Scripture’s Soap Opera #4

“Didn’t See That Coming!”

Hosea 2:14-23

Soap operas—whether daytime or nighttime shows—are well known for plot twists. Frequently a sudden change, usually in the final moments of an episode, leaves the audience on the edge of their seats. More often than not these twists are negative in nature: a betrayal, a startling revelation, or an unexpected tragedy. Viewers often shake their heads and mutter, “Didn’t see that coming!”

We would expect no less in Scripture’s soap opera, as I have called the book of Hosea. In the last episode—um, sermon—we saw the unexpected command by God to the prophet to go and purchase the freedom his wayward wife who was being sold as a slave. Certainly Hosea’s neighbors were shocked by his affectionate actions.

As we wrap up our series in Hosea (no, we are not going to cover the entire book in this study), I direct your attention back to chapter 2. While this text appears before the events described in chapter 3, I believe it provides the explanation of what the Lord had Hosea do in chapter 3. 

For those who like to see the big picture, here is a summary of the early chapters of Hosea: In chapter 1 we see the rebellion of Gomer; in the first half of chapter 2 we see the rejection of Gomer; in chapter 3 we see the redemption of Gomer; and in the latter half of chapter 2 we see the restoration of Gomer. This final step is yet another plot twist, one that leaves us scratching our heads and saying, “Didn’t see that coming!”

Remember that the first part of chapter 2 is phrased much like a legal indictment. God is charging His people (represented by Hosea’s unfaithful wife Gomer) with idolatry (likened to spiritual adultery) and abandonment (as Gomer had abandoned her family). The section ends in Hosea 2:13, “‘I will punish her for the days she burned incense to the Baals; she decked herself with rings and jewelry, and went after her lovers, but me she forgot,’ declares the Lord.” Forgetting God was the chief complaint against the people.
So when verse 14 begins with the word, “Therefore” we expect the Lord to lower the boom. But it does not come. Instead, we are startled by a bouquet of promises. Each promise in this bright array is highlighted by the words of future assurance, I will.
 No less than six promises begin with these words:

· “I will allure” (14)

· “I will give” (15)

· “I will take away” (16–17)

· “I will betroth” (18–20)

· “I will respond” (21–22)

· “I will plant” (23)

Certainly not the response we might expect from God! Let’s consider these.

Rekindling the Charm

The first response of God in this text is rekindling the charm. He says in verse 14, “Therefore I am now going to allure her; I will lead her into the desert and speak tenderly to her.” In the original language, “I” is emphatic.
 God is acting on His own initiative. His actions, though, are not imposing His will unilaterally. God doesn’t try to force His people to love him. Instead, He “allures” (or “woos”) them as a lover woos his beloved, seeking her hand in marriage.
 John White explains,
The picture is a beautiful one. To woo is not to seduce. The seducer plays on feelings to gain a selfish end; the lover woos to overcome those fears that prevent a lost woman from becoming a princess. The seducer manipulates; the wooer shows genuine kindness and understanding. The seducer yearns to get; the wooer, to give.

Shockingly, instead of declaring war on His idolatrous people, God decides to woo them back to Himself.

We might also be surprised to see where He plans to do this. “I will lead her into the desert (or wilderness)” may not sound like a very romantic getaway, but this is used as a reminder. The wilderness here is thought of as the courtship place when the Lord took Israel to be His bride.
 The wilderness recalls Israel’s youth, the time between the Exodus from Egypt and the entry into the promised land.

Now there is another way of looking at this. The “wilderness” could mean either of two things for Israel: either her life in ruins or her pilgrim spirit and youthful promise recaptured. Here it offers her the second, by way of the first. God predicted that, for a time, Israel would go without freedom and even basic necessities, like living in a desert. But that would not be her final destiny. The thought of setting out with God is picked up in Jeremiah 2:2, where the Lord says, “I remember the devotion of your youth, your love as a bride, how you followed me in the wilderness, in a land not sown.” 

In the wilderness, God will “speak tenderly to her.” The Hebrew literally means, “speak to her heart.” The expression is found elsewhere in the Old Testament in the context of courtship (Gen. 34:3; Jdg. 19:3) as well as in other passages communicating comfort (Ruth 2:13; Isa. 40:2).
 The Lord will “exert His charms and speak to the heart of His beloved.”
 
Rightfully God can demand that His people do as He wills. Yet, as He has from the beginning of human history, He desires that we choose to love Him and follow Him.

