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THE IMAGERY OF HOSEA'S
FAMILY AND THE
RESTORATION OF ISRAEL

Aaron Schade

hroughout the centuries, Hosea chapters 12 have astounded, fas-

cinated, intrigued, and impressed both readers and scholars of the
Bible alike. From the enigmatic images of Hosea’s marriage to questions
regarding Israel’s history, punishment, restoration, and future, the con-
tent of these chapters has caused individuals either to ponder and search
out the intended meaning of Hosea’s message or to pass over and exclude
them from any serious study because of their unusual flavor. These chap-
ters are richly symbolic, and through symbols Hosea helps his readers un-
derstand Israel’s history relevant to the past, present, and future in order
to understand the overall meaning of the book.

Hosea 12 uses imagery to describe the Lord’s covenant with Israel,
relating Israel’s covenant to that of the patriarch Abraham; the text un-
folds several phases of the covenant relationship between God and his
people with past and future generations. While Hosea’s message car-
ries with it proclamations of destruction and hardship, it also includes
words of hope and reconciliation for Israel and its descendants. In fact,
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as Ehud Ben Zvi, a prominent scholar on the book of Hosea, has written,
“It is precisely the element of hope—hope against a background of appar-
ent hopelessness—that has led to the book’s wide use in Jewish liturgy.”
When the metaphors in the book of Hosea are viewed beyond their lit-
eral application, the word of the Lord through Hosea becomes a vivid
description of the scattering and gathering of Israel and offers glimmers
of hope of restoration and the fulfillment of covenants with the Lord.

This paper will address a few major issues in Hosea 12, including
how the imagery of the names of Hosea’s family members are used, what
they really mean in context, how the history and condition of Israel is pre-
sented, and what clues the text gives us about the nature of Israel’s recon-
ciliation and restoration. I will show how Hosea intersperses teachings on
the scattering and gathering of Israel, how he references the Abrahamic
covenant to intertwine dispensations, and how he draws upon images of
the Creation, the Fall, and the earth receiving its paradisiacal glory. I will
show that the family imagery is used to portray Israel’s then-present situ-
ation in relation to its near and distant future. This demonstration will
contribute to the text’s rich language in defining Israel’s separation from
and eventual reconciliation with God.

INTRODUCTION

The book of Hosea begins by stating that it contains “the word
of the Lord that came unto Hosea, the son of Beeri, 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” (Hosea 1:1). We do not know
the details of how or where Hosea received this word, and the ordering
and numbers of the kings listed in verse 1 has raised many questions con-
cerning the audience and the time in which the oracle was given. Although
Judah is referenced in verse 7, Hosea’s message appears to be primarily
directed toward the Northern Kingdom of Israel prior to its destruction.
The listing of Judahite kings first has led some to believe that Hosea was
meant to be read and reread by diverse audiences (including Judah) over
the years.> We do not know many details about the historical person of
Hosea; based on the content of the book, his prophetic activity is usually
dated from near the end of Jeroboam II’s reign (circa 750 BC) to around
the fall of Samaria (circa 722 BC) 3
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The book of Hosea applies to different dispensations and shows us
glimpses of the past, present, and future of Israel through a divine lens.
Because of the ambiguity of the text and the lack of specific historical de-
tail, readers from various generations have assigned a multifarious range
of applications to the book.* Hosea’s message was timely not only to an-
cient Israel and Judah but also to his audiences in future days. Especially
in chapters 1—2, Hosea addresses issues pertaining to the scattering and
gathering of Israel as well as to the time of millennial peace. Thus the
book’s content has meaning for our day as we witness the fulfillment of
the Lord’s words to Hosea over two thousand seven hundred years ago.

