Session Four

Classical Prophets: Differing Images of God and Israel in Amos and Hosea

Objectives:

· to identify the characteristics of classical prophecy

· to discuss formation of prophetic literature

· to outline the history of the divided kingdoms and the fall of the Northern Kingdom of  Israel 

· to compare and contrast Amos and Hosea

· to explore themes of infidelity to God and the covenant, abuse of cultic life, and injustice toward the poor in these books

Outcomes:

· the student will understand classical Hebrew prophecy as detailed in the works of Amos and Hosea

· the student will discuss historical circumstances behind prophetic oracles

· the student will discover differing images of God and the covenant people in the prophetic literature

· the student will discern writing styles, human author contexts, and prophetic vocation in classical Hebrew prophecy

· the student will deepen an understanding of fidelity to God and its implications for every age

Reading Assignment:

NJBH  ch. 13-14

CSB RG for Amos and Hosea

CSB Amos, Hosea

Hutton  ch. 2-3

Brueggemann  p. 214-219, 223-228

Significant figures in Classical Prophecy: Amos and Hosea

Debra Sabo, MA 

2008


In the prophets Amos and Hosea we find essentially the same message, addressed to the same generation, but in severely contrasting styles. Amos is a prophet of urgency pronouncing doom upon a selfish generation. Hosea is a prophet of judgment but also a voice of consolation - if only the people will 'return'.  


Amos and Hosea are both addressing the northern kingdom of Israel in the era of King Jeroboam II. This was a time of apparent peace and prosperity as the empire of Assyria was weak. Although, by the slightly later time of Hosea, the Assyrian might is stirring again. Lulled by apparent security the Israelites had become complacent -  worshiping the Baals of their neighbors, convinced they were protected by their status as Yahweh's chosen people, abusing the poor and  needy, putting on a great show of sacrifice to Yahweh (encouraged by greedy priests who fed off those sacrifices) but failing in any sense of justice and mercy. It is against all of this that these two prophets speak. 


In both books we find a double audience and intention. The original words and focus of the prophets seem to be clearly the Northern Kingdom of Israel. Yet, through the process of editing, the incorporation of their words into tradition, a second focus is created on the Southern Kingdom of Judah  warning her to learn from the errors and fate of her northern sister.  This dual focus has caused confusion at times for commentators who are uncertain whether to refer to Amos and Hosea as prophets of Israel or of Judah. 

Amos


Amos was not in the best of positions to have his message heard an accepted. He was from Judah, but was addressing Israel. He was probably prosperous (as a livestock herder he was in a comfortable social position) but spoke out vehemently against the wealthy in society.  He was not a cultic prophet (7.10-17) but spoke strongly against the cultic practices of Israelite priests and guild prophets. 


The writings of Amos give scant hope for the people he addresses. The few verses near the end of the book which seem to give comfort - "seek Yahweh and live"  in the context of the continuation of a remnant of  the peoples being judged (5.3-8) - is often interpreted as a later addition to the prophet's words. Likewise with the final verses of the book (9.11-15) which seem to promise a return and a later time of prosperity. They do not follow smoothly upon the harsh words of judgment which comprise the majority of the book of Amos. 


The book of Amos begins with what are commonly referred to as the 'oracles against the nations', statements of judgment upon the various neighbors of Israel. Israel herself, however, does not escape this same dire judgment. Indeed, in each case, against the other nations and against Israel, God decrees that “lo' 'ashibennu" , I will not revoke/cause to return  the sentence He has given against them.


In chapter 2.6-16  the judgment against Israel is related in the form of a rib, a legal argument, here specifically a covenant lawsuit. God lists the violations of Israel, then cites the covenant that had been made, the protection and guidance had given, and concludes with the sentence for their transgressions. 


Amos speaks strongly against the multitude of social injustices he sees in the people of Israel. Each section in the oracles of  3-5 begins with 'hear the word' - the dabar- the God has uttered concerning these wrongs. Israel can expect no more mercy or compassion, no more exception to God's judgment, than any of her neighbors. The offenses she has committed are not only the abrogation of Mosaic law, but of a justice which should be inherent to all peoples - it is this essential violation of the respect for others, for life, that is the cause of God's judgment against the nations and against Israel. 

