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Today, as we continue in the “Long Story Short”, we take our first look at 

the prophets. 
  

Prophets.  In general, we’re not really that comfortable with prophets.  

Because we’ve all seen those guys on street corners, with their angry eyes 

and angry signs, telling us to “repent” because “the end is near”. 
  

It’s like that billboard on I-71, halfway between Columbus and Cincinnati.  

Some guy who believes himself to be a prophet sponsors it.  Now, we can 

debate whether “billboard witnessing” is effective or not.  But if you decided 

that you were going to pay good money to rent a billboard to put a Christian 

message in front of hundreds of people every day, what would your 

billboard say?  Maybe something like this: 

• “God loves you more than you will ever realize.” 

• “Look around you!  Grace is everywhere.” 

• “Love God.  Love others.  Be a blessing.” 
 

But the billboard prophet doesn’t go with any of these.  Instead, this is his 

prophetic message, what he wants to share with strangers about the Good 

News of Jesus Christ: “HELL IS REAL.” 
 

*   *   * 
  

So let me make three introductory points about the Old Testament prophets. 
  

First, the ministry of the prophets is not so much about predicting the future.  

Rather, the ministry of the prophets is delivering a contemporary, pointed 
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message from God.  In other words, prophecy is less about “fore-telling” and 

more about “forth-telling.” 
  

Second, 95% of the time, the specific situation that God has commissioned 

his prophets to speak to is this: God’s people are falling away from God, 

they have become mired in sin.  And so all the prophets’ messages are 

remarkably similar: “Here are the ways you’ve fallen away from God.  

Repent and turn back to God.” 
  

Third, given that this is the Old Testament prophets’ message, the prophets 

are hard reading.  You won’t find too many quotes from the prophets cross-

stitched onto decorative throw pillows.  Because the prophets are 

commissioned by God to accuse the people of their sin and to urge them to 

repent.  In fact, the prophets are such hard reading that one of the prophets, 

Jeremiah, has given us an English word— “jeremiad”—which is defined as:   
 

 “a long literary work...in which the author bitterly laments the state of society 

and its morals in a serious tone of sustained invective, and always contains a 

prophecy of society's imminent downfall.”1 
 

*   *   * 
  

In the Long Story Short, we’re currently in 1st and 2nd Kings, and this week 

we’re introduced to the first of the Old Testament prophets—Elijah and 

Elisha.  For most of the prophets, all we have is their recorded words, but for 

Elijah and Elisha we have very few of their words but lots of stories from 

their lives. 
  

Elijah is a powerful voice prophesying against the terrible reign of King 

Ahab.  Elijah directly attacks Ahab’s sin of idolatry, culminating in one of 

the most macho stories in the Bible, when Elijah single-handedly challenges 

450 prophets of the god Baal to a sacrifice contest—which one of their gods 

will come down burn up a bull offered by the competing camps (spoiler 

                                        
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jeremiad 



 3 

alert: our side wins).2  Elisha has a quieter ministry—he performs several 

compassionate miracles that pre-figure Jesus: providing oil for a poor 

widow; enabling a barren woman to conceive and then raising that miracle 

child back to life when he dies prematurely; multiplying food to feed 100 

people; healing a foreign military commander of leprosy. 
 

*   *   * 
  

With that background, this morning I’m going to focus on the prophet 

Hosea.  Hosea lived in the northern kingdom of Israel, and his ministry 

spanned the 30 years that led up to the destruction of Israel by the Assyrian 

Empire. 
  

It was a critical time in the life of Israel.  Although it was an economically 

prosperous time, it was a spiritually bankrupt time.  Idolatry reigned.  All of 

Hosea’s prophetic contemporaries—Amos, Micah and Isaiah—join Hosea in 

accusing the people of serious sinfulness and calling them to repent. 
  

