Scripture’s Soap Opera #1

“A Marriage Made in…Hollywood?”

Hosea 1:1-11

This morning I am beginning a series entitled, “Scripture’s Soap Opera,” from the Old Testament book of Hosea. Such a catchy title might peak the interest of some of our, shall I say, veterans among us, but I realize that some of our younger members might not understand its significance.

For those not familiar with the phrase, a soap opera is typically a long-running radio or television serial, frequently characterized by melodrama, ensemble casts, and sentimentality.
 I would emphasize the “melodrama” in that definition. These shows got the name “soap opera” because they were sponsored by soap companies, as these were targeted to reach housewives during the daytime.

The first program generally considered to be a “soap opera” or daytime serial by scholars of the genre is Painted Dreams, which premiered on WGN radio Chicago, on October 20, 1930. The first daytime TV soap opera in the United States was These Are My Children in 1949.

For decades soap operas were very popular. In 1976, Time magazine described American daytime television as “TV’s richest market.”
 Evening soap operas were then added and were a phenomenal success, beginning with the 1979–80 television season, when Dallas rose to fifth in the national ratings. For the next two seasons it was the highest-rated program in the country. By 1983 four of the top eleven prime-time programs were evening soaps: Dallas, Dynasty, Falcon Crest, and Knots Landing.

In their heyday, daytime soaps are viewed by more than 30 million Americans—if one trusts the ratings. Very likely the audience is much larger; the stigma attached to soap opera viewing may lead respondents to lie about their television habits. Recent estimates of soap opera viewing have ranged as high as 70 percent of the adult population.

The explosion of cable networks and streaming services took a toll on the genre, though. At present only four daytime soaps are still in production: General Hospital, Days of Our Lives, The Young and the Restless and The Bold and the Beautiful. The article on Wikipedia listed 47 soap operas no longer in existence. 

Not that melodrama and sensationalism can’t be found on the airwaves today. Instead of being called “soap operas” many are called “reality shows,” though I wonder how much reality is really portrayed. But the story we are about to examine could easily be made into one of these programs. I can hear it now: “On the next episode of The Preacher and the Prostitute….”

Too much? 

You must not be familiar with the story of the Old Testament prophet Hosea.

The Historical Circumstances 

Let’s begin with the historical circumstances. The book of Hosea is found in the Old Testament, after the book of Daniel. Hosea is the first of the so-called “Minor Prophets”—due to their length, not their importance. In the Jewish Scriptures these twelve prophesies fit on one scroll, so it became known as “the Book of the Twelve.” Hosea was not the first of these prophets chronologically, but logically he was placed first because his is the longest. One scholar argues that it is also the most theologically complete, saying, “It embraces the great prophetic themes of covenant, judgment and hope. It describes the personal relationship between Yahweh and the prophet more amply than any of its eleven companions.”
 Furthermore, of the Minor Prophets, Hosea is the most autobiographical. His marriage and family form a vital part of his unique message.

Hosea begins as many Old Testament prophets do, by introducing the situation in which they ministered. We read in Hosea 1:1, “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 Jehoash king of Israel.” Don’t worry—those names won’t be on a test, but they do give us the time frame of this writing.

Shortly after the death of King Solomon, when Israel was at its peak, the nation split apart. The northern ten tribes retained the name Israel while the southern two tribes took the name Judah. The capitol city of Jerusalem was located in Judah, so Israel had to make a new capitol, which they did in the city of Samaria. Since the Temple was also in Jerusalem, the northern kings set up idols for the people to worship instead of going into the land of Judah. In the two centuries of their existence, the northern kingdom did not have one godly king.

In Hosea’s time, Jeroboam II reigned as king. His administration experienced a time of general affluence, military strength, and national stability. The economy was strong and the mood was optimistic—at least among the upper class.
 But Hosea could see that the nation was rotten to the core; for honest government, pure religion, godly homes, and personal integrity had vanished from the land. Judgment was inevitable.

Hosea lived in the tragic final days of the northern kingdom, during which six kings (following Jeroboam II) reigned within 25 years. Four were murdered by their successors while in office, and one was captured in battle; only one (Menahem) was succeeded on the throne by his son.
 Hosea prophesied from around 755 to 715 bc and he lived to see the destruction of Samaria, the capital of Israel, in 722 bc.
 Hosea was a contemporary of Isaiah, Amos and Micah.
 His name was actually Hoshea—the same as the last king of Israel—and is similar to the name “Joshua,” meaning “Yahweh saves.” Later translators dropped the second “h” in the prophet’s name to avoid confusion.

