He went and took Gomer, the daughter of Diblaim. Hosea 1: 3

Under the glorious reign of Jeroboam, Israel had become very prosperous; but this period
of wealth was one of shameless idolatry, self-indulgence, and oppression of the poor. The
people were unfaithful to their marriage covenant with Jehovah; yet He loved them still. With
the love that a husband may bear to the woman who is mother of his children, but who has
shown herself worthless or abandoned, so God still loved, and wooed, and sought to reclaim. All
this was set forth in Hosea's sad personal history.

He married one who was probably well known at the court for her infidelities. Her
children's names were all significant. The first was called Jezreel, to indicate their prophetic
import; the daughter, "Unpitied"; the third child, "Not My People"; and these children were
accustomed, in after years, to go between the prophet and his wife and plead with her. "Plead
with your mother, plead."

What a living picture this is of God's relations to ourselves! He has loved us, not because
we were pure, and holy, and lovely; for, in fact, He knew that we were the very reverse. But with
the clear prevision of our native sin and unfaithfulness, He took us into covenant relationship
with Himself. Not because we were good, but to make us so; not because we were faithful, but
to lead us to be so. He has given us all kinds of blessings. But, alas, how ill we have requited
Him! We have departed from Him, and grossly betrayed His trust; till He has been reluctantly
obliged to leave us to ourselves. But He waits to be gracious; and if we repent and turn to Him,
He will say to us, Ammi, my people; and Ruhamah, thou hast obtained mercy.
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The valley of Achor for a door of hope. Hosea 2: 15

We are familiar with the story of the valley of Achor, where Achan the troubler of Israel
was stoned to death. We can almost fancy the long stony valley through which again the house
of Israel was made to pass. The prophet foresaw the heavy judgments which were about to fall
upon the land, as God took back his corn and wine and flax, and laid waste their vines and fig-
trees. It seemed as though the nation were again in the valley of trouble; and as the people take
their weary way, dropping with fatigue and privation, behold, a door suddenly opens in the
stony wall of flint, through which they pass into a land of corn, and wine, and wifely loyalty to
their true husband. Thus the traveller piercing the Alps will, within the space of an hour, leave
the northern slopes of ice and snow, and emerge upon the fertile plains of Italy.

It is a beautiful similitude, and one that still has its counterpart in spiritual experience. You,
too, are in the valley of Achor--brought there in consequence of your sins; your life is overcast;
your heart desolate, Ah, how different it is with you now, compared with those first glad days
when you went out after God, in the kindness of your youth, and the love of your espousals!
God cannot leave you. He comes and pleads, "Return unto Me; thou art mine." Will you answer
his tender pleading with repentance, faith, and prayer? Will you cry, "Oh that it were with me as
in the first days!" Then, immediately, right before you, the door of hope will spring open; and
you will pass from winter to summer; from ice to vernal heat. Dare to believe that in your Valley
of Achor there is but a door between you and the divine betrothal--only a step.
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Afterward shall the children of Israel return, and seek the Lord their God. Hosea3:5

The unfaithful wife had left husband and children, and sunk into abject poverty and
shameful disgrace; but Hosea is bidden to seek her again and bring her to his home. It was a
wonderful act of condescending love on his part, to be willing to condone the past and take the
poor stricken thing to his well-ordered dwelling. Nothing could have done it but the strong love
which had followed her through all her wanderings, refusing to let her go. We cannot certainly
affirm that Hosea's love succeeded in making his Guinevere fair and lovely again; but we may
cherish the hope that in this his compassionate love was recompensed.

Through the tragedy of the prophet's domestic life, the people were called to see the
mystery of the divine faithful love. "The Lord loveth the children of Israel, though they turn unto
other gods and love cakes of raisins" (ver. 1, R.V.). The people in their wandering and rebellion
had been unfaithful to the marriage vow plighted at Sinai. They had gone after many lovers; but
God's redeeming love would not let them go. That love still follows them; and though they have
been for so many centuries without king, prince, sacrifice, or temple, they shall doubtless return
to God. And is not this marvellous Zionist movement one further step towards the ultimate
recognition and reunion?

