
 
 
 
  Jeroboam II 
 Jeroboam, son of Joash, was Israel’s most successful king since Solomon, expanding Israelite control 
into the Transjordan and north into Aramean territory (2 Kgs 14:23–29). His 41-year reign was 
characterized by unprecedented peace and economic prosperity. Jeroboam’s success was largely the 
result of a temporary power vacuum in the ancient Near East that allowed both Israel and Judah to 
assert more control over the region. Aram, also called Syria, was Israel’s main enemy through the late 
ninth century BC. By the time of Jeroboam, Aram had been weakened by conflicts with Assyria. As a 
result, Jeroboam was able to conquer territory formerly under the control of Aram, such as Damascus, 
Hamath, and the Transjordan. The Assyrian Empire didn’t oppose this expansion until the end of 
Jeroboam’s reign. In the early eighth century BC, Assyrian power waned because of internal conflicts 
over succession and external threats from north of Mesopotamia; as a result, they paid little attention to 
the affairs of Syria-Palestine. Egypt was also weak during this time, consumed by civil war. 
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2:19 The four virtues listed in this verse, combined with the faithfulness mentioned in Hos 2:20, form 
the essence of Yahweh’s character. Biblical writers frequently mention these virtues together (Exod 
34:6; Pss 33:5; 86:15; 89:14; Jer 9:24). 
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4:2 Swearing and lying, murdering and stealing, and adultery The offenses listed here are violations of 
the Ten Commandments, especially Exod 20:13–16. 
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4:17 Ephraim Hosea uses the name Ephraim to refer to the whole northern kingdom of Israel 37 times. 
The hill country of Ephraim was the core of Israelite territory; it was where Samaria, the capital, and the 
important city of Shechem were located. Ephraim was traditionally one of the strongest tribes of the 
northern kingdom. 
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6:6 steadfast love and not sacrifice This verse summarizes a central teaching of the OT prophets: 
Yahweh desires and values internal commitment and character transformation over external ritual 
observances (compare note on Lam 3:22). 
 
  The prophets regularly condemn Israel for attending to the letter of the Law while ignoring the spirit of 
the Law (compare Isa 1:11–17; Amos 4:4–5; Mic 6:6–8; see note on Isa 51:4). Jesus incorporates this 
teaching into His criticism of the religious leaders of His time, quoting this part of Hos 6:6 twice in an 



attempt to get the Pharisees to understand that intentions are more important than actions (see Matt 
9:13 and note; 12:7). 
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knowledge of God Yahweh’s desire for the people to have knowledge of Him is a prominent theme in 
Hosea (Hos 2:20; 4:1, 6; 5:4; 6:3; 8:2). Knowledge is exemplified by having a right relationship with 
Yahweh, showing true faith, loyalty, and obedience. Those who know Yahweh emulate His behavior, 
which is characterized by steadfast love, justice, and righteousness (Jer 9:23–24). 
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 The Book of Kings diagnoses the disease of which Israel died with the words, “They went after false 
idols, and became false” (2 K 17:15). It was from this disease that the Lord, the Healer (7:1; 11:3; 14:4), 
strove to deal through His servant Hosea. 
“They went after false idols.” Hosea’s words are one long and vehement protest against the apostasy of 
Israel. The people had deserted the Lord for Baal; or went “limping with two different opinions,” as in 
the days of Elijah (1 K 18:21)—which was worse, since they could lull their conscience with the idea that 
they were still worshiping the Lord, though in a modified form, when they paid their devotions to the 
calves of Samaria (8:5; 10:5; 13:1–2) and baalized their worship of the Lord. The prophet wrote his 
indictment of his people’s idolatrous harlotry and adultery with his own blood; he was called upon to 
enact in his own life, in his own marriage, the agony of the God of love at the infidelity of His people and 
to experience in his own heart the costliness of a love that forgives, seeks, chastises, and restores. (Chs. 
1–3) 
“And became false.” The life falsified at its heart by idolatry became false in all its manifestations. Hosea 
indicts priest, prophet, and king for their total failure as guides and leaders of the people (4:4–5; 5:1–2). 
Lies, murder, adultery, theft, and robbery mark private life (4:1–2); public life is disfigured by anarchy, 
intrigue, and the killing of kings, politics without principle, and policy without consistent purpose. (7:3–
11; 8:4, 7–10; 10:7; 12:1; 13:10–11) 
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Little is known about the background and training of the author of this book, the prophet Hosea, son of 
Beeri ( 1: 1 ). Though not clearly stated in the book, Hosea’s familiarity with the geography ( 4: 15 ; 5: 1 , 
8 ; 6: 8 , 9 ; 9: 15 ; 10: 5 ; 12: 11 ) and history of the northern kingdom, Israel ( 5: 13 ; 7: 7 , 11 ; 8: 4 , 9– 
14 ), suggests that he was a native of Israel. 
 
