
Introduction to Hosea Chapter 1

The Marriage That Became a Message: God’s Covenant Love and Israel’s 

Unfaithfulness

 

The  book  of  Hosea  is  one  of  the  most  personally  costly  prophetic  commissions  in  all  of Scripture. God does not merely give Hosea a message to deliver. He gives him a marriage to live —  a  marriage  that  will  become  the  most  vivid  and  most  painful  illustration  available  of  the relationship  between  the  LORD  and  His  people.  The  prophet  is  commanded  to  take  a  wife  of whoredom, and through the union and its devastating consequences, God will make visible what Israel’s spiritual condition actually is: the wife who has turned from her husband to pursue other lovers, the nation that has abandoned the covenant God who redeemed her from Egypt to chase the gods of Canaan.

 

Hosea prophesied during one of the most prosperous and most spiritually corrupt periods in the northern  kingdom’s  history.  The  reign  of  Jeroboam  II  (approximately  793–753  BC)  brought economic  expansion,  military  success,  and  national  confidence  —  and  with  it,  the  religious syncretism that prosperity so often enables. The Baal worship that had been introduced into the northern  kingdom  by  Ahab  and  Jezebel  had  never  been  fully  eradicated.  The  worship  of  the LORD had been corrupted by the incorporation of Canaanite fertility religion, so that the people believed  they  were  honoring  God  while  actually  honoring  the  Baals  who  were  the  gods  of agricultural  abundance.  The  prosperity  confirmed,  in  the  people’s  minds,  that  the  religious system was working. What it could not confirm was that the God of the covenant was pleased.

 




Chapter  1  establishes  the  book’s  governing  metaphor  with  immediate  and  jarring  force.  The marriage  of  Hosea  to  Gomer  is  the  enacted  parable  of  the  covenant  between  the  LORD  and Israel.  The  children  born  from  the  marriage  are  given  names  that  are  themselves  prophetic declarations: Jezreel, the place of judgment; Lo-ruhamah, Not Pitied; Lo-ammi, Not My People. Each name is  a stage in  the deterioration of the covenant  relationship as  Israel’s unfaithfulness has brought it. And yet, embedded in the judgment — in the very passage that declares Not My People — is the promise of restoration that will run through the entire book: the day is coming when  they  shall  be  called  children  of  the  living  God,  when  Judah  and  Israel  shall  be  gathered together,  when  the  valley  of  Jezreel  shall  be  the  place  of  planting  rather  than  the  place  of slaughter.

 

The  theological  depth  of  Hosea  chapter  1  is  impossible  to  overstate.  It  is  the  introduction  to  a book that gives us the most intimate available window into the emotional life of God toward His people — the God whose love is not the detached benevolence of the divine administrator but the passionate, grieving, pursuing love of the husband whose wife has left him for other lovers and who will not let her go. The New Testament’s use of the marriage metaphor for the relationship between  Christ  and  His  church,  the  apostolic  application  of  Lo-ammi  and  Lo-ruhamah  in Romans 9 and 1 Peter 2 to describe the inclusion of the Gentiles in the people of God — all of it has  its  roots  in  the  opening  chapter  of  Hosea’s  devastating,  beautiful,  and  ultimately  hopeful book.

Opening Prayer

 

Heavenly Father,

 

We come to Hosea chapter 1 as people who are aware, to varying degrees, of our own unfaithfulness. We know what it is to turn from You toward the things that promise what only You can give — the security, the satisfaction, the identity, the love that the covenant relationship with You is designed to provide. We know the gods of our own age: the prosperity that promises significance, the approval that promises belonging, the control that promises security, the pleasure that promises fulfillment. And we know, if we are honest, that we have pursued these things with a devotion that has sometimes rivaled and sometimes surpassed our devotion to You.

 

Lord, let Hosea’s marriage be the mirror that shows us our own condition. Let the names of the children — Jezreel, Lo-ruhamah, Lo-ammi — be the names that name what our unfaithfulness produces: the judgment that falls on the place of our worst betrayal, the withdrawal of the compassion that our pursuit of other lovers forfeits, the severing of the covenant relationship that our abandonment of You threatens. And let the promise embedded in the judgment — the children of the living God, the gathered people, the valley of planting — be the promise that sustains us through the honest confrontation with the condition that the chapter diagnoses.

 

Give us ears to hear the love beneath the judgment — the love of the husband who names the condition accurately because He intends to heal it, who declares the consequences of the unfaithfulness because He is calling His people back from the path that leads to them. Let the book of Hosea form in us the understanding of the God who loves too much to leave us in the condition that our unfaithfulness has produced, and who will pursue us through every form of judgment until we return to Him who is our first husband and our truest home.

 

In Jesus’ name, Amen.

 

Hosea 1:1–3

The Prophet and the Commission: When God Makes a Marriage into a Message

 

(1) The word of the LORD that came unto Hosea, the son of Beeri,

in the days of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, kings of Judah,

and in the days of Jeroboam the son of Joash, king of Israel.

(2) The beginning of the word of the LORD by Hosea.

And the LORD said to Hosea,

Go, take unto thee a wife of whoredoms

and children of whoredoms:

for the land hath committed great whoredom,

departing from the LORD.

(3) So he went and took Gomer the daughter of Diblaim;

which conceived, and bare him a son.