Reversing the Curse

Next we see the Lord reversing the curse in verse 15, though we will need a bit of background to understand. God says, “There I will give her back her vineyards, and will make the Valley of Achor a door of hope. There she will sing as in the days of her youth, as in the day she came up out of Egypt.”
Giving back her vineyards reverses the curse of Hosea 2:12, where the Lord said, “I will ruin her vines and her fig trees…” The divine punishment would not last forever.

But what about this “Valley of Achor”? The Valley of Achor was seared into Israel’s national mind as a dark page in her history,
 much like “Gettysburg” or “Antietam” is in American history. According to Joshua 7, after Joshua’s victory at Jericho, the Israelites suffered defeat at Ai because a man named Achan had buried banned spoils of war under his tent. The Hebrew word Achor means “trouble,” so with a slight variation on Achan’s name, Joshua asked him, “Why have you brought this trouble on us? The Lord will bring trouble on you today” (Joshua 7:25). After Achan and his whole family were executed, the valley where they died took on the name “Valley of Trouble.”
 For nearly 500 years The Valley of Achor plagued the Israelites by the memory of Achan’s disobedience. But now it will be gifted to Israel with a new name, a new beginning: “a door of hope.”

Having the features of a “second honeymoon,” the scene in verse 15 pictures a reenactment of that first entrance into the promised land.
 Out of disaster and exile the Lord plans to create as fruitful a new era as that which the Exodus had promised to bring in. What has been lost in judgment can be restored in mercy—the ruined vines of verse 12 answered by the vineyards of 15—and what had spoiled the first victorious progress need not mar the second.

The Valley of Trouble serves as a reminder that God can produce hope in spite of our worst situations. Even if the trouble we have experienced is a result of our own doing, God can heal us as we come to terms with and repent of our sin. As Christians, we have the promise that when we confess our buried, hidden sins, God will “cleanse us from all unrighteousness”—even from those sins buried so deep we don’t know to confess them. Forgiveness in Christ is not an emotion to feel. It is a promise to claim. God can change our trouble into triumph, but how and when He chooses to do so is up to Him. We simply must cling to the promise that He will.

Reversing the curse continues in verses 21-23, as the Lord declares,

“In that day I will respond. I will respond to the skies, and they will respond to the earth; and the earth will respond to the grain, the new wine and oil, and they will respond to Jezreel. I will plant her for myself in the land; I will show my love to the one I called ‘Not my loved one.’ I will say to those called ‘Not my people,’ ‘You are my people’; and they will say, ‘You are my God.’” 

Hosea named the children Jezreel (“God will scatter”), Lo-ruhamah (“not pitied”), and Lo-ammi (“not my people”). Only the unyielding love of Yahweh could reverse the judgment of that generation.
 While the names of Hosea’s second and third children (‘Not pitied’ and ‘Not my people’) are again set free from their negatives, as in 2:1, the name of the eldest, Jezreel, is now reinterpreted. Instead of being a warning that God would scatter the people from their home, the Hebrew can also mean, “God will sow.” God now turns this into a promise that His land, long ruined and deserted, will be sown with inhabitants again.
 This is a beautiful picture of God’s forgiveness and restoration.
Removing the Counterfeit 

In verses 16-17 we see God removing the counterfeit: “In that day,” declares the Lord, “you will call me ‘my husband’; you will no longer call me ‘my master.’ I will remove the names of the Baals from her lips; no longer will their names be invoked.” Bountiful vineyards and hope-filled valleys will be possible only when all vestiges of Baal worship are cleared from the land.

The word baal in Hebrew generically means “master” or “lord.” It was often used in reference to a husband, and in this context even used of God, as in Isaiah 54:5, “For your Maker is your husband [baal]—the Lord Almighty is his name.” (Betcha didn’t see that coming!) Yet God is so sick of hearing His people go after a god named Baal, He won’t even allow them to use the term regarding Himself, even though it rightfully fits. (Remember when Americans were upset at France and so they renamed “french fries” as “freedom fries”? Same idea here.) Instead they will refer to God as ishi, another Hebrew term for “husband,” seen in Genesis 3:16, “Your desire will be for your husband…”
We are reminded of how important it is to remove anything displeasing to God from our lives. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 7:1, “Since we have these promises, dear friends, let us purify ourselves from everything that contaminates body and spirit, perfecting holiness out of reverence for God.” 
Renewing the Covenant

Finally, we see in verses 18-20 God renewing the covenant with His people,

In that day I will make a covenant for them with the beasts of the field and the birds of the air and the creatures that move along the ground. Bow and sword and battle I will abolish from the land, so that all may lie down in safety. I will betroth you to me forever; I will betroth you in righteousness and justice, in love and compassion. I will betroth you in faithfulness, and you will acknowledge [know] the Lord.

