
Prophets Essay        G J Thomas 

 

 

Write an exegesis of Hosea 6:4-6, taking care to set it in its original context (3,000 words) 

 

“What shall I do with you, O Ephraim? 

What shall I do with you, O Judah? 

Your love is like a morning cloud, 

like the dew that goes away early. 

 

Therefore I have hewn them by the prophets, 

I have killed them by the words of my mouth, 

and my judgement goes forth as the light. 

 

For I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice, 

the knowledge of God rather than burnt-offerings.” 

 

Background and Introduction 

 

Before attempting an exegesis of these verses, it will first be necessary to understand the  

background both of Hosea as a prophet, and that of the nation to which he prophesied. Hosea is 

introduced in the first verse of the book as having carried out his ministry in the reign of Kings 

Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah of Judah
1
. This, coupled with the lack of mention of the fall of 

Samaria seems to suggest that Hosea had finished his work by 721-722 BC
2
, and that at least he did 

not continue to minister beyond 725 BC
3
. Hubbard also identifies several key issues in the political 

life of the two Kingdoms at the time, but most significantly for our passage here is the resurgence of 

Baal worship despite Jehu's purge in 2 Kings 10, and also of later importance for Israel, the 

resurgence of Assyrian power.
4
 

 

For effective exegesis though, it will be necessary to first understand and appreciate the more 

immediate context of Hosea's message. The first three chapters of the book deal with Hosea's 

marriage to the whore Gomer, and God instructs Hosea to marry a wife of whoredom because Israel 

had committed whoredom by forsaking Him
5
. Gomer then has three children, whose names all 

reflect the state of the relationship between God and Israel at that time. The first is named Jezreel, 
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because God promises to avenge the blood of Jezreel and put an end to the house of Israel
6
. The 

second child is named Lo-ruhamah, so called because God declares he will no longer have pity on 

the house of Israel
7
. The name of the third child, Lo-ammi, was given because it signified that the 

Lord was no longer the God of Israel, and neither was Israel his people.
8
 These names, all reflect on 

the broken relationship between Israel and her God, Yahweh, and the judgment to follow as a result. 

 

Chapter three then finds Hosea marrying an unfaithful woman once more. Commentators are 

divided as to whether or not this was a remarriage to an unfaithful Gomer, or a second wife. These 

details cannot be confirmed for sure, but undoubtedly the real purpose of Hosea's marriage in this 

passage was to visibly demonstrate Yahweh's ultimate redemptive and reconciliatory purpose 

through the judgment that lay ahead. The first three chapters of this book present Israel as an 

unfaithful wife, with Yahweh the deserted husband and other gods, specifically Baal, as the new 

recipients if Israel's favours and love
9
. For example in 2:13, where Israel 'went after her lovers, and 

forgot me [Yahweh]'. The themes of faithfulness, the spiritual adultery of Israel, and the steadfast 

love of Yahweh for his bride were made manifest in Hosea's marriage, as Hosea 'turned his life into 

a sanctuary where God's holy love was to be made known'
10
. This theme of course runs throughout 

the entire book of Hosea, but for the purposes of analysing 6:4-6, it is important to recognise that 

the background to this passage is the historical unfaithfulness of Israel in contrast with the steadfast 

and faithful love of Yahweh, who seeks to restore his covenant love with his idolatrous people. 

 

The exact nature of the waywardness of Israel, and her religious whoredom also needs to be 

understood in order to illuminate 6:4-6 more brightly. Hosea's marriage served as a living 

illustration of God's love for Israel, and so Hosea demonstrates that the relationship between God 

and Israel is personal
11
, not merely ritualistic and ceremonial, and that God had even initiated the 

relationship by bringing Israel out of Egypt
12
. God's statement in 6:6, that he desires steadfast love 

rather than sacrifice, can be said to be the heart of the message of Hosea as a whole, and in this light 

the idolatry and adultery of Israel set against the loving-kindness of Yahweh creates a stark contrast. 

