worldliness, God was forgotten. This is such a common problem in our generation, particularly in the West, where the rising generations have virtually no understanding of even the basics of Christianity. Their parents and grandparents have turned away from God and the fruit of this is a godless society. 

The consequence of this is found in the third condemnation in v14. This was not a simple lack of memory, but a turning away from the covenant relationship that required a close relationship. One cannot forget one’s marriage partner, but a wayward attitude can lead to a lack of respect, care and love, so that the heart is wooed away from faithfulness. Yet we find God’s mercy in this, for instead of the complete castigation that Gomer/Israel deserved, God speaks tenderly. He will allure her, but with a wholesome purpose, and out of the wilderness experience she will again find love and mercy. The picture is of course linked to that of marriage, where it is easy for the passion of early romance to cool, yet God is tenderly calling Israel back to this relationship of deep emotion and love. When such love is rekindled after years of marriage, the resultant love is often deeper and richer than before. Such is what the heart of God would be looking for here.

Vineyards would be given to Israel, these speaking of a settled existence with God’s provision and blessing. The Valley of Achor (meaning trouble) would be turned into a door of hope. This would take Israel back to the time of Joshua (Joshua 7:22-26) when Israel was entering into the Promised Land, but suffered defeat at Ai because of the sin and greed of Achan. When Achan was stoned, he was buried and the place became known as the Valley of Achor – a place of trouble. 

Because of God’s tenderness, the discipline and devastation that God was to bring upon Israel because of their sin, would be turned into a place of blessing and hope. God’s discipline is always wholesome and with a purpose for good, and is never vindictive. In the same way, a human parent seeks to discipline his child so that the child becomes a well behaved and mature adult. 

Those who turn away from the faith do not totally forget what they have known, but for some reason they are allured by the world, or another religion that can promise nothing of substance, and certainly nothing that will last for eternity. A wilderness time in such circumstances may not seem enjoyable, but if the end result is a return to God, then the time of hardship to draw them back is worth the pain and effort. 
DOCTRINES:
SIN – ADULTERY

COVENANT – MOSAIC COVENANT

PAGAN TRADITIONS

HEATHENISM AND GOD CONSCIOUSNESS 

THE HOPE OF RESTORATION

Hosea 2:16-23: And it shall be at that day, saith the LORD, [that] thou shalt call me Ishi; and shalt call me no more Baali. For I will take away the names of Baalim out of her mouth, and they shall no more be remembered by their name. And in that day will I make a covenant for them with the beasts of the field, and with the fowls of heaven, and [with] the creeping things of the ground: and I will break the bow and the sword and the battle out of the earth, and will make them to lie down safely. And I will betroth thee unto me for ever; yea, I will betroth thee unto me in righteousness, and in judgment, and in lovingkindness, and in mercies. I will even betroth thee unto me in faithfulness: and thou shalt know the LORD. And it shall come to pass in that day, I will hear, saith the LORD, I will hear the heavens, and they shall hear the earth; And the earth shall hear the corn, and the wine, and the oil; and they shall hear Jezreel. And I will sow her unto me in the earth; and I will have mercy upon her that had not obtained mercy; and I will say to [them which were] not my people, Thou [art] my people; and they shall say, [Thou art] my God. 

REFLECTION
This section picks up on the tender call from God in the last section for Israel to return to Him, as a wife returns to her husband after a cool period. In v16 God looks beyond the awful prospect of divorce from their relationship with Him; instead there is the invitation for her to call Him husband again, which shows the grace and mercy of God. It is unclear here how far in the future this is, but the promise is there.

This is in place of them calling Him Baal, but there is a play on words here. There are two Hebrew words for husband – iysh (which is translated ‘husband’ in the text) and baaliy, which is left in its original form. The problem that Israel had encountered was that they had gone after the Canaanite god Baal instead of the true God with whom they were in covenant relationship. God is looking forward here to a time when Israel will return to Him as husband, such that the name of Baal will not be found in their mouths. However, the word iysh implies a state of endearment in a relationship with a man/husband, whilst Baal suggests a sense of ‘Lord and Master, or owner.’ The implication is that God is a loving husband, whilst Baal is a harsh master to serve. Satan never rewards his followers with love and tenderness and will do all he can to ensnare those who will let him. 

In this passage too, God again uses the names of Hosea’s children, underscoring the play on words being used and drawing us back to the beginning of the book, although this time the mention of the names is in a more positive sense.

There are three parts to this section, each starting with the expression ‘in that day’. The first is found in v16 as mentioned above, and although the prediction is made, we do not know from this prophecy when it is to take place. The promise of renewal of the marriage relationship between God and Israel reminds us of Hosea’s plight in terms of the lapsed state of his marriage with Gomer. 

As we saw above, in this section Israel will turn away from Baal worship to worship of the one true God. There were several false gods with names that were derivatives of Baal.  In effect they are turning away from polytheism, back to monotheism, which is a contrast to the modern trend towards an interfaith approach that will embrace all religions on an equal footing. This, however, is at odds with the true gospel that declares Jesus Christ to be God’s only Son, and the only name given by which we can be saved.

The second part is found in v18, when God says through Hosea that ‘in that day’ He will make a covenant with the animals and birds, and creeping things. The animals envisaged here are those that we would know as fierce today, and the birds would presumably be birds of prey, so when these are peaceful there is added tranquillity. One assumes that the creeping things would include reptiles that will lose their venom. Presumably this means that Israel would be at peace with nature, so that the animals and birds would not be hostile, but tame and gentle. In a sense this pictures the external implications of the renewed covenant of love, and Israel would enjoy a peaceful environment. This foretells a return to the peaceful animal environment before the fall, when the animals were not fierce and were easily ruled by man. Similar conditions are said to exist in the millennium (Isaiah 11:6-9).

Spiritually, it could be said that the wild beast may represent bloodthirsty aggressive people, whilst the birds of the air (a common reference to evil people) are those who would come stealthily and snatch away the word of God from the heart. The creeping things might be likened to sins that creep into our lives and weaken our spiritual vibrancy with God.

Linked with this in the 2nd part of v18, there is clearly the promise of freedom from war, so that peace would be experienced in that regard also. The reference to ‘lying down in peace’ would be reassuring to one from the Middle East as this would be a position of rest, without the need for action. This brings us into focus with the declaration that Christ as God’s Messiah is the Prince of Peace, obviously as an expression of God’s heart. God is, of course, sovereign over His creation and thus can choose to dispel peace amongst animals and mankind when He wishes. This links with various other promises of future blessing found in various parts of Scripture, and we know that the coming Millennium will be a time of peace with Christ reigning on earth. The Prince of Peace came to earth some 2,000 years ago, but His offer of peace was refused. Nevertheless, He will return, and will be seen visibly as the King of kings to reign in justice and peace.

The promise of peace here, contrasts starkly with the opposition and anti-Semitism that Israel has known throughout her history, and that continues today. There are still antagonistic nations that seek to wipe Israel off the map, but God is faithful to His promises and his purposes for Israel and not finished. 

God is promising a renewed marriage covenant with Israel in vv19-20, and this will be accompanied by righteousness, justice, steadfast love and mercy. The concept here, though, is that of wooing a maiden, who is untainted by other men rather than restoring a former wife. God sees Israel as a young virgin to be wooed; such is the wonder of God’s forgiveness that makes all things new. In a similar way, the church is made new as a pure virgin betrothed to Christ, so all of our impurities are washed away by Jesus.

This gives us the picture of a loving relationship, and the betrothal will be in faithfulness, with the people knowing the Lord. The threefold reference to betrothal only goes to underline the intensity of God’s love for His people here. Given the fickle and variable state of Israel’s relationship with God in the past, this indicates that the restored relationship is more stable (from Israel’s perspective), more tender and providing a fulfilling experience of love and warmth in much greater measure than before. This is to be expected when the fulfilment of God’s plan comes to fruition. 

The third part of this section is found in vv21-23, and the names of Hosea’s children are changed. This is introduced by a response between heaven and earth, suggesting that the message is transmitted down from heaven to earth, then to the crops etc. This leads us into the mention of Jezreel, the first of Hosea’s children. Jezreel means ‘God will sow’ so the reference to his name linked to the grain and other produce of the land is significant. God is here promising to sow in the land, clearly for a good harvest, which is a significant reversal of the previous judgement uttered. God will sow His people in the land, so they are rooted there by God and will be fruitful there.

The second child for Hosea was ‘Not pitied’, but now the promise from God is that He will pity His people and have mercy upon them. His compassion is great, and they would be the beneficiaries of this. 

The third child was named ‘Not my people’, which was a terrible rejection of the covenant people of God. Here, however, God promises that they will again be His people, restoring the covenant relationship, and this time the response would be from them that God is indeed their God. In this section we have seen a wonderful reversal of the judgement and curse that God had pronounced, showing us that there is hope even in dark times.

DOCTRINES:
KINGDOM – MILLENNIAL KINGDOM

HOSEA’S REMARRIAGE

Hosea 3:1-5: Then said the LORD unto me, Go yet, love a woman beloved of [her] friend, yet an adulteress, according to the love of the LORD toward the children of Israel, who look to other gods, and love flagons of wine. So I bought her to me for fifteen [pieces] of silver, and [for] an homer of barley, and an half homer of barley: And I said unto her, Thou shalt abide for me many days; thou shalt not play the harlot, and thou shalt not be for [another] man: so [will] I also [be] for thee. For the children of Israel shall abide many days without a king, and without a prince, and without a sacrifice, and without an image, and without an ephod, and [without] teraphim: Afterward shall the children of Israel return, and seek the LORD their God, and David their king; and shall fear the LORD and his goodness in the latter days. 

REFLECTION
In this chapter we find a further command from God for Hosea to marry an adulterous woman; apparently she has a lover already. It is unclear whether Hosea is being told to take Gomer back again, or whether this is another woman being referred to, although the context of the story and what follows probably implies that it was Gomer. Strictly speaking, it was forbidden for Hosea as a Jew to marry an adulteress according to the Law, but this only goes to drive home the awful fact of Israel’s wayward behaviour with their God.

We do not know how much time has passed since Hosea’s first call to marry Gomer came. It seems likely that several years had passed, and quite possibly the children of the marriage were grown. He is told to go and love again, although if the analogy with God and Israel is true, it is probably that Hosea had never stopped loving Gomer. It seems that Gomer was not freely available at this time given that Hosea was asked to purchase her. Possibly she was someone’s slave or concubine, but more likely she was a slave at or owned by the temple of Baal, involved in the fertility cult practised there. The price paid was approximately that paid for a slave to achieve freedom. Part of the price was set in barley, a food that was despised in antiquity, thus indicating the servile nature of Gomer’s reduced status from which she needed to be rescued. It is not hard to see the parallel for Israel, or indeed mankind in general. Barley was the offering of one accused of adultery, and was a food given to animals.

The fact that Gomer had to be bought back may well suggest that she had fallen into slavery, and possibly may have been put into the market place as a slave for sale. As such, she would have fallen to a place of shame and poverty, from which Hosea rescued her. This speaks powerfully of Israel’s plight, for she had left the security and blessing of walking close to God, and needed rescuing. The same analogy can be used of mankind in the church era, for unsaved man is in a place of slavery to sin, and needs to be redeemed by Jesus Christ.

The latter part of v1 has been translated differently in some versions, and ‘flagons of wine’ is also rendered in other versions as ‘raisin cakes’. Clearly it is wrong to look to other gods, as the Israelites were accused of doing in the part of the verse immediately preceding this. The reference to raisin cakes is less clear, but we know that raisin cakes were often offered as offerings as part of the cultic worship in the pagan temples. David is recorded as having provided cakes of raisins to the people in 2 Samuel 6:19, so we know there is nothing inherently wrong in such cakes as something to eat. In the pagan worship, however, they had become a snare as being part of the false worship, and in that context God speaks against their use. Anything that will detract us from the heartfelt worship of the one true God needs to be removed from our lives. 

Western society may not be one that today often worships false deities in a supernatural sense, although with the growth of the New Age Movement that may be recurring. Nevertheless, many in western society worship material goods, power, fame, and an assortment of similar selfish desires with no reference to God in their lives. Elsewhere in the world, there are still many that worship false gods, and whatever culture we live in, we need to ensure that our devotion is to the only God, the one who made us and the universe in which we live.

In v3, we see that once she was returned to Hosea, Gomer was to live with him for many days, as his alone. She was not to have any intimate relations with another man. Presumably this time was used to rebuild the loving relationship that they had previously enjoyed. There is the parallel that God was looking for Israel to return to Him in single-minded devotion and allegiance, without any form of unfaithfulness. The same call is echoed to the church today, for all Christians should be focussed on their Lord, and not distracted by other gods or worldly desires.

The application is extended into v4-5, where Israel would dwell for many days without king, prince, sacrifice, pillar, or other trappings of their worship. A king and prince have reference to civil leadership and authority, whilst a sacrifice and image would speak of their religious life, of which the ephod and teraphim were part of the apparatus. The ephod was worn by the high priest above the tunic and robe. It consisted of two finely wrought pieces which hung down, the one in front over the breast, the other on the back, to the middle of the thigh; joined on the shoulders by golden clasps set in onyx stones with the names of the twelve tribes, and fastened round the waist by a girdle. In the breast were the Urim and Thummim by which God gave responses to the Hebrews. The latter was one of the five things which the second temple lacked, and which the first had. It, as representing the divinely constituted priesthood, is opposed to the idolatrous "teraphim." This life without king etc was fulfilled in the time of the Assyrian captivity, and more fully after the dispersion following the destruction of Jerusalem in 70AD.

This would be followed by a period of restoration of true faith in the latter days. As mentioned above, it was strictly against the law for a man to remarry a woman that he had divorced (Deuteronomy 24:1-4), but the divine love was stronger and God is clearly longing to renew His loving relationship with Israel. Hosea was asked to go beyond the letter of the law to show his love for Gomer, and thankfully God too has shown mercy and love to mankind that is not deserved. The purpose of God here was the restoration of Gomer to Hosea, as a picture of His desire to restore Israel to her covenant relationship with him. This in turn gives us a picture of God’s desire to draw all of mankind into relationship with Him in the church. It is quite likely that Gomer and Hosea had never been divorced, in which case Hosea was merely freeing her from the adulterous and idolatrous relationship that she had embarked upon. We need to remember that Christ totally fulfilled the Law so that God’s righteous demands were met, but it was love that was the motivation for this. Such is the thrust of the gospel message.

Thankfully, God’s love continued to pursue Israel, even when it was rejected and not deserved. This contrasts with Gomer’s love of the Baal worship and the associated raisin cakes, with the fact that she was loved by other men, and also with Israel’s love for other gods. It is a matter of considerable significance, for which we need to be eternally grateful, that God is faithful in His love and that He is not fickle like the majority of mankind. If our hearts are not open to God’s love, our capacity to love is not fully developed and becomes distorted, usually in a selfish way.

DOCTRINES:
SALVATION – REDEMPTION

GOD’S CASE AGAINST ISRAEL

Hosea 4:1-3: Hear the word of the LORD, ye children of Israel: for the LORD hath a controversy with the inhabitants of the land, because [there is] no truth, nor mercy, nor knowledge of God in the land. By swearing, and lying, and killing, and stealing, and committing adultery, they break out, and blood toucheth blood. Therefore shall the land mourn, and every one that dwelleth therein shall languish, with the beasts of the field, and with the fowls of heaven; yea, the fishes of the sea also shall be taken away. 

REFLECTION
This short section provides the introduction to the second part of the book of Hosea. The first part covers Hosea’s family life, and its application to Israel, whereas this next section comprises a selection of prophetic sayings. Nevertheless, there is a continuity found in this section as the message of the book takes its course. 

The scene is set initially as a court scene, where God sets out His case against the people of Israel, and vv1-3 provide the introduction to that. It is addressed to the people of Israel, the inhabitants of the land, and not just the leaders of the nation. The people are being called to the judgement seat of God to make their defence before Him. Ultimately, each one of us will appear before God’s judgement seat to account for the way that we have lived during our time on earth. 

Until now, the focus of God’s displeasure has been directed against the kings and leaders, for they set the social climate for the nation and were responsible for its direction. The people cannot now hide behind the behaviour of their king, but are accountable for how they have lived before God.

Even today it is all too easy to blame politicians and leaders for the ills of society, when it is the individual members of a society that make up the population. Certainly, the leaders shape the political direction of a nation, but each person is to live in a way that is honest and upright, and will be accountable to God for their behaviour during this life. Arguably the same could be said for the church, where the leaders may take some blame if all is not well, but we are all responsible for our own walk with God and our obedience to His will.

In v1 God states that He has a controversy with the people, thus setting out his complaint against Israel. In the first place God sets out what is missing, there being no truth, mercy or knowledge of God. These are frequently divine attributes, but they can also be human ones too, and it is in that context that they are used here. The word for love used here implies love and compassion for inferiors, those who were in need of such love and support, but clearly it was not being given. Truth is linked to it, for where there is not genuine love, truth will generally be absent. The knowledge of God that was lacking suggests more than intellectual knowledge, but a relationship of heart and mind that affected daily life. 

This situation affected their relationships with each other and with God. There was clearly an absence of godliness in the land, and without an upright way of life there is a vacuum that leads to a slippery slope that leads to evil doing. Without a true faith in God based and rooted on God’s word, there is no moral barrier to restrict one’s behaviour. The knowledge of God referred to implies more than just an academic knowledge of Him, but an acquaintance with His Law and what was required of them as God’s chosen people.

That had clearly led to wrong deeds, and God went on to chastise them for the wrong that they were committing, namely swearing, lying, stealing, killing and committing adultery. This was flowing from the absence of an adequate reference to God in their lives, and demonstrated the lack of moral restraint in the nation. This is even more marked given that the nation had been given God’s Law, and it is clear here that the fundamental requirements of the 10 Commandments had been flouted. Even the adultery referred to probably had reference to both the sexual act as well as the spiritual adultery committed through the worship of Baal and other pagan deities. Bear in mind that Israel was in a covenant relationship with God, with its obligations, responsibilities as well as privileges. The breaking of the covenant gives the basis for the court scene.

The failure of the Israelite society here is comprehensive, and God’s judgement as outlined in v3 is justly deserved. It is not merely a judgement on nature, to deal with the animals, birds and fish, but it shows the widespread effects of living a disobedient national life. It seems likely that a drought will be coming here, and the animal and bird life will suffer, as will the land itself. The natural consequence then is that the people will suffer. This is a challenging introduction to this section of the book, and underlines the need for our behaviour to match what we say we believe as Christians. Man has been given dominion over the animal kingdom, and where that responsibility is not expressed properly, the environment suffers.