Hosea provides a record of a prophetic ministry in the northern kingdom between about 760 B.C. and a 
few years before the fall of Samaria in 722 B.C. 
 



Hosea prophesied during the last years of Jeroboam II (793– 753 B.C.), the third king of the Jehu 
dynasty, and saw that dynasty end when Jeroboam’s son Zechariah was assassinated in 753 B.C. ( 2Ki 15: 
8– 12 ; see 1: 4– 5 ). Following Zechariah three more kings of Israel were also assassinated (Shallum [ 2Ki 
15: 13– 14 ], Pekahiah [ 2Ki 15: 22– 25 ] and Pekah [ 2Ki 15: 27– 30 ]), and one became a political 
prisoner (Hoshea; 2Ki 17: 1– 4 ). 
 
Hosea also saw Assyria take control of Syria and Israel ( 2Ki 16: 7– 9 ) in its expansion north and west 
under Tiglath-Pileser III (745– 727 B.C.) and his son Shalmaneser V (727– 722 B.C.), who forced Hoshea, 
the last king of the northern kingdom, to become his vassal ( 2Ki 17: 3 ). After King Hoshea rebelled, 
Shalmaneser laid siege to Samaria. Shalmaneser’s successor, Sargon II, defeated Samaria in 722 B.C. and 
exiled many Israelites ( 2Ki 17: 5– 6 ). 
 
under Jeroboam II, Hosea spoke concerning injustice and complacency and warned of impending 
judgment (e.g., 2: 5 , 8 , 13 ). Other passages reveal later turmoil in domestic (e.g., 7: 3– 7 ; 13: 10– 11 ) 
and foreign affairs (e.g., 7: 8– 12 ; 12: 1 ). For example, the Syro-Ephraimite war of 735– 732 B.C. ( 2Ki 
15: 27– 30 ; 16: 5– 9 ; Isa 7: 1– 9 ) was probably behind Hosea’s message in 5: 8– 10 (perhaps even 5: 8– 
6: 6 ). 
 
Hosea’s ethical commentary explained why God would allow his people’s destruction at the hand of 
enemies. Israel was in spiritual and moral decline. Her ancient faith, which Hosea described so 
beautifully using the analogy of marital love ( 2: 14– 23 ), had been polluted by elements of the 
Canaanite fertility religion, notably sexual rites that included prostitution and drunken orgies ( 4: 10– 13 
). Canaanite religion worshiped Baal as the giver of rain and fertility. The worship of the Lord and that of 
Baal had become intermingled ( 2: 5– 13 ). Religious corruption extended even to the religious leaders, 
who in their greed and hard-heartedness failed to instruct the people in the true faith and tolerated— 
even sponsored—syncretistic practices ( 4: 4– 13 ; 5: 1 ; 6: 9 ). Hosea’s commentary, whether political or 
ethical, focused on Israel’s breaches of covenant that gave rise to God’s judgment. Nevertheless, Hosea 
balanced this message of doom with the proclamation of God’s enduring love for his people and the 
promise of restoration after a period of exile (e.g., 1: 10– 2: 1 ; 2: 21– 23 ).  
 
Spirit of Reformation  
 
Hosea announces God’s repeated, passionate warnings to both Israel and Judah that their disobedience 
to God’s covenant is leading to well-deserved conquest, decimation, and exile by foreign powers. But 
that will not be the end of God’s people. God will rebuild them from a remnant and give them a new 
covenant with a new and better relationship to himself in a new age characterized by true faith and true 
obedience to God’s word. 
 
The special language and style of chs. 1–3 have resulted in a variety of interpretations by godly, 
thoughtful scholars. These notes follow one line of reasoning: symbolic actions and words tell the story 
of Israel’s unfaithfulness to God, but do not suggest actual personal immorality on the part of Hosea’s 
wife or children, or any violation of God’s prior commands about marriage. 
 
 
 
 
The book records the prophecies preached by a northern kingdom prophet named Hosea, but personal 
details about him are limited and intertwined so closely with the message of the book that attempts to 



write his biography fail. All we know about the person Hosea is found in chs. 1 and 3, which describe 
symbolic actions in which the prophet acts out revelations from God so as to make them especially 
memorable. 
 
These two chapters appear to describe separate marriages, though many commentators take them to 
portray an original marriage and a reconciliation. Both marriage stories appear to involve heavy 
prophetic symbolism. Ch. 1 offers few details about the prophet other than the name of his first wife 
and the names of his children. Ch. 3 tells us only that he did not consummate the marriage described 
there but entered into it mainly as a symbolic prophetic act. 
 
