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      PREFACE

      Frank Gaebelein wrote the following in the preface to the original Expositor’s Bible Commentary (which first appeared in 1979): “The title of this work defines its purpose. Written primarily by expositors for expositors, it aims to provide preachers, teachers, and students of the Bible with a new and comprehensive commentary on the books of the Old and New Testaments.” Those volumes achieved that purpose admirably. The original EBC was exceptionally well received and had an enormous impact on the life of the church. It has served as the mainstay of countless pastors and students who could not afford an extensive library on each book of the Bible but who wanted solid guidance from scholars committed to the authority of the Holy Scriptures.

      Gaebelein also wrote, “A commentary that will continue to be useful through the years should handle contemporary trends in biblical studies in such a way as to avoid becoming outdated when critical fashions change.” This revision continues the EBC’s exalted purpose and stands on the shoulders of the expositors of the first edition, but it seeks to maintain the usefulness of the commentary by interacting with new discoveries and academic discussions. While the primary goal of this commentary is to elucidate the text and not to provide a guide to the scholarly literature about the text, the commentators critically engage recent academic discussion and provide updated bibliographies so that pastors, teachers, and students can keep abreast of modern scholarship.

      Some of the commentaries in the EBC have been revised by the original author or in conjunction with a younger colleague. In other cases, scholars have been commissioned to offer fresh commentaries because the original author had passed on or wanted to pass on the baton to the next generation of evangelical scholars. Today, with commentaries on a single book of the Old and New Testaments often extending into multiple volumes, the need for a comprehensive yet succinct commentary that guides one to the gist of the text’s meaning is even more pressing. The new EBC seeks to fill this need.

      The theological stance of this commentary series remains unchanged: the authors are committed to the divine inspiration, complete trustworthiness, and full authority of the Bible. The commentators have demonstrated proficiency in the biblical book that is their specialty, as well as commitment to the church and the pastoral dimension of biblical interpretation. They also represent the geographical and confessional diversity that characterized the first contributors.

      The commentaries adhere to the same chief principle of grammatico-historical interpretation that drove the first edition. In the foreword to the inaugural issue of the journal New Testament Studies in 1954, Matthew Black warned that “the danger in the present is that theology, with its head too high in the clouds, may end by falling into the pit of an unhistorical and uncritical dogmatism. Into any new theological undertaking must be brought all that was best in the old ideal of sound learning, scrupulous attention to philology, text and history.” The dangers that Black warned against over fifty years ago have not vanished. Indeed, new dangers arise in a secular, consumerist culture that finds it more acceptable to use God’s name in exclamations than in prayer and that encourages insipid theologies that hang in the wind and shift to tickle the ears and to meet the latest fancy. Only a solid biblical foundation can fend off these fads.

      The Bible was not written for our information but for our transformation. It is not a quarry to find stones with which to batter others but to find the rock on which to build the church. It does not invite us simply to speak of God but to hear God and to confess that his Son, Jesus Christ, is Lord to the glory of God the Father (Php 2:10). It also calls us to obey his commandments (Mt 28:20). It is not a self-interpreting text, however. Interpretation of the Holy Scriptures requires sound learning and regard for history, language, and text. Exegetes must interpret not only the primary documents but all that has a bearing, direct or indirect, on the grammar and syntax, historical context, transmission, and translation of these writings.

      The translation used in this commentary remains the New International Version (North American edition), but all of the commentators work from the original languages (Hebrew and Greek) and draw on other translations when deemed useful. The format is also very similar to the original EBC, while the design is extensively updated with a view to enhanced ease of use for the reader. Each commentary section begins with an introduction (printed in a single-column format) that provides the reader with the background necessary to understand the Bible book. Almost all introductions include a short bibliography and an outline. The Bible text is divided into primary units that are often explained in an “Overview” section that precedes commentary on specific verses. The complete text of the New International Version is provided for quick reference, and an extensive “Commentary” section (printed in a double-column format) follows the reproducing of the text. When the Hebrew or Greek text is cited in the commentary section, a phonetic system of transliteration and translation is used. The “Notes” section (printed in a single-column format) provides a specialized discussion of key words or concepts, as well as helpful resource information. The original languages and their transliterations will appear in this section. Finally, on occasion, expanded thoughts can be found in a “Reflections” section (printed in a double-column format) that follows the Notes section.

      One additional feature is worth mentioning. Throughout this volume, wherever specific biblical words are discussed, the Goodrick-Kohlenberger (GK) numbers have been added. These numbers, which appear in the Strongest NIV Exhaustive Concordance and other reference tools, are based on the numbering system developed by Edward Goodrick and John Kohlenberger III and provide a system similar but superior to the Strong’s numbering system.

      The editors wish to thank all of the contributors for their hard work and commitment to this project. We also deeply appreciate the labor and skill of the staff at Zondervan. It is a joy to work with them—in particular Jack Kuhatschek, Stan Gundry, Katya Covrett, Dirk Buursma, and Verlyn Verbrugge. In addition, we acknowledge with thanks the work of Connie Gundry Tappy as copy editor.

      We all fervently desire that these commentaries will result not only in a deeper intellectual grasp of the Word of God but also in hearts that more profoundly love and obey the God who reveals himself to us in its pages.

      David E. Garland, associate dean for academic affairs and William M. Hinson professor of Christian Scriptures, George W. Truett Theological Seminary at Baylor University

      Tremper Longman III, Robert H. Gundry professor of biblical studies, Westmont College
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            Florilegium (texts from Qumran)

          
        

        
          	
            4Q252

          
          	
            Commentary on Genesis A, formerly Patriarchal Blessings (texts from Qumran)

          
        

        
          	
            4Q394

          
          	
            Miqṣat Maʿaśê ha-Toraha (texts from Qumran)

          
        

        
          	
            4Q400

          
          	
            Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice (texts from Qumran)

          
        

        
          	
            4Q502

          
          	
            Ritual of Marriage (texts from Qumran)

          
        

        
          	
            4Q521

          
          	
            Messianic Apocalypse (texts from Qumran)

          
        

        
          	
            4Q525

          
          	
            Beatitudes (texts from Qumran)

          
        

        
          	
            11QPsa

          
          	
            Psalms Scrolla

          
        

        
          	
            11Q13

          
          	
            Melchizedek (texts from Qumran)

          
        

      

      Other Ancient Texts

      
        
          	
            Abraham

          
          	
            On the Life of Abraham (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Ad.

          
          	
            Adelphi (Terence)

          
        

        
          	
            Aeth.

          
          	
            Aethiopica (Heliodorus)

          
        

        
          	
            Ag.

          
          	
            Agamemnon (Aeschylus)

          
        

        
          	
            Ag. Ap.

          
          	
            Against Apion (Josephus)

          
        

        
          	
            Agr.

          
          	
            De Lege agraria (Cicero)

          
        

        
          	
            Alc.

          
          	
            Alcibiades (Plutarch)

          
        

        
          	
            Alex.

          
          	
            Alexander the False Prophet (Lucian)

          
        

        
          	
            Amic.

          
          	
            De amicitia (Cicero)

          
        

        
          	
            An.

          
          	
            De anima (Tertullian)

          
        

        
          	
            Anab.

          
          	
            Anabasis (Xenophon)

          
        

        
          	
            Ann.

          
          	
            Annales (Tacitus)

          
        

        
          	
            Ant.

          
          	
            Antigone (Sophocles)

          
        

        
          	
            Ant.

          
          	
            Jewish Antiquities (Josephus)

          
        

        
          	
            Ant. rom.

          
          	
            Antiquitates romanae (Dionysius of Halicarnassus)

          
        

        
          	
            1 Apol.

          
          	
            First Apology (Justin Martyr)

          
        

        
          	
            Apol.

          
          	
            Apologia (Plato, Tertullian)

          
        

        
          	
            Apos. Con.

          
          	
            Apostolic Constitutions

          
        

        
          	
            Ascen. Isa.

          
          	
            Ascension of Isaiah

          
        

        
          	
            As. Mos.

          
          	
            Assumption of Moses

          
        

        
          	
            Att.

          
          	
            Epistulae ad Atticum (Cicero)

          
        

        
          	
            b. ʿAbod. Zar.

          
          	
            ʿAbodah Zarah (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            2-4 Bar.

          
          	
            2-4 Baruch

          
        

        
          	
            b. B. Bat.

          
          	
            Bava Batra (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Ber.

          
          	
            Berakhot (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Ketub.

          
          	
            Ketubbot (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Meg.

          
          	
            Megillah (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Ned.

          
          	
            Nedarim (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Pesaḥ.

          
          	
            Pesaḥim (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Roš Haš.

          
          	
            Roš Haššanah (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Šabb.

          
          	
            Šabbat (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Sanh.

          
          	
            Sanhedrin (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Šebu.

          
          	
            Šebu ʾot (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Soṭah

          
          	
            Soṭah (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Taʿan.

          
          	
            Taʿanit (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Yebam.

          
          	
            Yebamot (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            Bapt.

          
          	
            De baptismo (Tertullian)

          
        

        
          	
            Barn.

          
          	
            Barnabas

          
        

        
          	
            Ben.

          
          	
            De beneficiis (Seneca)

          
        

        
          	
            Bibl.

          
          	
            Bibliotheca (Photius)

          
        

        
          	
            Bibl. hist.

          
          	
            Bibliotheca historica (Diodorus Siculus)

          
        

        
          	
            Bride

          
          	
            Advice to the Bride and Groom (Plutarch)

          
        

        
          	
            Cels.

          
          	
            Contra Celsum (Origen)

          
        

        
          	
            Cic.

          
          	
            Cicero (Plutarch)

          
        

        
          	
            Claud.

          
          	
            Divus Claudius (Suetonius)

          
        

        
          	
            1–2 Clem.

          
          	
            1–2 Clement

          
        

        
          	
            Comm. Dan.

          
          	
            Commentarium in Danielem (Hippolytus)

          
        

        
          	
            Comm. Jo.

          
          	
            Commentarii in evangelium Joannis (Origen)

          
        

        
          	
            Comm. Matt.

          
          	
            Commentarium in evangelium Matthaei (Origen)

          
        

        
          	
            Corrept.

          
          	
            De correptione et gratia (Augustine)

          
        

        
          	
            Cyr.

          
          	
            Cyropaedia (Xenophon)

          
        

        
          	
            Decal.

          
          	
            De decalogo (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Decl.

          
          	
            Declamationes (Quintilian)

          
        

        
          	
            Def. orac.

          
          	
            De defectu oraculorum (Plutarch)

          
        

        
          	
            Deipn.

          
          	
            Deipnosophistae (Athenaeus)

          
        

        
          	
            Deut. Rab.

          
          	
            Deuteronomy Rabbah

          
        

        
          	
            Dial.

          
          	
            Dialogus cum Tryphone (Justin Martyr)

          
        

        
          	
            Diatr.

          
          	
            Diatribai (Epictetus)

          
        

        
          	
            Did.

          
          	
            Didache

          
        

        
          	
            Disc.

          
          	
            Discourses (Epictetus)

          
        

        
          	
            Doctr. chr.

          
          	
            De doctrina christiana (Augustine)

          
        

        
          	
            Dom.

          
          	
            Domitianus (Suetonius)

          
        

        
          	
            Ebr.

          
          	
            De ebrietate (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            E Delph.

          
          	
            De E apud Delphos (Plutarch)

          
        

        
          	
            1–2 En.

          
          	
            1–2 Enoch

          
        

        
          	
            Ench.

          
          	
            Enchiridion (Epictetus)

          
        

        
          	
            Ep.

          
          	
            Epistulae morales (Seneca)

          
        

        
          	
            Eph.

          
          	
            To the Ephesians (Ignatius)

          
        

        
          	
            Epist.

          
          	
            Epistulae (Jerome, Pliny, Hippocrates)

          
        

        
          	
            Ep. Tra.

          
          	
            Epistulae ad Trajanum (Pliny)

          
        

        
          	
            Eth. nic.

          
          	
            Ethica nichomachea (Aristotle)

          
        

        
          	
            Exod. Rab.

          
          	
            Exodus Rabbah

          
        

        
          	
            Fam.

          
          	
            Epistulae ad familiares (Cicero)

          
        

        
          	
            Fid. Grat.

          
          	
            De fide ad Gratianum (Ambrose)

          
        

        
          	
            Flacc.

          
          	
            In Flaccum (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Flight

          
          	
            On Flight and Finding (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Fr. Prov.

          
          	
            Fragmenta in Proverbia (Hippolytus)

          
        

        
          	
            Gen. Rab.

          
          	
            Genesis Rabbah

          
        

        
          	
            Geogr.

          
          	
            Geographica (Strabo)

          
        

        
          	
            Gorg.

          
          	
            Gorgias (Plato)

          
        

        
          	
            Haer.

          
          	
            Adversus Haereses (Irenaeus)

          
        

        
          	
            Heir

          
          	
            Who Is the Heir? (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Hell.

          
          	
            Hellenica (Xenophon)

          
        

        
          	
            Hist.

          
          	
            Historicus (Polybius, Cassius Dio, Thucydides)

          
        

        
          	
            Hist.

          
          	
            Historiae (Herodotus, Tacitus)

          
        

        
          	
            Hist. eccl.

          
          	
            History of the Church (Eusebius)

          
        

        
          	
            Hist. Rome

          
          	
            The History of Rome (Livy)

          
        

        
          	
            Hom. Acts

          
          	
            Homilies on Acts (John Chrysostom)

          
        

        
          	
            Hom. Col.

          
          	
            Homilies on Colossians (John Chrysostom)

          
        

        
          	
            Hom. Jo.

          
          	
            Homilies on John (John Chrysostom)

          
        

        
          	
            Hom. Josh.

          
          	
            Homilies on Joshua (Origen)

          
        

        
          	
            Hom. Phil.

          
          	
            Homilies on Philippians (John Chrysostom)

          
        

        
          	
            Hom. Rom.

          
          	
            Homilies on Romans (John Chrysostom)

          
        

        
          	
            Hom. 1 Tim.

          
          	
            Homilies on 1 Timothy (John Chrysostom)

          
        

        
          	
            Hom. 2 Tim.

          
          	
            Homilies on 2 Timothy (John Chrysostom)

          
        

        
          	
            Hom. Tit.

          
          	
            Homilies on Titus (John Chrysostom)

          
        

        
          	
            Hypoth.

          
          	
            Hypothetica (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Inst.

          
          	
            Institutio oratoria (Quintilian)

          
        

        
          	
            Jos. Asen.

          
          	
            Joseph and Aseneth

          
        

        
          	
            Joseph

          
          	
            On the Life of Joseph (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Jub.

          
          	
            Jubilees

          
        

        
          	
            J.W.

          
          	
            Jewish War (Josephus)

          
        

        
          	
            L.A.E.

          
          	
            Life of Adam and Eve

          
        

        
          	
            Leg.

          
          	
            Legum allegoriae (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Legat.

          
          	
            Legatio ad Gaium (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Let. Aris.

          
          	
            Letter of Aristeas

          
        

        
          	
            Lev. Rab.

          
          	
            Leviticus Rabbah

          
        

        
          	
            Liv. Pro.

          
          	
            Lives of the Prophets

          
        

        
          	
            m. ʾAbot

          
          	
            ʾAbot (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Bek.

          
          	
            Bekhorot (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Ber.

          
          	
            Berakot (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Bik.

          
          	
            Bikkurim (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Giṭ.

          
          	
            Giṭṭin (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Mak.

          
          	
            Makkot (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Mid.

          
          	
            Middot (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Naz.

          
          	
            Nazir (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Ned.

          
          	
            Nedarim (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Nid.

          
          	
            Niddah (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Pesaḥ

          
          	
            Pesaḥim (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Šabb.

          
          	
            Šabbat (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Sanh.

          
          	
            Sanhedrin (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Taʿan.

          
          	
            Taʿanit (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Tamid

          
          	
            Tamid (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Ṭehar.

          
          	
            Ṭeharot (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            Magn.

          
          	
            To the Magnesians (Ignatius)

          
        

        
          	
            Mand.

          
          	
            Mandate (Shepherd of Hermas)

          
        

        
          	
            Marc.

          
          	
            Adversus Marcionem (Tertullian)

          
        

        
          	
            Mem.

          
          	
            Memorabilia (Xenophon)

          
        

        
          	
            Midr. Ps.

          
          	
            Midrash on Psalms

          
        

        
          	
            Migr.

          
          	
            De migratione Abrahami (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Mor.

          
          	
            Moralia (Plutarch)

          
        

        
          	
            Moses

          
          	
            On the Life of Moses (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Nat.

          
          	
            Naturalis historia (Pliny)

          
        

        
          	
            Num. Rab.

          
          	
            Numbers Rabbah

          
        

        
          	
            Onir.

          
          	
            Onirocritica (Artemidorus)

          
        

        
          	
            Or.

          
          	
            Orationes (Demosthenes)

          
        

        
          	
            Or.

          
          	
            Orationes (Dio Chrysostom)

          
        

        
          	
            Paed.

          
          	
            Paedagogus (Clement of Alexandria)

          
        

        
          	
            Peregr.

          
          	
            The Passing of Peregrinus (Lucian)

          
        

        
          	
            Pesiq. Rab.

          
          	
            Pesiqta Rabbati

          
        

        
          	
            Pesiq. Rab Kah.

          
          	
            Pesiqta of Rab Kahana

          
        

        
          	
            Phaed.

          
          	
            Phaedo (Plato)

          
        

        
          	
            Phil.

          
          	
            To the Philippians (Polycarp)

          
        

        
          	
            Phld.

          
          	
            To the Philadelphians (Ignatius)

          
        

        
          	
            Phorm.

          
          	
            Phormio (Terence)

          
        

        
          	
            Planc.

          
          	
            Pro Plancio (Cicero)

          
        

        
          	
            Plant.

          
          	
            De plantatione (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Pol.

          
          	
            Politica (Aristotle)

          
        

        
          	
            Pol.

          
          	
            To Polycarp (Ignatius)

          
        

        
          	
            Posterity

          
          	
            On the Posterity of Cain (Origen)

          
        

        
          	
            Praescr.

          
          	
            De praescriptione haereticorum (Tertullian)

          
        

        
          	
            Princ.

          
          	
            De principiis (Origen)

          
        

        
          	
            Prom.

          
          	
            Prometheus vinctus (Aeschylus)

          
        

        
          	
            Pss. Sol.

          
          	
            Psalms of Solomon

          
        

        
          	
            Pud.

          
          	
            De pudicitia (Tertullian)

          
        

        
          	
            Pyth.

          
          	
            Pythionikai (Pindar)

          
        

        
          	
            Pyth. orac.

          
          	
            De Pythiae oraculis (Plutarch)

          
        

        
          	
            Quaest. conv.

          
          	
            Quaestionum convivialum libri IX (Plutarch)

          
        

        
          	
            Quint. fratr.

          
          	
            Epistulae ad Quintum fratrem (Cicero)

          
        

        
          	
            Rab. Perd.

          
          	
            Pro Rabirio Perduellionis Reo (Cicero)

          
        

        
          	
            Resp.

          
          	
            Respublica (Plato)

          
        

        
          	
            Rewards

          
          	
            On Rewards and Punishments (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Rhet.

          
          	
            Rhetorica (Aristotle)

          
        

        
          	
            Rhet.

          
          	
            Volumina rhetorica (Philodemus)

          
        

        
          	
            Rom.

          
          	
            To the Romans (Ignatius)

          
        

        
          	
            Rosc. com.

          
          	
            Pro Roscio comoedo (Cicero)

          
        

        
          	
            Sacrifices

          
          	
            On the Sacrifices of Cain and Abel (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Sat.

          
          	
            Satirae (Horace, Juvenal)

          
        

        
          	
            Sera

          
          	
            De sera numinis vindicta (Plutarch)

          
        

        
          	
            Serm.

          
          	
            Sermones (Augustine)

          
        

        
          	
            Sib. Or.

          
          	
            Sibylline Oracles

          
        

        
          	
            Sim.

          
          	
            Similitudes (Shepherd of Hermas)

          
        

        
          	
            Smyrn.

          
          	
            To the Smyrnaeans (Ignatius)

          
        

        
          	
            Somn.

          
          	
            De somniis (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Spec.

          
          	
            De specialibus legibus (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Stat.

          
          	
            Ad populum Antiochenum de statuis (John Chrysostom)

          
        

        
          	
            Strom.

          
          	
            Stromata (Clement of Alexandria)

          
        

        
          	
            T. Ash.

          
          	
            Testament of Asher

          
        

        
          	
            T. Dan

          
          	
            Testament of Dan

          
        

        
          	
            T. Gad

          
          	
            Testament of Gad

          
        

        
          	
            Tg. Neof.

          
          	
            Targum Neofiti

          
        

        
          	
            Tg. Onq.

          
          	
            Targum Onqelos

          
        

        
          	
            Tg. Ps.-J.

          
          	
            Targum Pseudo-Jonathan

          
        

        
          	
            Theaet.

          
          	
            Theaetetus (Plato)

          
        

        
          	
            t. Ḥul.

          
          	
            Ḥullin (Tosefta)

          
        

        
          	
            t. Sanh.

          
          	
            Sanhedrin (Tosefta)

          
        

        
          	
            T. Jos.

          
          	
            Testament of Joseph

          
        

        
          	
            T. Jud.

          
          	
            Testament of Judah

          
        

        
          	
            T. Levi

          
          	
            Testament of Levi

          
        

        
          	
            T. Mos.

          
          	
            Testament of Moses

          
        

        
          	
            T. Naph.

          
          	
            Testament of Naphtali

          
        

        
          	
            Trall.

          
          	
            To the Trallians (Ignatius)

          
        

        
          	
            T. Reu.

          
          	
            Testament of Reuben

          
        

        
          	
            Tusc.

          
          	
            Tusculanae disputationes (Cicero)

          
        

        
          	
            Verr.

          
          	
            In Verrem (Cicero)

          
        

        
          	
            Virt.

          
          	
            De virtutibus (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Vis.

          
          	
            Visions (Shepherd of Hermas)

          
        

        
          	
            Vit. Apoll.

          
          	
            Vita Apollonii (Philostratus)

          
        

        
          	
            Vit. beat.

          
          	
            De vita beata (Seneca)

          
        

        
          	
            Vit. soph.

          
          	
            Vitae sophistarum (Philostratus)

          
        

        
          	
            y. ʿAbod. Zar.

          
          	
            ʿAbodah Zarah (Jerusalem Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            y. Ḥag.

          
          	
            Ḥagigah (Jerusalem Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            y. Šabb.

          
          	
            Šabbat (Jerusalem Talmud)

          
        

      

      Journals, Periodicals, Reference Works, Series

      
        
          	
            AASOR

          
          	
            Annual of the American Schools of Oriental Research

          
        

        
          	
            AB

          
          	
            Anchor Bible

          
        

        
          	
            ABD

          
          	
            Anchor Bible Dictionary

          
        

        
          	
            ABR

          
          	
            Australian Biblical Review

          
        

        
          	
            ABRL

          
          	
            Anchor Bible Reference Library

          
        

        
          	
            ABW

          
          	
            Archaeology in the Biblical World

          
        

        
          	
            ACCS

          
          	
            Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture

          
        

        
          	
            ACNT

          
          	
            Augsburg Commentaries on the New Testament

          
        

        
          	
            AEL

          
          	
            Ancient Egyptian Literature

          
        

        
          	
            AJBI

          
          	
            Annual of the Japanese Biblical Institute

          
        

        
          	
            AJSL

          
          	
            American Journal of Semitic Languages and Literature

          
        

        
          	
            AnBib

          
          	
            Analecta biblica

          
        

        
          	
            ANEP

          
          	
            The Ancient Near East in Pictures Relating to the Old Testament

          
        

        
          	
            ANET

          
          	
            Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament

          
        

        
          	
            ANF

          
          	
            Ante-Nicene Fathers

          
        

        
          	
            AnOr

          
          	
            Analecta orientalia

          
        

        
          	
            ANRW

          
          	
            Aufstieg und Niedergang der römischen Welt

          
        

        
          	
            ASORMS

          
          	
            American Schools of Oriental Research Monograph Series

          
        

        
          	
            ASTI

          
          	
            Annual of the Swedish Theological Institute

          
        

        
          	
            AThR

          
          	
            Anglican Theological Review

          
        

        
          	
            AUSDDS

          
          	
            Andrews University Seminary Doctoral Dissertation Series

          
        

        
          	
            AUSS

          
          	
            Andrews University Seminary Studies

          
        

        
          	
            BA

          
          	
            Biblical Archaeologist

          
        

        
          	
            BAGD

          
          	
            Bauer, Arndt, Gingrich, and Danker (2d ed.). Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature

          
        

        
          	
            BAR

          
          	
            Biblical Archaeology Review

          
        

        
          	
            BASOR

          
          	
            Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research

          
        

        
          	
            BBCOT

          
          	
            Bible Background Commentary on the Old Testament

          
        

        
          	
            BBR

          
          	
            Bulletin for Biblical Research

          
        

        
          	
            BDAG

          
          	
            Bauer, Danker, Arndt, and Gingrich (3d ed.). Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature

          
        

        
          	
            BDB

          
          	
            Brown, Driver, and Briggs. A Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament

          
        

        
          	
            BDF

          
          	
            Blass, Debrunner, and Funk. A Greek Grammar of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature

          
        

        
          	
            BEB

          
          	
            Baker Encyclopedia of the Bible

          
        

        
          	
            BECNT

          
          	
            Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament

          
        

        
          	
            Ber

          
          	
            Berytus

          
        

        
          	
            BETL

          
          	
            Bibliotheca ephemeridum theologicarum lovaniensium

          
        

        
          	
            BGU

          
          	
            Aegyptische Urkunden aus den Königlichen Staatlichen Museen zu Berlin, Griechische Urkunden

          
        

        
          	
            BI

          
          	
            Biblical Illustrator

          
        

        
          	
            Bib

          
          	
            Biblica

          
        

        
          	
            BibInt

          
          	
            Biblical Interpretation

          
        

        
          	
            BibOr

          
          	
            Biblica et orientalia

          
        

        
          	
            BibS(N)

          
          	
            Biblische Studien (Neukirchen)

          
        

        
          	
            Bijdr

          
          	
            Bijdragen: Tijdschrit voor filosofie en theologie

          
        

        
          	
            BJRL

          
          	
            Bulletin of the John Rylands University Library of Manchester

          
        

        
          	
            BJS

          
          	
            Brown Judaic Studies

          
        

        
          	
            BKAT

          
          	
            Biblischer Kommentar, Altes Testament

          
        

        
          	
            BLW

          
          	
            Babylonian Wisdom Literature

          
        

        
          	
            BR

          
          	
            Biblical Research

          
        

        
          	
            BRev

          
          	
            Bible Review

          
        

        
          	
            BSac

          
          	
            Bibliotheca sacra

          
        

        
          	
            BST

          
          	
            The Bible Speaks Today

          
        

        
          	
            BT

          
          	
            The Bible Translator

          
        

        
          	
            BTB

          
          	
            Biblical Theology Bulletin

          
        

        
          	
            BZ

          
          	
            Biblische Zeitschrift

          
        

        
          	
            BZAW

          
          	
            Beihefte zur Zeitschrift für die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft

          
        

        
          	
            BZNW

          
          	
            Beihefte zur Zeitschrift für die neutestamentliche Wissenschaft

          
        

        
          	
            CAD

          
          	
            Assyrian Dictionary of the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago

          
        

        
          	
            CAH

          
          	
            Cambridge Ancient History

          
        

        
          	
            CahRB

          
          	
            Cahiers de la Revue biblique

          
        

        
          	
            CBC

          
          	
            Cambridge Bible Commentary

          
        

        
          	
            CBQ

          
          	
            Catholic Biblical Quarterly

          
        

        
          	
            CGTC

          
          	
            Cambridge Greek Testament Commentary

          
        

        
          	
            CH

          
          	
            Church History

          
        

        
          	
            ChrT

          
          	
            Christianity Today

          
        

        
          	
            CIG

          
          	
            Corpus inscriptionum graecarum

          
        

        
          	
            CIL

          
          	
            Corpus inscriptionum latinarum

          
        

        
          	
            CJT

          
          	
            Canadian Journal of Theology

          
        

        
          	
            ConBNT

          
          	
            Coniectanea biblica: New Testament Series

          
        

        
          	
            ConBOT

          
          	
            Coniectanea biblica: Old Testament Series

          
        

        
          	
            COS

          
          	
            The Context of Scripture

          
        

        
          	
            CTJ

          
          	
            Calvin Theological Journal

          
        

        
          	
            CTM

          
          	
            Concordia Theological Monthly

          
        

        
          	
            CTQ

          
          	
            Concordia Theological Quarterly

          
        

        
          	
            CTR

          
          	
            Criswell Theological Review

          
        

        
          	
            DDD

          
          	
            Dictionary of Deities and Demons in the Bible

          
        

        
          	
            DJD

          
          	
            Discoveries in the Judean Desert

          
        

        
          	
            DRev

          
          	
            Downside Review

          
        

        
          	
            DukeDivR

          
          	
            Duke Divinity Review

          
        

        
          	
            EA

          
          	
            El-Amarna tablets

          
        

        
          	
            EBC

          
          	
            Expositor’s Bible Commentary

          
        

        
          	
            ECC

          
          	
            Eerdmans Critical Commentary

          
        

        
          	
            EcR

          
          	
            Ecumenical Review

          
        

        
          	
            EDNT

          
          	
            Exegetical Dictionary of the New Testament

          
        

        
          	
            EgT

          
          	
            Eglise et théologie

          
        

        
          	
            EGT

          
          	
            Expositor’s Greek Testament

          
        

        
          	
            ErIsr

          
          	
            Eretz-Israel

          
        

        
          	
            ESCJ

          
          	
            Etudes sur le christianisme et le judaisme (Studies in Christianity and Judaism)

          
        

        
          	
            EstBib

          
          	
            Estudios bíblicos

          
        

        
          	
            ETS

          
          	
            Evangelical Theological Society

          
        

        
          	
            EuroJTh

          
          	
            European Journal of Theology

          
        

        
          	
            EvQ

          
          	
            Evangelical Quarterly

          
        

        
          	
            EvT

          
          	
            Evangelische Theologie

          
        

        
          	
            ExAud

          
          	
            Ex auditu

          
        

        
          	
            Exeg

          
          	
            Exegetica

          
        

        
          	
            ExpTim

          
          	
            Expository Times

          
        

        
          	
            FF

          
          	
            Foundations and Facets

          
        

        
          	
            FOTL

          
          	
            Forms of Old Testament Literature

          
        

        
          	
            FRLANT

          
          	
            Forschungen zur Religion und Literatur des Alten und Neuen Testaments

          
        

        
          	
            GBS

          
          	
            Guides to Biblical Scholarship

          
        

        
          	
            GKC

          
          	
            Genesius’ Hebrew Grammar

          
        

        
          	
            GNS

          
          	
            Good News Studies

          
        

        
          	
            GR

          
          	
            Greece and Rome

          
        

        
          	
            Grammar

          
          	
            A Grammar of the Greek New Testament; in the Light of Historical Research (A. T. Robertson)

          
        

        
          	
            GRBS

          
          	
            Greek, Roman, and Byzantine Studies

          
        

        
          	
            GTJ

          
          	
            Grace Theological Journal

          
        

        
          	
            HALAT

          
          	
            Koehler, Baumgartner, and Stamm. Hebräisches und aramäisches Lexicon zum Alten Testament

          
        

        
          	
            HALOT

          
          	
            Koehler, Baumgartner, and Stamm. The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament

          
        

        
          	
            HAR

          
          	
            Hebrew Annual Review

          
        

        
          	
            HBD

          
          	
            HarperCollins Bible Dictionary

          
        

        
          	
            HBT

          
          	
            Horizons in Biblical Theology

          
        

        
          	
            Herm

          
          	
            Hermeneia commentary series

          
        

        
          	
            HeyJ

          
          	
            Heythrop Journal

          
        

        
          	
            HNT

          
          	
            Handbuch zum Neuen Testament

          
        

        
          	
            HNTC

          
          	
            Harper’s New Testament Commentaries

          
        

        
          	
            Hor

          
          	
            Horizons

          
        

        
          	
            HS

          
          	
            Hebrew Studies

          
        

        
          	
            HSM

          
          	
            Harvard Semitic Monographs

          
        

        
          	
            HSS

          
          	
            Harvard Semitic Studies

          
        

        
          	
            HTKNT

          
          	
            Herders theologischer Kommentar zum Neuen Testament

          
        

        
          	
            HTR

          
          	
            Harvard Theological Review

          
        

        
          	
            HTS

          
          	
            Harvard Theological Studies

          
        

        
          	
            HUCA

          
          	
            Hebrew Union College Annual

          
        

        
          	
            IB

          
          	
            Interpreter’s Bible

          
        

        
          	
            IBC

          
          	
            Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching

          
        

        
          	
            IBHS

          
          	
            Introduction to Biblical Hebrew and Syntax, by B. Waltke and M. O’Connor

          
        

        
          	
            IBS

          
          	
            Irish Biblical Studies

          
        

        
          	
            ICC

          
          	
            International Critical Commentary

          
        

        
          	
            IDB

          
          	
            Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible

          
        

        
          	
            IDBSup

          
          	
            Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible: Supplement

          
        

        
          	
            IJT

          
          	
            Indian Journal of Theology

          
        

        
          	
            Int

          
          	
            Interpretation

          
        

        
          	
            Interpretation

          
          	
            Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching

          
        

        
          	
            ISBE

          
          	
            International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, 2d ed.

          
        

        
          	
            ITC

          
          	
            International Theological Commentary

          
        

        
          	
            IVPNTC

          
          	
            IVP New Testament Commentary

          
        

        
          	
            JAAR

          
          	
            Journal of the American Academy of Religion

          
        

        
          	
            JAARSup

          
          	
            JAAR Supplement Series

          
        

        
          	
            JANESCU

          
          	
            Journal of the Ancient Near Eastern Society at Columbia University

          
        

        
          	
            JAOS

          
          	
            Journal of the American Oriental Society

          
        

        
          	
            JBL

          
          	
            Journal of Biblical Literature

          
        

        
          	
            JBMW

          
          	
            Journal for Biblical Manhood and Womanhood

          
        

        
          	
            JCS

          
          	
            Journal for Cunieform Studies

          
        

        
          	
            Jeev

          
          	
            Jeevadhara

          
        

        
          	
            JETS

          
          	
            Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society

          
        

        
          	
            JNES

          
          	
            Journal of Near Eastern Studies

          
        

        
          	
            JNSL

          
          	
            Journal of Northwest Semitic Languages

          
        

        
          	
            JPOS

          
          	
            Journal of the Palestine Oriental Society

          
        

        
          	
            JPS

          
          	
            Jewish Publication Society

          
        

        
          	
            JQR

          
          	
            Jewish Quarterly Review

          
        

        
          	
            JRS

          
          	
            Journal of Roman Studies

          
        

        
          	
            JRT

          
          	
            Journal of Religious Thought

          
        

        
          	
            JSNT

          
          	
            Journal for the Study of the New Testament

          
        

        
          	
            JSNTSup

          
          	
            JSNT Supplement Series

          
        

        
          	
            JSOT

          
          	
            Journal for the Study of the Old Testament

          
        

        
          	
            JSOTSup

          
          	
            JSOT Supplement Series

          
        

        
          	
            JSP

          
          	
            Journal for the Study of the Pseudepigrapha

          
        

        
          	
            JSS

          
          	
            Journal of Semitic Studies

          
        

        
          	
            JTC

          
          	
            Journal for Theology and the Church

          
        

        
          	
            JTS

          
          	
            Journal of Theological Studies

          
        

        
          	
            K&D

          
          	
            Keil and Delitzsch, Biblical Commentary on the Old Testament

          
        

        
          	
            KEK

          
          	
            Kritisch-exegetischer Kommentar über das Neue Testament

          
        

        
          	
            KTU

          
          	
            Die keilalphabetischen Texte aus Ugarit

          
        

        
          	
            L&N

          
          	
            Louw and Nida. Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament: Based on Semantic Domains

          
        

        
          	
            LCC

          
          	
            Library of Christian Classics

          
        

        
          	
            LCL

          
          	
            Loeb Classical Library

          
        

        
          	
            LEC

          
          	
            Library of Early Christianity

          
        

        
          	
            LS

          
          	
            Louvain Studies

          
        

        
          	
            LSJ

          
          	
            Liddell, Scott, and Jones. A Greek-English Lexicon

          
        

        
          	
            MM

          
          	
            Moulton and Milligan. The Vocabulary of the Greek Testament

          
        

        
          	
            NAC

          
          	
            New American Commentary

          
        

        
          	
            NBD

          
          	
            New Bible Dictionary, 2d ed.

          
        

        
          	
            NCBC

          
          	
            New Century Bible Commentary

          
        

        
          	
            Neot

          
          	
            Neotestamentica

          
        

        
          	
            NewDocs

          
          	
            New Documents Illustrating Early Christianity

          
        

        
          	
            NIB

          
          	
            New Interpreter’s Bible

          
        

        
          	
            NIBC

          
          	
            New International Biblical Commentary

          
        

        
          	
            NICNT

          
          	
            New International Commentary on the New Testament

          
        

        
          	
            NICOT

          
          	
            New International Commentary on the Old Testament

          
        

        
          	
            NIDNTT

          
          	
            New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology

          
        

        
          	
            NIDOTTE

          
          	
            New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis

          
        

        
          	
            NIGTC

          
          	
            New International Greek Testament Commentary

          
        

        
          	
            NIVAC

          
          	
            NIV Application Commentary

          
        

        
          	
            NIVSB

          
          	
            Zondervan NIV Study Bible

          
        

        
          	
            Notes

          
          	
            Notes on Translation

          
        

        
          	
            NovT

          
          	
            Novum Testamentum

          
        

        
          	
            NovTSup

          
          	
            Novum Testamentum Supplements

          
        

        
          	
            NPNF

          
          	
            Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers

          
        

        
          	
            NTC

          
          	
            New Testament Commentary (Baker)

          
        

        
          	
            NTD

          
          	
            Das Neue Testament Deutsch

          
        

        
          	
            NTG

          
          	
            New Testament Guides

          
        

        
          	
            NTS

          
          	
            New Testament Studies

          
        

        
          	
            NTT

          
          	
            New Testament Theology

          
        

        
          	
            NTTS

          
          	
            New Testament Tools and Studies

          
        

        
          	
            OBO

          
          	
            Orbis biblicus et orientalis

          
        

        
          	
            OBT

          
          	
            Overtures to Biblical Theology

          
        

        
          	
            OJRS

          
          	
            Ohio Journal of Religious Studies

          
        

        
          	
            OLA

          
          	
            Orientalia lovaniensia analecta

          
        

        
          	
            Or

          
          	
            Orientalia (NS)

          
        

        
          	
            OTE

          
          	
            Old Testament Essays

          
        

        
          	
            OTG

          
          	
            Old Testament Guides

          
        

        
          	
            OTL

          
          	
            Old Testament Library

          
        

        
          	
            OTS

          
          	
            Old Testament Studies

          
        

        
          	
            OtSt

          
          	
            Oudtestamentische Studien

          
        

        
          	
            Parab

          
          	
            Parabola

          
        

        
          	
            PEGLMBS

          
          	
            Proceedings, Eastern Great Lakes and Midwest Bible Societies

          
        

        
          	
            PEQ

          
          	
            Palestine Exploration Quarterly

          
        

        
          	
            PG

          
          	
            Patrologia graeca

          
        

        
          	
            PL

          
          	
            Patrologia latina

          
        

        
          	
            PNTC

          
          	
            Pillar New Testament Commentary

          
        

        
          	
            Presb

          
          	
            Presbyterion

          
        

        
          	
            PresR

          
          	
            Presbyterian Review

          
        

        
          	
            PRSt

          
          	
            Perspectives in Religious Studies

          
        

        
          	
            PTMS

          
          	
            Pittsburgh Theological Monograph Series

          
        

        
          	
            PTR

          
          	
            Princeton Theological Review

          
        

        
          	
            RB

          
          	
            Revue biblique

          
        

        
          	
            RBibLit

          
          	
            Review of Biblical Literature

          
        

        
          	
            RefJ

          
          	
            Reformed Journal

          
        

        
          	
            RelSRev

          
          	
            Religious Studies Review

          
        

        
          	
            ResQ

          
          	
            Restoration Quarterly

          
        

        
          	
            RevExp

          
          	
            Review and Expositor

          
        

        
          	
            RevScRel

          
          	
            Revue des sciences religieuses

          
        

        
          	
            RHPR

          
          	
            Revue d’histoire et de philosophie religieuses

          
        

        
          	
            RHR

          
          	
            Revue de l’histoire des religions

          
        

        
          	
            RTR

          
          	
            Reformed Theological Review

          
        

        
          	
            SAA

          
          	
            State Archives of Assyria

          
        

        
          	
            SAAS

          
          	
            State Archives of Assyria Studies

          
        

        
          	
            SBB

          
          	
            Stuttgarter biblische Beiträge

          
        

        
          	
            SBJT

          
          	
            Southern Baptist Journal of Theology

          
        

        
          	
            SBLABS

          
          	
            Society of Biblical Literature Archaeology and Biblical Studies

          
        

        
          	
            SBLDS

          
          	
            Society of Biblical Literature Dissertation Series

          
        

        
          	
            SBLSP

          
          	
            Society of Biblical Literature Seminar Papers

          
        

        
          	
            SBLMS

          
          	
            Society of Biblical Literature Monograph Series

          
        

        
          	
            SBLSymS

          
          	
            Society of Biblical Literature Symposium Series

          
        

        
          	
            SBLWAW

          
          	
            Society of Biblical Literature Writings from the Ancient World

          
        

        
          	
            SBT

          
          	
            Studies in Biblical Theology

          
        

        
          	
            ScEccl

          
          	
            Sciences ecclésiastiques

          
        

        
          	
            ScEs

          
          	
            Science et esprit

          
        

        
          	
            ScrHier

          
          	
            Scripta hierosolymitana

          
        

        
          	
            SE

          
          	
            Studia evangelica

          
        

        
          	
            SEÅ

          
          	
            Svensk exegetisk årsbok

          
        

        
          	
            SEG

          
          	
            Supplementum epigraphicum graecum

          
        

        
          	
            Sem

          
          	
            Semitica

          
        

        
          	
            SHANE

          
          	
            Studies in the History of the Ancient Near East

          
        

        
          	
            SJLA

          
          	
            Studies in Judaism of Late Antiquity

          
        

        
          	
            SJT

          
          	
            Scottish Journal of Theology

          
        

        
          	
            SNT

          
          	
            Studien zum Neuen Testament

          
        

        
          	
            SNTSMS

          
          	
            Society for New Testament Studies Monograph Series

          
        

        
          	
            SNTSU

          
          	
            Studien zum Neuen Testament und seiner Umwelt

          
        

        
          	
            SP

          
          	
            Sacra Pagina

          
        

        
          	
            SR

          
          	
            Studies in Religion

          
        

        
          	
            ST

          
          	
            Studia theologica

          
        

        
          	
            Str-B

          
          	
            Strack, H. L., and P. Billerbeck, Kommentar zum Neuen Testament aus Talmud und Midrasch

          
        

        
          	
            StudBT

          
          	
            Studia biblica et theologica

          
        

        
          	
            SUNT

          
          	
            Studien zur Umwelt des Neuen Testaments

          
        

        
          	
            SVF

          
          	
            Stoicorum veterum fragmenta

          
        

        
          	
            SwJT

          
          	
            Southwestern Journal of Theology

          
        

        
          	
            TA

          
          	
            Tel Aviv

          
        

        
          	
            TBT

          
          	
            The Bible Today

          
        

        
          	
            TDNT

          
          	
            Kittel and Friedrich. Theological Dictionary of the New Testament

          
        

        
          	
            TDOT

          
          	
            Botterweck and Ringgren. Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament

          
        

        
          	
            Text

          
          	
            Textus

          
        

        
          	
            TF

          
          	
            Theologische Forschung

          
        

        
          	
            ThT

          
          	
            Theologisch tijdschrift

          
        

        
          	
            THAT

          
          	
            Theologisches Handwörterbuch zum Alten Testament

          
        

        
          	
            Them

          
          	
            Themelios

          
        

        
          	
            ThEv

          
          	
            Theologia Evangelica

          
        

        
          	
            THKNT

          
          	
            Theologischer Handkommentar zum Neuen Testament

          
        

        
          	
            ThT

          
          	
            Theologisch tijdschrift

          
        

        
          	
            ThTo

          
          	
            Theology Today

          
        

        
          	
            TJ

          
          	
            Trinity Journal

          
        

        
          	
            TLNT

          
          	
            Theological Lexicon of the New Testament

          
        

        
          	
            TLOT

          
          	
            Theological Lexicon of the Old Testament

          
        

        
          	
            TNTC

          
          	
            Tyndale New Testament Commentaries

          
        

        
          	
            TOTC

          
          	
            Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries

          
        

        
          	
            TQ

          
          	
            Theologische Quartalschrift

          
        

        
          	
            TS

          
          	
            Theological Studies

          
        

        
          	
            TWOT

          
          	
            Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament

          
        

        
          	
            TynBul

          
          	
            Tyndale Bulletin

          
        

        
          	
            TZ

          
          	
            Theologische Zeitschrift

          
        

        
          	
            UBD

          
          	
            Unger’s Bible Dictionary

          
        

        
          	
            UF

          
          	
            Ugarit-Forschungen

          
        

        
          	
            UT

          
          	
            Ugaritic Textbook

          
        

        
          	
            VE

          
          	
            Vox evangelica

          
        

        
          	
            VT

          
          	
            Vetus Testamentum

          
        

        
          	
            VTSup

          
          	
            Supplements to Vetus Testamentum

          
        

        
          	
            WAW

          
          	
            Writings from the Ancient World

          
        

        
          	
            WBC

          
          	
            Word Biblical Commentary

          
        

        
          	
            WBE

          
          	
            Wycliffe Bible Encyclopedia

          
        

        
          	
            WMANT

          
          	
            Wissenschaftliche Monographien zum Alten und Neuen Testament

          
        

        
          	
            WW

          
          	
            Word and World

          
        

        
          	
            WTJ

          
          	
            Westminster Theological Journal

          
        

        
          	
            WW

          
          	
            Word and World

          
        

        
          	
            WUNT

          
          	
            Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament

          
        

        
          	
            YCS

          
          	
            Yale Classical Studies

          
        

        
          	
            YNER

          
          	
            Yale Near Eastern Researches

          
        

        
          	
            ZAW

          
          	
            Zeitschrift für die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft

          
        

        
          	
            ZDPV

          
          	
            Zeitschrift des deutschen Palästina-Vereins

          
        

        
          	
            ZNW

          
          	
            Zeitschrift für die neutestamentliche Wissenschaft und die Kunde der älterern Kirche

          
        

        
          	
            ZPEB

          
          	
            Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible

          
        

        
          	
            ZWT

          
          	
            Zeitschrift für wissenschaftliche Theologie

          
        

      

      General

      
        
          	
            AD

          
          	
            anno Domini (in the year of [our] Lord)

          
        

        
          	
            Akkad.