 

The Context

The superscription of verse 1 places Hosea in a precise historical context: his ministry spans the reigns of four Judean kings  — Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah — and one northern king, Jeroboam II of Israel. This is a long ministry, spanning perhaps forty years, and it encompasses some  of  the  most  dramatic  events  in  the  history  of  the  northern  kingdom:  the  assassination  of Jeroboam’s  successors,  the  political  instability  of  the  final  decades  of  the  northern  monarchy, and ultimately the Assyrian conquest of Samaria in 722 BC. Hosea does not merely predict these catastrophes.  He  lives  through  the  period  that  produces  them,  proclaiming  to  a  nation  that  is accelerating toward destruction while believing it is prospering.

 

The  commission  of  verse  2  is  the  most  shocking  prophetic  commission  in  the  Old  Testament. The beginning of the LORD’s word by Hosea is not a vision, not a call to the throne room, not the coal on the lips that Isaiah received. It is a command to marry: Go, take to yourself a wife of whoredom and have children of whoredom, for the land commits great whoredom by forsaking the  LORD.  The  reason  for  the  command  is  embedded  in  it:  the  land  has  committed  great whoredom. Israel’s spiritual condition is the marriage of spiritual adultery — the abandonment of  the  covenant  God  for  the  pursuit  of  the  Baals  and  the  fertility  cults  of  Canaan.  Hosea’s marriage is to be the lived, embodied, biographical exhibit of that condition.

 

The interpretation of Go, take a wife of whoredoms has been debated throughout the history of interpretation. The two main positions are: (1) that Gomer was a woman of known immorality at the time of the marriage, and Hosea knew this when he married her — making the marriage itself the act of deliberate, costly obedience; or (2) that Gomer was a woman who became unfaithful after the marriage, and the phrase wife of whoredoms is a description of what she would become rather  than  what  she  already  was.  The  theological  point  of  either  reading  is  the  same:  Hosea enters a marriage that will mirror the covenant relationship between the LORD and Israel, with full  knowledge  that  the  marriage  will  end  in  the  kind  of  devastating  unfaithfulness  that  the covenant relationship has already experienced.

 

The obedience of verse 3 is as simple as it is costly: so he went and took Gomer the daughter of Diblaim. The prophet does what God commands. The woman is named  — Gomer, daughter of Diblaim — which gives the marriage the specificity of biography rather than the abstraction of allegory. This is a real person. This is a real marriage. The pain that will follow is the pain of a real  husband  whose  real  wife  will  leave  him  for  other  men.  And  the  theological  message embedded in this biographical reality is the most intimate account of God’s emotional experience of Israel’s unfaithfulness that the Old Testament provides.

Plain American English

This  is  the  word  of  the  LORD  that  came  to  Hosea  son  of  Beeri  during  the  reigns  of  Uzziah, Jotham,  Ahaz,  and  Hezekiah,  kings  of  Judah,  and  during  the  reign  of  Jeroboam  son  of  Joash, king  of  Israel.  When  the  LORD  first  began  speaking  through  Hosea,  He  said  to  him:  Go  and marry a promiscuous woman and have children with her. Do this because the people of this land have  been  completely  unfaithful  to  me,  chasing  after  other  gods.  So  Hosea  went  and  married Gomer daughter of Diblaim. She became pregnant and gave birth to his son.

 

Key Observations

“Go, take unto thee a wife of whoredoms and children of whoredoms: for the land hath committed great whoredom, departing from the LORD”: This signifies The Commission Is the Most Personally Costly Prophetic Command in the Old Testament — the Prophet Is Not Given a Message to Deliver but a Marriage to Live That Will Become the Message. The prophetic commissions of Isaiah and Jeremiah and Ezekiel all involve personal cost: the coal on the lips, the prohibition of marriage and mourning, the lying on the side for months. But none of them involves the sustained, biographical, relational cost of Hosea’s commission. Hosea is not asked to perform a symbolic act and then return to normal life. He is asked to enter a covenant relationship  —  marriage  —  that  will  mirror  the  covenant  relationship  between  God  and  Israel across  years  and  decades  of  daily  lived  experience.  The  unfaithfulness  of  Gomer  is  not  a  one-time  event  that  Hosea  is  shown  and  then  asked  to  describe.  It  is  the  ongoing  condition  of  his marriage,  the  daily  reality  of  his  household,  the  biographical  exhibit  of  what  the  LORD experiences in His relationship with Israel. The cost of the commission is the cost of the love it is designed to communicate.

“For the land hath committed great whoredom, departing from the LORD”: This signifies The Metaphor of Whoredom Is the Most Precise Available Description of What Israel’s Idolatry Actually Is — the Betrayal of an Exclusive Covenant Relationship by the Pursuit of Other Lovers.

The use of the marriage metaphor for the covenant between the LORD and Israel is grounded in the  covenantal  nature  of  the  relationship  itself.  The  Sinai  covenant  —  with  its  exclusive demands, its promises of provision and protection, its consequences for unfaithfulness — has the structure of a marriage covenant. The LORD has bound Himself to Israel in the same way that a husband binds himself to a wife: exclusively, faithfully, with the full investment of His provision and protection and love. Israel’s pursuit  of the Baals  is  therefore not  merely  the violation of a religious rule. It is the betrayal of a marriage — the turning from the husband who has redeemed her and provided for her to pursue the lovers who have nothing to offer that the husband has not already given. The whoredom is the precise metaphor because the betrayal is precisely marital.