Hosea 1

The most notable question arising from Hosea 1 has centered on the
meaning of Hosea’s marriage. Hosea 1:2—3 states, “The beginning of the
word of the Lord by Hosea. And the Lord said to Hosea, Go, take unto
thee a wife of whoredoms and children of whoredoms: for the land hath
committed great whoredom, departing from the Lord. So he went and
took Gomer the daughter of Diblaim; which conceived, and bare him
a son.” These verses have long perplexed readers, and debates have run
rampant as to whether or not this marriage was symbolic, literal, or a
combination of both. The fact of the matter remains that even if the mar-
riage is indeed historical, we do not possess sufficient information to in-
terpret with any accuracy the details surrounding the circumstances of
the marriage. Many accept the marriage as literal, but because no one
can verify the speculative details surrounding it, most cautiously make
comments such as the following, which concentrates on the image the
marriage represents in Hosea’s prophecy:

The text is written so as to strongly communicate to its intended
readers that its main concern is not with the reported sexual sins and
marital life of Gomer (or of the unnamed woman in chapter 3 [see
... the final clause of v. 2]) or even the fate and actions of Hosea, but
rather that which they symbolized. These descriptions point on the
one hand to the ‘harlotry of the land and its inhabitants’—that is,
the worship of gods other than YHWH—and on the other, to the
construction of a literary and ideological image of a prophetic per-
sonage who on the one hand represents Y HWH, but with whom
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Israel is also supposed to identify. . .. The main intention of the text
was not to provide the readers with a kind of (personal life) biog-
raphy of a particular man, Hosea, nor to elicit thoughts about his
supposed prophetic growth through his difficult family or marital
experiences. Instead, it was to instill a hope for the future based on
the theme of obeying YHWH and following YHWH’s lordship
and on an explanation of Israel’s (hi)storical disasters in terms of a
just retribution for Israel’s rejection of YHWH.

Though we may wonder whether the marriage is literal or metaphori-
cal, the message is clear: The necessity of fidelity to the Lord and cov-
enants” I agree with Sidney B. Sperry’s conclusion that “the Lord’s call
to Hosea to take a harlotrous woman to wife represents the prophet’s
call to the ministry—a ministry to an apostate and covenant-breaking
people. The evil children of this apparent union represent the coming
of the judgments of the Lord upon Israel, warning of which was to be
carried to the people by the prophet. The figure of the harlotrous wife
and children would, I believe, be readily understood at the time by the
Hebrew people without reflecting on Hosea’s own wife, or, if he was un-
married, on himself”®

I believe there is ample evidence in the scriptures to demonstrate that
Hosea’s marriage is a metaphor of his message to the people.® The syn-
tactic and pragmatic features of the command for Hosea to take a wife
also seem to support this. “Go, take unto thee a wife of whoredoms and
children of whoredoms: for the land hath committed great whoredom,
departing from the Lord” (Hosea I:2; emphasis added). Here, the word
for introduces a causal clause’ (it is because the land—which includes
its leaders and its inhabitants—is committing great whoredom and de-
parting from the Lord that Hosea is told to take a wife and children of
whoredoms)." This detail brings our understanding of Israel and all her
people into focus and explains that it is she who is going to whore away
from following the Lord. The language is metaphoric, and the wife and
children Hosea refers to represent the kingdom of Israel and its inhabit-
ants.”> What seems to bolster this interpretation is that the usual formula
“to take for yourself a wife” is not employed here, and referring to Israel
as a woman forsaking the Lord is a common motif in Hosea, Jeremiah,
and the Old Testament in general.® The symbolism here may be along
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the lines of Ezekiel or John eating a book at the beginning of their min-
istries, which action represents internalizing and proclaiming the bitter
and sweet message of the Lord to the people.”* Similarly, Hosea’s mes-
sage is both bitter and sweet, as will be seen in the names of the children
conceived from this union.” The image of the marriage thus provides a
powerful description of the message Hosea bears in his ministry to Israel.