          
          	
            Akkadian

          
        

        
          	
            Arab.

          
          	
            Arabic

          
        

        
          	
            Aram.

          
          	
            Aramaic

          
        

        
          	
            BC

          
          	
            before Christ

          
        

        
          	
            ca.

          
          	
            circa (around, about, approximately)

          
        

        
          	
            cf.

          
          	
            confer, compare

          
        

        
          	
            ch(s).

          
          	
            chapter(s)

          
        

        
          	
            d.

          
          	
            died

          
        

        
          	
            diss.

          
          	
            dissertation

          
        

        
          	
            ed(s).

          
          	
            editor(s), edited by, edition

          
        

        
          	
            e.g.

          
          	
            exempli gratia, for example

          
        

        
          	
            esp.

          
          	
            especially

          
        

        
          	
            et al.

          
          	
            et alii, and others

          
        

        
          	
            EV

          
          	
            English versions of the Bible

          
        

        
          	
            f(f).

          
          	
            and the following one(s)

          
        

        
          	
            fig.

          
          	
            figuratively

          
        

        
          	
            frg.

          
          	
            fragment

          
        

        
          	
            Gk.

          
          	
            Greek

          
        

        
          	
            GK

          
          	
            Goodrick & Kohlenberger numbering system

          
        

        
          	
            Heb.

          
          	
            Hebrew

          
        

        
          	
            ibid.

          
          	
            ibidem, in the same place

          
        

        
          	
            i.e.

          
          	
            id est, that is

          
        

        
          	
            Lat.

          
          	
            Latin

          
        

        
          	
            lit.

          
          	
            literally

          
        

        
          	
            LXX

          
          	
            Septuagint (the Greek OT)

          
        

        
          	
            MS(S)

          
          	
            manuscript(s)

          
        

        
          	
            MT

          
          	
            Masoretic Text of the OT

          
        

        
          	
            n(n).

          
          	
            note(s)

          
        

        
          	
            n.d.

          
          	
            no date

          
        

        
          	
            NS

          
          	
            New Series

          
        

        
          	
            NT

          
          	
            New Testament

          
        

        
          	
            OT

          
          	
            Old Testament

          
        

        
          	
            p(p).

          
          	
            page(s)

          
        

        
          	
            par.

          
          	
            parallel (indicates textual parallels)

          
        

        
          	
            para.

          
          	
            paragraph

          
        

        
          	
            repr.

          
          	
            reprinted

          
        

        
          	
            rev.
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1. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

      The book of Hosea provides little specific information of a personal nature about the prophet. He is from the northern kingdom (his hometown is not mentioned) and is said to be the son of Beeri (1:1), of whom nothing is known. The opening chapter describes his marriage to Gomer, but the meaning of these verses is debated. There is also a question as to whether the woman of ch. 3 is Gomer or someone else.

      The sociopolitical setting for Hosea’s ministry is equally difficult to pinpoint with precision. The superscription lists four Judean kings and Israel’s Jeroboam II, a time span that potentially covers almost the entire eighth century BC. The conjunction of social injustice, political chaos, and looming military defeat, however, strongly suggests that Hosea began to prophesy in the latter part of Jeroboam’s reign (ca. 790–753 BC). After this king’s death the northern monarchy was plagued by a series of assassinations and coups. Within thirty years Israel was conquered by the Assyrians and its territory assimilated as a province of the empire.1

      Jeroboam’s son Zechariah was on the throne for only a short time before he was killed by Shallum, who in turn was eliminated by Menahem one month later (2Ki 15:8–16). Menahem’s rule lasted a decade (752–742 BC). During this period Assyria regained prominence under Tiglath-pileser III (also known as Pul or Pulu; 745–727 BC) and began to reassert its presence to the west. The Bible records Menahem’s paying tribute to Tiglath-pileser III in order to maintain his hold on the throne (2Ki 15:17–22).

      Pekahiah, Menahem’s son, succeeded him as king, but two years later he was killed by Pekah, one of his commanders (739 BC; 2Ki 15:23–26). In contrast to Menahem and Pekahiah, Pekah pursued an anti-Assyrian policy. Along with Rezin of Aram-Damascus and other neighboring states, he formed a coalition to resist the empire’s expansion. In what is now called the Syro-Ephraimite War (734–732 BC), they tried to force Ahaz, the king of Judah, to join the rebellion. He refused and, in fact, appealed to Tiglath-pileser III for help, in the process reducing the southern kingdom to the status of Assyrian vassalage (2Ki 16:5–10; 2Ch 28; cf. Isa 7–10). The Assyrian forces quickly crushed the coalition, and only Hoshea’s assassination of Pekah spared Israel from annihilation (732 BC; 2Ki 15:29–30).

      For several years a diminished Israel was subservient to the Assyrians, but eventually Hoshea too conspired against them. He stopped paying tribute and turned to Egypt for support. The nation’s fate was sealed. The king of Assyria, Shalmaneser V, attacked Israel and besieged the capital city of Samaria for three years and took it in the summer of 722 BC. Thousands of Israelites were sent into exile, and peoples from different parts of the empire were brought in to take their place, thus exacerbating the syncretism of the region (2Ki 17:1–6, 24–41). Two years later rebellion flared up again, and Shalmaneser’s successor Sargon II returned, defeated the rebels, and exiled even more of the population. The changing policies toward Assyria and the political intrigues of the last years of Israel’s existence may well be represented in the descriptions of Hosea 5–7 and other passages scattered throughout the book.

      In light of the fact that the superscription mentions Hezekiah, whose reign extended decades beyond Israel’s defeat, the prophet may have witnessed his nation’s fall. That his words survived Israel’s demise suggests that his message (and maybe even Hosea himself) made its way to Judah, although it is impossible to know when. Whether his words were recorded in some written form before their appearance in the southern kingdom or were penned afterward remains speculation.

      
  

2. AUTHORSHIP AND COMPOSITION

      Scholars disagree on how much of the book ascribed to Hosea actually comes from the hand of the prophet himself. It is often assumed that prophets, by definition, were strictly orators and did not write down their own words. According to this perspective, Hosea’s words would have circulated in oral form for some time before being written down by a scribe or a circle of disciples; other material of various kinds would have been added to complete what today is our canonical text. Hypotheses differ as to how to distinguish the original from what is secondary and the time when these sections may have been included. Reconstructions range from traditional source theory to form and redaction criticism.2

      Four kinds of material have been considered not to be original. First, all or at least some of the verses that mention Judah and the Davidic monarchy are said to be inauthentic. The reasoning is that since Hosea was from the northern kingdom, his message concentrated on Israel. The Judah passages, it is claimed, were inserted by a later hand in an attempt to apply the prophet’s message to the south after the fall of Samaria.

      Second, some scholars argue that the passages of future hope cannot be original (esp. 3:5; 11:8–11; 14:2–8). Hosea announced definitive judgment, so hints of national prosperity must have been added during the exilic or postexilic period in order to give subsequent generations the assurance that the Lord had not totally abandoned them.

      Third, similarities between Hosea and Deuteronomy (e.g., the demand to worship only one God, the condemnation of idolatry, the election of Israel, and calls for repentance and covenantal love) suggest to some that editing of Hoseanic material was done by Deuteronomistic circles, which critical approaches date to the reforms of Josiah in the seventh century or later.

      Finally, the closing verse (14:9) is deemed an addition from the wisdom tradition.

      Nevertheless, it is possible to affirm that the book could have come substantially from the prophet Hosea. To begin with, recent studies on prophecy in the ancient world demonstrate that it was common practice to transcribe prophetic messages at the time of their promulgation or soon thereafter by a scribe (or, in some cases, by the prophet himself). In other words, the argument for a long process of oral transmission is more a modern hypothesis born of critical convictions than an accurate reflection of ancient religious realities.3 At the same time, it is not possible to insist that Hosea wrote down his own words, except on the basis of Jewish and Christian tradition. (The book makes no so such claim.)

      The case for a complicated process of composition is not compelling for other reasons. To begin with, a careful reading reveals that the references to Judah are often integral to the very structure of the passages where they appear. In addition, the entire book can be located reasonably within the sociopolitical and religious world of the second half of the eighth century. At that time, the political fortunes of Israel and Judah were inseparably connected, so it is not surprising that both nations are mentioned.

      Moreover, the hope of a united people under a Davidic monarchy does not reflect the more developed Zion theology of the Judean eighth-century prophets Isaiah and Micah or of the exilic and postexilic prophets. The prophet recognizes that the future of the nation cannot lie with the corrupt government of the north. Hosea also is critical of the south (e.g., 5:5; 6:11), even as his contemporaries in Judah condemned Israel. His occasional expectations of a future stable government and time of peace are those of a more general hope grounded in historic Davidic promises.

      The parallels with Deuteronomy are evident, but discussions of dependence or the direction of influence between the two books rely largely on decisions concerning the date of the composition of Deuteronomy and of the possible sources of its theological ideas. If the concepts are early—a fact increasingly recognized by critics—then this argument loses its force, irrespective of Deuteronomy’s literary provenance.

      Finally, the last verse of the book of Hosea echoes some of the prophet’s characteristic vocabulary, making a denial of its authenticity problematic (see comments).

      The work exhibits a complex literary coherence that points to a unity of composition. Diverse themes, vocabulary, and characterizations are repeated and interconnect its various parts in multiple ways, and it is possible to trace a movement of thought that climaxes in the expectation of restoration and the closing exhortation of ch. 14. Redaction there may have been, but it is difficult to identify the editor’s hand (apart from the superscription, 1:1).

      Two trends in contemporary research deserve brief mention. Scholars have begun to probe the possibility of intentional organization in the creation of the Book of the Twelve (i.e., the Minor Prophets) as a single work. The fact that Hosea appears at the head of this corpus has led to hypotheses concerning its potential role in introducing key motifs that are consciously developed in the books that follow. These themes include, for instance, the day of Yahweh, the demand for the exclusive worship of the one true God, the call to return to Yahweh, and the love of God. Others argue that catchwords connect adjacent books, which may help explain why Joel (which does not have a historical superscription) is placed after Hosea (cf. Hos 14:4–9 with Joel 1:1–12).4

      Another tendency in some scholarly circles has been to date the composition of the biblical books to the postexilic period. From this perspective Hosea, along with other prophetic texts, would have been penned by and for a literary elite in Persian Yehud. This book would have informed these literati about Israel’s past, confirmed the fulfillment of God’s warnings of judgment, and given them hope for an ideal future different from their present experience.5 The content of the book makes perfect sense against its putative eighth-century setting, however, so this late dating is neither necessary nor probable.

      
  

3. STYLE AND IMAGERY

      The Hebrew of Hosea is notoriously problematic. The presence of hapax legomena (words that appear only once in the OT), alternative verbal forms, and syntactical peculiarities complicate the task of translation.6 The book’s irregular structure, difficult imagery, and obscure historical allusions contribute to these difficulties. Comparison with the ancient versions, such as the LXX, reveals that they, too, wrestled with trying to understand the Hebrew text (apparently one very close to the MT) and were not always successful. An earlier generation of scholars believed that many of these problems were evidence of corruptions that had made their way into the process of transmission. Arguments for emendations were the order of the day.7 Today commentators are less prone to offer solutions based on conjecture and give more weight to the possibility that Hosea’s language reflects idiosyncrasies of a northern dialect.8

      The challenges in translation do not detract from the literary richness of the book and its powerful language, which so engages the reader. Unlike other prophetic texts that present biographical scenes (e.g., Isa 6–8, 36–39; Jer 18–21, 26–29, 32–43; Eze 1–3, 24; Am 7), Hosea nowhere portrays the prophet as speaking directly to the community or national leaders. Perhaps this was a literary work from the beginning instead of simply a compilation of orally delivered sermons. Variety in genres and literary devices abound. There are, among others, judgment speeches, oracles of salvation, woes, rhetorical questions, and wordplays. Themes and vocabulary are introduced and then taken up again later and elaborated. The result is a complex thematic and lexical unity more akin to a densely woven tapestry than to a logical treatise that unfolds in linear fashion.9

      The imagery is diverse and emotionally charged (cf. 12:10).10 On the one hand, Israel is represented by a battery of unflattering metaphors. The nation is an unfaithful wife (chs. 1–3), a stubborn heifer (4:16; 10:11), evaporating dew (6:4; 13:3), fleeting mist and smoke (6:4; 13:3), a hot oven (7:3–7), a burnt cake (7:8), a silly dove (7:11; 11:11), a foolish farmer (8:7), a useless vessel (8:8), a stray donkey (8:9), a worthless fruit tree (9:10, 16), a bad vine (10:1), a hapless twig (10:7), a disobedient child (11:1–4), and a childless woman (13:13). Not all is negative or hopeless, however. Someday Israel will be wooed by the Lord and their marital bonds renewed (2:14–20). Then the nation will be a beautiful flower and like a firmly rooted, bountiful tree (14:5–7).

      Yahweh, too, is characterized in assorted metaphors, each of which reveals a different facet of the profound mystery of his person and character. Some reference judgment: he is a moth that will ruin the nation (5:12), a wild animal that devours (5:14–15; 13:8), a fowler who traps birds (7:12), and a farmer who yokes Israel, his ox (11:4). Yet Yahweh is not solely a stern judge: he is a forgiving and romantic husband (chs. 2–3), a loving parent (11:1–4; 14:3–4), a healing physician (14:4), fresh dew (14:5), and the source of all blessing (14:8).

      These metaphors and similes are designed to strike the hearts and imaginations of God’s people. Some shock, by exposing the ugliness and depth of sin and straightforwardly compelling repentance; others comfort and encourage the faithful to trust in the goodness of God and persevere through the coming judgment. It is important to emphasize that the overriding pictures of Yahweh and his people point to restoration. The book’s final word is not one of an angry deity committed to destroying a sinful nation. Above all else, Yahweh is a caring spouse, a patient parent, and a beneficent doctor, who rejoices in the renewal of his people.

      
  

4. RELIGION AND THEOLOGY IN HOSEA

      The central message of Hosea is grounded in the fact that Israel has violated its relationship with Yahweh. Because the nation does not repent of its sins, it will suffer judgment. Nevertheless, the promise is that someday Israel will sincerely return to Yahweh and experience full restoration and blessing.

      In that ancient social construction of reality that was Israel, religion—both popular and official—underpinned interpersonal, social, and political values. A distorted view of Yahweh and belief in other gods shapes how people think of life and death and the agricultural cycle, and it affects the decision making of the nation’s leadership.11 This religious world will not do for a country that claims Yahweh for its own; Yahweh will not tolerate this view of himself or this perverse society. The book censures the twisted understanding of Yahweh, the pursuit of other gods, and all the social and political deviation that follows. The religious life of Israel and its religious personnel—priests (5:1; 6:9; 10:5) and prophets (4:5; 9:7–9)12—stand condemned. The high places are to be destroyed (10:8); even the historic shrines at Bethel (e.g., 5:8; 10:5, 15; 12:4) and Gilgal (9:15; 12:11) will not avoid his wrath. Israel’s festivals are rejected and the priesthood denounced (e.g., 2:11–13; 5:1–2, 6–7; 9:4–5).

      The bond between Yahweh and Israel, although often problematic, was established centuries before with the patriarchs (12:3–7, 13–14) and solidified at the exodus (11:1; 12:9a; 13:4) and in the wilderness wanderings (2:14–15; 9:10; 12:9b; 13:5–6). It demanded a very different religious social construct. To continue on their self-destructive path will lead Israel to defeat and captivity—in a sense, taking it back to those oppressive days in Egypt (7:16; 8:13; 9:3, 6; 11:5). As mentioned earlier, the book employs a series of metaphors to portray this relationship between Yahweh and Israel. The most familiar is that of marriage. Israel is God’s wayward wife, a reality reflected in the experience of the prophet Hosea with Gomer (chs. 1–3).

      Marriage, however, is not the only familial description utilized by the prophet. Yahweh is the nation’s parent—Israel’s father and mother (11:1–4; 14:3–4[4–5]). The book abounds in the vocabulary of relationship, though much is of an ominous tone and deeply emotive. There is anger and profound disappointment at Israel’s obstinate rebellion (e.g., 8:5; 12:14). The verb “to know” (yādaʿ, GK 3359) and its derivative “knowledge” (daʿat; GK 1981) are prominent. The people do not “know” Yahweh, his efforts in their behalf, or his demands (e.g., 2:8; 5:4; 13:4), so they perish for lack of “knowledge” (e.g., 4:6). One day, however, they will finally “know” him and enjoy his bounty (2:20[22]; 6:3; 8:2).

      Another key word is “return” or “repent” (šûb; GK 8740). Israel refuses to turn truly to Yahweh (5:4; 6:1; 7:10; 11:5), but in the future the nation will come to him in sorrow for its sin (3:5; 12:6; 14:1–2). There also is a rich terminology of affection. The Lord longs to show compassion but cannot (rāḥam; 1:6–7; 2:4, 23; 14:3); he has loved Israel (ʾāhab; 3:1; 14:4), even though its love is twisted and misdirected (4:18; 9:1). He demands that the nation demonstrate loyal-love (ḥesed; GK 2876) to him through obedience to the law (4:1; 6:4; 10:12; 12:6).

      In two instances the prophet uses the term “covenant” (berît; GK 1382) to describe this relationship between Yahweh and Israel (6:7; 8:1; with different referents at 2:18; 10:4; 12:1). Some scholars question whether a substantive covenantal idea could have existed in the eighth century,13 but the centrality of that idea and the presence of related relational concepts throughout the book make it difficult to deny that the prophet bases much of what he communicates on it.14 One finds, for example, indictments for ignoring the tôrâ of God (4:6; 8:1), appeals to the exodus, echoes of the Decalogue (4:2), and apparent allusions to the covenantal curses (such as punishment by the sword [7:16; 11:6; 13:16] and crop failure [2:3, 9, 12(14)]) and the blessings (e.g., abundance [2:18–22]) of Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 27–28.

      The one to whom Israel is bound is sovereign over all. Yahweh is Lord over creation; he alone grants fertility to the nation’s crops (e.g., 2:8, 18–22). He directs the movement of every nation and the superpowers. Yahweh can utilize other peoples for judgment (e.g., 10:6–10, 14–15; 11:6; 13:15–16), emphasizes the folly of entering into alliances with them (5:13; 7:11; 8:9; 9:3; 12:1), and exposes the limited power of empires (5:13; 14:3). The politics of Israel should be guided by a unique set of priorities and commitments. Its ruling elites and monarchy are fiercely criticized for their lack of ethics and for policies that manifest rebellion against God and that are, on occasion, associated with a cult that Yahweh abhors (e.g., 5:1–2, 10; 6:11–7:7; 8:4; 13:9–11). Sharp attacks on the monarchy have led some to wonder whether the prophet is against the very institution of kingship. This is too extreme a view. What is made clear is that the northern kingdom’s king and government are illegitimate in God’s sight. The hope is that someday Israel will be reunited with Judah under a Davidic king (1:11; 3:4–5).15

      The unacceptable beliefs about Yahweh are exacerbated by the worship of other deities. The book of Hosea condemns the worship of baʿal (2:8[10]; 13:1) and the beʿālîm (plural form; 2:13[15], 17[19]; 11:2). Baʿal (Baal) was the chief god of Canaan and Phoenicia.16 The marriage of Ahab to the Sidonian princess Jezebel in the previous century provided official support to the baʿal cult (1Ki 16:31–33; 18:3, 19, 22) until its purging through the ministry of Elijah and Elisha and the slaughter of its priests by Jehu (1Ki 18; 2Ki 10). Scholars disagree as to whether references to the beʿālîm are various local manifestations of the one god baʿal or whether the prophet is attacking several gods, but these two options are not mutually exclusive. Hosea could be hitting both at the more prominent god of Israel’s neighbors as well as at other deities, whom he labels beʿālîm.17 Some suggest that at some of the shrines the goddess Asherah (or Astarte) was worshiped as well.18

      Discussions of the religious world of Hosea often center on the possible existence of a fertility cult in relation to the worship of other deities (Hos 4:14; cf. Ge 38:21–22; Dt 23:17–18[18–19]). Earlier commentators uniformly contended that “cultic prostitution” was an integral element of these non-Yahwistic cults. According to this view, women offered themselves sexually to male worshipers at the sanctuaries as acts of imitative magic in order to secure fertility for crops, livestock, and human families. This interpretation can be traced back as far as the Greek historian Herodotus, but it is now questioned by many. Some scholars claim that there is no concrete evidence in the ancient Near East to associate women at worship centers with sacred prostitution; perhaps the image of infidelity is polemical language to describe the worship of other deities.19

      Others believe that there was sexual activity at the high places but that it was not a formal part of the rituals themselves. Some women, it is said, engaged in this activity to acquire income for these cultic centers or to pay off religious vows.20 Alternatively, prostitutes may have frequented these areas for clientele, or worship could have degenerated into sexual license because of the drinking that presumably accompanied the rituals. Nonetheless, a few studies do substantiate the existence of sacred prostitution in the ancient world, even though the notion of imitative magic has been generally discredited.21 It is difficult to decide among these alternatives, but some sort of sexual activity is hard to deny in the light of 4:10–14.

      Increasingly, scholars argue that in ancient Israel it was acceptable to worship Yahweh together with other deities until the appearance of Elijah and Elisha, the ministry of Hosea, and others of a so-called “Yahweh-alone” movement. Archaeological discoveries are making the scale of syncretism in Israel and Judah more evident, thus leading to diverse hypotheses about how monotheism might have developed. Nevertheless, faith in a single God was not a later innovation or the result of a long evolutionary process. The demand to have no other gods before Yahweh stands as the first of the commandments (Ex 20:1–3; Dt 5:6–7). The prophets contributed to the articulation and deepening of belief in Yahweh, and Hosea was part of that stream of powerful witnesses. The historic portrayal in the OT suggests that faith in the one true God was in constant tension with the worship of other deities from the entry into the Promised Land until the fall of Jerusalem.

      
  

5. FEMINIST APPROACHES

      The book of Hosea has been a target of feminist critiques primarily because of the husband and wife imagery of the first three chapters. The descriptions there are interpreted as reflecting the actual treatment of wives by husbands in Israelite culture: female sexuality is considered to be evil; Gomer/Israel are publicly degraded, physically abused, and then cynically wooed back. The fact that Yahweh acts within the unequal power relationships of this patriarchal framework gives men divine sanction for the mistreatment of women—both then and today. For many feminists the problems generated by Hosea are not limited to inappropriate appropriations of the book; they argue that the prophetic text itself is irredeemably misogynist. Evangelical commentators are beginning to engage feminist arguments.22

      In response to these feminist concerns, it must be stressed above all else that interpretations that lead to the exploitation of women should be universally condemned. At the same time, it is important to ask whether the biblical text is as morally bankrupt as some feminists insist. Four observations about the book’s metaphors are apropos here (also see “Style and Imagery,” above). First, parts of the book are clearly designed to shock through use of exaggerated imagery drawn from familial life and the animal world. To equate hyperbole with ancient social realities is to misread the intent of the text.

      Second, it is clear that all metaphors have limitations and finally break down. For example, in Hosea Yahweh is portrayed as a moth, a wild beast, a farmer, a parent, morning dew, and a tree, as well as a husband. This wide repertoire of tropes serves to illuminate different things about God, each of which, however, can only be taken so far. A comprehensive picture of Yahweh requires a judicious appreciation of what each word picture can offer and discernment about when certain aspects of a metaphor just do not apply. For instance, does the fact that God is a moth mean that he is fragile and weak? By the same token, to keep pressing the marriage metaphor to what some today might conceive as its logical implications may exceed its purpose and design.

      Third, metaphors can overlap with other imagery. A celebrated example is 2:3, 10, where Yahweh declares that he will strip Israel naked. The verse goes on to say, however, that this barrenness refers to drought. The dryness of the ground and the loss of foliage in a sense are like a woman exposed, but it does not mean that men in fact publicly disrobed their wives. To argue that they did is to miss the point. It is precisely because such an action would be so far beyond the bounds of social behavior that the picture shakes the reader so deeply. Recent studies also postulate that the metaphors that on the surface portray violent behavior in ch. 2 actually refer to symbolic acts related to divorce and disinheritance or to complex socioeconomic tensions in the land.23

      Fourth, metaphors must be read within their cultural framework. Some read the biblical text through the lens of certain modern Western ideals of gender relationships and sexual mores that are foreign to the OT’s worldview and thus misunderstand and misrepresent what the text is trying to communicate. Even those sympathetic to feminist concerns point out this interpretive weakness.24
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      Text and Exposition

      I. SUPERSCRIPTION (1:1)

      
        1The word of the LORD that came to Hosea son of Beeri during the reigns of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah, kings of Judah, and during the reign of Jeroboam son of Jehoash king of Israel.

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 Like other prophetic books (with the exceptions of Joel and Obadiah), the book of Hosea begins with a notice that locates the prophet historically. Only the book of Amos, Hosea’s contemporary, also includes names of kings of both the northern and southern kingdoms. (For more details, see “Historical Background” in the introduction.)

      Although Hosea is not called a prophet, what is communicated is characterized as “the word of the LORD.” (In fact, only later prophetic books have the word “prophet” in their superscriptions; see Hab 1:1; Hag 1:1; Zec 1:1). The prophet’s name, hôšēaʿ (most properly “Hoshea”), is probably a shortened form of hôšaʿyâ (e.g., Ne 12:32; Jer 42:1; 43:2), which means “Yahweh has delivered” or “Yahweh, deliver!” (Hiphil perfect or imperative of the verb yš ʿ).

      Hosea’s father’s name is attested elsewhere (Ge 26:34) and can signify “my wellspring,” but nothing about his background or place of origin is offered. The mention of Beeri, however, does distinguish Hosea from others of the same name, such as the Hoshea sent by Moses to explore the land (Nu 13:8) and the last of the Israelite kings (2Ki 15:30).

    
  
    
      II. THE MARRIAGE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN YAHWEH AND ISRAEL (1:2–3:5)

      OVERVIEW

      This first section of Hosea is the best-known part of the book. It presents the account of the prophet’s marriage to Gomer and weaves an analogy between that relationship and the one between Yahweh and his people Israel. Discussions focus especially on whether the marriage between Hosea and Gomer actually took place and whether the story of that union extends through the full three chapters or is limited to chs. 1 and 2. These chapters have been the object of many feminist reflections (see “Feminist Approaches” in the introduction).

      A. The Marriage of Hosea to Gomer (1:2–2:1[3])

      1. The Command to Marry Gomer (1:2–3a)

      
        2When the LORD began to speak through Hosea, the LORD said to him, “Go, take to yourself an adulterous wife and children of unfaithfulness, because the land is guilty of the vilest adultery in departing from the LORD.” 3So he married Gomer daughter of Diblaim.

      

      COMMENTARY

      2 The opening line of this verse reveals that Hosea’s marriage to Gomer occurs at the commencement of his prophetic ministry. He is commanded to “take a woman,” a phrase used of marriage (Ge 4:19; 24:3, 67; 34:4; Jer 29:6). What kind of woman Yahweh tells Hosea to marry, however, has been the focus of much debate. Disagreement centers on the significance of the nominal construct ʾēšet zenûnîm and hence its translation (cf. NASB, “a wife of harlotry”; NIV, “an adulterous wife”; NRSV, “a wife of whoredom”).

      The root znh (GK 2393) is a broad term for sexual impropriety, and context determines whether or not this misconduct occurs in violation of the bonds of marriage (G. H. Hall, “[image: ],” NIDOTTE, 1:1122–25). The word combination here is not the designation for a prostitute (zônâ or ʾiššâ zônâ; cf. Jos 2:1; Jdg 11:1; 1Ki 3:1; etc.). Zenûnîm is an abstract plural that describes a character trait (cf. “woman of contention” in Pr 21:9; 27:15; GKC §128s–v). In other words, this is a promiscuous woman. Two questions divide commentators: Is what is referred to actual sexual behavior, and to what time period in this woman’s life might this description apply?

      Earlier commentators often took this label in a symbolic sense, as emblematic of the spiritual apostasy of the nation (cf. Tg.). This view was based on the conviction that God would never ask a prophet to marry an immodest woman (note Lev 21:7, 14). The figurative names of the children that follow in this chapter also could indicate symbolic intent. Today most scholars, while not denying the use elsewhere of the metaphor of infidelity to depict Israel’s faithlessness to God, consider this phrase to be an indication of sexual misconduct. Some see it as proleptic, or anticipatory, of what happens after the marriage—that is, the woman was pure at the marriage but afterward turns to evil. (Note the NIV, “adulterous wife”; adultery by definition is inconstancy in marriage.) The historical analogy with the relationship of God and his people may further support the view that the woman’s infidelity happens after the marriage, as Israel has been unfaithful after being redeemed by Yahweh at the exodus.

      The most natural reading of the Hebrew, however, is that God asks Hosea to marry a woman of ill repute. The character trait depicts what she is, not what she will become. It is possible that her immorality is connected to her devotion to the baʿal cult, but that idea is not explicit in this text. (Wolff, 14–15, suggests that what is in view is a one-time initiatory rite of females before marriage, but there is no evidence of such a sacral act.)

      If this interpretation is correct, then it follows that the children who are called “children of fornications” (the same descriptor; NIV, “children of unfaithfulness”) in the next clause are those the woman already has at the time of her marriage to Hosea. The same divine command (“take”) governs both objects; the prophet is to take her and adopt her offspring at the same time. These are not the children born after the marriage (vv.3b–9). What is uncertain is the precise meaning of the epithet in connection with the children. Perhaps the best option is to consider “of fornications” not as a characteristic genitive but rather as a genitive of source (i.e., they were born of illicit relationships).

      This verse makes clear that the sexual looseness of the woman is a picture of the faithlessness of the nation toward Yahweh. The Hebrew construction is emphatic (infinitive absolute + imperfect of the same root, znh), and English translations reflect the weight of this expression: “guilty of the vilest adultery” (NIV), “commits flagrant harlotry” (NASB), and “commits great whoredom” (NRSV, ESV). The analogy with Israel, however, is not with its history since the exodus but, instead, illustrates the condition of the nation in the prophet’s day. Israel is playing the whore, but God in his justice and mercy still reaches out—an initiative visualized in Hosea’s marriage to this promiscuous woman.

      3a Hosea obeys Yahweh’s directive, apparently without hesitation. There is no mention of his feelings or possible doubts, or of a courtship or betrothal period. He simply complies with what he is charged to do. For the first time the woman is named. She is Gomer, daughter of Diblaim (probably the name of her father, not a place). Gomer appears as the name of a man in Genesis 10:2–3 and later of a people (Eze 38:6). Although some have tried to ascertain a figurative meaning behind these two names, the text does not proffer any such significance (Macintosh, 11–13). Such is not the case in the following verses with the names given to the next three children to be born by Gomer.

      2. The Birth and Significance of the Three Children (1:3b–9)

      
        And [Gomer] conceived and bore him a son.

        4Then the LORD said to Hosea, “Call him Jezreel, because I will soon punish the house of Jehu for the massacre at Jezreel, and I will put an end to the kingdom of Israel. 5In that day I will break Israel’s bow in the Valley of Jezreel.”

        6Gomer conceived again and gave birth to a daughter. Then the LORD said to Hosea, “Call her Lo-Ruhamah, for I will no longer show love to the house of Israel, that I should at all forgive them. 7Yet I will show love to the house of Judah; and I will save them—not by bow, sword or battle, or by horses and horsemen, but by the LORD their God.”

        8After she had weaned Lo-Ruhamah, Gomer had another son. 9Then the LORD said, “Call him Lo-Ammi, for you are not my people, and I am not your God.

      

      COMMENTARY

      3b–4 The notice of marriage is followed by this announcement that Gomer bears to Hosea a son. This child is the first of three who are given symbolic names—not the only instance of this phenomenon in the prophetic literature (cf. Isa 7:3; 8:3–4).

      The name that Yahweh tells Hosea to give the child is “Jezreel.” This name is derived from the verb zr ʿ in combination with the divine epithet ʾēl (“God”) and means “God sows.” While Jezreel was the name of a town in Judah (1Sa 25:43), the reference here surely is to the so-named valley or town in Israel, both of which were situated between Galilee and Samaria. While a number of unfortunate events in the nation’s history had occurred there (e.g., the gathering against the Philistines [1Sa 29:1]; the injustice concerning Naboth’s vineyard [1Ki 21]), this verse relates the name specifically to the massacre (dāmîm, lit., “bloods”; cf. GKC §124n; HALOT, 225) carried out at Jezreel in 2 Kings 9–10. There Jehu, a high-ranking officer, slew King Jehoram of Israel, King Ahaziah of Judah, and Queen Mother Jezebel; in Samaria he slaughtered the remaining descendents of Ahab and the ministers of baʿal.

      At first glance, this verse contradicts God’s relatively positive verdict on Jehu’s actions (2Ki 10:30). Why would Israel be penalized for what Yahweh apparently had approved a century earlier? If, however, one interprets the verb pqd (GK 7212) not as “punish” but as “visit,” the translation then reads: “I will bring the bloodshed of Jezreel upon the house of Jehu” (cf. 2:13). That is, the monarchy of Hosea’s day will suffer the same fate as that suffered by the house of Ahab and others. It will be eliminated violently by divine judgment.

      5 Scholars have tried to identify the precise circumstances of the fulfillment of this prophecy of defeat. Options include the assassination of Zechariah by Shallum (2Ki 15:10–12; 752 BC), the disaster of the Syro-Ephraimite War (2Ki 15:27–31; 734–733 BC), and the definitive fall of the northern kingdom in 722 BC. The last of these possibilities fits best the harsh language of these two verses. At the same time, this prediction may be a general word of an imminent severe judgment and does not need to be taken as an explicit prediction (with a particular date and agent) of the demise of the northern kingdom. The first-person verbs of vv.4–5 emphasize that the destruction ultimately comes from Yahweh’s hand, but his instrument of judgment is not identified. After Israel’s demise, it would be natural to see these words as a pointed prophecy with a specific fulfillment.

      6 The second child that is born is a daughter. The text does not state that Hosea fathered her; the same is true of Lō ʾ-ʿammî in v.8. If Hosea is not the father, the severity of the names of these two children might find a trenchant and quite literal sense (“not-loved,” “not my people”), instead of only symbolizing issues between Yahweh and Israel. The terseness of the verse, however, may simply be due to economy of language. The girl is given the name Lō ʾ-ruḥāmâ, “Not Loved.” This verb is a denominative from reḥem, “womb,” and is used for God’s affection for his people elsewhere (e.g., Ex 33:19; Mic 7:19).

      The meaning of the phrase that follows is debated. The most natural translation is, “But I will surely forgive them” (adversative kî, GKC §163a; infinite absolute + imperfect of nś ʾ). This same verb is used for forgiveness in 14:2. This translation appears blatantly to contradict the first half of the verse. The juxtaposition of judgment and mercy, though, characterizes the entire chapter (see vv.9–10; Garrett, 60–69). These words forcefully communicate that judgment has a purpose and is not Yahweh’s final goal. In the end, mercy overrides wrath; restoration follows discipline and purification.

      7 This verse continues the thought of the preceding clause (contra versions that begin the line with “yet” or “but”), expanding the promise of the gracious work of God to Judah. How this deliverance is not to be achieved is described in a list of five prepositional phrases. It will not come by bow, sword, battle, horses, or riders. (The first two refer to foot soldiers, the last two to chariots.) The salvation of Yahweh, in other words, will not come by warfare. Even as judgment will come by his direct intervention, so will future blessings.

      More critical approaches believe that the mention of Judah is an interpolation designed to actualize the text for a later audience. This line, though, anticipates 1:11, where the prophetic hope encompasses both North and South, once more reunited under a Davidic king (cf. 3:5). This is the same expectation of Hosea’s contemporary Amos, who also discredits the governing house of Israel and points to the reestablishment of a Davidic monarchy (Am 9:11). This discrediting does not mean that these prophets have a fully developed theology of Zion or that they idealize Judah. It does underscore their conviction that Israel’s king and leadership are sinful in the eyes of God and that the ancient divine commitment to the house of David still holds sway.

      8–9 The weaning period in the ancient world was done at up to three years of age (2 Macc 7:27; cf. 1Sa 1:23). After this time, Gomer bears another son. Once more it is not stated that Hosea is the father (see comment on v.6). Yahweh again tells the prophet to give a child a symbolic name, in this case Lō ʾ-ʿammî, “Not My People.” This is the most shocking of the three names, as it may be a reversal of the foundational covenantal declaration of Exodus 6:7 and Leviticus 26:12. Yahweh communicates as well that neither is he their God any longer. The audience (and the reader) is left to wonder how this severing of the relationship with Yahweh can be coordinated with the assurances of the preceding two verses. Clearly, then, this declaration is not irrevocable. What must unfold is when and how the renewal will be accomplished.

      NOTES

      6 Scholars and the versions attempt to nuance the last clause [image: ] (kî nāśō ʾ ʾeśśāʾ lāhem) in such a way as to remove the perceived incongruity with the beginning of the verse. Interpretive alternatives include taking the grammatical construction in a negative sense (“that I should at all forgive them”; NIV, NASB) or asserting that “I will no longer,” from earlier in the verse, governs the clauses through v.7 (“I will no longer show compassion . . . forgive them . . . show compassion . . . save them”; NRSV; cf. Andersen and Freedman, 188–94). Others propose a different meaning for the verb [image: ] (nś ʾ), translate it as “take away,” and suggest that either the people will be taken into exile (McComiskey, 25; Macintosh, 21–22) or that God’s compassion will be taken away (Wolff, 8, 20). Still others contend that there was a confusion of [image: ] (nś ʾ) with [image: ] (nš ʾ, “reject”; cf. Stuart, 31) or [image: ] (śn ʾ, “hate”; BHS).

      9 The last clause of v.9 reads literally, “and I will not be for you” or “I am not yours” (“I do not exist for you,” NJB). The translation “I am not your God” is based on a slight emendation of the text (NIV, NRSV, NASB) but also follows logically (cf. 2:23). Some argue for “because I am not ‘I will be’ to you,” as an allusion to Exodus 3:14 (e.g., Wolff, 21–22; Andersen and Freedman, 198–99; Stuart, 33–34).

      3. The Future Hope for the Nation (1:10–2:1[2:1–3])

      
        10“Yet the Israelites will be like the sand on the seashore, which cannot be measured or counted. In the place where it was said to them, ‘You are not my people,’ they will be called ‘sons of the living God.’ 11The people of Judah and the people of Israel will be reunited, and they will appoint one leader and will come up out of the land, for great will be the day of Jezreel.

        2:1“Say of your brothers, ‘My people,’ and of your sisters, ‘My loved one.’