“So he went and took Gomer the daughter of Diblaim”: This signifies The Simple Obedience of the Prophet Who Does What God Commands Despite the Personal Cost Is the First Exhibit of the Costly Love That the Book Will Reveal as the Character of God’s Own Relationship with Israel.

The  brevity  of  the  obedience  —  so  he  went  and  took  —  is  the  biblical  narrator’s  way  of registering the immediacy and completeness of the prophet’s compliance. There is no recorded hesitation, no recorded protest, no recorded negotiation with the terms of the commission. Hosea goes. Hosea takes.  And  in  doing  so,  he becomes the first  exhibit  of the love that the book will describe  as  the  character  of  God’s  own  relationship  with  Israel:  the  love  that  enters  into  the covenant with full knowledge that the covenant will be broken, that the wife will be unfaithful, that the husband will be grieved and betrayed and publicly shamed. The obedience of the prophet is the first glimpse of the love of the God who chose Israel knowing what Israel would do with the choice.

 

What This Means for Us Today

1. Receive the Marriage Metaphor as the Most Intimate Available Account of God’s Love for His People — a Love That Is Personal, Exclusive, and Grieved by Unfaithfulness: The marriage metaphor that Hosea embodies is not a cold theological category. It is the most intimate relationship  available  in  human  experience  —  the  exclusive  covenant  of  husband  and  wife  — deployed to describe the specific quality of God’s love for His people. The God who loves His people  with  the  love  of  a  husband  is  the  God  whose  love  is  personal  rather  than  general, exclusive rather than indifferent, and capable of grief rather than detached from the condition of the beloved. To receive this metaphor seriously is to understand that our spiritual unfaithfulness —  our  turning  from  God  to  the  gods  of  our  own  age  —  is  experienced  by  God  not  as  the violation of a rule but  as the betrayal  of a marriage. The love that is  betrayed is  real  love. The grief that the betrayal produces is real grief.

2.  Identify  the  Contemporary  Equivalents  of  the  Baal  Worship  That  Hosea’s  Israel Pursued  —  the  Things  That  Promise  What  Only  God  Can  Give: The  Baals  of  ancient Canaan were the gods of agricultural abundance  — the deities who, it was believed, controlled the  rain  and  the  fertility  and  the  harvest.  Israel’s  pursuit  of  the  Baals  was  the  pursuit  of  the provision that only the covenant God could ultimately give, sought through the channels that the surrounding  culture  offered.  The  contemporary  equivalents  are  the  things  that  promise  the security, the significance, the satisfaction, and the belonging that only the covenant relationship with  God  is  designed  to  provide:  the  prosperity  that  promises  significance,  the  approval  that promises  belonging,  the  achievement  that  promises  identity,  the  pleasure  that  promises fulfillment.  Identify  the  Baals.  Name  them  with  the  precision  that  the  chapter’s  diagnosis requires. The naming is the beginning of the return.

3. Recognize That the Prophetic Word Always Comes in a Historical Context and That the Message Is Inseparable from the Moment in Which It Is Given: The superscription of verse 1 — with its precise dating across four Judean and one northern king  — is not merely historical data.  It  is  the  insistence  that  the  word  of  the  LORD  is  always  given  in  a  specific  historical moment, to a specific historical people, in response to a specific historical condition. The word of  the  LORD  that  came  to  Hosea  in  the  days  of  Jeroboam  II  is  not  a  timeless  theological abstraction  floating  free  of  its  historical  context.  It  is  the  word  that  addresses  the  specific condition of a specific people in a specific moment — and its timeless truth is inseparable from its  historical  specificity.  Read  the  prophets  historically  before  reading  them  typologically  or devotionally.

How This Relates to Today

The  commission  of  Hosea  —  the  marriage  that  became  a  message  —  is  the  most  dramatic example in the Bible of what it looks like when God incarnates His message in the biography of His messenger. The word is not merely spoken. It is lived. The prophet does not merely describe the covenant relationship in theological terms. He experiences it in biographical terms — the joy of the covenant,  the pain of the betrayal,  the grief of the abandoned husband, and, as  the book will  reveal,  the  pursuing  love  that  refuses  to  let  the  unfaithful  wife  go.  This  biographical embodiment  of  the  theological  message  is  the  pattern  of  the  incarnation  itself:  the  Word becoming  flesh,  the  message  taking  on  the  full  cost  of  the  condition  it  is  addressing,  God entering into the human experience of betrayal and grief and loss in the person of the Son who is the true faithful husband.

 

The  prosperity  of  Jeroboam  II’s  reign  that  provided  the  context  for  Israel’s  religious complacency is  also  one of the most relevant  historical  parallels  for the contemporary Western church.  The  church  in  the  most  prosperous  period  of  Western  history  has  been,  in  many  of  its expressions, the most spiritually complacent: the most accommodated to the surrounding culture, the  most  comfortable  with  the  incorporation  of  the  gods  of  the  age  into  its  worship  and  its theology,  the  most  confident  that  the  prosperity  is  the  sign  of  divine  favor  rather  than  the condition in which the idolatry is most insidious. The message of Hosea chapter 1 is addressed precisely  to  this  condition:  the  whoredom  of  the  people  who  have  the  form  of  covenant relationship while actually pursuing other lovers.

