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HOSEA 

[see pages 1245–1259 of the Old Testament] 

Hosea is not the first of the prophets chronologically, but he provides a good introduction to the 

prophetic corpus, as he is unrivaled for the beauty of his poetry and the emotional power of his 

oracles. He lived at a time of great crisis for the Northern Kingdom of Israel. He began his career 

in the middle of the eighth century (about 750 BC). Little more than a decade later Israel came 

under threat from the mighty Assyrian empire, which was expanding westward. The king of 

Israel became a vassal, or subject, of Assyria in 732 BC, the kingdom was brought to an end, and 

its capital Samaria destroyed, in 722 BC. In the period between the death of King Jeroboam II 

(who is mentioned in Hos 1:1) in 746 BC and the first submission of Israel in 732 BC, no fewer 

than five kings sat on the throne (and a sixth succeeded in 732 BC). It was, then, a period of great 

instability. While we cannot specify the occasions of Hosea’s individual prophecies, it is 

important to be aware of this general background. 

As noted in the New American Bible, the first three chapters stand apart from the rest of the 

book because of the theme of the prophet’s marriage. It is difficult to discern any pattern in 

chapters 4 through 14. Most of the oracles proclaim the destruction of Israel, but the book ends 

with an invitation to repentance (14:2–9). There is also an important prophecy of restoration at 

11:8–11. 

The Metaphor of Marriage 

The attractiveness of Hosea’s prophecy springs from his use of metaphor and symbol, especially 

imagery drawn from human relationships. His most fundamental metaphor is that of marriage. 

The book opens with one of the most bizarre commands in all the Bible, “Go, get for yourself a 

woman of prostitution.…” It may be that the woman, Gomer, was not a harlot when she married, 

and that the command anticipates her later behavior. There is an alternative view, however, held 

by many scholars, which sees the choice of a harlot wife as a deliberate symbolic act on the part 

of the prophet (compare the bizarre symbolic acts in Isaiah 20 and Ezekiel 4). Some scholars 

think that Gomer was not only a prostitute but a cult prostitute, devoted to the worship of the 

pagan god Baal. By marrying such a person, Hosea would have attracted considerable attention, 

and dramatized his message that “the land prostitutes itself” (1:2). In any case, the prophet uses 

the experience of infidelity in marriage, all too familiar to his audience, to convey an 

understanding of Israel’s behavior toward the Lord, the God of Israel. The metaphor was 

appropriate for several reasons: 

1. It is a fundamental presupposition of Hosea that Israel is bound to God by the covenant 

given to Moses. A covenant is a contractual arrangement, like a marriage. The relationship can 

be expressed in the declarations “You are my people” and “My God” (2:25) on the analogy of 

the standard marriage formula “she is my wife, he is my husband.” 

2. One of the major problems addressed by Hosea was idolatry, specifically the cult of the 

Canaanite god Baal. The word baal was used in Hebrew as the common word for husband. 
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Moreover, Baal was attractive to the people because he was a fertility god who was supposed to 

guarantee the productivity of land, animals, and people. Some scholars have supposed that the 

worship of Baal involved sexual acts with sacred prostitutes. This is now viewed as unlikely, but 

the imagery of prostitution and fornication is often used to symbolize idolatry. Hosea was 

contrasting the covenant with the Lord, understood as a marriage, with the cult of Baal, 

understood as prostitution. The prophet’s wife exemplified the behavior of Israel, by straying 

from the marital relationship. 

3. Hosea’s whole understanding of God is based on the assumption that God is like the best 

in human nature, only more so. Since marriage is the culmination of love between man and 

woman, it is appropriate that it should also provide the analogy for understanding the love 

between the Lord and Israel. 

The fact that the prophet uses the most intimate aspect of his own life to convey his message 

is indicative of his total involvement in his prophecy. The involvement extends to his children, 

who are given such symbolic names as “Not-Pitied” (Lo-ruhama, 1:6) and “Not-My-People” 

(Lo-ammi, 1:8). There is no concern for private, personal life. The prophet and his family are at 

the disposal of God for the welfare of the people. 

The Lord and Baal 

In the great poem in chapter 2, Hosea argues that the people are mistaken when they credit Baal 

with providing the grain, the wine, and the oil. It is the Lord who really controls fertility. What is 

involved here is not simply a matter of knowing the most appropriate name for the God of 

nature. To acknowledge the Lord as lord is to accept the Sinai covenant, with its code of ethics 

for society. Israel’s infidelity in worshipping Baal is the symptom of a pervasive disease. 

Hosea’s grievance against the people is summed up in 4:1–3: 

There is no fidelity, no loyalty, 
no knowledge of God in the land. 

Swearing, lying, murder, 
stealing and adultery break out; 
bloodshed follows bloodshed. 

Therefore the land dries up.… 

The list of offenses closely follows the Ten Commandments, but the point is not just that specific 

laws are broken. It is a question of fundamental attitude. Infidelity manifests itself in sexual 

behavior, in idolatry, in the repeated assassination of rulers, in wavering political alliances. This 

lack of constancy certainly had an effect on the political fortunes of the nation. Hosea believed 

that it also had an effect on the land itself. He may have been right insofar as the rulers neglected 

the proper care of the land because of intrigue and opportunism. 

Land and Desert 

In the poem in Hosea 2, the prophet plays on the rich associations of the promised land. The 

foundation of Israel’s identity was the story of the Exodus. The escape from Egypt had been 

followed by forty years of wandering in the wilderness. After that experience, Israel had indeed 

looked like “a land flowing with milk and honey.” Now the prophet threatened to take all that 

away: “I will make her like the wilderness, make her like an arid land.” To appreciate the full 
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force of this threat we must remember that for ancient Israel the gift of the land was the primary 

expression of salvation. There was no belief among Israelites of that time in a blessed hereafter. 