 
Date Hosea began preaching as early as 760 BC, when both the northern kingdom (Israel) and the 
southern kingdom (Judah) enjoyed prosperity. Unfortunately, this prosperity was accompanied by 
widespread idolatry (4:17; 8:4–6; cf. Isa 10:11; Amos 5:26; Mic 1:7) and social injustice (Hos 4:2; 12:7) as 
well as general disobedience to God’s covenant law (4:1–2; 6:7; 8:1). Hosea’s prophetic ministry seems 
to have ended no later than 722, when the last unconquered part of the northern kingdom (Ephraim) 
was captured and annexed by Assyria. The book’s message is not limited to events in Hosea’s time: it 
looks backward to the days of the patriarchs (e.g., 12:3–4, 12), Moses (e.g., 9:10; 11:1; 12:13; 13:4–5), 
the judges (e.g., 9:9; 10:9), and the monarchy (e.g., 4:15; 5:1–2; 7:7; 9:15; 13:1–2, 10–11); and it looks 
forward to the destruction of Israel and Judah and their respective exiles (e.g., 1:4–5; 2:3–13; 3:4; 4:3, 
19; 5:5, 10, 14–15; 7:16; 8:10, 13; 9:6; 10:10; 13:15–16). Wonderfully, it looks beyond these tragedies to 
the great blessings of the new covenant age to come (e.g., 1:10–11; 2:14–23; 3:5; 6:1–3; 11:8–11; 13:14; 
14:1–9). 
 
The book never indicates the locations of Hosea’s preaching. He may have preached frequently at the 
northern capital, Samaria (8:5), and at the main worship center, Bethel (10:15)—at least prior to 733 BC 
when Bethel probably fell temporarily under Judahite control. Amos, a contemporary of Hosea early in 
Hosea’s career, also preached at Bethel (e.g., Amos 7:10–13). We may be fairly confident of the dating 
of some of Hosea’s preaching (see 1:2–9; 5:5–10) and of the approximate chronological ordering of most 
(from ca. 760 to ca. 722 BC). 
 
The comparatively few faithful people of the northern kingdom who still believed the Mosaic covenant 
and valued Hosea’s preaching in spite of its descriptions of coming doom would have formed a 
supportive audience for Hosea. But he preached doom to his people so often that he must have been 
generally unpopular in the north. Nevertheless, his messages eventually proved true, and the collection 
of his words that we call the book of Hosea was thereafter taken seriously by godly individuals seeking 
to understand God’s plan for their people and their world. 
 
Historical Setting and Purpose God called Hosea to predict the destruction and exile of Israel at a time 
when Israel was at the height of its material prosperity. The Jehu dynasty of the north, begun in 841 BC, 
came to an end with the death of Jeroboam II in 753. Thereafter, beginning with the accession of 
Zechariah to the throne in Samaria in 753, no more dynasties were possible, because the most common 
way to get rid of a king was assassination. Political instability prevailed. Hosea prophesied during the 
reigns of Israel’s last seven kings—more kings than any other OT prophet. Life in Israel became 
increasingly precarious; the nation’s fortunes waned progressively. The book reflects these 
developments as it proceeds more or less chronologically from the 750s to the 720s. The complacency 
of the early days (2:5, 8, 13) gives way to desperation in foreign (7:8–12; 12:1) and domestic (7:3–7; 
13:10–11) affairs, evidenced in the latter chapters. 



 
 
Sadly, by Hosea’s day the Mosaic law (recorded within the books of Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and 
Deuteronomy) had fallen into a limbo of neglect in the northern kingdom. Hosea had to rely upon a 
limited awareness of that law—its basics only—in proclaiming the enforcement of the divine covenant. 
Fortunately, many Israelites still knew that the law forbade idolatry and polytheism (even though both 
were common in the northern kingdom), insisted upon exclusive, national worship of Yahweh at a single 
sanctuary (even though the first northern king, Jeroboam I, had set up rival sanctuaries to that of 
Jerusalem), required a life of ethical righteousness (even though prominent kings such as Ahab and his 
wife Jezebel had defied such standards), and provided blessings for obedience and curses for 
disobedience. This common knowledge of a few main tenets of the Mosaic law partially explains the 
frequent repetition of certain themes in prophetic passages. By reminding the people (through his 
prophets) that they had violated even these well-known foundational stipulations, God gave more than 
sufficient notice of justification for the coming judgment. Prophets, in other words, did not need to 
recite for their audiences every instance of Israelite infidelity to the various covenant provisions. It was 
enough to demonstrate major violations (e.g., idolatry, polytheism, disloyalty to God via foreign 
entanglements, multiple sanctuary worship, dishonesty, governmental and/or priestly corruption, 
economic oppression). The presence of such violations proved that the covenant was broken. In fact, 
any one of them would have sufficed for that purpose (cf. Jas 2:10). 
 