Key Lesson: *The commission of Hosea — to take a wife of whoredom so that the land’s great whoredom in  departing  from the LORD might  be made visible  — is the  most personally costly prophetic  commission  in  the  Old  Testament  and  the  most  intimate  available  account  of  God’s emotional experience of Israel’s unfaithfulness: the betrayal is marital, the grief is real, and the love  that  is  betrayed  is  the  exclusive  covenant  love  of  the  husband  who  chose  Israel  knowing what Israel would do with the choice.*

 

Hosea 1:4–9

The Three Children: Jezreel, Lo-ruhamah, and Lo-ammi — The Stages of Judgment Written in Names

 

(4) And the LORD said unto him,

Call his name Jezreel;

for yet a little while,

and I will avenge the blood of Jezreel upon the house of Jehu,

and will cause to cease the kingdom of the house of Israel.

(5) And it shall come to pass at that day,

that I will break the bow of Israel

in the valley of Jezreel.

(6) And she conceived again, and bare a daughter.

And God said unto him,

Call her name Lo-ruhamah:

for I will no more have mercy upon the house of Israel;

but I will utterly take them away.

(7) But I will have mercy upon the house of Judah,

and will save them by the LORD their God,

and will not save them by bow, nor by sword,

nor by battle, by horses, nor by horsemen.

(8) Now when she had weaned Lo-ruhamah,

she conceived, and bare a son.

(9) Then said God,

Call his name Lo-ammi:

for ye are not my people,

and I will not be your God.

 

The Context

The  three  children  of  Hosea  and  Gomer  are  each  given  names  that  are  themselves  prophetic declarations,  and the three names together trace  the arc of judgment  from  its specific historical occasion through its withdrawal of compassion to its most devastating conclusion: the severance of  the  covenant  relationship  itself.  The  naming  of  the  children  is  the  practice  of  Hebrew  name theology  at  its  most  theologically  loaded  —  the  name  does  not  merely  label  but  declares,  the name is not merely identifying but prophesying.

 

The  first  child  is  a  son  named  Jezreel  —  which  means  God  sows  or  God  scatters.  The significance of the name is double. Jezreel was the valley where Jehu, the founder of the dynasty that  produced  Jeroboam  II,  had  massacred  the  house  of  Ahab  and  established  his  own  dynasty through  bloodshed  (2  Kings  9–10).  The  LORD  had  originally  commanded  the  judgment  on Ahab’s house, but Jehu had conducted it with a ruthlessness that exceeded the commission, and the blood of Jezreel has not been forgotten. The name of the child declares that the blood of that place  will  be  avenged  on  the  house  of  Jehu  —  which  was  fulfilled  when  Jeroboam  II’s  son Zechariah  was  assassinated  after  only  six  months  on  the  throne  (2  Kings  15:8–10),  ending  the Jehu dynasty and beginning the political chaos of the northern kingdom’s final decades.

 

The  second  child  is  a  daughter  named  Lo-ruhamah  —  Not  Pitied,  or  Not  Shown  Compassion. The name is the declaration of the withdrawal of the compassion that has been one of the most characteristic attributes of the LORD’s relationship with Israel: the covenant faithfulness that has expressed itself in  mercy and long-suffering toward a people who have repeatedly provoked it. The withdrawal of Lo-ruhamah is not the withdrawal of love — as the promise of verse 7 makes clear,  God  will  still  have  mercy  on  Judah.  It  is  the  withdrawal  of  the  specific  form  of compassionate  intervention  that  has  been  rescuing  Israel  from  the  consequences  of  its  own unfaithfulness.  The  people  will  now  begin  to  experience  what  their  choices  have  been  leading toward.

The third child is a son named Lo-ammi — Not My People. This is the most devastating of the three names because it reverses the most fundamental formula of the covenant relationship. The covenant formula — I will be your God and you will be my people — is the theological center of everything  the Sinai covenant  established. Lo-ammi declares that the covenant  relationship has been so thoroughly violated by  Israel’s unfaithfulness that the formula itself is  being  inverted: you are not my people, and I am not your God. The name is not the permanent repudiation of the covenant — as the verses that follow will make clear  — but it is the declaration of the present condition that the unfaithfulness has produced.

 

Plain American English

Then the LORD told Hosea, “Name your son Jezreel, because before long I am going to punish the dynasty of Jehu for the massacre at Jezreel, and I will bring the kingdom of Israel to an end. On  that  day  I  will  break  Israel’s  military  power  in  the  valley  of  Jezreel.”  Gomer  became pregnant again and gave birth to a daughter. The LORD said to Hosea, “Name her Lo-ruhamah — Not Loved — because I will no longer show love to the house of Israel or forgive them. Yet I will show love to the people of Judah. I will save them  — but not by bows, swords, or military might. It will be the LORD their God who saves them.” After Lo-ruhamah was weaned, Gomer became pregnant again and gave birth to a son. Then the LORD said, “Name him Lo-ammi — Not My People — because you are not my people, and I am not your God.

