Wednesday December 14
Introduction to Hosea
 HOSEA 1:1-11
 
We know nothing about Hosea except for what we learn from this book. He was first commissioned to prophesy in the reign of Jehu's great-grandson, Jeroboam II (c 786-746) (see 1:1). He was roughly contemporary with Amos, Isaiah, Micah and Jonah. It was a period of apparent political security, economic prosperity, and full churches. But Israel was unfaithful to the Lord and Hosea declares imminent judgement on the line of Jehu. Probably 1:1 - 5:7 comes mostly from this period. 5:8 -8:14 comes from the twenty years following the death of Jeroboam, when external as well as internal politics were much more unsettled. Israel was eventually invaded and ravaged by the Assyrian king Tiglath-pileser III. Chapters 9-14 reflect the superficially quieter but actually dying years of the northern kingdom. At first King Hoshea (c 732-722) submitted to Assyria but eventually rebelled, seeking Egyptian support. Hosea warned that Israel's capital, Samaria, would fall. Fall it did, in 724. The message of Hosea is mostly directed against this northern kingdom of Israel, though there are a few references to Judah, and the introduction (1:1) establishes the chronological background for readers there who (after Samaria's fall) must have preserved Hosea's prophecies.
Reading these prophecies in the days before Christmas reminds us that Jesus came to fulfil the hopes of Old Testament Israel. But we are also challenged to see how the way God related to his people then is paralleled in the way he relates both to the church and to Israel today.
 Jeremiah is forbidden to marry, because his lifetime is too black a period for such an essentially positive and joyous act (Jer. 16). Ezekiel is forbidden to mourn when his wife dies, because there are more grievous losses to come for which he is to save his mourning (Ezek. 24). But the whole story of Hosea's marriage is bound up with his ministry.
His call to the Lord's service came along with guidance regarding his marriage. In what sense was Gomer a 'wife of harlotry'? (2). It is unlikely that this simply means that she was a common prostitute, or even that her later behaviour revealed that she had always been a person of immoral inclinations. More likely she was a woman devoted to the Baal-influenced worship of northern Israel, with its fertility rites. It is even possible that all Israelite girls at this period had to go through such rites (see 4:13-14). Her children were thus 'the children of harlotry' in the sense that they were believed to be given as a result of involvement in these rites. So she is an example of Israel's unfaithfulness to the Lord even before she is an illustration of a wife's unfaithfulness to her husband. For chapter 3 reveals that the relationship did not last. Perhaps involvement in the sexual rites was itself conducive to unfaithfulness in the marriage.
God's lordship and leading of our lives may extend to experiences which bring grief and agony which at the time we do not understand. This is a solemn fact, but also ultimately a reassuring one, because we need not fear that the loving Lord takes us through griefs or agonies that are without meaning, purpose, or fruit.
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Thursday December 15
HOSEA 2:1-13
 Friday December 16
HOSEA 2:14-23; 3:1-5
 
The truths expressed in chapters 1 and 3 through the dramatic personal experience of Hosea are now expressed more directly in the form of a poetic address. One's reaction to the story is, 'How awful this marriage experience must have been for Hosea (and for Gomer too, even though it was self-inflicted)'. One's reaction to the address then is, 'How awful this marriage experience must have been for God (and for Israel)'. It is the 'innocent party' in such a situation who generally feels hurt and angry; the 'guilty party' may have its hurts, but these may only emerge later. So it is when we are unfaithful to the Lord. Eventually we will regret it bitterly, but at first the hurt and the anger is his.
Our starting point for understanding Israel's (and perhaps our own) unfaithfulness lies in verse 8. It consists in not acknowledging the Lord as the source of all that we need and value. We may still acknowledge that he is the one who redeemed us from bondage. But we do not connect more everyday needs and satisfactions with him - these belong to another realm (for Israel, the realm of Baal; for us maybe, the realm of technology). Consequently, we stop treating him as the centre of our everyday lives, even if he is the one we turn to in crises.
Note the verb 'acknowledge' (8 NIV). The Hebrew verb translated 'know' (RSV) covers a practical attitude as well as a theoretical awareness (cf 2:20; 5:4; 8:2; 11:3; 13:4-5).
.
 In the life of believers, the tree of defeat is always capable of becoming the tree of victory. So it is here. Banishment to the desert had been the sign of punishment (2:3); but the desert will now be the place where, away from distractions, the beloved can be wooed again by her Lord (2:14). Trouble Valley had been a place of sin and defeat (see Josh. 7), but it can be turned into Hope Gateway (15). Thinking of God as husband had been the epitome of Baal religion, but now people can keep that way of thinking and apply it to the Lord (16-20). Jezreel had been a symbol of bloodshed (1:4-5, cf. 2 Kings 9-10), but it will become a symbol of plenty -the name means 'God sows'- (21-23). The names of Hosea's other children had embodied God's abandonment of his relationship with Israel, but now the names will be reversed (23, cf. 1:6-9). We are challenged to look straight at those things in our lives which symbolise shame and defeat in the certainty that God can turn them into symbols of glory and joy.
Even the collapse of Hosea's marriage does not have to be a mere dead end (chapter 3). The law forbade a man to undertake a second marriage to the same woman (Deut. 24), but this may be what God is telling Hosea to do (3:1-3); the Lord's grace is such that it cannot be confined within the boundaries of a particular law. The Lord will deprive Israel of the supports she values (3:4) so as to win her back to him (3:5). Some of our losses have to be seen that way.
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Saturday December 17
HOSEA 4:1-9
 Sunday December 18
HOSEA 5:8-15; 6:1-6
 
