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Chapter 15: God’s Messengers

Timeless Truth: God speaks through His people.

Teacher’s Background Notes

If time permits, it would benefit learners to take a few minutes to read the first three chapters of Hosea prior to starting this lesson. They are fairly short and will take no more than five minutes for learners to read for themselves. 
The prophetic books of Isaiah through Malachi comprise 29% of the Old Testament by volume and 22% of the entire Bible! They are crucial to a full understanding of the historical development of the Old Testament and Israel. They are frequently quoted by New Testament writers, which only underscores their importance. They are also used to explain and validate many events in the life of Christ. But sadly they are often the most neglected books in our Bibles. Hosea and Amos are both included in this week’s chapter, God’s Messengers. This lesson focuses on Hosea; the man and his message beautifully capture the essence of God’s redemptive love—the Upper Story.

Israel was in desperate need of repentance. The priests and judges were corrupt. Violence and social injustice oppressed the poor and the righteous. God’s people had long ago forsaken their covenantal obligations of righteous life under the Law. But God loved them too much to let them continue down a path of destruction. He began to call prophets to speak on His behalf. These men faced much opposition and hardship as they spoke truth to people who did not want to hear it. 
Hosea’s name means “help” or “deliverance.” He has been called the “deathbed prophet” because he was the final prophet of warning to the northern kingdom of Israel before Israel went into captivity. 
Hosea’s marriage to Gomer presents a moral problem. There are several views on the exact nature of Hosea’s relationship with the woman he describes as his wife. A number of solutions have been suggested by scholars and commentators. Some view the marriage as symbolic or as an allegory. This view denies that an actual marriage occurred. The dominant view holds to a literal marriage between the two, though some question whether Gomer was engaged in prostitution before the marriage or after. Given the prevalence of Baal worship in Israel at the time, it is altogether reasonable that she could have been involved in the cultic practice whereby young Canaanite woman lost their virginity in a “bridal” ritual at a place of Baal worship. The Canaanites believed that opening a woman’s womb in Baal’s sanctuary would bring her fertility because Baal was the god of fertility. Therefore every young virgin went to the temple for a sexual union with a stranger to ensure her ability to bear children. 
Gomer, therefore, was probably not a practicing prostitute or adulteress until after the marriage. But still she was “a wife of harlotry” if she had married herself to Baal as other young women did. Since the point of this marriage was to personify the relationship between the Lord and Israel, the best parallel illustration would be a literal wife who became unfaithful after the marriage, just as Israel became unfaithful to God after the covenant at Sinai. But the text is ambiguous and therefore we cannot be dogmatic about her purity before the marriage.* 

Hosea’s book is filled with other figures of speech that are directly connected to Baalism. The “days of Baalism” (4:13) is probably a reference to the religious festivals held outdoors on “high places” (hills and mountains). Raisin cakes were a delicacy and thought to be an aphrodisiac so they were important for cultic rituals (3:1). These “high places” were places of sexual prostitution and human sacrifice (Hosea 4). It is interesting to note that God does not hold the women accountable for these practices, but rather the men (Hosea 4:14, ch. 7). 
*

 J. N. Boo Hefline, “The World of Hosea,” The southwestern Journal of Theology, 18 (Fall 1975): 6-21.

Lesson Plan: Hosea, A Living Object Lesson of God’s Loyal Love

 [An object lesson is a powerful teaching tool. Prepare a quick object lesson for your class. One is provided for you, but if you are disgusted by it, any object lesson will do. The point is to have an object lesson, not to teach anything in particular with the lesson.]

Materials needed:

· Dry cookie mix

· Eggs

· Oil

· Clear glass bowl and mixing spoon

· Ziplock bag containing a chocolate syrup-covered Snickers bar and some grass

· Plate of prepared cookies 

Today I’m going to demonstrate to you how to make my famous cookies and, if you agree to sign a privacy waiver, I’m even going to share with you my secret ingredient. Using a prepared cookie mix, eggs and oil, I’m stirring the basic ingredients together according to package directions. [Demonstrate this.] But, I picked up some of my secret ingredient as I walked Spot this morning. [Ziplock bag with a chocolate-syrup-covered Snickers bar, and some grass. Stir a couple of pieces into the dough.] Don’t worry—it’s fresh! Just 2 teaspoons of my secret ingredient, and you might be the next Food Network Star! [Have a plate of prepared cookies, and take a bite.] Who would like to lick the spoon? No? Why not? It’s just a little bit of poo. 
Like poo, a little sin spoils everything. 
An object lesson is a powerful teaching tool. For the prophet Hosea, his whole life was to be an object lesson for the nation of Israel. Like Hosea, our lives are to be the same. It has often been said that you may be the only Bible someone else ever reads. If that is true, what would others learn about Jesus simply by watching you?