 

Key Observations

“Call his name Jezreel; for yet a little while, and I will avenge the blood of Jezreel upon the house of Jehu”: This signifies The First Name Is the Declaration That the Blood of Past Violence Is Not Forgotten by the God Who Sees All History and Who Will Bring the Specific Consequences of Specific Sins to Their Appointed Reckoning. The naming of the first child Jezreel is the announcement that the moral history of Israel is not sealed off in a compartment that the present prosperity can ignore. The blood of Jezreel  — the violence  with  which  Jehu  established  his  dynasty  —  has  not  been  forgotten,  even  though  it happened a century earlier and even though the current king is Jehu’s great-great-grandson. The God who declares the blood of Jezreel upon the house of Jehu is the God who holds the moral history  of  nations  in  His  memory  and  who  brings  the  consequences  of  past  violence  to  their appointed reckoning in His own time. The prosperity of Jeroboam II’s reign has not closed the account.  It  has  merely  deferred  the  settlement.  The  name  Jezreel  is  the  announcement  that  the deferral is ending.

“Call her name Lo-ruhamah: for I will no more have mercy upon the house of Israel”: This signifies The Withdrawal of Compassion Is Not the Withdrawal of Love but the Withdrawal of the Protective Intervention That Has Been Shielding Israel from the Full Consequences of Its Own Choices.

The  distinction  between  the  withdrawal  of  compassion  toward  Israel  in  verse  6  and  the continuing  mercy  toward  Judah  in  verse  7  is  theologically  important.  The  God  who  withdraws Lo-ruhamah from Israel is not a God who has ceased to love His people. He is the God who has determined  that  the  rescuing  interventions  that  have  been  protecting  Israel  from  the  full consequences of its unfaithfulness will now be withdrawn — so that Israel will experience what its  choices  have  been  leading  toward.  The  compassion  that  sheltered  Israel  from  the consequences  of  its  idolatry  is  the  same  compassion  that,  by  sheltering,  has  enabled  the continuation  of  the  idolatry.  The  withdrawal  of  the  compassion  is  the  beginning  of  the  painful process of bringing  Israel to the place where it will recognize what it has lost and return to the One from whom it has departed.

“Call his name Lo-ammi: for ye are not my people, and I will not be your God”: This signifies The Third Name Is the Most Devastating Prophetic Declaration in the Chapter — the Inversion of the Covenant Formula That Is the Theological Center of Israel’s Entire Existence as the People of God.

The covenant formula  —  I  will be your God and you will be my  people  —  first  established at Sinai and repeated throughout the Old Testament as the summary of the covenant relationship, is here  inverted  with  devastating  precision:  you  are  not  my  people,  and  I  am  not  your  God.  The inversion does not annul the covenant in its ultimate eschatological dimension  — as the verses that  follow  will  make  clear.  But  it  declares  the  present  condition  that  the  unfaithfulness  has produced: the covenant relationship has been so thoroughly violated by Israel’s pursuit of other gods  that  the  formula  which  expressed  its  intimacy  is  now,  in  the  present  historical  moment, reversed.  The  name  Lo-ammi  is  the  most  theologically  concentrated  statement  of  the consequence of covenant unfaithfulness available in the Old Testament.

“I will save them by the LORD their God, and will not save them by bow, nor by sword, nor by battle, by horses, nor by horsemen”: This signifies The Promise of Salvation for Judah by Divine Rather Than Military Means Is the Embedded Grace That Appears Even in the Middle of the Judgment Declared Against Israel. The  intrusion  of  the  promise  for  Judah  in  verse  7  —  in  the  middle  of  the  declaration  of  Lo-ruhamah  for  Israel  —  is  the  first  exhibit  of  the  pattern  that  will  run  throughout  the  book  of Hosea:  the  grace  that  appears  in  the  middle  of  the  judgment,  the  promise  embedded  in  the sentence  of  condemnation,  the  love  that  will  not  abandon  even  in  the  act  of  declaring  the consequences of the unfaithfulness. And the specific content of the promise — salvation by the LORD  their  God  and  not  by  bow  or  sword  or  military  might  —  anticipates  the  deliverance  of Jerusalem from the Assyrian army in 701 BC, when Sennacherib’s forces were destroyed by the angel of the LORD without a battle being fought (2 Kings 19:35). The grace appears in Judah’s history as dramatically as the judgment appears in Israel’s.

 

What This Means for Us Today

1.  Read  the  Three  Names  as  a  Diagnostic  Tool  for  Recognizing  the  Stages  of  the Consequence That Covenant Unfaithfulness Produces: The three children’s names — Jezreel, Lo-ruhamah,  Lo-ammi  —  trace  the  arc  of  the  consequence  of  unfaithfulness  from  the  specific historical  reckoning  of  past  violence  through  the  withdrawal  of  protective  compassion  to  the declaration of the severed covenant relationship. This arc is not unique to eighth-century Israel. It is  the  arc  that  every  form  of  sustained  spiritual  unfaithfulness  tends  to  produce  in  the  lives  of individuals  and  communities:  the  past  choices  that  come  to  their  reckoning,  the  protective interventions that are withdrawn when the unfaithfulness is sustained, and the growing sense of distance  from  the  covenant  God  that  the  unfaithfulness  has  produced.  Read  the  names diagnostically. Where are you in the arc?

2.  Receive  the  Withdrawal  of  Comfortable  Circumstances  as  a  Possible  Form  of Compassion  Rather  Than  as  the  Absence  of  It: The  withdrawal  of  Lo-ruhamah  —  of  the compassionate  intervention  that  has  been  shielding  Israel  from  the  full  consequences  of  its choices  —  is  the  painful  grace  of  the  God  who  loves  too  much  to  allow  the  unfaithfulness  to continue  without  consequence.  The  contemporary  believer  or  community  whose  comfortable circumstances are being withdrawn — whose prosperity is declining, whose institutional security is eroding, whose cultural approval is being lost  — may be experiencing  the withdrawal of the compassionate shielding that has allowed the spiritual condition to remain unaddressed. Receive the withdrawal with the diagnostic question that it is designed to prompt: what condition has the shielding been concealing? The answer to that question is the beginning of the return.

