Chapter 1

Hosea

Hosea Overview
· Author:  Hosea

· Date:  ca. 710 B.C.

· Circumstances:  Hosea prophesied during the declining years of Israel (the 10 Northern tribes), before the Assyrian captivity.

· Unusual Feature:  This is perhaps the most unusual book in Scripture.  Hosea was instructed by God to marry Gomer, who was an adulteress (ch. 1); after she left him, he bought her back (under the command of God) from slavery (ch. 3) as a demonstration of covenant, loyal love — the kind of faithful love God has for His covenanted people, Israel.

· Theme:  God’s loyal love.

· Key verses:  4:1, 6; 11:1, 8-9

· Key chapters:  1, 3, 14

Theme

The prophecies in this book span a time period from about 750 B.C. to 725 B.C., and are directed to the Northern tribes of Israel (often referred to as Ephraim by Hosea). In the context of that time frame, therefore, the theme may be stated as being a testimony against Israel (the 10 Northern tribes) and her violation and willful disobedience against the Law.  Hosea prophesies in an attempt to produce repentance so that the negative consequences of judgment from the Mosaic Covenant (Dt. 28-30) might be forestalled.

Like so many of the other prophets, Hosea is concerned with the sins of the people and their failure to return in repentance to God. Hence, there is a great stress upon the holiness of God and the failures of the people to live up to those standards.  Key verses in the book are 6:4 and 7:8-16, which point to the ever-changing loyalty of both Israel and Judah. Indeed, this was the problem with the people throughout the Old Testament, for every time they repented, just as often they also turned back away from God. A plea for a return to God is contained in 10:12, along with the promise of God in 14:4 that He will again restore His people as a nation. And while they can even today’ have individual restoration, they still must look forward to that ultimate restoration as a nation in the Millennial Kingdom.  As a result of this hope for a future restoration and kingdom, the theme can be concisely stated as God’s love for Israel despite her sin. [Unger, Unger’s Bible Handbook, p. 397.]

The Problem of Gomer

There has been considerable debate over the status of Gomer’s status when Hosea married her. There are basically three views on this subject, the first being that she was a harlot before they married, the second that she became a harlot after their marriage and that 1:2 was merely a prophecy of what she would become, and the third opinion is that the story is allegorical and cannot be interpreted literally. Among conservative scholars, the latter view is flatly rejected as being dishonest to the text. The second view is one that is widely accepted for various reasons. The primary reason is that this is typical of Israel’s relationship with God, for when God chose Israel she was not a harlot, yet she later proved to be that very thing. [Feinberg, The Minor Prophets, p. l5.]  Furthermore, Archer points out that “the Lord’s encouragement to him to marry her, though her future infidelity was foreknown to God, would have been tantamount to a command `Go, marry an adulterous woman,’ even though the command did not come to the prophet in precisely these words.” [Archer, p. 311.]

However, Harrison plainly rejects this notion, since “such theories fail to satisfy a straightforward reading of the text, which shows clearly that Gomer was a prostitute before and after her marriage to Hosea.” [R. K. Harrison, ZPEB, p. 208.] Whatever the exact meaning of the text, the basic message is abundantly clear: just as Gomer was unfaithful in her marriage to Hosea (for it is clear that she was unfaithful after their marriage), so was Israel unfaithful to God in their covenant relationship with Him.

Theology of Hosea

Of prime importance in Hosea is his attitude to the covenant which was established between God and His people in Exodus. It is noted that the difference between Hosea and some other prophets is that “Hosea proclaimed that the real iniquity of the nation commenced with the breaking of a covenant or agreement that by nature needed to be upheld by both parties involved.” [Harrison, p. 212.] To emphasize this fact, Hosea used the metaphor of Israel being God’s bride to illustrate the position Israel had with God, and how their unfaithfulness damaged that relationship. [Harrison, p. 212.]

Yet despite the sin of the nation, God also provided retribution for the nation. As opposed to the portrayal of God by the other prophets, in Hosea, He is illustrated as a “kindly, loving father who is concerned for the welfare of his family, or as a sympathetic farmer who attends continually to the welfare of his livestock (11:3, 4).” [Harrison, p. 212.]  

In conclusion, while Hosea condemns the sin of the nation throughout the book, he provides more hope for the nation than some other prophets, such as Amos, as he reveals the prophecy of the Millennial Kingdom to come.  Moreover, the book is filled with the themes of God’s grace, redemption and forgiveness despite the willful sin of His people.  Because of that the book is ultimately wonderfully hopeful.

Conclusion

Hosea’s name means “salvation.”  It is this theological truth that is the center of the book in its message.  For while Hosea condemns the Northern tribes for their failure to obey the covenant established with God, he does point to a future hope and restoration for the nation (chs. 3, 6, 14). The book can be summed up in this manner:

Hosea taught that the coming divine judgment upon sin would be the result of the disruption of the ancient Covenant relationship, rather than constituting an arbitrary divine act. Out of this experience could still come hope for the nation, for divine grace would intervene to rescue Israel from bondage and open the way for a restoration of the Covenant and an outpouring of blessing on the nation. [Harrison, p. 212.]

Bibliography

Archer, Gleason.  A Survey of Old Testament Introduction.  Chicago:  Moody Press, 1964.

Feinberg, Charles.  The Minor Prophets.  Chicago: Moody Press, 1976.

Harrison, H. K. “Hosea.” Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible.  Ed. Merrill C. Tenney. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1975.  Vol. 3: 206-13.

Unger, Merrill. Unger’s Bible Handbook.  Chicago: Moody Press, 1967.

