
Theme. Hosea’s theme is faithlessness. The faithlessness that the book illustrates
so poignantly is, of course, our own, or in the historical context, Israel’s
faithlessness. Our holy, righteous God stands in utter contrast, always faithful.
Hosea’s book explores, in a remarkably personal context, the bitterness of
faithlessness, how God must have felt when the Israelites lusted after other gods
and how God must feel when we reject his love to devote ourselves to our own
lusts. The book makes an extraordinary contribution to the canon in that respect.
Our first concern should be with how God feels about our heart and the conduct that
flows from it. Hosea shows how Israel made God’s heart their last concern or no
concern at all. Hosea’s enormously valuable contribution to the reader, then, is to
give the reader the clearest of pictures for how our faithlessness wounds God. If we
cannot remember the principles, if we cannot follow the rules, then at least we
should know and value the heart of God.

Author. Hosea is clearly the author of his book, given its extraordinarily personal
account. From references in the book, especially his prophecies about king
Jeroboam II, while Hosea’s wife was bearing Hosea children, Hosea may have lived
under Jeroboam II in the northern kingdom Israel rather than southern kingdom
Judah. Hosea 1:1 also lists four southern-kingdom kings Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and
Hezekiah who ruled during Hosea’s prophesies, giving firm indication that Hosea
lived around 755 to 715 B.C., when the major prophet Isaiah was also prophesying.
The way that God wove Hosea’s personal and family life into his prophesy thus
offers another, much-humbler perspective on the period already introduced by
Isaiah’s soaring prophesies.

Context. As the first book by a minor prophet, after the major prophets created
the road map for the reader, Hosea has a challenge to meet. That challenge is to
prepare the reader to cover the same ground again but while discovering new
details. The reader already knows from Isaiah that late in the period when Hosea
ministered, Israel fell to the Assyrians while Judah persisted toward its later exile.
Assyria began its attack in 733 B.C., about in the middle of Hosea’s ministry,
succeeding in Israel’s destruction and exile in 722 B.C., nearer Hosea’s last
prophesies. The reader simply gets to marvel at Hosea’s unique prophetic approach,
commanded from God, to that ground Isaiah already covered.

Structure. Hosea’s staggering approach, revealed promptly in the book’s second
verse, is for the prophet, at God’s command, to marry an adulterous wife, whose
relationship with the prophet would then symbolize Israel’s idolatrous relationship
to God. Hosea obeys, where others would surely not. Hosea’s wife Gomer then
represents Israel in its faithlessness toward God. When in the book’s first chapters
Gomer indeed leaves Hosea to live and dally with other men, Hosea must then take



Gomer back, again to symbolize God’s forgiving, pursuing response to Israel’s
faithlessness. After that rocky start, the book’s second part emphasizes the faithless
one’s need for repentance and return, while a third part emphasizes the continuing
need to acknowledge and know the Lord. God has Hosea name his children to send
prophetic messages to the disobedient northern-kingdom king, further drawing
Hosea’s family into the narrative. Hosea’s structure, to set the narrative within
Hosea’s own family, makes the book an enthralling read.

Key Events. The book’s first key event, setting the book’s whole tone, is Hosea’s
marriage to the faithless Gomer, followed in quick succession by the birth and
naming of their three children, each name to shame the disobedient northern king
Jeroboam II. The last two names stood for not loved and not my people. The book’s
second chapter contains Hosea’s prophecy comparing his faithless wife to faithless
Israel but also foreseeing their restoration in forgiveness. Indeed, the next chapter
records God commanding Hosea to take back his now-prostitute wife, which Hosea
did by purchasing her freedom. The book’s next chapter records Hosea’s prophecy
against the besieged Israel, about to fall to the Assyrians, followed by chapters
recording further prophesies of judgment on unrepentant Israel. Israel, chapter eight
records, had sown the wind and would now reap the whirlwind, chapters nine and
ten recording Hosea’s prophecy of that punishment. Chapters ten and eleven
contrast God’s love for Israel with Israel’s sin, while concluding chapters thirteen
and fourteen contrast the Lord’s anger toward Israel with Israel’s need to repent,
thus pursuing the book’s theme of faithlessness to its logical end.

Key Locations. As the prior paragraphs indicate, the book’s key location is the
northern kingdom Israel, where Hosea likely lived. That northern kingdom is
certainly the primary target of his prophecies and the geographic focus of the book.
Its attacker Assyria, which would prevail to carry off the Israelites into exile, came
from the north. Israel led a similar trend already well established in the southern
kingdom Judah, that would eventually lead to Judah’s own exile. Hosea’s message
was not limited to the northern kingdom Israel. And of course, the book has even
broader application to other nations, indeed to individuals including us. Hosea does
refer interestingly to locales within Israel. God, for one instance, has Hosea name
his first son Jezreel to remind the disobedient northern king Jeroboam II of the
horrific massacre his ancestor Jehu committed at the city of that name. Geography
teaches lessons in Hosea, as it does in other Bible books.

Revelation of Christ. A first revelation of Christ in Hosea is that Matthew 2:15
quotes Hosea 11:1 that God would call his Son out of Egypt. More to the point,
Jesus quoted Hosea 6:6 twice, to two different audiences, recorded at Matthew 9:13
and 12:7. Each time, Jesus connected Hosea’s verse “I desire mercy, not sacrifice,”



with himself and his good-news, forgiveness mission. The apostles Paul in Romans
9:25-26 and Peter in 1 Peter 2:10 each quoted Hosea 1:10 and 2:23 to confirm that
God intended to save not just Jews but also Gentiles, with whom Paul and Peter
shared the gospel. Hosea thus reveals our Lord Jesus Christ, right at the core of his
saving mission. What, after all, did the prophet Hosea do toward his own wife,
other than reflect Christ’s desire, that first of his Father, to rescue the sinner by
Christ’s own sacrifice, rather than rest on the sacrifices of the innocent? Hosea
makes a powerful witness to Jesus Christ.

Application. The unique power of Hosea’s witness is in how God made his
prophetic message personal to Hosea, as personal as a wayward wife and odd
prophetic names for their children. The book thus shows how these prophesies of
the decline and fall of kingdoms apply equally to our personal lives and family
relationships. Do we display Gomer’s faithlessness, ignoring God’s steadfast love
and generous provision? Moreover, can we display God’s attributes, especially his
mercy and persistence with us, reflected in the forgiving Hosea? Hosea challenges
readers to both return to faith fully repentant of sin and to show God’s forgiveness
to take back a wayward family member or friend. Close, even intimate, relationship
is possible, even after the worst sins.

Memory Verses. 1:7: “I will save them—not by bow, sword or battle, or by
horses and horsemen, but by the Lord their God.” 1:10: “In the place where it was
said to them, ‘You are not my people,’ they will be called ‘children of the living
God.’” 2:23: “I will show my love to the one I called ‘Not my loved one.’ I will say
to those called ‘Not my people,’ ‘You are my people’; and they will say, ‘You are my
God.’” 4:6: My people are destroyed from lack of knowledge. 6:1: “Come, let us
return to the LORD. He has torn us to pieces but he will heal us; he has injured us
but he will bind up our wounds.” 6:6: “For I desire mercy, not sacrifice, and
acknowledgment of God rather than burnt offerings.” 11:1: “When Israel was a
child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son.”