      

      COMMENTARY

      10 [2:1] This section expands the reversal of fortune first mentioned in v.7, but here this glorious future is not limited to Judah. Both North and South will experience the blessing of God. The language used to describe that future echoes the content of Israel’s covenants.

      First, the “sons of Israel” (lit.; i.e., the nation Israel; 3:1, 4–5; 4:1) will greatly increase in population. This prophetic word is welcome news after the announcement of the death and destruction foretold in vv.4–5. After the casualties of that defeat, Israel will be “like the sand on the seashore.” This phrase recalls the assurances of progeny given to Abraham centuries before (Ge 22:17; cf. 32:12). As an idiom to depict innumerability, this phrase is not limited to the patriarchal narratives (e.g., Ge 41:49; Jos 11:4; 1Ki 4:20, 29), but its combination with other statements of hope based on other covenants indicates that it is likely an allusion to the Abrahamic promise.

      Second, the annulment of the Mosaic formula in v.9 is overturned. The name “You are not my people” will change to “sons of the living God.” The “place” is ambiguous. In the context, the most natural interpretation is to see it as a reference to Israel itself. The nation stood condemned, but it will not always be so. That place and that people can look forward to a renewed relationship with God.

      11 [2:2] The third component of future reversal is the reunification of Judah and Israel under “one head” (NIV, “one leader”), a pointer to the Davidic covenant (2Sa 7). Divided since 931 BC and in conflict intermittently over the years (and in Hosea’s time in the Syro-Ephraimite War), the southern and northern kingdoms will again be reconciled (cf. Eze 37:15–28). There is no need to propose that the title “king” is deliberately avoided here, either because of a negative stance toward the monarchy of that day (although true) or because “king” could have eschatological connotations. It is used of David in 3:5, so the term “leader” may be simply a stylistic variation.

      Scholars disagree on the meaning of “they will come up out of the land.” Three principal options have been put forward (see Macintosh, 31–33). One is to understand this phrase as signifying the return from their place of exile. The term “the land,” however, usually refers to the Promised Land of Israel. Another interpretation argues that “the land” denotes the underworld (e.g., Job 10:21–22; Isa 44:23); to come up from there, metaphorically, then depicts national “resurrection” or renewal. The best alternative, however, is to understand the verb ʿlh in the sense of “spring up” or “sprout” (Dt 29:23; cf. HALOT, 829). That is, Israel will be fruitful and prosper once more. This agricultural picture for national restoration reappears in ch. 2 and at the end of the book (2:21–23, 14:5–8) and fits the wordplay with “Jezreel” (“God plants”).

      In sum, the greatness of the “day of Jezreel” will be the glories of the time of national renewal. In accordance with the ancient promises, Israel will increase in number in the land, enjoy once again its relationship with God, live under the rule of a future Davidic king, and flourish by Yahweh’s hand.

      2:1 [3] The change in Israel’s status is emphasized in this verse. What the people are to say (the Hebrew verb is in the plural) affirms the reversal and the revitalization of their association with Yahweh. These are not to be the words of God or of his prophet; the people themselves will confess to one another the truth of this new reality.

      Has the fulfillment of this vision of the future already taken place? All agree that there was a measure of fulfillment in the sixth and fifth centuries BC, when many in exile returned to Palestine. Ezra and Nehemiah and the prophetic books Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi describe the experiences and expectations, as well as the frustrations, of the returnees. It is clear that they looked ahead to something grander than what they had in the land under Persian rule (Hag 2; Zec 14). Were these promises then fulfilled with the coming of Jesus, the Son of David, and the establishment of the Christian church? New Testament authors relate this section of Hosea to the incorporation of the Gentiles into the new people of God (Ro 9:25–26; 1Pe 2:10).

      Evangelical theological systems differ in their interpretation of these passages. Is the language of the prophet being utilized analogically to explain the breadth of God’s people and as a type to reveal the workings of his grace, or do these verses claim that the geopolitical promises to Israel find their final realization in Jesus and in the church as the new Israel? Is there still a national future for believing ethnic Israel? The answers to these questions depend on whether the reader interprets these verses within an amillennial or a premillennial framework. While the former does not believe that these OT promises still await a literal fulfillment (although some amillennialists do relate them to the new heavens and earth of Rev 21–22), many premillennialists (especially dispensationalist premillennialists) do.

      This verse forms an inclusio with 2:23 and so is a transition to what follows. The next section provides more details concerning the sin, judgment, and restoration of Israel.

      B. The Marriage between Yahweh and Israel (2:2–23[4–25])

      1. The Violation of the Marriage Bond between Israel and the Divine Judgment (2:2–15[4–17])

      OVERVIEW

      It is debated whether ch. 2 continues to combine a description of the relationship between the prophet and Gomer with Yahweh’s indictment of Israel, or whether it deals solely with God’s relationship with Israel. As details of Hosea’s marriage are rather sparse, some commentators attempt to fill in hypothetical details of Gomer’s actions by seeking analogies with Israel in this chapter. It is better, however, to interpret the chapter as God’s words to the nation. In ch. 3 Yahweh again will turn to the prophet and command him to imitate the divine initiative in his own marriage. The following comments assume that the sin is fundamentally religious, not socioeconomic (see A. A. Keefe, Woman’s Body and the Social Body in Hosea [JSOTSup 338; London: Sheffield Academic Press, 2001], 190–221) or political (see Kelle), even though the rest of the book makes it abundantly clear that Israel’s religious beliefs and practices are intimately related to every dimension of national life.

      This section begins with an accusation (vv.2–5), followed by the announcement of three consequences introduced by lākēn, “therefore” (vv.6–8, 9–13, 14–15). The first two of these pronounce punishment, but the last unexpectedly declares that God will turn in love to Israel his wife and woo her again. Once more, the text reveals that restoration, not judgment, is Yahweh’s final word.

      
        
          2“Rebuke your mother, rebuke her,

          for she is not my wife,

          and I am not her husband.

          Let her remove the adulterous look from her face

          and the unfaithfulness from between her breasts.

          3Otherwise I will strip her naked

          and make her as bare as on the day she was born;

          I will make her like a desert,

          turn her into a parched land,

          and slay her with thirst.

          4I will not show my love to her children,

          because they are the children of adultery.

          5Their mother has been unfaithful

          and has conceived them in disgrace.

          She said, ‘I will go after my lovers,

          who give me my food and my water,

          my wool and my linen, my oil and my drink.’

          6Therefore I will block her path with thornbushes;

          I will wall her in so that she cannot find her way.

          7She will chase after her lovers but not catch them;

          she will look for them but not find them.

          Then she will say,

          ‘I will go back to my husband as at first,

          for then I was better off than now.’

          8She has not acknowledged that I was the one

          who gave her the grain, the new wine and oil,

          who lavished on her the silver and gold—

          which they used for Baal.

          9“Therefore I will take away my grain when it ripens,

          and my new wine when it is ready.

          I will take back my wool and my linen,

          intended to cover her nakedness.

          10So now I will expose her lewdness

          before the eyes of her lovers;

          no one will take her out of my hands.

          11I will stop all her celebrations:

          her yearly festivals, her New Moons,

          her Sabbath days—all her appointed feasts.

          12I will ruin her vines and her fig trees,

          which she said were her pay from her lovers;

          I will make them a thicket,

          and wild animals will devour them.

          13I will punish her for the days

          she burned incense to the Baals;

          she decked herself with rings and jewelry,

          and went after her lovers,

          but me she forgot,”

          declares the LORD.

          14“Therefore I am now going to allure her;

          I will lead her into the desert

          and speak tenderly to her.

          15There I will give her back her vineyards,

          and will make the Valley of Achor a door of hope.

          There she will sing as in the days of her youth,

          as in the day she came up out of Egypt.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      2 [4] The verb rîb (GK 8189) appears twice in the opening clause. While it has been suggested that this term signals a formal covenantal lawsuit (Stuart, 45; Nielsen, 34–38), the meaning is more general here (cf. 4:1; 12:2). God, the divine husband, rhetorically commands individual citizens of Israel (the children) to repudiate or rebuke the nation as a whole (their mother). They are called to denounce the sin all around them, thereby affirming God’s accusation and choosing covenantal loyalty over unfaithfulness to Yahweh.

      The words “she is not my wife, and I am not her husband” echo the doubly negative statement of 1:9. Do they represent a legal divorce proceeding? This scenario is doubtful. There is no imaginary court scene, no call to witnesses, and no challenge to respond to the charges. The fact that Yahweh warns Israel in the next verse of potential punishment, later judges her, and then woos her reveals that the marriage relationship is still in place. This situation is a far cry from the most severe sentence for adultery in the law: death by stoning (Dt 22:22–24).

      What must change is any appearance of infidelity. This charge is depicted graphically as the need to remove “her fornications from her face and her adulteries from between her breasts” (lit. trans.). The image is of a brazen woman, who flaunts her infidelity. Abstract plurals are used here and need be understood as references to jewelry (contrast 2:13; cf. Jer 4:30; SS 1:13).

      3 [5] God threatens to strip Israel and leave it as helpless “as on the day she was born.” Similar threats of exposing the nakedness of the nation appear in other prophets (Jer 13:22–27; Eze 16:37–39; cf. Na 3:4–5). Some claim that these words reflect, and therefore condone, violence of husbands against their wives in ancient Israel (e.g., R. J. Weems, Battered Love: Marriage, Sex, and Violence in the Hebrew Prophets [OBT; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995], 45–49). But such an interpretation misses the intent of the verse. In extrabiblical literature this language is used in curses for violating treaty agreements (D. Hillers, Treaty-Curses and the Old Testament Prophets [BibOr 16; Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1964], 58–60), and this evidence is cited by those who see this verse as proof of cruel behavior. More pertinent, however, is that this imagery also is found in texts dealing with divorce or remarriage: the stripping and going out naked is symbolic of leaving behind one’s property and economic status and not a literal punishment for adultery (P. Day, “Adulterous Jerusalem’s Imagined Demise: Death of a Metaphor in Ezekiel XVI,” VT 50 [2000]: 285–309; Kelle, 59–64). In other words, the background for this verse is not the supposed sexual violence of the time but ancient Near Eastern marital customs and legal procedures.

      The next line clarifies the import of these words in this context. The “stripping” that Yahweh will perform is agricultural: the land will be laid waste from lack of water, one of the curses for failure to obey the covenantal obligations (Lev 26:19–20; Dt 28:22–24). Uncovering is a metaphor for arid barrenness, not the imitation of a hypothetical, abusive cultural practice.

      4–5 [6–7] The language of v.4 recalls 1:2, 6. From the rhetorical device of challenging individual Israelites to reject the corrupt ways of the nation, Yahweh now moves to announce that all Israel stands condemned for being unfaithful. They believe that their sustenance comes from elsewhere. The “lovers” (v.5) are not foreign nations with which Israel may have had alliances and commercial agreements (contra Kelle, 112–22; cf. Tg.); rather, they are the beʿālîm, those false gods that the people thought provided bounty—in flocks that would produce their wool and linen, and in crops that would give them oil and drink. (For textiles, oil, and beverages, see P. E. King and L. E. Stager, Life in Ancient Israel [Library of Ancient Israel; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2001], 146–62, 95–98, 101–3, respectively.) Verse 3 had made it clear that it is Yahweh who controls the rainfall. Here, his sovereignty over the very things for which Israel turned to other deities is further emphasized. The punishments that follow will continue to underscore his sovereignty.

      6–8 [8–10] This pericope is the first of three “therefore” passages. The punishment is described as Yahweh’s obstructing wayward Israel from going where it should not go—that is, on the well-worn paths leading to other gods. The language of being hemmed in is used elsewhere for the feeling that God constricts movement in an oppressive way (Job 19:8; Pr 15:19; La 3:7, 9; cf. Ps 139:5). Perhaps the picture, as elsewhere in the book, is that of an animal that tends to wander away from its home (cf. 4:16; 8:9).

      The purpose is to drive Israel to confess its need to return to Yahweh. This is not a picture of remarriage after a supposed divorce, a scenario not envisioned in the law (Dt 24:1–4). For Israel these words will signal the dawning of an awareness of the futility of seeking other deities (contrast v.5) and thus anticipate future reconciliation with God.

      The decision “to return” reappears in 3:5; 6:1; and 14:1. The key in each case is to determine whether these words are sincere and reveal a genuine change of heart. The verb “to know” (yd ʿ; “acknowledge,” NIV; GK 3359) is an important term that is used multiple times (e.g., 2:20; 5:4; 7:9; 13:4), as is the noun “knowledge” (4:1, 6; cf. 6:6, “acknowledgment,” NIV). In a relational setting, such as this one, the root means more than simply intellectual awareness; it speaks of an engagement in right relationship, along with all that it entails. Yahweh desires that his people recognize his gracious hand in their behalf, that they move beyond willful ignorance to see that he has bestowed their material abundance (cf., e.g., Dt 7:13; 11:13–15). This book culminates with Israel’s finally embracing this calling (14:1–3).

      9–13 [11–15] Two issues stand out in this second “therefore” passage. The first one is the focus on agricultural disaster. The preceding passage said that Yahweh would prevent Israel from pursuing other gods, so that the people might recognize that he was the one supplying food and covering; now God says that he will take back what he has provided, spoil the trees, and allow wild animals to attack them. The removal of these goods is portrayed as stripping (cf. v.3). The new element is that this exposure will be executed before “her lovers,” those other gods. They will witness the nation’s misfortune, but they will be powerless to do anything about it. Their helplessness before this judgment of Yahweh exposes them as false (vv.9–10).

      Second, this passage makes abundantly clear the connection between the nation’s sin and religious beliefs and practice (vv.11–13). Israel continues to observe rituals dedicated to Yahweh. The list moves from the annual gatherings to the monthly New Moon festivals to the weekly Sabbath celebrations. The inventory closes with the summary phrase, “all her appointed feasts.” Clearly, no aspect of their devotion stands outside divine condemnation. Israel’s understanding of God is skewed, and every aspect of its worship of Yahweh is unacceptable. At the same time that the nation claims devotion to him, its religious activity includes offering sacrifices to other gods, her “lovers,” on “the days of the beʿālîm” (lit., v.13; cf. “Religion and Theology in Hosea” in the introduction). Israel, in essence, has “forgotten” who God is and what he has done. The god they honor and call “Yahweh” is one of their own creation. The true God will tolerate neither self-serving religiosity nor hapless rival deities.

      The passage closes with “declares the LORD” (neʾum yhwh). This phrase provides an appropriate conclusion to the judgment section, because the third “therefore” passage unexpectedly shifts the tone and direction of God’s words.

      14–15 [16–17] This final “therefore” passage interrupts the series of declarations of judgment. It begins with “behold” (hinnēh; NASB, ESV) plus the personal pronoun “I.” Whereas the reader anticipates that God will “forget” his people even as they have ignored him (v.13), Yahweh instead declares his intent to seduce (pātâ [GK 7331]; cf. Ex 22:16; Jdg 14:15) the nation and “speak to her heart” (“speak tenderly,” NIV). At first glance, these words appear to conflict with what has gone before, but they reinforce the fundamental truth that divine wrath is not motivated by spite or revenge. Yahweh longs that his wife and he be reunited in love and devotion. These verses and the following section (vv.16–23) offer a glimpse into how the restoration promised in 1:10–2:1 will be accomplished.

      Yahweh will lead Israel again into the wilderness (note the Excursus in Garrett, 88–91). The Pentateuchal accounts of the wanderings, however, do not conjure feelings of affection. To the contrary, in the wilderness Israel was a complaining, obstinate people (Ex 16–18; Nu 20–27; Dt 1–2; cf. Hos 9:10; 13:6). The wilderness also can symbolize a place of desolation and punishment (Eze 29:5). Here, however, Yahweh portrays the time in the desert as one that afforded him time alone with Israel, then completely reliant on his care (cf. Hos 13:5).

      After the judgment everything will be reversed. Israel’s vineyards will be restored (cf. vv.3, 9, 12); negative experiences will become opportunities for new life (“a door of hope”). Years before, during the conquest, Achan had taken what God had prohibited and was punished; in judgment the location was given the name the Valley of Achor (Jos 7:24–26; ʿākôr means “trouble”). Although a literal place, here it serves as a metaphor of a rebellious land, whose punishments will end and whose bounty will return (Macintosh, 74–75). In the future, the nation will “answer” properly to God’s favor (ʿānâ; “sing,” NIV; see vv.21–22), as it had done long ago at the exodus (Ex 15:1–21). Here is the first place where the theme of the exodus is mentioned in the book. In Hosea it can have either positive or negative connotations, depending on the context (see “Religion and Theology in Hosea” in the introduction).

      NOTE

      10[12] The hapax legomenon [image: ] (nablût; “lewdness,” NIV; GK 5578) has been taken as a reference to female genitalia (e.g., Wolff, 37; Garrett, 83; cf. J. A. Naudé, “[image: ],” NIDOTTE, 3:15; HALOT, 664). For some feminists the term makes plain the voyeurism of the text; some go so far as to label this line an example of “prophetic pornography.” The husband’s actions are said to be cruel physical and psychological treatment of the wife that theologically could justify spousal abuse today (Yee, 225–27; cf. J. C. Exum, “The Ethics of Biblical Violence against Women,” in The Bible and Ethics: The Second Sheffield Colloquium, ed. J. W. Rogerson, M. Davies, and M. D. Carroll R. [JSOTSup 207; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995], 248–71).

      Does the term refer to a woman’s pudenda? It comes from the root [image: ] (nbl). A nābāl is a fool, and [image: ] (nebālâ), a variation of the word found here, means “senseless folly”—which can be sexual (e.g., Jdg 19:23; 2Sa 13:12), but is not exclusively so (e.g., Jos 7:15; 1Sa 25:25). It is better to interpret [image: ] (nablût) to mean Israel’s crass behavior, whose stupidity and shame are evident, even in front of the very gods from which it sought provision (Andersen and Freedman, 248–49; Macintosh, 59–61).

      2. The Reestablishment of the Marriage between Yahweh and Israel (2:16–23[18–25])

      OVERVIEW

      As in the previous section, this passage can be divided structurally into three parts. Here, each is marked by “in that day” (vv.16, 18, 21). The first and last instances of the phrase are combined with “declares the LORD” (neʾum yhwh). Unlike the case of these two occurrences, the second “in that day” in the Hebrew text does not appear at the start of the line. This variation suggests that the middle passage is set apart from the surrounding material. This section, in other words, exhibits a ringlike structure with its center and key revelation at vv.18–20.

      
        
          16“In that day,” declares the LORD,

          “you will call me ‘my husband’;

          you will no longer call me ‘my master.’

          17I will remove the names of the Baals from her lips;

          no longer will their names be invoked.

          18In that day I will make a covenant for them

          with the beasts of the field and the birds of the air

          and the creatures that move along the ground.

          Bow and sword and battle

          I will abolish from the land,

          so that all may lie down in safety.

          19I will betroth you to me forever;

          I will betroth you in righteousness and justice,

          in love and compassion.

          20I will betroth you in faithfulness,

          and you will acknowledge the LORD.

          21“In that day I will respond,”

          declares the LORD—

          “I will respond to the skies,

          and they will respond to the earth;

          22and the earth will respond to the grain,

          the new wine and oil,

          and they will respond to Jezreel.

          23I will plant her for myself in the land;

          I will show my love to the one I called ‘Not my loved one.’

          I will say to those called ‘Not my people,’ ‘You are my people’;

          and they will say, ‘You are my God.’”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      16–17 [18–19] The first eschatological passage introduced by “in that day” carries on the marriage motif of the preceding lines by mentioning terms used for spouses. In ancient Israel wives could called their husbands either “my man” (ʾîšî; cf. v.7) or “my lord” (baʿelî). Sometimes these terms are interchangeable (2Sa 11:26). Culturally, this use of the word baʿal was legitimate and without religious overtones. The wordplay, though, is obvious. Yahweh, as the nation’s husband, does not want any form of baʿal to be on their lips for any reason. His marriage to Israel, and so their address to him, must be unique. Not only will Yahweh not be called baʿal, but neither will the names of the beʿālîm be remembered (zkr; “invoked,” NIV). These beʿālîm are other deities or the various local manifestations of the god baʿal (see comment on v.13).

      18–20 [20–22] As mentioned earlier, this second unit is the center of the section and discloses two concepts. First, in the Hebrew the phrase “in that day” is prefaced by “and I will make a covenant for them.” To which covenant does this declaration refer? Possibly, it is an initial inkling of the concept of the new covenant. Jeremiah, who draws some of his theological roots from Hosea, will develop that idea much further (Jer 31:31–34; cf. Isa 59:21; Eze 37:26). This action, though, is “for” (not “with”) Israel but “with” the animal world, thereby indicating that more than likely the declaration is not a reference to the new covenant.

      What is announced is that the nation will be the beneficiary of a new reality, where they will not suffer attacks from wild animals or enemies. Each of these dimensions is comprised of three items, suggesting completeness. The language about creation follows the order of Genesis 1:30. A rehabilitated relationship with nature is part of the hope of the messianic age (Isa 11:6–9; Eze 34:25), as is the elimination of warfare (e.g., Isa 2:4; Mic 4:3–4). Thus, this promise represents a reversal of the threats of 2:12 and 1:4–5 (cf. v.7), respectively (cf. Lev 26:14–33; Dt 28:25–26, 49–57).

      The second part of this pericope returns to the marriage metaphor (vv.19–20). Three times Yahweh declares that he will betroth Israel, thus repeating the stylistic device of the previous line. This commitment preceded the wedding ceremony and signaled that the marriage agreement had been settled.

      A list of five qualities follows: righteousness, justice, love, compassion, and faithfulness. Each of these qualities is preceded by the inseparable preposition be. Grammatically, this construction could mean that these qualities represent the bride price that Yahweh will pay for Israel (cf. 2Sa 3:14) or the attributes that will characterize this renewal of the marriage relationship. In both options, they are what God will bring to the marriage to guarantee its success. These qualities also are what he demands of Israel (4:1; 6:6; 10:12; 12:6). In other words, Yahweh will model what he expects from his people, yet in more glorious ways. This future restoration will be permanent, “forever,” with the result that Israel will “know” Yahweh (contrast vv.8, 13).

      21–23 [23–25] This final “in that day” passage uses the verb “answer” (“respond,” NIV; cf. v.15) five times. This choice of verb is difficult to understand. Could God be answering a prayer or responding to a ritual? That the verb has the heavens, the earth, and agricultural products also as subjects implies that neither is a viable interpretation. It is best to take the term to mean a reaction to a situation (cf. 14:8). That is, the change in the relationship triggers a series of consequences in the created order. Abundance will be the byword “in that day.” Only Yahweh can truly provide the cosmic bounty that some attributed to baʿal (cf. Smith, 73–75).

      “Jezreel” no longer will carry the ominous overtones of the prophet’s firstborn son (1:3–5), but instead the hopeful connotations of the promises of 1:10–2:1(2:1–3). The nation will be “planted” (zr ʿ, the root for “Jezreel”) back in the land. The agricultural and marital reversals are expressed by negating the impact of the meaning of the names of ch. 1. “No-Compassion” will experience divine care, and “Not-My-People” will be welcomed anew as the chosen ones of God. The nation, in turn, will call Yahweh “my God.” For the fulfillment of these words, see the comments at 2:1.

      NOTE

      18[20] The opening words are literally, “I will cut a covenant.” For the possible origin of this expression see TDOT, 2:259–61; cf. R. S. Hess, “The Slaughter of Animals in Genesis 15: Genesis 15:8–21 and its Ancient Near Eastern Context,” in He Swore an Oath: Biblical Themes from Genesis 12–50, ed. R. S. Hess, P. E. Satterthwaite, and G. J. Wenham (Cambridge: Tyndale, 1993), 67–92.

      C. The Restoration of Gomer and Israel (3:1–5)

      
        1The LORD said to me, “Go, show your love to your wife again, though she is loved by another and is an adulteress. Love her as the LORD loves the Israelites, though they turn to other gods and love the sacred raisin cakes.”

        2So I bought her for fifteen shekels of silver and about a homer and a lethek of barley. 3Then I told her, “You are to live with me many days; you must not be a prostitute or be intimate with any man, and I will live with you.”

        4For the Israelites will live many days without king or prince, without sacrifice or sacred stones, without ephod or idol. 5Afterward the Israelites will return and seek the LORD their God and David their king. They will come trembling to the LORD and to his blessings in the last days.

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 God now speaks to the prophet. What in 2:2–23 Yahweh has just declared he will do with Israel in order to restore that marriage is to be a model for what Hosea is to do with his wife. He, too, is to go to extraordinary lengths to reestablish the marital relationship. There is some debate about whether the woman of this passage, who is not named, is Gomer or someone else (e.g., Stuart, 64; G. I. Davies, Hosea (OTG; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1993), 79–92). She is simply called “a woman” (contra NIV, “your wife”) who has a lover. She is “an adulteress” whom Hosea is to “love.” If Hosea were being told to marry again, the expected verb would be “take” (cf. 1:2–3). Nothing requires the sudden appearance of another woman, and the description of her character and the mention of lovers remind the reader of the earlier chapters. More probably, she is Gomer. These verses, then, resume the account of ch. 1.

      Raisin cakes were associated with some religious rituals (cf. Jer 7:18; 44:19), so the syncretism of Israel is reiterated.

      2–3 In obedience to the divine demand, Hosea determines to redeem Gomer (for this difficult verbal form, see Macintosh, 99–101) from the situation in which she has found herself. Many questions surface. Has she reached a point parallel to what Israel eventually would come to and desires to return to her husband (cf. 2:7), or is Hosea’s action totally self-initiated? The text does not say. The prophet pays in money (fifteen shekels of silver) and in kind (a homer and a lethek of barley). Even though it is not possible to be certain of the precise amounts of these goods (a homer may have been about six bushels, a lethek half a homer; cf. King and Stager, Life in Ancient Israel, 195–200), the total price is not large (e.g., the price for a female slave was thirty shekels; Ex 21:32).

      Why the choice of the number fifteen? We cannot be sure. The fact that this is a combined payment also is curious. Is Hosea unable to give the full amount in cash? The reason for the need to pay for Gomer is in doubt as well. Is Hosea paying a second, supplemental bride price to bring her once again into his home? Does the sum represent a debt owed to her lover(s), or is this amount needed to release her from debt slavery to some creditor? Again, the text is silent.

      Verse 3 is enigmatic, too. Apparently, Gomer is to live with Hosea for some sort of probationary period, whose length is not specified (“many days”). During that time she is to refrain from promiscuous behavior with other men. The prophet, it seems, also will abstain from sexual relations with her. She will not be a prisoner of her husband, however, forcefully quarantined from the outside world, as some feminists claim. The purpose is to chasten Gomer, but with the ultimate purpose of stabilizing the household and renewing their relationship, even as God promised he would do with Israel.

      4–5 The parallel between the prophet’s marriage and Yahweh’s relationship with Israel is made patent by the repetition of “many days.” Just as Gomer will be cut off from certain people and situations, so Israel will be deprived of its political institutions and cult (v.4). The nation will lose its monarchy (“king”) and leadership (“prince”). Historically, this prediction finds fulfillment in the Assyrian invasion and Israel’s incorporation into the empire (see “Historical Background” in the introduction).

      The judgment also will affect Israel’s religion. Four religious aspects are listed. Some divide these into two pairs, the first component of which refers to orthodox elements (sacrifices, ephod) and the second to things devoted to other deities (sacred stones, idols). Several items, though, cannot be so easily categorized. “Sacrifices” are unacceptable to Yahweh apart from covenantal faithfulness (6:6; 8:13; 9:4) and are condemned if offered to another god (4:19; cf. the corresponding verb zbḥ in 4:13–14; 12:11). While the “ephod” was part of the high priest’s garments (Ex 28:28–30), in which were stored the Urim and Thummim, it could be worn by one undeserving of that honor (1Sa 2:28) and used for wrongful ends (Jdg 18:14–20).

      Jacob raised standing “stones” as a memorial (Ge 28:20–22), but elsewhere these pillars are roundly condemned for their association with idolatrous worship (Dt 16:22). “Idols” (lit., terāpîm) apparently were figurines connected to ancestor worship or used for divination (e.g., Ge 31:19, 31–35; Jdg 18:14–20; 1Sa 19:13–16; cf. T. J. Lewis, “Teraphim,” DDD, 844–50). The composite nature of this list perhaps is a reflection of the religious chaos in Israel.

      The end result of Israel’s deprivation is that Israel will turn from its ways and come to God (v.5). “Afterward” God’s people will come in awe (“trembling,” NIV), in genuine contrition (cf. 11:10–11). Unlike in the present, Israel will seek Yahweh (bqš) and “in the last days” will “return” (šûb) to Yahweh. (Note 2:7 and 7:10, where both verbs are used.) What, therefore, will be taken away in judgment—the king and religious practices—will be the centerpieces of renewed national life. This state of affairs mirrors the renewed relationship, the covenant of peace, the betrothal, and the “responding” in the second half of ch. 2 (2:16–23). This verse concludes the expansion of the promises in 1:10–11.

      NOTE

      1 In the versions, the adverb [image: ] (ʿôd, “again”) is related to God’s speaking (NRSV, NJPS) or to the command to go love the woman (NJB, NASB, NIV, ESV). Either option is syntactically viable and can make sense in the context. There is no great difference in meaning.

    
  
    
      III. THE ANNOUNCEMENT OF JUDGMENT AND THE PROMISE OF RESTORATION (4:1–11:11)

      A. The Religious and Political Corruption of Israel (4:1–7:16)

      OVERVIEW

      The marriage metaphor and the corresponding experience of the prophet Hosea in the chs. 1–3 vividly portray the rebellion of Israel and the judgment and grace of God. The second major part of the book details the sins of Israel in the various spheres of national life. There is little hope offered in these chapters. They are an extended denunciation of Israel with announcements of divine punishment.

      1. The Indictment of Israel (4:1–3)

      OVERVIEW

      These verses signal a new section in the book. The image of marriage that has dominated the opening chapters is no longer central, although it will resurface. The passage opens with the command to God’s people to hear the word of Yahweh anew. Commentators disagree on whether 4:1–3 is the introduction to chs. 4–7, chs. 4–11, or the rest of the book. The closing phrase of ch. 11, “declares the LORD” (neʾum yhwh; 11:11), could mark an inclusio with “hear this word” in 4:1. If so, then structurally the passage signals the beginning of the second major part of the book, which runs from chs. 4 to 11.

      
        
          1Hear 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.

          2There is only cursing, lying and murder,

          stealing and adultery;

          they break all bounds,

          and bloodshed follows bloodshed.

          3Because of this the land mourns,

          and all who live in it waste away;

          the beasts of the field and the birds of the air

          and the fish of the sea are dying.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 Yahweh brings an accusation against his people. As in 2:2 the root rîb is used (cf. 12:2), and as there, what follows is probably not a formal lawsuit (contra Nielsen, 32–34; Stuart, 73–75), since elements of a full lawsuit genre are lacking, such as the call to witnesses (cf. Mic 6:1–2). But there is no doubt that the accusation is an indictment for violating the covenantal relationship.

      Three fundamental covenantal qualities are absent in the land. The first, ʾemet (GK 622), is often translated as “faithfulness” and refers to constancy and integrity in word and deed (e.g., Ex 18:21; 1Sa 12:24). Ḥesed (NIV, “love”; GK 2876) is grounded in the bonds of a mutual relationship and therefore has been rendered as “loyalty” (NRSV) or “steadfast love” (ESV). It is exemplified consummately by God in his compassionate dealings with his people (e.g., Ex 34:6; Ps 36:7; cf. G. R. Clark, The Word Ḥesed in the Hebrew Bible [JSOTSup 157; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1993]). The third quality is “knowledge” (daʿat; GK 1981; NIV “acknowledgment”)—not merely intellectual understanding, but a quality reflected in values and a lifestyle commensurate with the covenantal demands. The verbal root of this word (yd ʿ) appears twice in ch. 2 (2:8, 20).

      2–3 A list of specific offenses illustrates these sins of omission. These charges correspond to the Ten Commandments (Ex 20:1–17; Dt 5:1–21; cf. Jer 7:9), although the order is not quite the same. All have sociopolitical implications that will become evident as the prophetic denunciation continues. The last part of the verse is problematic. The verb prṣ (“break out” or “abound”) can be taken to be a descriptor of the impact of these five crimes (NJB, NRSV, NJPS) or as another, separate violation (NEB, NASB, NIV, NLT). If the latter, the number of sins adds up to a total of seven. Israel, in other words, commits “perfect sin” and so deserves comprehensive judgment.

      Consequently, the nation will suffer great loss according to the covenantal curses (v.3; cf. Lev 26; Dt 28). In a sense, the blessings of the created order are turned on their head (cf. the word order with Ge 1:26, 28). The land will mourn as the nation experiences the ruin of the world as they know it: the end of its social construction of reality—that is, the ordering of its familial, social, and political life—and the devastation of its natural environment (cf. M. D. Carroll R., “The Prophetic Denunciation of Religion in Hosea 4–7,” CTR 7 [1993]: 15–38 [22–24]).

      2. The Perversion of Worship (4:4–5:7)

      a. The failure of Israel as the priest of God (4:4–10a)

      OVERVIEW

      This passage is difficult to interpret. Most commentators maintain that the “priest” in v.4 and the accusations that follow are directed at a particular person or at the priesthood more broadly. The various changes in pronouns complicate the problem, and not a few emend the text. Notice the lexical echoes of vv.1–3: the root rîb (4:1, 4), “knowledge” (4:1, 6), and “abound” (4:2, 10). These connections suggest that these verses function to expand on that opening censure by providing more details of the sins of 4:1–2 (cf. McComiskey, 60–61; M. DeRoche, “Structure and Meaning in Hosea IV 4–10,” VT 33 [1983]: 185–98; Carroll R., “The Prophetic Denunciation of Religion in Hosea 4–7,” 24–28).

      
        
          4“But let no man bring a charge,

          let no man accuse another,

          for your people are like those

          who bring charges against a priest.

          5You stumble day and night,

          and the prophets stumble with you.

          So I will destroy your mother—

          6my 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.

          7The more the priests increased,

          the more they sinned against me;

          they exchanged their Glory for something disgraceful.

          8They feed on the sins of my people

          and relish their wickedness.

          9And it will be: Like people, like priests.

          I will punish both of them for their ways

          and repay them for their deeds.

          10“They will eat but not have enough;

          they will engage in prostitution but not increase,

          because they have deserted the LORD. . . .

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      4–5a Unlike God, who has the authority and every justification to question his people, they have no moral basis to argue with anyone or to complain. In terms of its character, Israel is stubborn. The people are like “those who contend with a priest,” meaning that they are unwilling to heed a true word that might come from Yahweh’s representatives (cf. Dt 17:12–13; Am 2:11–12). So the people stumble in their sin (cf. 5:5; 14:1, 9), and in this stumbling they are joined by the very religious leaders, the prophets, who were to have been their guides and models (cf., e.g., Isa 3:2; 28:7; Jer 2:26; 23:9–40; Mic 3:5–8).

      5b–6 The diatribe now finds expression in a series of alternating denunciations and announcements of punishment. The “mother” and “children” images bracket these lines and are a reminder of their interplay in 2:2, 5. The mother is Israel, and the children individual Israelites. The repetition of verbs in each pairing reveals that the judgment corresponds to the sin. As a consequence of persisting in rebellion against God, Israel will forfeit its privileged role as “priest” (singular in the Hebrew, contra NIV; NLT) to the nations (cf. Ex 19:5–6; Isa 61:6). Ironically, this people, who contend with the priests, will themselves be disqualified from that honor. Sadly, they have become like all the other peoples of the earth.

      7–10 This passage continues the denunciation of 4:4–6; thus, the “increase” in v.7 refers to the prosperity of the nation, perhaps in terms of economic and military success (NASB, NRSV, ESV). Some, taking this section as condemning the priesthood, interpret it to mean the proliferation in the number of priests (NEB, NIV, NLT). As Israel flourished, its craving for sin also multiplied (vv.7–8); therefore, God will “change their glory into shame” (v.7, NASB). This loss of “glory” reinforces v.6, where Israel is debarred from its unique and favored position as priest to the world. “Glory” also may allude to the “increase” of which the nation is proud; now those achievements will be taken away (cf. 9:11).

      The enigmatic proverbial saying “like people, like priest” communicates that the priests exhibit the same character as the nation and will endure a similar fate (v.9). This verse anticipates the attention that will be given to the religious leaders in the next chapter. Verse 10 returns to the metaphor for “forsaking” Yahweh as practicing harlotry (the verb znh). The ending of this verse (the infinitive construct šemōr with the preposition le) is difficult. Most commentators and versions consider that the object of this verb is the first word (NEB, NRSV, NJPS) or the opening series of terms in v.11 (NIV, ESV). Verses 9–10 serve as a transition to the prophetic critique of Israel’s religious practices in the next pericope.

      NOTES

      4 To align the translation with the interpretation that a priest or the priesthood is being singled out, commentators and versions change [image: ] (ʿammekā kimrîbê kōhēn, “your people are like those who bring charges against a priest”; NIV, NASB; cf. Tg.), to [image: ] (ʿimmekā rîbî hakkōhēn, “for with you is my contention, O priest”; NEB, NRSV, NJPS, ESV, NLT).

      7 Many emend [image: ] (ʾāmîr, “I exchanged”) to [image: ] (hēmîrû, “they exchanged,” so that the nation, not God, is the subject of the verb (NJB, NIV, NRSV, NLT). In this way, the clause is made parallel to the preceding colon instead of its consequence. In rabbinic tradition this emendation is one of the eighteen tiqqune sopherim (“changes of the scribes”). See E. Würthwein, The Text of the Old Testament (rev. ed.; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 17–18.

      b. The syncretism of Israel (4:10b–19)

      
        
          . . . to give themselves 11to prostitution,

          to old wine and new,

          which take away the understanding 12of my people.

          They consult a wooden idol

          and are answered by a stick of wood.

          A spirit of prostitution leads them astray;

          they are unfaithful to their God.

          13They sacrifice on the mountaintops

          and burn offerings on the hills,

          under oak, poplar and terebinth,

          where the shade is pleasant.

          Therefore your daughters turn to prostitution

          and your daughters-in-law to adultery.

          14“I will not punish your daughters

          when they turn to prostitution,

          nor your daughters-in-law

          when they commit adultery,

          because the men themselves consort with harlots

          and sacrifice with shrine prostitutes—

          a people without understanding will come to ruin!

          15“Though you commit adultery, O Israel,

          let not Judah become guilty.

          “Do not go to Gilgal;

          do not go up to Beth Aven.

          And do not swear, ‘As surely as the LORD lives!’

          16The Israelites are stubborn,

          like a stubborn heifer.

          How then can the LORD pasture them

          like lambs in a meadow?

          17Ephraim is joined to idols;

          leave him alone!

          18Even when their drinks are gone,

          they continue their prostitution;

          their rulers dearly love shameful ways.

          19A whirlwind will sweep them away,

          and their sacrifices will bring them shame.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      10b–12 Wherever one might begin the sentence (see comment on v.10), the end result is the same: worshiping other gods clouds the understanding of the people (lit., “take[s] away the heart”). Only a skewed view of the supernatural can lead them to inquire of a piece of wood for guidance. (The verb š ʾl with the preposition be is a technical phrase for seeking oracles [e.g., Jdg 1:1; 2Sa 2:1].) This harlotry (zenût), this straying from God, is deeply rooted in their being; they are governed by a “spirit of prostitution” (rûaḥ zenûnîm). This state explains why repentance will prove so challenging. Only after severe chastisement will the nation admit its guilt (14:1–3).

      13–14 Rituals are performed at all sorts of shrines. Who is being worshiped is not specified, but the strong language makes it plain that whatever is being done is unacceptable. If these ceremonies are for Yahweh, their form and substance will not be tolerated. Perhaps baʿal or the beʿālîm are in view. Others see in this passage an allusion to a tree cult (O. Keel, Goddesses and Trees, New Moon and Yahweh: Ancient Near Eastern Art and the Hebrew Bible [JSOTSup 261; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998], 49–57) or to the worship of Asherah, who could be represented by trees (M.-T. Wacker, “Traces of the Goddess in the Book of Hosea,” in Brenner, ed., 219–41; Dever, 211–36).

      As discussed in the introduction (see “Religion and Theology in Hosea”), scholars debate whether this scene portrays rites of sacred prostitution or refers to sexual intercourse to raise money for the cult or to pay off vows or to general debauchery, which may have been the result of heavy drinking at these worship sites. Clearly, sexual immorality is taking place. Whatever the correct interpretive option, this text reveals that, first, these illicit activities cut across gender and generational lines, and second, that the prophet holds the men most responsible for this deplorable state of affairs. This worship underscores the people’s lack of discernment (cf. v.11) and will lead to their demise.

      15 The verb znh (“commit adultery”) again is used, thereby connecting this verse to the preceding lines. Judah appears for the first time since 1:7, 11. Although critical scholars argue that “Judah” is a gloss (e.g., Emmerson, 77–83), the southern kingdom is within the prophet’s purview throughout the book (see “Authorship and Composition” in the introduction). The hope is that Israel’s example will be an object lesson for Judah, so that the people might not repeat Israel’s corruption and avoid similar punishment.

      It is interesting to note that the condemnation of Israel’s religious practices expands from a concentration on rural cultic centers to two historic Yahwistic shrines, Gilgal and Bethel (ridiculed here as Beth Aven, “House of Nothingness”). In words reminiscent of Hosea’s contemporary Amos (Am 5:5; 8:14), God will not abide his people’s coming to these venerable sites of worship. (J. Jeremias believes that this comment is a later addition based on Amos material; cf. his “The Interrelationship between Amos and Hosea,” in Forming Prophetic Literature, ed. J. W. Watts and P. R. House (JSOTSup 235; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996], 171–86.)

      What are they doing that merits these harsh words? Surely the people celebrated rituals dedicated to Yahweh (though perhaps to other gods as well). What is made plain here is that proclaiming the correct name of God is not the only requirement for worship to be acceptable; more important is the content given that name. If the people believe in and praise a Yahweh of their own creation, whether he is confused with baʿal or is shaped by the reigning nationalistic ideology, he cannot be the true God and worship cannot be authentic. In sum, the religious world of ancient Israel is complex. One must appreciate that syncretism necessarily corrupts faith and distorts their understanding of the person and work of Yahweh.

      16–18 Israel’s waywardness is incorrigible. The nation is like a stubborn heifer and is inexorably drawn to its idols; it persists in dissipation and harlotry. While the precise context is difficult to identify, some cultic activity is in view.