 

So then, the unfaithfulness of Israel is rooted in the fact that other gods, not Yahweh, are the object 
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of Israel's love and affections
13
. Hosea lists numerous idolatries [], and seems to have grasped the 

nature, content and language of the cult
14
 well. Baal is the prominent rival of Yahweh for Israel's 

affection, and in Hosea's first speech, Baal is identified as having been given credit for the work of 

Yahweh, and wrongly identified as Israel's provider
15
. Ritual sexual immorality is rife

16
, mute idols 

are consulted rather than Yahweh
17
, priests and prophet alike are in opposition to God

18
 and there is 

worship of fertility idols
19
. Interestingly, nearly all of the sins outlined above are listed in Chapter 

Four, but the chapter itself begins with this indictment: 

 

“There is no faithfulness or loyalty, 

and no knowledge of God in the land”20
 

 

This lack of the knowledge of God, and lack faithfulness to him is then the chief cause of Israel's 

deceit and downfall, with all the other sins coming as a result, and it is important to understand this 

ignorance and blindness as the root of the unfaithfulness which God must pull up and replace with 

the true knowledge of God, as he desires in 6:6. 

 

However, it seems that Yahweh worship is still going on
21
, or at least some form of sacrificial ritual 

is (hence the 'flocks and herds' in 5:6) . In addition, Yahweh quotes a cry of supplication, with Israel 

professing to know Him
22
, and the house of the Lord is mentioned twice amidst the idolatry in the 

rest of the nation
23
. So then, it would seem that Israel still has some place for Yahweh in its spiritual 

life, but although they may claim to know him, they have clearly forgotten his command to be the 

only object of worship, and Israel's only lover! Israel may claim to know God, but as the 

examination of 6:4-6 will show, Israel has no conception of the faithful love that God is looking 

for
24
. What seems to be the case then, is not that the worship of Yahweh has been deliberately 

abandoned, but that the worship of Yahweh has been so corrupted by elements of a Canaanite 

origin
25
 as to be unrecognisable and viewed as akin to marital unfaithfulness by Yahweh. 
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5:8-6:1-3 

 

Having briefly established the historical and spiritual background to Hosea 6:4-6 then, I feel it is 

important to also briefly examine the preceding passage. If 6:4-6 is Yahweh's divine complaint of 

fickleness
26
 being rife in Israel, we must first understand precisely what it is he is objecting to, and 

what it is in the verses preceding 6:4 that causes Yahweh to question 'What shall I do with you, O 

Ephraim?' 

 

Commentators argue that 5:8 through to 6:6 are to be accepted as one literary unit
27
, and 5:10-14 

and 6:4 seem to be valid together, and consequently this passage would seem to be one whole 

body
28
, although Emmerson concedes this may be purely editorial

29
, and that Yahweh's demand for 

the acknowledgment of guilt of sin in 5:15 may be there as a result of redaction and not part of the 

original material
30
. Regardless, what follows in 6:1-3 seems to be a song of penitence, in response 

to Yahweh's imminent judgment in the preceding verses, which would mean that 6:4-6 is a 

corrective response
31
. 

 

So what is so deficient about the response of Israel in 6:1-3 that merits Yahweh's correction in 6:4-

6? Wolff argues that the reaction is far from genuine repentance, and reflects more on the 'popular 

piety' arising out of the Canaanization [sic] of the Yahweh cult
32
. Baal, we must remember, was 

primarily viewed as a fertility and nature god, and the confidence Israel has that 'on the third day he 

will raise us up' seems to be based, not in the sincerity of their repentance, or in the character of 

Yahweh, but in nature. Witness this certainty that Israel has: 

 

“...his appearing is as sure as the dawn 

he will come to us like the showers, 

like the spring rains that water the earth” 

(6:3, emphasis added) 
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Their confidence is based on the predictability of nature, not on a right relationship with Yahweh. I 

believe this indicates the confused thinking that Baalism had brought to the minds of Israel, and that 

the penitence professed in 6:1-3 is in fact not the language of godly sorrow over sin but is the 

language of fertility religion
33
. 