So dire is this judgment that the form of chapter 5 indicates the finality of the sentence, a sentence of death against the nation as reflected in the cadences of a formal death poem (dirge). 


In chapter 6-7  the book of Amos contrasts Israel with the patriarch Joseph, portraying her  as his oppressor than identifying the nation as his descendants. Israel cannot rely on any special favor, their status as God's chosen does not grant them exceptional privilege but exceptional responsibility in which they have utterly failed. As a consequence, not only will the nation suffer disaster and defeat because of her injustices, but the very dabar Adonai will be withdrawn. Israel will hunger and thirst for the word of God which they had forsworn and will not find it. (8.11-12).


The conclusion of the book is at first very harsh (9.1-10) - an sentence upon Israel, given form the heavenly altar, of total annihilation. Israel had thought itself exempt from the judgment of nations but instead they shall be made an example of severe judgment. The book concludes with a promise which many commentator consider a later emendation - a promise of restoration, a messianic age in which the land will be so fruitful that harvest and planting seasons overtake each other, a restoration which will endure forever.

Hosea


One could scarcely expect to find a greater contrast in prophetic style than that between Amos and Hosea. Where Amos spoke of judgment and disaster without hope of rescue, Hosea utters words of judgment that can be avoided if only the people will return to their God. 


The dominant imagery in Hosea is that of the husband and his unfaithful wife. The husband, of course, is God and the harlot wife is Israel. In Hosea's first call to marry a whoring wife (this is the most accurate translation, the term is used repeatedly in ch 1-2 as both verb and adjective) he is given instruction concerning the names of their three children: Jezreel, Lo-ruhamah, and Lo-ammi. The name of Jezreel means 'God sows' . It evokes both the sowing of divine justice/wrath and recollects the narrative of Namoth's vineyard in 1 Kings 21 and 2 Kings 9.  Lo-ruhamah means 'unpitied' and Lo-ammi is 'not my people'. Each of these appellations, however, is reversed in ensuing verses - a signal of hope for eventual restoration. 


Chapter two of Hosea details the faithlessness of the wife which is clearly shown as denoting the apostasy and idolatry of Israel. Israel has sought after other gods, Baalim, the local fertility deities. She has looked to them for prosperity rather than to YHWH, her true husband and provider. Yet, God will encourage her to return, to again acknowledge YHWH as "Ishi' (my man, my husband) rather than identifying Him with the local gods by calling 'Baali' (my Baal, my husband). Assurance is given in poetic form (vs.21-25) that if Israel will return YHWH will restore her to her former state - 'espouse you forever', the names given to the children of Hosea and Gomer are reversed. Jezreel no indicates God's providence, Lo-ruhamah will find favor, and Lo-ammi will now be called 'You are My people'. Hosea calls strongly for the repentance and return of Israel to YHWH, giving assurance that YHWH waits with patient expectation for the return of his faithless spouse.


Chapter three reitirates the message thus far given. Hosea is again instructed to take a harlot to wife. Most likely this marriage is not meant to be understood as a second wife, but as a variant on the first metaphor. (It is not clear if these metaphors are meant to express a reality in Hosea's life or merely a prophetic vision.) Another layer of meaning is added here, though. We find warning of a period in which God will be apart from Israel, they will have no forms of worship. This is to be followed by a return both to YHWH and to the Davidic dynasty which will result in prosperity.


Chapters 4-14 are generally seen as a connected unit within the book of Hosea. The imagery of the unfaithful spouse remains, but recedes as direct metaphor. instead we find an extended rib, or lawsuit, brought against Israel by YHWH. Now the details of Israel's offense is made clear. The priests have failed in their obligation to lead the people in righteousness( v. 6 is understood as a reference to the Torah which they are ignoring), indeed they are encouraging sin so as to reap for themselves the bounty of the sin-offerings which are brought ('They feed on My people's sin offerings" 4.8 JPS Tanakh translation). The people have turned to idolatry.  The monarchy is also chastised (ch. 5-7). Here the sin is still likened to adultery, not through idolatry but rather a lack of reliance of God's protection as evidenced in the making of foreign treaties. The lists of Israels offenses, her idolatry and apostasy, continue in the ensuing chapters now paired with the sentence being given against them. God shall withdraw from them until they turn back to Him, their land shall be made desolate because they have turned away from the true source of their prosperity.. 