DOCTRINES:
JUDGEMENT – JUDGEMENT SEAT OF CHRIST

MOSES – LAW

THE FAILURE OF THE PRIESTS

Hosea 4:4-10: Yet let no man strive, nor reprove another: for thy people [are] as they that strive with the priest. Therefore shalt thou fall in the day, and the prophet also shall fall with thee in the night, and I will destroy thy mother. My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge: because thou hast rejected knowledge, I will also reject thee, that thou shalt be no priest to me: seeing thou hast forgotten the law of thy God, I will also forget thy children. As they were increased, so they sinned against me: [therefore] will I change their glory into shame. They eat up the sin of my people, and they set their heart on their iniquity. And there shall be, like people, like priest: and I will punish them for their ways, and reward them their doings. For they shall eat, and not have enough: they shall commit whoredom, and shall not increase: because they have left off to take heed to the LORD. 

REFLECTION
Although Hosea opened this chapter with a charge against all of Israel, here he moves on to criticise the leaders again, as being responsible for the way that they have led and taught the people under their care. The priest and the prophet are here spoken to, for they have the spiritual care of the people in their charge. Hosea is not the only Biblical writer to speak against leaders who have failed to lead and feed their people aright, and the biblical principle is clear that whilst each one of us is responsible before God for our own walk with Him, leaders do bear a greater responsibility for honest, faithful and fruitful care and ministry. 

In v4 there is reference to those who contend with a priest, although this is not the sense brought out in every translation of this verse. It is worth bearing in mind that from the Law (Deuteronomy 17:12) it was the priest who was to act as judge, so if a person was striving against the priest he was also arguing with the judge. Whoever resisted his verdict was under the threat of death. As such, the people were being regarded as rebels, for the priest was acting as judge in God’s name. If, as in some versions, it seems that it is God contending with the priests, then there would be the flavour that the priest was failing in his duties and thus needed God’s correction.

There are some who believe that this section and the next form a condensed selection of arguments and speeches collected from what Hosea has been saying, and addressed to the priests at Bethel, one of the main sanctuaries in the northern state of Israel. Probably what he said drew a hostile response from the priests but we have no way of knowing that. The priests were supposed to be God’s mouthpiece to the people, so that the people knew God’s mind and His word. Without that input it was small wonder that the nation at large was straying away from God’s ways, a situation that is all too common in our day too. Consequently, the priests functioned in name only, but were not actually operating as genuine priests of God, which is also a common occurrence in our day.

In v5 we are told that they would fall by day, and the prophets by night. This implies that they could stumble at any time of day – daytime would be the more normal time of attack, but God can cause the downfall of people at any time. The reference to their mother at the end of the verse would refer to Israel, their mother nation.

The thrust of the message here is that the priests and prophets have denied the people the knowledge that they needed to learn of God’s ways and to follow Him in purity and faithfulness; hence they are ‘destroyed for lack of knowledge’. Interestingly, God still refers to the nation as ‘my people’, indicating that He is mindful of the covenant that sets them apart as His special possession. It is the role of priests to educate the people under them about the ways of God, and this has brought them to the wayward state that they are now in. One of the essential requirements of the Law is that it should be taught to the following generations, and this is brought out clearly in Deuteronomy 11:11-20. The modern church is all too often in this impoverished state with regard to an adequate knowledge of God, and the need for sound Bible teaching is huge. Every believer should be a serious disciple who does his best to be a Bible student, within the limits of that person’s ability and resources, but the gaining of Bible understanding should not be left only to the leaders, even though they have a responsibility to teach the word.

Because the prophets and priests had rejected God, He would reject them, which is an unwelcome place to be. God would not hold their children in remembrance either (v6), not to the extent that God would be unaware of them or that His love for them would wane, but there would be a judgement falling upon them because of the sin in the land. The children of the priests would not follow in the line of succession of priesthood. 

Their sin had progressively increased, and because of that God would exchange their so-called glory into shame. In other words, the prosperity that Israel might have expected, and which was seen in the times of David and Solomon, would evaporate and the nation would be left shamed. Rejection of God and His ways carries with it a high price. The devil, in all his forms of false worship, does not reward his followers with good things in the long run.

One of the main problems caused by these false leaders was that they fed on the sin of the people and were greedy for their iniquity (v8). This may have had a literal expression, since the priests would eat some of the remains of the sacrifices offered by the people (the word for sin can also mean sin offering). If the people were bringing increased amounts of animals for the worship of Baal or other deities, then the priests would have more food left over for themselves. That is a sad state of affairs indeed when the religious leaders are more intent on pursuing greed and sinfulness, than the holiness and purity of life that their position demands. In other words, they were feeding on and prospering from the people’s sin, whereas they should have been condemning it.

As it would be for the people, it would also be for the priests; both alike would face God’s wrath (v9). They had delighted in the false religion of Baal worship, and would pay the price for doing so. This leads to dissatisfaction with life and an insufficiency in provision (v10). Despite eating, they would not be satisfied, suggesting God withholding the food that they needed, and certainly God would have been displeased at the sacrifices to idols. We do well to remember that God is the Lord of the harvest, and He can easily hold back the provision of our food. We should not imply that every drought is a judgement from God, but there is the possibility that it could be. 

They would commit adultery and play the harlot, but would not increase in number. This may suggest that the women would be barren, which was considered a disgrace in Israel. Some of the harlotry would be related to the Baal worship, but it might also refer to plain infidelity and immorality, none of which can attract God’s blessing or approval. This pictures the spiritual adultery and unfaithfulness of the people, who had not kept the covenant relationship that existed between them and God. There is a clear dissatisfaction with life here, which so often accompanies a life lived outside God’s ways and presence. They were fuelled by desire and greed, but nothing satisfied them. This is so similar to modern Western lifestyle that it has great relevance for our day. If our desires are wrongly based, then satisfaction will elude us. God is the only source of real satisfaction, and the sooner we learn that the better.
DOCTRINES:
ISRAEL – NATIONAL DIVINE DISCIPLINE

WAYWARDNESS REVEALED

Hosea 4:11-19: Whoredom and wine and new wine take away the heart. My people ask counsel at their stocks, and their staff declareth unto them: for the spirit of whoredoms hath caused [them] to err, and they have gone a whoring from under their God. They sacrifice upon the tops of the mountains, and burn incense upon the hills, under oaks and poplars and elms, because the shadow thereof [is] good: therefore your daughters shall commit whoredom, and your spouses shall commit adultery. I will not punish your daughters when they commit whoredom, nor your spouses when they commit adultery: for themselves are separated with whores, and they sacrifice with harlots: therefore the people [that] doth not understand shall fall. Though thou, Israel, play the harlot, [yet] let not Judah offend; and come not ye unto Gilgal, neither go ye up to Bethaven, nor swear, The LORD liveth. For Israel slideth back as a backsliding heifer: now the LORD will feed them as a lamb in a large place. Ephraim [is] joined to idols: let him alone. Their drink is sour: they have committed whoredom continually: her rulers [with] shame do love, Give ye. The wind hath bound her up in her wings, and they shall be ashamed because of their sacrifices. 

REFLECTION
In this section Hosea reveals the folly of idolatry, and in v11 this appears to be aggravated by the consumption of alcohol. Drunkenness dulls the mind and it is clear from various scriptures that it is not God’s will for man. However, much of the thrust of this is that the people were practising self-indulgence and excess. One of the characteristics of Baal worship was that it involved excessive self-indulgence and this is probably the main thrust of the verse here. With reduced understanding, the people appear to have their priorities further distorted such that they seek guidance from wooden objects, as if they were gods. 

Even their staffs were enquired of to give them oracles. In this regard, the mention of staffs or sticks is supposed by Cyril of Alexandria to refer to the practice of rhabdomancy, which he calls an invention of the Chaldaeans, and describes as consisting in this, that two rods were held upright, and then allowed to fall while forms of incantation were being uttered. The oracle was inferred from the way in which they fell, whether forwards or backwards, to the right or to the left. The course pursued was probably similar to that connected with the use of the wishing rods. According to some customs, the diviner threw a rod from him, which was stripped of its bark on one side, not on the other: if the bare side turned uppermost, it was a good omen; if the side with the bark, it was a bad omen. The Arabs used two rods, the one marked God bids, the other, God forbids; whichever came out first, in drawing them out of a case, gave the omen for, or against, an undertaking.

Jeremiah condemned the practice of turning to wooden idols in his prophecy 2:27. Following on from the previous section, it appears that the priests were leading the people astray in this idolatry, and thus attracted greater divine wrath. Any form of divination is forbidden in Scripture as it turns the person from looking to God for guidance and wisdom.

The verse continues that a spirit of harlotry had led the people astray, so that they were unfaithful to God. There is immense folly in seeking man made created things to give guidance, when only God is the true Creator and has the wisdom that we need for life. Satan delights to blind the minds of men, and when people fail to believe in God they tend to believe in anything. Modern man is equally prone to self-indulgence such that God is ignored, and priorities are distorted. It is a slippery slope to spiritual disaster when we turn away from God.

In v13 we find that these heathen sacrifices were taking place on mountain tops and hills, where false sacrifices were made. High places were favoured because of their alleged closer location to the heavenly hosts which they worshipped. Being thus connected with idolatry and sin, God strictly forbade the worship on the high places, and (as is the case with so many of God’s commandments) man practised it as diligently as if He had actually commanded it. 
They chose the shade of trees for these idolatrous events, but bear in mind that sacrifices when given to God were good things. The worship of the Canaanite and Babylonian goddess of nature was associated with prostitution, and with the giving up of young girls and women. So often false religion takes something that is true and distorts it so that it becomes a snare, and we all need to beware of this. The consequence here was that the daughters were behaving as harlots and the brides were committing adultery. This may suggest that there was a degeneration in the morals of the generations as time went by, and if children are not taught God’s word they will abandon God’s ways, and will not be able to pass godly truth onto their own children. 

It was not just the young women who attracted God’s wrath, but the men who used the women as prostitutes (it takes both to take part in such practices!), and engaged in the cultic sexual activity of the heathen worship of the nations around. There was a custom whereby the husbands would attend the annual sacrificial festival with their wives and families, but would actually have sexual relations with the prostitutes involved in the pagan worship, thus showing the depth of their shamelessness. 

Each of us is responsible for our behaviour before God. It was not just the physical harlotry that God condemned, but also the spiritual adultery that accompanied it, for they were covenanted to Him as His special people. It is easy for us to look back and criticise Israel for this, but in modern times there is all too often a tendency to turn away to other gods, even if we do not tend to worship carved images these days.
In v15 there is the warning to Judah not to emulate the sins of Northern Israel, both in terms of spiritual adultery, and of taking the Lord’s name in vain. Judah was home to the temple and the true sacrificial system. There is reference to Gilgal, which was located between Jordan and Jericho in the confines of Samaria; once a holy place to Jehovah but later desecrated by heathen worship. There was also a northern Gilgal upon the mountains, which has been preserved in the village of Jiljilia to the south-west of Silo. In the time of Elijah and Elisha it was the seat of a school of the prophets, but it was afterwards chosen as the seat of idolatrous worship. Beth-aven means "house of vanity" or idols, a name substituted in contempt for Beth-el, "the house of God"; once sacred to Jehovah, but made by Jeroboam the seat of the worship of the calves.

Then in v16 Israel is compared to a stubborn heifer, hardly a flattering description. The suggestion is that God cannot trust them to graze in open pasture with the goodness of how He would long to feed and care for them. Instead, as a stubborn heifer they would have to be penned up and restrained, lest they embarked upon further unbridled evil. An alternative suggestion is that because of their stubbornness, God will allow them to graze in the open field like a lamb, but in the open they would be vulnerable to the attacks of wolves and other predators. They would be safer in a small, penned area, but as they have wanted the removal of boundaries, they would find it full of dangers. The large place could be referring to the coming exile to Assyria.

Moving on to v17, we find Israel named as Ephraim, a name that is often used in the Old Testament to refer to the northern nation of Israel. It derives from Ephraim, one of the sons of Joseph. Here, the nation is said to be joined to idols, a clear reference to the spiritual adultery of the people. There is a not very subtle reference here to the joining together of the men of Israel with the temple prostitutes of idol worship, where the Biblical “one flesh” relationship would be formed.

The theme is followed through in v18, where they are described as drunkards giving themselves over to harlotry. As such they love shame more than their glory, the latter being found only in God Himself. Consequently they will be caught up in the wind (v19) and taken away into exile. Their confidence in their idols will be put to shame.

This behaviour is found today also, for there has been a trend in recent decades to indulge in shameful activities that God would condemn, yet society has so often endorsed such practices and called them good, thus turning upside down the true perspective of sin.  Church leaders have a great responsibility in this, that they do not water down God’s word, but rather proclaim it in truth and fullness, so that mankind is convicted by God’s holy word.

DOCTRINES:
DRINKING ALCOHOL

A MESSAGE FOR THE LEADERS

Hosea 5:1-7: Hear ye this, O priests; and hearken, ye house of Israel; and give ye ear, O house of the king; for judgment [is] toward you, because ye have been a snare on Mizpah, and a net spread upon Tabor. And the revolters are profound to make slaughter, though I [have been] a rebuker of them all. I know Ephraim, and Israel is not hid from me: for now, O Ephraim, thou committest whoredom, [and] Israel is defiled. They will not frame their doings to turn unto their God: for the spirit of whoredoms [is] in the midst of them, and they have not known the LORD. And the pride of Israel doth testify to his face: therefore shall Israel and Ephraim fall in their iniquity; Judah also shall fall with them. They shall go with their flocks and with their herds to seek the LORD; but they shall not find [him]; he hath withdrawn himself from them. They have dealt treacherously against the LORD: for they have begotten strange children: now shall a month devour them with their portions. 

REFLECTION
This passage starts with a message from God, addressed to the priests, the house of Israel and the king, probably as a condensed version of what was originally a longer word for them. It is likely that the second category of people addressed would be the leaders of clans and regions of Israel, so in essence God is addressing the leaders of the people. Because these leaders have failed to discharge the duties and responsibilities of their leadership function they are the subject of divine criticism and judgement. The Royal Court was located in Samaria and thus presumably the message was given to the leadership there. Nevertheless, the people too are addressed as the judgement applied to them also.

These people are described as a snare, a net, and a pit, all metaphors from hunting. The snare and net would be used for capturing birds, whilst a pit was used for capturing animals. All three methods meant captivity for the victims, just as Israel’s leaders had ensnared their people and removed any real freedom from them. There is reference to three locations, Mispah, Tabor and Shittim, and whilst they were probably relevant for the people of the time, the full relevance is now lost to us. There were several places with the name Mispah, but it may be referring to a place near the southern border of Israel. Tabor was a mountain in the north, whilst Shittim was a place to the east across the Jordan.

Jerome suggests the following interpretation: ‘As hunters spread their net and snares on the hills, Mizpah and Tabor, so ye have snared the people into idolatry and made them your prey by injustice. As Mizpah and Tabor mean a "watch tower," and a "lofty place," a fit scene for hunters, playing on the words, the prophet implies, in the lofty place in which I have set you, whereas ye ought to have been the watchers of the people, guarding them from evil, ye have been as hunters entrapping them into it.’ The implication in v2 is that the people had sunk to a depth in their idolatry that was profound, with their slaughter probably referring to the sacrifices that they were offering to their idols.
In v3 Ephraim is again used as another term for Israel, and again there is the accusation of harlotry and defilement. Ephraim was often seen as the foremost of the tribes in the northern kingdom of Israel, yet here it was foremost in idolatry. The people had been enticed into this by the poor leadership of the priests and other chiefs, thus underscoring the importance of godly leadership. It is one thing to go astray yourself, but it is another to be in a position of trust and responsibility and then to cause others to be led astray too.

In this verse too there is the reminder that we are all known to God, who is omniscient. This is both reassuring and awesomely challenging; reassuring because we know that whatever we are going through God is aware of it and offers His care into the situation. It is also a challenge, for this knowledge means that we need to live our lives in a manner that will please Him; we can hide some of what we do from others but we cannot do so from God. It is God who has hidden Himself from the people because of their sin. For the unbeliever, of course, the prospect of God’s omniscience is frightening, for at the final judgement all deeds will be laid bare, and whatever has not been forgiven in Christ will count against the unbeliever.

The theme continues in v4, where their deeds are such that they cannot return to their God. Sin cannot exist in God’s presence, so while a person or nation continues in sin, God cannot be in harmony with that person. Repeated sin has the effect of reducing our capacity to receive God’s mercy. It is also unlikely that a person who is continuing to sin will want to turn back to God, and thus fellowship is breached. While there is harlotry in a life (whether physical or spiritual), there will be no knowledge of God unless there is repentance. 

In v5 we find it is Israel’s pride that is one of the main problems, and is such that it condemns the nation. Bear in mind that it was pride that caused Satan to fall in the first place to plague this earth and the human race with sin and its effects. It is therefore hardly surprising that this is singled out as a major cause of Israel’s troubles. There is no human alive who does not have some form of problem with pride, and we all need to repent and take it to the cross for forgiveness. By use of the synonym Ephraim, Israel is held to account for its guilt, whilst there is also a warning for Judah in the south that it to will stumble. Note that the pride testifies to his face; there is an effrontery here that is brazen as they reject the words of God’s prophets. They actually had much to rejoice in historically, but decay had set in and this had become pride that had lost connection with God.

There is a poignant sadness in v6, where we read that Israel would go with their flocks and herds to seek the Lord, but would not find Him. This needs to be set alongside Jesus’ own teaching in Matthew 7:7, that if you seek, you will find. What seems to have been occurring here is that the people were going to make their sacrifices with their flocks and herds of animals, but God would have nothing to do with this because their hearts were far from Him. They were going through the rituals of the prescribed worship for Israel, so they had not fully abandoned that, but they were also participating in the false worship of Baal and the other heathen deities. It seems that their hearts were nowhere near God, and thus their sacrifices were empty and worthless. This is a danger that we can all face, for churches so easily slip into lifeless religion, going through the motions of their rituals, but there is no life and no heart in it. May God preserve us from such, so that our faith may be alive and vibrant.

There is a resonance here with Isaiah 55:6 – ‘Seek the Lord while He may be found.’ For the Israelites it seems that they had left it too late to seek God, for the judgement threatened was about to befall them. There is almost a similarity with the parable of the wise and foolish virgins here (Matthew 25), where for some the time for repentance was past. The section concludes in v7 with the comment that they have dealt faithlessly with the Lord, and alien children have been born to them. This may have been the result of the immoral liaisons from the cult worship of Baal. Some of the fertility cults celebrated the New Moon, and this seems to have been the reference in the last part of the verse. 