The name Gomer may have originally meant “perfection” or “com-
plete” but has here become a pejorative “complete,” as in “done.” Because
of disobedience to God’s commandments, Israel’s political existence was
literally almost finished. If the chapter can be situated during the reign of
Jeroboam II (circa 788747 BC), then within a few decades, Israel would
be overrun by the Assyrians and cease to be a political entity. The name
Gomer is thus appropriate in the Lord’s message through Hosea.'” The
name Diblaim is from an unused root, but it probably means something
like “two cakes.” It is interesting that, using a different but synonymous
word, Hosea 7:8 describes Ephraim as “a cake not turned.” According
to 7:9-10, this term refers to the leaders of Israel entering foreign alli-
ances rather than trusting in the Lord for protection. The image is that
Ephraim has not risen to its full potential; it is burning on one side but is
spiritually doughy or undeveloped on the other, resulting in the kingdom
coming to an end as it forsakes its covenants with the Lord. Though this
connection is not certain, it may offer some insight into the symbolic im-
age of the end of the kingdom of Israel.

The names of the children coming from the marriage in chapter 1
represent Hosea’s oracles and the various stages of Israel’s scattering,
gathering, and restoration with the Lord."® The first child mentioned
(Jezreel—“God will scatter”) seems to represent the message Hosea is
proclaiming as the word of the Lord: “And the Lord said unto him, Call
his name Jezreel; for yet a little while, and I will avenge the blood of
Jezreel upon the house of Jehu, and will cause to cease the kingdom of
the house of Israel” (Hosea 1:4). Kent P. Jackson summarizes one of the

reasons leading up to this pronouncement as follows:

Conveyed in this symbolic name is a forewarning of the Lord’s
vengeance on Jehu’s dynasty and the destruction of the kingdom
of Israel. Jehu was the king who had come to power in Israel by
overthrowing the previous king in the city of Jezreel, beginning
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his massacre of the descendants of King Ahab. Jehu’s descendants
still ruled Israel in Hosea’s day. The use of the name Jezreel is
a prophetic pronouncement that the blood shed by Jehu at that
place would now be avenged upon his dynasty, whose kings were
wicked like their ancestor."”

At this time the literal scattering of Israel was about to begin, and Hosea
forewarns them of this with a prophecy couched in the name of the child
Jezreel.

Hosea 1:6 then seems to pass into the next phase or portion of the word
of the Lord through Hosea: “And she conceived again, and bare a daughter.
And God said unto him, Call her name Lo-ruhamah: for 1 will no more
have mercy upon the house of Israel; but I will utterly take them away.” Lo-
ruhamah (“not pitied,” “not having obtained mercy”) comes after the warn-
ing that God will scatter Israel. For hundreds of years since the Exodus,
God had protected, prolonged, and extended mercy to the people of Israel.
Hosea declares through the name of this child that this mercy had run out.*

Hosea 1:9 then describes another son, representing another phase of
Hosea’s prophetic teaching, who is named Lo-ammi (“not my people”),
“for ye are not my people, and I will not be your God.” The language here
is often described in terms of divorce, especially in relation to the fol-
lowing verses. However, it is more of a declaration by the Lord that the
people have disqualified themselves from the blessings that come from
his mercy through disobedience to the covenant. Rather than a divorce,
it is more of a temporary separation, as the Lord clearly wants Israel back,
and in a future day this reuniting will happen.*'