The Heavenly Command

Next we see the heavenly command in Hosea 1:2-3,

When the Lord began to speak through Hosea, the Lord said to him, “Go, take to yourself an adulterous wife and children of unfaithfulness, because the land is guilty of the vilest adultery in departing from the Lord.” So he married Gomer daughter of Diblaim… 

Hosea’s call came through God’s command about his marriage and therefore he was presumably a young man just out of his teens.
 In the ancient world marriages were usually arranged by the parents of the bride and groom, but in this case God Himself directs Hosea to marry a certain woman.

And what a woman she was! (This is where the soap opera theme starts.) The niv calls her “an adulterous wife.” The Jerusalem Bible literally reads, “Go, marry a whore, and get children with a whore, for the country itself has become nothing but a whore by abandoning Yahweh.” This is strong talk!
 God wanted to get His message across.

Several interpretations of this text have emerged because this seems inconsistent with God’s holy character. Some take this all figuratively, that it is a parable to illustrate God’s love for Israel, and is not to be taken literally. However the style is narrative, as in other prophets which also are direct commands from God—and no one takes them as mere parables.

A second view says, “Yes, God did command it and Hosea obeyed.” This seems to be the normal reading of the text. The goal—in this case, salvation—justified the sorrowful means that Hosea had to experience. Against this view is the argument that if Gomer were a harlot before her marriage, this would be a poor type of Israel.

A third solution says that Hosea married a pure woman who later became an adulteress. This view fits well with the prophet and his wife as being types of Yahweh and His unfaithful wife Israel. It also fits in with the Bible’s high ideals of marriage. People who hold this view often find it hard to conceive of Hosea suffering so much grief over his wrecked marriage if Gomer had been immoral to start with. A strong argument against this, though, is that Hosea 1:2 calls her “an adulterous woman”!

How do we interpret this? In this case I think we should understand the words as they were written. J. Vernon McGee observed about those who do not take this literally, “I consider this a very nice way to get God off the hook, but you do not have to get Him off the hook—He takes full responsibility for this.”
 God doesn’t need our help!
Prophets sometimes did strange things—Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel head that list. But no prophet preached a more painful “action sermon” than Hosea. Why? It was a vivid picture of what the people of Israel had done to God by prostituting themselves to idols and committing “spiritual adultery.”
 Hosea was commanded to marry a prostitute. Far from a marriage made in heaven, this is more like a marriage made in Hollywood!

The Harlot’s Children

The chapter continues with the harlot’s children. Hosea 1 records the birth of three children to Gomer, and each are given a name with startling significance.

Verses 3-5 record the first,

So he married Gomer daughter of Diblaim, and she conceived and bore him a son. Then the Lord said to Hosea, “Call him Jezreel, because I will soon punish the house of Jehu for the massacre at Jezreel, and I will put an end to the kingdom of Israel. In that day I will break Israel’s bow in the Valley of Jezreel.” 

Notice that verse 3 says that Gomer “bore him a son.” The omission of “him” in verses 6 and 9 may indicate that Hosea was not the father of Gomer’s next two children.
 As one author puts it, “Any resemblance between those [two] children and Hosea was purely coincidental.” You get the picture.

The Lord directed Hosea to name this boy Jezreel, literally meaning, “God scatters,” the location of a great slaughter in Israel’s past and predicts an even greater one in the future. The predicted slaughter would be fulfilled in the Assyrian conquest of northern Israel in 722 bc.
 This would be like a Japanese citizen naming a child “Hiroshima” or “Nagasaki.”

Verses 6-7 introduce the birth of a baby girl:

Gomer conceived again and gave birth to a daughter. Then the Lord said to Hosea, “Call her Lo-Ruhamah, for I will no longer show love to the house of Israel, that I should at all forgive them. 7 Yet I will show love to the house of Judah; and I will save them—not by bow, sword or battle, or by horses and horsemen, but by the Lord their God.”

The name Lo-ruhamah, ‘Not pitied’, uses the same verb as in the well-known saying of Isaiah 49:15, ‘Can a woman forget her sucking child, that she should have no compassion …?’ The effect of the name is startling and tragic: it deeper than the first one, Jezreel, for while it is shattering enough to lose a war and a kingdom, it is worse to lose the mercy and compassion of God.
 Can you imagine having the name, “Unloved”?