Perhaps this reference to ‘strange’ children is designed to remind them (or at least us) that they were supposed to be in a ‘marriage’ covenant with God, and He would be looking for offspring that would follow Him and be like Him as their Father. This also has reference to us as God’s church, for we are the Bride of Christ and also children of God. We too are called to be faithful, and to teach others to do likewise so that the succeeding generations also follow Christ.

DOCTRINES:
GOD – CHARACTER OF GOD

CHURCH – SHEPHERDING THE SHEEP

BEYOND RESCUE

Hosea 5:8-15: Blow ye the cornet in Gibeah, [and] the trumpet in Ramah: cry aloud [at] Bethaven, after thee, O Benjamin. Ephraim shall be desolate in the day of rebuke: among the tribes of Israel have I made known that which shall surely be. The princes of Judah were like them that remove the bound: [therefore] I will pour out my wrath upon them like water. Ephraim [is] oppressed [and] broken in judgment, because he willingly walked after the commandment. Therefore [will] I [be] unto Ephraim as a moth, and to the house of Judah as rottenness. When Ephraim saw his sickness, and Judah [saw] his wound, then went Ephraim to the Assyrian, and sent to king Jareb: yet could he not heal you, nor cure you of your wound. For I [will be] unto Ephraim as a lion, and as a young lion to the house of Judah: I, [even] I, will tear and go away; I will take away, and none shall rescue [him]. I will go [and] return to my place, till they acknowledge their offence, and seek my face: in their affliction they will seek me early. 

REFLECTION
This section introduces a collection of Hosea’s sayings that continues until the end of chapter 7. They probably reflect the rather chaotic state of Israel around 733 BC, and complement the historical account of the period found in 2 Kings 15-17. It is worth mentioning that after King Jeroboam II of Israel died in 746 BC, there was a selection of kings in Israel covered in the above 2 Kings passage until the nation fell to the Assyrians in 722 BC. At the same time, Tiglath-Pileser III came to power in Assyria (from 745 BC) and it was his goal to rebuild the Assyrian Empire. Consequently there was a degree of chaos in Israel after the death of Jeroboam II, and it was into that situation that Hosea spoke.

During the 10 years after the death of Jeroboam II, Israel had 5 kings, but violence was the order of the day, and the throne was frequently seized by violence. Because of the threat from Assyria, Israel formed an alliance with Damascus. At the same time, Judah in the south was supportive of Assyria, so Israel invaded Judah, which asked Assyria for help. Assyria came to their aid, and attacked Israel, breaking the alliance with Damascus so that by 733 BC only the central area of Ephraim retained relative freedom from Assyria.

Hosea spoke into this state of affairs, sounding a warning in vv8-9, indicating that Ephraim would become a desolation. He probably spoke at a time when Israel was wondering whether their alliance with Damascus would hold, and whether their invasion of Judah would succeed. Hosea had the privilege of hearing from God, and he spoke to the nation with a warning. By commencing with a warning, urging them to blow the horn and sound the alarm, he was using language that spoke of an imminent danger of attack and the need for defence. Trumpets were sounded at religious festivals, but also as a call to war, or to warn of impending attack, as is the case here. The "cornet" was made of the curved horn of animals and was used by shepherds. The "trumpet" was of brass or silver, straight, and used in wars and on solemn occasions.
Gibeah, Ramah and Bethaven were all towns near the southern border with Judah along the road that leads from Jerusalem to the border, so the danger was perceived to be coming from the south. Gibeah and Ramah were both elevated towns, and thus good for sounding an alarm. Bethaven was Bethel, the place where the idolatrous calves were located. The reference to Benjamin is probably intended to refer to the entire southern kingdom of Judah. However, it is God speaking here, and He who was their God and protector has now deemed it time to judge them because of their sin. Complacency is never a good state to be in, and there is a sense in which all Christians need to be alert and sound the alarm call of the gospel message to those who are perishing. Note that God is speaking here of the certainty of the judgement coming, indicating that the time for repentance was past.

This section therefore develops into a perceptive look at the state of the nation, but also God’s response to that. To speak plainly as he did required courage and a commitment to God’s truth and holiness that is found all too rarely these days. May the church respond to such a challenge with a heart that is ready to take the truth of God’s word and live by it. Hosea is acting as the watchman on the walls warning of coming attack, and the church needs watchmen too, who will be on the alert and who will speak into the situation that faces them, even when it is not politically correct to do so.

From v10 Hosea turns to the substance of his message for this section. Perhaps surprisingly, he first mentions Judah, the southern kingdom, whereas the thrust of his message generally is to the northern kingdom of Israel (as confirmed by his reference to ‘the tribes of Israel’ in v9). It has been suggested that a member of his audience might have interjected at this point and asked what he had to say about Judah bearing in mind the mention of the southern place names in v8. The response suggests that Judah does indeed deserve judgement for they are almost as guilty as Israel, but the focus is turned back to the northern kingdom. 

It is possible that the reference to Judah being those who remove boundaries or landmarks might relate to the long standing border disputes that occurred between the two nations (these would include the towns mentioned in v8). Boundaries were important for Israel for they delineated the ancient distribution of the land, by which family and clan inheritance was passed down, so the moving of boundaries was considered a serious offence. Indeed, this was strictly forbidden by God in the law, under the penalty of His curse. “Cursed is he that removeth his neighbour’s landmark” (Deuteronomy 27:17).
In v11 attention is turned back to the people of Israel, who are accused of going after ‘the commandment’ (vanity in some other versions). Some suggest that the ‘commandment’ was that of Jeroboam to worship the idolatrous calves in Israel after the division from Judah. The word used for commandment has the flavour of a human decree of statute, not one from God, which would give added meaning to this suggestion.

Any distraction that would take us away from God could be regarded as vanity and we need to keep our hearts pure before Him. Because of their attitude God would be as a ‘moth’ and ‘dry rot’ to them, both of which cause decay and damage even if relatively gradually, often working from within to cause damage. These words are not easy to translate, and some versions suggest that ‘festering sore’ and ‘canker’ may reflect the meaning of the Hebrew more accurately. There is still the feeling of something eating away at their national life in a destructive sense. This would link better to the reference to sickness and wound in v13. The real disease of the two kingdoms was apostasy from the Lord, or idolatry with its train of moral corruption, injustice, crimes, and vices of every kind, which destroyed the vital energy and vital marrow of the two kingdoms, and generated civil war and anarchy in the kingdom of Israel.
The challenge is that God, who should be seen to be in a covenant relationship with Israel, would be an irritant to cause soreness, reflecting the malaise in the relationship between them and God. This is seen to some degree in that Israel had turned to Assyria for help (v13), not knowing that the Assyrian king was unable to provide the cure they longed for. This might refer to such action taken by King Menahem (745-737 BC) or perhaps to King Hoshea, who succeeded Pekah in 732 BC. Both of these kings sought help from Assyria, not realising that only God could help them. It is all too easy to look for a short term solution that brings no lasting benefit. Ironically, God was now becoming their enemy to the extent that He was obliged to judge them because of their wayward behaviour. Essentially the events mentioned in v12-15 occurred during the period 734-732 BC.

The strength of God’s feelings is seen in v14, where He is described as a young lion, to both Ephraim (Israel) and Judah, who would pounce on His prey and carry them off. The picture of a lion here denotes ferocity, where God’s wrath will find its outlet on Israel. The capture would be such that they were without rescue – the I, even I in this verse indicates emphasis. This is especially terrible in the light of the fact that the Israelites believed (with good reason) that when they went out to battle God fought for them to bring them victory, but here God is seen as the opponent.

There is a lesson here for each of us, for God’s knows the state of our hearts and will go to great lengths to draw us to Himself, or if we have strayed, back to Himself. None of us can escape His gaze and it is futile to try, yet so many people in this world do just that. The king of Israel was viewing things in political terms by seeking an alliance with Assyria, but had failed to see the situation from a spiritual perspective. As Christians we need to be discerning to see God’s perspective on matters and to align our thinking and our prayers to His viewpoint.

The chapter ends in v15 with God withdrawing His presence from Israel, until such time as they would come to their senses and return to Him. God knew that their repentance would only come after they had suffered distress, but how much better it is when people turn to God willingly from a loving heart of obedience. It is a pathetic sight to see people, whether non-believers or backsliders, trying a variety of so called solutions to their problems, yet ignoring the only One who can truly help them. In such circumstances it is God’s mercy that allows difficulties to come as a means of attracting their attention, but all too often God is still ignored.

DOCTRINES:
CHRISTIAN LIFE – BACK-SLIDING AND RECOVERY

RETURN TO THE LORD

Hosea 6:1-3: Come, and let us return unto the LORD: for he hath torn, and he will heal us; he hath smitten, and he will bind us up. After two days will he revive us: in the third day he will raise us up, and we shall live in his sight. Then shall we know, [if] we follow on to know the LORD: his going forth is prepared as the morning; and he shall come unto us as the rain, as the latter [and] former rain unto the earth. 
REFLECTION

Whilst the last chapter ended on a note of doom, this new chapter gives a promise of hope, as is so often the case in prophecy, including this book. God may judge His people, but there is normally a promise of restoration after the judgement has achieved its purpose. Here, however, the hope seems to be brought about by a change of heart on the part of the people, who decide to return to the Lord. God may not ‘hear’ the prayers of those who will not walk in His ways, but He does always hear the prayer of a repentant soul. It is worthy of note here that there is a recognition that it was God who had afflicted them, and that because of this they needed to return to Him. Similarly, the people realise that God is a God of compassion, and that it is worth their while repenting before him. God’s mercy is such that it is never too late to turn to Him whilst we have breath in our bodies.

It is quite possible that the words of repentance may not be from the people themselves, but may take the form of a call to the people from Hosea, and thus form an encouragement to them to turn back to God. Perhaps he is giving them the words to use to help them find their way back to God, in a similar way to an evangelist helping a convicted sinner to pray his first prayer to God to receive Christ into his life. So many people today have no experience of prayer, so this example of Hosea is a reminder of the need to help where we can. 

Hosea indicates here that after two days God will revive them, and raise them up on the third day. We cannot help but think of the resurrection of Jesus here, for He was raised on the third day after being in the grave for two days. Whether this was the primary force of Hosea’s message is unclear, but there is a prophetic glimpse of the Lord Jesus here. It is a known Hebrew form of expression when there is the use of a number, followed by the next number (i.e. the 2 and 3 here) it is to denote emphasis, this suggesting that the promise of restoration can be trusted and relied upon. 

The Rabbis suggest that the prophecy should refer either to the three captivities, the Egyptian, the Babylonian, and the Roman, or to the three periods of the temple, that of Solomon, of Zerubbabel, and of the one to be erected by the Messiah. There maybe some parallel here, but the Rabbis often turn their gaze away from their Messiah to some other form of explanation.

Others who feel that the church age is nearing its end with the return of Christ being deemed imminent have seen in this section a reference to a period of two ‘days’ of the church era (a day being as a thousand years in the Lord’s sight) being followed by Christ’s return and the millennium being the ‘revival’ of the third day. It is certainly true that the full restoration of Israel will only come after the return of Christ and the millennial reign is established. It is wise not to be dogmatic in this regard, and some have argued that the numbers should not be taken literally, largely because Hosea cannot have been speaking of a hope that Israel would be rescued on the third day after he uttered these words. Nevertheless, it is important that we are ready to meet the Lord at any time.

What we do have is the promise of the people living in a restored state before God, pressing on to know Him, and this would fit with the stance that the words in these verses are uttered by Hosea as a call to the people to repent. The seasons in Israel are predictable and can be relied upon, just as God is faithful. There is a clear certainty to God’s doings here, for the dawn and the rains always come. More than that, the dawn of a new morning speaks of new hope – each day starts with a clean slate that can be used for God or not as we decide. The rains and the showers bring refreshment to the earth, and cause growth in the crops. As God blesses us with the refreshment of his Holy Spirit we are refreshed and God causes spiritual growth to occur.

First Hosea mentions "the rain" generally, then the two rains (Deuteronomy 11:14) which caused the fertility of Israel, and the absence of which was considered a great calamity. "The latter rain" falls in the latter half of February, and during March and April, just before the harvest from which it takes its name, from a root meaning “to gather". "The former rain," literally, "the darting rain," falls from the middle of October to the middle of December. As the rain fertilizes the otherwise barren land, so God's favour will restore Israel long nationally lifeless.

DOCTRINES:
CHRISTIAN LIFE – REPENTANCE

MERCY RATHER THAN SACRIFICE

Hosea 6:4-11: O Ephraim, what shall I do unto thee? O Judah, what shall I do unto thee? for your goodness [is] as a morning cloud, and as the early dew it goeth away. Therefore have I hewed [them] by the prophets; I have slain them by the words of my mouth: and thy judgments [are as] the light [that] goeth forth. For I desired mercy, and not sacrifice; and the knowledge of God more than burnt offerings. But they like men have transgressed the covenant: there have they dealt treacherously against me. Gilead [is] a city of them that work iniquity, [and is] polluted with blood. And as troops of robbers wait for a man, [so] the company of priests murder in the way by consent: for they commit lewdness. I have seen an horrible thing in the house of Israel: there [is] the whoredom of Ephraim, Israel is defiled. Also, O Judah, he hath set an harvest for thee, when I returned the captivity of my people. 

REFLECTION
This section starts with a question from God asking what He is to do with Israel and Judah. There is the sense of a frustrated parent with a rebellious child despairing of what to do next. God, of course, being omniscient, is never at a loss as to what to do or how to do it, but He portrays here a human perspective so that we as humans can gain an insight into how He is feeling. What we do find is the sense of urgent desire that God’s people should return to Him. Indeed, it was this sense of pained desire for fellowship with man that drove God to send His only Son, Jesus, to die on the cross.

God describes Israel’s goodness as a morning cloud, or as early dew. Both might look good, but there is little substance there for as soon as the warmth of the day arrives, they disappear. Such clouds and dew are transient and have little to show for their presence. Such is the extent of the goodness in Israel, whereas God looks for fruit in our lives, so that His people offer goodness with substance. True discipleship involves faithful service with character moulded by God’s word and the work of the Holy Spirit within. God’s love is constant and trustworthy; the love of the people of Israel was unpredictable and unreliable as the morning mist. This contrasts with v3, where God’s going forth is likened to the morning, implying the promise of a bright day.

In v5 we find that God has spoken by His servants the prophets, He had sent judgements, all with the intention of lovingly drawing the people to Himself. Sadly, this had achieved little, and the people were wayward and turned to their own devices, to false gods, and to foreign alliances for help, rather than the one true God who alone could really help them. Throughout the ages God has spoken to mankind, and whilst God does always have a faithful remnant, the majority tend to go their own way. The reference to the prophets hewing amongst them would suggest that God had sent them to cut down the people’s pride, but the word also implies a carving out. This might suggest that the prophets had tried to carve or fashion something useful from amongst the people, but to no avail. The verse continues: “Slain by the words of my mouth,” which the prophets had spoken; i.e., they not merely caused death and destruction to be proclaimed to them, but suspended judgment and death over them.

In many ways, v6 expresses God’s heart for His people, and indeed indicates the way of life that reflects the outworking of the gospel. This verse reveals the way in which Israel, and many generations of God’s people since, have misunderstood God’s heart. God desires mercy rather than sacrifice, and knowledge of God rather than burnt offerings. In other words, God looks for a lifestyle that reflects a loving and merciful heart (such as God’s own heart) rather than external religious ritual. Throughout history man has been tempted to reduce religious observance down to external expression, thinking that going through the correct procedures will impress God. It is all too easy to focus on what clothes the church leaders should wear, how the seats are arranged, what form of service or music should be adopted, and a host of other such external matters. Certainly our worship of God should be done decently and in order, and with proper reverence for His awesome holiness, but that very holiness demands a character and way of life that reflects God’s own gracious and loving heart. The unreliable love of the people had led them to lose the heart and vibrancy of their worship, so that all that remained was sterile religion.

This is a theme that is echoed in various other sections of Scripture (e.g. 1Samuel 15:22; Psalm 51:16; Isaiah 1:11-12 etc.), thus underscoring the importance that God places upon it. The whole thrust of the gospel is that lost souls are saved from the horrific judgement that will await them without God if they are not in relationship with Him. God looks for lives that are changed by His transforming power so that they bear fruit for Him, and when such vital issues are at stake we can see how successful the devil has been at seducing people to believe that religious ritual is all that counts. The devil is delighted with such a state of affairs because then he has inoculated people with a small dose of religion such that they think they are eternally safe, whilst at the same time being in spiritual peril, and equally dragging others into the same religious vacuum as they are in.

The other thrust of this verse is that knowledge of God is more important than burnt offerings. This is closely related to the need for love and mercy in our lives. Without a true knowledge of God we will not know what He requires from us, so if that is missing it will not be expressed with His character being seen. Indeed, the whole purpose of Christ’s coming to earth was that mankind might be able to come to a true knowledge of God, finding its fulfilment in a loving relationship with Him. Whilst in this church era we have the benefit of hindsight, even in the Old Testament period there were so many pointers to Christ, various types and examples so that the very heart of the Jewish religion pointed to the Christ to come, in whom they were to trust. 

Again this has been distorted through the ages so that people think they ‘know’ God, when all they know is how to perform their religion. Even a knowledge of the Bible (vital though that is) will not in itself mean that we know God, for it is only through Jesus Christ that we can truly come to God and thus know Him. Even in modern church life, there are too many places where all that people know is the religious system rather than God Himself, and in these days of ‘political correctness’ the presentation of the real gospel of God’s love reaching down to lost mankind through Christ is a desperate need.

In the next verse (v7), God sets out some of the ways that they have departed from the path of godly obedience. The Authorised Version of the Bible used here speaks of men transgressing God’s covenant, but other versions suggest that at Adam the covenant was broken. There is much truth that can be gained from both interpretations, but it is worth stating that the problem of sin started in the Garden of Eden with Adam. Even back then, the Lord Himself had to effect a sacrifice in order to cover Adam and Eve’s nakedness, thus indicating from the very first sin that the principle of the innocent dying for the guilty was needed. This of course, pointed to Christ to come as our Saviour, but in Adam all die and the covenant in embryonic form was broken.

It is also worth mentioning that Adam was a place beside the River Jordan north of Jericho (mentioned in Joshua 3:16), and by a faithless act there the covenant had been broken. Hosea then moves on to Gilead, which he describes as a place of evildoers, and tracked with blood. It is not clear whether he is referring to some murder, or the practice of child sacrifice, but certainly it was not the place that God desired it to be. Gilead is not recorded as being a city, but rather was a district, or perhaps the reference is to Ramoth-Gilead.