      The last part of the final line of v.18 literally says, “They dearly love the shame of their shields.” On the basis of other passages, such as Psalm 47:9 and 89:18, some commentators interpret “shields” as a metaphor for Israel’s rulers and take the term to be the subject of the verb (NASB, NIV, ESV; Keil, 84; Harper, 265; cf. Tg.). Others see the term as an allusion to a female goddess (G. I. Emmerson, “A Fertility Goddess in Hosea IV 17–19?” VT 24 [1974], 492–97). J. L. McLaughlin (The Marzeaḥ in the Prophetic Literature: References and Allusions in Light of the Extra-Biblical Evidence [VTSup 86; Leiden: Brill, 2001], 129–53) suggests that the setting is a marzeaḥ feast, with the goddess as the patron. It is possible, however, that the word refers to the shields connected with cultic centers (e.g., 1Ki 10:16–17). This interpretation is more in keeping with the context, that is, with the focus on religious practices and objects (Garrett, 138–39; Macintosh, 170–71). Israel is passionate about its religious life, twisted and mistaken as it is.

      19 A “wind” (rûaḥ; GK 8120) confines Israel. This word is the same one translated “spirit” in v.12, but in contrast to those deeply controlling and destructive impulses that are driving the nation, here it denotes the unstoppable force of divine judgment (cf. 13:15). The people’s misdirected sacrifices (4:13; cf. 2:11, 13) cannot secure bounty or protection; they bring only shame and suffering. These offerings will be exposed as useless before the sovereign person of Yahweh, his holy demands, and his powerful actions in history.

      NOTE

      18 Other interpretive options for [image: ] (māginneyhā, “her shields”) require slight textual changes. Common is the emendation to [image: ] (miggeʾônām, “more than their pride [or ‘glory’]” (comparative [image: ], min, plus [image: ], gāʾôn), which yields, “They love their shame more than their glory” (NJB, NEB, NRSV, NLT). Another suggestion is the modification to [image: ] (meginnâ) or [image: ] (meginnîm, “insolence”; Mays, 76; Wolff, 73; Stuart, 72; cf. LXX): “they love the shame of insolence.”

      c. The blind arrogance of Israel (5:1–7)

      OVERVIEW

      The entire nation was the target of 4:1–19. This next section resumes this denunciation of the people, but 5:1 also specifies two particular groups within Israel, the priests and the monarchs (“house of the king”). Some contend that “the Israelites” (lit., “house of Israel”) refers to the country’s leaders, but this is not the case. Elsewhere the phrase refers to the northern kingdom (1:4, 6; 6:10; 11:12; cf. “house of Judah” in 1:7; 5:12, 14), and there is no reason to seek an exception here. The numerous lexical parallels with 4:1–19 (and earlier chapters) reinforce this interpretation: “turned to prostitution” (v.3; 4:10–15, 18), “their deeds” (v.4; 4:9), “spirit of prostitution” (v.4; 4:12), “stumble” (v.5; 4:5), and “children” (v.7; 4:6). This passage reinforces that there is no lack of religious zeal in Israel, but it is unacceptable to Yahweh.

      
        
          1“Hear this, you priests!

          Pay attention, you Israelites!

          Listen, O royal house!

          This judgment is against you:

          You have been a snare at Mizpah,

          a net spread out on Tabor.

          2The rebels are deep in slaughter.

          I will discipline all of them.

          3I know all about Ephraim;

          Israel is not hidden from me.

          Ephraim, you have now turned to prostitution;

          Israel is corrupt.

          4“Their deeds do not permit them

          to return to their God.

          A spirit of prostitution is in their heart;

          they do not acknowledge the LORD.

          5Israel’s arrogance testifies against them;

          the Israelites, even Ephraim, stumble in their sin;

          Judah also stumbles with them.

          6When they go with their flocks and herds

          to seek the LORD,

          they will not find him;

          he has withdrawn himself from them.

          7They are unfaithful to the LORD;

          they give birth to illegitimate children.

          Now their New Moon festivals

          will devour them and their fields.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–2 This new section begins with the same command as 4:1 (“hear”). There Yahweh was bringing an accusation; here he has a “judgment” against them. The imagery of trapping animals is fitting, as the activities of the people and its rulers are ensnaring and self-destructive. At our distance from the historical situation, it is impossible to be certain of the significance of the choice of Mizpah and Tabor. In the literary context, it is tempting to say that they are mentioned because both may have been cultic centers, but there is no textual evidence that such was the case in Hosea’s time, when other sites, such as Gilgal and Bethel (4:15), were prominent centers of worship. Mizpah was a gathering place early in Israel’s history (Jdg 20–21), a place of worship (1Sa 7:2–12), and one of the stops on Samuel’s circuit (1Sa 7:15–16). Mount Tabor is located within the Jezreel valley in north-central Palestine.

      Common emendations in v.2 (šaḥaṭâ to šaḥat, and śēṭîm to šiṭṭîm) add a third trap (“pit”) and place name (“Shittim”), respectively, to this reproof (e.g., NJB, NRSV). Nevertheless, the line can be taken as it stands. Though grammatically difficult, v.2 conveys that the nation is sinking deeper into sin and will experience the discipline of God.

      3 This verse returns to the metaphor of prostitution (the verb znh) of previous passages. There also is an interesting wordplay with v.4: God “knows” Israel, even as his people do not “know” him or what he has done in their behalf (v.4; cf. 2:8, 4:1, 6). The nation is “corrupt” or “unclean” (the root ṭm ʾ), a technical term associated with cultic impurity (R. E. Averbeck, “[image: ],” NIDOTTE, 2:365–76). This statement is ironic: A people so fascinated with worship exclude themselves from that activity because what they practice is objectionable and defiling.

      4–7 The people’s religiosity is to no avail. All that they do and their spirit of whoredom (cf. 4:12) keep them from truly returning (or repenting, šûb; contrast 3:5) to God and from being able to know him (v.4). It does not matter that they bring animal sacrifices to the sanctuaries to seek a word from God (for bqš in connection with the cult, see TDOT, 2:236–39). Their rituals have produced the opposite effect: Yahweh distances himself from them (v.6). Rituals are no substitute for truth and character (cf. 6:6). In ch. 2 God had said he would put an end to their worship (2:11; cf. 3:4).

      The blindness of Israel is reflected in its arrogance, which causes it—and Judah—to “stumble” (cf. 4:5; 14:1, 9) in its sin and precipitates its downfall (v.5; for Judah as a redactional gloss, see Emmerson, 65–68). Though the nation might believe that pilgrimages to the holy sites will gain favor before Yahweh and exhibit their faithfulness, in actuality they have betrayed him (v.7). Their improper celebrations (such as the New Moon festivals; cf. 2:13) are the reason for their judgment.

      3. Political Chaos and Intrigue (5:8–7:16)

      OVERVIEW

      This long section shifts attention from the cult to the political sphere. Religion is not totally lost from view, however; it could not be in the ancient world. Conceptions of the divine were bound up closely with socioeconomic and political structures and with national ideologies. The universal conviction was that the gods established the parameters of society, legitimated thrones, and went to war to defend their territory and people. Scholars continue to investigate the complex relationship between religious beliefs and practices and the different dimensions of human reality in the nation-states and empires of Israel’s world (e.g., L. K. Handy, Among the Hosts of Heaven: The Syro-Palestinian Pantheon as Bureaucracy [Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1994]; D. I. Block, The Gods of the Nations: Studies in Ancient Near Eastern National Theology, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000]; N. K. Gottwald, The Politics of Ancient Israel [Library of Ancient Israel; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2001], 113–57).

      The scholarly consensus is that the historical background for this section is the Syro-Ephraimite War, the events immediately preceding it, and its aftermath (2Ki 15–17; 2Ch 28; see “Historical Background” in the introduction). Some attempt to identify with precision the events alluded to in these passages by positing, for example, that 5:8–13 follows a strict chronological sequence within that conflict (e.g., Macintosh, 194–98). Nevertheless, a detailed historical reconstruction and its correlation with other epigraphic evidence have proven to be elusive, so it is advisable to be cautious in any attempt to detect specific referents. This commentary echoes the position that these years in general lie behind what is proclaimed in these oracles, but only occasionally will I propose possible historical connections. The primary concern will be the lessons that the prophet draws from those experiences.

      a. Disastrous decisions in war (5:8–15)

      
        
          8“Sound the trumpet in Gibeah,

          the horn in Ramah.

          Raise the battle cry in Beth Aven;

          lead on, O Benjamin.

          9Ephraim will be laid waste

          on the day of reckoning.

          Among the tribes of Israel

          I proclaim what is certain.

          10Judah’s leaders are like those

          who move boundary stones.

          I will pour out my wrath on them

          like a flood of water.

          11Ephraim is oppressed,

          trampled in judgment,

          intent on pursuing idols.

          12I am like a moth to Ephraim,

          like rot to the people of Judah.

          13“When Ephraim saw his sickness,

          and Judah his sores,

          then Ephraim turned to Assyria,

          and sent to the great king for help.

          But he is not able to cure you,

          not able to heal your sores.

          14For I will be like a lion to Ephraim,

          like a great lion to Judah.

          I will tear them to pieces and go away;

          I will carry them off, with no one to rescue them.

          15Then I will go back to my place

          until they admit their guilt.

          And they will seek my face;

          in their misery they will earnestly seek me.”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      8 This section begins with a trumpet blast to prepare for war. The scene is of a watchman on a tower alerting his people of an approaching army (e.g., Jdg 3:27; 1Sa 13:3; Eze 33:3–6; Am 2:2). The three places—Gibeah, Ramah, and Bethel (for Beth-Aven as Bethel, see comment on 4:15)—were located within the territory of Benjamin, for many years a disputed border area between the northern and southern kingdoms.

      Some commentators believe that there is a directional progression in the geographical locations of these towns that suggests a line of attack, coming from Judah. Such a raid may have taken place as a counteroffensive soon after the Syro-Ephraimite War in order to take advantage of Israel’s vulnerability. If such were the case, Judah would be trying to take advantage of Israel’s subjugation to the Assyrians as a vassal to the empire. While this scenario is a possibility, no record exists of such a foray. In addition, it is difficult to know whether this shout to arms is defensive and geared to rally these towns to brace themselves for an attack or, alternatively, is designed to encourage troops to press forward.

      9–11 Doom awaits both Israel (vv.9, 11) and Judah (v.10). The meaning of the words against Judah is debated. The accusation regards moving boundary stones, which was strictly forbidden in the law (Dt 19:14; 27:17). Could this reference have been to Judah’s incursion into the northern kingdom to extend its own borders, mentioned in the previous verse? Again, this possibility must remain at the level of conjecture and lacks firm textual support.

      12–15 The divine judgment is described in a series of metaphors. Yahweh is compared to an ʿāš, which has been translated as “moth,” “maggot,” and “pus” (cf. HALOT, 895; Macintosh, 207), and to rāqāb, “rot” (v.12). Whatever the exact meaning of these terms (both appear in Job 13:28, but in reverse order), the picture is one of deterioration and perhaps disease. This motif continues into v.13 with the terms ḥolî (“sickness”) and māzôr (“wound, sores”). These images all picture an incurable malady or fatal weakness. The metaphor for Israel and Judah as the mangled prey of Yahweh the lion emphasizes even more their helplessness and the terrible affliction that awaits them (vv.14–15; cf. 13:8; B. A. Strawn, What Is Stronger than a Lion? Leonine Imagery and Metaphor in the Hebrew Bible and the Ancient Near East [OBO 212; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2005]).

      These diverse metaphors underscore the difference between the absolute sovereignty of God over against his people’s failings and fate. The weight of this disparity is felt not only by the presence of the personal pronoun with the finite verb in v.14b, something not necessary in Hebrew, but also by its repetition (lit., “I, even I, will tear”). Another contrast is drawn between Yahweh and the most powerful human ruler at that time, the “great king,” the king of Assyria. (In 2Ki 18:19 [par. Isa 36:13] he is called the “great king” [hammelek haggādôl], but that construction is not the same as the one here.) Though mighty, he cannot cure his vassals’ wounds, which Yahweh has inflicted (v.13).

      Israel and Judah sought Assyrian help on different occasions. Israel under Menahem (738 BC; 2Ki 15:19–20) and later under the usurper Hoshea (732; 2Ki 17:3) paid tribute to appease the Assyrian Empire, while Ahaz, king of Judah, petitioned Tiglath-pileser III for assistance in the Syro-Ephraimite War and then presented himself before the Assyrian in Damascus (2Ki 16:1–18). If these political contracts are what underlie these lines in Hosea, then the prophet is not condemning a linear sequence of historic events but rather viewing these interconnected conflicts as a whole.

      These petitions to Assyria for assistance are not just political decisions; they reflect theological convictions about the power and rule of God (cf. J. L. Sicre, Profetismo en Israel [Navarra: Verbo Divino, 1992], 369–75). Is Yahweh in fact in control of the nations of the earth? Is he able to act within history in tangible ways? In the end, these moves could not save the two nations from the lion’s jaws and exposed Israel’s truncated view of God. Their Yahweh is not the Yahweh of the prophet.

      The image of the lion extends through the final two verses of the chapter. This text makes the important point that the goal of divine judgment is to effect a profound change in the heart of God’s people. What Yahweh desires is that they come to him and admit their sin and guilt, so that their seeking might be genuine (cf. 3:5; contrast 5:6). Tragically, it will be out of their suffering that they will come to him earnestly.

      NOTE

      13 The meaning of [image: ] (melek yārēb; also at 10:6) is disputed. At least three options have been offered (cf. HALOT, 434). (1) Most commentators and versions render these words as “great king,” taking them as the Hebrew equivalent to the Akkadian šarru(m) rabû(m) (e.g., Wolff, 104; Garrett, 154). This translation requires an emendation to either [image: ] (melek rab) or [image: ] (malkî rāb). If the latter, the yod is explained as a yod-compaginis that moved over from [image: ] (yrb). Mlk rb is a title that is found in the Sefire I inscription, B 7 (COS, 2:214). (2) [image: ] (Yārēb) is a proper name, either of a place (“king of Yareb”; McComiskey, 85) or of the king himself (“King Yareb”; NASB; cf. LXX). (3) [image: ] (yārēb) is a wordplay. It is identical to the Qal jussive of the root [image: ] (ryb), so the meaning could be “a king who would contend [with you]” (cf. Jdg 6:32; the Gk. versions of Aquila, Symmachus, and Theodotion, and the Latin Vulgate).

      b. The unacceptable repentance of the people (6:1–6)

      OVERVIEW

      The literary flow from the previous section through 6:6 appears to indicate an exchange between Yahweh and Israel: God’s accusation and warning (5:8–15), the nation’s answer (6:1–3), and the divine evaluation of that gesture (6:4–6). How do God’s people react to the preceding announcement of judgment? Do they forsake their sin and come in penitence as Yahweh desired? Does he accept Israel’s gesture?

      
        
          1“Come, let us return to the LORD.

          He has torn us to pieces

          but he will heal us;

          he has injured us

          but he will bind up our wounds.

          2After two days he will revive us;

          on the third day he will restore us,

          that we may live in his presence.

          3Let us acknowledge the LORD;

          let us press on to acknowledge him.

          As surely as the sun rises,

          he will appear;

          he will come to us like the winter rains,

          like the spring rains that water the earth.”

          4“What can I do with you, Ephraim?

          What can I do with you, Judah?

          Your love is like the morning mist,

          like the early dew that disappears.

          5Therefore I cut you in pieces with my prophets,

          I killed you with the words of my mouth;

          my judgments flashed like lightning upon you.

          6For I desire mercy, not sacrifice,

          and acknowledgment of God rather than burnt offerings.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–3 The lexical connections between the opening verse of this chapter and the preceding passage establish that these lines are a response to that divine pronouncement. There is the recognition (v.1) of being mauled by Yahweh the lion (5:14) and that he can “heal” (contrast 5:13); there is as well a call to “return” to Yahweh even as he says he will “return” to his place (“I will go back,” NIV; 5:15).

      It is difficult to decide, however, whether these words are from the people or are the composition of someone else. The LXX (cf. Tg.) adds “saying” (legontes) to the end of 5:15, thus explicitly marking 6:1–3 as the nation’s resolve to reply to God. If the words are from someone else, the options are that the prophet himself is speaking and exhorting the people to repentance or that this expression is one of remorse offered by a priest on their behalf, perhaps in the context of a liturgy of lament. While these alternatives are possible, nothing literarily signals that anyone but the nation is in view.

      Is this turning to God genuine? At first glance, the impression is that the people have learned from their mistakes and troubles and are trying to move toward what he requires of them. The use of the verbs “return” (v.1) and “know” (v.3, an emphatic construction; cf. NJB, NRSV) lends credence to the likelihood that this response is worthy. Yahweh desired that his people “return” to him (12:6) and complained that they do not “know” him (2:8; 5:4; 11:3; cf. 4:1, 6). Is not this approach the resolution to these problems?

      Yet to place these lines within the broader context of the book makes clear that in the final analysis the answer to this question must be “No.” Israel’s vain religiosity is precisely what prevents it from being able to “return” (5:4), and the nation’s rebellious heart, reflected in foreign policy and political decisions, pushes it farther from repentance (cf. 7:10, 16). The turning that God seeks still lies in the future, beyond the coming judgment (2:9; 14:1). Only then will the declared intention of returning, accompanied by an admission of guilt and restoration, be possible (14:2). The kind of knowing that Yahweh covets will have to wait until that time (2:20). This confession is vacuous (cf. 8:2). Interestingly, the book closes with the statement that only the wise and discerning can “know” (“understand,” NIV) the prophet’s message.

      Another interpretive issue in this pericope is whether v.2 might be a prediction of or a typological allusion to the resurrection wrought by Jesus the Messiah. Might this be the reference behind the assertion in 1 Corinthians 15:4 that Christ arose on the third day “according to the Scriptures” (Lk 24:7; Garrett, 159; J. Day, “Resurrection Imagery from Baal to the Book of Daniel,” in Congress Volume Cambridge, ed. J. A. Emerton [VTSup 61; Leiden: Brill, 1997], 125–33)?

      Three observations are apropos. To begin with, the concept of coming to life as a picture of national renewal appears elsewhere in the OT—importantly within this very book (13:14), but most famously in the vision of the dry bones in Ezekiel 37:1–14 (cf. Dt 30:17–20; Am 5:1–6). The hope of individual resurrection was not unknown, though existing perhaps in rudimentary form (esp. Da 12:2), but this verse is speaking corporately and not of particular pious individuals (cf. P. S. Johnston, Shades of Sheol: Death and the Afterlife in the Old Testament [Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2002], 221–27). The expectation is for Israel to be made whole again after the attack of the divine lion.

      Second, from the available evidence it seems that 6:2 did not become a proof text for resurrection until Tertullian (ca. 155–230 AD; cf. Wolff, 118).

      Third, in the context the numerical sequence itself—“two/three”—is revealing. It is a way of expressing a short period of time. The n/n+1 combination (here n = 2) indicates a vague period of time (GKC §134s), while the numbers “two” and “three” themselves signify a short span (e.g., Isa 7:21; 17:6; 2Ki 20:5, 8). In other words, this sinful people presume that a favorable verdict from God will come in quick order—another sign that they appreciate neither the seriousness of their transgressions nor the uselessness of their religious activities. This blind audacity is confirmed in v.3. Israel takes for granted that its darkness will turn into light and that divine blessings will come as refreshing rains. Quite a bold denial of the drought foretold in 2:3!

      4–5 Yahweh’s reaction reflects his frustration at his people’s sanctimonious verbiage (v.4). The rhetorical questions concerning both Israel and Judah demonstrate that these unacceptable attitudes and misconstrued ideas pervade both kingdoms; once again the prophet’s vision is inclusive (cf. 11:8; for Judah as a later addition, see Emmerson, 70–74).

      God mocks their words with an ironic twist: They fully expected that he would be to them like the rain (v.3), but their affections (ḥesed) toward him in reality are like the mist and dew, quickly gone and without substance (cf. 13:3; 14:5). They thought that God would “go forth” (yṣ ʾ; NIV, “come”) like the winter rains (v.3); he declares that judgment will “go forth [yṣ ʾ] like the light” (v.5; NIV, “flash like lightning”). This simile communicates perhaps that God’s judgment is as dependable as the day or that it will openly reveal their sin. Repeatedly in the past God spoke to them through the prophets (12:10, 13). They (and Hosea), unlike other prophets in the present (4:5; 9:7–8), spoke the truth to the people. Yahweh’s words of warning went unheeded, so Israel is without excuse.

      6 This is one of the best-known verses of the book and is cited in the NT (Mt 9:13; 12:7). The point is not that religious ritual is rejected in favor of what might be called an “ethical monotheism.” Empty ritual is Yahweh’s target. He desires to see those covenantal qualities that are absent in the land (cf. 4:1): loyal love (ḥesed) and knowledge (daʿat).

      The context of chs. 4–7 reveals the breadth of the significance of these words. These qualities encompass personal morality, religious attitudes and commitments, and national and international politics. Yahweh’s covenant with Israel takes in every sphere of the people’s existence. What is demanded is constancy, not the passing show of ḥesed of 6:4. To believe in and follow Yahweh is to submit to his sovereign will in all of life. Fully acceptable worship values this comprehensive view of God and recognizes that rituals separated from complete obedience are intolerable. If worship does not generate virtuous living and just societal structures, it makes a mockery of Yahweh and is nothing but self-serving piety (also see Isa 1:10–2:5; Jer 7:1–11; Am 5:4–27; Mic 6:1–8; cf. M. D. Carroll R., “Can the Prophets Shed Light on Our Worship Wars?—How Amos Evaluates Religious Ritual,” Stone-Campbell Journal 8/2 [2005]: 215–27).

      NOTE

      5 The last line has been variously understood. A literal reading yields either “Can judgments in your favor be a shining light?” (Macintosh, 231–33), or “And your judgments [as] light shall go forth” (Garrett, 160–61; cf. NASB, NKJV). Most commentators and versions follow the LXX (cf. Tg.) and emend [image: ] (mišpāteykā ʾôr) to [image: ] (mišpātî kāʾôr), “my judgment like light” (e.g., Andersen and Freedman, 429; Davies, 168–69; cf. NJB, NIV, NRSV). This slight change in word division harmonizes this line with the first-person sequence of the preceding line and the next verse. In reality, the sense of these options (“the judgments upon you” or “my judgment”) is similar. Israel’s transgressions will be laid bare in judgment.

      c. Dangerous national politics (6:7–7:7)

      OVERVIEW

      At this juncture the text directs its attention to social and political tensions within the nation of Israel itself. Because of the general historical setting of the Syro-Ephraimite conflict, it is tempting to relate these verses to events and developments within that time frame. Once again, the vagueness of the details makes such efforts a less-than-certain enterprise. What this section conveys quite clearly is the sordidness of the character and actions of the nation’s leaders.

      Several lexical connections link 6:8–11 to 5:1–7: the sin of dealing falsely (v.7; 5:7), the explicit condemnation of priests (v.9; 5:1), the mention of an historic sanctuary (v.9; 5:1), the defilement of Ephraim (i.e., Israel; v.10; 5:3), the recurrence of the harlotry metaphor (v.10; 5:4), and the juxtaposition of Ephraim (Israel) and Judah (vv.10–11a; 5:5). In other words, this section may serve to expand what is decried in that earlier passage. This repetition of vocabulary is very much Hoseanic in style. The text keeps returning to the same themes, even as it probes them more deeply throughout the book.

      
        
          7Like Adam, they have broken the covenant—

          they were unfaithful to me there.

          8Gilead is a city of wicked men,

          stained with footprints of blood.

          9As marauders lie in ambush for a man,

          so do bands of priests;

          they murder on the road to Shechem,

          committing shameful crimes.

          10I have seen a horrible thing

          in the house of Israel.

          There Ephraim is given to prostitution

          and Israel is defiled.

          11“Also for you, Judah,

          a harvest is appointed.

          “Whenever I would restore the fortunes of my people,

          7:1whenever I would heal Israel,

          the sins of Ephraim are exposed

          and the crimes of Samaria revealed.

          They practice deceit,

          thieves break into houses,

          bandits rob in the streets;

          2but they do not realize

          that I remember all their evil deeds.

          Their sins engulf them;

          they are always before me.

          3“They delight the king with their wickedness,

          the princes with their lies.

          4They are all adulterers,

          burning like an oven

          whose fire the baker need not stir

          from the kneading of the dough till it rises.

          5On the day of the festival of our king

          the princes become inflamed with wine,

          and he joins hands with the mockers.

          6Their hearts are like an oven;

          they approach him with intrigue.

          Their passion smolders all night;

          in the morning it blazes like a flaming fire.

          7All of them are hot as an oven;

          they devour their rulers.

          All their kings fall,

          and none of them calls on me.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      7 The conceptual movement back to the political arena is complicated by the Hebrew keʾādām (lit., “like Adam”). Who or what is meant? An interpretation with a long history is that this is a personal name, an allusion to the first human, and that the breaking of the covenant refers to the disobedience in the garden of Eden (NASB, NIV, NLT, ESV; cf. Keil, 100; McComiskey, 95; idem, The Covenants of Promise: A Theology of Old Testament Covenants [Grand Rapids: Baker, 1985], 213–16). A variation of this position is that this is a generic reference to humanity: “like humankind” (Harper, 288; cf. LXX). Either way, the meaning is that the Israel of the prophet’s day has violated its relationship with Yahweh and in so doing is imitating an ancient pattern.

      The locative “there” in the next clause, however, strongly suggests that Adam must refer to a place. A town of that name is mentioned in Joshua 3:16 (probably to be identified with the modern ed-Damiyeh at the mouth of the Jabbok River in Transjordan). Most scholars today understand it in this way and many emend the text to “in [or ‘at’] Adam” (beʾādām; cf. NJB, NRSV; e.g., Wolff, 105; Macintosh, 236–37) or offer another place name, “Admah” (beʾādmâ; cf. NEB; Ge 19:29; Hos 11:8).

      What occurred at Adam was a violation of “a covenant.” The noun is anarthrous, so it can signify any kind of agreement. The option for the place name Adam and the political nature of the indictments in the following verses may indicate that this violation refers to human betrayal, not to a breach of covenant with Yahweh (cf. 10:4; 12:1). If so, it connotes that breaking accords among themselves and with others is a character trait (Garrett, 163). Something more specific may be in view, such as a particular act of treason committed by certain individuals (Macintosh 238–39; S. L. McKenzie, Covenant [Understanding Biblical Themes; St. Louis: Chalice, 2000], 22–23).

      Several observations challenge this interpretation (Wolff, 121–22; Mays, 100–101). First, elsewhere in the OT the idiom ʿābar berît, “break covenant,” always refers to the relationship between Yahweh and Israel (cf. HALOT, 779; e.g., Dt 17:2; Jos 7:15; Jdg 2:20; 2Ki 18:12). In fact, it reappears in 8:1, where there is no doubt that God’s covenant is in view. That passage, along with this one, is important for substantiating the existence of the idea of covenant already in the eighth century (see “Religion and Theology in Hosea” in the introduction). The expression for violating human treaties is pārar berît (prr I, Hiphil; cf. HALOT, 974–75; e.g., 1Ki 15:19; Eze 17:15–19). Second, the next clause says that this activity is at heart a betrayal of God. Third, the proximity to vv.4–6 suggests that this violation is an example of the lack of ḥesed (cf. 4:1). The ethics of covenantal life required mutuality and compassion. Horizontal “loyal-love” is inseparable from vertical ḥesed toward Yahweh. The breaking of covenant with Yahweh is not limited to irresponsible rituals; it also involves the social and political spheres.

      8–9 Here begin the details of that betrayal of covenant. Do these verses list three separate crimes, or are the misdeeds all interrelated? If these acts of violence allude to different incidents, then these verses vividly portray the chaos reigning in the country. It is probably better to see them, though, as episodes of a larger conspiracy. The hostilities at Gilead may refer to the revolt led by Pekah against Pekahiah in which fifty Gileadites participated (v.8; 2Ki 15:23–25). If the killings by groups of priests were part of that coup, then religious leaders were involved in the brutal insurgency (v.9). The text reveals neither the motivation for the priests’ involvement nor the identity of the victims. Were the ones murdered targets from rival priestly circles or pilgrims who had contrary political loyalties, or is it that these priests were actively taking part in the battles of the putsch?

      Whatever their actual role, those who were supposed to point the people to the God of life and model ḥesed and the knowledge of Yahweh are involved in intrigue; their god is tightly bound to an ideology and its agenda. This deplorable action is exacerbated because it occurs on the road to Shechem, a center of historical religious import since the time of the patriarchs (Dt 27; Jos 24), where major political events had taken place (e.g., 1Ki 12:1). Long ago Shechem had been the scene of infamous duplicity (Ge 34); treachery once more is rearing its ugly head.

      10–11a The summary evaluation of the events and of the nation’s leadership is expressed in three ways. It is all “a horrible thing” and “prostitution,” and by it Israel (Ephraim) “is defiled” (v.10). The violence and sedition are called “prostitution” and a source of corruption, images used earlier for Israel’s unacceptable rituals (cf. 5:3). Religious beliefs, in other words, cannot be neatly compartmentalized and separated from sociopolitical realities. Transgression of the covenant in any sphere is part of a larger tapestry of sin and idolatry and merits judgment.

      Judgment also awaits Judah. Critical scholars assume that v.11a is a later gloss designed to make Hosea’s words applicable to the southern kingdom (e.g., Wolff, 123; Macintosh, 247–50). There is no need to date it late, however. Hosea constantly has both nations in view, and this line is parallel in intent to the statement at 5:5. “Harvest” is used elsewhere as a description of a time of divine reckoning (Isa 18:5; Jer 51:33; Joel 3:13; cf. Hos 10:13).

      6:11b–7:2 The text returns to a depiction of the state of affairs inside the nation. This passage may be a general description without any specific incidents in mind, but in the context the sense is that it continues the portrayal of the social and political violence of the events before and after the Syro-Ephraimite War.

      Judgment is not what Yahweh desires. Whereas he wants to restore and heal “my people” (also called here Israel, Ephraim, and Samaria), what always is evident are its “sins” and “crimes.” Three kinds of disobedient behavior give concrete expression to the accusation (7:1). They “practice deceit,” “thieves break into houses,” and “bandits rob”—words that recall the general indictment of 4:2 as well as the accusation of 6:7–9. Perhaps this disobedience is what is happening in the city of Samaria itself. The social fabric is disintegrating.

      What compounds the sinfulness of what they do is their deluded thinking. They believe (lit., “say in their heart”) that God does not take account of their transgression. As a consequence, they are entrapped in the snares of their evil, which Yahweh indeed does see (v.2)! If the protagonists are the priests, then this blindness is even more ironic . . . and damning.

      3–7 Earlier passages have alluded to international arrangements (5:8–13) and the violence beyond (6:7–10) and within the capital (7:1b–2). The scene now shifts to the royal palace. The plot line is not hard to follow (vv.3, 5, 7b). The passage depicts a conspiracy against the king, which involved a drunken feast and led to an assassination. Verse 7 says that “their rulers” (lit., “judges”) and “all their kings” have fallen. These plurals suggest multiple deaths, circumstances that match the closing decades of the northern kingdom (see “Historical Background” in the introduction). If the referent is a single plot, then the best options are the coup by Pekah (in parallel with 6:7–11) or that by Hoshea.

      The messy scenario is portrayed with the metaphor of a baker and his oven (vv.4, 6–7a). Professional bakers worked in the royal precincts (Ge 40–41; 1Sa 8:13). The image here is complex and has occasioned all manner of suggestions for textual changes to try to clarify the meaning of the symbolism or to coordinate it with the history of the time. Such technical discussions lie beyond the purview of this commentary. (For details, though with differing interpretations, see especially Wolff, Andersen and Freedman, and Macintosh.) The English versions for the most part are in agreement in their translations.

      3, 5, 7b The persons involved in the plot are not identified. The continuity from 6:7 through 7:2 suggests that the incident resumes the description of the removal of Pekahiah by Pekah, in which priests were prominent among the schemers. The setting for their sedition is some sort of festivities; the carousing illustrates the low moral state of both the royal house and conspirators alike. The occasion for the joyful revelry was “the day of the festival of our king” (v.7), which could be the celebration of an unnamed festival, his birthday, or the anniversary of his coronation.

      Whichever the case, the king and his officials participate in the partying that will be the scene of their demise. If the “he” of v.5 is the king and the translation “joins hands with the mockers” is correct, then the sad fact is that the warm hand of fellowship soon would turn into the cold kiss of death. The closing indictment is that these political machinations are carried on without regard for God. Again, if priests are major actors in the plot, the accusation is yet more serious. Those who are supposed to lead the people before God ignore Yahweh at a fateful moment in the nation’s history.

      4, 6–7a While the substance of the metaphor of the hot oven is transparent—the unrestrained passion of the conspirators—the details are harder to establish. In particular there is disagreement over the identity of the baker and the nature of his inactivity in v.4. It is possible that this is simply a figure of speech that highlights the character and emotions of the political moment with no intent of connecting the image with actual individuals. It seems more likely in the context of chs. 5–7, however, that real events and people lurk behind the words.

      If this assumption is correct, the question then becomes: Is the baker a leader of the plotters who deliberately leaves the oven to smolder and returns when it has fired to fever pitch, or is he one (such as the king or another functionary) who should have controlled the fiery emotions of the court and out of naïveté or negligence allowed the violence to occur? Either reading can make sense of the passage. The flow of the larger section (5:8–7:16), which focuses on those actively engaged in sinful behavior, may imply that the better choice between these two interpretations is the first option.

      Finally, mention should be made of the label given to these conspirators in v.4. They are called “adulterers.” Though from a different root (n ʾp) from “harlot” (znh), this metaphor reveals yet again that the whoredom of Israel is not only religious; it is also political.

      NOTES

      11 There is disagreement as to whether the second line (“when I restore the fortunes of my people”) should be construed with the first line of this verse (NJB, NASB, ESV, NLT) or whether it should be considered with 7:1 (NEB, NIV, NRSV, NJPS). The MT unmistakably separates 6:11 from 7:1. If 6:11 is a single unit, what is its meaning? Keil, 103, understands the verse to mean that Judah also will need to be punished for the full restoration of God’s people to take place. Stuart, 112–13, argues that 6:11–7:1a are a prediction of restoration that echoes 1:10–2:1; 2:14–23; and 3:4–5. He believes “harvest” is better taken in a positive sense and not as a metaphor for judgment (cf. Andersen and Freedman, 443–44). The conjunction “also” at the beginning of 6:11, however, indicates that the announcement about Judah is coupled with the negative content of v.10. The promise of renewal in v.11b conflicts with this coupling but coordinates well with 7:1a, so the option to divide the verse seems best.

      7:6 Many commentators and most versions (cf. Syr., Tg.) emend [image: ] (ʾōpēhem, “their baker”) to [image: ] (ʾappehem, “their anger”). Several recent commentators choose to remain with the MT, as do I. The slumber of the baker in this verse matches the idleness in v.4 (Andersen and Freedman, 451; Hubbard, 135; McComiskey, 105; Macintosh, 263; cf. NJPS, NKJV).

      d. Senseless foreign policy (7:8–16)

      
        
          8“Ephraim mixes with the nations;

          Ephraim is a flat cake not turned over.

          9Foreigners sap his strength,

          but he does not realize it.

          His hair is sprinkled with gray,

          but he does not notice.

          10Israel’s arrogance testifies against him,

          but despite all this

          he does not return to the LORD his God

          or search for him.

          11“Ephraim is like a dove,

          easily deceived and senseless—

          now calling to Egypt,

          now turning to Assyria.

          12When they go, I will throw my net over them;

          I will pull them down like birds of the air.

          When I hear them flocking together,

          I will catch them.

          13Woe to them,

          because they have strayed from me!

          Destruction to them,

          because they have rebelled against me!

          I long to redeem them

          but they speak lies against me.

          14They do not cry out to me from their hearts

          but wail upon their beds.

          They gather together for grain and new wine

          but turn away from me.

          15I trained them and strengthened them,

          but they plot evil against me.

          16They do not turn to the Most High;

          they are like a faulty bow.

          Their leaders will fall by the sword

          because of their insolent words.

          For this they will be ridiculed

          in the land of Egypt.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      8–10 This pericope continues the image of baking, but attention now turns to the bread (v.8). Ovens were made of clay and were round and cone-shaped. They had openings at floor level, through which the fire was lit and stoked, and an aperture at the top. When the fire was at the appropriate temperature, the bread was lowered into the cavity and pressed against the walls or laid on the coals. A loaf would need to be turned over periodically so it would not come out half-cooked. The image in v.9a could extend the bread metaphor still further. “Grey hair” could mean mold, thus reinforcing that the bread is inedible (Andersen and Freedman, 467–68; Hubbard, 139–40; Garrett, 170). But grey hair may also denote old age and decrepitude. The end result is the same—uselessness. Israel through its foreign policies has become worthless.

      What follows are evaluations of Israel’s character as demonstrated by its politics. Twice the text says that Israel “does not know” (v.9). What the leadership may have thought were astute strategies actually testify to their ignorance of the consequences of what they are doing. They are arrogant in setting the direction for the nation, and the refusal to “return to” (contrast 2:7; 3:4) or “seek after” Yahweh their God is a testimony to this foolish, self-destructive pride (v.10). The opening clause of v.10 repeats the words of 5:5. The same smugness of Israel on display in its religious practices is also a core quality of its politics.

      11–12 The metaphor now changes from an oven to birds, “easily deceived” and “senseless” (NIV; lit., “without a heart”). Those in charge of foreign policy vacillate between the two superpowers, Assyria and Egypt. The mention of Assyria recalls 5:13 (see comments); the reference to Egypt may be to Hoshea’s appeal in 723 BC, when he refused to pay tribute and revolted against the Assyrian Empire. The outcome was disastrous for Israel. What was left of Israel after the Syro-Ephraimite War was taken by Assyria in 722 BC and converted into a province (2Ki 17:3–6). That invasion marked the culmination of God’s punishment of the North.

      13–16 The last pericope in this section begins with a “woe,” which is God’s cry of frustration over his people. Yahweh’s design has always been to redeem his people, but they rebuff his gracious gestures (v.13). In the past he fought for them, but they now do not seek his help (v.15). The list of verbs describing Israel’s attitude and actions is extensive: they have strayed, rebelled, and spoken lies (v.13); the nation does not cry out to God but instead turns aside (v.14); they plot evil (v.15) and speak insolent words (v.16).

      The howling and self-lacerations of v.14 probably allude to non-Yahwistic rituals that try to secure sustenance (cf. 2:5, 8), practices forbidden in Deuteronomy 14:1 and reviled in 1 Kings 18:28. Even in the worst of times, with sure defeat and exile before them, the nation and its leaders stubbornly refuse to respond to the merciful God of their history, the “Most High,” who is sovereign over all nations. They refuse to admit their guilt (v.16). Their idolatry is all-encompassing and all-consuming. Whatever beliefs Israel may have concerning Yahweh are seriously distorted and have brought them death and disaster.

      NOTES

      8 The verb bālal can have two nuances. It can refer to the literal mixing of ingredients (e.g., Lev 7:12); it is also the one used in the Tower of Babel narrative (Ge 11:7, 9), where it signifies confusion. In the first option, the sense is that Israel is getting involved—to its detriment—with other nations; in the second case, the idea would be that Israel is making senseless and incoherent (i.e., confused) policy decisions.

      12 The phrase [image: ] (kešēmaʿ laʿadātām) in the last clause of this verse is difficult. A literal translation is, “when a report [comes] to their assembly” (NASB, NRSV, NKJV, ESV). This report might be the pronouncement of the prophets on their sin (Keil, 109) or diplomatic correspondence coming from another nation (McComiskey, 111–12; Garrett, 171; Macintosh, 276–78). The NEB and NIV have, “When I hear them flocking together,” taking the meaning of the noun [image: ] (ʿēdâ, “assembly”) as similar to that in Judges 14:8, where it refers to a swarm (of bees). Here the referent would be a flock of birds, thus continuing the bird metaphor (Davies, 189). Others suggestions include changing [image: ] (laʿadātām) to [image: ] (ʿal-rāʿātām, “of their evil” [NJB, NLT]; cf. Wolff, 107; Stuart, 116, 122) or to [image: ] (ʿēdûtām, “of their treaties” [Andersen and Freedman, 471]).

      14 The second line has [image: ] (yitgôrārû), a Hitpolel form of the root [image: ] (perhaps gwr II, “stir up strife”; cf. HALOT, 184–85; Andersen and Freedman, 475), but commentators and versions emend the text. The NASB, NIV, and NKJV translate, “they gather together,” apparently based on the root [image: ] II (gdd II; cf. HALOT, 177; Ps 94:21). Most opt for the root [image: ] I (gdd, “cut”; cf. HALOT, 177; NEB, NJB, NRSV, NLT, ESV; LXX; Macintosh, 280–83).

      16 The opening phrase [image: ] (yāšûbû lō ʾ ʿāl) has garnered much discussion. If it were “they do not (re)turn,” the word order of the first two words would be reversed (note NIV). What is it that Israel turns to? [image: ] (ʿal) can be understood as an epithet for a deity, a variant of [image: ] (ʾēlî, “my God”) or [image: ] (ʿelyôn, “Most High”; cf. 11:7). The translation would be, “They return [but] not to the Most High,” an allusion to Yahweh (NKJV, NLT; cf. NEB, NIV). Another option is to read [image: ] (lō ʾ ʿāl) as “no-god” and interpret this phrase as an epithet for [image: ] (baʿal; Andersen and Freedman, 477–78; Hubbard, 142; Garrett, 173; cf. [image: ], lō ʾ ʾēl, Dt 32:21). If the term does not refer to a deity, then it could be, “They return to not what is above” (NASB, ESV; cf. McComiskey, 116; Macintosh, 285, 288–89). Proposed emendations include [image: ] (lelō ʾ yôʿîl, “to what does not profit”; NJB, NRSV, NJPS; cf. Mays, 110), and [image: ] (labbeliyyaʿal, “to Belial”) or [image: ] (labbaʿal, “to Baʿal”; JB, RSV; cf. Harper, 307; Davies, 192).

      B. The Religious and Political Judgment of Israel (8:1–11:11)

      1. The Violation of the Covenant (8:1–9:9)

      OVERVIEW

      Consonant with the book’s style, this section returns to earlier themes to reflect on them afresh from different angles. The targets of divine anger are the politics of the northern kingdom and the religion that sustains those policies. This section is full of metaphors and a variety of literary genres. Much of ch. 8 uses first-person language to express Yahweh’s frustration and anger with his people. Once again, identifying the precise historical backdrop is difficult, though most relate the material to the Assyrian invasion of 733 BC and its aftermath. Where appropriate, the commentary will mention events to which the text possibly alludes.

      a. The politics of rebellion (8:1–10)

      
        
          1“Put the trumpet to your lips!

          An eagle is over the house of the LORD

          because the people have broken my covenant

          and rebelled against my law.

          2Israel cries out to me,

          ‘O our God, we acknowledge you!’

          3But Israel has rejected what is good;

          an enemy will pursue him.

          4They set up kings without my consent;

          they choose princes without my approval.

          With their silver and gold

          they make idols for themselves

          to their own destruction.

          5Throw out your calf-idol, O Samaria!

          My anger burns against them.

          How long will they be incapable of purity?

          6They are from Israel!

          This calf—a craftsman has made it;

          it is not God.