Then verses 8-9 depict Gomer’s third child: “After she had weaned Lo-Ruhamah, Gomer had another son. 9 Then the Lord said, ‘Call him Lo-Ammi, for you are not my people, and I am not your God.’” Lo-ammi means, “not my people”; put in the singular, it means “not my child.” If there was a question about the second child; there is no question about this one. And God is saying to the nation Israel, “You are not my people, and I will not be your God.”

Can you imagine Hosea introducing his children: “Slaughterhouse”, “Unloved”, and “Not Mine”? I’m sure he got a lot of strange looks. Yet each name taught a lesson. And in the next few verses, each name also brought hope beyond its horror.

The Hopeful Conclusion

As difficult and negative as it has been, chapter 1 ends with a hopeful conclusion. We read in verses 10-11 and the first verse of chapter 2,

“Yet the Israelites will be like the sand on the seashore, which cannot be measured or counted. In the place where it was said to them, ‘You are not my people,’ they will be called ‘sons of the living God.’ The people of Judah and the people of Israel will be reunited, and they will appoint one leader and will come up out of the land, for great will be the day of Jezreel. Say of your brothers, ‘My people,’ and of your sisters, ‘My loved one.’”
These verses are kept together in the Hebrew rather than divided between chapters as in the later tradition that produced the English chapter system. They constitute a restoration blessing based solely on the grace of God, by faith and not by works of the law. Instead of a “scattered,” “unloved,” people who are “not God’s,” they will “come together” as the “loved” “children of the living God.”

Some believe these promises will be fulfilled in the future when God redeems the nation of Israel. Yet Paul quotes these verses in Romans 9:22-26 referring to Gentiles,

What if God, choosing to show his wrath and make his power known, bore with great patience the objects of his wrath—prepared for destruction? What if he did this to make the riches of his glory known to the objects of his mercy, whom he prepared in advance for glory—even us, whom he also called, not only from the Jews but also from the Gentiles? As he says in Hosea: “I will call them ‘my people’ who are not my people; and I will call her ‘my loved one’ who is not my loved one,” and, “It will happen that in the very place where it was said to them, ‘You are not my people,’ they will be called ‘sons of the living God.’”

Likewise Peter writes in 1 Peter 2:10 to Jewish and Gentile believers, “Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy.” How do we understand this? Romans 11:17-24 says,
If some of the branches have been broken off, and you, though a wild olive shoot, have been grafted in among the others and now share in the nourishing sap from the olive root, do not boast over those branches. If you do, consider this: You do not support the root, but the root supports you. You will say, “Branches were broken off so that I could be grafted in.” Granted. But they were broken off because of unbelief, and you stand by faith. Do not be arrogant, but be afraid. For if God did not spare the natural branches, he will not spare you either… 

And if they do not persist in unbelief, they will be grafted in, for God is able to graft them in again. After all, if you were cut out of an olive tree that is wild by nature, and contrary to nature were grafted into a cultivated olive tree, how much more readily will these, the natural branches, be grafted into their own olive tree!

How’s that for a plot twist?

We are getting a little ahead of ourselves, though. As this story—Scripture’s soap opera—begins, we see God’s prophet Hosea marrying a woman of questionable morals. Literally, a preacher marries a prostitute! In the subsequent years Gomer gives birth two children, two sons and a daughter. Lo and behold, the last two look nothing like Hosea! All three are given what most would consider horrible names: Slaughterhouse, Unloved, and Not Mine.

And stay tuned…this love story is going to get crazier! 

What can we take from this today?

More than any other prophet, Hosea linked his message closely with his personal life. By marrying a woman he knew would eventually betray his trust and by giving his children names that communicated God’s judgment on Israel, Hosea’s prophetic words flowed out of the life of his family. The pattern of repentance, redemption, and restoration evident in Hosea’s prophecy—and in his marriage—remains intimately familiar to us in our own lives. This sequence plays itself out in the lives of real people, reminding us that Scripture is far from a mere collection of abstract statements with no connection to real life. Scripture works its way into our day-to-day existence, commenting on issues that impact all of our actions and relationships.
 Let’s not be so quick to judge other’s marriages and family situations—God may be doing a work we would have a hard time believing!
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