Hosea 1:10 marks a shift in Hosea’s prophesying—from Israel’s sepa-
ration from God to their eventual restoration with him. “Yet the number
of the children of Israel shall be as the sand of the sea, which cannot be
measured nor numbered; and it shall come to pass, that in the place where
it was said unto them, Ye are not my people, there it shall be said unto
them, Ye are the sons of the living God.” The language of the children
being as “the sands of the sea” is a reference back to the covenant between
the Lord and Abraham.>* This reference to Abraham signals an impor-
tant feature of salvation in Hosea’s message. Hosea’s words point the
reader forward to the day when that covenant will continue amongst the
house of Israel and when they shall be called “sons of the living God.”
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Verse 11 then describes the fulfillment of the promises made to
Abraham, the reunification of the tribes of Israel, and the coming of the
Lord to rule over the house of Israel forever more. “Then shall the chil-
dren of Judah and the children of Israel be gathered together, and appoint
themselves one head, and they shall come up out of the land: for great shall
be the day of Jezreel.” Hosea plays on the name Jezreel, meaning both “God
shall scatter” (v. 4; emphasizing the dissemination of Israel) and “God
shall sow” (emphasizing the Lord’s preservation of Israel and the prepara-
tions necessary to disperse, grow, and gather her). That this day was still
in the future to Hosea’s audience is clear from verse 11. Under Rehoboam,
Israel was split into the Northern Kingdom of Israel (ten tribes) and the
Southern Kingdom of Judah (Judah, Simeon, and parts of Benjamin).>*
This gathering will ultimately be fulfilled in both religious and political
realms when all the tribes are gathered under “one head,” or the Messiah.*
Zechariah says of the coming of the Lord in the latter days, “And the Lord
shall be king over all the earth: in that day shall there be one Lord, and
his name one” (Zechariah 14:9), and Nephi states, “And he gathereth his
children from the four quarters of the earth; and he numbereth his sheep,
and they know him; and there shall be one fold and one shepherd; and he
shall feed his sheep, and in him they shall find pasture” (1 Nephi 22:25; see
also Mosiah 5:7—8). That shepherd will be the God of Israel, even Jehovah,
who will gather his people and fulfill the promises made to Abraham and
the fathers (see Abraham 1:2). As described, the Lord’s harvest will be
sown and eventually gathered into his protective care through the cove-
nant. Hosea’s message here is clear: the gathering will include a fulfillment
in the latter days of the promises God made to Abraham.

Hosea 2

Hosea 2 brings the covenant marriage metaphor between the Lord
and Israel into focus. “Say ye unto your brethren, Ammi; and to your
sisters, Ruhamah. Plead with your mother, plead: for she is not my wife,
neither am I her husband: let her therefore put away her whoredoms out
of her sight, and her adulteries from between her breasts” (vv. 1-2).

The plural command “say ye” speaks to all Israel and all readers in a
powerful manner. Thus the “mother” is the nation; her children are the
people of Israel ** Concerning this message, Farres Nyman states:
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It also carries the same message as another prophecy of Isaiah
(49:3. 6). The people of Israel, as the gathered servant, are to raise
up the tribes of Jacob and restore the preserved of Israel (among
the Gentiles). As they are gathering the preserved of Israel, they
will also give the Gentiles an opportunity to be numbered with
Israel and further fulfill the Lord’s covenant to Abraham that his
seed would bless the nations of the Gentiles (Genesis 12:3). Thus,
in the context of Hosea, Ammi and Ruhamah represent the small
gathered remnant children who are to plead with the mother of
Israel, representing the vast number of the body of Israel.>”

It is possible that Ammi and Ruhamah here represent those “gath-
ered” children of Israel who are to plead with their brothers and sisters
to return to the covenant with the Lord. When we stay in alignment
with the apparent interpretation of the ancient context, the “mother”
in a latter-day context may represent religious and political entities that
govern scattered Israel throughout the world. Thus the plea is to es-
tablish an environment where the gathering of Israel might be facili-
tated.?® This gathering process may be witnessed in Daniel’s visions (see
Daniel 2 and 7), which describe the historical circumstances surround-
ing the establishment of the kingdom of God in the latter days.

It is sometimes argued that the language in Hosea 2:2 (“for she is not
my wife”) represents a divorce, but the Lord is not trying to divorce Israel,
he is trying to reclaim her.*® The designations of Ammi (“my people”)
and Ruhamah (“pitied” or “receiving mercy”) mark a reversal of Hosea’s
message in chapter I, verses 6 and 9. Israel is to be shown mercy, be gath-
ered, and become the Lord’s people once again3° In chapter 1, Hosea
uses the image of a husband-and-wife relationship to describe judgments
or aspects of his teaching that will come to pass. In Hosea 2, the Lord
becomes the husband who faithfully endures those prophecies, working
to recover unfaithful Israel and encouraging her to return and reestablish
her covenant relationship with him.

