Scripture’s Soap Opera #2

“Scandal!”

Hosea 2:1-13

The terms “scandal” and “soap opera” are practically synonymous in our culture. In fact, one evening soap opera was entitled Scandal, running from 2012-2018. What does the word mean? The Oxford Learner’s Dictionary defines scandal as “behavior or an event that people think is morally or legally wrong and that causes public feelings of shock or anger.”
 I would agree with that definition in this era.
The English word “scandal” comes from a Greek word, skandalon, and its Latin form, scandalum, literally being the piece of wood that kept open a trap for animals.
 Eventually the word came to be used figuratively for a trap or an obstacle that caused someone to stumble. An English dictionary in 1623 described “scandal” as “An offence which causeth one to take offence.”
 

This Greek term appears 15 times in the New Testament, and another 25 times in the Greek translation of the Old Testament called the Septuagint. As a noun it generally means a temptation to sin, that which causes offense, or divisions, or hinders faith. The verb form can mean to lead into sin, or to give offense, though in the passive it means to take offense, fall away, or be misled. The New Testament stresses that Jesus is constantly an offense. The expression “take offense at” is always used of Him. When Peter took offense in Matthew 16:22, his protest was rejected by Jesus as a Satanic suggestion.
 Literally Jesus replied to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan, a scandal you are to me.”
Scandals today have become commonplace—and not only in soap operas. Hardly a day passes when a scandal does not break in the world of politics, business, sports, or entertainment. We are becoming a society that is nearly unshockable. I am reminded of the words of Jeremiah 6:15 and repeated in 8:12, “Are they ashamed of their loathsome conduct? No, they have no shame at all; they do not even know how to blush.”
The Old Testament prophets often used the imagery of a marriage to depict the relationship of Yahweh to His people of Israel. Idolatry—spiritual unfaithfulness—was likened to adultery—spiritual unfaithfulness—to underscore the anger and anguish of God. Of all of the prophets who did this, Hosea comes to the forefront, because he not only knew about the pain of rejection, he experienced it himself.
 

Hosea is preeminently the prophet of love, but unlike some teachers today, he doesn’t minimize the holiness of God. We’re told that “God is love” (1 John 4:8, 16), but we’re also reminded that “God is light, and in Him is no darkness at all” (1:5). God’s love is a holy love, not a sentimental feeling that condones sin and coddles sinners.

The Scandal of Israel’s Sin

As we enter Hosea 2 we are introduced to the scandal of Israel’s sin. We read in verses 1-2, 

“Say of your brothers, ‘My people,’ and of your sisters, ‘My loved one.’ Rebuke your mother, rebuke her, for she is not my wife, and I am not her husband. Let her remove the adulterous look from her face and the unfaithfulness from between her breasts.” 

Hosea uses a play on words with the names of Gomer’s younger children in verse one: “My people” is the opposite of the son’s name, Lo-Ammi, while “My loved one” is the reverse of the daughter’s name, Lo-Ruhamah. Throughout this chapter, the children represent the individual citizens of Israel while the mother stands for the nation as a whole—“the system,” so to speak.

Some English versions use the word “plead” in verse 2, and this may confuse us into thinking it reflects God as painfully begging His bride to return. Rather this is a term used in a courtroom setting where one “pleads his case.”
 This language—especially the words, “She is not my wife, and I am not her husband"—is very similar to the legal language of an actual statement of divorce in the ancient world.
 God is in essence bringing an indictment against Israel: The charge was adultery, a flagrant violation of the covenant of love.

We know from chapter 1 that such was the literal case between Hosea and Gomer. She had turned to the streets and to other lovers, likely bearing two children whose fathers were not Hosea—a living picture of Israel’s idolatry and spiritual adultery.

The Israelites were also guilty of literal adultery as well. In worshiping Baal, the Canaanite rain god, the worshipers indulged in sexual fertility rites in which both male and female prostitutes were involved. So in a literal as well as a symbolic sense, idolatry meant prostitution.
 Even by 21st century standards, this was a scandal indeed!

Verse 5 continues the indictment: “Their mother has been unfaithful and has conceived them in disgrace. She said, ‘I will go after my lovers, who give me my food and my water, my wool and my linen, my oil and my drink.’” The words, “I will go after” shows her initiative—she was chasing after them, not being seduced by them.
 This Hebrew wording suggests an intense, passionate desire.
 She could not excuse her behavior by blaming her lovers; she bore the responsibility for her own decisions and conduct.
Why is she doing this? Certainly not out of love! Her lovers are many but her motive is one—the reward she can earn.
 She’s only interested in what she can get out of the arrangement. Verse 5 lists all of the goods she credits to the Baals: bread of barley or wheat; water for drink and irrigation; wool and flax for warmth and clothing; olive oil for cooking, fuel for lamps, medication, cosmetics and cultic ceremonies; alcoholic drink like beer or wine. Yet she has, in an error of cosmic dimensions, credited the Baals with what can only come from the hand of Yahweh.