You, too, have been without king or priest; without tears of penitence, or smiles of
conscious acceptance. But the love of God has never ceased to follow you. And now, in your
abject need, He seeks you out, and says, "Be for Me only." Will you not come back to the
goodness of God in these your latter days?
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The Lord hath a controversy with the inhabitants of the land. Hosea 4: 1, 3

Throughout Old Testament the sin of the people and the prosperity or otherwise of their
country are closely conjoined. If the people please God, harvests are plentiful, and the seasons
of the year pursue their round in unbroken bounty. If the people backslide, the land is smitten.
There is probably a much deeper connection than we suppose between the moral condition of
our nation and its prosperity. It is at least remarkable that ever since the Indian Government has
legalized impurity in India, and has made money out of the vices of Chinamen, that empire has
been smitten with drought and pestilence. So with Africa; the injustice with which the natives
have been treated has been terribly avenged in the rinderpest which has swept over the land.
And may there not be a close connection between the vice, Sabbath-breaking, and drunkenness
of Great Britain, and the agricultural distress which has so long driven our people from the open
country to life in the cities? It is an awful thing when God has a controversy with the inhabitants
of the land. Sin is then terribly avenged.

One noticeable feature with all the prophets is their intense devotion to God on the one
hand, and their ardent patriotism on the other. They never scrupled to denounce the sins which
were bringing their land to desolation, and to indicate the inevitable result. In the present
instance, Hosea turned on the priests and showed how accountable they were for the
desolation of the country.

On a wider scale still, we remember that creation groaneth and travaileth in pain because
of sin; and its emancipation awaits the advent of the Lord, and the manifestation of his saints
(Rom. 8: 21).
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| will go and return to my place, till they acknowledge their offence, and seek my face. Hosea 5: 15

The withdrawal of God's countenance and protection involved the exile of Israel from their
own land. No weapon formed against them could prosper, so long as they walked with their
Almighty Friend; but sin severed them from his care, and cut them adrift to be swept before the
storm of the invader.

There is always a "till" in God's withdrawals. He tears that He may heal; goes that He may
come; leaves, that He may return so soon as the afflicted soul is led to seek his face. May not
this be your lot? You seem deserted by man and God, life is going very hardly with you; thick
darkness broods over your soul, and sore affliction devastates your life; yes, and worse is
threatened. But is there not an offence somewhere that needs to be acknowledged; a sin that
should be confessed?

Search yourself by the suggestions of this chapter. Have you in any way been a snare or a
net to other souls, injuring them by your example or conversation (ver. 1)? Have you been
unfaithful to your immortal lover, Christ (ver. 3)? Have you become proud of any of God's gifts,
or the position to which they have lifted you (ver. 5)? Have you been grasping and fraudulent,
like those who secretly remove the landmark to include a little more of their neighbour's lands
with their own (ver. 10)? Have you willingly walked after the statutes of Omri (ver. 11, and 1
Kings 16: 25)? Have you gone for help away from God to some unhallowed alliance, such as is
represented by King Jareb, the Assyrian, whose alliance Israel sought (ver. 13)? Ask God what
controversy He has with you, and put it away. You will be astonished to discover what evils you
have been harbouring. But the result will be salutary indeed.
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Let us follow on to know the Lord; his going forth is sure as the morning. Hosea 6: 3 (R.V.)

You may always count on God. If there is variation in his relations with us, it is on our side,
not on his. Just as surely as we return to Him, we shall find Him running to meet and greet and
receive us with a glad welcome.

The exquisite words of the text derive additional beauty when we consider them in the
light of modern astronomy. The spot on which we live, when the day is done, slowly turns away
from the face of the sun; and as each moment passes, plunges further and further from its
wholesome, blessed light. At midnight we look out into the abyss of space in the opposite
direction to the solar throne. But the moment when we have reached our furthest from the sun
is followed by another, in which we begin to return to the light and glory of the perfect day. So
when the soul has reached its furthest from God, it may immediately return to Him. Let us
return. Let us know. Let us follow on to know the Lord.