3. Notice the Grace Embedded in the Judgment — the Promise That Appears in the Middle of the Sentence of Condemnation: The promise for Judah in verse 7 appears in the middle of the declaration of Lo-ruhamah for Israel. The grace is embedded in the judgment. The promise of restoration  is  hidden  in  the  names  of  the  children  who  declare  the  condition.  This  is  the characteristic movement of the book of Hosea — and of the biblical theology of judgment more broadly: the grace that appears in the middle of the sentence, the promise that sustains through the consequence, the love that will not be exhausted by the unfaithfulness. Train the eye to look for the embedded grace in the passages of judgment. It is almost always there.

 

How This Relates to Today

The  three  names  —  Jezreel,  Lo-ruhamah,  Lo-ammi  —  have  a  trajectory  that  maps  onto  the contemporary  experience  of  communities  and  institutions  that  have  sustained  the  form  of covenant relationship while abandoning its substance. The church that has maintained the form of worship while pursuing the gods of the surrounding culture — the gods of comfort, approval, therapeutic  self-improvement,  and  political  power  —  is  the  contemporary  exhibit  of  the condition that the three names diagnose. And the arc of the consequence is as recognizable in its contemporary form as it was in its ancient one: the reckoning of past choices, the withdrawal of the  protective  interventions,  and  the  growing  incoherence  of  a  community  that  claims  the covenant name while living the covenant denial.

 

The apostolic use of Lo-ammi and Lo-ruhamah in Romans 9:25–26 and 1 Peter 2:10 is the most direct available exhibit of the New Testament’s reading of Hosea’s names. Paul uses the reversal of Lo-ammi  and Lo-ruhamah  — those  who were not  my  people  I will call my  people, and her who was not beloved I will call beloved — to describe the inclusion of the Gentiles in the people of  God  through  the  gospel.  The  names  that  declared  Israel’s  judgment  become,  in  the eschatological  reversal  that  the  gospel  accomplishes,  the  names  that  declare  the  Gentiles’ inclusion. The Lo-ammi of Hosea becomes the foundation for Paul’s theology of the extension of the covenant community beyond ethnic Israel.

Key Lesson: *The three children’s names — Jezreel, Lo-ruhamah, Lo-ammi — trace the arc of the consequence of Israel’s covenant unfaithfulness from the specific reckoning of past violence through the withdrawal of compassionate protection to the declaration of the severed covenant formula itself; and embedded in the judgment is the grace that appears in the promise for Judah, the  pattern  that  will  define  the  entire  book  of  Hosea  and  that  will  provide  Paul  with  the vocabulary for describing the inclusion of the Gentiles in the people of God through the gospel.*

 

Hosea 1:10–11

The Promise Beyond the Judgment: Children of the Living God, the Gathered People, and the Valley of Planting

 

(10) Yet the number of the children of Israel shall be as the sand of the sea,

which cannot be measured nor numbered;

and it shall come to pass, that in the place where it was said unto them,

Ye are not my people,

there it shall be said unto them,

Ye are the sons of the living God.

(11) Then shall the children of Judah and the children of Israel

be gathered together,

and appoint themselves one head,

and they shall come up out of the land:

for great shall be the day of Jezreel.

 

The Context

The  transition  from  Lo-ammi  in  verse  9  to  the  promise  of  verses  10–11  is  one  of  the  most dramatic  reversals  in  prophetic  literature.  The  chapter  that  has  declared  the  most  devastating possible  judgment  —  You  are  not  my  people,  I  am  not  your  God  —  turns  immediately  to  the most expansive possible promise: yet the number of the children of Israel shall be as the sand of the sea, which cannot be measured or numbered. The reversal is not gradual. It is immediate and radical  —  the  characteristic movement  of Hosea’s theology, which holds the judgment  and the promise in the same breath, refusing to allow either the darkness of the judgment to extinguish the  light  of  the  promise  or  the  brightness  of  the  promise  to  minimize  the  seriousness  of  the judgment.

 

The promise of verse 10 inverts Lo-ammi with the most deliberate theological precision: in the very place where it was said to them, You are not my people, it will be said to them, You are the sons  of  the  living  God. The  place  is  the  same.  The  people  are  the  same.  But  the  declaration  is reversed. The God who declared the covenant severance will declare the covenant restoration in the same location, to the same people, using the same vocabulary but inverting its direction. The children of the living God — the phrase that replaces Not My People — is the most expansive possible restoration of the covenant  identity:  not  merely  people  again,  but children;  not  merely restored to covenant status, but adopted into the family of the living God.