My mind is not so timid that I deny the existence of mysteries. But I am wary of those who profess to live by them, who with their finger to their lips, proclaim themselves God’s elect and keep the uninitiated in ignorance.

 –Jacques de Borbbon Busset
I. Hosea: The Minister

A. The era of the prophets was a unique time in Biblical history. Although Israel had tended toward idolatry since the golden calf at Mount Sinai, the nation’s unfaithfulness to the Lord and the spiritual corruption of the priests compelled God to call Israel back to Himself through these individuals or risk the tragic and severe consequences of judgment through captivity or death. 
B. Both prophets Hosea and Amos proclaimed Israel’s failure to remain faithful to the covenant of the Law given by Moses; therefore, the proclaimed, judgment was coming. Both prophets pled with Israel to repent and return to the Lord. 
C. Hosea’s Ministry: Hosea began ministering during a period of great material prosperity and military success under the reign of King Jeroboam II in Israel and King Uzziah in Judah. King Jeroboam II had expanded the borders of Israel through military successes. Her economy expanded along with the borders. This led the people of Israel to feel very secure in their military and fiscal power. They could not imagine that in thirty short years, they would be so utterly defeated that they would be taken captive. Hosea prophesied during the reigns of probably eleven kings in both the north and the south – more kings than any other prophet – although he does not mention all of them by name. 
1. Hosea did not date his prophecies, but from the names of the kings mentioned, we can be reasonably sure that his ministry spanned about fifty years, from about 760 to 710 BC. Although the exile of Israel to Assyria will come in Chapter 16 of The Story, Hosea’s ministry began well before the Assyrian exile in 722 BC and went beyond it by several years. He was a contemporary of the prophets Amos, Isaiah, and Micah who describe similar conditions of prosperity, injustice, and apostasy in the Northern Kingdom. 
2. Unlike Amos, who was from the Southern Kingdom of Judah, Hosea was from the Northern Kingdom of Israel (7:5). 
3. Israel was marked by religious apostasy. They had been in and out of Baalism for centuries, but King Ahab and Jezebel had nationalized it. Baal was a Phoenician fertility god; his cult could be considered the most perverse form of religion around. Its worship promoted drunkenness, cultic prostitution, and even human sacrifice. When Hosea accused Israel of “playing the harlot,” he meant it as more than a figure of speech. 
II. Hosea: The Man

A. Probably no single book of the Bible paints a clearer picture of God’s redemptive love than the book of Hosea. Through the life and message of Hosea, God shows us that He will never stop loving His prodigal people and graphically illustrates to us just how far He will go to bring us back to Himself and restore us to a right relationship, even in spite of our sin. 
B. His Marriage: The life of a prophet was never an easy one, but from the very beginning, God called Hosea to be a living object lesson to the faithless people of Israel. Hosea was not the only prophet called to do bizarre things that would shock the Israelites into hearing the Word of God. Isaiah went around naked and barefoot for three years (Isaiah 20:1-4), and Ezekiel had to lie on his side for over a year because of Judah’s sin (Ezekiel 4:1-5:4). But no prophet was asked to sacrifice himself more personally and more painfully than Hosea. “Go, take to yourself an adulterous wife and children of unfaithfulness, because the land is guilty of the vilest adultery in departing from the Lord” (Hosea 1:2 NIV). The Message is even stronger, “Find a whore and marry her. Make this whore the mother of your children. Here’s why: This whole country has become a whorehouse, unfaithful to me, God” (Hosea 1:2 Message). Yes, you heard right! God actually called Hosea to marry a woman who would become unfaithful to him after they got married and poor Hosea would know this beforehand. 
1. Why would God do such a thing? The text tells us that Hosea’s marriage was to be a living object lesson to the people of Israel because of the nation’s “flagrant harlotry” toward God. The covenant between God and Israel was a marriage-like covenant. He expected Israel to love Him faithfully while Israel could depend upon the provision and protection of her Husband. 
2. That Hosea immediately took Gomer as his wife is a remarkable testimony to the man’s commitment to obey the will of God! There is nothing to indicate that Hosea even for a moment hesitated or questioned the Lord. Hosea was an Upper Story kind of guy! He recognized that his Lower Story obedience would contribute to Israel’s (and our) understanding of God’ Upper Story of redemption. 
3. Just as Hosea’s marriage to an unfaithful woman illustrated God’s covenant faithfulness to an unfaithful Israel, so too did his redemption of his adulterous wife and her restoration picture the love of God for Israel. In Hosea 3, God told Hosea to continue to love his wife. Gomer had chased after other men, and ended up on the auction block. Humiliated, Hosea had to buy her back for the price of a slave—the quintessential picture of God’s redemption in Christ. Because he loved her with a godly love, he informed Gomer that her adulterous lifestyle was over and shut her up for awhile. Hosea had to “save her from herself” so to speak, and cut off her temptations so that she would learn how to love her husband and only her husband. 
C. His Children: Even Hosea’s children were to be a living message to Israel of God’ love for His prodigal people. 
1. His son was named Jezreel to commemorate the bloodshed in the city of Jezreel. King Jehu had rightly killed Ahab and Jezebel’s descendents, but he went too far and slaughtered others too. Therefore Jehu’s dynasty would be judged. 
2. His daughter’s name was Lo-ruhamah, which means “she is not loved.” The compassionate God is willing to forgive sin, but the time comes when He will no longer allow the guilty to continue to go unpunished. 
3. Gomer gave birth to another son and named him Lo-ammi, which means “not my people.” 
III. Hosea: The Message