Is there any doubt about our reception? No; there cannot be. Look again at the analogy of
the physical night. During our absence the sun has not shifted from his place. We shall find him
waiting for us; his going forth is prepared. We have but to pass into his blessed beams, which
had not ceased to pour forth through the hours, which to us were so cold and dark. So our God
is always waiting for us. He is just where we left Him. In Him can be no variation, neither shadow
that is cast by turning. As certainly as we count on the dayspring may we count on God. Move
then Godwards, through the dark hours. On the third day--the day of Resurrection--He will burst
on your view.
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Grey hairs are here and there upon him, yet he knoweth not. Hosea 7: 9

Sin in its worst forms was prevalent among the people, and secretly deteriorated their
strength. Of this, however, they were unconscious; but imagined that they were as strong as at
other times, anticipating long years of national prosperity. They little weened that they had
reached the old age of their history, with its attendant decrepitude and helplessness. What a
striking illustration of the insidious process of decay, of unconscious deterioration, of the
departure of the Samson-might while we wist it not.

But is not this always the case with the initial stages of backsliding, of which this is the most
dangerous element, that we are so largely unaware of the change that has come over us?
Gradually and almost insensibly we lose our watchfulness over our thoughts; our relish for the
society of God's people; our delight in God's house; our interest in the salvation of others; our
sensitiveness of conscience as to the conventionalities of trade or society. We do not realize it;
we are not specially concerned; we have no idea that the white ant is eating out the substance
of our furniture, and the dry-rot undermining the rafters of our house. Strangers are devouring
our strength; grey hairs are indicating our decay--to all eyes but our own. We grow grey almost
imperceptibly; the strength of our manhood is very slowly undermined; the degrees of spiritual
declension are as the fall of the year through the last days of summer. But it need not be if we
would regard ourselves in the mirror of God's Word.

It is strange: but life's curvents drift us
so surely and swiftly on,

That we scarcely notice the changes
And how many things are gone.
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| write for him my law in ten thousand precepts. Hosea 8:12 (R.V.)

The A.V. slightly differs here: "I have written to him the great things of my law, but they
were counted as a strange thing." God's will is so all-sided and far-reaching in its scope, that it
cannot be contained in one precept or a thousand. It needs ten thousand precepts to set forth
its heights, and lengths, and breadths, and to cover all the circumstances of our lives. But how
thoughtful God is in anticipating our ten thousand difficulties, perplexities, and questions; and in
directing us how He would wish us to act. Anticipating all the steps of our life, God has written
ten thousand precepts to guide us.

But what great things have been unfolded to us in the Law of God--using that term to cover
the entire compass of revelation! Mysteries which pass the conception of angels have been
placed within the reach of men. Our Father has beckoned us to share with Him the sublimest
secrets of his government.

Let us not count them as strange things. We often say to one another: "Do not treat me as
a stranger." And is not this the sense in which we may get estranged from the word and thought
of God--keeping them only for special times; giving them courtly entertainment; but refusing to
admit them to the familiarity of daily intercourse? Nothing hurts God more than this! Never
perform your daily duties as though God must be shut out from them. If you keep one day
sacred, it is that all time may be sanctified: if you keep one place private for prayer and worship,
it is that the light which shines there may irradiate all the places of your daily occupation; if you
keep one meal for special meditation on the love of Jesus, it is that whether ye eat or drink, or
whatever ye do, all should be done for Him.
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Ephraim was a watchman with my God. Hosea 9:8 (R.V.)

Watch with God. To watch with God is the privilege of comparatively few. Eight were left
outside the garden; to three only did Jesus say, "Come and watch." To watch for the morning
star, for the first flowers of the coming spring, for the coming of the Bridegroom, for the setting
up of the Kingdom--such is the privilege of those elect souls who are bidden to take their lamps,
and go forth to meet the Bridegroom. It is a high honour to be appointed to watch with God the
slow evolution of his purpose; to stand on the watchtower and see what He will say; to be a
watchman for the people, a spokesman of their danger when the sword approaches; to be
allowed to enter into some of his tears, and yearnings, and prayers, as He beholds the city and
weeps over it.

