A People Without Understanding





Hosea 4:1-19


Key Verse 4:1





“Hear the word of the Lord, you Israelites, because the Lord has a charge to bring against you who live in the land: ‘There is no faithfulness, no love, no acknowledgment of God in the land.’”





	Hosea was God’s appointed prophet to the people of Israel. At the time, God’s people, who had been a unified people under the kingship of David and Solomon, were a divided people. There were two people of God, one people to the south called Judah and another people to the north called Israel. The man, Jeroboam, a northerner, rebelled against his king Rehoboam in the south, and cut off all ties with him by dividing the nation into two parts. Nine out of the 12 tribes of Israel joined his rebellion and he was appointed king in the north. But the tribe of Levi, who were the official priests of God, did not join in the rebellion. Instead, all the priests of God left all their lands and possessions in the north and settled in Judah in the south and continued to serve God and the people in Jerusalem at the temple of God. Then Jeroboam saw that he had a big problem at hand. It concerned Jeroboam that all the people in the north who had joined his rebellion still regarded Jerusalem in the south as their spiritual capital and the temple of God their official place of worship. Jeroboam saw that there could be no real division unless he found a solution to the problem of worship. So what did he do? Here is what the Bible says that he did. Jeroboam “Made two golden calves. He said to the people, ‘It is too much for you to go up to Jerusalem. Here are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt.’  One he set up in Bethel, and the other in Dan. And this thing became a sin; the people went even as far as Dan to worship the one there.  Jeroboam built shrines on high places and appointed priests from all sorts of people, even though they were not Levites.” Jeroboam “Appointed priests for the high places from all sorts of people. Anyone who wanted to become a priest he consecrated for the high places. This was the sin of the house of Jeroboam that led to its downfall and to its destruction from the face of the earth.” (1 Kings 12:28-31; 13:33,34) 





	This had been the  spiritual condition of God’s people in the north, Israel, at the time Hosea was called to be their prophet. What Jeroboam had done in manipulating the sacred worship of God was unforgivable. He had been only thinking to firmly establish his own kingdom by cutting off his people’s access to the temple of God in Jerusalem. But in the process, he ignited the flame of spiritual corruption in the hearts of all his people, and alienated them from God. He was a political strategist of prodigious proportions. But he was a wretched human being who slowly herded his people to spiritual suicide. Israel, the norther people of God took a headlong dive towards destruction when they substituted the worship of their true and glorious God with a golden calf. In that way, they abandoned the true God and welcomed another as their god. Then they took another dive towards destruction when they appointed as a priest anyone who wanted to be a priest, or anyone who wanted to serve at the new golden calf temple. In that way, they abandoned the word of God which alone has the authority to say who may or who may not serve as a priest of God. Incredibly, they still wanted to worship God. But they wanted to worship a god of their choice and they wanted to serve god in their own way. 





	At first, the people of Israel in the north, did not think that in worshiping God in their own way, they were abandoning God, nor did they think that they were committing spiritual suicide. They only thought that they were severing their relationship with their rigid and spiritually fanatic brothers in the south. They imagined that they were securing a sweet freedom from the endless requirements of temple worship. For a period of time they continued worshiping the golden calf as the representative of God. For a period of time, their self-appointed priests tried to follow some of the requirements set by the word of God and to imitate the way of the worship of the true God. But in time, all compromises with the truth of God lead to spiritual and cultural disaster. In only a few generations, their concept of the God of the Bible had totally changed. God to them was no longer the Holy and Righteous God of the Bible, but became a strange God whom they could not understand nor agree with. Their spiritual origins were forgotten, and their children were growing up with a new god, a god who was no longer Holy as the true God, but who was an unholy god and terribly permissive. In their temples of worship, sexual immorality was not a taboo, but a natural act of free expression and of necessary pleasure. In fact, in time sexual immorality and sinful pleasure were instituted as part of worship. When the new generations of northern Israelites thought about the southern people of Judah who were still worshiping Almighty God, they could not understand them, and they ridiculed them as old fashioned and small minded. And they saw themselves as a people liberated from old customs and worn out religions, a people of superior understanding and progressive knowledge. They imagined that they had developed from an old-fashioned and unenlightened people into a modern and advanced people. They imagined that they were at the peak of their prosperity as a nation under a false god. 