The third place that he mentions in some versions in v9 is Shechem, one of the most ancient shrines for the Hebrews, and it was also a city of refuge. Nevertheless, Hosea likens the priests there to highway robbers, who lay in wait for people to pass by so that they could ambush such travellers. It is implied that those who might have been seeking the safety of a city of refuge were set upon violently by the priests. It was also a route taken by pilgrims on the way to the feasts held there. The Authorised Version speaks of murder by consent, which indicates evil plotting by the priest, not at all what they were called to do before God.

It will be seen that the nation of Israel was a far cry from the nation that God wanted her to be. The violence and treachery had defiled them, and thus judgement was now inevitable. God looked upon the people (v10) and saw something horrible, when He should have seen a people reflecting the covenant love that was implied by the relationship that they had with God. God had seen it; therefore man could not deny it. In the sight of God, and amid the sense of His presence, all excuses fail.

God remained faithful, loving and true, but Israel had turned out just the opposite. In all probability the problem had started with a small slippage from the narrow path of obedience to God, but once we leave that path it becomes all too easy to allow the disobedience to grow, with disastrous results.

The chapter closes with a reference to Judah, and it seems that God had prepared a harvest of judgement for her too, so there is no place to gloat over the misfortunes of Israel. As Christians we are called to pray for those who have gone astray, so that they might be brought near to God in Christ.

DOCTRINES:
RELIGION

REMNANT

THE APOSTASY OF ISRAEL

Hosea 7:1-10: When I would have healed Israel, then the iniquity of Ephraim was discovered, and the wickedness of Samaria: for they commit falsehood; and the thief cometh in, [and] the troop of robbers spoileth without. And they consider not in their hearts [that] I remember all their wickedness: now their own doings have beset them about; they are before my face. They make the king glad with their wickedness, and the princes with their lies. They [are] all adulterers, as an oven heated by the baker, [who] ceaseth from raising after he hath kneaded the dough, until it be leavened. In the day of our king the princes have made [him] sick with bottles of wine; he stretched out his hand with scorners. For they have made ready their heart like an oven, whiles they lie in wait: their baker sleepeth all the night; in the morning it burneth as a flaming fire. They are all hot as an oven, and have devoured their judges; all their kings are fallen: [there is] none among them that calleth unto me. Ephraim, he hath mixed himself among the people; Ephraim is a cake not turned. Strangers have devoured his strength, and he knoweth [it] not: yea, gray hairs are here and there upon him, yet he knoweth not. And the pride of Israel testifieth to his face: and they do not return to the LORD their God, nor seek him for all this. 

REFLECTION
Hosea speaks out in the first person, expressing the mind of God to the people. God has a desire to heal Israel, but all that is revealed is their sin and corruption. God, of course, is well aware of their behaviour, but it seems that their sin has reached such a pitch that it cannot now be ignored. In many ways, there is the gospel message here, for we know that God wants all mankind to be saved, but at the same time the Bible is clear that many will not respond to that offer of free grace in Christ.

There is a summary of their evil deeds in v1, for there is corruption, wickedness, false dealing and theft, all of which are displeasing to God. In the midst of their wickedness they forget that God sees and knows everything, and is displeased by their behaviour. In stark contrast to God’s displeasure, their kings and princes take pleasure in the wicked and treacherous behaviour; such is the depth that they have reached. The leaders of a nation are there to govern wisely, and ideally should lead the people in an upright, honest and morally impeccable manner. Too often this fails to occur.

Even in our day, in many places the national leaders do not promote upright living. Furthermore, there are sectors of society where evil is promoted and encouraged as something that is allegedly good and to be practised. When a godly lifestyle is abandoned, many types of corruption quickly set in. Certainly in the West over recent decades, there has been a slipping away from a godly perspective to life that makes Hosea’s message very modern and pertinent.

During vv4-7 Hosea makes the analogy of a baker with his oven, in v4 the likeness being drawn to a baker’s wife who had so stoked up the fire in the oven that it did not need further heat from the time of kneading until the bread was leavened. They were said to be adulterers, and this may well have had reference to the Baal worship, which apart from the spiritual adultery committed by the people abandoning true godly worship, involved the licentious physical adultery with the temple prostitutes. The passion of idolatry keep them burning inside.

In v5, “The day of our king” is either the king's birthday, or the day when he ascended the throne, on either of which he probably gave a feast to his nobles. On this particular day the princes drink to such an extent, that they become ill with the heat of the wine. Note the reference to bottles of wine, not cups or glasses, suggesting excessive intake of strong drink. The scoffers, or scorners, referred to are probably drunkards, with whom the kings had associated during his feast. The stretching out their hands probably refers to the gesture of revellers holding out their hands to drink to each other’s health. Such behaviour is hardly likely to win the favour of Almighty God.

The theme continues in vv6-7, where they are then described as hot as an oven, smouldering with anger and deceit. Even that which smoulders at night becomes a full blaze in daytime, which in itself warns us against the tendency to let problems fester at night so that we take action in the morning that reflects the anger that has built up overnight. In context, it is likely that Hosea is warning against those who had let drunkenness affect their thinking, so that their behaviour at night was debauched, but then any evil plans hatched at night were put into practice the next morning. 

What has happened here, though, is that their rulers have been devoured by the people, the result being summed up in the latter part of v7, in that all of the rulers have fallen, and none calls upon the Lord. The kings who should have been the guardians of the law, had not performed as required and had fallen. Indeed, it seems that no one stopped to ask why the kings had fallen, apparently oblivious that God might be at work here.

This needs to be set in context, for since the separation of Israel and Judah after the reign of Solomon, the northern kingdom of Israel had a succession of kings who largely were not godly. Jeroboam, and the kings who followed him, had corrupted the people, in order to establish their own kingdom. The kingdom of Israel, having been set up in sin, was, throughout its whole course, unstable and unsettled. The nation was ruled by “charismatic kings” to the extent that there was not a kingly line of descent, as in Judah, but the kings tended to be chosen because of their leadership qualities, their military strength or their popularity with the crowds. Too often a king assassinated his predecessor to create the vacancy on the throne, so it was quite true for Hosea to state that all her kings had fallen.

Because the people had not sought God in the choice of their leaders, relying instead upon the human qualities of the chosen men, the result was chaos in the land, and the threat of judgement from God. This resulted in the smouldering anger that pervaded the land, and as a cake or bread not turned in the oven, the result was burnt ashes – useless. The people then used to bake their bread on the ground, covering it with embers, and turning it every ten minutes, to bake it thoroughly without burning it. As might be expected this had affected the state and mood of the nation, with God left on the sidelines.

Hosea expanded on this in v8, where Ephraim (another term for Israel) is said to be mixed with the peoples, being like a cake not turned. They looked to other nations (v9), not realising that this would sap their strength, for when God was not at the centre of Israel’s national life, God allowed foreigners to come in and cause problems for them. Sometimes the kings sought to achieve alliances through marriage, but this was not in line with God’s purposes for Israel, for He wanted them to remain uncorrupted as a race as they were in covenant relationship with Him (see Leviticus 20:24-26). More often than not, such foreign alliances meant that the brides for the kings brought their foreign gods with them, so that the worship of the one true God became corrupted. Unfortunately, it was never the case that such intermingling caused the foreign nations to take on the worship of God; rather the true worship that was to occur in Israel was weakened by the compromise. The church needs to take note if this in these days of inter-faith alliances.

Too often people and nations look to worldly strength and resources for help, but all too infrequently look to God, the only rock, to protect and sustain them. The problem is further explained in v9, where it seems that this false reliance on other nations (and their gods) brought premature grey hairs on their heads, indicating that the stress had caused them to age early. This is a far cry from the peace of God that passes all understanding, and which is the birthright of every true believer.

The nations in mind at the time would probably have been Syria and Assyria. The premature weakening depicted by the grey hairs may have had reference to national deterioration as well as personal. 

The section concludes with v10 (very similar to Hosea 5:5), where Hosea says that the pride of Israel was testifying against them. They had succumbed to pride, the sin that caused Satan’s downfall, and God was well aware of this. Despite that, they still did not return to the Lord, nor seek His face, indicating significant spiritual blindness. Today’s church needs to be equally careful that it does not fall into the same trap, but instead our walk with God must be fresh and alive, so that our witness to a lost world is not compromised.
ISRAEL IS LIKE A BIRD

Hosea 7:11-16: Ephraim also is like a silly dove without heart: they call to Egypt, they go to Assyria. When they shall go, I will spread my net upon them; I will bring them down as the fowls of the heaven; I will chastise them, as their congregation hath heard. Woe unto them! for they have fled from me: destruction unto them! because they have transgressed against me: though I have redeemed them, yet they have spoken lies against me. And they have not cried unto me with their heart, when they howled upon their beds: they assemble themselves for corn and wine, [and] they rebel against me. Though I have bound [and] strengthened their arms, yet do they imagine mischief against me. They return, [but] not to the most High: they are like a deceitful bow: their princes shall fall by the sword for the rage of their tongue: this [shall be] their derision in the land of Egypt. 

REFLECTION
As Hosea starts this section he describes Israel as a silly dove, presumably flying this way and that without apparent reason or logic. Doves are not noted for their great intelligence and are easily deceived, and of course Jesus Himself referred to doves when He commanded His disciples to be as ‘wise as serpents and as innocent as doves.’ Doves can be beautiful and peaceful but the warning from Jesus is that we are not to be gullible. “There is nothing more simple than a dove,” says the Eastern proverb. The suggestion is that they were easily persuaded to look in directions other than God. 

Some commentators mention that the dove is easily snared and taken, and is somewhat careless about its young. As Christians we are not to be gullible and easily taken in, and it is so important that our young, our children, are correctly taught in the ways of the Lord to continue a godly heritage in the family, and in the land.

Israel, however, were likened to doves by Hosea, as they were looking to Egypt, then Assyria for help. In flying about, they were apparently unaware of the dangers, as a bird is unaware of the trap set by the fowler.  As such, they were clearly not looking to God for help, but to human resources, and resources that might seem powerful but which could not be fully trusted. This contrasts sharply with God, who may not be visibly strong to the world’s eye, but who is almighty and totally trustworthy. 

By way of background, Hosea was probably referring to Menahem, who was king of Israel from 752 – 742 BC, and had submitted to Assyria and paid them tribute. His son was assassinated by Pekah (740 – 732 BC), and he decided to cut his links with Egypt, but make an alliance with Syria in an attempt to rebel against Assyria. Inevitably, Assyria sought revenge, and this act caused Hoshea, the successor to Pekah, to revert to Assyria for his allegiance. This did not last, and he then sought an alliance with Egypt, against Assyria. It is hardly any wonder that God likened them to birds flitting back and forth, yet without finding any solution to their problems. 

The theme continues in v12, where the message for Israel was that God would spread His net over them and bring them down like the birds of the air. As a consequence, God would chastise them for their wickedness, for God is holy and cannot compromise His righteous character. This continues in v13, where it is clear that judgement would befall Israel because of their sin. They had strayed (fled like birds) from God and rebelled against Him, despite being God’s chosen people with whom He had formed a covenant. In the latter part of that verse, we find that God had the desire to redeem them, but they only spoke lies to Him and thus fell far short of God’s desired righteousness.

In v14 the accusation is that the people were not calling to God from the heart. This fits well with the lies of the previous verse. They were wailing and gashing themselves, rather like the prophets of Baal in Elijah’s contest with them in 1 Kings 18, when they cried out and cut themselves in their vain attempt to stir Baal into action. The reference seems to be therefore, that Israel is indulging in Canaanite Baal worship, but to no avail. This is brought out in v16 where it is mentioned that they had turned to Baal. They were more concerned with sensuous behaviour, filling their bellies and presumably making use of the temple prostitutes of Baal.

The principle of calling to God from the heart is an important one, and we can learn much from Israel’s failure at this point. It is all too easy to go through the motions of religion, saying the right words (perhaps from a prayer book), but with nothing coming from the heart. It is vital that we keep our relationship with God fresh, so that we do not slip into dead religion, or indeed slipping back so that we end up rebelling against Him as Israel did. Jesus called for faith during His time of earth, and it is very hard for active, living faith to co-exist with dead religion. The church needs to keep on its toes in this regard, and every one of us must guard against the temptation to embrace dead religion, rather than the living reality of knowing Christ. To do otherwise is to defraud God of the glory that is due to His name.

In v15 God mentions that He trained (or bound up) them and strengthened them, the picture being not unlike a doctor setting and binding up a wounded arm. They had the benefit of God’s word from Moses that set out what God required of them. Despite this privilege, they had rebelled against God and turned towards the falsehood of Baal worship, seduced by the other nations around. God had provided for them in so many ways, but Israel proved ungrateful. May we as Christians never take God’s blessings for granted! 

In v16 we find that they had turned, not to God but to Baal. They were treacherous in doing so, putting their trust in something that could never meet their needs. They are likened to a bow that is faulty and therefore does not fire its arrows true, so that they miss the target. Here too, it is easy for us to fall into the same trap; that we seek to put our trust in things that will not last and will be shaken. The leaders that they thought were strong would fall by the sword; just as in our day nations and leaders are equally unstable. God is sovereign, and He will be the one who has the glory.
DOCTRINES:
LEGALISM

THE EMPTINESS OF IDOLATRY
Hosea 8:1-6: [Set] the trumpet to thy mouth. [He shall come] as an eagle against the house of the LORD, because they have transgressed my covenant, and trespassed against my law. Israel shall cry unto me, My God, we know thee. Israel hath cast off [the thing that is] good: the enemy shall pursue him. They have set up kings, but not by me: they have made princes, and I knew [it] not: of their silver and their gold have they made them idols, that they may be cut off. Thy calf, O Samaria, hath cast [thee] off; mine anger is kindled against them: how long [will it be] ere they attain to innocency? For from Israel [was] it also: the workman made it; therefore it [is] not God: but the calf of Samaria shall be broken in pieces. 

REFLECTION
The section here starts with a call to set the trumpet to the mouth, indicating that a warning is coming. This may suggest that this marks a new phase in Hosea’s ministry. The tone indicates that the impending judgement is nearer than ever, whilst Israel are no closer to their God. Consequently, Hosea leaves his hearers in no doubt about the nature and extent of the problem. The message is, of course, recorded that we (and other generations) might learn from Israel’s failures. Hosea is clearly acting as a watchman on God’s behalf, just as the church is called to a similar role today, proclaiming the message of the gospel to a lost world.

In the first sentence, the summons issues from Jehovah, and is addressed to the prophet, who is to blow the trumpet, as the herald of God, and give the people tidings of the approaching judgement. The second sentence gives the alarming message to be delivered. The enemy will come like an eagle, or the judgement upon the house of Jehovah. The simile of the eagle, that shoots down upon its prey with the speed of lightning gives an indication of how the judgement will come. The reference to the ‘house of the Lord’ probably relates to the people of Israel rather than a physical building, rather like the church today is the people rather than a building structure.

The people were guilty of hypocrisy (v2), claiming that they knew God, whilst their actions indicated otherwise. It is almost as though the people were trying to impress God that they were ‘old friends’ but yet in reality they hardly knew Him. The tragedy is that in generations past they had enjoyed a close relationship with God in the heart of the covenant that He had made with them, but they had ignored Him for too long. Of all nations they had the right to call God their own, but their actions had not endorsed this. 

So often in God’s word, we are reminded of the need for a pure faith that is genuine, and not a mere statement of words that is not backed up in our daily lives. God is never deceived and we fool ourselves if we think we can hide our hearts from him. God’s response is found in v3, where it is made clear that Israel has spurned the good, with the result that their enemies would pursue them. It is clearly too late for them to call upon that special relationship for in reality it was only based upon lip service to any allegiance to God. It is presumption to expect God’s protection if we are not walking with Him and allow sin to fester. Empty religion had crept in with no life to it, and we need to guard against the same danger. The letter of James makes it clear that our faith has to be worked out by action in our lives.

A further problem is found in v4, where it is revealed that Israel appointed their kings, but without reference to God. Too often they believed that their salvation would come through a human leader, who seemed to be the ideal solution, but was not the one that God had chosen. History reveals that the northern kingdom of Israel suffered a good degree of chaos in their national leadership because of this attitude. By implication they had also rejected God as their true king and leader, who was, and is, the only one who can truly protect us. As such, they were effectively declaring independence from God. Without God building the house, no amount of work or human prowess will achieve anything of worth.

Not only had they sought human kings who were not of God’s appointing, they had also made idols with their silver and gold. This occurred back in the days of Aaron and Moses with the golden calf, but doubtless there had been other instances too that were now incurring God’s wrath. The situation was compounded by the fact that after the northern kingdom of Israel broke away from the southern kingdom of Judah, Israel’s first king, Jeroboam, discouraged the people from travelling to Jerusalem to worship. To do this, he set up two worship centres, Dan in the north and Bethel in the south. At each of these places Jeroboam set up a golden calf as an object of worship. It is pertinent to recall that this behaviour broke the second commandment given to them as a nation.

Such behaviour is utterly futile, as we shall see, yet even today many people worship materialism, which involves things made by man. The temptation is to focus on things that are visible, rather than the unseen God who is the one who deserves our worship. The devil will do all he can to divert our attention away from God. From Israel’s perspective, they really had no basis upon which to claim that they “knew God” (v2) and thus God’s judgement that He was threatening was entirely justified. It is equally vital in our day to ensure that God is at the centre of our lives as individuals and as a church, for otherwise our efforts are in vain.

The futility of idol worship is brought out in v6, where Hosea clearly states that the calf was made by a workman. It should not take too much logic to realise that an image made of metal by a human, can hardly be divine, and a non-breathing, non-living piece of metal (or indeed any other material) cannot save or achieve anything. What does defy logic is that numerous religions around the world throughout history have worshipped such useless idols. Although the true God cannot be seen, that which He does can be seen and from His creation, His deeds, His word and ultimately the work of His Son we can have assurance that He alone is God and worthy of our worship.
YOU REAP WHAT YOU SOW

Hosea 8:7-14: For they have sown the wind, and they shall reap the whirlwind: it hath no stalk: the bud shall yield no meal: if so be it yield, the strangers shall swallow it up. Israel is swallowed up: now shall they be among the Gentiles as a vessel wherein [is] no pleasure. For they are gone up to Assyria, a wild ass alone by himself: Ephraim hath hired lovers. Yea, though they have hired among the nations, now will I gather them, and they shall sorrow a little for the burden of the king of princes. Because Ephraim hath made many altars to sin, altars shall be unto him to sin. I have written to him the great things of my law, [but] they were counted as a strange thing. They sacrifice flesh [for] the sacrifices of mine offerings, and eat [it; but] the LORD accepteth them not; now will he remember their iniquity, and visit their sins: they shall return to Egypt. For Israel hath forgotten his Maker, and buildeth temples; and Judah hath multiplied fenced cities: but I will send a fire upon his cities, and it shall devour the palaces thereof. 