 

The confusion that Baalism has brought to a clear knowledge of God has not perhaps eclipsed all 

knowledge of God however. The similarity between 6:1 and Deuteronomy 32:39 is interesting, and 

a connection becomes clearer when the verses are set side by side: 

 

“Come, let us return to the Lord; 

For it is he who has torn, and he will heal us, 

he has struck us down, and he will bind us up.” 

(6:1) 

 

“...I kill and I make alive; 

I wound and I heal; 

and no one can deliver from my hand.” 

(Deut 32:39) 

 

There are similarities in the passages, that is true, and as Landy argues, the speakers in 6:1-3 may 

have Deuteronomy 32:39 in mind, and they may assume the predictability of God
34
 from that, rather 

than from signs in nature, but I disagree with this for two main reasons. Firstly, if there is a genuine 

link between this passage and Deuteronomy 32:39, it seems tenuous enough to be almost 

coincidental, but my chief reason is that when God responds in 6:4-5, he responds in kind to the 

nature-god language, and his healing is not as sure as the dawn, but actually it is his judgment that 

'goes forth as the light'. In any case, 6:1-3 smacks of the superficial penitence of a complacent 

nation
35
 rather than a sincere repentance and pressing on to 'know the Lord'.

36
 

 

6:4-6 

 

I have already laid out the context in which the book of Hosea was written, and the immediate 
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context  in which verses 6:4-6 take place. Textually, the book of Hosea ranks as one of the most 

problematic of of Hebrew writings, with perhaps up to 197 changes proposed by the time of the 

RSV text
37
. There is also the suggestion that some of the salvation promises in Hosea were added 

later to make sense of events in 7th Century Judah, 
38
 although our passage is not affected. 

The literary form of Hosea as a whole is varied, ranging from biography
39
, to warnings

40
,  to 

proverbs
41
 and love songs

42
. However, 6:4-6 seems to be Yahweh's direct address to the speakers in 

6:1-3. Hosea is a spokesman here, and speaks in the first person appropriately
43
, and as he relates 

his message he becomes aware of his place in the prophetic tradition, taking his place among those 

who have 'hewn' and 'killed' Israel by words spoken from the mouth of Yahweh in times gone by. 

 

Yahweh's tone in 6:4-5 seems to be somewhat ironic in the light of 6:1-3. Those professing 

confidence in Yahweh because he is as predictable as nature are answered in kind. God does not 

respond, as expected, with promises of healing, but firstly with two rhetorical questions – what 

should he do with his wayward peoples? He has clearly not been moved by the claims of penitence 

in 6:1-3, and is familiar with Israel's ways, and far from being steadfast, God knows Israel's love is 

as fleeting as the morning cloud and dew. For a land that depended on predictable rain and 

persistent dew, these figures carry impressive power
44
, and in this context, would certainly shred 

any confidence Israel had that they were back in good standing with God. The climax of this 

passage is in 6:6, where God reveals his true heart's desire for his people, and in my view 6:4-5 

work like a verbal sword to slice through the deception, complacency and fickleness of Israel that 

had gone on up to this point. Indeed, Yahweh speaking of having 'killed them [Israel] by the words 

of my mouth', and having also 'hewn'  them with the prophets seems to suggest such an intimate 

link between God and his spokesman that their judgments are the same as being 'cut in pieces' and 

'killed with the words of my mouth'
45
. As with Jeremiah

46
 and Ezekiel

47
, Hosea's authority is 

confirmed by the use of the divine 'I' as he speaks Yahweh's words.
48
 

 

This reference in 6:5 to 'prophets' raises an interesting question as to their identity, and also reveals 
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that Israel has previously required guidance, rebuke and correction from her prophets up to now. 

Indeed, the verbs 'hewn' and 'killed' are in the past tense, and so 6:5 is an explanation of judgments 

already inflicted on Israel
49
.  As Landy puts it, for Israel, the 'history of prophecy is one of 

castigation'
50
, and perhaps this history goes some way to explain why Yahweh is not satisfied with 

the attempts at repentance in 6:1-3. The identity of these earlier prophets to whom Hosea refers is 

not revealed, but Davies suggests men such as Ahijah, Elijah, Micaiah ben Imlah, Elisha and 

probably especially Amos and Hosea himself
51
. 