The only two writing prophets who preached in the north (Hosea and Amos) make many references to 
the southern kingdom among their prophecies, and these are firmly entrenched in the structures and 
messages of each book. Clearly, God wanted his people in the north to understand his will for all his 
people, north and south, and not merely to focus narrowly on their own self-defined concerns. 
 
Hosea tells Israel that prior to the exile there is still a measure of divine blessing; during the exile there 
will be great woe, but later, after exile, there will come a time of great abundant blessings greater than 
those experienced previously. The blessings portions of the book are, accordingly, mainly eschatological 
(referring especially to the new covenant) in their orientation, while the curses are more immediate. 
Hosea holds out no hope that Israel can actually escape from the wrath of God that will lead to their 
capture and exile. Israel’s future blessing must await the full measure of divine punishment. 
Encouragingly, however, Hosea preaches that the eventual restoration blessing from God will be 
grander than anything yet experienced—a new age to come, characterized by a special and better 
relationship with God. These restoration blessings foreshadow in part the NT’s promises of the 
permanent joy of eternal life in heaven. 
 
Niv Study 
 
The prophecy of Hosea revolves around God’s unfathomable love for wayward Israel. Nowhere else in 
scripture do we feel so intensely God’s agony over the betrayal of God’s people (cf. 3.1; 11.1, 8–9; 14.4). 
The body of tradition informing Hosea’s message is summarized in one declaration of the Lord found in 
his book: “I have been the Lord your God ever since the land of Egypt; you know no God but me, and 
besides me there is no savior” (13.4). Hosea’s task was to apply that venerable word in an era when its 
meaning had been virtually lost. 
 
 
Hosea’s career took place in the Northern Kingdom, Israel, which Hosea often calls Ephraim (after the 
name of its largest tribe), and began during the prosperous and relatively quiet reign of King Jeroboam II 



(ca. 786–746 BCE). The tranquility of this era was disrupted from 738 on by Assyria’s military incursions 
into the region, and some of Hosea’s sayings reflect the war of Israel and Syria against Judah to force the 
Southern Kingdom into an anti- Assyrian alliance (the Syro-Ephraimite war, 734–732 BCE). Later, Hosea 
seems to have been active particularly during the time of King Hoshea’s fatal rebellion against Assyria 
that led to the end of the Northern Kingdom in 722. The biblical accounts of Hosea’s era are found in 2 
Kings 14.23–17.41. 
 
Hosea confronted two doleful developments: a proliferation of sexualized fertility worship and an 
escalation of reckless political intriguing. The flourishing fertility cult centered on Baal, the storm god in 
the Canaanite pantheon, believed by many to be the source of rain and agricultural bounty in the land. 
The tumultuous politics of the era took two main forms. It entailed a series of murderous coups after 
Jeroboam’s reign and an incessant conspiring with various foreign powers by the acting kings to cope 
with Assyrian pressure. A key basis for these developments was societal centralization in the Northern 
Kingdom since ca. 930 BCE, specifically Israel’s growth as a hierarchical monarchy (8.4; 10.7; 13.10). 
New, royally appointed priests perverted worship at Israel’s traditional shrines (4.4–10; 5.1; 6.9; 9.8; 
10.5). Self-absorption and satiety now issued from a centralized economy that was generating 
benumbing wealth (10.1; 12.7–8; 13.6). To set things right, Hosea announced that God would return the 
people to a bygone village-based society where traditional, covenantal lifestyles could flourish (2.14–15; 
3.4; 12.9). 
 
Hosea develops the theme of love as an expression of the relationship between God and Israel. He 
daringly co-opts the love language of his syncretistic milieu, but equates Israel’s covenant with a binding 
and exclusive marital love. A marriage can be devastated by adultery, and Israel’s fertility religion and 
idolatry have meant agonizing sorrow for God. Yet God’s heartbreak and the coming demise of Israel’s 
promiscuity are not the end of the story, for Hosea prophesies a new beginning, a renewed covenant, 
and a new gift of the land in a second history of reconciliation and regeneration. [James Luther Mays, 
revised by Stephen L. Cook] 
 
Harper’s  
 
In Canaanite religion, sacred prostitution was thought to be a means of ensuring fertility for the land. It 
is likely that the idea of ‘imitative magic’ lies behind the practice: intercourse with a ‘sacred prostitute’ 
brought about some similar action between the gods of nature, and resulted in the land’s bringing forth 
fruit. 
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