To reduce the land to a wilderness would be, in effect, to undo the Exodus. In fact, the 

devastation of the Assyrian invasion might well be said to do that, some years after Hosea spoke. 

The wilderness, however, was not only a place of death. It was also a place of hope. Israel 

wandered in the wilderness in “the days of her youth.” Hosea changes his metaphor in 2:16 and 

plays on the positive connotations of the wilderness, as a place where a man might take a young 

woman in privacy, away from the town, to court her. What he is suggesting is that the destruction 

at the hands of Assyria is not the end. It is rather a transitional stage, necessary to clear away the 

cult of Baal and the other abuses in Israel. When Israel has been stripped down, so to speak, by 

the Assyrians, a new beginning will be possible, in effect a new Exodus. 

The motif of a new Exodus, introduced here for the first time, would later be important for 

Second Isaiah (Is 40–55) after the Babylonian exile. It would be taken up again by the people 

who wrote the Dead Sea Scrolls, shortly before the time of Christ, and it is implied in the career 

of John the Baptist (Mk 1:2f). 

Criticism of the Cult 

The cult of Baal was attractive in part because it was a matter of ritual rather than of ethical 

conduct. The Israelites were also willing to perform rituals for the Lord. Hosea complains at the 

facile way in which they professed repentance, only to have the sentiment vanish as soon as they 

left the Temple (6:1–4). In the course of this passage the Israelites say: “He will revive us after 

two days; on the third day he will raise us up.” This reference to raising up on the third day has 

often been related to the resurrection of Christ. In its context, however, it simply expresses the 

hope that God would restore the fortunes of the people after a short time. 

Hosea goes on to enunciate one of the classic formulations of biblical religion in 6:6: “It is 

loyalty that I desire, not sacrifice, and knowledge of God rather than burnt offerings.” Sacrifice 

was not bad in itself, but it was only as good as the attitude it represented. Without the love that 

expressed itself in ethical conduct, sacrifice was meaningless, no matter what it cost. The 

inadequacy of sacrifice without the practice of justice is one of the major themes that runs 

through the prophetic corpus. 

The Importance of Metaphors 

The power of Hosea’s prophecy comes in large part from his stock of striking metaphors. Israel 

is compared to a “unturned cake” (7:8), a “wild ass” (8:9), or a “luxuriant vine” (10:1). These 

metaphors have an emotional effect because of the associations they carry with them, and this 

enhances their power of communication. Nowhere is this more evident than in chapter 11, which 

begins “When Israel was a child I loved him.” The reference is to the Exodus, but the effect is 

very different from the rather violent accounts in the Pentateuch. By comparing Israel to a child, 

Hosea paints a vivid picture of God as the loving parent, teaching the infant to walk and lifting it 

up. By implication, Israel should have the same kind of elemental bond with the Lord that a 

toddler has with its parents. 

Development of this metaphor leads Hosea to one of the most remarkable passages in the Old 

Testament. The thought of destroying his or her own child is repugnant to any normal parent. 

The Lord, too, asks “how could I give you up, Ephraim?” (11:8). Following the thrust of the 
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metaphor the answer is inevitable: “I will not give vent to my blazing anger, I will not destroy 

Ephraim again.” The rationale may surprise us, however—“for I am God and not a man.” Human 

parents are fallible and may be overcome by anger; God is not subject to weakness. The 

difference between God and humanity is that we fall short of what we know to be best, while 

God has no such limitation. 

Hosea, like all the great prophets, was a realist. He recognized that Israel would be destroyed, 

and whatever actually happened was the work of God (a point which will be made again by 

Amos). The same God whose heart is stirred to pity in chapter 11 declares that “Compassion is 

hidden from my eyes” in 13:14. There is an apparent contradiction here. The mood of the 

prophet might naturally swing with changing circumstances, but if the Lord is “God and not 

man,” we expect consistency. Hosea was not a systematic theologian, however, and all his 

insights do not fit neatly together. He was a shrewd enough observer to realize what would befall 

Samaria at the hands of the Assyrians—little ones dashed to pieces, expectant mothers ripped 

open (14:1). Yet he affirmed that God still loved Israel like a child, or, in the imagery of chapter 

2, that after God had divorced Israel he would start over again with a new courtship. In this his 

faith is like that of a modern Jew who still believes in the love of God after the Holocaust. The 

conviction that God is love, despite all the evidence for random brutality and hatred in the world, 

is also an integral part of Christian faith. 

One of Hosea’s harshest words of judgment is given an ironic twist in the New Testament. In 

13:14 the Lord asks, through the prophet, “Where are your plagues, O death! where is your sting, 

Sheol!” The point of the passage is that God is about to use the sting of death against Israel. In 1 

Corinthians 15:54f, Saint Paul quotes this passage. In this case, however, the question is a 

mocking one—the sting of death has been broken by the resurrection of Christ. While Paul 

changes the meaning of the passage he quotes, the new meaning is not altogether alien to Hosea, 

since he too looked beyond the death of the nation Israel and hoped for its “resurrection.” 

The Relevance of Hosea 

Hosea’s message of divine love and the need for fidelity has lost none of its relevance in the 

modern world. The most important lesson to be learned from Hosea, however, may well be a 

matter of theological method. The way to the knowledge of God is through the observation of 

human experience. We know that it is better to pity than to destroy because of our experience in 

raising children. We know that infidelity is destructive because of the experience of our 

relationships, or because we have seen it in the relationships of others. Our knowledge of God is 

inferred from those basic human values which we know intuitively. Essentially the same 

theological method can be found in the parables of Jesus (for example, the Prodigal Son and the 

Good Samaritan) which are based to a great degree on the observation of human relationships. 
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