 

The  promise  of  verse  11  adds  the  dimension  of  reunification:  the  children  of  Judah  and  the children  of  Israel  shall  be  gathered  together  and  appoint  for  themselves  one  head.  The  divided kingdom  —  the  schism  of  922  BC  that  split  the  united  monarchy  of  David  and  Solomon  into northern  Israel  and  southern  Judah  —  will  be  healed.  The  one  head  they  will  appoint  is  the messianic  king  who  will  reunite  the  divided  people  under  a  single  leadership.  And  the  final phrase — great shall be the day of Jezreel — transforms the name that opened the chapter as a declaration of judgment into the name of the eschatological restoration: Jezreel means God sows, and  the  valley  that  was  the  place  of  bloodshed  and  military  defeat  will  become  the  valley  of divine planting, the place where God scatters His people in the seed-scattering that produces the harvest of restoration.

 

Plain American English

Yet  the  time  will  come  when  the  people  of  Israel  will  be  like  the  sand  on  the  seashore  —  too many to count. And in the very place where they were told “You are not my people,” they will be called “children of the living God.” Then the people of Judah and the people of Israel will be reunited. They will choose one leader for themselves, and they will come up from the land. What a great day that will be — the day of Jezreel.

 

Key Observations

“Yet the number of the children of Israel shall be as the sand of the sea, which cannot be measured nor numbered”: This signifies The Promise of Innumerable Multitude Reverses the Judgment of Lo-ammi by Invoking the Abrahamic Covenant Promise as the Ground of the Eschatological Restoration.

The language of the sand of the sea that cannot be measured or numbered is the language of the Abrahamic covenant promise — the promise of the innumerable descendants given to Abraham in Genesis 22:17 and repeated throughout the patriarchal narratives. By invoking this language in the context of the reversal of Lo-ammi, Hosea is rooting the eschatological promise in the most foundational covenantal commitment God has made: the promise to Abraham precedes the Sinai covenant  and  is  not  conditioned  on  Israel’s  performance  of  the  Sinai  covenant’s  requirements. The Lo-ammi of Sinai does not cancel the promise of Abraham. The Abrahamic covenant is the deeper foundation on which the eschatological restoration will be built.

“In the place where it was said unto them, Ye are not my people, there it shall be said unto them, Ye are the sons of the living God”: This signifies The Reversal of Lo-ammi Is Not the Removal of the People from the Place of Judgment but the Transformation of the Declaration in the Same Place — the Grace Comes to Where the Judgment Was, Not to a Different Location.

The  in  the  place  where  is  the  most  pastorally  significant  detail  in  the  promise.  The  restoration does not require the people to move to a different location where the Lo-ammi was not declared. The declaration of sons of the living God is made in the same place where the declaration of Not My People was made. This is the characteristic movement of biblical grace: it does not remove the  person  or  community  from  the  place  of  the  judgment  to  make  the  restoration  possible.  It comes to the place of the judgment and transforms the declaration. The God who says sons of the living God says it where He said Not My People  — which means the place of the judgment is also the place of the restoration, and the deepest grace is the grace that comes to the very location of the worst failure.

“The children of Judah and the children of Israel shall be gathered together, and appoint themselves one head”: This signifies The Reunification of the Divided Kingdom Under One Head Is the Messianic Promise Embedded in the Eschatological Restoration — the Schism of the Divided Monarchy Will Be Healed by the One Who Gathers. The gathering of Judah and Israel under one head is the political dimension of the eschatological restoration — the reversal of the schism that has divided the covenant people since Rehoboam’s disastrous response to the northern tribes’ petition in 1 Kings 12. The one head is the messianic figure  who  will  gather  and  unite  what  the  political  failures  of  the  Davidic  monarchy  have divided. In the New Testament reading, the one head is Jesus Christ — the Davidic Messiah who gathers not only the divided tribes of Israel but, as the expansion of the promise in Paul’s use of Hosea  suggests,  the  whole  people  of  God  from  every  nation  into  the  single  community  of  the new covenant. The eschatological restoration of Hosea 1:11 is the seed of the New Testament’s vision of the gathered, unified people of God in Christ.

“Great shall be the day of Jezreel”: This signifies The Transformation of Jezreel from the Name of Judgment to the Name of Eschatological Planting Is the Most Concentrated Summary of the Chapter’s Theological Movement — the Place and Name of the Worst Judgment Becomes the Place and Name of the Greatest Restoration. The name Jezreel carries its double meaning through the entire chapter. As the first child’s name, it declares the judgment of the house of Jehu and the breaking of Israel’s military power. As the closing word of the promise, it declares the great day of divine planting: the God who scatters in judgment is the same God who sows in restoration, and the valley of the scattered becomes the valley of the planted. The transformation of Jezreel is the transformation of the entire chapter’s movement:  from  the  marriage  that  embodied  the  judgment  to  the  promise  that  declares  the restoration,  from  the  names  that  declared  the  condition  of  the  unfaithfulness  to  the  names reversed in the declaration of the covenant restoration, from the blood of Jezreel to the planting of Jezreel. Great shall be the day.

 

What This Means for Us Today

1.  Ground  Your  Hope  for  Restoration  in  the  Abrahamic  Promise  Rather  Than  in  the Performance of the Sinai Requirements: The invocation of the sand of the sea promise in the context of the reversal of Lo-ammi is the most important theological grounding available for the hope of restoration. The hope does not rest on the quality of the covenant performance that has been so thoroughly violated. It rests on the Abrahamic promise that precedes and undergirds the Sinai  covenant  —  the  unconditional  commitment  of  God  to  the  innumerable  descendants  of Abraham  that  is  not  cancelled  by  the  covenant  violations  of  Sinai.  For  the  New  Testament believer,  this  means  that  the  hope  of  restoration  rests  not  on  the  adequacy  of  our  own performance but on the grace that was given in Christ Jesus before time began — the same grace that Paul identifies in 2 Timothy 1:9 as the ground of the calling that is not according to works.