Life in the modern world often combines two features. One is that old standards of behaviour regarding attitudes to property, honour, honesty, marriage, and the sanctity of life no longer have the authority they once had; even people who still broadly observe these standards watch uncritically many television series and plays which ignore them. The other feature is that many parts of the world are finding their economies more difficult to manage, their harvests more unreliable, their society more unstable, their security more uncertain.
It is in one sense only too easy and too cheap to tell the world that it's in a mess because it ignores God's laws. But often one can actually see the links between the two features described above. And Hosea has no doubt that on some occasions, at least, they are interconnected (1-3).
A Christian may be inclined to take a superior stance over against the world as it experiences the loss that issues from abandoning God's ways. But the considerations Hosea offers in the latter part of today's reading (4-9) suggest that this would be inappropriate. The priests within Israel bore considerable responsibility for the condition of Israel. Leaders must always carry much of the responsibility for the moral and social well-being of those they lead. That is equally true for national or church leaders. But if the church itself is the 'not-my-people' which has become 'my people', the 'not-pitied' which has now received mercy, and is thus God's royal priesthood (1 Peter 2:9-10, quoting Hosea), does this also imply that we in the church bear considerable responsibility for the condition of the world? (cf. also 'salt of the earth,' Matthew 5.)
 Israel is like a victim devastated by a fearful enemy (5:8-9), like a criminal paying the penalty for his antisocial behaviour (5:10-11), like a house whose fabric is consumed by rot (5:12), like a child savaged by a hungry lion (5:13-14). Where can we turn when the Lord himself is the invader, the jailor, the destroyer, the beast of prey? Only to the Lord himself: see 5:15 - 6:3. The words imply a confidence that when we return to the Lord we will find him falling on our necks and welcoming us back (cf Luke 15:20); but they receive an unexpected response (6:4-5), which is further explained by the last verse of our reading. By 'knowing him' (3) they apparently meant having a restored relationship with him, enjoying the secure intimacy of a close family friendship with God. By 'knowing him' he meant an attitude that could be defined in moral terms. 'Knowing the Lord' involves us in showing faithfulness and love to others (6:6 takes us back to the opening of yesterday's reading, 4:1-3). Forgiveness and restoration are never cheap.
But often God cannot get us to see things as he does; and Hosea describes him as at a loss over what to do with us next (6:4). The more carefully we consider it, the more startling it will become. I can understand a man saying, What shall I do to be saved? But here is God saying, What shall I do to save him?' (Campbell Morgan) - he can deal with sin, but he is in real difficulty with love which only lasts five minutes. So the passage challenges us as to whether we can say 6:1-3 and mean it.
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Monday December 19
 Tuesday December 20
 
HOSEA 7:8-16; 8:1-10
 HOSEA 11:1-12
 
The theme of God's judgement runs throughout Hosea's prophecy. But when may God's judgement come on his people? (a) When they rely on political alliances instead of God (7:8,11; 8:8-10). (b) When they rely on other religious resources instead of the one true God (7:14-16, describing the practices of Baal worship), (c) When they profess commitment to the Lord, but the inward reality is lacking (8:2). (d) When they choose leaders who are not the Lord's choice (8:4). (e) When they devise their own means of worship, which conflict with the way the Lord had revealed himself to them (8:4-6). (f) When they enthuse over worship, but are really only indulging in it because they enjoy it (8:11-13). (g) When they rely on what they can achieve, rather than on the Lord's strength (8:14).
But the sheer stupidity underlying all this is what especially strikes Hosea (e.g. 7:11). To undergo the reversals they are experiencing, but not to recognise God's hand in them, is to be like a piece of toast burning because it doesn't realise it needs turning: so why won't they turn? (7:8). To fail to understand what is going on in this way is to be like a man who has grown old without being aware of it: so why won't they turn? (7:9-10). Whoever has heard of a person who didn't notice his own grey hairs, Campbell Morgan asks? It reminds us of the fearful text from the Samson story, 'he did not know that the Lord had left him' (Judges 16:20).
Both the detailed catalogue of wrongs and the underlying blindness should suggest areas for our prayers.
 'God is love'. But love is a complicated matter. Love often has to wrestle with other attitudes within us such as hostility and anger. A husband or wife who has been let down or taken for granted or abandoned does not cease to love, but may well also feel considerable aggression towards his or her partner. Parents who have been cast off by their children or children who have been rejected by their parents may well feel the same contrary emotions. If love perseveres and wins out, this is because it is deeper and stronger than the justifiable feelings of anger and resentment: indeed, both parties may learn how deep and strong it is precisely when it is tested in this way.
With great daring Hosea pictures God experiencing the same conflict of attitudes as we do; he is a person too. He is our hurt Father who did everything he could for his children, only to be taken for granted, let down, and abandoned by us. The depth of his love is revealed in the fact that it does completely win out over the attitudes of hostility, anger, and aggression that he also feels towards us.
Indeed, Hosea comes to define God's nature in terms of the attitude of love winning out in this way. God is essentially 'the holy one' - the being who is different from us, transcendent, mighty, awesome, even though drawing us to him. But what is the essence of this holiness? Hosea defines it in terms of love winning out over anger and hurt - it is this that makes God God (verse 9). For Christians Christmas proves it too. It is also what is involved in being like God or godly.
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Wednesday December 21
HOSEA 12:1-14
 Thursday December 22
HOSEA 13:1-16
 