Instead of rejecting Israel for her unfaithfulness—as He was within His rights to do—God decides to renew the covenant relationship with His people. 

The idea of “covenant” we understand—a legally binding agreement between two or more parties. Verse 18 harkens back to the covenant God made with humanity at the time of creation, with “the beasts of the field and the birds of the air and the creatures that move along the ground.” Indeed, one day God will return His creation to a state it enjoyed before the corruption of sin entered the scene.

But what about that word, “betroth?” I remember hearing about a marriage ceremony where the minister was using an old manual, and when it came to repeating the vows and he said, “I pledge thee my troth,” the groom looked at him and said, “I pledge thee my what?”

The Old English word “troth” means “loyal or pledged faithfulness, fidelity,” and came to be understood as “one’s pledged word.” The verb “betroth” came to mean “to promise to marry” or “to give in marriage.”
 Coming three times in quick succession, the word “betroth” gives a note of eagerness and warmth to what is promised. It makes it a new beginning, with all the freshness of first love, rather than the weary patching up of differences.
 By using this language God reveals to Israel that He has not only forgiven the past, He has forgotten it also.

Continuing the imagery of a marriage, Warren Wiersbe observes, “Among the ‘wedding gifts’ will be such blessings as righteousness, justice, love, compassion, and faithfulness—everything that Israel had lacked during her years of separation from her Husband, Yahweh God.”
 But what exactly is this betrothal gift? Are these the qualities God will bring to His side of the marriage, or those that He will implant in us, His people? The answer is “yes.” These are the very character of God, and it was the lack of them on Israel’s side, not on His, that had wrecked the marriage in the first place. So God’s gift is that He will not only be to us all these things but will impart them, so that His bride will be no longer in fundamental discord with Him and at odds with herself. It is another way of saying that He will put His law within His people and write it on their hearts, as He describes the New Covenant in Jeremiah 31:33.

Most of these terms are self-explanatory; we know what “righteousness, justice, mercy, and faithfulness” mean. I do want to consider, though, what the niv translates “love.” It is the Hebrew ḥesed, one of the most significant words in the Old Testament. It means “loyal love”
 or “steadfast love.” It implies the love and loyalty that partners in marriage; so it has a special relevance to what Hosea had been denied by Gomer. God names it in Hosea 6:6 as the thing He most desires to see in us.

The climax of this section is reached in the one-line promise, “and you shall know the Lord.” Though “know” is appropriate to the intimacy of marriage, its meaning here is that the bride will make the appropriate response to the Bridegroom by committing herself as fervently and faithfully to the terms of the covenant as He has.

As we come to the conclusion of this message—and this series—I think we can all agree that, when it comes to the grace of God, we didn’t see that coming. Far from treating us as we deserve, God in His grace and mercy treats us much better than we deserve. He has every reason to kick us to the curb, so to speak, but He hasn’t. Instead of demanding justice He paid the price we owed in order to bring us back to Himself.

In this amazing story—Scripture’s soap opera—we see the amazing story of the prophet Hosea and his prostitute wife Gomer. We see children born to this household and given rather strange, if not insulting, names. We see Gomer abandoning her husband with her children to run off and live as she pleases. Then we see Hosea paying the price to bring her back home, restoring the union once again. Through this the people of Israel in Hosea’s time could see the love and mercy of their God.

But there’s more to Hosea’s story than that. What we are given in the prophecy, in these chapters at least, of Hosea, is a revelation both of human nature and its depravity, and of the divine nature and its covenant faithfulness. And you and I know that human nature doesn’t change. And we also know most certainly that God’s nature doesn’t change.

As I stated at the close of the last message, your life may resemble a soap opera. You may see yourself as Gomer, unfaithful to your earlier commitment to God, running around doing whatever you please. You may conclude that God is finished with you, but the story of Hosea suggests otherwise. He is still waiting for you, ready to welcome you home. He even paid the price for your redemption with the life of His Son. Just come home.
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