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Hosea: Return and Know
Hosea

Let’s pray with the words of Hosea: Make us wise to understand these things, make us discerning to know them. For your ways are right, o God, and the upright walk in them, but the rebellious stumble. Amen.

You may find this very surprising, but the only other time I have preached on the book of the prophet Hosea was at a wedding. The couple picked the text, and, leaving nearly all historical context aside it was really a very moving text for the celebration of a marriage beginning. This is Hosea 2:19-20:

“I will betroth you to me forever; I will betroth you in righteousness and justice, in love and compassion. I will betroth you in faithfulness, and you shall know the Lord” (NIV/NRSV).


In these words, God is speaking directly to God’s people. These verses use typical covenantal language, but not quite typical betrothal language of the time, when there would have been the payment of a bride price. This partnership that God describes will not be marked by the payment of material goods, but instead by righteousness, justice, love, compassion, and faithfulness.

These powerful words give each of us a beautiful framework for how we live within our relationships and whatever commitments we make to one another. For the result of these actions according to Hosea, are this: “And you shall know the Lord”.  It is in how we act within our relationships that God will be made known to us and to others.  God is revealed in the way we live in the world – A just God is revealed in our acts of justice, a compassionate God in our acts of compassion, and a faithful God both in our acts of faithfulness and in our trust in God’s forgiveness when we are less than faithful.

Those are two short verses that I still find very beautiful and inspiring. But they are pretty rare in Hosea, because we’re confronted with a people who are not acting in these ways in their covenant with God. These just two short verses in a scroll-full of prophecies and sermons that are fraught with emotion, betrayal, anger, threats of violence, and despair. One commentator writes that “Hosea is the stuff of artists’ daydreams and translators’ nightmares” (BCBC). From his broken heart, and echoing the broken heart of God, Hosea packs his words full of images and figures of speech and raw emotion, making it a book that maybe most of us don’t read that often.

Maybe you wonder, like the video that followed our scripture reading: Can any good news be found in this text? Why read a book in which God asks Hosea to marry a promiscuous woman, an unfaithful partner, just so God can make a point? And what love is this in Hosea, when that beautiful promise of betrothal I read comes just a few lines after the lengthy depiction of divorce proceedings, the division between Hosea & Gomer illustrating the division between God & God’s people Israel?


It is important to ask questions about biblical images and symbols that resonated in the 8th century BCE, but that speak to us differently in our culture today. Hosea is the first in the biblical witness to use the metaphor of husband for God, then using negative female imagery for Israel, who is cast as God’s adulterous partner.

At just a basic allegorical level, I think we can understand the core meaning – Israel was not being faithful to the one with whom they had chosen to be, and the one who had chosen them, YHWH. But there are other parts of the allegory that are troublesome if we carry it too far. In ancient Israelite society, adultery was a first-class offence because it violated a man’s honour and his absolute right over the sexuality of his wife. Placing his paternity in question was disruptive in a society governed by a patrilineal kinship structure (WBC, 198).

There were very serious punishments assigned to those committing adultery, but in practice, the punishment was often incurred only by the woman, as we see once in the gospel of John, because according to the law, the couple needed to be caught in the act in order to apply the death penalty. Women were of course more vulnerable to the accusation because they could become pregnant. In Hosea, we do not see the common punishment of stoning to death, but we see the other very violent punishment, that of publicly stripping the adulteress naked and exposing her shamelessness (198).


And of course there was a double standard, as there still is today, on who could have extra-marital sex and still be socially acceptable. A man was not punished unless an engaged or married woman was involved and he was caught in the act, and engaging the services of prostitutes was acceptable (198).


So, while at a basic level of this allegory, we understand it, because we still say that adultery is the breaking of a covenant and a sin that brings pain to many people. But we have to wrestle with the fact that the responses to adultery were based in a patriarchal society that was oppressive to women. Women and their sexuality were owned by men – first their fathers, then their husbands.


It’s important to remember this setting so that we don’t forget or misinterpret the metaphorical nature of Hosea’s story. In The Women’s Bible Commentary in which Gale Yee wrote the article on Hosea, she writes that it is important to remember the historical situation which deeply affects the theology of the book. Gender relationships were asymmetrical: the man occupied the more privileged position in society, and the woman was subject to him. “This theology interprets the divine as male and the sinful as female. Using this imagery,” Yee writes, “the prophet describes God’s legitimate punishment as physical violence against the wife by her husband. The problem arises when the metaphorical character of the biblical image is forgotten and a husband’s physical abuse of his wife becomes as justified as is God’s retribution against Israel” (195).

This is why we learn about context, because there is no justification for physical abuse. We keep Hosea’s culture in our minds, not to dismiss the seriousness of Israel’s promise-breaking and God calling them to account but to be aware that there are still cultural assumptions that privilege maleness over femaleness, and some may struggle to find a good word in Hosea.

Or maybe you struggle to find a good word in Hosea because, as Marion said to me this week, it just sounds like God lecturing and lecturing and repeating the same things over and over again. God sounds mad. Or maybe we should remember our marriage metaphor and say – God is heartbroken. Anyone who has experienced the heartbreak of betrayal can imagine the kind of angry rants that sometimes need to come out. No-one can empathize with another person’s heartbreak better than those who have also been heartbroken.