A. Hosea’s main message to Israel, and to us, is that God’s love is loyal toward those who are His own. Through the startling object lesson of Hosea and Gomer, God showed Israel that His faithfulness was sure even when they were unfaithful to Him time and time again. He is a covenant-keeping God and His character is marked by faithfulness. 
B. Hosea’s message to Israel stressed her sin, God’s judgment, God’s salvation, and His loyal love for His prodigal people. 
C. Hosea used very strong—even shocking—words to describe the spiritual adultery of Israel. 
D. Israel’s unfaithfulness to God also caused her to oppress the poor (12:7), participate in violent crimes (4:2, 6:9, 12:1), and live in selfish arrogance (13:6). Consequently, Hosea gave five passages of judgment, but with each one He provided the hope of salvation upon repentance.

	Gomer

Wife of Hosea

A prostitute

Chased after other men
	Israel

Spiritual “wife” of God by covenant

A spiritual harlot (idolatry)

Chased after other gods

	Hosea

Suffered because of Gomer’s adultery

Continued to love Gomer with loyal love

Did not divorce her

Purchased/redeemed her

Punished her

Restored and forgave her
	YHWH, God of Israel

Suffered because of idolatry

Continued to love prodigals with loyal love

Has not forsaken His own

Purchased and redeemed 

Punishes/disciplines His own

Restores and forgives


E. Gomer’s life story parallels that of Israel’s life story of sin, judgment and redemption. 
IV. Hosea: The Message for Us (Applications and Implications)

A. The relationship between Israel and God is parallel to the relationship between Christ and the Church. The Church is the “bride of Christ” (Ephesians 5:22-33). The Church is the “bride, the wife of the Lamb” (Revelations 21:9, 22:17). The Church is betrothed to one husband, Christ, and she is to be a pure virgin (2 Corinthians 11:2). Therefore, we are to put away sin and live righteously and faithfully in Christ. 
B. Living like Gomer pains the Lord who loves you. It distorts the relationship that God intended us to have with Him.

C. Marriage is God’s idea. Our loyal, covenantal love for our spouse is to represent the loyal, covenantal love of Christ toward His bride, the Church. God calls us to continue to be faithful and loyal even when our spouse does not deserve it. Represent Him!

D. Any nation that rejects the Lord will also reject morality, justice, and spiritual hope. 
E. Outward forms of worship mean nothing unless we believe and obey. 
F. The mature give up their rights. Believers have opportunities to show people what God is really like and what the gospel is about by being a living picture or “object lesson.” While we enjoy Christian liberty, God often calls us to set aside our freedoms to become a more effective witness for the benefit of others. I can sacrifice personal comfort and ease to “preach the gospel without using words.” 
Learning Activity: Living Testimonies

God called Hosea to give up his right to a faithful wife and happy marriage (Lower Story Life) to show Israel her own infidelity and portray God’ redemptive love (Upper Story life). Invite learners to share examples of people they know or know of whose lives were living testimonies of God’s love. How did those “living testimonies” impact you? What effect did that person have on your understanding of the character of God? Finally, challenge your learners to discover ways to be a living testimony right now. You could brainstorm generalizations or you could call on your group members to generate specific ways to emulate the loyal love of God.
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