WATCH AGAINST SIN. But we may be displaced from that position of privilege and
responsibility as Israel was. We learn that at this time the chosen had deeply corrupted
themselves, as in the darkest days of the Judges; and we may fall into similar corruption and
rebellion, unless we watch ourselves, whilst we watch with God. Let us watch and pray, lest we
enter into temptation. Corruption is always around us in this world of death. Its germs float on
every breeze. We need, therefore, to steep ourselves in the antiseptic of the Holy Spirit's grace.
This is the true Eucalyptus in which the germs of disease perish.

WATCH UNTO PRAYER. "Prayer," said Phillips Brooks, "is not compelling God's reluctance,
but laying hold of God's willingness." It is as though we waited for God's movements to bless us,
and taking the stream at the flow, launched our heavy barge upon it, that his power might bear
us forward.
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Break up your fallow ground; for it is time to seek the Lord. Hosea 10: 12

THE FALLOW GROUND. There is a great deal of fallow ground in our hearts and lives; it has
borne no crops of righteousness. Weeds have covered the unfruitful acres with their rank
growth, and have scattered their thistledown into other lots. The rain has fallen and the sun has
shone in vain. In some cases our daily business life--in other cases our social life--is a blank, so
far as religious usefulness is concerned. God gets no revenue from these barren fallow tracts.
But the prophet bids us ascertain what they are, and break up the hard, caked surface by
ploughshare and spade.

BREAKING UP THE CLODS. In his great sermon on this text, Finney exhorts to break up the
fallow ground by the payment of neglected debts; the putting aside of evil habits; the righting of
old wrongs; the forgiveness of old injuries.

IT IS TIME TO SEEK THE LORD. The days are passing over us so rapidly, and we shall be at
the end before we are well aware. "It is high time to awake out of sleep;.., the night is far past,
the day is at hand." May not the time past suffice us to have been barren and unfruitful; and
shall we not make the best of the time which remains?

HE WILL COME AND RAIN. What a glorious promise! He will come and rain down
righteousness. It is parallel to the words of the psalm: "Righteousness hath looked down from
heaven." It is certain that righteousness will never spring up in the furrows of our souls unless it
has come down to us from the heart of God. In us are only the dark, bare, lifeless clods, lying
open in their need: in Him all that is pure, and holy, and righteous--but God waits to rain it down
in plentiful showers.
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| taught Ephraim to go. Hosea 11:3

This is very touching. It is one of the sweetest, tenderest words in the Bible--a
metaphor borrowed fresh from the nursery. What an epoch it is in the child's life when it
first gets upon its feet! The mother sets it there, or it manages to get up by itself. But it dare
not walk; it must be taught to go. Sometimes the mother holds the clothes from behind, or
reaches out her hands in front, or hovers around the little hesitating figure with
outstretched arms to guard against the first sign of tumbling. The lesson is not learnt all at
once. Sometimes many a sad fall tutors the venturesome pupil; but the mother is not
discouraged. With a kiss and a "never mind" she puts the little one on its feet again, and

teaches it to go.

God is teaching us to go. He holds our hands in his; walks beside us with outstretched
arms to see that we do not fall to our entire undoing; catches us when we are about to
stumble, and picks us up when we have fallen to our hurt. God is never discouraged, any
more than the mother is; and the more weak our anklebones and nervous our gait the more

care does He expend.

There are stages beyond this. There is the walk that pleases God; the running, when He
has enlarged our heart; the mounting up with the wings of eagles. But at the end of life we
come back to the going: | will go unto the altar of God, to God my exceeding joy; and upon

the harp | will praise Thee, O God, my God.

I have no help but Thine, nor do | need
Another arm save Thine to lean upon!

It is enough, my Lord, enough indeed;

My strength is in thy might, thy might alone!
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By his strength he had power with God. Hosea 12:3

Jacob's strength lay in his weakness. As long as he seemed strong, and was able to
oppose force to force, he failed of the highest blessing; but when the sinew of his thigh
shrivelled beneath the angel's touch, and was out of joint; when he was in imminent danger

of falling helplessly to the ground--he prevailed, and received the name of Israel the Prince.