There are two aspects to Israel's sin which the people of God still have to be wary of. One is that they ignore God's concern for justice, the other is that they trust their own resources, or the resources of others, or even the resources of their own religiousness, rather than God (1,7-8,11,14). That is as silly as trying to catch the wind (1). Instead, the prophet's word challenges us to care for others and to rely on the Lord acting
(6).
But the way Hosea makes this point is also instructive. The stories of Israel's ancestors in Genesis, especially Jacob, are very encouraging because the Lord still works through these men and reaffirms his promises to them although they are so full of human weaknesses. It seems that Hosea's audience had learned that lesson well. Perhaps they would be especially drawn to Jacob because he was a man of their area (4,12). But Hosea warns us that it is possible to delude ourselves into thinking that the Bible is a comfort to us on occasions when it is not. Jacob had to be confronted by God (3-5), and so may we (6). We must not let favourite texts from scripture make us deaf to what the Lord is challenging us about now. Further, whereas Jacob went off to a foreign land for a wife, looking after sheep, the Lord looked after Israel by bringing her out of a foreign land by means of a prophet, Moses (12-13: the brackets in 12 in RSV obscure the link between the verses here). Hosea challenges his hearers and us not to silence the prophetic challenges which come from the ones the Lord sends (10).
 A chapter full of judgement comes as rather a surprise after the reassurances of ch. 11; although Paul uses v. 14, written in a judgemental sense, in;a reassuring way in 1 Cor. 15:55. Yet these facts in themselves underline for us that both warning and reassurance have to be present if Hosea's message to us is to be complete. But how do these two aspects of the biblical message interrelate?
First, ch. 11 is taking the long view. Over the story of human history and of the people of God as a whole, the loving purpose of God will triumph. God's love has the staying power to persist until his positive purpose is fulfilled. But ch. 13 takes the short view. Israel has experienced death and will do so again (e.g. 1-3). Indeed, it is the persistence of her rejection of the Lord and her choice of death that leads not to the Lord finally casting her off (ch. 11 rules that out) but to the Lord sending his Son into the world to die for her. So Paul can reapply v. 14 in a way that fits the reassurance of ch. 11, if not the historical setting of ch. 13. And this is a pattern that is repeated in the life of the church: when congregations turn from the Lord's way, the Lord's long-term purpose is not threatened, but they themselves may die.
But secondly, therefore, both ch. 11 and ch. 13 were written and are addressed to us not merely as exercises in theology or as prophetic previews of history but as invitations and challenges. They present a choice before us. In our own lives one or the other will be fulfilled. We have to choose which scenario shall be ours.
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Friday December 23
   
HOSEA 14:1-9
   
After the turbulence, violence, and urgency of earlier chapters, an unaccustomed gentle peacefulness pervades Hosea's last verses. V. 1 hints at the reason for this: Israel's 'fall' is no longer merely prospect (as it was in 5:5) but reality. Here is God's word to a nation upon whom the axe has dropped.
The heart of his message lies in v. 4. God's anger has been expressed and is therefore over (he is not one who goes on holding a grudge). He will love not because they now deserve love but because love arises from him ('freely' means 'spontaneously'). Their unreliability in their relationship to him is like a chronic illness, but he will heal it.
Therefore he can invite them to return to him (1-3). It is an invitation, rather than the kind of sharp summons that Hosea has given earlier; surely Israel will now at last see sense. And what Israel is to bring to God is to be expressed in words (2). Her confession (2) and her commitment (3 - turning away from political, personal, and religious resources other than the Lord) are the outward expression of the faith that lays hold on grace. That is all she needs to bring, because the invitation issues from grace.
The fruitfulness Hosea describes (5-8) issues from the Lord's grace. Hosea takes up the lyrical language of love (he uses expressions paralleled in the Song of Songs) to thrill Israel's heart with what her Lord promises to do for her.
In a final epilogue (9) he presses home the practical application of his message. God's loving generosity outlined in verses 4-8 is available to a repentant people.
If we have known God's judgement (or Christ has borne it for us), Hosea's words are for us too.
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