So I don’t know what to think about God telling Hosea to marry someone who would break his heart. I’m not the person who is going to blithely say “it’s God’s will” when something painful happens to you. But I do believe that in our healing from these things that life deals us, God gives us new understanding of another’s pain. So Hosea understands God’s pain. Despite the fact that Hosea is a broken and betrayed person, he is exactly the person that God needs to speak God’s words. Even when we feel at our worst, God needs something only we have to give.

YHWH’s heart has been broken by YHWH’s own people, YHWH’s beloved. The word of the Lord is that there is no faithfulness or loyalty, and no knowledge of God in the land. You leaders have led the people away from my love, God says, and you people have let yourselves be led away! Don’t you understand? It’s not because you didn’t follow a list of rules. God says: “I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice, the knowledge of God rather than burnt offerings” (6:6). I just wanted you to keep living in love, even when life together is hard. I just wanted you to know me and try to know me better every day. Don’t just go through the motions of what the self-help books say – the sacrifices and the burnt offerings. The couples’ retreats and the Valentine’s day gifts. If it’s just for show, they don’t matter without steadfast love and the desire to know each other.

The most frequently used words in Hosea are “Return” and “Know”. This is Hosea’s message: return to the Lord, and know the Lord. A genuine return, though, not a superficial “sor-ry” to clear one’s conscience. The people have broken God’s heart. That’s going to need some work to heal it. And knowing God, what does it mean to know God?
Douglas Carew, in the Africa Bible Commentary writes that: “Knowledge of the Lord is first and foremost relational. It means having an active, vital, healthy and wholesome spiritual relationship with God, knowing God with one’s heart. But knowledge of God is not simply an emotional relationship. It also has a mental or cognitive dimension, for it involves studying and remembering God’s law, as well as remembering the stories and traditions that tell of God’s faithfulness in the past. Finally, knowledge of God also results in integrity in one’s actions and leads to healthy relationships between people. There is a social and ethical component to knowing God”.
“I will betroth you to me forever; I will betroth you in righteousness and justice, in love and compassion. I will betroth you in faithfulness, and you shall know the Lord” (2:19-20).
God says in chapter 13: “I have been the Lord your God ever since the land of Egypt; you know no God but me, and besides me there is no savior” (13:4). And through Hosea, God says: Return. I will not come in wrath. You will again live beneath my shadow. Chapter 11, which we heard, is actually one of my favourite passages of Scripture. The relationship metaphor switches from two spouses to a mother and child:
“Yet it was I who taught Ephraim to walk, I took them up in my arms; but they did not know that I healed them. 4 I led them with cords of human kindness, with bands of love. I was to them like those who lift infants to their cheeks. I bent down to them and fed them”.

This bit of Hebrew is one of those nightmares for translators, but it can be interpreted as the image of God as a mother breast-feeding her baby. 


Return and know the Lord. Hosea says – this is the God who has made us who we are, who raised us as a people from infancy in the wilderness to our rebellious teenagehood in the age of kings, and now here we are like young adults in new land who suddenly have a buffet of commitment options in front of us, and maybe we’ve forgotten who gave us the stuff of life.


In our theological conversation this week, Marion also said that Hosea feels pretty contemporary. It’s easy to imagine God saying – why are you following this political leader who promises prosperity but who steps on the widow, the orphan, and the stranger in the land? Have you forgotten how I raised you?


You could say that Israel was being unfaithful to God on a few fronts. There’s talk of worship of the Canaanite god Baal, who was the god of fertility and rain. There was also lots of political corruption and instability. Leaders were allying themselves with whoever would give them the best deal, and that probably creates the kind of setting where the rest of the people figure they’d better do the same to protect their own.

And then in steps Mr. Salvation. In a culture of fear, the Israelites are turning to anyone and anything they can to save them… from scarcity, Assyrian destruction, the awkwardness of being the minority religious and cultural group in the land. And Hosea pours out God’s heart and says – you know this Israel. You know that none of these other alliances, addictions, and insurance policies can save you. “I have been the Lord your God ever since the land of Egypt; you know no God but me, and besides me there is no savior”. Remember this, return to it.

And, God promises, I am still here waiting for you. At the beginning of Hosea, we wrestled (or at least I struggled) with the image of God being in relationship with the power and desire and the right of law to destroy God’s beloved. But here in the final few words of Hosea, I’m actually struck by the vulnerability of God. And there’s never a perfect allegory, remember, so this isn’t an image to encourage a person in relationship to constantly allow their abuser to apologize and return. We don’t want that to be read into Hosea.


But when I read the words of the God of the universe, who says in chapter 11 that just by roaring like a lion, God’s children will come trembling from the corners of the earth, and then God says...


I will heal you. I will love you freely. My anger is done. You will find your roots in me and you will grow. And I will protect you in my shadow so you will flourish.
O [Israel], what have I to do with idols? It is I who answer and look after you. I am like an evergreen cypress; your faithfulness comes from me.

And even in the strength of these images, I contemplate the vulnerability of a God who loves us and who wonders – why do you trust others to save you from your fears and your longings? I can’t help wondering about the vulnerability of a God who waits for us to return and to know who God is and how God loves. The vulnerability of a God who, each day is ready to perform a new act of creation among us.

May this God save us from the fears that cause us to trust what is untrustworthy, and save us from the longings that cause us to give our hearts in ways that break our promises.

Those who are wise understand these things; those who are discerning know them. For the ways of the LORD are right, and the upright walk in them, but transgressors stumble in them. (14:9)