But here’s the unique thing about Hosea: not only does God give him a 

message of repentance to preach, but God also calls Hosea to act out the 

crisis situation in his own life.  You see, from God’s perspective, His people 

have committed adultery—they have fallen in love with other gods.  And so 

God commands Hosea to marry a prostitute—a woman named Gomer, 

whom the Bible describes as Hosea’s “wife of whoredom.”  And so Hosea’s 

daily life delivers God’s message as powerfully as his words: “stop whoring 

after other gods and be faithful to me.”   
  

Gomer gives birth to three children, whom God also employs in Hosea’s 

work, telling Hosea to give his children prophetic names.  His first child is a 

son whom he names Jezreel—a place thoroughly associated in Israel’s 

history with violence, cruelty and evil.  Naming a child “Jezreel” would be 

                                        
2 1 Kings 18 
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like us naming a child “Auschwitz” or “Hiroshima”.3  God says, “Name the 

child Jezreel, for I am ... going to put an end to King Jehu's dynasty” (1:4) 
  

Hosea’s second child is a girl, whom he names Lo-ruhamah, which means 

“no more mercy.”  Israel’s sins have continued to pile up, and God’s 

patience has reached its end.  God says, “Name your daughter ‘No More 

Mercy’, for I will no longer show mercy to the people of Israel or forgive 

them” (1:6) 
  

And Hosea’s last child is a boy whom he names Lo-ammi, which means 

“Not my people.”  God says, “Name him ‘Not my people’, for Israel is not 

my people, and I am not their God” (1:9). 
  

And as we read through Hosea, his prophetic words match his prophetic life 

being married to a prostitute with children bearing harsh names.  Here’s a 

little taste of Hosea: 
 

Hear the word of the LORD, O people of Israel!  The LORD has brought 

charges against you, saying: “There is no faithfulness, no kindness, no 

knowledge of God in your land.  You make vows and break them; you kill and 

steal and commit adultery.  There is violence everywhere — one murder after 

another.  That is why your land is in mourning, and everyone is wasting away. 

(4:1-3) 
 

The time of Israel’s punishment has come; the day of payment is here....The 

things my people do are as depraved as what they did in Gibeah long ago. 

God will not forget.  He will surely punish them for their sins. (9:7, 9) 
 

The people of Israel sinned by worshiping Baal and thus sealed their 

destruction....Therefore, they will disappear like the morning mist, like dew in 

the morning sun, like chaff blown by the wind, like smoke from a chimney. 

(13:1-3) 
 

 

 

 
                                        
3 Limburg, p. 9. 
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*   *   * 
  

But then we come to this morning’s passage, Hosea chapter 11.  Whereas in 

Hosea 1, God uses the image of a faithless marriage to make his point, in 

chapter 11 he uses the image of a parent with a wayward child. 
  

Isn’t it the worst part of parenting—discipline?  No one becomes a parent 

because they’re dying to discipline some children!  Discipline is the worst 

part of parenting.  And yet we all know that discipline is absolutely key to 

parenting—we want to raise our children to be responsible, moral, kind, 

considerate, productive adults.  And although most of the wisdom our 

children acquire is learning from their own mistakes, they only learn so 

much by themselves.  So it’s the parents’ job to point out our kids’ bad 

choices and bad behavior and hold them accountable for it, to discipline 

them, to punish them.   
  

But it’s no fun punishing our kids.  First, because each one of them is so 

different—each one of our kids does different kinds of things that need to be 

punished and punished differently, and each of them reacts to punishment so 

differently—it’s this constant calibration act.  Second, it’s no fun punishing 

our kids because it’s never-ending.  Our children’s capacity for mischief and 

selfishness and meanness and disobedience is endless, a never-ending 

probing of the limits we’ve established.  But most of all, it’s hard to punish 

our kids because we love them so much.  We want to enjoy them, we want 

to delight in them.  So even though there’s never been a kid who believes it, 

it’s really true—when we punish our children, we’re doing it out of love. 
  