2.  Receive  the  Promise  That  the  Grace  Comes  to  the  Place  of  the  Judgment  as  the  Most Personally  Relevant  Dimension  of  the  Closing  Promise: The  in  the  place  where  it  was  said, You are not my people, there it will be said, You are sons of the living God is the promise that the grace of restoration comes to the precise location of the worst failure. The person who fears that the place of their deepest unfaithfulness — the specific relationship, the specific community, the  specific  history  of  departure  from  God  —  is  beyond  the  reach  of  the  grace  that  transforms Lo-ammi into sons of the living God has not yet understood the movement of Hosea 1:10. The grace comes to where the judgment was. It does not require the movement to a different location. It comes to the place of the declaration and transforms the declaration.

3. Read the Great Day of Jezreel as the Eschatological Confidence That the Worst Names Can  Be  Transformed  into  the  Names  of  the  Greatest  Restoration: The  transformation  of Jezreel  —  from  the  name  of  the  judgment  to  the  name  of  the  great  day  of  planting  —  is  the eschatological  confidence  that  no  name  declared  in  judgment  is  the  final  name.  The  Lo-ammi becomes sons of the living God. The Jezreel of bloodshed becomes the Jezreel of planting. The Not  Pitied  becomes  Pitied.  The  eschatological  imagination  that  Hosea  1:10–11  forms  in  the reader  is  the  imagination  that  holds  the  present  judgment  and  the  future  restoration simultaneously  —  that  can  name  the  condition  accurately  without  losing  the  hope  that  the condition is not the destination.

 

How This Relates to Today

The  apostolic  use  of  Hosea  1:10  in  Romans  9:25–26  and  1  Peter  2:10  is  the  most  important hermeneutical  guide  available  for  reading  these  closing  verses.  Paul  uses  the  reversal  of  Lo-ammi and Lo-ruhamah to describe the inclusion of the Gentiles in the people of God  — which means that the eschatological promise of Hosea 1:10 has been partially fulfilled in the formation of the new covenant community that includes every nation. The those who were not my people I will call my people is the description of what happened when the gospel crossed the boundary of ethnic Israel and gathered the Gentile nations into the community of the covenant. The children of the living God include the Gentile believers of every generation who have been adopted into the family of the God who is not the God of one nation but the living God of all creation.

 

The vision of reunification in verse 11 — Judah and Israel gathered together under one head — is  also  one  of  the  most  important  eschatological  promises  for  the  contemporary  church’s understanding of its own unity and its hope for the healing of its divisions. The divided church —  divided  by  theology,  by  culture,  by  history,  by  the  accumulated  grievances  of  centuries  of schism — is not the final form of the people of God. The one head who gathers Judah and Israel will  gather  the  divided  community  of  the  new  covenant  into  the  unity  that  the  division  has fractured. The great day of Jezreel is the day of that gathering.

Key Lesson: *The promise of verses 10–11 is the most radical reversal in the chapter and in the book: the Lo-ammi becomes sons of the living God in the same place where the Not My People was declared, the divided kingdoms of  Judah and Israel are gathered under one head, and the Jezreel of bloodshed becomes the Jezreel of the great day of divine planting — a promise whose eschatological fulfillment the New Testament reads in the inclusion of the Gentiles in the people of  God  through  the  gospel  of  the  one  who  is  the  true  gathering  head  of  the  whole  covenant community.*

[image: ]

 

Closing Prayer

 

Heavenly Father,

 

We close Hosea chapter 1 having been diagnosed, warned, and promised. We have been diagnosed by the commission of the prophet whose marriage embodies the condition of the covenant people: the land has committed great whoredom in departing from the LORD. We have been warned by the three names of the three children: the Jezreel of the reckoning that is coming, the Lo-ruhamah of the compassion that is being withdrawn, and the Lo-ammi of the covenant declaration that the unfaithfulness has produced. And we have been promised the reversal that the judgment cannot extinguish: the innumerable children of the living God, the gathered and reunited people under one head, the great day of Jezreel when the valley of bloodshed becomes the valley of planting.

 

Lord, let the marriage of Hosea and Gomer be the mirror in which we see our own relationship with You. Let the commission that cost the prophet so personally — the marriage that was always going to break his heart — be the measure of the love that You bring to Your covenant with us: the love that enters the relationship knowing what it will cost, that does not withdraw when the cost becomes visible, that grieves the unfaithfulness without abandoning the one who is unfaithful. Let us understand the depth of the love that this chapter reveals by understanding the depth of the pain that the unfaithfulness produces in the One who loves.

 

And let the promise of verses 10–11 be the eschatological confidence that sustains us through the honest confrontation with the condition that the chapter diagnoses. The Lo-ammi is not the last word. The sons of the living God is the last word. The Jezreel of judgment is not the final name of the valley. The great day of Jezreel is the final name. In the place where You said to us Not My People, You will say to us Your people. And the gathering under the one head who is Your Son will be the fulfillment of everything that Hosea’s costly, beautiful, devastating, hopeful book promises from its very first chapter.

 

In Jesus’ name, Amen.

 

Soli Deo Gloria

Glory to God Alone
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