          It will be broken in pieces,

          that calf of Samaria.

          7“They sow the wind

          and reap the whirlwind.

          The stalk has no head;

          it will produce no flour.

          Were it to yield grain,

          foreigners would swallow it up.

          8Israel is swallowed up;

          now she is among the nations

          like a worthless thing.

          9For they have gone up to Assyria

          like a wild donkey wandering alone.

          Ephraim has sold herself to lovers.

          10Although they have sold themselves among the nations,

          I will now gather them together.

          They will begin to waste away

          under the oppression of the mighty king.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–3 This section begins with an exclamation to sound the trumpet (v.1). Perhaps the prophet is envisioned as the watchman of the nation (cf. 5:8; 9:8), who is to announce the impending judgment. God’s instrument of chastisement will come like a bird of prey, swiftly and mercilessly (Dt 28:49; Jer 4:13; Hab 1:8). The term nešer is a broad term and can refer to a species of eagle (most English versions) or to a vulture (NEB, ESV). If the former is the sense, this may be a bit of an ironic ploy. Yahweh as an eagle for his people can be a positive image (Ex 19:4; Dt 32:10–11), but here there is no such comfort. It has been suggested that nešer be repointed as naśśār (G. I. Emmerson, “The Structure and Meaning of Hosea 8:1–3,” VT 25 [1975]: 700–710; cf. JB), yielding “set the trumpet to your lips like a herald,” but this change is unnecessary.

      Commentators also disagree as to the meaning of the phrase “house of the LORD [Yahweh].” Many compare it to the ancient Near Eastern practice of using a proper name with “house” to designate a place (e.g., “the land of Bīt-Humria [Omri]” for Israel in Summary Inscription 4 of Tiglath-pileser III, COS, 2:288) and understand this to be a reference to the land of Israel. The more natural meaning, however, is that “house of the LORD” is a sanctuary dedicated to Yahweh (NEB; Davies, 195–96; Garrett, 181; cf. 9:4, 8, 15). Judgment will begin at the very center of the nation’s distorted ideology, at the temple (cf. Am 9:1; 7:9–17). As previous chapters demonstrate and the rest of the book will echo, religion is at the service of the state. Yahweh will not tolerate such machinations or misconceived ideas as to his person and will.

      The reason for the judgment is the violation of Yahweh’s covenant and laws (for the covenant, see “Religion and Theology in Hosea” in the introduction). The rest of the chapter provides details of this rebellion. The people may cry out to God (v.2), but in truth they reject “what is good” (ṭôb; GK 3202)—probably his way and the benefits thereof (v.3; cf. Am 5:14–15; Mic 2:7; 3:2; 6:8)—so an (unidentified) enemy will pursue them. Some take ṭôb to mean the Good One, that is, Yahweh (Andersen and Freedman, 491; Stuart, 131).

      4–6 These verses explain in what ways Israel has rejected the “good.” To begin with, Israel has not sought Yahweh’s designs in the choice of leadership (v.4a). These words may refer to the chaotic political situation within Israel either in the buildup to or right after the Assyrian invasion. This period was characterized by intrigue and violence (cf. 6:7–7:7).

      Second, they have participated in idolatry. The people worship what their own hands have made, but “it is not God” (vv.4b, 6; cf. 7:16; Isa 40:18–20; 44:9–20; Jer 10:1–16; Hab 2:18–19). The plural “idols” (v.4b) suggests that idol worship was widespread, but there is one special target that triggers the wrath of God: the “calf of Samaria” (vv.5–6; cf. 10:5; 13:2). Israel has rejected “what is good,” so he rejects their idol. God wonders “how long” it will be until Israel regains its senses and recovers its purity.

      What was this “calf of Samaria”? “Samaria” most likely refers to the country of Israel, here identified by its capital city. The implication is that this calf is a most prominent image. The Deuteronomistic History relates that Jeroboam I set up calf images in Daniel and Bethel (1Ki 12:29–30; cf. 2Ki 10:29). The fact that the calf at Dan is not mentioned may indicate that it has already been destroyed (possibly by the Assyrians in 733 BC) or that at this time it was not as important as the one at Bethel. Amos, the other eighth-century prophet to Israel, vehemently denounces this sanctuary as well (Am 4:4; 5:5–6; 7:10–17).

      The calf/bull image was associated with Canaanite mythology (cf. O. Keel and C. Uehlinger, Gods, Goddesses, and Images of God in Ancient Israel [Minneapolis: Fortress, 1998], 191–95; Smith, 82–85; N. Wyatt, “Calf,” DDD, 180–82). It was a symbol of strength and fertility, and a representation of this animal was often taken as a pedestal on which the deity stood. Here, however, it appears that Israel reveres the image as a god. Witness A. Mazar’s celebrated archaeological find in northern Israel of a bronze calf figurine in 1981 (“The ‘Bull Site’: An Iron Age I Open Cult Place,” BASOR 247 [1982]: 27–40).

      7–10 This pericope combines proverbial sayings with powerful images. The nation is locked in a cycle of inescapable, self-destructive futility. Israel is a foolish farmer who yields disastrous results and loses what he has to others (v.7); it is a discarded and useless pot (v.8; cf. Jer 18), a wandering solitary donkey that lacks discernment, and a harlot who must hire clients (v.9).

      Israel’s imprudence is marked in its foreign affairs. It has “gone up” to Assyria (v.9; cf. 5:13; 7:11), perhaps an allusion to Menahem’s tribute to Tiglath-pileser III in 738 BC (2Ki 15:19–20) or to that paid by Hoshea in 732/31 BC after his assassination of Pekah (17:3). In the end, Israel will succumb to the empire and be reduced to the status of a vassal (v.10). Tribute cannot guarantee safety; it is a weighty burden that will further weaken the nation (cf. 5:13; 7:9). The lack of faith in God and refusal to seek him in policy decisions will bring Israel to its knees. The greatest sovereign, Yahweh himself, will cause this doom by the hand of the invader.

      NOTES

      2 The syntax of this verse is awkward. The Hebrew literally reads, “To me they cry out: ‘My God, we know you, Israel.’” Some make Israel the subject of the verb “cry out” (NIV, NLT, NJPS), but its placement in the line speaks against that view. The NRSV has “Israel” as the subject but also retains it in the quote. The LXX and the Peshitta omit “Israel,” so some scholars believe the word to be a gloss (e.g., Wolff, 131; Davies, 198). It is best to interpret it as in apposition to “we” for emphasis (NJB, NASB, NRSV, ESV). A few emend to “God of Israel” (NEB, BHS; Andersen and Freedman, 490).

      5 The subject of the transitive verb [image: ] (zānaḥ, “reject, cast out”) of the first clause is ambiguous (cf. v.3). Grammatically, either “your calf” or an unnamed “he” could be the subject. When “calf” is taken as the subject, the verb is interpreted intransitively (NEB; Macintosh, 301–2) or revocalized as a passive (NRSV; Mays, 113). With the alternative (“he”), Yahweh is the implied subject (NASB, NJPS). Some repoint the verb as an imperative (NIV; Wolff, 132; LXX); others emend to the first person, again with Yahweh as the subject, to harmonize this clause with what follows (NJB, NLT, ESV; Davies, 201).

      10 Some emend [image: ] (maśśāʾ, “burden”) as [image: ] (mešōaḥ, “anointing”) for a translation that resonates with v.4a, in that judgment will bring a stop to Israel’s choosing leaders apart from God (RSV, JB, NEB; cf. LXX). There is no need to emend the text, however, and this interpretation ill fits these verses; the focus is on foreign, not domestic, policies. S. M. Paul (“mś ʾ mlk śrym—Hosea 8:8–10 and Ancient Near Eastern Royal Epithets” [ScrHier 31 (1986)]: 193–204) places the line against an Akkadian background.

      b. The religion of forgetfulness (8:11–14)

      
        
          11“Though Ephraim built many altars for sin offerings,

          these have become altars for sinning.

          12I wrote for them the many things of my law,

          but they regarded them as something alien.

          13They offer sacrifices given to me

          and they eat the meat,

          but the LORD is not pleased with them.

          Now he will remember their wickedness

          and punish their sins:

          They will return to Egypt.

          14Israel has forgotten his Maker

          and built palaces;

          Judah has fortified many towns.

          But I will send fire upon their cities

          that will consume their fortresses.”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      11–13a This set of verses provides an appropriate close to this chapter. It summarizes the incongruities in Israel’s religion, which is typified by much activity toward wrong ends and the refusal to attend to the will of the true God. With words similar to those in Amos, Hosea describes the multiplication of altars as so much sin. The redundancy of the line in v.11 mirrors literarily the repetitiveness of the rituals and the duplication of worship sites.

      The ironic contradictions of Israelite faith continue in v.12, where the detailed revelation of God’s will (lit., “the multitude of my instructions”) is seen as a foreign thing, not as something precious to Israel and worthy of obedience! Their religion and its god(s) reflect personal and national commitments and desires, even as divine revelation has become strange to them. Not surprisingly, Yahweh takes no pleasure in their erroneous religiosity (v.13a; cf. 9:4).

      13b–14 These rituals and hence Israel itself, far from being acceptable to Yahweh, “now” will bring judgment (v.13b). God will visit the consequences of their sin upon them. Their religion, so intertwined with politics, will be the cause of their exile. The statement that they will return to Egypt is probably metaphorical, not literal—that is, the nation will experience the reversal of the exodus (cf. Dt 28:68). Instead of living in freedom under the protective and beneficent eye of Yahweh, again they will be in bondage to an oppressive empire—in this case, Assyria (7:16; 9:3, 6; 11:5). Exile was one of the covenantal curses (Lev 26:33–39, 41; Dt 28:36–41, 63–64).

      The interweaving of religious critique and foreign policy, which is a feature of much of ch. 8, is underscored in the last verse (v.14). Both the northern and southern kingdoms had strengthened their fortifications, but all that effort and expense will be to no avail before the mighty foe (v.14). Such misplaced trust is folly (cf. 10:13–15; 11:6; 14:3). God will send fire on the cities and fortresses of Israel and Judah by the hand of their enemy.

      Fire is a descriptor for destruction in war, where cities often were put to the torch after they had been taken. This is the same language that Amos uses in its oracles against the nations (e.g., Am 1:4, 7, 10; cf. the view of Jeremias at Hos 4:15). Their transgression is that they have forgotten (škḥ; cf. 2:13; 4:6; 13:6) their Maker (cf. Isa 44:2; 51:13). Yahweh created them and entered into a relationship with this people at the exodus; he provided the laws that should have defined and organized their existence in every facet of life and sustained them for centuries. Yet, because their short memory and their skewed understanding, he will turn them over to this miserable fate.

      Some critical scholars deem v.14 as secondary because of the mention of Judah (e.g., Harper, 324; Wolff, 136, 147; yet note Andersen and Freedman, 511–12). Nevertheless, as has been stated repeatedly, the pairing of Judah and Israel is common throughout the book (note 1:6–7; 1:11; 4:15; 5:5, 12–14; 6:4; 10:11; 11:12). Interpreters must remember that the historical setting is the eighth century, in which Israel and Judah were forced to engage the Assyrians. That both nations appear in the text coheres with the foreign policy interests of the chapter.

      NOTE

      13 The opening two words of the first line are problematic. [image: ] (habhābay), the term in construct with [image: ] (zibḥê, “sacrifices”), is a hapax legomenon. One solution is to take it as a reduplicative noun from the root [image: ] (yhb, “give”) and read something akin to “given to me” (NIV; cf. NEB, NJB, NJPS, ESV). Another option is to connect the word to the root [image: ] (ʾhb, “love”; cf. HALOT, 236) and understand that the sacrifices were offered in the same spirit as in Amos 4:5 (RSV, JB, NRSV, NLT; note the end of v.12 in the LXX).

      c. The religion of fools (9:1–9)

      
        
          1Do not rejoice, O Israel;

          do not be jubilant like the other nations.

          For you have been unfaithful to your God;

          you love the wages of a prostitute

          at every threshing floor.

          2Threshing floors and winepresses will not feed the people;

          the new wine will fail them.

          3They will not remain in the LORD’s land;

          Ephraim will return to Egypt

          and eat unclean food in Assyria.

          4They will not pour out wine offerings to the LORD,

          nor will their sacrifices please him.

          Such sacrifices will be to them like the bread of mourners;

          all who eat them will be unclean.

          This food will be for themselves;

          it will not come into the temple of the LORD.

          5What will you do on the day of your appointed feasts,

          on the festival days of the LORD?

          6Even if they escape from destruction,

          Egypt will gather them,

          and Memphis will bury them.

          Their treasures of silver will be taken over by briers,

          and thorns will overrun their tents.

          7The days of punishment are coming,

          the days of reckoning are at hand.

          Let Israel know this.

          Because your sins are so many

          and your hostility so great,

          the prophet is considered a fool,

          the inspired man a maniac.

          8The prophet, along with my God,

          is the watchman over Ephraim,

          yet snares await him on all his paths,

          and hostility in the house of his God.

          9They have sunk deep into corruption,

          as in the days of Gibeah.

          God will remember their wickedness

          and punish them for their sins.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–2 The judgment of God will turn Israel’s religious world upside down. Joy is the natural response of agricultural people at seeing the abundance of their harvests (Lev 23:40; Dt 16:14), but Israel will have no cause to celebrate (v.1). In words reminiscent of previous chapters, the nation is censured for playing the harlot (znh; “for you have been unfaithful to your God,” NIV, NLT) and loving the wages of a prostitute (2:5, 8, 12; 8:9–10). Israel has forsaken Yahweh as its provider and trusted in false gods. The sites (the threshing floors and vats) and symbols (the new wine) of blessings will no longer translate into the provisions they desire and need (v.2).

      3 Israel’s time in the “the LORD’s land” has come to an end. The Lord of the land (Lev 25:23) is also the Lord of history and the ruler of the nations, and as such he decrees Israel’s fate. Once again, Egypt serves as a metaphor for the banishment to Assyria that will take place (cf. 8:13b). Away from the Promised Land, Israel can only eat unclean food.

      4–5 This unclean status means that it will be impossible for the people to offer libations and sacrifices suitable for Yahweh (v.4; cf. Jer 6:20; Mal 3:4). Whatever they bring will be like the bread of mourners, which by definition is defiled (Dt 26:14; Jer 16:5–7) and thus unfit for the temple of Yahweh.

      The rhetorical question of v.5 follows naturally. If they are unable geographically and incapable sacramentally of offering what is acceptable to God, then what are the people to do on the “day of your appointed feasts” and for the “festival days of the LORD”? The first phrase probably applies to the various stipulated gatherings as a people before God (Lev 23); the latter phrase could be a synonym for the first or may mean the Feast of Booths (Sukkôt) that elsewhere is called the “feast of the LORD” (Jdg 21:19; Lev 23:39). That festival commemorated God’s care in the wilderness and, at the same time, was a celebration of the grape and olive harvest.

      Jeroboam I had established an alternative festival to Sukkôt one month later than what was prescribed in the law (1Ki 12:32). If the Feast of Booths indeed is what is meant here, on all counts Israel is disqualified. In exile it cannot bring what is required; because of sin, it has forfeited all rights to observe the provision of God; and, if the aberrant feast set up by Jeroboam is in view, its harvest festival is a de facto perversion of the original. Israel will no longer participate in the worship of Yahweh. In that ancient understanding of life and the world, the inability to continue the cult meant that the people will lose a fundamental part of their identity and an integral part of their mission and reason for existence among the nations of the earth.

      6–7a There will be no escaping the judgment of Yahweh (v.6). Whether the reference to escaping to Egypt is in relation to Israel’s foreign policy efforts to seek aid against the Assyrian onslaught (cf. 7:11) or to the prospect that some may flee and seek asylum in Egypt, the end result is the same. That country, instead of being a refuge, will become a burial ground.

      This is an interesting twist on the Egypt-as-exile motif. While Assyria is Egypt in the sense of being the new enslaver and place of banishment (8:13; 9:3), Egypt itself will take in Israelites, but only to inter them (Memphis, a prominent city on the Nile in Lower Egypt, was famous for its large cemetery). In line with this interpretation and with most commentators, it is better to understand the ruination of treasures and the desolation of tents as a synonym for the loss of precious possessions and not as indicating the abandonment of cultic items of non-Yahwistic worship, such as expensive idols and their shrines (as argued by Wolff, 156; Hubbard, 158; cf. 2:8; 8:4b; 13:2).

      The time of punishment has come (v.7a). In a sense it began in 748 BC with Menahem’s tribute to the Assyrian Empire, but military pressure and human suffering greatly increased after 733 BC as a consequence of the Syro-Ephraimite War and will culminate with the defeat of the nation in 722 BC. The logic of what is happening and of what is to come is something that Israel must admit (“Israel knows”).

      7b–8 The prophet, “the man of the spirit,” is called a fool and a maniac (v.7b; cf. 2Ki 9:11). What is the meaning of these insulting words, and who is this prophet? Is this statement an assertion from the mouth of Hosea aimed at ridiculing Israel’s deceiving and self-deceived prophets? Or does it voice Israel’s admission that other prophets were misdirected and had led them down the path to destruction? Another possibility is that the statement is the nation’s angry rejection of Hosea for his condemnation of their sin and his announcements of judgment.

      A few commentators support the first (e.g., Keil, 122; cf. NEB, NKJV) and second interpretive options (e.g., M. S. Odell, “Who Were the Prophets in Hosea?” HBT 18 [1996], 83–87). Most adopt the last and consider the insult to be the people’s mockery of the true prophet of God. Hosea is being scorned for an unpopular message (cf. Am 7:10–13; Jer 29:26–27; Wolff, 152; Stuart, 145–46; Hubbard, 155). Perhaps his marriage to Gomer qualified him as odd in their eyes as well (R. D. Nelson, “Priestly Purity and Prophetic Lunacy: Hosea 1:2–3 and 9:7,” in The Priests in the Prophets: The Portrayal of Priests, Prophets and Other Religious Specialists in the Latter Prophets, ed. L. L. Grabbe and A. Ogden Bellis [JSOTSup 408; London: T&T Clark, 2004], 115–33).

      Theoretically, each of the three alternatives could work. If these words are Hosea’s, he, as the true spokesperson of Yahweh, is saying that the nation’s prophets are a snare and generators of violence (v.8; cf. 6:5; 1Ki 22:22; Mic 2:11; 3:5; Jer 23:13–40; 29:24–28). In this case, “prophet” is taken in a collective sense to refer to those who are preaching weal, not woe (S. A. Irvine presents the case for a particular opponent in “Enmity in the House of God [Hosea 7:7–9],” JBL 117 [1998]: 645–53). If this verse is the nation’s assessment that their prophets have failed them, it may bear witness to internal debates within the nation as the end draws near.

      Lastly, if the comment is Israel’s negative comment about Hosea, it confirms the people in their sin. Hosea, the watchman of Israel (5:8; 8:1; cf. Jer 6:17; Eze 33:2, 6–7), whose ministry the nation sees as traitorous, is being forced to navigate the obstacles they place in his way and faces continual resentment (v.8). Even though “the house of his God” may refer to the land, it may also be the temple (cf. 8:1). In other words, the very place where this man of God should have found agreement with Yahweh’s demands has become the site of his greatest opposition.

      9 Israel has deteriorated to the level of the awful sins committed at Gibeah that are recounted in Judges 19–21. To believe that the nation is repeating those very same acts misses the point. The issue is that its violence and religious perversion merit judgment (cf. 10:9). This verse repeats part of 8:13, perhaps establishing an inclusio. That verse announces exile as God’s punishment; the intervening passage has enlarged that theme and explained its consequences.

      NOTES

      1 As Israel is a masculine proper noun, the jussive is in the masculine singular ([image: ], ʾal-tiśmaḥ; “Let Israel not rejoice”). While the MT has only this one verb, many versions translate it and the adverbial phrase (“with exultation”; NASB) as two imperatives (e.g., “Do not rejoice . . . do not be jubilant,” NIV). The verse continues with “you have played the whore” (NRSV), but interestingly with a second masculine singular verbal form, [image: ] (zānîtā); a second masculine singular suffix also is applied to [image: ] (ʾelōheykā, “your God”). The use of the masculine gender might seem at cross-purposes with the metaphor of playing the harlot, but the masculine subject is consistent with the beginning of the verse (Israel). This apparent gender anomaly complicates the harlot imagery of the book. Here Israel, the male, is unfaithful and unchaste.

      7 Grammatically, the clause [image: ] (yēdeʿû yiśrāʾēl) can be translated in a future (“Israel will know”; RSV, ESV), jussive (“let Israel know”; NASB, NJPS, NIV), or customary sense (“Israel knows”; NJB, NKJV). Some, believing the proper root to be [image: ] (rw ʿ, “shout”) instead of [image: ] (yd ʿ, “know”), emend to [image: ] (yāriʿû yiśrāʾēl) and translate as “Israel cries out” (JB, NRSV; cf. Wolff, 150, 156; Stuart, 140). With this change, the clause introduces the people’s disparaging words about the prophets (and can be regarded as an ironic counterpart to 8:2). The NLT incorporates both the MT and the emendation. The LXX has κακωθήσεται, apparently understanding the verbal form as [image: ] (yērāʿû), a Niphal imperfect of the root [image: ] (r ʿʿ, “suffer”).

      The awkwardness of the line is due in part to the absence of any syntactical indicators of speech. Those who hold that these words are Israel’s perception claim that this statement is parenthetical or support the aforementioned textual change. Toward the same end, the NIV reverses the order of the last two Hebrew lines, thereby offering a transition to the allegation of the people, and adds “is considered.”

      8 The Hebrew of the first line of this verse literally reads, “A watchman of Ephraim [is] with my God,” and the Masoretic punctuation connects “a prophet” with what follows. Many English versions ignore that punctuation (RSV, NRSV, NIV, NLT, ESV). The JB does, too, but its rendition is based as well on the emendation of [image: ] (ʾelōhāy) to [image: ] (ʾōhel): “Ephraim watches the prophet’s tent.”

      2. Metaphors of Rebellion and Judgment (9:10–11:11)

      OVERVIEW

      This section divides into four parts, each of which centers around a metaphor: grapes in the wilderness (9:10–17), a vine (10:1–8), a heifer (10:9–15), and a child (11:1–11). These passages all look back at what Israel had been and could have become but did not. These passages then declare divine judgment on the nation’s sin. Another feature is the extensive use of first-person verbs, as Yahweh voices his disappointment. History is important as well. Several incidents of the past are cited as examples of the seed of rebellion that had fully sprouted in the prophet’s day. The formula “declares the LORD” (neʾum-yhwh) closes the section (11:11).

      a. Grapes in the wilderness (9:10–17)

      
        
          10“When I found Israel,

          it was like finding grapes in the desert;

          when I saw your fathers,

          it was like seeing the early fruit on the fig tree.

          But when they came to Baal Peor,

          they consecrated themselves to that shameful idol

          and became as vile as the thing they loved.

          11Ephraim’s glory will fly away like a bird—

          no birth, no pregnancy, no conception.

          12Even if they rear children,

          I will bereave them of every one.

          Woe to them

          when I turn away from them!

          13I have seen Ephraim, like Tyre,

          planted in a pleasant place.

          But Ephraim will bring out

          their children to the slayer.”

          14Give them, O LORD—

          what will you give them?

          Give them wombs that miscarry

          and breasts that are dry.

          15“Because of all their wickedness in Gilgal,

          I hated them there.

          Because of their sinful deeds,

          I will drive them out of my house.

          I will no longer love them;

          all their leaders are rebellious.

          16Ephraim is blighted,

          their root is withered,

          they yield no fruit.

          Even if they bear children,

          I will slay their cherished offspring.”

          17My God will reject them

          because they have not obeyed him;

          they will be wanderers among the nations.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      10 Yahweh recalls the beginning of his relationship with Israel. He found them in the wilderness, mentioned in ch. 2 as the place of their original courtship (2:14–15). He likens the people to grapes and ripe figs. Finding these in the arid regions of that part of the world brings joy (cf. Isa 28:4), but that pristine goodness soon turned to rebellion at Baal Peor in Moab (Nu 25; Ps 106:28–30). There they indulged in idolatry and sexual promiscuity with foreign women.

      That sin had a profound effect on the character of the nation. In essence, they had dedicated themselves to “shame” (bōšet) and become as “vile” (šiqqûṣîm) as the idol to which they had bowed down. “Shame” is connected to the worship of baʿal elsewhere (e.g., Jer 3:24–25; 11:13), as is “vile” to other deities (e.g., 2Ki 23:13; Jer 4:1; 7:30). The momentary satisfaction they experienced in that unexcused excess had made them repulsive in God’s sight.

      11–12 Accordingly, the nation’s “glory” will depart, as a bird on the wing (v.11a). “Glory” may refer to Israel’s wealth or its posterity, but it is better to interpret the term as a descriptor for Yahweh (cf. 1Sa 4:21–22; Eze 8). He who should have been their security and the object of their affections will leave and turn the nation over to a dreadful fate. The One who could give Israel life now decrees sterility (v.11b). This reversal is matched by the inverse order of the verbs for childbearing. The severity of these words is strengthened in v.12a, that God will remove any children that might survive the disaster. What should have been occasions for joy will be motives for mourning. Such is the result of divine abandonment (v.12b).

      13 The sharp differences between the English versions testify to the difficulties in translating the first line of this verse. Several emendations have been suggested, but the MT is as viable an option as any other. The sense is that Israel, even as Tyre, had been placed in a favorable setting but had forfeited potential blessings because of its sinful behavior.

      The challenge in the second line is interpretive, not linguistic or grammatical. Some commentators see a reference to child sacrifice, with the “slayer” as baʿal (Andersen and Freedman, 538; Garrett, 202; cf. Ps 106:36–39; cf. Tg.). However, others who believe that this abhorrent ritual was practiced in ancient Israel do not reference this passage (e.g., Smith, 171–81). The more natural reading is to relate the clause to the surrounding context, which heralds losses in war and the barrenness of the women. To lead their children to the slaughter, therefore, means that their sin will result in their families’ meeting death at the hands of the invader.

      14 It is not uncommon to interpret this verse as the prophet’s intercession on behalf of the people (as in Am 7:3, 5). That is, horrified by the scope of divine wrath, Hosea pleads for what he considers will cause the least suffering (cf. 2Sa 24:11–17): childlessness instead of the butchery of the battlefield (Wolff, 166–67; Mays, 134–35; Hubbard, 166–67). The prophet, though, has been strident throughout in his proclamation of doom. This verse is not a plea for mercy, but rather Hosea’s affirmation of what Yahweh has decreed. The promise of Genesis 49:25 has been overturned (Harper, 339; Garrett, 202; D. Krause, “A Blessing Cursed: The Prophet’s Prayer for Barren Womb and Dry Breasts in Hosea 9,” in Reading between Texts: Intertextuality and the Hebrew Bible, ed. D. N. Fewell [Literary Currents in Biblical Interpretation; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1992], 191–202).

      Andersen and Freedman, 539, propose a chiastic structure for 9:10–17, with this verse as its center and climax. If this suggestion is correct, the structure focuses attention on the prophet’s response to God’s will (irrespective of whether it is an entreaty or an endorsement).

      15 The NIV adds “because of” to the opening clause and in that way suggests that something in Israel’s past at Gilgal has triggered Yahweh’s judgment in the present (cf. 9:9–10). Some commentators follow a similar tact, usually hypothesizing that this is an allusion to the inauguration of Saul’s kingship there (1Sa 11:14–15; cf. Wolff, 167; Stuart, 153–54; Garrett, 203). This then would be a continuation of Hosea’s attack against the monarchy (5:1–2, 10; 6:11–7:7; 8:4; 13:9–11) with an historical argument that the institution from the very beginning had been flawed and deserving of Yahweh’s rejection. A number of English versions perhaps reflect this view with their translation, “There I began to hate them” (e.g., NLT, ESV). The phrase “all their leaders” adds weight to this political interpretation.

      Nonetheless, a literal reading of the Hebrew is “All their sin is at Gilgal.” Gilgal is targeted as an unacceptable cultic center in several passages (4:15; 12:11)—a stance echoed in Amos (Am 4:4; 5:5). It was a symbol of all that has been wrong with the faith of Israel, and there the nation’s misconstrued worldview finds religious authorization; so Yahweh will expel the people from the sanctuary (“my house”; cf. 8:1; 9:8). The words “I will no longer love them” serve as a reminder of the opening chapters, where Israel’s religious practices were the primary sin (“I will no longer show love” in 1:6–7; 2:23). Politics are inseparable from the religious beliefs and behavior that Hosea condemns, but the emphasis at this juncture (and in ch. 9 in general) is on the cult (McComiskey, 154–55).

      16 Israel is a sick plant, not the luxurious vine that God found and wanted to flourish (v.10). Calamity is communicated as a pun: Ephraim (ʾeprayim) cannot bear “fruit” (perî). This fruit is their children. Death, not new life, is in the offing (cf. vv.11–13).

      17 This first of four parts closes with the prophetic distinction between the false Yahweh and other gods that the nation follows and the God of Hosea (“my God”). It also reviews earlier material. Disobedience has brought divine abandonment (vv.11–12) and rejection (v.15). Exile from the land “among the nations” as the curse for rebellion is Israel’s future (v.3; cf. Lev 26:33, 38; Dt 28:64).

      NOTE

      13 The Hebrew of the second clause of the first line, which reads (lit.) “for/to Tyre [[image: ], leṣôr] planted in a meadow,” is followed by most English versions (e.g., NASB, NJPS, NLT; Keil, 126; Garrett, 201; J. K. Kuan, “Hosea 9:13 and Josephus, Antiquities IX, 277–287,” PEQ 123 [1991]: 104–8). An alternative is to relate [image: ] (ṣôr) to an Arabic word for a palm tree (NRSV, ESV; Hubbard, 166; Macintosh, 371–72), an interpretation that could allude to the patriarchal blessing of Genesis 49:22. Others follow the sense of the LXX (εἰς θήραν παρέστησαν τὰ τέκνα αὐτῶν: “has presented its children as prey”), which requires the emendation of [image: ] (ṣôr) to [image: ] I (ṣayid I; cf. HALOT, 1020), among other changes (RSV, JB, NEB; Wolff, 160–61).

      b. A “luxuriant”/destructive vine and plant (10:1–8)

      
        
          1Israel was a spreading vine;

          he brought forth fruit for himself.

          As his fruit increased,

          he built more altars;

          as his land prospered,

          he adorned his sacred stones.

          2Their heart is deceitful,

          and now they must bear their guilt.

          The LORD will demolish their altars

          and destroy their sacred stones.

          3Then they will say, “We have no king

          because we did not revere the LORD.

          But even if we had a king,

          what could he do for us?”

          4They make many promises,

          take false oaths

          and make agreements;

          therefore lawsuits spring up

          like poisonous weeds in a plowed field.

          5The people who live in Samaria fear

          for the calf-idol of Beth Aven.

          Its people will mourn over it,

          and so will its idolatrous priests,

          those who had rejoiced over its splendor,

          because it is taken from them into exile.

          6It will be carried to Assyria

          as tribute for the great king.

          Ephraim will be disgraced;

          Israel will be ashamed of its wooden idols.

          7Samaria and its king will float away

          like a twig on the surface of the waters.

          8The high places of wickedness will be destroyed—

          it is the sin of Israel.

          Thorns and thistles will grow up

          and cover their altars.

          Then they will say to the mountains, “Cover us!”

          and to the hills, “Fall on us!”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 This passage is structurally delimited in at least two ways. To start with, it both opens and ends with horticultural imagery. Second, these verses record what the nation purportedly says in response to divine judgment (vv.3, 8).

      The vine is used as a metaphor for Israel elsewhere, most famously in Isaiah 5:1–7 (cf. Eze 15, 17; Jn 15). Here, as there, the vine is a disappointment—it yields “poisonous weeds” (v.4). This same pattern of divine frustration occurs in the grape illustration of 9:10–17, although in this passage there is not the contrast between the past and present. What is the state of this vine? Based on an Arabic cognate, most English versions translate bôqēq in a positive sense (e.g., “spreading,” NIV; “luxuriant,” NRSV; Wolff, 170; LXX). In the OT, however, the root bqq is uniformly negative and is best taken as something like “destructive” (“rank,” NEB; note Na 2:2; Garrett, 206–7; Macintosh, 383–84; cf. HALOT, 150).

      How is the vine destructive? Whatever benefits came to Israel have led to the proliferation of altars and sacred pillars—that is, to the cult that the prophet decries. Instead of appropriately responding to the One who actually provided for them, the people saw in their agricultural bounty a confirmation of their idolatrous belief in baʿal (or the beʿālîm; cf. 2:5–8).

      2–3 Verse 2 begins by describing the nation’s character. Their heart is “deceitful” (ḥlq). The term literally means “smooth” and is used figuratively for speech that is not to be trusted (e.g., Pr 5:3; 26:28; Eze 12:24; cf. HALOT, 322, ḥlq I), thus reinforcing the point of the previous verse that Israel is a false vine. It must pay the consequences of its guilt.

      Both v.2 and v.3 declare that the time of judgment is “now.” The coupling of religion and politics is made clear in this juxtaposition. With their prosperity the people constructed altars and pillars (v.1), but “now” those will be destroyed (v.2). “The LORD” is supplied by many versions. The Hebrew text has “he”; the presence of the pronoun is emphatic (see NJB).

      The quotation in v.3 of what the people are saying “now” (“then,” NIV) has been taken in several ways. One can interpret these words as Hosea’s opinion of what the people will confess in the near future once they realize the error of their ways. It may be better to consider them as the continuation of the frustration expressed in 9:7b–8, as they see their world collapse around them in the face of the invasion. There they voiced their anger at the true prophet of God; here they admit that their trust does not lie in Yahweh, and they denounce the haplessness of their king. The realia of their religion were being destroyed, and the political system that in large measure was based on all of them was failing. The closing verse of this section (v.8) is their ultimate cry of despair.

      Although most English versions have “a king” in the last clause, the Hebrew reads “the king.” The article may suggest that a specific ruler is in view, or that the monarchy in general is the target. If the former option is correct, then most likely the reference is to Hoshea and to his unwise decisions. It is also possible to understand “the king” to be the divine king, Yahweh, hereby expressing a consistent rejection of God (Andersen and Freedman, 553). I take less of a religious interpretation and more of a political perspective on this and the following verses.

      4 This verse may be a continuation of the words of the exasperated people. In the context, the “promises,” “oaths,” and “agreements” are probably related to political policies. In line with this governmental focus, mišpāṭ (GK 5477) can be translated as “litigation” or “lawsuits” (NEB, NIV, NRSV); the social fabric is breaking down as the people harass one another. The complaint of the people is comprehensive; all these legal matters are seen as vacuous.

      Most commentators, however, believe that mišpāṭ refers to “justice” in the sense of the right ordering of life in accordance with God’s design (cf. 2:19; 12:6). This line would be similar to the words of Amos, who bemoans that justice in Israel had been turned into poison (Am 6:12; cf. 5:7). If this approach is correct, then the entire verse is read more naturally as the prophet’s bitter critique of Israel. There also may be a double entendre. As in Habakkuk 1:4, mišpāṭ can denote both legal rulings as well as the more general ethical attribute. In Hosea’s mind, each in its own particularly negative way is burgeoning like a noxious weed, not like the vine God intended.

      5–6 Attention turns to the religious implications of the nation’s defeat. With the disaster that comes with the judgment, the inhabitants of Samaria will fear for the idol at Beth-Aven (v.5), or the “House of Iniquity,” a contemptuous name for the cultic center of Bethel (cf. 4:15). The word translated “calf-idol” is in the plural—either an abstract (cf. GKC §122q, 124e–f; IBHS §7.4.2.) or an honorific plural (cf. GKC §124g–i; IBHS §7.4.3.). If the former, the meaning is the calf-cult (cf. 8:5; 13:2); if the latter, the expression may constitute mockery of the defeated god (the “great calf”), which will be powerless to protect Israel.

      The people’s dread is not the ritual lamentation for the death and return to life of baʿal (as argued by Wolff, 175; Stuart, 161, Garrett, 209–10); rather, it is distress about the fate of the idol (HALOT, 185, gwr III). “Indeed” (asseverative kî; JB, NJPS; cf. GKC §159ee), disillusioned people and the idol’s priests (kōmer, a term reserved for those of non-Yahwistic cults; cf. 2Ki 23:5; Zep 1:4) will mourn the end of their religious world. The idol’s “splendor”—that is, all the wealth of the sanctuary—will be taken away into exile (cf. 1Ki 14:26; Da 1:2). This turn of phrase is ironic: Israel’s true glory, Yahweh, will leave them (9:11), even as the empty glory of its idols will be taken. The sovereign God is leaving of his own free will; the idols and all the religious paraphernalia are to be carted away.

      The calf’s destination is Assyria (v.6). It will be part of the tribute to be turned over to the great king of Assyria (for melek yārēb, see comment on 5:13), most likely as part of the invader’s booty. (For spoilation of gods in war, see M. Cogan, Imperialism and Religion: Assyria, Judah and Israel in the Eighth and Seventh Centuries B.C.E. [Missoula, Mont.: Scholars, 1974], 22–41; B. Becking, The Fall of Samaria: An Historical and Archaeological Study [SHANE 2; Leiden: Brill, 1992], 31 [cf. Am 5:26].) The coming defeat will make Israel’s disastrous plans (“its counsel”; cf. NIV note) a disgrace.

      7 It is possible that the prediction of v.6 is expanded in this verse in that the “king” is the calf idol that will be swept away (Mays, 142; Andersen and Freedman, 558; Hubbard, 175). It is more consistent, however, to maintain that all the kings mentioned in this passage are human (vv.3, 6–7; cf. vv.13–15). In other words, Israel’s king will also be deported. Historically, this prediction found fulfillment in the imprisonment of Hoshea by Shalmaneser V (2Ki 17:4).

      The language of the metaphor is difficult. It usually is understood as “like a twig on the surface of the waters.” The term qeṣep (“twig”) is a hapax legomenon (qeṣep II; cf. HALOT, 1125). An alternative in the Targum, some ancient Greek versions, and the Vulgate is “foam” (NJPS; Andersen and Freedman, 558–59; Macintosh, 406–07). In this case, the word reflects the verb qṣp, “to be angry” or to “boil over with rage” (qeṣep I; cf. HALOT, 1124–25), with the thought that the monarchy will vanish as quickly as foam on the surface of the waters.

      8 The passage closes with another announcement of the destruction of Israel’s religious life. The “high places of wickedness” (some believe ʾāwen, “wickeness, iniquity,” is shorthand for bēt-ʾāwen, or Bethel; cf. v.5a and NIV note) and the nation’s unacceptable religious practices (“the sin of Israel”) will be demolished. The “high places” (bāmôt) are cultic platforms that often had altars on them (J. A. Emerton, “The Biblical High Place in the Light of Recent Study,” PEQ 129 [1997]: 116–32). Israel, that vine that had so much potential for good, is defective (v.1) and has brought forth weeds (v.4); now its infamous altars will be cursed with thorns and thistles (v.8; this vocabulary is drawn from Ge 3:18). Instead of the people’s shouts of joy in ceremonies to other deities, with defeat will come the wretched call for an end to their misery (cf. Lk 23:30; Rev 6:16). Those words of anger and frustration (9:7b–8; 10:2–4) will change to cries of lament.

      NOTE

      6 The term [image: ] (ʿaṣātô) literally means “his counsel” (NASB, NJB, NJPS, NKJV; cf. HALOT, 866–67, ʿṣh I). Based on Syriac and Arabic parallels, a few scholars translate it as “disobedience” (Stuart, 157, 162; [image: ] II, ʿṣh II, HALOT, 867; cf. NEB). Others argue that the word is a feminine form of “tree” (cf. Jer 6:6; [image: ] III, ʿṣh III; HALOT, 867) and a metonymy for a wooden idol (Andersen and Freedman, 558; Hubbard, 175; cf. NIV). Many English versions reflect the slight emendation of [image: ] (ʿaṣātô) to [image: ] (ʿaṣabbô, “his idol”; Mays, 138; HALOT, 865; cf. JB, NIV, NRSV, NLT, ESV).

      c. A trained heifer (10:9–15)

      
        
          9“Since the days of Gibeah, you have sinned, O Israel,

          and there you have remained.

          Did not war overtake

          the evildoers in Gibeah?

          10When I please, I will punish them;

          nations will be gathered against them

          to put them in bonds for their double sin.

          11Ephraim is a trained heifer

          that loves to thresh;

          so I will put a yoke

          on her fair neck.

          I will drive Ephraim,

          Judah must plow,

          and Jacob must break up the ground.

          12Sow for yourselves righteousness,

          reap the fruit of unfailing love,

          and break up your unplowed ground;

          for it is time to seek the LORD,

          until he comes

          and showers righteousness on you.

          13But you have planted wickedness,

          you have reaped evil,

          you have eaten the fruit of deception.

          Because you have depended on your own strength

          and on your many warriors,

          14the roar of battle will rise against your people,

          so that all your fortresses will be devastated—

          as Shalman devastated Beth Arbel on the day of battle,

          when mothers were dashed to the ground with their children.

          15Thus will it happen to you, O Bethel,

          because your wickedness is great.

          When that day dawns,

          the king of Israel will be completely destroyed.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      9–10 The offensive incident at Gibeah reappears (v.9; cf. 9:9). In the prophetic argument, the sins committed there (Jdg 19–21) were determinative for Israel’s rebellious character. The syntax in the second half of the verse is awkward (specifically the use of the negative lō ʾ). Even though an interrogative particle is lacking, the line could be taken as a rhetorical question (the English versions; cf. GKC §150a). It also could be an emphatic statement (asseverative lō ʾ): “Surely war will overtake them in Gibeah” (Wolff, 178; Macintosh, 411). Both translations yield a similar sense: Sin (whether of the past or in the present) brings judgment. The punishment will come by the hand of the sovereign God, when he pleases (v.10). Once again, this punishment is described as an invasion. The referents for the double iniquity are impossible to identify.

      11–13a The central metaphor of this section is that of Israel as a “trained heifer.” The nation is likened to a healthy draft animal eager to plow the ground (v.11). In this picture, Yahweh is the farmer who yokes Israel and Judah, with the goal of sowing a proper relationship with him and its attendant ethical conduct (ṣedākâ) in order to enjoy the benefits of his unfailing love (ḥesed). This is God’s desire for both kingdoms (for arguments that Judah is a later addition, see Emmerson, 83–86). That investment of righteousness will redound to them for their benefit (v.12). Instead, Israel is doing just the opposite: devoting itself to rebellion (v.13a).

      13b–15 This passage focuses on one dimension of the nation’s sin—its confidence in military power (v.13b; cf. Isa 31:1; Am 6:13). Because of its large armies, Israel trusts in its war policies (lit., “your way”; McComiskey, 180; Macintosh, 425). The result of that miscalculation will be horrendous devastation, and they will be no match for a mightier foe (v.14). The cruelty unleashed against women and children in warfare is mentioned many times in the OT, from the fear of Jacob about what his brother Esau might do (Ge 32:11) to the descriptions of the suffering in cities under siege (2Ki 6:24–31; La 2:19–21) and the indiscriminate killing at their fall (Jos 6:21; 1Sa 22:19; 2Ki 8:12).