In verse 8 Yahweh says, “She has not acknowledged that I was the one who gave her the grain, the new wine and oil, who lavished on her the silver and gold—which they used for Baal.” Instead of thanking the true God for His blessings of food, water, and clothing, the nation thanked the false gods and used those gifts to serve idols. What ingratitude! God provided rain for the land, but the Israelites gave the credit to Baal.

The Lord provided not only commodities but luxuries, given in magnificent abundance—the Hebrew literally means, “multiplied.” He provided them silver and gold, which they turned into images of Baal.
 How better to describe this scene than the word, "Scandal!"

The Shame from Israel’s Sin

Moving on from the scandal we see the shame of Israel’s sin. Let me warn you, the wording of the Scriptures may be offensive—scandalous—to some. Verses 3-4 say,

Otherwise I will strip her naked and make her as bare as on the day she was born; I will make her like a desert, turn her into a parched land, and slay her with thirst. I will not show my love to her children, because they are the children of adultery. 

God now moves from the charge to the consequences of Israel’s actions. And the consequences are severe. Ancient documents chronicle such humiliating treatment for unfaithful wives.
 Public exposure, accompanied by corporal punishment, was one Assyrian way of dealing with harlots who broke the law.
 In the ancient world shame and humiliation were used as well as agonizing pain in inflicting punishment, as seen especially with crucifixion.

The shame of nakedness is a part of our fallen condition. Adam and Eve realized they were naked after they had sinned. They hid. After their pathetic attempts to cover their bodies, the Lord himself mercifully clothed them. Both the shame of nakedness and the need for clothing were born on that day.
 Since the people were acting like prostitutes, God would treat them like prostitutes and shame them publicly.

This might seem extreme—even harsh and sadistic
—yet there is another way to view this. According to Hebrew law, adultery was a capital crime, punishable by death, but God announced that He would discipline Israel and not destroy her.
 This threat of exposure has the goal of restoration, not revenge.

The Lord continues in verses 9-10,

“Therefore I will take away my grain when it ripens, and my new wine when it is ready. I will take back my wool and my linen, intended to cover her nakedness. So now I will expose her lewdness before the eyes of her lovers; no one will take her out of my hands.”

The absence of wool for colder weather and linen for warmer weather makes for physical deprivation. But more than that, it is the shame and disgrace in being unclothed that the passage points to.
 Sin always has consequences and one of the major ones is shame.

The Scarcity from Israel’s Sin

Finally we see the scarcity from Israel’s sin, going back to verses 6-7,

Therefore I will block her path with thornbushes; I will wall her in so that she cannot find her way. She will chase after her lovers but not catch them; she will look for them but not find them. Then she will say, ‘I will go back to my husband as at first, for then I was better off than now.’
Verses 6–8 summarize God’s initiation of the process of punishment, the isolation of Israel from her illicit lovers. As seen previously, God’s actions have in view the restoration of Israel. God chooses not to slay His harlot wife, but rather to build a hedge around her. Job employs the term “hedge up” to refer to God’s providential care for His people in Job 1:10 and Job 10:11–12, and this same providential care is in evidence in Hosea as God chooses to remove all temptations from His wife. Likening His adulterous wife to a vineyard, God builds around her both a hedge and a wall (protective parts of a vineyard). Israel, rebellious to God’s strategy for rehabilitation, begins a “vehement pursuit” and a “diligent search” (intensive Hebrew verbs) for the elusive Baals.
 Her desire to pursue (literally “hunt down”) and to seek satisfaction in the pagan worship is as strong as ever, but the divinely placed impediments frustrate the chase.
God’s punishments will produce deprivation designed to cause Israel to repent of idolatry. The “children of adultery” (“prostitution,” Hosea’s standard metaphor for idolatry) and their “mother” who “has been unfaithful” must have their freedom taken away so that Israel will have no choice but to “go back” to the Lord, her “husband as at first.”