REFLECTION
This section starts with a well known concept in Scripture, that we reap what we sow, but the force of v7 is nevertheless chilling. Indeed, there is a magnification of the harvest, for they sowed the wind, yet reaped the whirlwind. Out of the wind comes tempest. Wind is a figurative representation of human exertions; the tempest, of destruction. This alone should be sufficient motive for each one of us to ensure that we live our lives aright, and treat others with dignity, courtesy and respect. The way that we treat our friends, neighbours and others that God brings across our paths is noticed by God. God is not mocked, and He sees all that we do. We fool ourselves if we ignore this message, but how much better to live by God’s Holy Spirit so that we reap a spiritual reward in heaven, not to mention rich blessings here on earth.

There is a corporate aspect to this, for nations also reap what they sow, as did Israel here. Spiritually Israel had sown to the wind by sacrificing to their golden calves, but they would reap God’s judgement for doing so. We need to learn the same lesson in our day too, with many hearts devoted to other ‘gods’ by various means. 

There is perhaps a practical aspect to sowing badly. In these days of environmental awareness, we are frequently reminded of the need for national and corporate responsibility for how we treat the planet and use its resources, and there is the potential for reaping the whirlwind in terms of the legacy that we leave to future generations (unless the Lord returns first). From the days of Adam man has been required to steward and look after the earth, but this should not mean that our gaze is directed to the creation rather than the Creator.

The rest of v7 reveals the futility of fighting against God, who provides any harvest. The standing grain has no heads, and any bud that comes will not yield any food. The ability to be fruitful is absent. Even if something does grow productively, foreigners will come and devour it, thus leaving nothing for Israel. Man may trust in his own resources (a futile exercise), but we need to remember that it is God who provides and He can remove as well as give. God deserves, and requires, our primary allegiance in life. Compare that with the parable of the sower, where Jesus promised fruit 30, 60 and 100 fold to the good seed, likening this to obedient lives lived for Him.

This is hardly something that should take Israel by surprise. In Deuteronomy 28 God set out through Moses the conditions of the covenant, and in Deuteronomy 28:38 we read that they would take much seed into the field but gather little in, if they were not obedient to His word. It was also said that foreigners would come and take what little harvest was left. They are merely to experience what God had said would occur. Complacency is never a good thing with God.

Their plight is compounded in v8ff, where Israel is said to be swallowed up and a useless vessel. The problem was that they were seeking foreign alliances for their strength, and went up to Assyria for that purpose. A covenant with a foreign power was a poor substitute for the living and lasting covenant that they had with God. The temptation was to think that the power of Assyria would last, just as every empire subsequently has thought that, but it is only God who endures forever, and moreover, it is only He who has ultimate power. The futility of this is highlighted in v9, where they are described as a lone wild donkey in going after Assyria. The thought is this: whilst even a wild ass, a stupid animal, keeps by itself to maintain its independence, Ephraim tries to form unnatural alliances with the nations of the world, that is to say, alliances that are quite incompatible with its vocation.
The treaty with Assyria would doubtless have cost Israel heavily in terms of tribute or tax (see 2 Kings 15:19), and this is brought out in the latter part of v9 and v10. In practice Israel had sold herself to a foreign nation, and far from helping the situation this only alienated her further from the living God. Under the King of Assyria, they would lose their independence so that the tax and tribute paid availed them nothing, this in itself being part of God’s judgement upon them. This was predicted in Deuteronomy 28:49.

Hosea’s description of their plight continues in v11, where we find that although Ephraim (Israel) had many altars for their sin offerings, these had become a snare for them and a cause of them sinning. The rot set in at the beginning of the northern kingdom in the days of Jeroboam 1 when he set up the two worship centres with the golden calves. Since then, however, the idolatry had multiplied, and Israel mistakenly thought that their many places of worship would impress God. Inevitably, this was far from being the case, for God will not share His glory with another.

God then draws attention to His law in v12, for He gave them His instructions for life, and these were for their good, not to harm them. To have a God given yardstick for life is an immense privilege, but Israel had turned away from God’s word and His blueprint for their lives. Before we condemn them for doing so, perhaps we should consider how much the church in modern days has equally turned away from, or watered down God’s word so that the church too often lives just like the world, rather than being a witness and challenge to the spiritually lost members of society.

Then in v13 God laments that the people of Israel offer Him sacrifices, but He is not pleased with them. There is little merit in going through the motions of religion if the heart is not right, and there are many instances in Scripture where God makes clear that He requires an obedient heart rather than an abundance of sacrifices. The whole sacrificial system was designed to show fallen man that there is a gulf between God and man, caused by man’s sin. If there is no genuine repentance when sacrifices are made, then the system is useless. 

With the benefit of hindsight we can see clearly now that the sacrifices pointed to Jesus Christ, who alone could truly wash away our sins, and it was His innocent death that was and is effective for us to restore the relationship with God. The sacrifices of animals, and then ultimately of Christ Himself, were designed to show us how horrific our sins are in God’s sight, and the degree to which we have been rendered far off from God by them. We ignore that at our peril, for Christ is the only one who can cleanse us from our sins.

Because the Israelites were ignoring God’s word and abusing the sacrificial system, God says in v13b that He will remember their sins and punish their wickedness. This is clearly the plight of every unsaved person, for God will not forget the sins of an unforgiven person, for they are ever before God as an affront to His holiness. Conversely, for the believer, God says that He will remember our sins no more, for in Christ they are removed as far as the East is from the West. Note that God never says that He will forget a forgiven believer’s sins, for God is omniscient and cannot forget. However, He does promise not to remember them; in other words He will not call them to remembrance or hold our sins against us, for Christ has dealt with them. This is a major reason why a true believer will never easily want to sin, for He will know that any sin is an offence to a holy God, and our forgiveness did not come cheap.

In v14 we find that Israel had forgotten her maker, and had built palaces and fortifications. Israel was relying on her own strength, rather than on God, and for that reason God would bring the fire of destruction upon the very fortifications and cities that she was relying on for security. When man starts to forget that God is our Maker, and ignores God in daily life, then it is not long before one’s whole perspective in life is distorted. Any trust in man made “security” is worthless, for God alone is our rock and our salvation. When the knowledge of God is lost, there is little that remains. Modern man needs to heed this lesson, for we are not exempt from the same temptations and tendencies.
DOCTRINES:
GOD – DIVINE INSTITUTIONS - NATIONS - NATIONAL DISCIPLINE

CHRIST – SACRIFICE OF CHRIST 

IDOLATRY TO EXILE

Hosea 9:1-9: Rejoice not, O Israel, for joy, as [other] people: for thou hast gone a whoring from thy God, thou hast loved a reward upon every cornfloor. The floor and the winepress shall not feed them, and the new wine shall fail in her. They shall not dwell in the LORD'S land; but Ephraim shall return to Egypt, and they shall eat unclean [things] in Assyria. They shall not offer wine [offerings] to the LORD, neither shall they be pleasing unto him: their sacrifices [shall be] unto them as the bread of mourners; all that eat thereof shall be polluted: for their bread for their soul shall not come into the house of the LORD. What will ye do in the solemn day, and in the day of the feast of the LORD? For, lo, they are gone because of destruction: Egypt shall gather them up, Memphis shall bury them: the pleasant [places] for their silver, nettles shall possess them: thorns [shall be] in their tabernacles. The days of visitation are come, the days of recompence are come; Israel shall know [it]: the prophet [is] a fool, the spiritual man [is] mad, for the multitude of thine iniquity, and the great hatred. The watchman of Ephraim [was] with my God: [but] the prophet [is] a snare of a fowler in all his ways, [and] hatred in the house of his God. They have deeply corrupted [themselves], as in the days of Gibeah: [therefore] he will remember their iniquity, he will visit their sins. 

REFLECTION
It is likely that Hosea is writing this section during one of Israel’s festivals, for he commands them not to rejoice, which they would tend to do at one of the national feast days. The expression literally means to ‘rejoice not unto exultation’, suggesting an enthusiasm in their rejoicing. The fact that he goes on to mention threshing floors and the produce of the land would suggest that he was writing at their harvest festival, when attention should have been upon God and His provision for them. Threshing floors were open areas used to thresh the newly harvested wheat, but they were also convenient open spaces for communal celebrations. Good harvests are regularly seen as a sign of God’s blessing, and even today this is still true. Other nations might be excused for worshipping their pagan deities and seeing them as their provider, but there was no excuse for Israel going after other gods in this way.

The message from Hosea, however, is not a good one. It is clear that activities had taken place on the threshing floors that were not honouring to God, and as a consequence God would see to it that the produce of the land, whether grain or wine, would not satisfy them. The result of their disobedience (v3) would be exile from the land, reminding them of their deliverance from Egypt at the time when God set them apart to be His special people. God had brought them to a land with plentiful harvests; it was told to them that it would be a land flowing with milk and honey. Now they would be taken back to Egypt, probably symbolically as a form of bondage similar to their time in Egypt, as they were shortly to be taken into exile through the invasion of the Assyrians.  

It is possible that this message is timed around the period when Assyria withdrew from some of the lands that they had captured, this being in 732 BC. This may have given them false hope that the Assyrian threat had passed, giving rise to celebrations that were not to last. It is good for us too, not to become too comfortable here on earth, for we are but pilgrims passing through and we should use each day that God gives us for His glory mindful that our ultimate home is in heaven.

Although the people were in the midst of their harvest festival, which in itself formed part of the covenant given by God, the people had rejected that covenant by their waywardness, and God would therefore remove them from the land that spoke of that covenant. This would also mark the end of their freedom, for they would die in the place of their exile. They had clearly taken their blessings and even their homeland for granted, and had not remained true to God. In Assyria they will neither be able to offer wine to the Lord as a drink-offering, nor such slain-offerings as were well-pleasing to Him. For Israel could only offer sacrifices to its God at the place where He made known His name by revelation, and therefore not in exile, where He had withdrawn His gracious presence from it. The various offerings all pointed to Christ, but in rejecting God they were rejecting the one that their religious festivals spoke of.

We need to learn from their mistakes so that we do not repeat them. We should always remember what belongs to God so that we do not deprive Him of what is His rightful due. If God has graciously blessed us, in whatever way that may be, we should receive it with thanksgiving and serve Him faithfully without reckoning that such blessings are our right. Much is expected from those to whom much is given.

The bread that they would eat would be scarce, and would be solely to keep them alive, rather than some of it being used as part of their offerings to God. The issue is repeated in v5, where Hosea asked what they would do on the feast days and festivals of the Lord. Being in captivity they would not have the same freedom to celebrate, and they would hardly have the inclination either given their impending circumstances. They would be without the temple, which was God’s chosen place for their festivals and worship. They were to be occasions of joy, but in captivity this would not be the case.

They were told that they would die in Memphis in Egypt, and some of the people escaped before the destruction came and fled to Egypt. It is worthy of note that what has survived most intact from the ancient city of Memphis is its burial places. In 1850 a Frenchman named Auguste Mariete went to Egypt with finance from the Louvre to purchase some Coptic manuscripts. Instead he spent the money in Memphis excavating the Serapeum, an amazing underground cemetery of the sacred Apis bulls. It was ironic that many of the Israelites would end their days in Memphis, a city of cemeteries. 

Hosea was forecasting days of judgement, instead of the celebrations of the people. There is a sadness in seeing people celebrate when there is nothing to celebrate, totally oblivious to the true circumstances. However, this is the situation for millions around the world, for those who do not know Jesus Christ as there Saviour may seek to find happiness in the relatively brief lives that we all have on this earth, but if we are unaware of the judgement to come when we meet the Lord face to face after death, then such celebration is empty indeed. 

The desolation that would come would mean that their cities would be overgrown with nettles and thorns, so that Israel would not be able to miss the degree of judgement that would have fallen upon them (v6-7). God is not mocked, and His people who had rejected Him were effectively rejecting His covenant and His blessings. This reminds us of the parable of the sower, where some of the newly growing plants were choked by weeds and thorns, indicating that these people who had received God’s word were more interested in material things than they were in being fruitful for God. There is a great temptation for that in our day too, and as Christians we should take warning form Hosea’s words here.

One of the temptations when someone brings a message that we dislike is to seek to discredit the messenger. This is what we find in the latter part of v7, where the people appear to be regarding Hosea as God’s prophet as a fool and a madman. By contrast, it is the false prophets who were predicting peace and blessing were the ones who were actually the fools. It is all too convenient to oppose someone that we do not agree with, and sometimes this can blind us to the credibility of the message being brought. The strength of their opposition only goes to show the degree of their apostasy. However, in reality only a people who have rejected their God would call His spokesman a fool. It only goes to show the depth to which they have sunk in their understanding of God’s ways. In many parts of the church worldwide, the same thing applies today. 

For each person who does not know God there will indeed be a day of recompense and judgement, and for such people they will have gone through life discrediting the words of God’s servants. So often the unbeliever sees those who preach God’s word as fools, but God will not be mocked and He will judge all such unbelievers. Now indeed is the day of grace that we dare not take for granted.

Despite the people’s rejection of the prophet, the point is made in v8 that the prophet is to be God’s watchman, but all too often that role is scorned by the people. It can so often be a lonely ministry speaking out for God, especially when the message given is not diluted to suit the people’s taste. It is suggested by some that the false prophets around were like the bird catchers with their snares to catch the people unawares so that they fell into the trap that was not of God’s making. The second part of the verse indicates that it was a difficult path that he trod, with opposition coming from various sources. Those who speak God’s word need our prayers so that they might utter God’s words and not be men-pleasers.

In v9 there is a reference to Gibeah, and in Judges 19-21 there is the sad account of a Levite who had suffered awful violence. Many of God’s prophets also suffered abuse and persecution, and this only reflects the hard hearts of the people around them. May God give us hearts that are open to His word, yet discerning enough to recognise when the false prophet is present.

DOCTRINES:
SALVATION – ATONEMENT:  UNLIMITED ATONEMENT

LAMENT OVER ISRAEL

Hosea 9:10-17: I found Israel like grapes in the wilderness; I saw your fathers as the firstripe in the fig tree at her first time: [but] they went to Baalpeor, and separated themselves unto [that] shame; and [their] abominations were according as they loved. [As for] Ephraim, their glory shall fly away like a bird, from the birth, and from the womb, and from the conception. Though they bring up their children, yet will I bereave them, [that there shall] not [be] a man [left]: yea, woe also to them when I depart from them! Ephraim, as I saw Tyrus, [is] planted in a pleasant place: but Ephraim shall bring forth his children to the murderer. Give them, O LORD: what wilt thou give? give them a miscarrying womb and dry breasts. All their wickedness [is] in Gilgal: for there I hated them: for the wickedness of their doings I will drive them out of mine house, I will love them no more: all their princes [are] revolters. Ephraim is smitten, their root is dried up, they shall bear no fruit: yea, though they bring forth, yet will I slay [even] the beloved [fruit] of their womb. My God will cast them away, because they did not hearken unto him: and they shall be wanderers among the nations. 

REFLECTION
In this section it almost appears that God is reminiscing about the time when He called Israel to be His own. He regarded them to be like grapes in the wilderness; both welcome for refreshment and a surprising find that should give pleasure and delight. God was clearly delighted with Israel in the early days, when He compared them to the sweet fruits that He expected from them. Unfortunately, this proved not to be the case, for Israel went off to Baal and left God behind. The poignancy of this becomes greater when we remember that Israel was in the wilderness after the Exodus from Egypt when God set them apart to be in a covenant relationship with Him. You can only find fruit in the wilderness if you are there yourself, and God was there with them at that time (see Deuteronomy 32:10). The reference to first fruits in v10 reminds us that God expected the first fruits of Israel’s harvest as an offering to Him. Possibly it is also a reference to Israel in its young and vigorous early state when God set them apart for Himself.

It is also pertinent to recall that vines and fig trees are common symbols for Israel in the Bible, so there is a clear linkage with the rest of the Bible in the picture given here. Grapes and figs are pictures of prosperity and fruitfulness, and a fruitful vine or fig tree would symbolise Israel as she should have been. It thus becomes even more tragic that the freshness and excitement of that situation has degenerated into empty religion, where there is but lip-service paid to God whilst they flirt with the false deities of the heathen nations around. This absence of fruitfulness highlights the disappointment that resulted from their behaviour. God equally expects fruit from Christians as part of His church, and indeed that we give our best to Him. 

The Israelites went off to worship Baal, and even before they entered the Promised Land they had been led astray by Baal worship at Baal-Peor in Trans-Jordan (Numbers 25:1-5). This was a Moabite idol, in whose worship young women prostituted themselves; the very sin Israel latterly was guilty of. That had been merely the seed of their slippery path of following other gods, a practice that had continued up to the time of Hosea. The result was that the people became as detestable to God as the false deities they were worshipping. 
The glory of the nation had vanished like a bird flying away (v11 - 12), and all had come to nothing. God had blessed Israel with good fertility so that the nation had grown from one family to a people that were numerous, but as part of the judgement that would befall them this process would be reversed. Even if they bring children into the world, who one would expect to represent their future, even these would be taken away so that the parents were bereaved. This fits with the prophetic word in Deuteronomy 32:25.

This has particular force because God is here referring to Israel by the name Ephraim, which itself means fruitfulness. Israel was very conscious of the heritage that they had, and the apportioned land was regarded as vital to their future posterity, yet the future was here being threatened. The chosen people had themselves chosen other gods, so the true God with whom they had a covenant had chosen them for judgement. Their sons were destined to be a prey for the attacker, so even those that grew to maturity would have their lives cut short (v13). Tyre was a place that was rich and powerful, but Israel’s power would be diminished because of their unfaithfulness.

In v14 Hosea responds to God with a prayer, albeit with words inspired by God Himself. It almost seems as though Hosea wants to pray for God’s mercy for them as he questions what God might give the Israelites. He then remembers the waywardness of the people spiritually, and perhaps he recalls the unfaithfulness of his own wife who he married at God’s command to be a picture of Israel in their unfaithfulness to God. There had been numerous opportunities for Israel to repent, and here the line has to be drawn. Consequently he prays for the judgement to come, recalling again their wickedness. There is also the sense that Hosea is here praying that God will withhold conception and birth from the Israelites so that they will not have to experience the grief of losing their men in their prime.