Hosea then challenges his readers to remember Israel’s past, where
they have come from, how the Lord has blessed them, and how they have
forsaken the Lord in order to comprehend the judgment that is coming
upon them for forsaking their covenants3' “Lest I strip her naked, and
set her as in the day that she was born, and make her as a wilderness, and
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set her like a dry land, and slay her with thirst. And I will not have mercy
upon her children; for they be the children of whoredoms. For their
mother hath played the harlot: she that conceived them hath done shame-
tully: for she said, I will go after my lovers, that give me my bread and my
water, my wool and my flax, mine oil and my drink” (Hosea 2:3-5).

Here the Lord’s warning against whoredoms and adulteries refers not
only to idolatry but also to political alliances not sanctioned by the Lord
and to Israel’s lack of trust in him. The symbolism in 2:3 takes us back to
the birth of Israel during the Exodus, when she struggled for physical and
spiritual survival and was literally sustained by the Lord with manna and
living water3* It was a time when Israel had nothing and needed to rely
on the Lord or perish. Because Israel would not repent, the Lord would
withdraw his mercy, leaving Israel in a state of lack and nothingness. In
722 BC the Assyrians would destroy the kingdom of Israel and begin to
fulfill this prophecy.

The images of mother and children in Hosea 2:4—5 seem to paral-
lel the image of Gomer representing Israel as an entity in Hosea 1:3. In
verse § the mother has played the harlot, going after political alliances
that have led all Israel down paths of destruction (see Hosea §:13, 7:11,
8:4). The children seem to represent the general populace of Israel and
parallel the image in 1:2.

Hosea 2:3-13 contains an image in which the prosperous and produc-
tive land of Israel sins and is punished, drying up and losing its fertility.
We read of the loss of opportunity to participate in sacred acts of worship
(v. 11) and Israel’s eventual desire to repent and return to her husband.
We read of thorns hedging up the way and of Israel’s shame and naked-
ness being uncovered—specifically of items that were given to “cover her
nakedness” (vv. 6—9). These items may relate to some of the images of
the Fall in the book of Genesis.?® The creation motif is used later in the
chapter, but here the images depict Israel’s fall and destruction before she
says, “I will go and return to my first husband; for then was it better with
me than now” (v. 7). In verse 9 the Lord says, “I .. . will recover my wool
and my flax given to cover her nakedness.” Ultimately, Israel had created
an environment in which she was destroying herself, and though the Lord
had had mercy on her for several hundred years by calling prophets and
warning of this destruction, Israel was then Lo-ruhamah (“not obtaining
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mercy”); the children of Israel had “sown the wind, and they shall reap
the whirlwind” (Hosea 8:7). Israel had essentially undone creation by
forsaking the covenant and all the blessings God had desired for her.

Hosea 2:14—-16 marks a turning point in restoring Israel from her
fallen state. It draws upon images of Israel’s deliverance from Egypt, when
Moses gathers the Lord’s people and leads them successfully into their
land of promise: “Therefore, behold, I will allure her, and bring her into
the wilderness, and speak comfortably unto her. And I will give her her
vineyards from thence, and the valley of Achor for a door of hope: and she
shall sing there, as in the days of her youth, and as in the day when she came
up out of the land of Egypt. And it shall be at that day, saith the Lord, that
thou shalt call me Ishi; and shalt call me no more Baali.” Just as in the days
of the Exodus, Israel will be led to safety and back into the covenant with
the Lord, after which Israel will call the Lord “Ishi” (my husband). The
covenant relationship will be restored, preparing for the day referenced in
1:11 when all Israel will be gathered and appoint “one head.” What follows
in Hosea 2:18 draws upon the imagery of the Creation and points to the
millennial reign of the Lord and the earth’s paradisiacal glory. “And in
that day will I make a covenant for them with the beasts of the field, and
with the fowls of heaven, and with the creeping things of the ground: and
I will break the bow and the sword and the battle out of the earth, and
will make them to lie down safely.” Mark E. Rooker writes, “The reference
to the animals from Gen. 1:30 in the restoration passage of Hos. 2:18 is
thus a re-creation accomplished by God under the provisions He prom-
ised to Israel in the new covenant. The reference to the series of animals
in Hos. 2:18, following the creation order, is a return to the harmony that
existed in creation as the animal kingdom is to be maintained.”*