THE ELOQUENCE OF TEARS. "He wept." There is no record of these tears in Genesis, but
we can well understand that they flowed freely. The entire results of Jacob's life--wife,
children, and fortune--were at stake. With one fell sweep, Esau on the morrow might reduce
him to the loneliness with which he had passed over Jordan years before. God is touched by

tears. He puts them in his bottle. He hears the voice of our weeping, and interprets it.

THE POWER OF PRAYER. "He made supplication." "I will not let Thee go unless Thou
bless me." Remember how the Syro-Phenician mother cast herself at the Saviour's feet, and
pleaded for help. The Lord kept her waiting till her prayer had reached a pitch which only
delay could have induced, and then turned to her with the assurance that all she had
claimed was hers. You may be kept in the attitude of prayer through the long night, but at

daybreak you may receive what you sought.

THE STRENGTH OF WEAKNESS. As long as we can stand and hold our own, we fail of our
guest. When we are lamed and broken, and unable to do more than cling, we realize God's
hidden stores of blessed help. The sick child elicits most of the mother's love. The last-born

babe drags down to the level of its tiny mouth its strong and brawny father.
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O death, where are thy plagues? O grave, where is thy destruction? Hosea 13:14 (R.V.)

These words are made familiar to us in the magnificent apostrophe with which Paul's
great resurrection chapter closes. They have been recited for centuries over Christian

graves.

In their first utterance they record Jehovah's resolve to deliver his people in spite of all
their sins. The conflict in the divine heart between hatred of the abominable idolatries by
which they were cursed, and his ancient, unalterable love, gives this chapter, and indeed the
whole book, its remarkably disjointed character. There is hardly a paragraph which is not
marked by abrupt transitions, agitation of speech, appeals, inquiries, expressions of infinite
regret. But notwithstanding all, God had given commandment to bless, and He neither could
nor would reverse it. Let death and Hades do their worst against his chosen, He was stronger

far.

In these intermediate ages these words may be quoted over every Christian's death,
whether it be a martyrdom or the quiet yielding up of life. In comparison with the great gain
that death brings to those who pass to the "far better" of being with Christ, wherein are we

losers by it? Nay, do we not greatly gain?

But the full realization of these words awaits the hour when this corruptible shall put
on incorruption, and this mortal shall put on immortality, at the sudden appearance of the
Saviour in his advent glory. Then shall be brought to pass the saying which is written, Death
is swallowed up in victory. There shall not a hoof be left behind. Not one of the redeemed
shall remain in the prison-house; and even in their bodies, raised in the likeness of Christ,

there will be no evidence of the triumph of death or the grave.
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| am like a green fir tree. From Me is thy fruit found. Hosea 14: 8

This chapter abounds with picturesque natural imagery. The dew distilling on the
parched herbage, as the sign of the Holy Spirit. The blossoming lily, fragile but beautiful, an
emblem of the retiring grace and purity of Christian character. The roots of Lebanon,
descending far down into the valley, anchoring in its rugged strength, significant of the
stability which in each Christian should mingle with grace. The silver beauty of the olive, the
cool aromatic breath of the wind that has passed over the snows and slopes of Lebanon,
commemorating the beauty and fragrance of the influence of the child of God. The covering
shadow, the yellowing corn, the delicious scent of the vine, when it gives a good smell, to
denote the gifts and graces of holy living. And finally, all of these summed up in the cry of
Ephraim, "l am like a green fir-tree." O child of God, canst thou appropriate this wealth of
imagery for thyself? Are the facts which these symbols denote true of thy life? Be not
content to be as the lily, seek also to be as the rooted strength of Lebanon; be not satisfied
with the similitudes of beauty, seek also those of usefulness. And above all, be an evergreen,

never showing signs of autumnal decay.

But, amid it all, remember the caution--"From Me is thy fruit found." Count naught
thine own but sin. Thou hast nothing thou didst not receive; thou couldst do nothing apart
from Jesus. It is only as thou abidest in Him, and He in thee, that thou canst bring forth any

fruit, or be fragrant, or serve any good purpose in the world.

As some rare perfume in a vase of clay
Pervades it with a fragrance not its own,
So, when Thou dwellest in a mortal soul,

All heaven's own sweetness seems around it thrown.
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