Hosea is able to comprehend God’s anguish because he too has suffered rejection from the one who he had married, just as Israel had rejected the covenant relationship with God. The Old Testament has often been criticised for being too harsh and cruel, but here we see the heart of God that judgement is rooted in love, and God sees beyond the judgement to restoration as we have previously seen. God’s love is not to be played with, and His judgement is meted out reluctantly.

In v15 God responds to Hosea referring back to Gilgal, being a historical reference. It was there that God began to hate Israel, the word hate being a comparative one used when an adverse choice needed to be made, and not implying a lack of love on God’s part. It was at Gilgal that Saul was anointed as Israel’s first king, and also there that the long failure of Israel’s kings had started. We are not told exactly what idolatrous practices were taking place in Hosea’s day at Gilgal, but presumably the problem had not gone away. Essentially nothing had changed from Saul’s day until Hosea’s time, despite times of glory in between. The culmination of this is God’s stark statement that He will love them no more, although we know from elsewhere in God’s word that this is not the end of the story and God’s love for Israel is still seen.

It is worth bearing in mind that Israel could not plead ignorance of God’s will or requirements. They had a rich heritage and had generations of people who had been told God’s Law. They had the covenant itself, enshrined in the Law of Moses, so their rebellion was deliberate. The church too cannot plead ignorance of God’s word, for it is freely available and has been for approaching 2000 years in its completed state.

In v16 Israel is compared to a dried up plant that does not bear fruit; the perfect tense used expresses the certainty of it coming to pass. Life without God is life lived in a shrivelled dimension for we are formed to live in fellowship with Him. The whole process of salvation and revealed progressively throughout the Bible is designed to provide a way for fallen man to return to a holy God, and we impoverish ourselves if we do not avail ourselves of that means of salvation.

The church of today cannot be complacent over this, for during the church age there have been numerous failures on the part of God’s people to serve Him correctly, or even to remain faithful to Him. History teaches us that there have been many injustices carried out in the name of the church, and the modern church is hardly flourishing in many parts of the world. We do well to learn the lesson that Hosea was trying to convey to Israel.

DOCTRINES:
ISRAEL

EMPTY PROMISES

Hosea 10:1-8: Israel [is] an empty vine, he bringeth forth fruit unto himself: according to the multitude of his fruit he hath increased the altars; according to the goodness of his land they have made goodly images. Their heart is divided; now shall they be found faulty: he shall break down their altars, he shall spoil their images. For now they shall say, We have no king, because we feared not the LORD; what then should a king do to us? They have spoken words, swearing falsely in making a covenant: thus judgment springeth up as hemlock in the furrows of the field. The inhabitants of Samaria shall fear because of the calves of Bethaven: for the people thereof shall mourn over it, and the priests thereof [that] rejoiced on it, for the glory thereof, because it is departed from it. It shall be also carried unto Assyria [for] a present to king Jareb: Ephraim shall receive shame, and Israel shall be ashamed of his own counsel. [As for] Samaria, her king is cut off as the foam upon the water. The high places also of Aven, the sin of Israel, shall be destroyed: the thorn and the thistle shall come up on their altars; and they shall say to the mountains, Cover us; and to the hills, Fall on us. 

REFLECTION
Hosea continues the analogy of the vine as a picture of Israel, and in v1 they are said to be a luxuriant vine yielding fruit. This was a common theme where Israel was said to be a vine, usually fruitful. The thrust of the word used suggests that the fruit was growing vigorously and plentifully. However, instead of using that fruit to enhance their relationship with God with the praise and worship due to Him, they used it to build more altars to the false gods that they were worshipping. The growth in prosperity had not drawn them to God; rather the converse as material blessing had caused their hearts to wander from their allegiance to God, following false deities instead. The pillars referred to were probably dedicated to Asherah, the consort of Baal, said to be the god of fertility. It seems that they were giving the fertility god Baal the credit for the prosperity that God had graciously given them.

It is possible that this section reflects a time when Hosea was sharing his thoughts with some friends, and thus expressing his sadness at the state of the nation. His conclusion in v2 is that the heart of the nation is false and that the people would have to bear their guilt. The word translated ‘divided’ can also mean smooth, as in tongue, speech, lip, but also in heart. Their hearts were not pure before God and this would result in judgement. Indeed that would be the fruit that would come from their behaviour, and not the good harvests of the land. God would come in judgement and break down their false places of worship and their Asherah poles. God will not share His glory with another, for it is His alone.

The church needs to be equally careful, that in our day we do not lose our spiritual fervour and life because of growing fat materially. This has been the downfall of far too many people over the centuries, and the parable of the sower is pertinent here. Our walk with God is too important to risk at the altar of the golden calf of material possessions. Furthermore, we cannot live on past blessings; we need a vibrant relationship with God today so that our faith remains alive. Like Hosea, we need the insight to see what is occurring in our society today, wherever we live, so that the light of Christ can shine through us to the people that we live amongst. In this way the church can offer a relevant witness to the world.

The situation is explained further in v3, where the people are saying that they have no king, for they perceive little benefit in having one. He would not be able to bring them out of their present crisis. Just as the false images in the previous verse would accomplish nothing, neither would a human king. As I am writing this commentary, much of the world is reeling under the problems of a looming global recession, and the attempts of various world leaders to solve the problems of the world are generally bearing little fruit. When God is shaking a nation, man’s efforts at producing a solution are of little use. The Bible is very up to date! At least the people of Israel had come to realise that a human king could not help them through their crisis. Beyond that, of course, they would have no king for the nation would be taken into exile. They rejected their heavenly king, so were deprived of their earthly one.

In v4 Hosea draws attention to the empty words and oaths made by the people. Clearly their words could not be trusted and their words were just empty promises. Probably this refers to the broken agreement that they had with Shalmaneser (2 Kings 17:4), going instead into a treaty with So of Egypt, even though such covenants with foreigners were forbidden under the Law. The divine judgement to flow from that would be as deadly as hemlock, and ancient means of poisoning someone.

From a general perspective, an inability to trust what a person says will quickly undermine a relationship, whether one of friendship or business, and any society is the poorer when people’s word cannot be relied upon. This affects our relationship with God too, and God is not pleased with a religion of empty words but no real faith. Man might be deceived by untrue words that a person utters, but God is not.

Moving on to v5-6, we return to mention of the golden calf of Beth-Aven. The golden calf was a snare to Israel in Aaron’s day, and the problem had continued with the calf at the shrine at Beth-Aven. Just as the king would not be able to save them, neither would this image of a false deity. Even though it was to be sent to Assyria as a payment of tribute money owed, it would still not bring them the relief that they desired. At every level, the hope placed in the golden calf was misplaced!

Israel would be ashamed at the bad counsel they had received; this almost implies that they had glimpsed the error of their ways. However, there was little sign of true repentance and the judgement therefore had to come. Even in modern times, mankind will still try and look to any solution other than God, continuing the flow of folly in man’s way of thinking. The effects of the fall are deep seated in mankind.

As we turn to v7-8, we find that the end is inevitable. We see the image of a king being washed away like a piece of rubbish washed away by the sea, totally powerless to prevent what is occurring. The foam on the water is unstable and short-lived, as will the king be. The suggestion is that judgement will come as a flood – powerful and irreversible. The tsunami of Christmas 2004 is a vivid example of how devastation can come suddenly and with great force. The sanctuaries of false worship would be broken down, and the desolation that followed would be such that thorns and thistles would grow up where they had existed.

The judgement would be such that the people would call out to the mountains and hills to cover them. This is a typical Old Testament warning of judgement. It has a prophetic ring to it, for Jesus quoted this verse on his way to Calvary (Luke 23:30). In that instance the women who saw Jesus making his way to be crucified were mourning for Him, and Jesus warned of coming judgement. To some degree that was fulfilled in 70 AD when Jerusalem was destroyed by the Romans, but the coming tribulation will also be a time when people will cry out for death because the times will be so bad. Hosea’s words therefore apply not only to his own generation but also to those who would follow.

THE NEED FOR GOOD FRUIT

Hosea 10:9-15: O Israel, thou hast sinned from the days of Gibeah: there they stood: the battle in Gibeah against the children of iniquity did not overtake them. [It is] in my desire that I should chastise them; and the people shall be gathered against them, when they shall bind themselves in their two furrows. And Ephraim [is as] an heifer [that is] taught, [and] loveth to tread out [the corn]; but I passed over upon her fair neck: I will make Ephraim to ride; Judah shall plow, [and] Jacob shall break his clods. Sow to yourselves in righteousness, reap in mercy; break up your fallow ground: for [it is] time to seek the LORD, till he come and rain righteousness upon you. Ye have plowed wickedness, ye have reaped iniquity; ye have eaten the fruit of lies: because thou didst trust in thy way, in the multitude of thy mighty men. Therefore shall a tumult arise among thy people, and all thy fortresses shall be spoiled, as Shalman spoiled Betharbel in the day of battle: the mother was dashed in pieces upon [her] children. So shall Bethel do unto you because of your great wickedness: in a morning shall the king of Israel utterly be cut off. 

REFLECTION
It is possible that Hosea had withdrawn from public ministry for a while in the last section, but here he is back with a further message from the Lord. He laments the fact that Israel has been sinful from the time of Gibeah, and again mentions the time when there was shameful violence done there (see 9:9 and Judges 19-21), and the tribe of Benjamin was nearly destroyed. That was a low point in the history of Israel, but the battle that formed parts of God’s judgement then did not overtake them. In essence, he is saying that nothing has changed, and the people are still as sinful as ever, despite various messages from God, either through Hosea or other prophets. What is threatened now, however, is that the judgement would become worse and that they would go into exile because of their sin. At the time of the Gibeah events, most of the tribes reacted strongly to the sin of Benjamin, and in effect took God’s side. Now, however, Israel has turned away from God and thus deserves His wrath.

In v10 we are told that judgement would therefore come, with nations gathering to make war against them. It is so important that we remember that God is so utterly sovereign in this world, and we cannot play fast and loose with Him and expect to come away unscathed. He is indeed a merciful God of love, but He must also judge sin because of His holy and righteous character. 

The reference to the two furrows has caused commentators to suggest differing interpretations, one of which is that they have persisted in their twofold apostasy from Jehovah and the royal house of David, in accordance with Hosea 3:5, where it is distinctly stated that the ultimate conversion of the nation will consist in its seeking Jehovah and David their king.

Another suggestion is that the two furrows implies two oxen ploughing together, such that Israel can be pictured as uniting their forces against the attacking enemies, but to no avail. A further view is that Israel did not pull together in following the Lord, and in effect made cross furrows, thus indicating their waywardness.

In vv11-12 we find that Hosea is using another agricultural illustration to depict Israel, this time as a trained heifer. As such, Israel was put to work threshing, a useful and needed occupation. As a trained animal, they were not like the other animals grazing and being fattened up for slaughter and eating. The threshing would have involved walking over the harvested grain to separate the grain from the ear so that it could be used for its intended purpose.  There would be times of rest and grazing allowed, so that they could do the work more effectively and humanely, as required by the Law in Deuteronomy 25:4 (You shall not muzzle an ox while it is treading out the grain). At that point they were spared the hard work of pulling the plough to break up the ground.

Another facet of threshing for the heifer is that as it threshed it was able to eat of the grain as it pleased. It was therefore a more pleasurable occupation for the animal, and the tendency would be that it might grow fat and strong. Thus Israel had become fat and at ease, resting on the blessings that God had given them, but that would now all change.

However, the verse goes on to state that they would be put to work to pull a yoke, to break up the fallow ground so that seed for a good crop could be sown. The yoke would be put on their neck, implying discipline and work. To some degree this was wholesome, for we are all called to mature and grow in our lives, and in Israel’s case the work of God in their lives would become harder. They had not responded to God when the favourable conditions existed, so God would therefore put more pressure upon them in an effort to draw them back to Him. This is a recurring theme in Scripture, and it is frequently found that those who should know God’s ways, but do not follow them, have problems and difficulties sent by God to sound as an alarm bell and remind them of God’s presence and His requirements. This is a lesson that the church needs to keep in mind also, for we have received much grace from God, and therefore much is required of us as Christians.

They are called to sow righteousness for themselves so that the fruit from that would be steadfast love. The image naturally has application to their moral and spiritual state. If they would but follow the Law of the Lord they would receive blessings from on high. If they sowed in righteousness they would reap mercy, the word implying condescending love toward the poor and wretched, and a duty that we owe to our fellow man. 

In a similar vein, they were called to break up the fallow ground of their hearts. Hosea says that it is the time to seek the Lord, so the He might come and rain salvation upon them. Set out clearly like this, it should be patently obvious to them (and indeed to all people) that the best way is to follow the Lord, for it is in the heart of God to bless His people. It is a theme repeated time and again in the Bible, for God desires to have fellowship with mankind, but cannot compromise His holy nature. For Israel, they were set apart to be God’s special people, and thus were called particularly to a life of righteousness as a witness to the rest of the world. They were required to break up the fallow ground in the hearts of others to show them the way to God, but they had failed even in their own lives in this regard.

Unfortunately, the opposite occurred, as described in vv13-15, and the ploughing they had done was that of iniquity. The inevitable harvest from that was that they would reap injustice and the fruit of lies. All too often in life God’s expectations of us are greater than what we actually produce in our lives, again as illustrated for us in the parable of the sower. It is a principle set out in God’s word that we do reap what we sow in this life. Given that we have only one life on this earth before death (or the Lord’s return) it is vital that we use this life for God’s service in the way that He calls us to.

Israel had not only sowed iniquity, but they had trusted in ‘their way’ and in their own strength, rather than in God. Their way would suggest their idolatry and worship of false gods. They had chariots and armies and felt that this would give them the protection and strength that they needed. God’s response was that He would send war – if they were going to prepare for it and put their trust in their armies, then God would put that to the test, only for them to discover that such human resources would be insufficient when God was on the move against them. They would find their fortresses destroyed, so that the strongholds that seemed impregnable were brought down to nothing.

As I am writing this, the world is being rocked by a financial crisis that is apparently plunging much of the world headlong into recession. What has been exposed is the greed of many in the financial world, and a willingness by many to trust in the “strongholds” of financial institutions. God has shaken this to the core, showing that what man has built is little more than a house of cards that is falling apart. Our trust is to be in God and His mercy and provision; it may be easier to say than to do, but as the days grow darker prior to Jesus’ return we need as Christians to have Christ as our rock, and not man made attempts at security.

The reference to Shalman in v14 is rather obscure, as we do not know who he was and what he did; possibly it is a contraction of Shalmaneser of Assyria. Nevertheless, it seems that he had recently destroyed Beth-arbel (in north trans-Jordan, nearest to the border with Assyria) in a battle, and Shalmaneser did attack this area in his first invasion of Israel. The same fate would happen to the house of Israel as a whole. This would extend to mothers and children so the degree of destruction would be severe. Hosea makes it clear that this will occur because of their wickedness (v15) and in the process their king would be cut off. Instead of the blessings that God had wanted to rain down on them, it would be destruction instead. The consequences of walking in a manner contrary to God are severe.

Israel had been chosen by God – for a purpose. They were to be fruitful in righteousness and a witness to the nations. There was (and is) responsibility in being called apart by God to serve Him, and whilst God has certainly not finished with Israel nationally, He has also called the church to be His witnesses in this age of grace, and we too have the responsibility to obey. Although we have the security of knowing as Christians that we are eternally secure on God’s calling, our works will be judged after the church is called home, at which time God will look for good fruit.

In v15, we find that Bethel would do the same to Israel because of their wickedness. This probably refers to the calf worship at Bethel that was one of the causes of Israel’s downfall. Idolatry never brings good results, and this is a lesson that this generation still needs to learn given the interfaith influences that affect both nation and church.
DOCTRINES:
CHRISTIAN LIFE – REWARDS AND CROWNS

JUDGMENT – JUDGMENT SEAT OF CHRIST  
CALLED OUT OF EGYPT

Hosea 11:1-4: When Israel [was] a child, then I loved him, and called my son out of Egypt. [As] they called them, so they went from them: they sacrificed unto Baalim, and burned incense to graven images. I taught Ephraim also to go, taking them by their arms; but they knew not that I healed them. I drew them with cords of a man, with bands of love: and I was to them as they that take off the yoke on their jaws, and I laid meat unto them. 

REFLECTION
This short section gives a tender picture of love, that of a parent for a child, and is probably one of the best known parts of Hosea. God’s love for Israel is as deep and tender as that of a parent for a child, only purer because God is untainted by any sin. God had indeed been faithful to Israel from her very foundation, and her history as seen in the bible underscores this many times. 

God’s love is seen in v1 as Hosea recalls the time when God called ‘His Son’ out of Egypt, a clear reference to the Exodus when Moses led the people out of that land (See Exodus 4:22-23). God’s love was provoked by the slavery and oppression that Israel was suffering, so He took them out into freedom as He had promised. This, however, is only part of the story, for as is common with prophetic scriptures, there is more than one reference intended, and both Israel and Jesus were referred to as God’s son. Matthew quotes from this verse (Mathew 2:15) in reference to Jesus, when Joseph was told to take Mary and the baby Jesus into Egypt to avoid the persecution on young babies in Bethlehem in Herod’s attempt to have Jesus killed. 

The tender nature of the passage does have a twist, for the context of the previous sections is one of disobedience on Israel’s part. The Law of Moses required the parent of a rebellious and delinquent child to take him to the elders of the town to be stoned so that the evil would be removed from the town (Deuteronomy 21:18-21). God is in effect doing the same here, for Israel was being rebellious and the evil needed to be judged. Israel had gone off to worship Baal and the graven images associated with that religion, despite being called to the contrary.

Israel never fully accepted the relationship of being God’s son, unlike Jesus, who fully embraced it and fulfilled the requirements of that relationship as a totally obedient Son. As Christians, we too have the same relationship with God, achieved through Christ, and we are also required to embrace the relationship in a deep and living way. We are also called out of the ‘Egypt’ of our old sinful life, so that we enter into the fullness of the new life that Jesus came to give. So much of Christendom has been as ungrateful as Israel for the blessings and privileges that we have as part of the church, and the need is as urgent as ever for God to have a vibrant witness in our day in the form of a loving and obedient ‘son’. Israel became God’s son by election, just as the church does too, although we need to be careful not to confuse their respective roles and responsibilities.

In v3, God took Israel by the arms, to tend and care for her and keep her from straying, yet this love was rejected. This is a figurative picture of paternal care and loving training, and too many parents know the heartbreak of seeing a child turn away from the good upbringing that has been given. In their early years, the picture could imply a parent taking a child in his arms as the child takes its first tottering steps, and the parent will pick up the child when it falls. God had done that so often for Israel.

In v4, God is said to have led Israel with cords, suggesting the reins that might be used by a parent when walking with a young child, to help steady the child and to prevent it from running off. God’s treatment of Israel was loving and gentle, yet with correct training and discipline. 

