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What’s your favorite love story? Is it from some movie or book? Is it historical? Maybe it’s your own love story… 

  A man was driving on an out-of-the-way two lane highway running thru the rural countryside. He noticed an old 

tumbledown shack standing in the middle of an open field. He had to smile to himself as he read the crudely printed 

message on one whole side of the shack. Apparently, some young man had scrawled in large letters with a piece of 

chalk: “I love you - Kathy.”  

  A few weeks later, as he drove down that same road, he looked in anticipation for that same romantic message. His 

disappointment was as great as his surprise. Not only was the message gone, so was the barn. But his smile returned. 

Beside that field, on the back of a large road sign, scrawled in large, white letters were the words: “I still love you - 

Kathy.” 

  That’s the message of the Old Testament book of Hosea from God to the nation of Israel: “I still love you.” We’re 

beginning a new study on a book of the Bible that you may have never heard of or read. It’s tucked in toward the end of 

the Old Testament in what’s known as the Minor Prophets.  

  The early American essayist, Ralph Waldo Emerson (picture) observed that “all the world loves a lover.” If he was 

right, then the best loved book in the entire Bible should be this book by the prophet Hosea. In some ways Hosea’s story 

differs little from millions of other love stories that take place every year in London or Chicago or Sydney. It’s the story 

of a broken vow, a broken home, a broken heart, a broken life. Maybe it’s your story? But in other ways this story is 

totally unique and ranks as one of the most amazing in all of literature.  

  Though it’s in the Bible, for the most part, we’ve ignored the story of Hosea. We've clipped it from our Sunday school 

lessons and shunned it in our pulpits. Yet, God chose the sad sordid story of this broken-hearted prophet to reveal His 

great love and demonstrate His infinite grace. It’s 14 chapters of Relentless Love. Be warned. It’s not an easy book.  

  Hosea answers the question that all the world asks: What is love? Psychologists define love as a complex set 

of emotions, behaviors, and beliefs associated with strong feelings of affection, warmth and respect for another person. 

But love can be applied to animals, principles, or religious beliefs. Someone might say that he loves his dog, freedom or 

his faith. 

  Love has been a favorite topic of philosophers, poets, writers, musicians and scientists since the dawn of time. People 

have argued about its definition. While most agree that love implies strong feelings of affection, there are many 

disagreements about its precise meaning. One person’s “I love you” often means something quite different from 

another’s. Many suggest that love is just a physical act, what we call “making love.”  

  The Bible says that “God is love” (1 John 4:8). True love isn’t dependent on feelings. It’s much more than that. Jesus 

said, “Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay down his life for his friends” (John 15:13). Or as 1 John 4:10 

says, “This is real love—not that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son as a sacrifice to take away our 

sins” (NLT).  

  The first picture of love is of marriage, the marriage of Adam and Eve. Marriage is one of the most powerful pictures of 

love. It’s the same picture God uses for His love for the nation of Israel (Jer. 3:14). It’s the picture the Jesus uses of His 

love for His Church, (Eph. 5:25-32). The book of Hosea is a picture of that kind of love, God’s love. Turn to Hosea 1:1 

(p. 751). This morning we want to lay a foundation for our study, Relentless Love. Hosea is so unfamiliar we need to do 

some spadework. If you’re taking notes… 

 

To understand Hosea we must understand the historical context. Are you a Downton Abbey (picture) fan? (For NFL 

fans, it was a PBS series on Sunday nights.) Downton Abbey is a British historical period series set in the early 1900’s. If 

you don’t know it’s British, aristrocratic and set in the early 20th century, it won’t make any sense. The same is true with 

the book of Hosea. Often we read books of Scripture in isolation from their historical context. Frequently, a prophet 

directed his attention to a king or the cultural situation that had God placed him in. That’s the case with Hosea. 

  Hosea was written sometime in early 800 B.C., in the time of Israel’s Divided Kingdom. King David’s son, Solomon 

(picture), Israel’s wisest king foolishly had his heart turned to idols by the many women he married (700 wives, 300 

concubines). Yet, because of his father David’s passionate heart for God, God (Yahweh) spared Solomon but divided the 

Kingdom during Solomon’s son, Rehoboam’s reign.  

  After that there were 10 northern tribes known as Israel and two southern tribes known as Judah. Here’s a map of the 

divided kingdom (picture). Understanding Israel’s divided kingdom is vital to understanding much of the Old 

Testament.  