The restoration of Israel will precede this millennial reign of peace
when the Lord fulfills the marriage described in Hosea: “And I will be-
troth thee unto me for ever; yea, I will betroth thee unto me in righteous-
ness, and in judgment, and in lovingkindness, and in mercies. I will even
betroth thee unto me in faithfulness: and thou shalt know the Lord. . . .
And T will sow her unto me in the earth; and 1 will have mercy upon
her that had not obtained mercy; and I will say to them which were not
my people, Thou art my people; and they shall say, Thou art my God”
(Hosea 2:19—20, 23). The restoration of the covenant described in the
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marriage between the Lord and Israel thus marks a reversal in the mean-
ing of the names of the children described in chapter 1 and highlights
the message of the Lord. Israel will be sown with the intent to be gath-
ered, obtain mercy, and become the Lord’s people once again through
the covenant. Another millennial passage that discusses the gathering of
Israel describes this process and the marriage metaphor of the covenant:
“For the Lord hath comforted his people, and will have mercy upon his
afflicted. . . . And as I live, saith the Lord, thou shalt surely clothe thee
with them all, as with an ornament, and bind them on even as a bride”
(1 Nephi 21:13, 18; compare Isaiah 49:13, 18). The purposes of the Lord
will then be fulfilled as the covenant is fulfilled and as he extends mercy
by reclaiming his bride.

SUMMARY

The covenant of Abraham referenced in Hosea 1:10 lies at the heart
of the promised restoration, and Hosea’s message is a multigenerational
call to repentance, hope, and responsibility in entering into and keep-
ing covenants with the Lord.>> Hosea 1-2 demonstrates the concept from
Amos 3:7 that the Lord always sends prophets to declare his word. Hosea
is sent to a kingdom that is nearly finished. As the Lord’s representative
and prophet, he attempts to nurture its people and bring them back into
the covenant. Hosea’s prophetic ministry produces oracles of the scat-
tering of Israel, the withdrawal of the Lord’s mercy until she repents,
and Israel’s separation from the Lord (as is depicted in the names of the
children Jezreel, Lo-ruhamah, and Lo-ammi). The Lord’s covenant re-
lationship with Israel is defined in chapter 2, showing that the Husband
is not about to give up on his love. The promises find their fulfillment in
a future day—our day—when the gospel has been restored in its fullness
and Israel has “come to the knowledge of the true Messiah, their Lord
and their Redeemer” (1 Nephi 10:14).

The appeal of the book of Hosea for Latter-day Saints is that we live
in a day when the Restoration has begun and when latter-day Israel is
under solemn obligation and responsibility to carry forth the work of the
Restoration and fulfill the Abrahamic covenant3® Thanks to the words
of the Lord given to his prophets, we get a better understanding that
“the gathering of Israel following the scattering is thus foretold through
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Hosea” and that “this interpretation is strengthened through Paul’s quot-
ing of Hosea 2:23 as a promise to be fulfilled to the Gentiles.”™” Indeed
we have an opportunity to participate in the events leading up to the mil-
lennial reign of Christ and to participate in the fulfillment of Hosea’s
great prophecies of the Restoration when the Lord will say, “Thou art my
people; and they shall say, Thou art my God” (Hosea 2:23).
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