      As in v.10, the interpreter is confronted with a referent in v.14 that cannot be identified with certainty (Davies, 248–49; Macintosh, 429–30). The coming defeat is compared to the destruction of Beth-Arbel by Shalman. Neither the place name nor the person is known to us. Many commentators believe that Shalman is a variant of Shalmaneser. The Assyrian Shalmaneser III (859–824 BC) may have attacked Israel during his campaign against Damascus in 838 BC. Shalmaneser V (726–722 BC) did come up against Hoshea (2Ki 17:3). A lesson to be learned from the past, not a contemporary event, more often than not is the means of persuasion and indictment in the book. Another option is that the referent is Salamanu, a king of Moab, who may have launched raids against Israel (cf. 2Ki 13:20; Am 2:1–3).

      The final verse reunites religion and politics (v.15). The mention of Bethel and the king connect these verses to the first part of the chapter (vv.5–8 and vv.3, 7, respectively). Soon (“When that day dawns,” NIV) that religious center of the nation and its political system together will meet their demise.

      NOTES

      10 At the beginning of the verse the MT has [image: ] (beʾawwātî, “in my desire”), from the term [image: ] (ʾawwâ; HALOT, 21; McComiskey, 172–73; Macintosh, 414; cf. NASB, NIV, NKJV, NJPS, ESV). Many commentators and English versions echo the LXX (ἦλθεν, “he came”) and emend to [image: ] (bāʾtî, “I have come”), from [image: ] (bw ʾ; Wolff, 178; Stuart, 166; cf. NEB, NRSV, NJB, NLT). Andersen and Freedman (565–66) propose [image: ] (baʾatôtî, “when I came”), the infinitive construct of [image: ] (ʾth; cf. HALOT, 102) plus the preposition [image: ] (be).

      Most English versions follow the Qere for [image: ] (ʿyntm) in the second line to read “crimes” (cf. LXX). An alternative relates the word to [image: ] (maʿanâ, “furrow”; cf. HALOT, 615) and so continues the farming metaphor (Macintosh, 414–16; cf. NJPS, Tg.).

      13b The most common meaning of [image: ] (derek) is “way” (NASB, NJPS, NKJV, ESV). It also can be translated as “power,” a fitting parallel to “your many warriors” of the next phrase (HALOT, 232; Hubbard, 183; Davies, 248; cf. NIV, NRSV, NLT). The LXX has “in your chariots” (ἐν τοῖς ἅρμασι), which is the equivalent of [image: ] (berikbekā), an emendation followed by the RSV, NEB, NJB (Harper, 357; Wolff, 181, 187). A historical datum cited to buttress this view is that Israel was famed for its chariots (S. Dalley, “Foreign Chariotry and Calvary in the Armies of Tiglath-pileser III and Sargon II,” Iraq 47 [1985]: 31–48).

      d. A beloved child (11:1–11)

      
        
          1“When Israel was a child, I loved him,

          and out of Egypt I called my son.

          2But the more I called Israel,

          the further they went from me.

          They sacrificed to the Baals

          and they burned incense to images.

          3It was I who taught Ephraim to walk,

          taking them by the arms;

          but they did not realize

          it was I who healed them.

          4I led them with cords of human kindness,

          with ties of love;

          I lifted the yoke from their neck

          and bent down to feed them.

          5“Will they not return to Egypt

          and will not Assyria rule over them

          because they refuse to repent?

          6Swords will flash in their cities,

          will destroy the bars of their gates

          and put an end to their plans.

          7My people are determined to turn from me.

          Even if they call to the Most High,

          he will by no means exalt them.

          8“How can I give you up, Ephraim?

          How can I hand you over, Israel?

          How can I treat you like Admah?

          How can I make you like Zeboiim?

          My heart is changed within me;

          all my compassion is aroused.

          9I will not carry out my fierce anger,

          nor will I turn and devastate Ephraim.

          For I am God, and not man—

          the Holy One among you.

          I will not come in wrath.

          10They will follow the LORD;

          he will roar like a lion.

          When he roars,

          his children will come trembling from the west.

          11They will come trembling

          like birds from Egypt,

          like doves from Assyria.

          I will settle them in their homes,”

          declares the LORD.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 The metaphor for Israel now shifts from the farm to the family, with Yahweh as the father. The nation is called a “child” (naʿar) and “my son” (J. R. Melnyk, “When Israel Was a Child,” in History and Interpretation: Essays in Honour of John H. Hayes, ed. M. P. Graham et al. [JSOTSup 173; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1993], 245–59). Once again, an image goes back to Israel’s early history (cf. 9:10; 10:1, 11). Here the reference is to the exodus (Ex 4:22–23; cf. Jer 3:19), when the special relationship between Yahweh and Israel began (12:9; 13:4). The two verbs “love” and “call” combine affection with election, so whatever happens to God’s people affects him deeply.

      Tragically, Israel is never said to love Yahweh; its affections have been directed to other deities (Kakkanattu, 33–40). This verse is evidence for the covenantal relationship between Israel and Yahweh (F. M. Cross, “Kinship and Covenant in Ancient Israel,” in From Epic to Canon: History and Literature in Ancient Israel, ed. F. M. Cross [Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 1998], 3–21). “Love” is central to Deuteronomy, where it also is connected with the liberation of Israel from Egypt (e.g., Dt 7:8–13).

      Matthew 2:15 cites Hosea 11:1 as “fulfilled” in Jesus. How can this be, if the allusion in Hosea to the exodus is retrospective and not a prediction? The answer is that in the gospel of Matthew the life of Jesus recapitulates the history of Israel in many ways. For example, paralleling the movement from bondage to Sinai, Jesus comes out of Egypt (Mt 2), goes through the waters (of baptism; Mt 3), is tempted in the desert (forty days and nights; Mt 4), and then goes to a mountain to speak of the law (Mt 5–7). He is the true and ideal Israel. The prophet recognized that the exodus offered patterns: it was a symbol of exile (8:13; 9:3) as well as a type for future hope (11:10–11; cf. Isa 11:11–16; 51:9–11; Jer 23:7–8; Mic 7:15). Matthew sees patterns in God’s liberating initiative at the exodus, too; as God redeemed his people from Egypt long ago, he now was accomplishing a more glorious redemption through Jesus, the greater Son (C. Keener, Matthew [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999], 106–9; cf. Garrett, 220–22).

      2 The Hebrew of the first line of this verse literally says, “They called to them; thus they went from them” (cf. Tg.). The lack of an identified subject and object makes understanding difficult. Many versions and commentators follow the LXX and change the verb to a first-person singular (e.g., NIV, NRSV; Stuart, 175). This offers more continuity with v.1. If the MT is maintained (my option), then those who called could be the prophets. God repeatedly sent the prophets to charge “them”—that is, his people—but Israel turned its back and “went away from them” (Keil, 137; McComiskey, 184). This interpretation agrees with other passages that deal with the role of the prophets in the history of the nation (6:5; 9:8; 12:10, 13). Others who accept the MT consider either the women at Baal Peor (Nu 25:1–3; Andersen and Freedman, 577–78; Hubbard, 187) or Israel (Garrett, 222–23; Macintosh, 440) as the ones calling and interpret the line in a different manner.

      The second line is clear. Israel has persisted in faithlessness. Apostasy has reared its ugly head from the beginning (Ex 32; Nu 25), and the people continued sacrificing to the beʿālîm (4:13–14; 8:13) and burning incense to other images (2:13). The nation has been a disobedient son and now deserves punishment (cf. Dt 21:18–21). This metaphor is also employed by the prophet Isaiah (Isa 1:2–4; 30:1, 9).

      3 The text returns to the image of Israel as a child (v.3), and the contrast with the preceding is emphatic (lit., “but I, I taught Ephraim”). Yahweh was committed to this people since early on. The call came at the exodus (v.1), and his guardianship manifested itself in the wilderness and continued through the centuries. He “healed” them, perhaps an allusion to sociopolitical protection, material provision, or spiritual forgiveness (Kakkanattu, 54–57). Sadly, Israel refused to acknowledge (once again the key verb yd ʿ) Yahweh’s care.

      4 The sense of gracious nurture continues. What is debated is whether the image shifts to an agricultural setting with the metaphor of Israel as an ox (cf. 4:16; 10:11) or whether the familial ambiance is maintained. If the former, the image is of Yahweh as the kind farmer, merciful in his yoking, using cords suitable for humans and lovingly providing for Israel (NASB, NIV, ESV; Stuart, 179; Macintosh, 445–49). I prefer the latter view (NEB, NJB, NRSV). The parent–child metaphor can be visualized either as a reference to God as a father who lifts up and carries the tired or frightened child (Dt 1:31) or as a picture of a loving mother guiding the little one in its very first steps (Yee, 277; H. Schüngel-Straumann, “God as Mother in Hosea 11,” in Brenner, ed., 194–218). Perhaps it is better to use the label “parental” and avoid imposing gender categories on God (Kakkanattu, 57–63, 127–31). In any case, tenderness is the spirit of the verse.

      5–6 The translation of the initial lō ʾ is crucial for interpreting this verse. While it can be the negative particle “no, not” (NASB, NIV, ESV), it can also be taken as an asseverative (NEB, NRSV, NLT; Wolff, 192; Andersen and Freedman, 583–84): Israel will “surely” return to Egypt (i.e., go into exile; cf. 8:13; 9:3) and submit to the sovereignty of Assyria. There is a wordplay on the verb šûb: Israel will “return” to Egypt, because it has refused to “return” to God (5:4; 7:10, 16). This sin of rebellion means that the nation’s cities will be destroyed. Whatever the political and military plans might have been, they will not succeed (v.6; cf. 10:6).

      7 The indictment of the character of Israel continues. In spite of this coming disaster, Israel is committed to “turning” from Yahweh (mešûbâ, from the root šûb), not to him in repentance. The last half of the verse is difficult but should be interpreted as consonant with the first part; therefore, it is best to take the meaning to be that even if the people do call to Yahweh, the “Most High” (for this meaning of ʿal, see comment on 7:16), he will not come to their aid. It is too late to cry out; with their hardened heart any such plea will probably be hypocritical anyway (cf. 6:1–3). Judgment is well deserved and inescapable.

      8–9 Yet the necessity of judgment does not mean that Yahweh has irrevocably set aside his people. The love God has had for them from the very beginning (v.1) stirs him now to lament with deep feelings of longing (v.8). This declaration is emphatic; it is repeated with synonyms (Ephraim, Israel), and the same structure is used to contrast this devotion to the judgment on Admah. Admah and Zeboiim were other cities of the plain destroyed with Sodom and Gomorrah (Dt 29:23). Their judgment, unlike Israel’s, was total and final (cf. Isa 1:9). The emotive power of v.8 goes beyond the repeated exclamatory particle “how!” (ʾêk) to Yahweh’s expressing that his “heart” is in turmoil (cf. La 1:20) and that “all my compassion is aroused” in its desire for Israel (NRSV, ESV; cf. Ge 43:30; 1Ki 3:26).

      The next verse reiterates Yahweh’s refusal to utterly destroy (šḥt) his people (v.9; cf. 13:9). His anger, though fierce (cf. 8:5), will not be given full reign. His is not the wrath of a human, who might seek revenge out of an extreme sense of betrayal. No, Yahweh is God. Judgment is not about exacting retribution; its ultimate aims are purification and restoration. The juxtaposition of vv.8–9 exemplifies the symbiotic connection between divine love and holiness, a theme that runs throughout the Scriptures and culminates in the cross of Christ.

      The Holy One is active in the midst of his people. Yahweh is not a distant and disinterested god. Because of his foundational promises to Israel, Yahweh will not “come into a city” (NKJV; cf. LXX)—that is, the coming invasion will have its limits (Hubbard, 195–96; McComiskey, 192–93; Garrett, 228–29). Such restraint was not the case for Admah and Zeboiim.

      10–11 These last verses anticipate the effect of God’s grace on Israel, and they explicitly return to earlier material in the book. The metaphor for Yahweh shifts from the caring parent to a powerful lion. The setting also has changed. Whereas the prophetic word was predicting the coming of God’s wrath in the form of an invasion and the subsequent exile to Assyria/Egypt, here that suffering is past; the people now return to the land.

      In 5:14–15 the divine lion devoured the people in judgment (cf. 13:8). With that judgment over, Yahweh roars in regal power, and the nation will respond. Israel, once described as a silly dove that flitted to and fro between Egypt and Assyria, will come from their dispersion (7:11; cf. 9:3). The One who punished and sent them away will settle them in peace to begin life anew with him.

      Thus, this long section (4:1–11:11) closes with words of hope, as did 1:2–3:5. Judgment is not the end; its goal of restoring the covenantal communion between God and his people will someday be achieved. The formula “declares the LORD” (neʾum yhwh) signals the conclusion.

      NOTES

      4 The parent–child view opts for the translation, “I had lifted them up as an infant to my cheek,” which is based on the emendation of [image: ] (ʿōl, “yoke”) to [image: ] (ʿûl, “infant”). See Kakkanattu, 20–22.

      9 Few English versions follow the MT’s [image: ] (lō ʾ ʾābô ʾ beʿîr, “I will not enter into a city”). Most commentators and versions translate [image: ] (ʿîr) as “anger” instead of “city” ([image: ] II, ʿîr II; cf. HALOT, 822); thus [image: ] (beʿîr) would mean “in anger” (Keil, 142; Wolff, 193; Davies, 264; cf. NASB, NJB, NIV, NRSV, ESV). The only other place in the OT where the term has this meaning is in Jeremiah 15:8. Some scholars emend the text in various ways with the verb [image: ] (bʿr, “to burn”): [image: ] (lō ʾ ʾabāʿēr, “I will not burn”); [image: ] (lō ʾ ʾābô ʾ lebāʿēr, “I will not come to burn”); [image: ] (lō ʾ ʾôbeh lebāʿēr, “I am not willing to burn”). For this option, see the JB (Mays, 151).

    
  
    
      IV. THE ANNOUNCEMENT OF JUDGMENT AND THE PROMISE OF RESTORATION, PART TWO (11:12–14:8[12:1–14:9])

      OVERVIEW

      The last section of the book powerfully depicts the judgment that is coming and the blessings that will ultimately be enjoyed by God’s people. Passages appeal to the traditions of Israel and use a wide range of images to express both divine wrath and love. The book climaxes with words of hope that underscore Yahweh’s deepest yearnings. The final verse challenges the reader to learn from the prophetic message and the experiences of Israel.

      A. Lessons from History (11:12–13:16[12:1–14:1])

      1. The Indictment of Israel and Judah (11:12–12:2[12:1–3])

      
        
          12Ephraim has surrounded me with lies,

          the house of Israel with deceit.

          And Judah is unruly against God,

          even against the faithful Holy One.

          12:1Ephraim feeds on the wind;

          he pursues the east wind all day

          and multiplies lies and violence.

          He makes a treaty with Assyria

          and sends olive oil to Egypt.

          2The LORD has a charge to bring against Judah;

          he will punish Jacob according to his ways

          and repay him according to his deeds.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      12 [12:1] Hosea 11:12–12:14 present an interpretive challenge. This section is full of ambiguity and tantalizing allusions; there are a number of wordplays, which strengthen its unity and connect it to other passages in the book (e.g., R. B. Coote, “Hosea xii,” VT 21 (1971): 389–402; Landy, 145–55). Not surprisingly, there are many disagreements among commentators as to the meaning and tone of these verses.

      The difficulties begin with 11:12. It is necessary to decide whether it belongs conceptually with ch. 11, whether the message of 11:11 extends through 12:1 (NEB, NRSV), or whether 11:12 more appropriately goes with what follows (e.g., NIV). This commentary concurs with the last option; 11:11 ends with “declares the LORD,” closing the major section that stretches from 4:1 through that verse. Clearly, the MT reckoned 11:11 to be a conclusion, as it is followed by the paragraph marker sāmek.

      Hosea 11:12–12:2 serves as a general introductory indictment for which the following verses provide details. These verses could communicate the words of either Yahweh or the prophet. The fact that 12:1–8 uses third-person references for God inclines me to the latter option, but the message remains the same: “Lies” (kaḥaš; 7:3; cf. 7:13) and “deceit” (mirmâ; 12:8) are the order of the day and in evidence everywhere (“have surrounded me”).

      The second half of the verse is an interpretive crux. Many argue that “Judah” is a gloss (e.g., Macintosh 473, 476), but eliminating the southern kingdom contradicts other passages that condemn both nations (5:5, 10, 12, 14; 6:4, 11; 8:14; 10:11). Much of the difficulty in understanding the verse lies in ascertaining the meaning of the phrase rād ʿim. The verb is from the root rwd, “to roam about freely” (GK 8113; HALOT, 1194). Some interpreters take a positive slant and believe that the intent, as in 1:7, is to contrast Judah’s faithfulness with Israel’s apostasy (“walks with,” NRSV, ESV; Wolff, 210; McComiskey, 197–98; cf. Tg.). I take the verb in a negative sense (“is unruly against,” NASB, NIV; Keil, 144–45; Stuart, 185; cf. Jer 2:31). The condemnation of Judah parallels that of Israel.

      Another exegetical decision concerns the identity of the objects of the verb. The word ʾēl could refer to Yahweh or to the Canaanite high god; qedôšîm can be translated as “the Holy One” (a plural of majesty; cf. GKC §124h; Pr 9:10; 30:3) or be taken as an allusion to other gods or the divine court of ʾēl (“the holy ones”; Andersen and Freedman, 603; Hubbard, 199–200). Both ʾēl and qādôš (singular form) are used of Yahweh in 11:9. Consistency compels me to see correspondence here as well. Judah has squirmed under the sovereignty of God, even as the northern kingdom is corrupt to the core.

      12:1 [2] The previous verse struck at the religious rebellion of Israel. This verse, as is common in the book, weds that indictment with the condemnation of foreign policy. Israel sins by making alliances (“treaty”; lit., “covenant”) with other nations and by not trusting Yahweh for guidance and protection (5:13; 7:11; 8:9). The vacillation between Assyria and Egypt likely refers to the policies of King Hoshea, who withheld tribute from Assyria during Shalmaneser V’s reign and later appealed to Egypt for help against that empire (725 BC; cf. 2Ki 17:4). Israel was known as an exporter of oil, a commodity not grown in Egypt, so perhaps Hoshea negotiated with export goods. But Israel’s foolishness is like trying to control the powerful eastern winds (the sirocco)—an impossible task. These decisions are grounded in “lies” and will increase “violence” (in the form of an invasion).

      2 [3] A conjunction connects this verse with the preceding (lit., “and a rîb”). The charge that Yahweh brings follows from those sins. As at 2:2 and 4:1, the term rîb (GK 8190) does not indicate a formal covenantal lawsuit, even though some scholars argue to the contrary (Mays, 161–62; Stuart, 190). Even if the literary form is not present, the indictment is clear. God condemns his people for sin and decrees judgment.

      Many scholars believe that a redactor supplanted “Israel” with “Judah” in order to apply the prophet’s warning to a later time (Macintosh, 479–80; cf. JB). This emendation is uncalled for, however, especially if “Judah” in 11:12 is authentic. The passage is comprehensive in its criticism of both kingdoms, as expressed in an alternating pattern (Ephraim/Judah, 11:12; Ephraim/Judah, 12:1–2). Both nations will be punished “according to his deeds.” (Note the similar vocabulary in 4:9.)

      The choice of the eponym “Jacob” presents a fascinating literary ambiguity. It can represent either Israel (and thus be a fitting parallel to Judah) or both nations together (thus serving as an appropriate closing, wide-ranging term for all the people of God in 11:12–12:2). In other words, “Jacob” is, at once, particular and inclusive. The name also functions as a transition to the next passage, which repeatedly appeals to the patriarch.

      NOTE

      12[12:1] The LXX misunderstood [image: ] (rād) as from the root [image: ] (yd ʿ, “to know”): νῦν ἔγνω αὐτοὺς ὁ θεός (“now God knows them”; cf. RSV, JB). Another issue is the syntactical significance of [image: ] (ne ʾemān, Niphal masculine singular participle of [image: ], ʾmn). It can be construed as a finite verb with Judah as the subject (“is faithful to”; NJB, NRSV, NJPS, ESV) or in an adjectival sense in reference to God (“the faithful Holy One”; NASB, NIV, NKJV). The latter option is congruent with my interpretation.

      2. The Positive Example of Jacob (12:3–14[4–15])

      OVERVIEW

      This passage contains several allusions to the Jacob traditions (Ge 25–35), although they are not in strict canonical sequence. Scholars disagree about whether they have a positive or negative intent in the prophetic argument. If Jacob is a negative example, then the nation must not imitate the scheming, stubborn patriarch (Wolff, 218; Hubbard, 205; M. Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel [Oxford: Clarendon, 1985], 376–78). If the purpose is positive, then Jacob is an example worth emulating (Stuart, 190–91; McComiskey, 202–3; Sweeney, 120, 127–28; P. R. Ackroyd, “Hosea and Jacob,” VT 13 [1963]: 245–59; E. K. Holt, Prophesying the Past: The Use of Israel’s History in the Book of Hosea [JSOTSup 194; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995], 30–51). The language of the passage leads us to favor the more affirmative interpretation.

      
        
          3In the womb he grasped his brother’s heel;

          as a man he struggled with God.

          4He struggled with the angel and overcame him;

          he wept and begged for his favor.

          He found him at Bethel

          and talked with him there—

          5the LORD God Almighty,

          the LORD is his name of renown!

          6But you must return to your God;

          maintain love and justice,

          and wait for your God always.

          7The merchant uses dishonest scales;

          he loves to defraud.

          8Ephraim boasts,

          “I am very rich; I have become wealthy.

          With all my wealth they will not find in me

          any iniquity or sin.”

          9“I am the LORD your God,

          ⌞who brought you⌟ out of Egypt;

          I will make you live in tents again,

          as in the days of your appointed feasts.

          10I spoke to the prophets,

          gave them many visions

          and told parables through them.”

          11Is Gilead wicked?

          Its people are worthless!

          Do they sacrifice bulls in Gilgal?

          Their altars will be like piles of stones

          on a plowed field.

          12Jacob fled to the country of Aram;

          Israel served to get a wife,

          and to pay for her he tended sheep.

          13The LORD used a prophet to bring Israel up from Egypt,

          by a prophet he cared for him.

          14But Ephraim has bitterly provoked him to anger;

          his Lord will leave upon him the guilt of his bloodshed

          and will repay him for his contempt.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      3–4 [4–5] The incidents in the life of Jacob that are referred to, in order, are: his grasping the heel of Esau in the womb (Ge 25:26); the struggle at Penuel (32:22–32); weeping at seeing Esau (33:3–4, 8, 10, with some believing the weeping to be a Hoseanic expansion of the incident at the Jabbok in Ge 32 or a reference to a story unknown to us); and Jacob’s encounter with God at Bethel (28:10–22, and possibly 35:6–15). The movement from Jacob’s birth to the wrestling at the river’s edge to the emotional reunion with Esau to the dream at Bethel has as its goal to trace the transformation in Jacob. At Bethel he met God and was changed. This event is the theological climax of the allusions, even though they break with the order of the Genesis narrative. The message is that the great, but flawed, patriarch became a broken man before God.

      At least three textual issues in v.4b concerning the Bethel episode are worthy of mention. First, there is a change in subject from the patriarch to Yahweh: It is God who finds Jacob and speaks. Second, unlike other instances in the book, where Beth-Aven (“House of Iniquity”; 4:15; 5:8; 10:5) appears, the true name of the sanctuary is maintained, probably because Jacob’s meeting with Yahweh is reckoned as good, in contrast to the religious activities there that are condemned in the book. Third, the suffix on ʿimmānû can be translated as a third-person singular (“with him”; NEB, NIV, NRSV) or as a first-person plural (“with us”; NASB, NJB, ESV). The latter possibility is significant. The text would be saying that, according to the principle of corporate identity, the present people of God were at that meeting with Yahweh centuries before and heard his voice. Thus the connection to Jacob is made more direct, and the lessons to be learned from these traditions become yet more unavoidable. It is difficult to know whether this ambiguity is deliberate.

      5 [6] Fittingly, this verse follows the Bethel reference with a doxology to confront the people with the person of their God. The name “the LORD God Almighty” (NIV; or “the LORD God of hosts”) does not appear in Genesis, but this epithet of power and sovereignty underscores that this confrontation is the point of the appeal to those ancient narratives. Amos, Hosea’s contemporary, used the epithet repeatedly in his own condemnation of Israel (Am 3:13; 4:13; 5:14–16, 27; 6:8, 14; 9:5; cf. Isa 6:3, 5). Yahweh should not be forgotten. The chastised Jacob saw him and was transformed. Will Israel follow his example?

      6 [7] The nation is addressed straightforwardly and emphatically. (Note the use of the personal pronoun “you” [NRSV, ESV].) The demand for “love” and “justice” echoes earlier passages (2:19; 4:1). A surprising twist concerns Israel’s “turn/return” (šûb)—Hosea’s term for repentance—to Yahweh. Its present impossibility has been patently obvious (5:4; 6:1; 7:10, 16; 11:7), but still there was hope of future penitence (3:5; 14:1–2). What is new is that this summons is coupled with the promise of divine assistance, which will enable Israel to do what it cannot (and will not) do on its own. Many English versions translate the preposition be as “to” (“to God” in NASB, NRSV, NIV), but it is more properly taken as beth instrumenti: Israel can return “with the help of” God (NJB, NEB, ESV; cf. GKC §119o, W–O §11.2.5d). With his help, fickle Israel can be changed into a steadfast people, willing to wait on him. This wording may be a reminder of the words spoken to Jacob in Genesis 28:15; if so, it brings literary closure to this Jacob series.

      7–8 [8–9] The Israel of the prophet’s era, however, has its eyes on material gain. Surely, this fact is one of the motivations for the political decisions that are leading the nation to its ruin. The merchant (lit., “Canaanite”; cf. HALOT, 485) uses scales “of deceit.” “Deceit” (mirmâ) recalls 11:12; that character trait is here given a concrete illustration. In an agricultural economy, where much commerce took place in local markets, dishonest scales had no place (cf. Pr 11:1; 20:23; Am 8:5; Mic 6:11). Instead of loving Yahweh, this economic class “loves to oppress” (cf. Isa 30:12; Am 4:1; Mic 2:2). Greed and the lust for fortune, no matter the human cost, drive the economically powerful. The denunciation of socioeconomic sin is not as prominent as in the other eighth-century prophets—Amos, Isaiah, and Micah. Hosea’s attention focuses instead on foreign policy and syncretism. All these prophets, though, condemn the inseparableness of the public square and faith in Yahweh.

      Pride toward others and contempt for the things of God permeate national life (v.8). What is said testifies to this arrogance. This verse is rich in wordplays. “I have found wealth” (lit.) and “they will not find in me” stand in stark contrast to “He [God] found him [Jacob] at Bethel” in v.4b. They believe that “wealth” (ʾôn) secures an escape from divine judgment on “iniquity” (ʿāwōn); ʾôn also appears in v.3, where it is translated with phrases such as “as a man” (NIV) or “in his maturity” (cf. HALOT, 22; NASB, NJB). This wordplay links back to the Jacob traditions cited earlier and underlines the disparity between what the patriarch became and what Israel is actually like.

      9–10 [10–11] In response to the confident assertions of Israel, God proclaims (lit.), “I am Yahweh your God from the land of Egypt” (cf. NASB, NJB, NRSV, ESV). This statement is not a reference to the exodus (contra NIV, NLT; Garrett, 243; cf. Tg.); rather, it affirms that Yahweh has been their God from the beginning of their existence as a nation, since Egypt. He has been constant over the centuries. This line is repeated in 13:4.

      God will strip the Israelites of their self-assurance by (figuratively) putting them back in the wilderness (“in tents”), where they suffered deprivation and had to depend on him for everything. The words (lit.) “as in the days of the feast” have been understood in several ways. Some interpret môʿēd (“feast”) more generically as “meeting” and see this phrase as a reference to God’s first encounter with Israel in the desert (Wolff, 215); others emend to mē ʿād (“of old”; NEB, NJPS; cf. Tg.). I assume the term’s more common meaning, an appointed feast (not “feasts,” contra NIV), probably the Feast of Tabernacles, which commemorated the people’s sojourn in the desert (cf. 9:5; 2:11; Lev 23:33–44).

      Because this festival celebrated the care of God and because in 2:14 and 9:10 the wilderness is a positive symbol, commentators see this statement as a promise to offset the negative tone of the preceding clause. That is, though there will be rough times ahead, God will not abandon Israel (McComiskey, 206; Macintosh, 500–501). More commensurate with the rest of this section, however, is that Yahweh decrees that the living conditions of that memorial feast now will typify their circumstances (Mays, 168; Stuart, 193–94).

      To this allusion to the Feast of Tabernacles God adds the “prophets” (v.10). Yahweh had been their God “from Egypt,” and the commissioning of prophets was the process by which his divine will had been made known (cf. 6:5; 9:7–8). Yahweh says that he spoke in parables through them (Piel of dmh I; cf. HALOT, 225)—perhaps explaining the difficulty in grasping Hosea’s complex imagery and thought!

      11 [12] Gilead (6:8) and Gilgal (4:15; 9:15) have appeared in earlier passages, where they are described as wicked places. The syntax of the Gilead and Gilgal clauses (an initial ʾim) can be reckoned as conditional (ESV), interrogative (NEB, NASB, NJB, NIV), or emphatic (JB, NRSV, NJPS). The last option seems best here (cf. GKC §149e; Hubbard, 209). Yahweh continues his diatribe against Israel. Their religion is rejected; its centers are nothing but a heap of stones. Puns continue to be a central stylistic technique. Gilead (gil ʿād), Gilgal (gilgāl), and stones (gallîm) comprise an example of the punning in this section.

      12–13 [13–14] Jacob once more takes center stage. The interpretation of these two verses depends on how the tenor of the earlier appeals to tradition is understood. If Jacob’s actions and his person are to be criticized, this reference to his flight to Aram and toil under Laban (Ge 27:42–45; 29:15–30) are further examples of disobedience and conniving. If the assessment of Jacob is more positive—the stance taken in this commentary—then these verses present another case of the patriarch’s being molded in a constructive direction within a difficult situation. Out of his love for Rachel, he worked for years to secure her as his wife.

      The repetition of the verb šmr joins v.12 (“he tended [sheep]”) to v.13 (“he [Yahweh] cared for”). Once again, the view taken of the Jacob reference is determinative. If the patriarch stands as a negative lesson, the “prophet”—most likely Moses—serves to contrast his behavior with Yahweh’s providential provision. My approach, however, likens the dedication of the humbled patriarch to God’s care as instances of grace. Moses was the prophet par excellence (Dt 18:15–19). He was the first of the prophets sent to Israel over these many years (cf. v.10). Now Hosea is another in that line. Will the nation respond to Yahweh through this prophet? Can they be transformed as dramatically as Jacob and receive God’s blessing?

      14 [15] This verse makes it clear that there is no chance for change in Ephraim. The lessons from Jacob’s life and other incidents of the past have no effect on Israel. It has “bitterly [tamrûrîm, abstract plural of intensity, GKC §124d] provoked” Yahweh (cf. Dt 4:25–26). To this transgression is added the sin of “contempt” (ḥerpâ), possibly disdain for the true God and his demands (NIV, NRSV, NJPS; Stuart, 196; Davies, 284). These descriptions reveal how deeply rooted is rebellion in the heart of the people (cf. “a spirit of prostitution” in 4:12; 5:4). Their crimes bring bloodguilt (dāmîm, “bloods”; cf. HALOT, 225). That is, their sins are worthy of the death penalty (cf. Lev 20)—in this case, destruction in warfare, which will come at the hand of Israel’s divine Master (ʾadōnāy).

      NOTES

      3[4] The verb “grasp the heel” or “supplant” is a denominative from [image: ] (ʿāqēb, “heel”; cf. HALOT, 872–73). It is a pun on the name Jacob ([image: ], yaʿaqōb; Ge 25:26; 27:36). The verb in the next clause, “strive,” is [image: ] (śārâ), which the Genesis account uses to explain the etiology of the name “Israel” ([image: ], yiśrāʾēl; Ge 32:28; HALOT, 1354).

      10[11] There is a possible double entendre with the homonym roots [image: ] I (dmh I, “be like, resemble”: “I told parables”; cf. HALOT, 225; e.g., NASB, NJB, NIV) and [image: ] III (dmh III, “destroy”; cf. HALOT, 225–26; NRSV), which appears in 4:6; 10:7, 15.

      12–13[13–14] At first glance, the mixing of allusions and reproof appears confused. Some scholars suggest putting the chapter into what they consider a more logical order (e.g., Harper, 373–74). A literary appreciation recognizes a pattern of alternating tradition (vv.3–4, 9–10, 12–13) with exhortation or condemnation (vv.5–8, 11, 14).

      14[15] As in 1:4, [image: ] (dāmîm) also can mean “bloodshed” (HALOT, 224). If that is the case, then this verse is an indictment of violence (1:4; 4:2; 6:8–9) and not an expression of judgment (Hubbard, 221; cf. NJB). Many commentators understand [image: ] (ḥerpâ) to be the “reproach” or shame brought upon God because of Israel’s rebellion, instead of the attitude of the nation toward him (Wolff, 217; Hubbard, 221; Macintosh, 514; cf. RSV, NASB).

      3. The Grace of God at the Exodus and in the Wilderness (13:1–8)

      
        
          1When Ephraim spoke, men trembled;

          he was exalted in Israel.

          But he became guilty of Baal worship and died.

          2Now they sin more and more;

          they make idols for themselves from their silver,

          cleverly fashioned images,

          all of them the work of craftsmen.

          It is said of these people,

          “They offer human sacrifice

          and kiss the calf-idols.”

          3Therefore they will be like the morning mist,

          like the early dew that disappears,

          like chaff swirling from a threshing floor,

          like smoke escaping through a window.

          4“But I am the LORD your God,

          ⌞who brought you⌟ out of Egypt.

          You shall acknowledge no God but me,

          no Savior except me.

          5I cared for you in the desert,

          in the land of burning heat.

          6When I fed them, they were satisfied;

          when they were satisfied, they became proud;

          then they forgot me.

          7So I will come upon them like a lion,

          like a leopard I will lurk by the path.

          8Like a bear robbed of her cubs,

          I will attack them and rip them open.

          Like a lion I will devour them;

          a wild animal will tear them apart.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 This verse returns to the past. Ephraim quickly established itself as one of the most powerful tribes, and that standing became a political reality when the northern tribes separated themselves from Judah and Benjamin and established a separate kingdom (1Ki 12). Israel often was stronger than Judah, so its political and military preeminence might be the exaltation that is meant here. The word usually translated as “tremble” (retēt) in the English versions is a hapax legomenon. (For a survey of views, see Macintosh, 518–19.)

      Jeroboam I exploited religion for political expediency and incurred guilt on Israel (1Ki 12–13). His actions marked the country’s leadership and citizenry until the end (2Ki 17:22). Under Queen Jezebel the worship of baʿal gained official sanction and support. Israel’s “death” was its judgments, most dramatically executed in the drought that led to the confrontation on Mount Carmel (1Ki 17–18) and in Jehu’s bloody coup (2Ki 9–10).

      2 The text abruptly shifts to the present (“and now”). Israel’s unacceptable worship (and, consequently, national life) continues in the historic sin. Full certainty, though, concerning what is being condemned is complicated by textual difficulties in the last line.

      First, Israel is reviled for making molten images (massēkâ) and idols (ʿaṣabbîm). The former term is used of the golden calf in the exodus–wilderness tradition (Ex 32:4, 8; Dt 9:16; cf. Lev 19:4; Ex 34:17); interestingly, “calves” appears at the end of this verse (cf. 8:5; 10:5). Hosea denounces the making of idols elsewhere (8:4, 6; 12:11). The accusation is made more emphatic by mentioning that these images, “all of them,” are made with precious metals by craftsmen.

      What follows has generated many conjectures (see Notes). Questions include: Who is speaking and to whom? What sacrifices are meant? It seems best to assume continuity with the preceding censure of idol worship. This logic yields the following sense: They (i.e., those who venerate idols) say of them (i.e., of the idols), “The men [or, people] who worship kiss calves.” Kissing the image of the deity evidently was part of baʿal ritual (1Ki 19:18). What we have, then, is a quotation of the people that reveals their involvement in these activities (Macintosh, 522–24). As on other occasions when Hosea cites the words of others, their speech serves to condemn them (cf. 6:1–3; 9:7–8)—a tactic Amos also employs to good effect (Am 4:1; 6:13; 7:10–13, 16; 9:10).

      Some see an allusion to human sacrifice here (cf. 9:13). The most obvious challenge with this view is to explain why such a heinous sin is cited in such an oblique manner and only in this passage. Child sacrifice (though the reference in this verse is to “men”) is always roundly condemned (e.g., 2Ki 23:10; Jer 32:35; Eze 23:37; see Notes).

      3 Because of its idolatry, the nation has no future. It will pass away. The ephemeral nature of Israel’s existence is described using four metaphors: morning mist, dew, chaff, and smoke. The first two also appear in 6:4, where they portray the shallow commitment of Israel toward God. In 14:5 the metaphor of dew has a different connotation. There God’s love is as refreshing as the dew. The chaff (e.g., Isa 17:13; 41:15) and smoke (Isa 51:6) are symbols of transitoriness.

      4 The first line repeats 12:9 (see comments). In this context, it serves to contrast what has been said of Israel with Yahweh’s constancy. He has always been with them, and he has always been the same. The fact that Yahweh alone has been Israel’s God means that they should know that there is no other whom they should obey or to whom they must turn. This conviction (and demand!) is foundational to the covenantal relationship and is fundamental to the Ten Commandments (Ex 20:2–3; Dt 5:6–7). The belief that Yahweh alone can save Israel has enormous implications for national foreign policy. Instead, political leaders are turning to Assyria and Egypt for help instead of trusting him (see esp. 14:3).

      5–6 The opening line of v.5 contrasts Yahweh and Israel by the repetition of the verb “know” (RSV, NKJV, ESV). He “knew” them from the earliest and difficult days in the desert, an allusion to their election (cf. 9:10), and he shepherded them there (v.6a); Israel should have “known” that Yahweh was their gracious provider (v.4). This is the last occurrence of “to know,” a key term throughout the book of Hosea (see “Religion and Theology in Hosea” in the introduction).

      Ideally, Israel’s and Yahweh’s knowing would have mirrored and complemented each other. The proper response always and now at this crucial juncture in history should have been gratitude and devotion to the one true God. But provision brought pride and satisfaction self-reliance (v.6). This danger of arrogant forgetfulness is a recurring theme in Deuteronomy (e.g., Dt 6:10–12; 8:7–14; 31:20; 32:15–18).

      7–8 If v.3 assembled four metaphors to describe how perilous was Israel’s future, these two verses use five metaphors to underscore the power and ferociousness of Yahweh in his judgment. He will be like a lion (šāḥal; cf. 5:14–15), a leopard, a bear, a lion (lābî ʾ), and a wild beast. These animals are the kinds that attacked flocks in the countryside. In other words, no longer the protective shepherd of v.6, Yahweh comes against his people. The verbs are equally robust: lurk, attack, tear open, devour, and mangle.

      The violence of these images must surely have shocked the prophet’s audience and stagger the modern reader. The goal of these images is to push God’s people to come to grips with the awfulness of divine judgment. These characterizations round out the other kinds of metaphors in the book that stress his love and care. The aggression announced here will come in the form of the Assyrian invasion and the destruction of the nation. Similar beasts appear in Daniel 7:1–8 (cf. Rev 13:1–2).

      NOTES

      2 In the last line the MT has the construct “sacrifices of men.” If one takes this construction as an objective genitive, then the reference is to human sacrifice (Wolff, 219, 225; Andersen and Freedman, 632; Hubbard, 215; cf. NEB, NIV, ESV). The alternative, and my choice, is that the construction is a subjective genitive: this is what people do (McComiskey, 214; Macintosh, 523; cf. NASB, NJPS, NIV note, NKJV). Another option is to repoint [image: ] (zōbeḥê, “sacrifices of”) as [image: ] (zibḥû), a masculine plural imperative (cf. LXX), thus breaking up the construct, and “men” now is placed with the following: “men kiss calves” (Davies, 287; Garrett, 248–50; cf. NJB, NRSV, NLT).

      5 Many commentators (e.g., Wolff, 220; Mays, 175) and versions (e.g., NASB, NIV, NRSV; cf. LXX, Tg.) emend [image: ] (yedaʿtîkā, “I knew you”) to [image: ] (reʿîtîkā, “I took care of you” or “shepherded you”). This change serves as a nice transition to the next verse but misses the wordplay with the verb “know” in v.4.

      4. The Rise and Fall of the Monarchy (13:9–16[13:9–14:1])

      
        
          9“You are destroyed, O Israel,

          because you are against me, against your helper.

          10Where is your king, that he may save you?

          Where are your rulers in all your towns,

          of whom you said,

          ‘Give me a king and princes’?

          11So in my anger I gave you a king,

          and in my wrath I took him away.

          12The guilt of Ephraim is stored up,

          his sins are kept on record.

          13Pains as of a woman in childbirth come to him,

          but he is a child without wisdom;

          when the time arrives,

          he does not come to the opening of the womb.

          14“I will ransom them from the power of the grave;

          I will redeem them from death.

          Where, O death, are your plagues?

          Where, O grave, is your destruction?

          “I will have no compassion,

          15even though he thrives among his brothers.

          An east wind from the LORD will come,

          blowing in from the desert;

          his spring will fail

          and his well dry up.

          His storehouse will be plundered

          of all its treasures.

          16The people of Samaria must bear their guilt,

          because they have rebelled against their God.

          They will fall by the sword;

          their little ones will be dashed to the ground,

          their pregnant women ripped open.”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      9 This passage condemns the disastrous politics of Israel. It opens by declaring that Yahweh will “destroy” the nation (for the verb šḥt, see 11:9). This idea goes hand in hand with the preceding depiction of him as a devouring animal. Israel has been “against me, against your helper” (NIV, ESV). It has defied the One who rescued them in the past, the only one in the present crisis who can reverse their fortunes. As Israel’s “helper” (ʿēzer), Yahweh came to the people’s aid in mighty ways, and this fact became a basis for supplication and celebration (Dt 33:7; Pss 115:9–11; 121:1–2; 124:8; cf. 1Sa 7:12). If he is spurned, there is now no one left in whom to trust.