  Hosea is unique among the writing prophets in that he was a citizen of the northern kingdom and his message was 

primarily directed to those 10 tribes. Understanding his focus and ministry, gives us light in understanding his book. 

Here are some other factors we need to know.  

  It was a time of political instability. Hosea 1:1, “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.” While Hosea mentions four kings of the southern kingdom 

and ministered during their reign, he only mentions one from the north, Jeroboam the II. Yet, there were six kings in the 

northern kingdom. But it was a time of chaos, conspiracies, assassinations and coups. Only one of the six kings died a 

natural death. Zechariah ruled just six months. Shallum ruled one. Jeroboam the II is mentioned because of his long reign 

and stability (41 years) during a time of extreme instability. Politically, the nation was falling apart with the empire of 

Assyria nibbling at the edges of their border and exacting tribute from the later northern kings.  

  It was a time of economic prosperity. At the same time, it was a booming economy. It’s been called Israel’s 2nd Golden 

Age. The first was during the reigns of David and Solomon. During Hosea’s life, old enemies, like the Arameans and 

Egypt, were in a weakened position. Assyria was still rising to power, but preoccupied elsewhere. New temples and 

fortified cities were being built throughout the land. Citizens had homes filled with ivory and 2nd seasonal vacation 

homes. It was the best of times, a great time to be alive.  

  It was a time of social disparity and apathy. It was also the worst of times. While the rich got richer, the poor got 

poorer. Israel had been commanded by God under the Mosaic Covenant to put in place social programs to care for the 

poor and disenfranchised. They weren’t handouts but work programs. 

  Those commands were ignored. The poor in desperation would sell their children into slavery or prostitution. It’s a time 

of horrific abuse of those who couldn’t defend themselves. At the same time, Israel’s leaders accumulated wealth 

through corruption, injustice, bribery, robbery of the poor and exploitation of widows and orphans. The wealthy owned 

more and more land and the nation became more urban.  

  It was a time of confused worship. Our after school children’s program, Amped (picture) is working through biblical 

history. Recently, the lesson was on the Ten Commandments. The first two are: You shall have no other gods before Me 

and You shall make no idols. During this time of economic prosperity, there was epidemic idolatry. John Calvin 

(picture), wisely said, “The human heart is an idol factory.” Idolatry will be a subject we’ll circle back to often during 

this series.  

  Economic prosperity often results in spiritual  idolatry. Idolatry is one of our most common sins, but idols aren’t just 

statues. Anything can be an idol. Since the days of Joshua the religious life of the Israelites was contaminated by the 

influence of corrupt Canaanite worship.  

  The deities chiefly venerated during Hosea’s time were the fertility god Baal and his consort Anat, a savage, sensual 

female. Both deities were often worshiped with the forms of bulls and cows. The cultic rites were celebrated several 

times each year, marked by drunkenness, ritual prostitution, acts of violence, and indulgence in pagan forms of worship 

at the shrines.  

  This idolatry was the exact opposite of what God had commanded. He wanted His people to love Him to be holy. Yet, 

Israel synthesized the worship of Yahweh with the debauched worship of pagan deities. All this, carried out against a 

background of magic and mythology, far removed from the purity of worship contemplated in the Mount Sinai covenant.  

  Affluence is seldom friendly to the gospel. It tends to breed security and self-reliance, a sense of comfort that sees no 

need for God. It interprets the ease of life as a sign of God’s blessing. When the future looks safe, faith is accepted but 

only as long as it’s restricted to one’s private religious life. It’s easy to look to the god of the Dow Jones or a strong 

economy to take care of us, rather than the one true God. There’s no such thing as sacred or secular. Faith can’t be 

divorced from daily life. Yet, the fact that God raised up Hosea to minister to a people living out a religious trainwreck 

gives us hope.   

  Political instability, economic prosperity, social disparity and apathy, and confused worship. Sounds like America 

and the contemporary Church.  

 

2. To understand Hosea we must understand the role of a prophet. Remember that line from Princess Bride? “You 

keep using that word. I don’t think it means what you think it means” (picture).  

  More books of the Bible come under the heading of “prophecy” than any other heading. The Old Testament divides the 

Major Prophets and Minor Prophets. What makes a book a Major Prophet or Minor Prophet isn’t superiority or primacy, 

but length. The Major Prophets are long, while the Minor Prophets are short. Some, like Obadiah, are one chapter. Isaiah 

is 66 chapters. There are five books categorized as Major and 12 as Minor.  