	That was their apparent reality, but not their spiritual reality at all. In fact, God informs them through the prophet Hosea that they had earned themselves a new spiritual title. While they had once been called “a people of God”, they had now become “a people without understanding”. Technically speaking, they had earned themselves the title of “dumb”. If we review the passage in Hosea chapter 4, we see that the words “understanding” and “knowledge” are frequently repeated. Initially, it is a difficult chapter to comprehend, and God seems to have countless accusations against these people who had once called on his name. But a close study of the chapter precisely reveals that in the midst of God’s message of judgement on them, God had yet another message for them, a message through which they might awaken from their delusional sense of enlightenment, and see themselves as they really were, a people who had lost all sense of spiritual understanding and were as far from knowledge as the heavens is from the earth. By exposing their lack of understanding through the enormous evidence of their multiple sins, God hoped that they might realize what truly makes a people a people with understanding. And that is to come down from their high pride and to humbly let God pasture them and lead them to knowledge through his life giving words. To know God personally and to understand spiritual things is not a small thing. The knowledge of God and the understanding of spiritual things is a matter of life or death for a people, and especially for this people. For this reason, God speaks to them through the prophet Hosea to help them see the root cause of their problem. 





	In this chapter, God addresses both the northern people and their pretend priests. God has charges to bring against both of them. God recounts both of their many sins. But God’s charges against them boil down to one thing. They had abandoned God and had become a godless people. And therefore, their lives can only spiral downward towards destruction. Read verse 1. “Hear the word of the Lord, you Israelites, because the Lord has a charge to bring against you who live in the land: ‘There is no faithfulness, no love, no acknowledgment of God in the land.’” What is God’s charge against the people of the land? God charges them with abandoning him in three ways. First, they are charged with being unfaithful to God. They had broken their covenant with God. The covenant was like a marriage contract. At first they had been a faithful bride. But they had left God and followed after other gods. What kind of gods did they follow after? They followed after any god who promised them excessive pleasure without any strings tied. They became like those who abandon the true gospel-faith for the false man-made gospels of modern times. Second, they are also charged with not loving God. This is a most serious charge. God did not demand that they love him by force. God wanted to be loved by them like a father wants to be loved by his children of a husband by his wife. But they started to love other things and soon their love for God grew cold. Then they divorced him. And when he tried to help them come back to him, they hated him and filed a harassment suit against their ex-husband.  But they also did worse than that. The third charge against them was by far the most serious charge. They stopped acknowledging him as God. They treated God as a pesky stranger. They snubbed him. They ignored him. They became like those who say, “I know God and I have God in my heart” but in their lives there is no evidence that they recognize God as God. And all the evidence points to the fact that they recognize no one as god but themselves. By abandoning God, the people of Israel became no more than miserable spiritual orphans, a godless people without a god.





	People think that it is a choice to recognize or not to recognize God as God in their lives. People think that there are levels of recognizing God in one’s life, and that each level is good in itself. But when a people refuse to recognize God the way God must be recognized, that people are not only a wicked people according to the Bible, but they are a miserable people who must reap the fruit of such a grievous sin against God. Look at verses 2-3. The northern people of Israel became godless and stopped recognizing the God of the Bible as the true God. They exchanged the true God of the Bible for gods who were like them, and gods who enjoyed sinful pleasure and approved of it. They thought they were smart when they broke free from the God of the Bible. But in reality what happened to them has been happening from the beginning of time whenever a people abandon God Almighty. The people who live under the grace  and truth of God have perhaps not enjoyed all the luxuries of this world. But they have certainly enjoyed the love and protection of Almighty God. They have suffered in the world, but they have always been free of the chaos common to this world. But when a people abandon God, even if their condition is superior in the world, they cannot but live in fear and anxiety. Their world, small of big, is a world of violence and immorality. Their world is a world that has no bound and knows no limits when it comes to the human nature. Their world is a cauldron of bubbling evil. Most of all, even the very life around them seems to have no life and to quickly perish. Israel became godless, casting the God of the Bible out of their midst. And as a result the people began to suffer like an abandoned orphan whose life is a struggle of survival in the alleys of life. 