This scarcity is amplified in verses 9-13,

“Therefore I will take away my grain when it ripens, and my new wine when it is ready. I will take back my wool and my linen, intended to cover her nakedness. So now I will expose her lewdness before the eyes of her lovers; no one will take her out of my hands. I will stop all her celebrations: her yearly festivals, her New Moons, her Sabbath days—all her appointed feasts. I will ruin her vines and her fig trees, which she said were her pay from her lovers; I will make them a thicket, and wild animals will devour them. 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. 
The picture is almost vicious. “Take away” in Hebrew means to “snatch away,” or “tear off” as one would snatch prey from the mouth of an animal.
 God was resorting to drastic measures to get the attention of His wayward people.
Verse 11 speaks of the religious celebrations that would stop. The Israelites still enjoyed celebrating the Hebrew festivals, but in their hearts, they gave the glory to Baal and the other false gods that they worshiped. How easy it is to attend divine services and go through the motions of worshiping God when our hearts are really far from Him!

The reference to jewelry seems to connect verse 13 with verse 5. Here Israel is pictured preening herself with her ring, probably of gold and worn in either the nose or ears, and her jewelry, which may have resembled the bands worn by the goddesses Ishtar and Anat which draped their torsos so as to emphasize their bodies.
 Such jewelry was worn by the temple prostitutes of Hosea’s day, and may have been by Gomer as well.
Worst of all is the indictment at the end of verse 13, where the Lord says, “but me she forgot.” J. Vernon McGee said, “The greatest sin in all the world is to forget God.”
 

“But how can someone forget God?” you may wonder. In this context, to forget God is to act as though He had never made himself known, never redeemed His people in the exodus, or never provided for them in the land.
 Nowadays, to forget God is to act as though we don’t have a Bible, never heard of Jesus, or are unaware of what He did for us. It is, to use the term often used, “practical atheism,” living as though God does not exist.
 Sadly, many today are guilty of this same crime.
What do we learn from the first half of Hosea 2? Hosea saw with crystal clarity the inevitable consequences of Israel’s sin, and it grieved him. As Leon Morris writes, “Love is never harsh, but it can be stern.” Not only does Hosea speak of God punishing a sinful people, but he also describes sin as having its own built-in punishment. To spurn God’s love and bestow one’s affections elsewhere is to bring down on oneself an inevitable judgment.
 

But what he saw with equal clarity was that, though Israel was steadily destroying herself with her harlotries, she was not destroying God’s love for her. She could not. God’s love is firm and sure and steadfast, continuing no matter what happens.
 Hosea’s theme is that the unfaithfulness of man does not nullify the faithfulness of God, or in this case, the faithlessness of Israel did not nullify the faithfulness of God.

John Stott challenges us,

It’s all very well to poke fun at Israel for her primitive superstitions, her fertility rituals at the Baal shrines in those days, it’s all very well to poke fun at them. Our own more sophisticated unfaithfulness is not nearly so funny, especially when, like Israel, it is accompanied by religious zeal. Outwardly, we may still conform to the requirements of the church. Oh yeah, we go to church, you know, here we are on Sunday morning. We conform to what is expected of us outwardly. We appear to be Christian people, highly respectable. And our friends and relatives do not suspect that anything could be amiss secretly. But underneath, inwardly, it may be of some of us here today no longer walk with God.

Our heart is far from Him. We have lost our first love. Sin in Christians is not just a regrettable lapse from conventional behavior; it is unfaithful treachery, spiritual adultery, giving to others the love and loyalty due to God alone.

We come across that not infrequently in the New Testament. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 11:2-3, “I am jealous for you with a godly jealousy. I promised you to one husband, to Christ, so that I might present you as a pure virgin to him. But I am afraid that just as Eve was deceived by the serpent’s cunning, your minds may somehow be led astray from your sincere and pure devotion to Christ.” Similarly James 4:4 says, “You adulterous people, don’t you know that friendship with the world is hatred toward God? Anyone who chooses to be a friend of the world becomes an enemy of God.”
I think that’s the first lesson we learn. Let’s not whitewash sin. Don’t say, “Everybody else is doing it.” Whatever happened to sin? Some of you know that book that was published in America a few years ago, Whatever Happened to Sin, it’s redefined in just terms of nonconformity or just being a little deviant from convention maybe and going my own way and doing my own thing. Christians have no business to fall into that trap. Don’t whitewash sin. Don’t minimize the sinfulness of sin. Sin is spiritual adultery and even prostitution.

Maybe you are like Israel and Gomer. You were found and you were loved, but now you have run away from the prosperity and delight of God’s love. You have run from your Lord and offered all that He gave you to false gods. But you can’t run from omnipresence. There is only one solution for you, and that is repentance—stopping right where you are and, by the grace and power of God, turning around and going in the opposite direction.
 You can turn your scandal into the greatest love story ever told.
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