  The primary difficulty for most modern readers is that word “prophet” or “prophecy.” For most, this word means what 

appears as the first definition in the dictionary, “Predicting or foretelling what’s to come.” That’s not what the Bible 

means by a prophet. The main work of the prophet wasn’t to predict the future. Less than 2% of Old Testament prophecy 



is messianic or about Jesus’ coming. Less than 5% specifically describes the New Covenant age, and less than 1% 

concerns future events. While the prophets did announce the future, it was usually the immediate future of the nation of 

Israel. That’s the case with the book of Hosea.  

  The primary role of a prophet was to speak for God to his contemporaries. Very little that they wrote or said was about 

the future. It’s why we have such difficulty interpreting them. If it’s prophetic, it’s usually someone else’s mail not ours. 

The vast majority of it was for Israel. The prophet’s task was to remind Israel about their covenant with God. The 

Mosaic Law, being God’s chosen people, were all part of their covenant with God.  

  Prophets were covenant enforcement mediators. Positive enforcement was the blessing; negative enforcement the curse. 

“See, I am setting before you today a blessing and a curse: the blessing, if you obey the commandments of the Lord your 

God, which I command you today, and the curse, if you do not obey the commandments of the Lord your God, but turn 

aside from the way that I am commanding you today, to go after other gods that you have not known” (Deut. 11:26-28). 

Moses was the 1st prophet (Deut. 18:15).  

  In the Bible there are three anointed occupations or offices—prophet, priest and king. Only the office of the prophet 

didn’t require the right lineage or pedigree. Priests had to come from the tribe of Levi. Kings must trace their lineage to 

the tribe of Judah, more specifically to the family of David. Prophets could be a Heinz 57. They could come from any of 

the 12 tribes. Priests and kings were born to be priests and kings. Prophets only became prophets by the special call of 

God. Everything depended upon God’s call.  

  For example, Jeremiah (verse) was chosen by God to be a prophet before he was even born. Jeremiah 1:4-5: Now the 

word of the Lord came to me, saying, ‘Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, and before you were born I 

consecrated you; I appointed you a prophet to the nations’.” 

  It’s vital to realize that the prophet’s message was not their own, it was God’s. God chose them. He raised up prophets. 

It’s why prophets said, “the Lord said” or “this is the word of the Lord.” They were ambassadors for the heavenly court. 

Their message was unoriginal. It’s God’s message. They had opinions, often good opinions, but the message must be 

God’s, not theirs.  

  This is so important, that I want you to see an example of this. Turn to 2 Samuel 7:1-6 (p. 259). Nathan gave a 

wonderful opinion, but it wasn’t God’s message. He had to put it in reverse with David after God spoke to him.   

  There are some strong, offensive, even repulsive messages in Hosea. It’s critical that we know this is God’s message, 

not Hosea’s. Hosea and every prophet spoke with authority. But not their authority, it was God’s. Those first nine words 

are critical “The word of the Lord that came to Hosea.” 

  God is important, not God’s messenger. Do you love reading biographies? I do. Hosea doesn’t have one. We don’t 

know anything about his early life, where he was born, what he did for a living before he was called to be a prophet. 

Most assume that he was a young man, based on his not being married and the length of his prophetic career after his call 

by God (between 30-50 years). He’s not mentioned in any other book of the Old Testament. 

  One lesson to be learned from this lack of information is that his message from God is everything, not his background 

or personality. In our day of Celebrity Christianity, that’s important to remember. God doesn’t need any of us. It’s God’s 

work and word that are vital.  

  Hosea alone of all of the writing prophets was a native of the northern tribes and called to warn them. He gave all of his 

sermons in and around the capital city of Samaria. He and the prophet Amos are the only writing prophets who 

ministered in the northern tribes though Amos was from Judah. A century before Hosea, Elijah and Elisha, perhaps the 

most famous of the northern prophets, preached and rebuked Israel in this same area.   

  His name has suffered a little in its journey into English. It would be more accurately translated “Hoshea.” Like Joshua 

and later Jesus, it is derived from the Hebrew verb that means “to save.” Jews were very careful in giving names to their 

children. It wasn’t how the name sounded or if it was the name of some relative. The name had meaning. Perhaps his 

parents were God-worshippers and longed for God to save the nation. 