	Look at verses 4-14. These verses are long and have a severe message addressed to mainly to the spiritual leaders of the people, the priests. It is amazing that even though they were false and self-appointed priests, God still addresses them as priests. It is equally amazing that even though their sins and crimes bordered on the unforgivable, God still addresses them as priests. It is even more amazing that God considered them accountable to God for their responsibilities towards God and the people. These were godless priests of a foreign and unholy god. They were unholy priests who were leading the people further and further into sin. Still the Almighty God speaks to them as he would to those who hold a most holy office of priesthood. They were unholy priests who committed shameful crimes against God and against the people. They had led the people to sin upon sin. They were like those who counsel others in the ways of the world instead of in the ways of God. They were like those who counsel others that sin is not sin but a natural feeling that must be expressed. They were like those who counsel others that all things are permissible as long as one follows his heart. They were like those who steers others from the faith and lead them to higher experiences of body and soul. But regardless of their wickedness and crimes against God and the people, God reveals his most serious charge against them and their greatest sin. 





	Read verse 6. “My people are destroyed from lack of knowledge. ‘Because you have rejected knowledge, I also reject you as my priests; because you have ignored the law of your God, I also will ignore your children.’” They were self-appointed priests, but they did not do as a priest of God should do. What is the sacred trust God appoints all his servants to discharge? To discharge the knowledge of God. The knowledge of God does not come from the air nor from some spiritual experience. The knowledge of God  from God himself, and God has made himself known in and through his word. From the beginning of time, God had given his words to his servants to discharge to the people so that the people might know God. From the beginning God had appointed his servants as Bible teachers to teach the truth of God in the Bible to the people. In that way a priest or a servant of God can best discharge his or her sacred trust from God. A man or woman who does not have the word of God is no servant of God. A man or woman who do not acknowledge the word of God and search the word of God for knowledge and for answers, is no servant of God. But the priests of Hosea’s time did not acknowledge the word of God as supreme. They did not value the word of God above all else. Rather they put aside the word of God and gloried in their spiritual experiences. They danced and moaned and groaned in ecstasy during their worship of their god. Their eyes became spacey and their mouths mumbled and babbled strange words until their souls rose to spiritual highs. After their spiritual experiences,  they rejoiced that god was with them, and they congratulated each other for the performance. But God was not with them. They did not know that when they abandoned the word of God and rejected their responsibility as Bible teachers, demons came to live in their hearts. These demons helped them to sin more and at the same time lied to them saying that god was with them. But God was not with them because they were not with God. 





	God’s charge against the priests was very serious. They had not brought the knowledge of God to the people. They had not taught the word of God to the people. They had followed their own ways and made up their own religion as they went along. This is not so strange. Ever since Jesus came, the Bible teaches us how to walk in Jesus’ footsteps; how to bring the knowledge of our Lord Jesus to the people by giving them his word, by teaching them his ways. But many false priests have risen that never teach the gospel truth, but who lead the people to other things which are more appealing. God was very upset that the priests of Israel did not teach the people about God nor help the people walk in his way. God was sorry that when they did not study his words, and hold on to his ways, their understanding also went away until they became spiritually ignorant people. When they had no word of God they also had no understanding. And they had no understanding they became a culture and a people driven by the human heart. And the human heart, if it is not under the grace and truth of God, is wicked and guides astray. Israel went astray. And they were beyond help because they refused to acknowledge God and his word. 





	But God did not give up. Look at verses 15-19. In these verses God speaks to his people Judah in the south. He tells them that they must follow in the footsteps of Israel and be found guilty. In other words they must be stubborn as Israel. They must be humble and allow God to pasture them like lambs in the meadow. What did God want the most for his people? Read verse 16b. “How then can the Lord pasture them like lambs in a meadow?” God wanted to pasture his people Israel and to lead them to himself, to blessing upon blessing. But they did not want to be pastured by God. They wanted to go their own way. So God spoke to his remaining people Judah not to go their own way but to embrace God’s way and God’s word so that they might remain in the pasture in God’s view. There are two kinds of people in the world. There are those with understanding and those without understanding. Those without understanding are stubborn and proud and so they abandon God and his words. But those who have understanding are humble enough to know that they must acknowledge God and acknowledge his word. We are living in the post twentieth century, a century of enlightenment. But to be a people of understanding, to know God and to come close to him, we must acknowledge him and continue to study his word, and to do as he says. 





   