In 9-16 through chapter 10 we find imagery which indicates that the predicted disaster has already come upon Israel - the sacred places where she had turned the worship of YHWH into the worship of Baals and other idols, have been overrun and her kings have been pulled down.  Harsh judgment is uttered.  Yet, as we turn to chapter 11 we find a new image for th relationship between YHWH and Israel - that of a loving parent to a wayward child. Once again a word of hope for return is given "Out of Egypt they shall come trembling, like sparrows, from the land of Assyria, like doves; and I  will resettle them in their homes" (11.11)


The form of the covenant lawsuit is returned to in ch. 13-14 as the prophet lists the covenantal history of YHWH's relationship with Israel and Israel's apostasy. The imagery turns from that of parent/child to lion/prey. Throughout, though, the disasters which will befall are portrayed not as divine  vengeance but as the necessary consequence of Israel's sin. 


Hosea concludes with a word of comfort. "Return, O Israel . . . I will heal their defection, I will love them freely."

______

A word study of  chesed in Hosea

chesed - loving kindness, pity, mercy, piety, beauty


This term is found only seven times in the book of Hosea. We find it only once in the allegorical chapters 1-3. Here it is in God's betrothal speech to the repentant Israel: "I will espouse you to me forever: I will espouse you in right and in justice, in chesed and in mercy." In this case the NAB translates it as 'love'. .


We find it six times in the rib of chapter 4-14. We confront it first in the opening verse of the rib where  it is one of the three grievances that YHWH lists against Israel. In this first instance the NAB translates it as 'mercy'. 

4.1 
" Hear the word of the Lord, O people of Israel, for the Lord has a grievance against the 
inhabitants of the land: their is no fidelity, no chesed, no knowledge of God in the land."


The next occurrence of chesed is in a pair of verses

6.4-6 
"What can I do with you . . . your chesed is like a morning cloud, like the dew that early passes 
away. . . . For it is chesed that I desire, not sacrifice, and knowledge of God rather then 
holocausts"


This use of the term in Hosea is familiar to us from the Matthew 9:13 in which Jesus rebukes the Pharisees who criticize him for eating with sinners : "Go and learn the meaning of the the words, 'I desire mercy, not sacrifice.' I did not come to call the righteous but sinners."


The next time we find the term is not until chapter 10 -we do not see it at all in the sections delineating the crimes of the priests and the monarchs, but when the prophet returns to pleading with the people to turn from idolatry back to YHWH. 

10.12
"Sow for yourselves justice, reap the fruit of chesed"


This call for a return continues, and with it the continued plea for Israel to find again the loving kindness, the mercy, the piety that they once professed. 

12.7   "You must return to your God! Practice chesed and justice, and constantly trust in your 
God." (JPS translation)


This term is used a final time in the anticipated cry of a repentant people. When Israel at last turns back to her true God the loving bond of the covenant will be restored.

14.4b "Never again shall we call our handiwork our god, since in You alone orphans find chesed."


In this very brief examination of the use of chesed in Hosea we find that it reflects the themes which are elaborated in the rest of the book. Israel has turned from God, no longer practices chesed and no longer accepts God's chesed toward them. God calls out for their return, to Him and to the mutual chesed of the covenant. The book of Hosea is a plea that follows the call of the Shema of Dt. 6.4 "Hear, O Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord alone! Therefore, you shall love the Lord, your God, with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength."

Images of God, God/People relationship in Amos and Hosea

Hosea
Amos

husband of unfaithful wife
lion

forgiving husband of repentant wife
patron/client

herdsman of cow/sheep
shepherd/lion's victim (sheep)

redeemer
Israel= cows

provider


Israel a ravaged vine


Farmer/plowbeasts


parent/child


Lion or leopard/prey


dew/blossom