  Hosea’s book is our only source of information about him. He was a contemporary of the prophets, Isaiah and Micah, 

who served God in Judah, the southern tribes. Because of his many references to agriculture, he may have had a rural 

background or was raised on a farm. His choice of language and figures of speech indicate too that he was an educated 

man.  

  He loved his country, even though God called him to warn them of their impending destruction. His pours out his 

broken heart throughout the book. His prophecy is the last warning to the northern kingdom before its demise. The 

nation’s destruction came within a few years of his prophecy, but during his ministry, it didn’t look like the end was 

impending.  

  We too could be the last generation before God brings judgment on America. The United States isn’t mentioned in 

Scripture. We have no prophetic future. But God’s clock is ticking! May we faithfully warn those around us that the time 

is short.   



  

3. To understand Hosea, we must understand the interpretative hurdles within the book. “Ignorance of the Law is 

no Excuse” is a universal legal principle held by virtually all governments in order to maintain law and order. For 

example, a cop pulls you over, comes to your window and says, “Did you know that you were going 50 in a 30?” And 

you answer, “No, officer! I had no idea the speed limit was 30!” Does the officer say, “Well in that case, I’ll just tear up 

the ticket!” No. He’s more likely to say, “This will help you remember it the next time!”  

  It’s important to not excuse ignorance. If people can escape the consequences of breaking the law by claiming 

ignorance, most will.  

  One reason that we have so much difficulty with Hosea is that he acts as God’s cop pointing out Israel’s violation of 

God’s Law in the Covenant. Hosea is filled with blessings and cursings based on corresponding law in the Mosaic 

Covenant. Israel had a long history of breaking God’s Law. But they didn’t just break them, they torched them and 

thumbed their nose at God.  

  There were 613 laws in the Mosaic Covenant. Jesus in Matthew 22 said that they could be summarized in two 

commands: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. This is 

the great and first commandment. And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (vss. 37-39). God 

gave them the Promised Land and all they had to do was obey 600 laws.  

  Let me contrast that. The IRS Code contains more than 3.4 million words. If printed 60 lines to the page, it’s more than 

7,500 pages long. No wonder you need a CPA to do your taxes. There are 20,000 laws just governing the use and 

ownership of guns. No one knows how many laws there are in the U.S.  

  The reason we have difficulty with Hosea is that we’re so unfamiliar with the Old Testament and Israel’s covenant with 

God. God longed to bless them but they had to obey His Law. Then, there is the problem… 

  The vast amount of time that the book covers. Did you  know that there are different types of sermons? For example, 

there’s the Elephant Sermon. It has a long introduction, big body…short conclusion. There’s the Energizer Sermon. It 

just keeps going and going and going... My favorite though is the Longhorn. It has a point here and a point there with a 

lot of bull in between.  

  Hosea’s ministry began around 750 B.C. It’s estimated that Hosea ministered between 30 to 50 years. So if you wrote 

about stuff in 1970 and then about stuff in 1990 and about 2020, would there be a lot of difference in the material 

covered? Absolutely. That’s one of the hurdles with Hosea.  

  The varied type of literature used in Hosea. The book uses various types of literature. Remember it covers several 

decades of ministry. These are his sermons to Israel over that period. There’s a lot of run on material, so the book is very 

hard to outline. We’re not always sure where one sermon or thought ends, or what was known back then as an “oracle” 

begins or ends.  

  It’d be like having the speeches of a contempory politician, delivered over a lifetime of public service, compiled into a 

single anthology. Each speech made sense at the time and place where it was first delivered, but it’d be very difficult to 

understand once the occasion for the speech was forgotten.  

  Hosea uses poetry, metaphors, microsermons and laments. Much is constructed around a three-part structure of 

accusations, judgement and hope, the structure of a covenant lawsuit of that day. But Hosea mixes metaphors and 

changes topics, sometimes seemingly at random. It’s not how we communicate today and makes it more difficult to 

interpret.  

  Hosea preaches out of love with a broken heart, torn with agony. His wife commits adultery with countless lovers. His 

overwhelming grief can make it difficult to understand. It’s one of the saddest books in the Old Testament.  

  There’s a popular notion that everything in the Bible ought to be clear to everyone who reads it without study or outside 

help of any kind. The reasoning is that since God wrote the Bible for us, we should be able to understand it completely 

the first time we read it since we have the Holy Spirit within us. Yet, Paul urged Timothy to study the Word. Study 

requires work. Peter said of Paul’s letters, “There are some things in them that are hard to understand…” (2 Peter 3:16). 