      10–11 The target of Yahweh’s scorn is Israel’s government, its king and officials (lit., “judges”; cf. 3:4–5; 5:1; 7:3–7, 16; 8:4; 9:15). Where are those who are supposed to “save” the people in “all your towns” (v.10)? Clearly, the answer to this sarcastic question must be, “Nowhere.” God, not the nation’s incapable and weak leaders, is in control of history and the events unfolding before them. He alone is their Savior (v.4). A possible wordplay between “save” (the root yš ʿ) and Hoshea (hôšēaʿ), Israel’s last king, underscores this divine disdain.

      The nation has continued to follow the pattern of choosing kings who do not please God. Their incredulous spirit is evident from the very birth of the monarchy. At that time, Yahweh gave them Saul (v.11; cf. 1Sa 8). Moreover, the northern kingdom began with a lack of faith and now will fall because of rebellion. The last decades of its existence were a sad spectacle of political chicanery and ambition, a debilitating series of assassinations and poor policy decisions. Hoshea was the last in that line. In his sovereign judgment, Yahweh will now terminate Israel’s royal establishment.

      12–13 The judgment on Israel is presented in two metaphors, neither of which is easy to decipher. The first apparently likens its “iniquity” (ʿawōn) to something that is stored up until a future day (v.12). The term “iniquity” can refer to a transgression, the guilt due for it, or the punishment it incurs (cf. HALOT, 800); the choice of its significance determines the trope’s meaning. One option is that Israel treasures up its sin (Hubbard, 220) or, more concretely, its idols (Andersen and Freedman, 637–38). Another possibility, and the one preferred here, since it coincides with the tenor of the surrounding lines, is that Israel’s punishment has been recorded and sealed as on a scroll; it is like a legal document that is preserved. God will not forget what Israel has done (8:13; 9:9); the penalty must be paid (Wolff, 227–28; Mays, 180).

      The second metaphor refers to childbirth (v.13). Interestingly, the labor pains are ascribed to the masculine Ephraim (the mixing of gender recalls 9:1). This vivid image is utilized by other prophets to portray the suffering of national defeat (e.g., Isa 26:17; Jer 4:31; Mic 4:9–10). How does the notion of an unwise son relate to the childbirth metaphor? And what is the meaning of the last line of the verse? As many commentators progress through the verse, they switch the comparison from a woman in labor to the fetus (the foolish child) who is not able, or willing, to be born (cf. 2Ki 19:3). That is, Israel is both mother and child (Mays, 180; Landy, 164–65).

      A better interpretation, however, maintains continuity of reference. The picture throughout is of an agonizing birthing process that never comes to fruition. It is symbolic of the prolonged torment that awaits Israel (Macintosh, 543–45). The unwise son clause is a parenthetical statement that explains why: The nation, the son of Yahweh (cf. 11:1), does not exhibit the godly wisdom that would have generated proper moral behavior, religious discernment, and political prudence.

      14 The two clauses of the opening line can be construed as statements or promises of divine redemption, with the next line possessing two rhetorical questions expressing that same pledge in the form of a taunt of death and Sheol (NIV, NJPS, NKJV; Garrett, 264; cf. LXX). God’s plans cannot be thwarted by the destruction coming with the imminent war. The last line is an important reminder that the hope of national restoration does not eliminate the inevitability of judgment; rather, it assures Israel that punishment is neither Yahweh’s final dealing with Israel nor the voiding of their covenantal relationship. The juxtaposition of judgment and promise is found elsewhere in the book (e.g., 1:4–2:1; 3:1–5).

      Many scholars take the first two clauses as questions, syntactically constructed without an interrogative particle (cf. GKC §150a; e.g., NASB, NRSV, ESV). In this case, the tenor of the questions depends on how the rest of the verse is understood. If the message is taken as consistently negative, then what follows is a summons to death to wreak its havoc. The final sentence, “compassion is hidden from my eyes,” would confirm that sentiment (NEB; Stuart, 207; Hubbard, 222). If, however, the questions expect a positive answer, the interpretation approximates the option stated above.

      Another attractive option is that these sentences are four questions, all of which reveal the torment in the mind of God. He wrestles with his love for Israel and the necessity of judgment (cf. 6:4; 11:8). They are, in other words, questions without answers. In the end, however, Yahweh recognizes that wrath must come; compassion cannot void the judgment. The nation cannot evade ruin (Macintosh, 547–49; cf. Hubbard, 222).

      In 1 Corinthians 15:54–55 Paul quotes this line in conjunction with Isaiah 25:8 (both with modifications). He declares that the resurrection of Jesus assures the resurrection of all believers (vv.12–34) and signals God’s victory over death. Believers enter eternal life now in faith (the already) and will rise in glory on the other side of the grave (the not yet). Death is mocked as a defeated enemy (cf. G. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians (NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987], 803–5). That is, the averting of divine wrath that Hosea cannot hope for, the apostle can confidently proclaim because of the power of the empty tomb.

      15 The next two verses emphasize how devastating God’s judgment will be. It will be like the scorching east wind (cf. 12:1), a powerful wind from Yahweh himself. Though Israel may “flourish” (yaprî ʾ being a biform of the root prh and a wordplay on Ephraim) like lush reeds (see Notes; cf. Ge 41:2–18), it will be laid waste and its treasures plundered.

      16 [14:1] While v.15 pictures the invasion through metaphor, this verse graphically portrays the terrible horrors of the (Assyrian) invasion (cf. 7:16; 10:4). The rebelliousness of Israel has wrought an awful human cost. Such cruelty was common in ancient warfare (e.g., 2Ki 15:16; Am 1:13). The language of these two verses may reflect the covenantal curses of Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28 (Stuart, 208).

      NOTES

      9 The MT has [image: ] (šiḥetkā, “he destroyed you”; ESV). Common emendations include [image: ] (ʾašaḥetkā, “I will destroy you”; NRSV) and [image: ] (šiḥattîkā, “I have destroyed you”; Wolff, 220; cf. NEB). The NIV, NKJV, NJPS, and NLT offer [image: ] (tiššāḥēt) or [image: ] (nišḥattā, “you are destroyed”). Others configure the word as a noun with the second-person singular suffix, “your destruction” (Macintosh, 535–36; cf. NASB). In the light of the questions that follow in v.10, some also emend [image: ] (kî-bî, “because against me”) to [image: ] (mî, “who”; Stuart, 200; cf. NRSV; LXX).

      10 English versions and most commentators believe [image: ] (ʾehî) is a dialectical variant of the interrogatives [image: ] (ʾê) or [image: ] (ʾayēh; Wolff, 221; e.g., NASB, NRSV, NIV; cf. LXX). Some rabbinic commentators see it as an apocopated first-person singular imperfect of [image: ] (hyh, “to be”), by which Yahweh declares that he is the sovereign of Israel (Sweeney, 133; cf. NKJV). Elsewhere in the OT this form is always prefixed with the waw-consecutive (e.g., 13:7). It reappears twice in v.14.

      14 For [image: ] (ʾehî), see Notes on v.10. Here, a few take it as an interjectory particle, such as “alas” or “so much for you” (Andersen and Freedman, 639–40; Macintosh 537–38). As at v.10, some rabbinic commentators interpret [image: ] (ʾehî) as a verbal form. The point would be that Yahweh himself is the source of the disaster that is coming on Israel (Yee, 291–92; Sweeney, 134; cf. NKJV; Vul.).

      15 Many commentators and English versions emend [image: ] (ʾaḥîm, “brothers”; NIV, NJKV, NLT, ESV) to [image: ] (ʾāhû, “reeds”; cf. HALOT, 30–31; Wolff, 220; e.g., NEB, NASB, NRSV).

      B. The Call to Authentic Repentance (14:1–3[2–4])

      
        
          1Return, O Israel, to the LORD your God.

          Your sins have been your downfall!

          2Take words with you

          and return to the LORD.

          Say to him:

          “Forgive all our sins

          and receive us graciously,

          that we may offer the fruit of our lips.

          3Assyria cannot save us;

          we will not mount war-horses.

          We will never again say ‘Our gods’

          to what our own hands have made,

          for in you the fatherless find compassion.”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 [2] The threat and descriptions of divine judgment conclude with the previous verse. This verse contains the final call for genuine repentance. Israel has “stumbled” (kāšal; 4:4; 5:5) in its sin—that is, it has experienced sin’s consequences. They must come to “the LORD your God,” a name combination used twice before in passages extolling his sovereignty (12:9; 13:4). The verb “return” is vital to the theological purposes of the book and appears four times in this chapter (vv.1–2, 4, 7). Iniquity (ʿāwōn) had kept the nation from approaching Yahweh as it should have done (2:7; 5:4; 7:10, 16); the people must come on God’s terms.

      2 [3] At first glance this verse seems to echo 6:1–3, but there is a fundamental difference. In 5:15 Yahweh had sought a confession of sin from the people, but 6:1–3 reflects a misplaced confidence in the certainty of national restoration. Here again is repeated the importance of humble contrition and the admission of guilt (cf. 3:5; 12:6). “Words” refers to what follows (instead of certain vows or prayers): “Take away all iniquity [ʿāwōn]; accept what is good” (NIV, “Forgive all our sins, and receive us graciously”). The latter clause probably expresses the desire that Yahweh receive whatever is appropriate from them, anything that is pleasing to him (cf. 6:6; 8:3, 13).

      The last line is difficult to translate. The Hebrew text literally says, “so that we may pay bulls, our lips.” Some commentators and versions maintain the bull reference (pārîm; e.g., ESV; Macintosh, 561–65), but many make the slight change to “fruit” (perî; NASB, NIV, NRSV; Garrett, 271; cf. LXX). The emendation is not required. “Bulls” can be taken as an adverbial accusative (“as bulls” or “with bulls”; cf. NIV note; NJB and NJPS have “instead of bulls”), metaphorically meaning that what their lips will say is as valuable as a costly animal sacrifice.

      3 [4] In the context of Hosea’s day, national repentance was inseparable from political and military policy. Wrong views about Yahweh led to decisions that disallowed his sovereignty within the international realities of that time. One day, though, the agreements with Assyria will be recognized as futile (5:13; 7:11; 8:9; 12:1). Assyria will be their destroyer, not their helper (9:3; 10:6; 11:5)! Ultimately, military equipment will also be ineffectual (cf. 1:7). This realization may have come after the Syro-Ephraimite War or the defeat of 722 BC.

      Israel will admit that the images that they had made were useless, their idolatry a folly (8:5–6; 13:1–2). In the future Israel will acknowledge its orphan status before its heavenly King and Father. He is compassionate (the root rḥm). This statement recalls the wordplay of Hosea’s daughter’s name: She who was called Lō ʾ-Ruḥāmâ will receive the mercy of Yahweh (1:6; 2:1, 21, 23).

      C. The Loving Response of Yahweh (14:4–8[5–9])

      
        
          4“I will heal their waywardness

          and love them freely,

          for my anger has turned away from them.

          5I will be like the dew to Israel;

          he will blossom like a lily.

          Like a cedar of Lebanon

          he will send down his roots;

          6his young shoots will grow.

          His splendor will be like an olive tree,

          his fragrance like a cedar of Lebanon.

          7Men will dwell again in his shade.

          He will flourish like the grain.

          He will blossom like a vine,

          and his fame will be like the wine from Lebanon.

          8O Ephraim, what more have I to do with idols?

          I will answer him and care for him.

          I am like a green pine tree;

          your fruitfulness comes from me.”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      4 [5] Receiving punishment from God is likened to being wounded or sick, conditions that only the divine Judge-Physician can heal (cf. 5:12–14; 13:7–8). This healing Yahweh promises to bring out of his great love for Israel. The reestablishment that the nation too cavalierly had assumed in its arrogant rebellion (6:1; cf. 6:11–7:1; 11:3) is grounded in his infinite grace (cf. Oestreich, 57–155). Love within a renewed relationship, not anger in judgment, is God’s design for his people. There are two wordplays with the verb “return” (šûb): When they “return” to Yahweh (vv.1–2), he will heal their “turning away” (mešûbâ; often translated “apostasy” or “waywardness”; cf. 11:7) and his wrath “turns” from them.

      5–7 [6–8] It is important to compare the imagery of this section with ch. 2. There Yahweh had said that he, not baʿal or the beʿālîm, is the provider of all of their abundance. This truth is repeated but on a grander scale.

      Yahweh is like the dew, a refreshing and enriching moisture in that dry region (v.5). This aspect of the image contrasts with 6:4 and 13:3, where the focus is on how quickly dew disappears (cf. Oestreich, 157–89). Now with God’s blessing, in these verses Israel is likened to a blooming lily, a splendid olive tree, and a fruitful vine. The Hebrew describes roots that spread “like Lebanon” and speaks of a fragrance “like Lebanon.” It is assumed that this elliptical phrase refers to the trees of that region’s forests. Some versions supply the name of a tree, such as the cedar (NASB, NJB, NIV, NLT), for which Lebanon was famous (Ps 92:12; 104:16).

      Dwelling in “his shade” in v.7 is a pastoral picture of the nation as living under blessing, enjoying abundance once again. Not all agree. Some argue that the reference is to Yahweh and emend “his shade” to “my shade” (NEB, NJB, ESV; Wolff, 232). The metaphor of Israel as a tree, however, is consistent with the passage up to this point. With this miraculous transformation achieved by God’s good hand, the mention, or renown, of Israel will be something wonderful, like that of the fine wine of Lebanon. It will no longer be associated with bitter memories of sin and judgment.

      Much of the metaphorical language of these verses is found in the Song of Songs: bloom (SS 6:11; 7:13), lily (2:1–2, 16; 5:13; 6:3), Lebanon (e.g., 4:8, 11), fragrance (e.g., 1:3, 12; 4:10–11), shade (2:3); vine (2:13; 6:11; 7:12); and wine (e.g., 1:2, 4; 4:10; 7:9). Hosea 14:5–7 also is poetry that vividly expresses Yahweh’s love for his people.

      8 [9] It is difficult to determine who is talking in this verse. Some envision an exchange between Israel (Ephraim) and Yahweh, with Israel speaking in the first and third line and Yahweh answering in the second and fourth lines (Macintosh, 576–77; cf. Tg.). Others consider the words “What more do I have to do with idols” a senseless statement if from the mouth of God and emend “I” to “he” (NJB, NEB; Mays, 184) or assume that the first line quotes Israel (NJPS, NKJV). Neither option is convincing.

      Throughout this section “I” is Yahweh. He declares that he has had enough dealing with the idolatry of Israel; the nation in these verses comprehends this fact as well. Yahweh’s promise to care for them continues (for the root ʿnh, “answer,” see 2:21–22). He is the one true source of life. In an interesting final twist, Yahweh himself is depicted as a tree—the only place in the OT where the symbol of a tree is used for Yahweh (Oestreich, 191–225).

      NOTES

      7[8] It is possible to translate [image: ] (yāšubû yōšebê beṣillô) as “the ones dwelling in his shade will return” and interpret the clause as an allusion to the future return from exile, as was the case in 11:11 (Stuart, 216; cf. NJB, NKJV, ESV; LXX). But it is better to consider [image: ] (šûb) as an auxiliary verb expressing a repeated action (cf. HALOT, 1430; W–O §39.3.1b): “The ones dwelling in his shade will again flourish” (Macintosh, 573–74; cf. NASB) or “They will dwell again” (Wolff, 232; cf. NIV, NRSV).

      8[9] On the basis of a slight emendation of [image: ] (ʾanî ʿānîtî waʾašûrennû, “I will answer and take care of him”) to [image: ] [image: ] (ʾanî ʿanatô waʾašerātô, “I am his Anat and his Asherah”), some scholars see evidence for the worship of Asherah. Compare J. Day, “Asherah in the Hebrew Bible and Northwest Semitic Literature,” JBL 105 (1986): 385–408; W.G. Dever, Did God Have a Wife? Archaeology and Folk Religion in Ancient Israel (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 214–15. Less sanguine are Hadley, The Cult of Asherah in Ancient Israel and Judah: Evidence for a Hebrew Goddess (University of Cambridge Oriental Publications 57; Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2000), 75–83; Smith, 135–36. There is no textual support for the change.

    
  
    
      V. POSTSCRIPT: CHALLENGING QUESTIONS (14:9[10])

      
        
          9Who is wise? He will realize these things.

          Who is discerning? He will understand them.

          The ways of the LORD are right;

          the righteous walk in them,

          but the rebellious stumble in them.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      9 [10] Many critics believe this epilogue is an exilic or postexilic addition. The vocabulary (e.g., “wise,” “right,” “walk”), the call to the wise (cf. Ps 107:43; Ecc 8:1; Jer 9:12), and the contrast between them and sinners (e.g., Pr 10:29; 24:16) are all said to reflect wisdom themes and not prophetic material (G. T. Sheppard, Wisdom as Hermeneutical Construct: A Study in the Sapientializing of the Old Testament [BZAW 151; Berlin: de Gruyter, 1980], 129–36).

      In addition to the questionable presuppositions that Israel’s theological traditions were incapable of mutual influence and that wisdom material is by definition late, this view must admit the lexical connections between this verse and other passages. The verbs “know,” “stumble” (4:5; 5:5; 14:1), and “transgress” (7:13; 8:1) are important to Hosea’s message. If this verse was added, it obviously has been shaped to sound like his voice. In addition, the wisdom theme of self-destructive thoughtlessness appears throughout the prophet’s oracles (C. L. Seow, “Hosea 14:10 and the Foolish People Motif,” CBQ 44 [1982]: 212–24).

      Because the style does differ sharply from the rest of the book, the verse draws attention to itself. (This ending also is unique among the prophetic books.) The verse says that what has been proclaimed through complex literary techniques and rich imagery requires discernment and self-examination. The nation had failed this test over and over again and will suffer punishment. Has anything been learned through the prophet’s oracles?

      Israel—and now the reader—must choose between the “ways of the LORD” (cf., e.g., Dt 8:6; 10:12; 32:4), those covenantal guidelines expressed in these fourteen chapters, and the decisions and actions that bring divine judgment. Hosea has laid out the problems and challenges with their respective consequences for his time and place. This closing verse reveals that his message always will be relevant. All now are without excuse, but none without hope.

      NOTE

      9[10] The syntax of the two verbs of the opening line (simple waw + imperfect) has been construed in a jussive sense (“Whoever is wise, let him understand these things; [Whoever is] discerning, let him know them,” Macintosh, 582; cf. NASB, NJB, NEB, ESV); as introducing a final clause (“Who is wise, that he may understand these things, prudent, that he may know them?” Garrett, 281; cf. GKC §166a; NRSV, NJPS); or as expressing a logical consequence (“Those who are wise understand these things; [those who are] discerning know them,” McComiskey, 236; cf. NIV, NRSV).
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1. BACKGROUND

      In many ways the eighth century BC was unique in the history of Judah and Israel. It witnessed the toppling of the northern kingdom from the glory of economic prosperity and international influence to virtual subjugation by a foreign power (722 BC). It also witnessed the near collapse of Judah, averted only by the steadying hand of King Hezekiah, who could do no more than slow Judah’s progress toward certain ruin.

      At the same time, however, the eighth century witnessed the rise of one of the most potent moral forces the world has ever known—the writing prophets (besides Amos, there are Isaiah, Hosea, and Micah). These men, from widely separated backgrounds, shared an overwhelming conviction that God had called them. They had various styles of writing, but all wrote with the authority of the Almighty. They denounced the sins of their contemporaries and also looked far into the future as they spoke of deliverance for both Israelites and Gentiles.

      The dawn of the eighth century brought new hope to Israel and Judah. Israel’s subjugation to Damascus ended abruptly when the Assyrians under Adad-nirari III crushed Damascus in 802 BC. The internal difficulties that had plagued Judah also ended with Uzziah’s accession to the throne (792–740 BC). He built up a powerful army and increased Judah’s mercantile activities.

      In the northern kingdom, Jeroboam II (793–753 BC) came to the throne roughly at the same time as Uzziah. Jeroboam restored much of the territory that had fallen to Damascus (2Ki 14:28).

      The conquest of Damascus and the attendant quiescence of Assyria, coupled with the brilliant leadership of Uzziah and Jeroboam, brought Judah and Israel to heights of prominence second only to Solomon’s golden age. The kingdoms prospered financially and at the same time expanded their borders. But as their economic well-being and national strength continued to foster their security, an internal decay was eating at their vitals. This decay was primarily moral, for it involved a basic violation of the covenant established by God at Mount Sinai.

      The covenantal stipulations required loyalty to God and love toward humanity. Yet the idolatrous worship of their pagan neighbors had infiltrated the two kingdoms, thereby producing a strange syncretistic worship. While pagan high places dotted the countryside and idols stood within the cities, the people continued to trust in such Yahwistic concepts as the “day of the LORD” (5:18) and aspects of Levitical worship (4:4–5).

      Not only did the people disobey by worshiping idols, but they also violated the social legislation of the covenant. Amos is particularly vehement in denouncing the lack of social concern in his time. Archaeology has illuminated this period through a number of discoveries. Excavations at Samaria, the capital of the northern kingdom, have yielded hundreds of ivory inlays attesting the luxury enjoyed by these people as described by Amos (6:4).1

      The nature of Canaanite Baal worship, which so damaged the social structure of Israel and Judah, is now well known from the Ugaritic epic material. The cult of Baal was primarily a fertility cult, which likely involved sexual rituals. Violence also played a part in this religion. Anat, one of the most prominent goddesses of the Canaanite pantheon, is pictured in the Ugaritic epic material as a brutal warrior. In one passage she wades in blood, and beneath her roll the heads of her victims (UT, ʿnt, 2:5–31). The intrusion of similar observances into Israel and Judah could lead only to a rending of the social fabric. The ethical concerns of the law were no longer necessary in a cult that required only external ritual.

      The erosion of Israel’s social structure showed itself primarily in a cleavage between the rich and the poor. The improved economic situation in Israel led to an increase of the wealthy, who not only neglected the poor but also used them to increase their own wealth. The social concern inherent in the very structure of the law was forgotten. God’s will, as it applied to the nation of Israel, was ignored; and this spurred the eighth-century prophets to action. Though their protest was largely ignored (2Ki 17:13–14), it contributed to the establishment of a believing remnant. The prophets preserved faith by assuring the people that God had not forsaken his promise. They saw emerging from their fallen society a kingdom different from any other, an ideal kingdom headed by the messianic King, whose rule would be completely just.

      
  

2. UNITY

      Many scholars agree that the prophecy of Amos is, at least in essence, an authentic production of the man whose name it bears.2 The consonance of Amos’s message with the eighth-century milieu and his vividly forthright style of writing make it difficult to think otherwise.

      Some, however, have seen the book as the end product of a structural development, with certain redactive intrusions. Weiser held that the oracles of chs. 1–6 and the section containing the visions existed separately for a time until they were united in exilic or postexilic times.3 The redactor revealed the union of these sections in the superscription to the book (1:1), which cites both the words and the visions of Amos. Weiser dated the oracles after Amos’s mission to the northern kingdom and held that the visions preceded that mission. Yet the evidence for such a view is purely speculative. There is no reason Amos or an amanuensis could not have arranged the prophecies in their present order.

      The early date cited by Weiser for the vision section seems somewhat artificial in view of its direct connection with the encounter between Amos and Amaziah during the northern ministry (7:10–17). The prediction of the destruction of the northern kingdom and the house of Jeroboam, an important element in the vision section (7:9), appears to have been the direct cause of Amaziah’s protest (7:10–11).

      An examination of the oracle section and the vision section reveals similar concerns. Both predict God’s punishment of the northern kingdom (3:13–15; cf. 7:7–9), both foresee the captivity (4:1–3; cf. 7:17; 9:4), and both set forth the same denunciation of Israel’s social crimes (3:10; cf. 8:4–6).

      Some scholars believe that the encounter at Bethel (7:10–17) is the product of another author, possibly an eyewitness.4 Their major reason for this supposition is the use of the third person throughout 7:10–17. In other accounts that have a personal reference, the prophet Amos characteristically uses the first person (7:1–9; 8:1–2; 9:1). While it is possible that biblical authors reverted to the third person as a literary device, it seems unlikely that Amos would have used this device only in this brief segment of the prophecy.

      The detailed nature of the report of the Bethel encounter, with its direct quotations, seems to point strongly to the possibility of its having been written by an eyewitness. This person could have been a disciple of Amos, or the prophet himself. The use of the third person may be an indication that Amos reported the account to a disciple, who recorded it. This scenario need not diminish the authenticity of the account, nor need it be regarded as strong evidence for a complex process of redaction.

      Some critical scholars regard the oracles against Tyre (1:9–10), Edom (1:11–12), and Judah (2:4–5) as later intrusions because they seem to reflect conditions in the exilic period or because they are similar to exilic or postexilic prophetic oracles. Some scholars also deny the authenticity of these sections on internal literary grounds. The concluding formula “says the LORD,” which ends the other oracles, is lacking in these three oracles. And the intrusive nature of the oracle against Tyre seems to be supported by the fact that the crime cited in it is like the one cited in the oracle against the Philistines, which immediately precedes it.

      While it is true that similar oracles against Tyre and Edom exist in later books (La 4:21–22; Eze 27:13; Joel 3:6; Ob 10–12), this circumstance is not necessarily an indication of the origin of these two oracles in Amos. As for Edom, the Edomites showed their hostility against Israel early in Israel’s history and continued it up to the destruction of Jerusalem (see comments on 1:11–12). It is this long hostility against Israel that is emphasized in the oracle against Edom.

      The internal differences do not provide a compelling reason for positing a later date for the three oracles. S. Paul observes a stairlike pattern in the first six oracles, in which certain phrases are repeated, thus creating a unified whole—hikrattî (“I will destroy,” lit., “cut off”; 1:5, 8); gālût šelēmâ (“whole communities”; 1:6, 9); ʾāḥ (“brotherhood, brother”; 1:9, 11); bitrû ʿâ (“war cries”; 2:2).5 He does not conclude that this pattern necessarily indicates that Amos wrote the disputed oracles. However, these oracles are so closely woven into the structure of this section that it is not unreasonable to assume Amos did write them. S. Paul also notes that a later writer would probably not accuse the people of Tyre of violating the covenant of brotherhood (1:9), since they remained loyal to the rebels during the invasion of Nebuchadnezzar.

      The three disputed oracles possess the common concluding formula “consume the fortresses” (1:10, 12; 2:5), while the other oracles conclude with the words “says the LORD.” Some scholars allege that this departure supports the intrusive nature of these oracles and points to the presence of another hand in the composition of the book.

      The dating of literary forms based on criteria that allow no room for creativity on the part of the author is rigid and artificial. The vivid forthrightness and vigor of Amos’s style certainly argues for originality on his part. Amos seemed to make a studied attempt to avoid the tedious repetition of certain literary formulas. The formula “says the LORD” (ʾāmar yhwh) is used with great frequency in the book, but on occasion Amos used the expression “declares the LORD” (neʾum yhwh); cf. 2:11, 16; 3:10, 15; et al.). On the whole there appears to be no compelling reason for assigning these disputed oracles to a later time.

      One of the most difficult critical questions relating to the book of Amos is the authenticity of its hymnic elements. These great doxologies, praising God in highly exalted language, occur at 4:13; 5:8–9; 9:5–6. Among the first to express doubt about the authenticity of the doxologies was B. Duhm.6 Since then other scholars have questioned them. The doxologies have been assumed to be late additions for several reasons. They seem to interrupt the narrative flow and apparently do not logically fit the sequence of thought. They seem to reflect a sophisticated theology (i.e., the use of later language). Moreover, a similar doxology in the LXX’s text of Hosea 13:4 seems to establish a precedent for such doxological insertions.

      Several things may be said about these contentions. As for the interruption of the narrative flow of the book, only the doxology of 5:8–9 poses serious difficulties. The first doxology (4:13) occurs at the end of a logical section and provides an appropriate meditation on the nature of God. The last doxology (9:5–6) occurs in a section in which the prophet sets forth the inevitability of Israel’s downfall. The hymn it includes describes God’s judgment in vivid, cosmic terms and is in no sense conceptually intrusive.

      The second doxology (5:8–9) does seem to interrupt the flow of Amos’s condemnation of those who pervert justice. Yet it may have been included at this point because of the awesome confirmation it gives of the threat of destruction, while v.9 confirms Yahweh’s ability to destroy the mighty. Intrusiveness is not necessarily an indication of lateness. The pericope at 6:9–10, for example, is clearly intrusive, differing from the surrounding context in content and literary style. But it contains several literary characteristics that are also peculiarities of Amos’s style. For example, the second major clause of the pericope (the first line of v.10) contains several suffixes, all of them unreferred. That is, the referents are implicit, not stated. This phenomenon may be found in the suffix nû (“him”) on ʾašîbennû (lit., “I will turn back him [NIV, ‘my wrath’]”) in 1:3, 6, 9, 11, 13; 2:1, 4, 6, which also has no clearly stated referent.

      Amos 6:9–10 is also characterized by the quick succession of dependent clauses that may be observed elsewhere in undisputed portions of Amos (cf. the oracles of 1:1–2:16; cf. also 5:14–15; 6:1–7; 8:4–6). There is thus a strong likelihood that 6:9–10 was written by Amos. In the light of this, the argument that a pericope is late because it is conceptually or structurally intrusive must be tempered by a consideration of the author’s style.

      The sophisticated theology attributed to the doxologies relates mainly to the concept of Yahweh as the one who “creates” (bōrē ʾ; 4:13), a concept that closely parallels the thought of the alleged Second Isaiah. Since critics place Second Isaiah in an exilic milieu, the consonance between it and the theology of the doxologies is assumed strongly to favor an exilic origin for the doxologies. But the sovereignty of Yahweh that Amos sees as extending to all nations and that is evident in the realm of nature (4:7–8) is difficult to comprehend apart from the role of Yahweh as creator.

      While it is true that Yahweh is not called bōrē ʾ in undisputed passages earlier than Second Isaiah, it must be noted that Isaiah 37:16 and Jeremiah 27:5 attribute that role of fashioner of the universe to Yahweh. The word ʿāśâ is used in these passages, not bārāʾ; but the idea that Yahweh is the architect of the universe is clearly there. Neither passage has escaped critical examination, however, and some scholars question the authenticity of both passages. In recent years the prose material of Jeremiah has been studied closely, and many modern scholars affirm the Jeremaic authorship of 27:5. Thus, it is possible that the concept of Yahweh as the maker of the universe existed much earlier than the late exilic or postexilic period.

      The later language attributed to the doxologies consists mainly in the word “creates” and the expression “the LORD God Almighty is his name” (yhwh ʾelōhê ṣebāʾôt šemô).7 Since the concept of creator was considered above, it is necessary to consider only the latter expression. The refrain “LORD Almighty is his name” occurs four times in the section of the book of Isaiah generally regarded as exilic (47:4; 48:2; 51:15; 54:5). For this reason many critics regard the expression itself as belonging to the period of the exile. But Amos uses similar expressions throughout the book (3:13; 5:14–16; 6:8, 14). It is, however, the occurrence of the word “name” in the doxological expression that provides the correspondence with the second half of Isaiah and hence allegedly warrants a later date. One should, however, be cautious about using such an approach. We have only a small amount of written material from this vast historical period, and it is difficult to make conclusive statements on such limited evidence. To confine a given expression to one historical period may be assuming too much. Moreover, one may wonder why “Second Isaiah” could not have depended on Amos.

      A divine title containing the word “name” can be found in Exodus 15:3: “Yahweh is his name” (yhwh šemô). F. M. Cross and D. N. Freedman date this poem as “scarcely later than the twelfth century in its original form.”8 This date is based on philological evidence, not critical assumptions, and thus rests on objective data. The possibility that a divine title containing the word “name” existed in Israelite tradition long before Amos’s time deserves careful consideration.

      Some scholars approach the issue of the doxologies’ authenticity from the standpoint that words were used within narrow chronological limits; for example, they assert that the expression yhwh ʾelōhê ṣebāʾôt šemô was dominant in the period of the exile. This approach, however, can lead to dubious conclusions because of the limited amount of extant Hebrew material. It is best to allow the context to govern our understanding of the hymnic elements.9

      The presence of a doxological statement in the LXX’s text of Hosea 13:4, if not a witness to the original Hebrew text, may establish a precedent for such insertions. But this circumstance in itself is not proof that the doxologies in Amos are intrusive material.

      Scholars differ widely regarding the doxologies. No conclusive evidence has been given as to their genre or origin. If one posits the role of creator for Yahweh in the time of Amos, there is no compelling reason the doxologies must be assigned to the late exilic period. If the doxological material is not original to Amos, it may well be that he drew on a common bank of prophetic material or quoted stanzas of familiar hymns.

      As for the section dealing with the downfall of the Davidic monarchy (9:8–15), some scholars assume it was written after that event, since it shows a knowledge of the end of the Judahite monarchy, which did not come till much later.10 But the Hebrew word hannōpelet (v.11) is a participle and may connote continuing action: “crumbling.” It need not be translated “fallen,” as in some versions (NIV, NASB, RSV, et al.). Amos is well aware of the progressive dissolution of both kingdoms. His prophetic spirit gives him a perspective others do not have. He sees the monarchy already toppling; but out of the rubble of its collapse, he sees a new and greater kingdom emerging. The theology of this section is consonant with eighth-century prophetic theology.

      Some also argue that the distinction between the righteous and the wicked (9:8–10) is foreign to the thought of Amos because he predicts the doom of the entire nation.11 But if Amos expects the entire destruction of the nation, one may wonder why he appeals for repentance (5:14). Micah, another eighth-century prophet, set forth a full-orbed doctrine of a redeemed remnant (Mic 4:6–7; 5:4, 7–9) in language as denunciatory as that of Amos (Mic 1:6–7; 2:4; cf. also Isa 6:13). Amos predicts the demise of the nation as a political entity; he does not teach that the whole house of Israel will come to an end.

      Those who deny the authenticity of this section12 also appeal to the fact that in Amos the promise of the restoration is not based on ethical response, something that goes counter to the prophet’s strongly ethical message. But does not Amos 9:10 imply that only the righteous will inherit the kingdom because of the expulsion of sinners from it? To deny a message of hope in Amos removes him from the mainstream of eighth-century prophetic thought, where the concept of doom is often followed by hope (Isa 3:1–4:1; cf. 4:2–6; 8:16–22; cf. 9:1–7; Mic 2:1–11; cf. 2:12–13; 5:1; cf. 5:2–4; see also La 3, where the themes of judgment and hope are intertwined within the one chapter).

      
  

3. AUTHORSHIP

      The superscription of the book (1:1) attributes the work to Amos. Little is known of him apart from the sketchy references in the superscription and the body of the prophecy, though even this much information is more than most of the other Minor Prophets supply for their authors. Amos lived and worked in Tekoa (1:1), a town ten miles south of Jerusalem (five miles from Bethlehem) in the Judean hill country. The town was situated on a height commanding a magnificent view of the rugged wilderness below and of distant landmarks such as the Mount of Olives to the north. The eastern slopes of the Judean hill country around Tekoa are mostly arid, rock-strewn wastes. The western slopes, however, provide some pastureland and shelter in caves for shepherds grazing their flocks.13

      Amos was a shepherd (1:1) who also tended sycamore trees (7:14). Traditionally, as a shepherd and one who “took care” of sycamore trees, he was thought to be from the lower classes of society. These sycamore trees were not like the ones common in North America but were sycamore fig trees, which produced a fruit not as popular as the regular fig but still usable for food (1Ki 10:27; 1Ch 27:28; 2Ch 1:15; 9:27). The Hebrew word for “tend” refers to a process of cutting into the fig in order to quicken the ripening process.14 Amos’s natural surroundings apparently had a profound effect on him, as his book is full of references to them (1:2; 2:9; 3:4–5; 5:19–20, 24; 6:12; 7:1–6; 8:1; 9:3–15).

      Above all, Amos was a prophet. The dark days in which he lived called for a man of sturdy moral fiber and fearlessness. Such a man was Amos. His character, molded in the harsh terrain of the wilderness of Tekoa, enabled him to stand before priests and people alike to proclaim the word God had given to him.

      
  

4. DATE

      We may best place the prophetic activity of Amos in the latter half of the reign of Jeroboam II (793–753 BC). It would certainly have taken some time for the affluence during Jeroboam’s reign to lead to the social decay so widespread when Amos carries out his mission to the northern kingdom.

      Some scholars have placed Amos’s prophetic ministry after 745 BC to allow for the rise of Assyria under Tiglath-pileser III.15 But it is significant that Amos does not mention Assyria by name, though he does affirm that Israel will go into exile “beyond Damascus.” The mood of careless confidence pervading the nation at the time of Amos seems best to fit the period before the incursions of Assyria into Syro-Palestine.

      The phrase “two years before the earthquake” (1:1) limits the date of the prophecy to a narrow period of perhaps no more than a year, and probably much shorter than that. It is difficult to find an exact time in which Amos’s mission would fit. Several possibilities may, however, be noted. Jotham, Uzziah’s son, acceded to the regency of Judah when Uzziah was stricken with leprosy (ca. 750 BC). That 1:1 mentions only Uzziah and not Jotham may point to a time before Jotham’s accession, thus supporting a date before 750 BC for the northern, oracular ministry of Amos. The earthquake referred to in 1:1 may have occurred around 760 BC, in accordance with the archaeological evidence unearthed at Hazor.16

      In the light of these factors, it seems best to place the prophetic ministry of Amos sometime before 760 BC—a view consonant with the narrow scope of the superscription (1:1). Such a date positions Amos as “the first written prophetic text.”17

      
  

5. THEOLOGICAL VALUES

      The Doctrine of God

      Central in Amos’s teaching about God is his divine sovereignty. Yahweh is the God of history. He effects the migrations of peoples (9:7) and controls the orderly progression of natural phenomena (4:13; 5:8). He is in no way a mere automaton controlled by the religious rituals of his creatures. Yet within that sovereign domain, humankind has freedom to bow in submission to Yahweh or to reject him.

      The Covenant

      Amos is not dissimilar to most prophets in their functioning as “lawyers” of the covenant. The covenant took the form of a treaty between God and his vassal people Israel. The shape of the covenant may be seen in an account of a renewal of the covenant, as is evident in the book of Deuteronomy. After a rehearsal of the relationship between God and Israel up to the present (Dt 1–4), that book contains an extensive legal section (chs. 5–26), followed by blessings for obedience and punishments for disobedience (Dt 27–28).

      Prophets such as Amos were called into action when Israel broke the covenant. They threatened God’s people with the covenantal punishments if they did not repent. Stuart’s commentary on Amos shows the connection between the judgment oracles and covenantal curses most extensively.18 A number of these connections are highlighted in the commentary that follows.

      The Doctrine of Election

      Amos affirms the historical election of Israel (3:2). But he inveighs against the perverted concept of election popularly held in his day—that is, the irrevocable commitment of Yahweh to the nation. Their election alone did not guarantee national blessing, for the sovereign Lord had promised they would be his “treasured possession” if they obeyed him and kept his covenant (Ex 19:5). Amos, more than any other prophet, urges the responsibility of elective privilege.

      Eschatology

      The unique contribution of Amos to the eschatology of the OT is his teaching about “the day of the LORD.” He stresses that it will be a time when the Lord will judge all sin, even in his own people. The gloomy portrayal of that day in the prophecy of Amos reflects the fact that Amos’s hearers are for the most part guilty of transgression. For them that day will hold no ray of light (5:18–20).

      Another day is coming, however, when hope will shine with glorious promise (9:13–15). The Davidic promise will be realized in the restoration of David’s kingdom, and Jews and Gentiles will be united in the kingdom of David’s greater Son.

      
  

6. BIBLIOGRAPHY

      
        Jeremias, J. The Book of Amos. Old Testament Library. Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox, 1995.

        Mays, J. Amos: A Commentary. Philadelphia: Westminster, 1969.

        Niehaus, J. “Amos.” Pages 315–49 in The Minor Prophets: An Exegetical and Expository Commentary. Vol. 1. Edited by T. E. McComiskey. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1992.

        Paul, S. M. Amos. Hermeneia. Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991.

        Stuart, D. Hosea–Jonah. Word Biblical Commentary. Nashville: Nelson, 1987.

        Wolff, H. Joel and Amos. Translated by W. Janzen, D. McBridge Jr., and C. Muenchow. Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977.

      

      
  

7. OUTLINE

      
        	I. Superscription (1:1)

        	II. Introduction to the Prophecy (1:2)

        	III. The Prophetic Oracles (1:3–6:14)
          
            	A. Oracles of Judgment against the Surrounding Nations (1:3–2:5)
              
                	1. The Oracle against Syria (1:3–5)

                	2. The Oracle against the Philistines (1:6–8)

                	3. The Oracle against Tyre (1:9–10)

                	4. The Oracle against Edom (1:11–12)

                	5. The Oracle against Ammon (1:13–15)

                	6. The Oracle against Moab (2:1–3)

                	7. The Oracle against Judah (2:4–5)

              

            

            	B. Oracles of Judgment against Israel (2:6–6:14)
              
                	1. A Lesson from History (2:6–16)

                	2. A Lesson based on Cause and Effect (3:1–12)

                	3. An Oracle against the House of Jacob (3:13–15)

                	4. The Pampered Women of Samaria (4:1–3)

                	5. Sinful Worship (4:4–5)

                	6. A Look to the Past (4:6–13)

                	7. A Lament for Fallen Israel (5:1–3)

                	8. Seeking True Values (5:4–17)

                	9. The Day of the Lord (5:18–20)

                	10. Unacceptable Worship (5:21–27)

                	11. A Warning to the Complacent (6:1–7)

                	12. Pride before a Fall (6:8–11)

                	13. A Grim Paradox (6:12–14)

              

            

          

        

        	IV. The Prophetic Visions (7:1–9:15)
          
            	A. The Vision of the Locusts, Fire, and the Plumb Line (7:1–9)

            	B. A Historical Interlude (7:10–17)

            	C. The Vision of the Summer Fruit (8:1–14)

            	D. The Vision of the Lord Standing by the Altar (9:1–15)
              
                	1. The Destruction of the Temple (9:1–6)

                	2. Israel and the Other Nations (9:7)

                	3. The Restoration of the Davidic Kingdom (9:8–12)

                	4. The Blessings of the Restored Kingdom (9:13–15)
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      Text and Exposition

      I. SUPERSCRIPTION (1:1)

      
        1The words of Amos, one of the shepherds of Tekoa—what he saw concerning Israel two years before the earthquake, when Uzziah was king of Judah and Jeroboam son of Jehoash was king of Israel.

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 Most prophetic books (Isa 1:1; Jer 1:1; Hos 1:1; Joel 1:1; Na 1:1) as well as some wisdom books (Pr 1:1; Ecc 1:1; SS 1:1) begin with a superscription that serves a similar function to a title page on a modern book. The superscription was likely added by an editor or later tradent; in Amos, it identifies the genre, the author, his occupation, and the time period in which he ministered.

      The prophecy is introduced by the formula “the words of Amos.” Frequently this expression is used for collections of sayings, as in the case of the prophecy of Jeremiah (Jer 1:1), various collections of proverbs (Pr 30:1; 31:1), and Ecclesiastes (Ecc 1:1). Here it connotes the collection of prophetic oracles spoken by Amos during his northern ministry.