The second part of the verse has application to the yoke on the neck of an ox, the humane farmer loosening the straps under the jaws form time to time, so that the ox could eat the food given to it by the farmer. In a similar way, God had removed the yoke of slavery from Israel by bringing them out of Egypt, and He then led them and fed them in the wilderness until they entered the Promised Land.

DOCTRINES:
CHURCH AND ISRAEL

THE TENDER HEART OF GOD

Hosea 11:5-12: He shall not return into the land of Egypt, but the Assyrian shall be his king, because they refused to return. And the sword shall abide on his cities, and shall consume his branches, and devour [them], because of their own counsels. And my people are bent to backsliding from me: though they called them to the most High, none at all would exalt [him]. How shall I give thee up, Ephraim? [how] shall I deliver thee, Israel? how shall I make thee as Admah? [how] shall I set thee as Zeboim? mine heart is turned within me, my repentings are kindled together. I will not execute the fierceness of mine anger, I will not return to destroy Ephraim: for I [am] God, and not man; the Holy One in the midst of thee: and I will not enter into the city. They shall walk after the LORD: he shall roar like a lion: when he shall roar, then the children shall tremble from the west. They shall tremble as a bird out of Egypt, and as a dove out of the land of Assyria: and I will place them in their houses, saith the LORD. Ephraim compasseth me about with lies, and the house of Israel with deceit: but Judah yet ruleth with God, and is faithful with the saints. 

REFLECTION
God’s message through Hosea in this section starts with a promised return to captivity, similar to their time in Egypt. Clearly this in not meant to be a literal return to Egypt, as v5 indicates that it will be Assyria which will rule over them, but the resultant effect will be much the same, Egypt being symbolic of bondage for them. Israel’s heritage regarded the escape from Egypt as deeply significant for them, so to promise a return to captivity would have been a hard message for them to accept. In Egypt they felt oppressed and cut off from God; it would seem the same for them in Assyria. It is also clear here that the reason for the captivity would be that they had refused to return to God. It is pertinent that after the Exodus from Egypt God made His covenant with Israel for them to be His chosen people, so for them to have rejected Him here gives further reason why they should be taken into captivity. A further reason for them not returning literally to Egypt was that it might suggest that God’s purpose in bringing them out of there had failed because of the sin in the nation.

Whilst there is a clear difference between Israel and the church, as Christians we are in relationship with God through Christ, and Jesus has led us out of the captivity of sin, equivalent to our ‘Egypt’, into the fullness of a new life with Him. We have a similar responsibility to live in obedience to God’s word and ways, so that God does not need to discipline us for any disobedience. God’s love is great, but it is not a soft love that ignores bad behaviour; that would not be true love. God wants to bring His people to maturity, just as Jesus was mature and complete in His relationship with God His Father.

The promise of discipline continues in v6, where Hosea makes clear that their cities would be attacked with the sword, the bars of their gates would be broken down and they would be devoured in their fortresses. The reference to branches probably refers to the villages, which would link to the cities near to them. Thus, wherever they were living they would be affected by the enemy advance. Whatever they put their trust in with regard to human protection would be taken away and revealed as useless when God would move in judgement. It is vital for us too that we have our security in God, and not in who we try to be or what we possess. 

The suggestion is that the coming judgement is past being averted, as in v7 Hosea says that the people are so intent on turning away from God that the yoke of slavery He would put upon them will not be removed by anyone. Not only do they backslide, which can sometimes occur subtly when we are not adequately focused on God, but they were bent on it, suggesting a deliberate decision to turn away from God. This is an awesome situation to be in and God does still move in judgement upon rebellious people and nations today. God’s patience is far greater than ours, but His holiness will not be compromised and the time does come when He has to act.

Notwithstanding the inevitability of God’s judgement upon Israel, the tender heart of God emerges again in v8, where He asks how He can give Israel up and hand them over to a foreign power. It is evident that God takes no pleasure in meting out judgement, for His first desire is to show love, mercy and grace and His natural heart is one of compassion. God will not break His covenant of love with Israel, even though it might only be a remnant left for God to work through. God’s love is indeed steadfast, and the whole story of salvation is that of God going to great lengths to restore mankind to Himself so that He can have relationship with us again, without undermining His holiness.

To underline this point, Hosea mentions Admah and Zeboiim, with God almost crying out to question how He could treat Israel like these two cities. They were places of sin that God had destroyed in anger (See Deuteronomy 29:23) alongside Sodom and Gomorrah, and it evidently grieved God’s heart to do the same to Israel. What does come through regarding God’s love is that although these two cities mentioned were completely destroyed, God would not do the same to Israel, for God’s chosen people would continue beyond the prophesied exile. This in itself is a significant demonstration of God’s faithful and enduring love, for Israel still exists and has an important place in God’s prophetic programme today. The thrust of this is found in v9 of our passage. Because God is God, and not man, He will not give up on Israel, despite the theology of some who would suggest otherwise.

In today’s church we often reassure ourselves with the statement that God is love, and this is thankfully entirely true. However, it is only part of God’s character, and there are times when God has to judge and discipline His people. This does not mean that God’s love is diminished; rather as a good and loving Father He does discipline to bring His children to greater maturity and devotion. Even though Israel currently exists nationally in unbelief, the time is coming when God will draw His people to Himself, even though further discipline will again be necessary for this to occur. God’s love is strong and everlasting, and He sees beyond the immediate to ensure that His purposes will be achieved in and through His people.

The law of the covenant with Israel could suggest that God was obliged to abandon Israel and this creates the conflict in God’s heart that we find in v8 here. It also would conflict with God’s promises to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob that Israel would endure forever before Him. God’s omniscience is such that He knew all along what would occur, and He brings discipline to His people in Israel because of their sin, yet He is still able to continue to keep and bless Israel beyond that. God’s ways are indeed higher than ours!

There are times for each of us when we feel that God is distant, or feel crushed by our circumstances. At such times we need to look to God for our strength, and He will be with us in our difficulties, even if He does not remove them from us. God is more interested in our growth in spiritual maturity than in our comfort! He is always faithful and utterly dependable, and one day we will understand the wonder of His purposes for us, even if we do not at present. 

The theme of judgement is challenged by God’s love in v10-11 for there we find the prospect of restoration after the exile. We have the benefit of hindsight and can see God’s continued care for Israel in the return from exile, but in Hosea’s day they would have to cling to the promises given by God’s prophets. God would ‘roar’ for His people, and they would come back to return to their homes from the places of their exile. They might be trembling like birds (although the analogy may permit swiftness of return), but there was a future for them. The reference to the west may indicate Europe, whilst Egypt and Assyria could indicate Asia and Africa as places from which they people will return, showing a comprehensive recovery of the nation. Because God is faithful to Israel despite their sin and waywardness, then we can all have hope in God’s faithfulness, subject to us being in a saving relationship through Christ.

In v12, we find that Ephraim is still described as been deceitful and untruthful with God, although the southern kingdom of Judah was still in fellowship with God at this time. One of the things that no doubt displeased God was the pretence by which Israel was superficially worshipping God, but at the same time was involved in the calf worship at Bethel. It is folly to try and pretend with God, for He knows us better than we know ourselves. In these last few verses we have seen the blend of God’s love and His holy judgement, so that we have a balanced view of God’s character here. It is important that we view God’s character in the complete variety of His many attributes (so far as our human minds can do so!), for if we focus too much on any one of God’s characteristics we will have an unbalanced view of Him, and will tend to veer into error.

DOCTRINES:
GOD – COMFORT FOR BELIEVERS

CONTENDING WITH GOD

Hosea 12:1-6: Ephraim feedeth on wind, and followeth after the east wind: he daily increaseth lies and desolation; and they do make a covenant with the Assyrians, and oil is carried into Egypt. The LORD hath also a controversy with Judah, and will punish Jacob according to his ways; according to his doings will he recompense him. He took his brother by the heel in the womb, and by his strength he had power with God: Yea, he had power over the angel, and prevailed: he wept, and made supplication unto him: he found him [in] Bethel, and there he spake with us; Even the LORD God of hosts; the LORD [is] his memorial. Therefore turn thou to thy God: keep mercy and judgment, and wait on thy God continually. 

REFLECTION
This section follows the end of chapter 11, such that some commentators link v1 with v12 of the last chapter. The theme is still Ephraim, or Israel, and here they are said to be herding the wind. This is a symbol of the futility of their actions apart from God. For Israel, the east wind came off the desert and was extremely hot, so it was the utmost folly to seek it out. This wind not only did no good, but brought harm in its wake. The nation was a place where falsehood and violence abounded, suggesting that the lines between truth and falsehood had become blurred, with the inevitable serious effect upon the society there. So often lies have to ‘increase’, with more lies then needed to cover up previous statements of untruth. This is not unlike the situation in many western societies today, and we do well to take note accordingly. Ecclesiastes has a good deal to say about the futility of chasing after wind in terms of meaningless activity outside the centre of God’s will.

Israel had also made alliances and bargains with Egypt and Assyria, apparently sending gifts and oil. If they hoped to achieve security this way they would be frustrated, for God’s purposes are higher than man’s, and without God in the midst of our plans, all of our efforts are indeed futile. Without wishing at all to import meaning into the passage here, there is a modern reminder that our dependence on oil, and the alliances the West are making with various Middle Eastern countries, often at the expense of Israel’s interests, should sound a note of warning. Nations that have had a Christian heritage should be especially aware of the danger of turning one’s back on God and His word.

Hosea now presses home his message by referring to Jacob, one of the patriarchs and founding fathers of Israel. It is a clever choice, for Jacob had his name changed to Israel, and from his 12 sons the nation of Israel was formed. A further twist is that Jacob was himself known to be something of a deceiver and a cheat, and even his name had this flavour as its meaning. Hosea reminded the people in v2 that even when he was born, Jacob took his twin brother Esau by the heel (see Genesis 25:26), suggesting a tendency to a grasping nature.

Later in his life, Jacob fought with God, as brought out in v3 & 4, once more showing the tendency to violence and grasping, particularly as he was seeking a blessing from God at the time. By linking God and an angel in these two verses, we have a confirmation that the ‘angel’ was in fact God, and this would have been a pre-incarnate appearance of Christ who is the revealed member of the Trinity. This occurred at Bethel, the name meaning ‘House of God’, where the Israel of Hosea’s day was worshipping a golden calf. To his credit, Jacob was prepared to persevere with God, even if his motives were not entirely pure, and as Christians we can learn something of the persevering nature of prayer here. Jacob had his thigh put out of joint, so in his weakness he prevailed with God. We are weak in our own strength, but God is mighty and we can know His strength when filled with His Holy Spirit.

The thrust of this is that Jacob was not in himself a pleasant person, yet God chose him and turned him around to become the founder of Israel. Israel was now reflecting the character of her founder, yet was not turning back to God. Even Jacob was able to recognise the hand of God at work in his life, but the nation of Israel did not. Jacob wept before God and sought His favour; his descendants could not now apparently do that. It was through Jacob’s strivings with the angel, presumably arising from his reluctance to obey God unconditionally, that Jacob was turned around to see God at work. Nevertheless, through his striving with God, he did obtain the blessing, that was transmitted to his descendants in the form of national Israel.

God does not object to us struggling in our faith, provided that we do honestly search Him out when He will be found by us. Indeed, it is often during the difficult struggles of life that we grow the most as believers, and draw closest to God. We need to learn from Jacob’s dubious character, and from Israel’s disobedience, that we might come forth as mature believers who can trust God, and who can be trusted by God to do His work here on earth.

In v6 Israel was commanded to show mercy and judgement, indicating a wholesome and right attitude to their fellow man, in accordance with the thrust of the latter part of the 10 Commandments. They were to wait on God continually, showing a right attitude to him, and from that the right treatment of other humans would follow.

DOCTRINES:
JACOB – THE PATRIARCH

UNJUST PROFITS

Hosea 12:7-14: [He is] a merchant, the balances of deceit [are] in his hand: he loveth to oppress. And Ephraim said, Yet I am become rich, I have found me out substance: [in] all my labours they shall find none iniquity in me that [were] sin. And I [that am] the LORD thy God from the land of Egypt will yet make thee to dwell in tabernacles, as in the days of the solemn feast. I have also spoken by the prophets, and I have multiplied visions, and used similitudes, by the ministry of the prophets. [Is there] iniquity [in] Gilead? surely they are vanity: they sacrifice bullocks in Gilgal; yea, their altars [are] as heaps in the furrows of the fields. And Jacob fled into the country of Syria, and Israel served for a wife, and for a wife he kept [sheep]. And by a prophet the LORD brought Israel out of Egypt, and by a prophet was he preserved. Ephraim provoked [him] to anger most bitterly: therefore shall he leave his blood upon him, and his reproach shall his Lord return unto him. 

REFLECTION
Hosea now reflects on the businessmen who use dishonest means to become rich, and in doing so oppress others, presumably especially the poor. It is always the weak and defenceless members of society who are vulnerable to oppression from those who will take advantage of others, and God repeatedly says in Scripture how He expects His people to stand up for and defend those who are weak. 

There is, however, a play on words here in the Hebrew, for the word for merchant is also literally a Canaanite. The Israelites were originally of the pure stock of Jacob, but had become more like the Canaanites who were known as cheating merchants and whose land they had taken over. When Israel entered the Promised Land, they were told not to intermingle with the people there, for God knew that this would be their spiritual downfall. They had now become so much like the Canaanite inhabitants that it was difficult to tell the difference between them. Similarly, the church today is called to be a light in the darkness, and although we are to be in the world, we are not to be of the world. Sadly, all too often it is hard to see the difference because worldliness has infiltrated so much of the church.

This is compounded in v8 by Israel’s view that she had become rich and clearly felt proud of and comfortable with her riches. What is tragic, though, is that the nation was blind to its poverty before God, and any riches had been obtained by wrong means. There was self-sufficiency in their attitude, and reliance upon worldly resources. The message suggests that the people were protesting their innocence, but traders frequently produce their sales patter that masks the truth.

This resonates with the message to the church in Laodicea in Revelation 3:14-22, where the people had considered themselves to be wealthy, but could not see their spiritual poverty. God is more than able to shake our reliance upon material possessions, and ultimately when we meet Him face to face it is our faithfulness and our relationship to Him that will count for eternity.

God is not opposed to wealth in itself, but those who are blessed with riches need to remember that they are stewards of what God has given to them. What God is opposed to, is the accumulation of wealth at the expense of others, particularly the vulnerable in society, and also if it is obtained by dishonest means. God also is opposed to reliance on material prosperity rather than upon Him. Greed is a sin, and we are to keep such matters in perspective. 

God declares again in v9 that He is the Lord, and will cause them to dwell in tents as they did in the wilderness, and as they did once a year at the feast of Tabernacles, the very feast being a reminder of their wanderings in the wilderness. God would therefore strip away their complacent reliance on riches, and reduce them to a much more modest lifestyle. Living in tents means that material possessions cannot be taken with you, and at such times you are only able to have the bare necessities of life. Nevertheless, there is the reminder here that even when the Israelites were wandering in the wilderness, God provided marvellously for them. When the invading Assyrians arrived, they destroyed a great deal and plundered the Israelites.

All the while that Israel was pursuing its own wayward course, God was speaking to them through His prophets (v10). The people were without excuse; they had ignored God’s words to them, and continued to build and worship at their false altars, whilst at the same time living lives that were deceitful and not pleasing to Him. Even today, God still speaks loud and clear to those who would listen to Him. We have the benefit of God’s fully revealed word in the Bible; we have teaching facilities by a variety of media, including the internet, so those who feel so inclined can find out about Christianity. More than that, however, God has spoken through His creation, and anyone who honestly stops to look at our world with an open mind cannot fail to marvel at the wonder of what God has made. God will always make Himself known to those who are genuinely open to Him, and He has always done so.

The message moves on in v11, where Hosea states that their wrong way of life will come to nothing. If they have sinned in Gilead they will reap the reward of that; if in Gilgal they offer bulls to their false deities, their altars there will be demolished. Gilead and Gilgal represent the two halves of the kingdom of the ten tribes; Gilead the land to the east of the Jordan, and Gilgal the territory to the west. The name ‘Gilgal’ means a heap of stones, which is hinted at in the verse here. God is not mocked – He sees all that goes on and He will repay accordingly.

In v12 there is the parenthetic reference to Jacob fleeing to Syria (or Aram) to serve for a wife. Jacob was a dishonest trickster who stole his brother’s birthright and his blessing, and as a consequence had to flee for his life. If Israel continued to behave deceitfully, they too would have to flee from their homeland. Jacob, however, had looked after his sheep faithfully to gain his bride and did not abandon God, but the people of Israel now have not guarded their faith, and had rejected those who would draw them back to God.

By God’s prophetic word Moses led the people out of Egypt (v13), and through the work of Moses as God’s prophet they were preserved in the wilderness and beyond. However, despite God’s goodness to them, the people had provoked God so that in v14 God restated the judgement that was to befall them. The reference to blood being left upon him reminds us that without adequate forgiveness of sin the blood guiltiness of sin does remain, for violence had been rife in Israel. It took the blood of animals initially, and then more fully the blood of Christ, to deal with this. 

This is the climax to this passage, where God has clearly been seen to have pleaded with Israel, but to no avail. Israel had become too comfortable with its wealth so that the word of God was choked out. The church needs to learn the same lesson and maintain a vitality in its witness and walk with God.

DOCTRINES:
WEALTH

CHRISTIAN LIFE – PILGRIM

THE ONLY SAVIOUR

Hosea 13:1-8: When Ephraim spake trembling, he exalted himself in Israel; but when he offended in Baal, he died. And now they sin more and more, and have made them molten images of their silver, [and] idols according to their own understanding, all of it the work of the craftsmen: they say of them, Let the men that sacrifice kiss the calves. Therefore they shall be as the morning cloud, and as the early dew that passeth away, as the chaff [that] is driven with the whirlwind out of the floor, and as the smoke out of the chimney. Yet I [am] the LORD thy God from the land of Egypt, and thou shalt know no god but me: for [there is] no saviour beside me. I did know thee in the wilderness, in the land of great drought. According to their pasture, so were they filled; they were filled, and their heart was exalted; therefore have they forgotten me. Therefore I will be unto them as a lion: as a leopard by the way will I observe [them]: I will meet them as a bear [that is] bereaved [of her whelps], and will rend the caul of their heart, and there will I devour them like a lion: the wild beast shall tear them. 