Understanding God’s Word requires the Spirit teaching us (what’s known as illumination), lots of work and humility. 

There are some parts of the Bible we won’t understand until we get Home and God opens our eyes. As we work through 

Hosea, let’s pray and ask the Lord to open our eyes.  

  The problem for most of us though isn’t a lack understanding, it’s a lack of application. We know what the Bible 

teaches, we just don’t want to do it.  That’s Israel and why Hosea preached these sermons. We need to do more than 

understand. God wants us to apply His Word  to our lives and obey it.  

  Though Hosea is a difficult book, it’s a great book. It jolts us out of our spiritual lethargy. Duane Garrett (picture) 

writes, “It does comfort the afflicted, but it most surely afflicts the comfortable.”  

 



4. To understand Hosea, we must understand that God takes both our sin and His love seriously. One reason we 

struggle with Hosea is that we don’t take sin seriously. Yet, from Genesis to Revelation God’s Word repeats that sin is 

deadly, eternally deadly.  

  It’s hunting season. Many of you own guns and take guns very seriously. But when you’re a kid, guns are cool. You 

want to spin your dad’s pistol around your finger, or point his shotgun at your brother and tease him by pulling the 

trigger. You’re oblivious. That’s why parents enroll their child in a hunter’s safety course. They teach the seriousness of 

handling a lethal weapon. It scares them, as it should. They show videos of hunters mishandling a gun when climbing a 

fence or getting down from a treestand. If it does its job, from that day forward we should dread the thought of ever 

mishandling a weapon. But sin isn’t like a gun. A gun at least has a safety. Sin is like nitroglycerine. The safest way to 

handle it is not to.  

  What do you hate? What can send you from 0 to 60 in a split second? I hate domestic abuse. Growing up in the home of 

an abuser, seeing a man threaten a woman sends me right over the edge. God hates sin. He can’t stand to have it in His 

sight. It’s why when our sin was placed on Jesus on the cross, God covered the earth in darkness. But God loves us. The 

cross is where we see God’s hatred for sin and God’s love for us. Hosea shows God’s hate for sin but His love for Israel. 

And it shows us His Relentless Love for us!  

  Hosea paints sin in all of its horror with words like harlotry and whoredom. But the key word in the book of Hosea is 

“return.” It’s used 23 times and powerfully shows God’s attitude toward His backslidden people. He wants them to 

return to Him, to come home.   

  Throughout Hosea God is presented as the deserted but faithful lover. Israel is viewed as Yahweh’s adulterous wife, 

repudiated by her husband, yet ultimately purified and restored.  

  Hosea is us, in all of our sin, but still loved by God no matter what. Do you know that God loves you? Though we don’t 

deserve God’s grace, He still loves us and won’t give up on us. He hasn’t given up on you!  

Conclusion: God loves us simply because He’s chosen to love us. He loves us at our worst. He loves us even if no one 

else loves us.  

  Others may abandon you, divorce you, and ignore you, but God will love you. Always. No matter what. That’s the 

message of Hosea. Hosea is a picture of God acting out His love for us.  

  Have you experienced the saving power of God’s love, now offered to us through His Son, Jesus? Like Hosea will offer 

his adulterous wife, God offers us forgiveness, if we’ll “return to Him. Not only does Hosea provide an example of 

God’s love to a people who abandoned God, it shows us what forgiveness and restoration look like. Hosea wonderfully 

illustrates that no one is beyond God’s love. God’s love is Relentless.  

  Karl Barth (picture) was probably the greatest theological mind of the last century and was once described as “the 

greatest theologian since Thomas Aquinas.” A member of the German Confessing Church, he defended Jews and other 

oppressed people. His influence expanded well beyond academia to mainstream culture. He was even featured on the 

cover of Time in 1962.  

  Toward the end of his life, on his one visit to America, Barth was asked how he would summarize the essence of the 

millions of theological words that he’d published and Karl Barth answered: “Jesus loves me this I know, for the Bible 

tells me so.”  

  That’s the message of Hosea – “Jesus loves me this I know, for the Bible tells me so.” God loves us so much that He 

longs for us to return to Him, even if we’ve committed horrible sins! Do you need to return to God today?  

 

 

 

 

 

 