 

6:5 opens with a declaration looking at Israel's past, but now it focuses on God's judgment which is 

at hand, and which 'goes forth as the light'. I have already discussed how this can be seen as a 

decisive counter statement to Israel's forlorn certainties of healing being as 'sure as the dawn' in 6:3, 

when it is actually judgment which is certain, and as such is a devastating ironic retort to Israel's 

impenitent belief that God's healing was as dependent as the dawn
52
 The exact meaning of the 

Hebrew words in this passage remains a matter of disagreement
53
. Here, the Hebrew word mispat 

can mean 'imminent judgment', or simply 'right order'
54
. I do not think that these two possible 

meanings need be mutually exclusive, as doubtless judgment and exile did follow for Israel after 

Hosea's time, but as 6:4-5 builds towards Yahweh's command in 6:6, so mispat can also be 

interpreted as 'right order' – the right order being steadfast love for Yahweh rather than empty 

offerings and sacrifices. Indeed, there is also a note of hope about judgment here, it is 'as the light', 

perhaps hinting at the salvation and restoration to come after Israel has been judged. 

 

The next verse, 6:6 does two significant things in the light of verse five. Firstly, it declares the 'right 

order' that God desires for his people, and secondly it shines brightly in amongst passages full of 

idolatry, unfaithfulness and ignorance. For Israel, religion is not knowing God, still less 'pressing on 

to know him'. It is merely placating him with sacrifice
55
. It brings us back to Israel the unfaithful 

wife, who is not lacking in religious ritual, but is lacking in steadfast love and the knowledge of 

God.  

 

'Steadfast love' can also be translated to mean 'loyalty', and it is loyalty that has been lacking. Here 

verse six forces us to consider the ways in which the love of Israel has not been loyal or steadfast. 
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Wolff suggests that Israel's coalition politics, pursuit of idols, submission to ungodly nations and 

the civil war between Ephraim and Judah are prime examples
56
 of this, and likewise the lack of 

'knowledge of God' is synonymous with the destruction of Israel
57
 and ignorance of the works of 

Yahweh in the history of Israel. 

 

Similar statements to this, are found throughout the Old Testament prophetic books, and represent 

the essence of true Yahweh worship. Setting Hosea 6:6 next to 1 Samuel 15:22, Psalm 51:16 and 

Micah 6:6-8 reveals the very core of what it means to be the people of Yahweh, and Yahweh is not 

satisfied with pious rituals, but in genuine worship, God's relationship is experienced, and his deeds 

and instructions are represented
58
 amongst his people. Indeed, the Hebrew word order in 6:6 makes 

'steadfast love' the emphasis, and would be better translated 'steadfast love is what I delight in'
59
. As 

outlined previously, there was certainly some form of Yahweh worship, however corrupted, going 

on, but here we clearly see the heart of Yahweh exposing itself – he does not want more ceremony 

or ritual, he wants his people to love him wholeheartedly, as a wife loves her husband. Yahweh 

desires to be known, and his chesed (loving-kindness) to be central to the life of his people.  

 

It was God who gave commands regarding sacrifice and offerings, and I do not believe 6:6 to be an 

outright condemnation of such practices. However, the lack of knowledge of Yahweh, and the 

absence of his chesed and spurning of his love by Israel means that their religion is empty, and 

furthermore that their sacrifices are not a substitute for relationship
60
- this is what is condemned. 

The context 6:6 is in does not suggest that God's love for Israel is such that he will not punish her 

sin, but that through the judgment to come Israel will return to the knowledge of God, come back to 

her first love and into a faithful covenantal relationship. Hosea 6:4-6 is a passage of judgment, but 

one where the clear and final purpose of God is revealed in verse 6. 

 

“...to love God with all that a man is and has, is more than all burnt offerings and sacrifices, more 

indeed than anything else.”61
 

 

3,292 words 
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