REFLECTION
In this section Hosea is drawing towards the end of his active prophetic ministry, as before long the events that he has prophesied will come to pass and the nation will no longer be there to listen to what he has to say. The date is probably about 724 or 723 BC. The people of Israel are still worshipping idols and thus continuing to incur God’s wrath. Ten years before this, Tiglath-Pileser had brought a crisis to Israel and which they had survived, but they had not learnt from that so that they turned to God again. They had merely sinned more and more and had made more graven images (v2) rather than worship the true and living God.

Some suggest that the first part of v1 means that when Ephraim (the most powerful tribe in Israel’s early history) spoke, the rest of Israel trembled and took note. The prophet has in his mind the attempts made by Ephraim to get the rule among the tribes, which led eventually to the secession of the ten tribes from the royal family of David, and the establishment of the kingdom of Israel by the side of that of Judah. The worship of Baal flourished especially in the time of King Ahab, and was more offensive to God than the calf worship, which did also prove a snare to them.

The images mentioned have been made by human craftsmen, and are totally unable to do anything to deliver the people from their difficulties and problems, let alone enable them to have a relationship with God. Although it is easy for us to look back and criticise them for their futile behaviour, we should perhaps remember that any life without God has a sense of futility. Their devotion extended to ‘kissing calves’, presumably referring to the golden calves at the two unofficial sites of worship in Israel at Gilgal and Beersheba. This is reminiscent of statues in religious places such as St Peter’s in Rome, where the faithful are encouraged to touch the foot of the statue of St Peter. Reverence of such images is nothing more than idol worship and is not pleasing to God, who alone deserves our reverence and worship. What is more important is that we have the true God in the centre of our lives.

Because of their idolatry and the absence of true worship in their lives, the people of Israel would be like a morning mist (v3) or like dew that vanishes with the morning sun. Further comparisons in this verse are the chaff that is blown from the threshing floor (an outdoor location) or smoke that is blown away, a chimney in the East generally being an opening in the wall. The clear picture is of something that will not last, and given the prophecies that Hosea has uttered to date it is apparent that it is Israel that will shortly be removed from the land. Certainly God will not have finished with national Israel for his purposes and promises stand forever, but there will be clear discipline for them in terms of removal from the land into exile.

God then pleads His case further in v4, where He states that He is the Lord their God, from the land of Egypt. It was He who delivered them, and there was a clear covenant relationship after the Exodus existing between God and Israel. God says through Hosea that they know no God but Him; there is no other God and any attempt to be acquainted with another deity is fruitless for there is no other God. All other so-called deities are imitations and not worthy of any worship or allegiance. 

God also says that beside Him there is no Saviour, and this is the crux of the Christian gospel. Man desperately needs saving from the wrath of God because of the horror of sin that separates us from Him. Any other religion cannot achieve salvation for mankind, for they attempt to reach God by good works or other forms of appeasement. The gospel says that God knew our plight, and He reached down to us because we could do nothing about it. God sent His Son to be the only possible Saviour, the righteous dying for the unrighteous. Christianity is exclusive to the extent that it maintains that Christ is the only way of salvation, and that outside of Him man is still lost in sin. No wonder Paul speaks of the offence of the cross, yet it is nevertheless a wonderful cross because of what Jesus accomplished there.

Returning to God’s nurture of Israel after the Exodus, in v5 God reminds them that it was He who knew them and fed them in the wilderness, where they wandered for 40 years. Were it not for God’s miraculous provision for them, they would have died of hunger in such a hostile environment. Despite this care and kindness, they forgot God for their hearts were evil. Again it is easy for us to point the finger and accuse Israel of unfaithfulness, but human nature has not changed, and there are many people, Christians included, who take the blessings of God for granted and fail to take stock of the extent of God’s goodness to them. Prosperity can so easily make men proud and forget their dependence on God. It is indeed a good practice to count our blessings daily, as the old hymn encouraged.

This failure to acknowledge God and His goodness to Israel, meant that God would change in His attitude to the nation. In vv7-8 we find that in place of the caring, loving God who led and fed them in the wilderness, He would now be a violent, aggressive God. We need to be careful here that we do not malign God’s holy character, but He likens himself to a wild animal, moving from a lion, to a leopard, and a bear robbed of her cubs. We have the picture of a ferocious animal, noted for hunting down its prey, and in the case of the bear, one that is angry at the loss of her cubs. 

God is not, of course, unpredictable as might be a wild animal, but as the lion is king of the beasts, God is sovereign and supreme. As the leopard that is swift of foot, God cannot be restrained and is everywhere, also swift to act when it is needed. The bear robbed of her cubs is angered because she has lost what is rightly hers. God had lost the allegiance and devotion of His children, this being rightly His. Those who should have been His children were not, and God being a jealous God is finally roused to action here, despite His amazing patience over the centuries. God’s action is controlled and justified, and by it His holy and righteous nature will be vindicated.

DOCTRINES:
WORLDLINESS

CHURCH – WORSHIP AND PRAISE

THE CERTAINTY OF JUDGEMENT

Hosea 13:9-16: O Israel, thou hast destroyed thyself; but in me [is] thine help. I will be thy king: where [is any other] that may save thee in all thy cities? and thy judges of whom thou saidst, Give me a king and princes? I gave thee a king in mine anger, and took [him] away in my wrath. The iniquity of Ephraim [is] bound up; his sin [is] hid. The sorrows of a travailing woman shall come upon him: he [is] an unwise son; for he should not stay long in [the place of] the breaking forth of children. I will ransom them from the power of the grave; I will redeem them from death: O death, I will be thy plagues; O grave, I will be thy destruction: repentance shall be hid from mine eyes. Though he be fruitful among [his] brethren, an east wind shall come, the wind of the LORD shall come up from the wilderness, and his spring shall become dry, and his fountain shall be dried up: he shall spoil the treasure of all pleasant vessels. Samaria shall become desolate; for she hath rebelled against her God: they shall fall by the sword: their infants shall be dashed in pieces, and their women with child shall be ripped up. 

REFLECTION
It seems that Israel has run out of options here, as in v9 God declares that He will destroy her, yet the verse makes clear that effectively she has destroyed herself; she has no one else to blame, for only God could be her true help. There was no one left who could help her, not even the kings that they had hoped would be able to lead them to victory. Back in 1 Samuel 8-10 Israel had demanded a king to be like the other nations around, and God had given them what they had asked for. At its heart however, the demand for a king was a rejection of God’s kingship over the nation, and their misplaced confidence in a strong leader was now coming home to roost. It is as though God is asking Israel ‘where was the king that they had demanded’; they were not without a man on the throne but he was unable to help them in their current plight. Bear in mind that the northern kingdom of Israel had chosen to move away from the anointed Davidic line of royal descent to go their own way. God had said in the previous section (v4) that He was her only Saviour, so if He wasn’t prepared to help then their situation was indeed desperate. It is folly to rely on political alliance or national rulers when God is on the move to make His mark on a nation, and only a repentant attitude will be of any benefit.

Hosea’s message, however, has now progressed beyond the point of calling Israel to repentance, for the time for that had passed. The prophetic message was now an announcement that the judgement was coming regardless of any contrition on Israel’s part. What God is able to do, however, is to look beyond the coming judgement for He knows that He has not finished with Israel. God is the giver of life, and He determines the length of our days on earth. He is also the one who raises up and deposes leaders (v11), and it is important that we include God in our plans and daily lives. God had removed Saul, Israel’s first king, because of disobedience, and others had suffered the same fate also. One of the major purposes and benefits of prophecy is that through it we can make sense of what is happening in our lives and in the world, and without knowing God’s ultimate purpose for this earth, as revealed in His word, we are left floundering when difficult times come.

The word used for ‘bind up’ in v12, suggests something that is of great value to the owner, so that he binds it up away from the sight of others to protect it. Israel seems to be guarding her sin in a similar fashion.

God also likens Israel to a child that is due to be born (v13) but does not present itself at the mouth of the womb to be delivered. What should be expected to come and bring new life, comes to nothing, and this is the case with Israel. One of the things about pregnancy is that the outcome is expected and should not take the mother by surprise. There is a predicted and known outcome from her condition, just as there is with Israel who has sinned and displeased God.  The timing might not be fully known, but there should have been a state of being prepared and the outcome should have been one that produced new life. God looked for fruit, but there was none. God wanted to give new life to the nation, but they were not willing to receive it. 

In v14 God promises some form of deliverance as He will rescue them from death and the power of the grave. God has the power to deliver them, but He will be to them the plagues that will bring death. He could no longer act with compassion because of their unbelief and idolatry. God is symbolically looking for death to provide its plagues, and Hades to bring forth its destruction, because this is what the people deserved. Nevertheless, for the believer there is deliverance from the power of death through the work of Christ, and Paul declares in 1 Corinthians 15:55 that death has lost its sting for the believer.

Another approach is found in v15, where God says that although Israel might flourish as a reed plant (one that would have no lack of water), yet He will bring the east wind so that the area, and the plant dries up. When God does not give the increase, the plant will wither and die. It is so easy to forget that we are dependant on God for all that we are and have, for every breath that we breathe, and to ignore Him is utter folly.

When the destruction comes, it would mean death for the people, even the children and the pregnant women. Those on whom society normally has compassion will be as affected by the invasion and the judgement as everyone else. In a similar way, each one of us must give an account to God for our life here on earth, and outside of Christ we all deserve judgement. Surely we all need to be ready to meet Him at any time.

DOCTRINES:
HELL AND HADES

THE PROMISE OF A BETTER FUTURE

Hosea 14:1-9: O Israel, return unto the LORD thy God; for thou hast fallen by thine iniquity. Take with you words, and turn to the LORD: say unto him, Take away all iniquity, and receive [us] graciously: so will we render the calves of our lips. Asshur shall not save us; we will not ride upon horses: neither will we say any more to the work of our hands, [Ye are] our gods: for in thee the fatherless findeth mercy. I will heal their backsliding, I will love them freely: for mine anger is turned away from him. I will be as the dew unto Israel: he shall grow as the lily, and cast forth his roots as Lebanon. His branches shall spread, and his beauty shall be as the olive tree, and his smell as Lebanon. They that dwell under his shadow shall return; they shall revive [as] the corn, and grow as the vine: the scent thereof [shall be] as the wine of Lebanon. Ephraim [shall say], What have I to do any more with idols? I have heard [him], and observed him: I [am] like a green fir tree. From me is thy fruit found. Who [is] wise, and he shall understand these [things]? prudent, and he shall know them? for the ways of the LORD [are] right, and the just shall walk in them: but the transgressors shall fall therein. 

REFLECTION
We enter this final chapter of Hosea with the certain judgement that was set out in chapter 13 still ringing in our ears. It would be natural to expect that Hosea might have relished somewhat the fact that his message of judgement was now coming to pass, even though no one appeared to pay attention. In the light of the Assyrian invasion it would be expected that there was no hope for the nation. Despite this, Hosea ends his message in this last chapter by calling again for repentance and offers a promise of hope for the future. It is one of the wonderful facets of God’s word that even when judgement is foretold, He looks beyond that to hope for His people Israel.

God calls for the people to return to Him in v1, and this has to be the starting point for any hope of restoration. They have stumbled because of their sin, but with genuine repentance and a return to God, hope for the future is possible. Without it, there is no hope for anyone. Sometimes God has to move ahead with judgement when sin demands it, but His heart is to look beyond that to the prospect of restoration beyond the judgement. The exception to this principle is, however, that of the individual unbeliever who has never known God and for whom the final judgement will mean eternal torment and separation from God. A person who had never known God cannot return to Him, and God is here calling for His chosen people Israel to come back to Him, even though they might be in the midst of trouble.

Hosea even seems to suggest a prayer of repentance for them in v2 – they should ask God to remove their iniquity and in return they will offer the fruit of their lips. Presumably they should be saying to God that they will do and live according to what they have been saying as empty words of religious allegiance. We are not to let routine words of prayer become empty words, but our prayers and worship need to be heartfelt. It is interesting that this verse calls for Israel to take words of repentance; God was not requiring sacrifices at this point, but a repentant heart that was expressed in genuine words. The word in Hebrew for ‘word’ can also mean a thing, so this implies reality to what they are saying. As they were called to offer the ‘calves’ of their lips, this was a call to speak right words rather than make offerings of animals. Out of the heart the words speak.

In this spirit of repentance they should acknowledge that Assyria would be unable to help them; indeed that nation was to be used by God to bring the discipline needed for Israel. They would not rely upon their horses (see Psalm 20:7), speaking of the strength of their army, not would they trust in the work of their hands. What they had made in terms of graven images or idols would not be seen to be their god, but instead they would turn back to the one true God who has compassion on the orphans and weaker members of society. 

The suggested prayer may not be a literal set of words for them to pray before God, but the principles are there for them. They had to come to God in genuine repentance, they had to realise that they should not trust in their human strength of military might, and they needed to turn away from idolatry back to the true and living God. These are principles that we can apply today also. There was no presumption in their asking for God to remove their sin once they had repented, for they were in a covenant relationship with God and it was right and proper for them to renew that covenant. If we as believers slip away from God, then we too can ask for forgiveness, knowing that as His children God will forgive us because of what Christ has achieved for us on the cross (see 1 John 1:9).

God seems eager to respond favourably in v4, for He says that He will heal their faithlessness, love them freely and turn his anger from them. The backsliding referred to here is more a state of apostasy rather than an occasional slip. Provided they are willing to do their ‘about turn’ of repentance, God is keen to do His part in showing them blessing again and giving healing for the sin committed. In some senses there is very little for Israel to do to find God’s favour again, for none of us can earn God’s favour or forgiveness. Indeed, this is one of the stumbling blocks to the gospel, for many people feel that they need to do something to appease God, rather than merely receive His mercy and love. This is perhaps, why other religions have an appeal for many, for they require people to work their way to God, rather than Christianity which states that God took the initiative to come to us when we were far from Him in sin. The Bible is clear that there is no way to the Father except through belief in Jesus (John 3:16).

The people of Israel were not allowing God to heal the sin in their lives, but once they were prepared to let God in to do His work of healing they could have a restored relationship with Him. It is all to easy to feel that if we have slipped away from the centre of God’s will for our lives that we need an extended period of slowly working our way back to Him before we can know His favour again. God’s compassion and mercy are such that once the problem of sin is removed the relationship is back on track. There may be some adjustments to our lifestyle that are necessary, but these are wrought with and though a restored relationship and not to achieve it. Forgiveness has to be received and acted on.

In the light of this renewed relationship, God is able to describe it further in vv5-6. He will be as dew to Israel, this being both refreshing and life giving in a hot and sometimes dry land. The refreshment that God gives to our souls is something that has to be experienced and is hard to describe to someone who has not tasted it. Israel will also blossom as the lily, a beautiful flower that God says exceeds the splendour even of Solomon in all of his rich finery. This flower also tends to flourish in a very prolific way in Israel, and one root can give rise to 50 bulbs. When Israel blossoms in this way they will be a fragrant witness to the world, just as the church is called to present the fragrance of Christ. Lebanon was known for its cedars, and there would be a fragrance from these in a hot climate.

They would also become as stable as a large tree with its roots going deep into the ground. Some versions suggest that the roots will be as the poplar, a tree known for its root system and high water demand. A vibrant believer will drink deeply of the living water that Christ gives, and will have stability in a dark and troubled world. As Israel’s roots spread out the nation would stand firm, and could give shade and shelter to others. When we are in the place where we acknowledge God and can receive His blessings, we can then fulfil the purposes that He has for us on earth. This does not mean that we will always have a trouble free life, but when God is at work He is able to produce the fruit that He knows is best for us in our situation.

In v7 we read that Israel will return and dwell beneath God’s shadow, and will flourish as a garden. This reminds us of the Garden of Eden, where there was abundant growth amongst the plants for there was nothing to spoil it. There was plentiful growth and the fruit produced would have been nourishing. The other facet of the Garden of Eden (initially at least) was the rich and unbroken fellowship that God had with man. God yearns for that type of close relationship with His people, and ultimately when Israel is fully restored under Christ’s rule on earth perfect environment will be restored. God is looking for that, even in embryonic form, with the restored Israel once they have passed through the forthcoming exile. The reference to the corn may suggest that as the corn seed spend some time in the earth, it is ‘revived’ when it sprouts forth to bring the new life.

In the second part of the verse, Israel will blossom as the vine. This has often been a symbol of Israel in various parts of Scripture, but here we see a flourishing and blossoming vine, not one that is dried up. It is emitting a fragrance that is part of its function, to be a pleasant and appealing witness to the world. When the people of Israel were promised their own vines and fig trees in the Promised Land it denoted a settled existence, without threat of invasion or exile, so the promise of restoration here is a delight to see. The wine of Lebanon was most celebrated for its aroma, flavour, and medicinal restorative properties.
In v8 God reiterates that He has nothing to do with idols, posed as a question that exudes His heart of love for them. It is He who looks after them, just as He has for so many generations. God compares Himself to a cypress tree, evergreen and never changing. Such a tree is always green, whatever the time of year, just as God is always flourishing, always loving and compassionate, and always holy and righteous. He is the one who gives them fruit, whether physical supply or spiritual refreshment and enrichment. God knows our weaknesses and shortcomings, and He is more than able, and willing, to make up for them. What He needs is a willing heart and our availability for him to use.

The book closes with v9, and is almost an epilogue reminding us of why we are reading the book. The invitation is there for the wise and discerning to understand these things. It has been the case throughout the generations that the wise and discerning will appreciate the things of God, and the same applies today. The wise will recognise God’s hand at work in his life and in the world, rather than just stumbling through life without meaning or direction. 

This is affirmed in the last part of the verse, that the ways of the Lord are right, and the upright walk in them, whilst the transgressors stumble in them. This points back to Deuteronomy 32:4, and is a challenge for Hosea’s readers, so that they might understand the perilous times in which they lived, and change their lifestyle accordingly. They would understand the reason for the problems in the nation, and would seek to live uprightly. Those who were spiritually blind would still stumble over the message.

The thrust of this closing section has the same flavour as the end of Revelation, where there is the promise of restoration and a flourishing and renewed earth, and an obedient and faithful people. There is also the reminder there that it is the wise who will take note of the words of the Book and walk in its ways. Hosea is able to take the plight of the Israelites and having warned them of coming judgement, he looks beyond that to future hope and blessing. Revelation speaks of severe discipline in the tribulation, judgement for the unbeliever, but also a wonderful future that is open to all who will acknowledge Christ as Lord and Saviour.

Hosea has laboured hard to bring his message to his people, and having used various images to get his message across he can now look beyond difficulty to restoration. The message of the gospel also takes us out of judgement for sin, and invites us to enjoy the immense blessings of eternal life, spent with Christ, in fellowship with the entire Godhead, without anything to mar it. The best is truly yet to come!
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