And Hosea takes all of these insights about parenting and he lays it over the 

current situation—Israel’s ongoing disobedience to God.  Through the voice 

of Hosea, God delivers a parent’s soliloquy.  Listen to God’s word from 

Hosea 11: 
 

 “When Israel was a child, I loved him, 

      and I called my son out of Egypt. 
 But the more I called to him, 
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      the farther he moved from me, 

 offering sacrifices to the images of Baal 

      and burning incense to idols. 

 I myself taught Israel how to walk, 

      leading him along by the hand. 

 But he doesn’t know or even care 

      that it was I who took care of him. 

 I led Israel along 

      with my ropes of kindness and love. 

 I lifted the yoke from his neck, 

      and I myself stooped to feed him.” 
  

God looks back at his history with his son Israel.  In the beginning, God 

called Israel to himself in Abraham, and delivered Israel from his slavery in 

Egypt.  At Sinai, he taught Israel how to walk.  And throughout their 

relationship, God led Israel by the hand, bound with kindness and love, 

feeding him and lifting burdens from him.  This is the love story that is at 

the heart of the Bible. 
  

Then God turns to the present situation: 
 

 “But since my people refuse to return to me, 

    they will return to Egypt 

    and will be forced to serve Assyria. 

War will swirl through their cities; 

    their enemies will crash through their gates. 

They will destroy them, 

    trapping them in their own evil plans. 

For my people are determined to desert me. 

They call me the Most High, 

    but they don’t truly honor me.” 
 

 “My people are determined to desert me.”  God has children who are 

speeding off in the wrong direction.  God has children who have turned their 

back on Him.  God has children whose disobedience has gone on too long.  

And God’s patience has run out, so the time for punishment has come.  

Because that’s what a parent has to do; sometimes that’s what parenting 
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comes down to.  When your child is lost and out of control and wrecking his 

life, a parent has to let go of sentimentality and enabling and excusing and 

do what a parent was designed by God to do—hold the child accountable.  

Because there is a limit; there is a “time’s up” moment. 
  

And Israel’s time is up.  Ever since the golden calf, since occupying Canaan, 

since the period of judges, since the time of King Solomon—it’s been 

idolatry again and again and again.  And so here’s what God decrees: 
 

 “How can I give you up, Israel? 

    How can I let you go? 

How can I destroy you ... 

    or demolish you? 

My heart is torn within me, 

    and my compassion overflows. 

No, I will not unleash my fierce anger. 

    I will not destroy Israel, 

because I am God and not a mere mortal. 

    I am the Holy One living among you, 

    and I will not come to destroy.” 
 

It’s one of the most amazing passages in the Old Testament, in the entire 

Bible.  Because it’s one of the few times that we get inside of God’s head, 

that we get inside of God’s heart.  After page after page in Hosea accusing 

Israel of sin, cataloguing its sin in endless detail, commanding Israel to turn 

or burn, now we get to hear what’s going on inside of God.  And what’s 

revealed is that deeper than God’s Law, deeper than God’s holiness, deeper 

than God’s righteousness is God’s love and God’s mercy and God’s grace.  

Or better—God’s love is His law, God’s mercy is His holiness, God’s grace 

is His righteousness.  When you get to the bottom of it all, to the core of 

God’s being, what you find, what you always find, is gospel.  
 

*   *   * 
  

Friends, reading the Old Testament prophets is tough sledding.  Because 

God charges them to plunge into the midst of a tough situation and gave 
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speak tough words.  God sends them into hard times with a hard message.  

God thrusts them into a crisis situation with a crisis pronouncement.  And so 

the pages of the prophets are filled with accusations and threats.  But here 

and there, in the midst of these hard words, we hear the truth that undergirds 

everything—God loves us more than life itself:   
 

 “How can I give you up, Israel? 

    How can I let you go? ... 

My heart is torn within me, 

    and my compassion overflows. 

No, I will not unleash my fierce anger. 

    I will not destroy Israel, 

for I am God and not a mere mortal. 

    I am the Holy One living among you.” 
 

That is the bedrock of The Story.  In fact, it’s the message of the Cross.  And 

it’s why it’s called the good news.  AMEN 
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