      Nōqēd, used here, is not the usual word for “shepherd.” In 2 Kings 3:4, its use of Mesha, king of Moab, implies that he was a breeder and supplier of sheep. In Amos 7:14 the word bôqēr describes Amos’s occupation. This word occurs only once in the OT, so that its precise meaning is difficult to determine. While bôqēr may have been a general term that denoted a herdsman of any type, its linguistic connection with bāqār (“cattle”) suggests the possibility that Amos kept cattle as well as sheep. The word ṣō ʾn (7:15) connotes smaller animals, such as sheep and goats; thus it is likely that Amos was a breeder of various types of animals besides sheep.

      That Amos describes himself in 7:15 as “tending the flock” (mē ʾaḥarê haṣṣō ʾn) shows that he personally cared for the herds rather than being a wealthy animal breeder who left the care of the flocks to others. The use of nōqēd for the king of Moab does not demand the conclusion that Amos was a wealthy and powerful person. It may simply show that Amos was a supplier of small animals. In conclusion, Amos was probably neither a wealthy cattleman nor a poor shepherd, but a mid-level manager (P. C. Craigie, “Amos the nōqēd in Light of Ugaritic,” SR 2 [1982]: 29–32).

      Amos’s character and ideals have been shaped by the wilderness. There is no evidence that he was part of a prophetic movement in Judah; he denied that possibility by affirming that he was “neither a prophet nor a prophet’s son” (7:14). Undoubtedly his simple life in the Judean wilderness lead him to see more clearly the evils of city life that are less apparent to the affluent who live within the city walls, confined by their heartless greed.

      The word “saw” (ḥāzâ) is in a relative clause logically dependent on “the words of Amos.” Ḥāzâ is not the common word for “see.” Although it is used in poetic literature as a synonym for “see,” ḥāzâ has a more distinctive meaning and includes the idea of mental apprehension as well as visual observation. In other words, it lends itself well to the process of prophetic reception. Several nominal forms meaning “vision” are based on this root.

      Ḥāzâ implies the words of Amos were perceived mentally—that is, by divine revelation—before being communicated orally or in writing. That “these words” do not have their ultimate origin in Amos is communicated by the phrase “he saw.” Other prophets make the same point by stating that their collection contains “the word of the LORD” (Hos 1:1; Mic 1:1; et al.).

      The prophetic word of Amos concerns “Israel.” While “Israel” may have included both kingdoms (6:1; 9:14), it is best to take the term as referring to the northern kingdom. The numerous references to localities in the north as well as the encounter with Amaziah support this. The reference to Judah in 2:4 need not indicate that the prophecy is directed to Judah as well. The Judah oracle is simply one of seven dealing with the nations surrounding Israel and leading up to the classic denunciation of Israel in the eighth oracle.

      Uzziah (or Azariah), king of Judah, reigned from 783–742 BC. He was an energetic king whose policies contributed to the resurgence of Judah in the eighth century. He rebuilt the city of Elath and strengthened the defenses of Jerusalem. Jeroboam II, king of Israel, reigned from 786–746 BC. He also was a vigorous leader. His greatest accomplishment was the expansion of Israelite territorial holdings into Transjordan (2Ki 14:23–29).

      For comments on “two years before the earthquake,” see “Date” in the introduction; on “Tekoa,” see “Authorship” in the introduction.

      NOTE

      1 In Akkadian the cognate to the Hebrew [image: ] (nōqēd, “shepherd”) is nāqidu. This word sometimes reflects a hierarchical value, with the re ʾû below the nāqidu. In some texts the nāqidu is described as working for the state administration and as being in charge of herds that were used for state and cultic functions. In Ugaritic the word nqd occurs in several lists with little descriptive context. However, in UT 62:55 the word occurs in the honorific title rb nqdm (“chief of the herdsmen”). The bearer of this title is also called rb khnm (“chief of the priests”), which attests to his role as a cultic functionary, though without implying that he is a priest (Paul, 34).

      [image: ] (ḥāzâ, “see”) is used mainly in the poetic and prophetic literature of the OT. It occurs only four times in the narrative material. In Exodus 18:21 it has the sense of active choice, that is, the act of selecting (ḥāzâ) involves a mental seeing of the qualities of the people chosen. In Exodus 24:11 ḥāzâ is used of the Israelite leaders who “saw God”; and in Numbers 24:4, 16 it is used of seeing a [image: ] (maḥazeh, “vision”). The range of meaning in poetic and prophetic material involves apprehension of visions (Isa 1:1; Eze 12:27) as well as mental perception and understanding (Job 15:17; 34:32; Pr 24:32). The emphasis on mental apprehension makes this word suitable for describing the process by which the prophets understood their revelations.

    
  
    
      II. INTRODUCTION TO THE PROPHECY (1:2)

      
        2He said:

        
          “The LORD roars from Zion

          and thunders from Jerusalem;

          the pastures of the shepherds dry up,

          and the top of Carmel withers.”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      2 The name “LORD” (yhwh, “Yahweh”) introduces the prophecy; its initial position in the sentence gives it a certain emphasis. In the events associated with the Exodus from Egypt, the name “Yahweh” was given its greatest revelational content. Moses’ first impression of God’s character as revealed in Yahweh was that of his inviolable holiness (Ex 3:5). The awesome phenomena accompanying Yahweh’s appearance on Sinai (19:16–25) and the restrictions he placed on the people (19:10–15) enforced that concept. His mighty power, which delivered the Hebrew people from Egyptian bondage, manifested his sovereignty and redemptive concern.

      The prophet introduces a shocking note in depicting Yahweh as roaring from Zion. Though “roar” (šāʾag) is frequently used in the OT of a lion’s roar, it need not always carry this connotation (Job 37:4; Pss 38:8[9]; 74:4). In the Hebrew here, Amos’s words are identical to those of Joel 3:16, where šāʾag occurs with no apparent reference to a lion’s roar. The cosmic effects of the roar of the Lord in Joel may connote the crashing of thunder. In Job 37:4 šāʾag is used in this way. Nevertheless, the use of the same verb in Amos 3:8, where the Lord does roar like a lion, indicates that the lion metaphor may be intended here. Whether a cosmic roar or a lion’s roar, the image evokes a sense of God’s impending judgment.

      The parallel expression “thunders” (yittēn qôlô, lit., “gives his voice”) appears in a number of passages depicting God’s intervention in history. This intervention may involve personal deliverance (Ps 18:13[14]; cf. 18:6[7]) or deliverance on a national scale effected by awesome judgment (Ps 46:6–11). It may be manifested in the continuing processes of nature (Jer 10:13; 51:16) or presage a mighty act of God (Joel 2:11). In each instance there is some manifestation of God’s power expressed in natural phenomena, most frequently in a violent thunderstorm.

      The roar of the Lord in 1:2 is also accompanied by cosmic changes. Instead of a storm, however, in an ironic twist the prophet sees God’s storm-like wrath causing a withering drought to destroy the green hills of Mount Carmel—a landmark of the northern kingdom. In this vivid way, Amos pictures the impending judgment of God on that kingdom. God’s appearance as warrior is often accompanied by such convulsions in nature (Na 1:3–5).

      The roar of the Lord also points to his divine intervention in history and presages his dire judgment on the nations dealt with in the subsequent oracles. The roar of the Lord, however, need not always be seen as heralding judgment; for in Hosea 11:10–11 it points to the restoration of God’s people.

      Verse 2 forms an appropriate introduction to the entire prophecy; its scope need not be limited to the oracles of 1:3–3:8.

      NOTE

      2 Zion in parallel with Jerusalem shows that Amos understands God as roaring from that city. The origin of God’s judgment is not his heavenly abode but the city of Jerusalem. This reflects the Israelite belief that God was resident in Jerusalem, specifically in the temple (Pss 20:2[3]; 48:2–3[3–4]; 135:21; Isa 31:9). This statement would no doubt anger the citizens of the northern kingdom, for it impugned the validity of their religious sites. That voice of the Lord from Jerusalem produced results in the northern kingdom (Carmel) parallels Amos’s mission from Judah to Israel.

    
  
    
      III. THE PROPHETIC ORACLES (1:3–6:14)

      A. Oracles of Judgment against the Surrounding Nations (1:3–2:5)

      OVERVIEW

      A striking pattern runs through these oracles. The prophet began with the distant city of Damascus and, like a hawk circling its prey, moved in ever-tightening circles from one country to another, till at last he seizes upon Israel. One can imagine Amos’s hearers approving the denunciation of these heathen nations. They can even applaud God’s denunciation of Judah because of the deep-seated hostility between the two kingdoms that went as far back as the dissolution of the united kingdom after Solomon. But Amos plays no favorites; he swoops down on the unsuspecting Israelites too in the severest language and condemns them for their crimes.

      1. The Oracle against Syria (1:3–5)

      
        3This is what the LORD says:

        
          “For three sins of Damascus,

          even for four, I will not turn back ⌞my wrath⌟.

          Because she threshed Gilead

          with sledges having iron teeth,

          4I will send fire upon the house of Hazael

          that will consume the fortresses of Ben-Hadad.

          5I will break down the gate of Damascus;

          I will destroy the king who is in the Valley of Aven

          and the one who holds the scepter in Beth Eden.

          The people of Aram will go into exile to Kir,”

          says the LORD.

        

      

      3 The Syrian capital of Damascus represented the entire nation of Aram (Syria) and was its center of culture and influence. From the time of Ahab until the dawn of the eighth century, hostilities erupted between Israel and Damascus. Particularly embarrassing was the incursion of Syria into Israelite territory during the reign of Jehu in the latter half of the ninth century (2Ki 10:32–33).

      The numerical motif—here “for three sins . . . even for four”—is common in Semitic literature. It occurs mainly in the Wisdom literature (e.g., Job 5:19; 33:29; Pr 6:16; 30:15–31; Ecc 11:2) but is also used by the prophet Micah (Mic 5:5–6). In some instances the sequence is evidently to be taken literally, with the final number equaling the number of elements cited by the author (e.g., Pr 6:16–19). In other cases it is more general and denotes an indefinite number (Mic 5:5–6). The latter usage seems to be intended in Amos 1:3, 6, 9, etc., for Amos cites only one crime of Damascus in this oracle. He has in mind, however, the whole history of Aramean provocation of Israel.

      Some scholars have suggested that the masculine pronominal suffix nû (“him”) on ʾašîbennû (lit., “I will turn back him [‘my wrath,’ NIV]”) refers to Assyria, which would not be turned back in its progress toward the ultimate conquest of Israel. But this interpretation is unlikely, for Assyria is not mentioned in the immediate context, and Amos never specifically speaks of it as the instrument of God’s wrath. A reference to Assyria in the oracle concerning Judah (2:4–5) would be inappropriate, since Judah fell to the Babylonians. The nearest possible referent of the suffix is qôl (“voice” in v.2; “thunders,” NIV), the voice of the Lord that presages the impending judgment. If the suffix finds its referent in “voice,” the implication is that the Lord will not cause his voice to return; in other words, the judgment it heralds is final.

      This solution, however, encounters certain difficulties. The word qôl is not in the immediate context of ʾašîbennû, thus making the suggestion somewhat tenuous. The concept of recalling one’s voice is unattested in the OT. The absolute identification of God’s voice with the threatened judgment is also foreign to the OT. The voice of the Lord can herald divine judgment, but it is never one and the same with it. In Jeremiah 25:30–31, for example, the roar of the Lord presages punishment by the sword. Also, the formula “This is what the LORD says” introduces a new logical unit that makes the possibility of a syntactical connection between qôl and nû questionable.

      On the whole, it is best to see the suffix nû as referring to the judgment that is to come on each of these nations (so the NIV, which supplies “my wrath”). In this case the suffix would not have a syntactical referent but one implicit in the clause, for one naturally expects the phrase “for three sins of” to be followed by some reference to punishment. The lack of reference to a specific punishment following the statement “for three sins of” creates a feeling of dreadful uncertainty at the outset of the oracle. Thus the attention of the hearers is riveted on the prophet’s words as they wait for the explicit description of the judgment that comes in the last section of each oracle.

      The crime that provokes the judgment against Damascus is that the people have threshed Gilead with iron threshing sledges. Gilead, an extensive region east of the Jordan River, was known for its rich forests (Jer 22:6–7) and the balm produced there (Jer 8:22). The richness of the area, coupled with its being a frontier region, made it the object of numerous attacks by the nearby countries of Ammon and Syria.

      The incident Amos refers to here is most probably the one recorded in 2 Kings 13:1–9. There an incursion of the Syrians into Israel during the reign of Jehoahaz is described as making the army of Jehoahaz “like the dust at threshing time” (v.7). The metaphor Amos uses is that of a threshing sledge, an agricultural implement made of parallel boards fitted with sharp points of iron or stone. We do not, of course, need to understand the metaphor as a literal act in which the bodies of Israelites were torn apart by sledges. The use of the somewhat similar expression in 2 Kings 13:7 seems also to be metaphorical. The intensity of the metaphor, however, implies the most extreme decimation and may hint at especially cruel or inhumane treatment.

      4 The judgment the Lord decrees for Syria is “fire upon the house of Hazael.” Hazael ruled Syria from about 841–806 BC. His accession to that throne was revealed by the Lord to the prophet Elisha (2Ki 8:13). The Lord also revealed that Hazael would commit monstrous crimes against the Israelites (2Ki 8:12). When Hazael ascended the throne, he fought against Joram and Ahaziah at Ramoth Gilead, an encounter in which Joram was seriously wounded (2Ki 8:28–29).

      “Ben-Hadad” (“son of Hadad [an ancient storm god]”) is the name of two or possibly three kings of Syria. It may be a dynastic name. Ben-Hadad I, a contemporary of Baasha, king of Israel (906–883 BC), and Asa, king of Judah (908–867 BC), took large territorial holdings from Baasha (1Ki 15:20). Each of the kings named “Ben-Hadad” perpetrated continual hostilities against Israel. The name “Ben-Hadad” in Amos 1:4 may well stand for all the kings who bore that name; yet since only one Hazael is known, it may be that Amos has in mind only one of the kings named “Ben-Hadad”—likely the one who was the son of Hazael (2Ki 13:3). The names “Hazael” and “Ben-Hadad” then represent the long history of Syrian conflict and oppression.

      The fire mentioned in v.4 is not a description of an isolated occurrence relating only to Damascus, for it appears in all but one of the oracles (only the oracle against Israel lacks it, 2:6–16). It is best understood as a metaphorical representation of God’s judgment (cf. 7:4).

      5 The destruction of Damascus will involve the breaking of “the gate of Damascus” (lit., “the bar of Damascus”). The gates of ancient cities were equipped with massive bars, sometimes of iron or bronze (1Ki 4:13). The breaking of the bar implies that the enemies had gained entrance to the city. A similar statement is made at Nahum 3:14 (see also Jer 51:30; La 2:9), passages deriving from ancient Near Eastern treaty curses (see D. Hillers, Treaty-Curses and the Old Testament Prophets [Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1964], 66–68).

      The “Valley of Aven” (biqʿat ʾāwen) has not been positively identified. Since this valley was associated with Syria, it is likely that it is the plain between the Lebanon and Anti-Lebanon ranges, the most prominent landmark of its kind in the area of Damascus. Today this plain is called Beqaʿa. The LXX renders the name ʾāwen (“Aven”) as ʾōn, thereby adopting a vocalic tradition that differs from that in the MT. The name ʾōn was the name of the ancient Egyptian city of Heliopolis, a city dedicated to the worship of the sun god Re. One of the most prominent cities in the Beqaʿa in ancient times was also called Heliopolis by the Greeks. It is the site of the modern city of Baalbek. While there is no solid evidence that the Aramean Heliopolis was also called ʾōn, it may in fact have been, particularly if there was interaction between Syria and Egypt before this time. The vocalic reading of the MT may be a deliberate distortion changing ʾōn to ʾāwen (“evil”) to make a derogatory pun on the name. The same type of pun on the name “Bethel” may be found in Hosea 4:15; 5:8; 10:5, where Beth Aven (“house of wickedness”) is substituted for Bethel (“house of God”).

      “Beth Eden” is also difficult to identify. It seems best, however, to identify it with the Bit-adini of the Akkadian texts. This Aramean city-state, located on the banks of the Euphrates River, was important in the time of Amos. It was conquered by the Assyrians in 855 BC and thus was not under Syrian control when Amos was carrying on his prophetic ministry. Amos, however, seemed to be referring to the past history of Syria. Since Bit-adini was a flourishing city of that country for many years, it is likely that this city is the one named by him.

      The name “Beth Aven” may mean “house of evil” according to the MT tradition, and “Beth Eden” may mean “house of delight.” Some commentators have understood these names as surrogates for Damascus, thus expressing the idolatrous practices associated with that city. If this understanding is correct, however, such a use would be unique in the oracles. All the other places cited are referred to by their proper names, not symbolic ones.

      The identification of “Kir” is also difficult. Its mention with Elam in Isaiah 22:6 leads some (e.g., Paul, 55) to believe its location is near that country (western Iran). Amos later cites Kir as the place of the national origin of the Syrians (9:7) and predicts their return to that place. His prophecy was fulfilled when Tiglath-pileser took the people of Damascus captive and transported them to Kir (2Ki 16:9). The crimes attributed to Syria by Amos are of a social nature—crimes of unmitigated cruelty perpetrated on the Israelites in the numerous attacks waged by the Syrians.

      NOTES

      3 Not only did Israel lose much of the Transjordanian region to Syria during the reign of Jehu, but also Jehoahaz, Jehu’s son (814–798 BC), was conquered by Hazael, who allowed him to retain only a token military force (2Ki 13:7).

      Examples of the numerical motif in Ugaritic may be found in UT 8:2–3:51; III, 17–18; 52:19–20, 66–67; 128: II, 23–24. For a discussion of numerical sequence in the OT, see W. Roth, “The Numerical Sequence x / x + 1 in the Old Testament,” VT 12 (1962): 300–311, and, more recently, W. G. E. Watson, Classical Hebrew Poetry (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1984), 144–49. R. N. Whybray, in Book of Proverbs: A Survey of Modern Study (Leiden: Brill, 1995), 97–98, lists possible motivations behind the numerical-proverb form: (1) entertainment, (2) simple observation, (3) education, and (4) reflection.

      While the feminine suffix seems more appropriate for expressing the abstract idea of punishment, the masculine was also used in this way, probably thus reflecting colloquial usage (cf. GKC, par. 135o). In Amos’s use of the suffix, the gender is not always precise. Note 4:1, where the masculine suffix [image: ] (hem) on [image: ] (ʾadōnêhem), “their husbands,” has a feminine referent. In 4:12 we encounter another instance of a threat followed by an unspecified judgment (see comments).

      Note that Stuart, 307, follows the LXX and the Targum, which supplies “pregnant women” as the object of the threshing sledges. However, he is influenced by a faulty view of meter to create a longer poetic line.

      4 Ben-Hadad was the name of two or possibly three kings of Syria. Several scholars posit only two kings with this name because the biblical accounts in 1 Kings and 2 Chronicles are not precise in this regard (F. Bruce, Israel and the Nations [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1963], 42–50). Since Ben-Hadad, the son of Hazael, figured prominently in the events surrounding the reign of Jehoahaz (814–798 BC), it is probable that Amos has this Ben-Hadad in mind. Many of Amos’s hearers in Israel would recall the oppressions under Hazael and his son Ben-Hadad (2Ki 13:1–3).

      5 For further discussion of the identification of Beth Eden with Bit-adini, see A. Malamat, “Amos 1:5 in the Light of the Til Barsip Inscriptions,” BASOR 129 (February 1953): 25–26.

      2. The Oracle against the Philistines (1:6–8)

      
        6This is what the LORD says:

        
          “For three sins of Gaza,

          even for four, I will not turn back ⌞my wrath⌟.

          Because she took captive whole communities

          and sold them to Edom,

          7I will send fire upon the walls of Gaza

          that will consume her fortresses.

          8I will destroy the king of Ashdod

          and the one who holds the scepter in Ashkelon.

          I will turn my hand against Ekron,

          till the last of the Philistines is dead,”

          says the Sovereign LORD.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      6–8 The prophet next turns his attention to the Philistines. These perennial enemies of the Israelites were a non-Semitic people who may have had their national origin in the Aegean area, probably Crete, or whose migrations took them through that area. They occupied the coastal plain in southwestern Palestine and conducted numerous raids on the Israelites until their power was broken by King David. The Philistines lived in five cities (Ashdod, Ashkelon, Ekron, Gath, and Gaza; cf. Jos 13:3; 1Sa 6:16–17) on the coastal plain, each ruled by a separate lord.

      Amos mentions four of the cities of the Philistine pentapolis in this oracle (Gath is excluded). It is suggested by some that the exclusion of this city reflects its destruction by Sargon in 711 BC; thus the oracle is viewed as a later insertion. But perhaps Gath never fully recovered from Uzziah’s successful military campaign described in 2 Chronicles 26:6. Uzziah reigned from about 783–742 BC; a coregency with his father, Amaziah, lasted from about 783–769 BC. Uzziah’s Philistine campaign may have taken place shortly after the death of Amaziah, for it is the first event to follow the historical summary in 26:1–5. It is likely that Uzziah’s sacking of Gath occurred sometime in the period between Amaziah’s death (767 BC) and Amos’s ministry (760 BC). The destruction of the wall of the city would thus be well known to Amos’s hearers and would lend a sense of authenticity to his message predicting the doom of the other cities of the pentapolis.

      There is a difficulty, however, with the latter view, for Ashdod is cited in 2 Chronicles 26:6 along with Gath. Both cities were sacked by Uzziah in the Philistine wars. The view does not explain why Ashdod is cited by Amos in the oracle of 1:6–8 and Gath alone is omitted. Perhaps Gath had not recovered sufficiently to be included among the five cities of Philistia in the time of Amos. Others scholars have suggested that Gath is not cited in Amos 1:6–8 because of its peculiar ethnic structure. Kassis argues that Gath was a Canaanite city, “ruled by a Canaanite king who was a vassal of Philistine overlords” (H. Kassis, “Gath and the Structure of ‘Philistine’ Society,” JBL 84 [1965]: 259–71).

      Another possibility explaining Gath’s omission is that it had never fully recovered from an attack by Hazael (2Ki 12:17) during the reign of Jehoash of Judah (835–796 BC). But the later campaign of Uzziah against Gath indicates that the Philistines had regained control of the city and had sufficient strength to be a threat to Judah.

      We cannot be certain of the reason for the exclusion of Gath, but its omission is insufficient evidence to impugn the authenticity of this oracle. Gath is excluded from all the lists of the Philistine cities cited after Amos (Jer 25:20; Zep 2:4; Zec 9:5–6).

      The Philistines are denounced for the crime of enslavement (v.6)—again, a social crime. Though the event referred to here cannot be identified, it probably consisted in a series of border raids in which slaves were secured and sold to the Edomites. Amos indicates that whole communities were taken in this way, thus underscoring the enormity of the crime. It is likely (though unprovable) that the crime was committed against Israelites. The punishment to be inflicted on the Philistines will be their absolute destruction (vv.7–8).

      NOTES

      6 S. Paul, 60, argues that the Hiphil of sgr means “to hand over to one stronger.” Practically speaking, however, in this context the NIV’s translation “sold” likely reflects what actually happened.

      7–8 Gaza and Ashdod were conquered by Nebuchadnezzar (605–562 BC), who transported their kings to Babylon (ANET, 307–8). Ashkelon was conquered by Tiglath-pileser III in 734 BC. Later, in 701 BC, Sennacherib conquered the city and carried off the king of Ashkelon to Assyria. In later years the city was overrun by the Scythians, Chaldeans, and Persians. Esarhaddon and Ashurbanipal required tribute of Ekron (ANET, 291, 294), a city that continued to exist till the time of the Crusades.

      3. The Oracle against Tyre (1:9–10)

      
        9This is what the LORD says:

        
          “For three sins of Tyre,

          even for four, I will not turn back ⌞my wrath⌟.

          Because she sold whole communities of captives to Edom,

          disregarding a treaty of brotherhood,

          10I will send fire upon the walls of Tyre

          that will consume her fortresses.”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      9–10 So far Amos has moved from Damascus in the northeast to the Philistine territory in the southwest. He moved next to Tyre, to the north of Israel and southwest of Damascus; in other words, he moves closer to Israel than were Damascus and the Philistine cities. Tyre was the most important city of Phoenicia at that time.

      The crime of Tyre also involves the enslavement of entire communities (v.9), but Amos also adds a reference to its “disregarding a treaty of brotherhood.” The treaty (berît) that this slave commerce violated may refer to the pact made between Hiram, king of Tyre, and Solomon (1Ki 5:12; cf. “brother” in 1Ki 9:13). This relationship was strengthened further by the marriage of Jezebel, daughter of Ethbaal, king of the Sidonians, to King Ahab (1Ki 16:31). While Jehu’s purge of the family of Ahab (2Ki 10) interrupted the good relationship between the two states, Amos may be referring to the generally amicable relations that characterized these nations over their long histories.

      Tyre’s security, however, was only temporary (v.10). It came under Assyrian hegemony during the long period of that empire’s dominance but emerged from Assyrian control to enter a period of power and affluence. Tyre was later besieged by the forces of Nebuchadnezzar and never fully recovered. The massive efforts required for its defense greatly weakened the city, and it entered a period of decline. In 332 BC Alexander besieged Tyre and conquered it.

      NOTE

      9 Homer referred to the Phoenician practice of slave trading in Odyssey 4.288ff.; 15.473ff. See also “Contest of Homer and Hesiod,” in Hesiod: The Homeric Hymns and Homerica, trans. H. Evelyn-White (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1950), 569. For “sold” (Hiphil of sgr), see Note at 1:6.

      4. The Oracle against Edom (1:11–12)

      
        11This is what the LORD says:

        
          “For three sins of Edom,

          even for four, I will not turn back ⌞my wrath⌟,

          Because he pursued his brother with a sword,

          stifling all compassion,

          because his anger raged continually

          and his fury flamed unchecked,

          12I will send fire upon Teman

          that will consume the fortresses of Bozrah.”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      11 The extensive, mountainous region of Edom lay to the southeast of the southern tip of the Dead Sea, east of the Arabah. It was one of the three Transjordanian kingdoms that included Ammon and Moab. Edom’s crime was that “he pursued his brother with a sword” and “his anger raged continually”—a reference to the longstanding animosity of Edom toward the Israelites.

      “Edom” is another name for “Esau,” the twin brother of Jacob. The Edomites and Israelites thus had close ethnic ties, reflected in the use of the word “brother” in reference to the Israelites (cf. Nu 20:14; Ob 12; cf. Dt 23:7, where the Israelites were commanded not to hate an Edomite, “for he is your brother”). The bitter relations between Jacob and Esau were perpetuated in the affairs of the two countries. In their wilderness journey the Israelites sought access to the King’s Highway, which ran through Edom. But the Edomites refused them passage and even sent a military force to block them (Nu 20:14–21).

      In 1 Samuel 14:47 the Edomites are mentioned as enemies of Saul. David placed military garrisons in Edom (2Sa 8:14), and an Edomite rebellion against Judah during the reign of Jehoram is recorded in 2 Kings 8:20–22. Their greatest act of hostility against Israel occurred during the sacking of Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar in 587 BC. At that time the Edomites gloated over the destruction of their enemies and hindered the fugitives’ escape, while delivering many fleeing Judahites over to their conquerors (Ob 10–14).

      12 For these crimes the cities of Teman and Bozrah will be destroyed. Teman was one of the largest cities of Edom, and Bozrah was a strong fortress city in the north of Edom. These cities represent the whole country. Both are denounced in several prophetic oracles (Isa 34:6; 63:1; Jer 49:13, 20; Eze 25:13; Ob 9).

      Edom became a tributary to Tiglath-pileser III in 732 BC and was overrun by the Nabataeans later in its history. The crime of Edom was in many ways similar to that of the other nations Amos speaks against—violence against humanity. In this oracle the prophet emphasizes that the Edomites stifle “all compassion” (cf. the NT’s warning against failure to show love toward one’s “brother” [Jas 4:11; 1Jn 2:9]).

      NOTE

      11 Remnants of Edom’s past glory may be seen today in the ruins of Petra (in modern-day Jordan), an ancient Edomite city. The ruins probably date from Nabataean times.

      5. The Oracle against Ammon (1:13–15)

      
        13This is what the LORD says:

        
          “For three sins of Ammon,

          even for four, I will not turn back ⌞my wrath⌟.

          Because he ripped open the pregnant women of Gilead

          in order to extend his borders,

          14I will set fire to the walls of Rabbah

          that will consume her fortresses

          amid war cries on the day of battle,

          amid violent winds on a stormy day.

          15Her king will go into exile,

          he and his officials together,”

          says the LORD.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      13 Ammon lay northeast of the Dead Sea and due north of Moab. The area was dominated by a vast expanse of desert, though the valley of the upper Jabbok in the north of Ammon was fertile. The account in Genesis 19:30–38 attributes the national origin of the Ammonites and Moabites to an incestual relationship between Lot and his two daughters. Israel under Moses came into contact with the Ammonites as they journeyed toward the Promised Land. God told Israel not to bother the Ammonites (Dt 2:19), but the Ammonites tried to stop the Israelites from reaching their destination. Deuteronomy 23:3–6 names the Ammonites and Moabites as responsible for hiring Balaam in the thwarted attempt to curse the Israelites.

      At the time of the settlement, the tribe of Gad was given “the territory of Jazer, all the towns of Gilead, and half the Ammonite country as far as Aroer, near Rabbah” (Jos 13:25). War plagued Ammon and Israel throughout their common history. To cite only the notorious examples, the judge Jephthah had to counter the Ammonites’ attempt to push into territory claimed by Israel (Jdg 10–11); Saul fought the Ammonite king Nahash over the city of Jabesh Gilead (1Sa 11); Joab led the armies of Israel against the Ammonites, during which time David impregnated Bathsheba (2Sa 10–11); and the Chronicler records a battle between Jehoshaphat and the combined forces of the Ammonites and Moabites (2Ch 20).

      The Ammonites frequently sought to enlarge their territory, sometimes with the help of the neighboring Moabites and Syrians. In the time of the judges, the Ammonites crossed the Jordan and went deep into Israelite territory (Jdg 10:6–9). Through the personal leadership of Saul, a serious threat to Israel by the Ammonites was quelled (1Sa 11:1–11). They were finally subdued in David’s time (2Sa 12:26–31).

      The crime of which Amos accuses the Ammonites is, like that of the other nations, a crime against humanity. The Ammonites “ripped open the pregnant women of Gilead.” This violence evidently took place in one of their attempts to expand their territorial holdings at Israel’s expense. While we do not know the particular circumstances of this monstrous crime, it may have occurred during the campaigns of Hazael against Israel toward the end of the ninth century BC (cf. 2Ki 8:12). At this time all Israel’s territory in Transjordan fell into the hands of the Arameans. The Ammonites may have taken advantage of this opportunity to exploit Israel’s weakness. Apparently it was a notorious event, and its mention would stir feelings of revulsion in Amos’s hearers.

      Gilead was a mountainous region east of the Jordan, in the tribal territories of Gad and the half-tribe of Manasseh. It is easy to understand how this fertile frontier region would suffer when Israel was attacked by her enemies to the east. Certainly the crime Amos accuses the Ammonites of goes far beyond necessary acts of war and is attributed to the Ammonites’ insatiable desire for Israelite territory.

      14 Rabbah was the capital of ancient Ammon. Today it is the site of the modem city of Amman. As its punishment Ammon is to be destroyed by fire, with the accompaniment of battle cries and “violent winds.” The word translated “war cries” (terû ʿâ) may connote shouting for joy (Ezr 3:12), a trumpet signal (Nu 10:5), or the shout of battle (Jos 6:5). In this instance it is the shout of the enemy “on the day of battle,” a sound that will terrify the people as the enemy rush to take the city.

      The word “winds” (saʿar) is used of a wind storm on three occasions (Ps 55:8[9]; Jnh 1:4, 12) but occurs most frequently as a metaphor of God’s wrath (Ps 83:15[16]; Jer 23:19; 25:32; 30:23). Here, however, it need not connote a theophany. (Its parallel terû ʿâ [“war cries”] does not do so.) The word simply describes the great force with which the enemy will sweep over the city.

      15 The king of Ammon will go into exile along with his officials. In an oracle against the Ammonites, Ezekiel berated them for rejoicing over the fall of Jerusalem (Eze 25:1–7). Yet their rejoicing will last only a little while; for they are to be caught up in the same turmoil that will affect Israel.

      Ammon’s dominion came to an end when Nebuchadnezzar sacked the city of Rabbah and took large numbers of its citizens captive. This opened the way for Arabian invaders to occupy their territory. The Ammonites passed from history for good.

      NOTES

      14 For a discussion of the possibility of a “Yahweh theophany” here, see Mays, 37–38.

      15 In the parallel passage in Jeremiah 49:1–3 (30:17–20 LXX), the word [image: ] (malkām, “their king,” NIV margin) is rendered milkōm in the RSV. “Milcom” was the name of the national deity of the Ammonites. The NASB renders the word “Malcam” and the NIV “Molech.” The LXX translates the word by Μελχομ (Melchom). The passage in Jeremiah shows dependence on Amos 1:13–15 (cf. Jer 49:3) but does not necessarily warrant reading “Milcom” in Amos 1:15. The use of the word [image: ] (śārāyw, “his officials”) in the parallel line of v.15 favors the reading “their king,” not a reference to the Ammonite deity. Also, Jeremiah may have used a play on words in his oracle about Ammon, for in Jeremiah 49:3 the parallel line has [image: ] (kōhanāyw, “his priests”) in addition to śārāyw. Amos 1:15 has [image: ] (hû ʾ, “he”) at that point.

      6. The Oracle against Moab (2:1–3)

      
        1This is what the LORD says:

        
          “For three sins of Moab,

          even for four, I will not turn back ⌞my wrath⌟.

          Because he burned, as if to lime,

          the bones of Edom’s king,

          2I will send fire upon Moab

          that will consume the fortresses of Kerioth.

          Moab will go down in great tumult

          amid war cries and the blast of the trumpet.

          3I will destroy her ruler

          and kill all her officials with him,”

          says the LORD.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 Moab lay to the east of the Dead Sea, between Ammon to the north and Edom to the south. The Wadi Arnon formed Moab’s natural northern border, although the Moabites extended their territory north of the Arnon in times of national strength. The region of Moab, today occupied by the nation of Jordan, is a land of deep ravines and extensive plateaus.

      The Bible paints the origin of the Moabites in dark colors. In Genesis 19, after the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah and the death of Lot’s wife, Lot’s daughters got him drunk and had intercourse with him. The products of this act were two boys, named Ammon and Moab.

      The Israelites camped in the plains of Moab before entering Canaan (Nu 22:1). The king of Moab, concerned over the strength of the Israelites, engaged Baalam, the enigmatic seer, to curse them (Nu 22:4–6). It was in the plains of Moab that the Moabite women seduced the Israelites to join in their idolatrous worship (Nu 25:1–3). As a result God excluded the Moabites from the assembly of Israel (Dt 23:3–4).

      During a period of Israelite weakness in the time of the Judges, a coalition of Moabites, Ammonites, and Amalekites invaded Israel and subjugated them for eighteen years (Jdg 3:13–14). Antipathy between the Hebrews and Moabites developed further when the king of Moab would not permit the Hebrews to travel northward via the King’s Highway (11:17).

      Saul defeated the Moabites (1Sa 14:47), as did David (2Sa 8:2). During Solomon’s reign Moab seems to have remained under Israelite dominion, for Solomon included Moabite women among his many wives (1Ki 11:1). But Mesha, king of Moab, rebelled against Israel after the death of Ahab (2Ki 1:1). Joram of Israel and Jehoshaphat of Judah, along with the king of Edom, made an abortive attempt to subdue them (2Ki 3). The Moabite Stone, one of the few Moabite language sources available to scholars, commemorates this event. Later on Hazael, an Aramean king, wrested from Jehu the disputed Moabite territory north of the Arnon (2Ki 10:32–33).

      The crime with which Amos charges the Moabites is their burning of the bones of the king of Edom. While this act is not mentioned specifically in the OT, it may have taken place during the attempt of the coalition of the kings of Israel, Judah, and Edom to suppress the Moabite rebellion (2Ki 3; cf. Notes). The expression “burn the bones” (śārepô ʿaṣmôt) never refers to the burning of an individual as punishment for a crime. Except for two metaphorical uses where burning of bones connotes extreme suffering (Job 30:30; Ps 102:3[4]), the expression refers to the burning of the skeletal remains of a corpse (2Ki 23:20; cf. v.16; cf. also 1Ki 13:2; Eze 24:10) or the burning of the corpse itself (Amos 6:9–10). Thus the crime of Moab involves the desecration of the body of an Edomite king. How long after his death this happened is unknown.

      2–3 The punishment of Moab is to be by fire that will consume Kerioth (v.2). Though Kerioth may be translated “cities,” it is likely a proper noun referring to a major city in Moab (a city mentioned in Nu 32:37; Jos 13:19; 1Ch 6:76; Eze 25:9; Jer 48:23). This site is also mentioned in the Moabite Stone.

      Amos used vivid language to describe the conflict that will end in the overthrow of Moab. One can almost hear the “war cries” and “the blast of the trumpet.” Clearly the “fire” that will come on Moab symbolizes war.

      Moab became subject to Tiglath-pileser III in 734 BC. Later, it was involved in a rebellion against Assyrian domination quelled by Sennacherib. During the period of Babylonian supremacy, Moab was forced to pay tribute to Babylon. The Moabites rebelled against Babylon shortly after 598 BC and, according to Josephus (Ant. 10.181–82 [9.7]), were conquered by Nebuchadnezzar, thus opening the way for Arabian tribes to occupy Moabite territory.

      Highly significant is the fact that Amos here pronounces the punishment of Yahweh for a social crime involving a non-Israelite. In the prophet’s other oracles the crimes were, for the most part, against the covenantal people. Amos understands that an aspect of God’s law transcends Israel. He affirms a moral law that extends to noncovenantal nations, a law that will surely bring punishment if violated. As S. Paul, 72, puts it: “This is the best proof that the oracles of Amos against the foreign nations are intended to denounce the barbaric act of inhumanity itself, no matter by whom or against whom it was perpetrated. Such a crime is a direct offense against the Lord, whose moral laws operate and are binding within the international community of nations.”

      7. The Oracle against Judah (2:4–5)

      
        4This is what the LORD says:

        
          “For three sins of Judah,

          even for four, I will not turn back ⌞my wrath⌟.

          Because they have rejected the law of the LORD

          and have not kept his decrees,

          because they have been led astray by false gods,

          the gods their ancestors followed,

          5I will send fire upon Judah

          that will consume the fortresses of Jerusalem.”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      4–5 Having pronounced judgment on various pagan nations, Amos next turns to Judah. God plays no favorites and cannot condone the sins of his people. While both Israel and Judah had a common religious heritage, the cleavage of the two kingdoms after the death of Solomon left wounds that never healed. Deep-rooted antipathies existed between the two kingdoms. Amos’s denunciation of Judah would fall on sympathetic ears in Israel.

      Judah is condemned for rejecting the “law of the LORD” (tôrat yhwh; v.4). Here is the first occurrence of this expression in these oracles, and its significance is obvious. This is an oracle against those who stand in relationship to the covenant. Hence they are judged on the basis of the light they possess—not on the basis of a common moral consciousness, but on the statutes of Yahweh himself.

      The word translated “led astray” (tāʿâ) means basically “to wander around.” It is used of straying animals and intoxicated persons, as well as moral aberration. Judah had been led astray by “false gods” (kāzāb, “lies”). The Hebrew expression “walked after them” (“followed,” NIV) frequently relates to following false gods. The use of “lie” in conjunction with this expression shows that for Amos these deities are false in their essence. The sin of idolatry has caused Judah to violate the law of Yahweh. Like their fathers of old, they continue to bow down to the false gods of the pagans and spurn the Creator of heaven and earth.

      Judah’s punishment will be similar to that of the other nations—destruction by the fire of war (v.5). This was inflicted when Jerusalem fell to the Babylonians.

      B. Oracles of Judgment against Israel (2:6–6:14)

      1. A Lesson from History (2:6–16)

      OVERVIEW

      Though the Israelites may have rejoiced in the denunciation of their brothers in Judah, they themselves are to feel the lash of Amos’s words. The same formula that introduces the condemnation of their pagan enemies begins this powerful oracle. Again the numerical parallelism communicates that there are many crimes, only a few of which will be described. This oracle is the most extensive of all the oracles. Verses 6–8 set forth Israel’s crimes, vv.9–11 appeal to God’s past activity in their behalf, and vv.12–16 conclude the oracle with a vivid portrayal of their punishment.

      
        
          6This is what the LORD says:

          “For three sins of Israel,

          even for four, I will not turn back ⌞my wrath⌟.

          They sell the righteous for silver,

          and the needy for a pair of sandals.

          7They trample on the heads of the poor

          as upon the dust of the ground

          and deny justice to the oppressed.

          Father and son use the same girl

          and so profane my holy name.

          8They lie down beside every altar

          on garments taken in pledge.

          In the house of their god

          they drink wine taken as fines.

          9“I destroyed the Amorite before them,

          though he was tall as the cedars

          and strong as the oaks.

          I destroyed his fruit above

          and his roots below.

          10“I brought you up out of Egypt,

          and I led you forty years in the desert

          to give you the land of the Amorites.

          11I also raised up prophets from among your sons

          and Nazirites from among your young men.

          Is this not true, people of Israel?”

          declares the LORD.

          12“But you made the Nazirites drink wine

          and commanded the prophets not to prophesy.

          13“Now then, I will crush you

          as a cart crushes when loaded with grain.

          14The swift will not escape,

          the strong will not muster their strength,

          and the warrior will not save his life.

          15The archer will not stand his ground,

          the fleet-footed soldier will not get away,

          and the horseman will not save his life.

          16Even the bravest warriors

          will flee naked on that day,”

          declares the LORD.

        

      

      6 The Israelites are accused of selling “the righteous for silver.” The word “righteous” (ṣaddîq) is parallel to “needy” (ʾebyôn), thus establishing a connection between them. The word ṣaddîq connotes righteousness, not necessarily in the sense of blamelessness but rather in the basic sense of “rightness” or “justice.” The needy are seen as being in the right or having a just cause. The word ṣaddîq is used in this sense in Exodus 23:7, where in a context of litigation it is coupled with “innocent” (nāqî). In Deuteronomy 25:1 ṣaddîq is the antithesis of “guilty” (rāšaʿ). On a number of occasions (e.g., Isa 32:7; Jer 5:28) the prophets spoke of the “needy” as being in litigious situations. This shows us something of the social conditions of that time, when the poor had to fight for their just rights, which were all-too-frequently ignored.

      The pronoun “they” applies to the oppressing classes, especially the judges and creditors who “sell the righteous.” These people of power and influence are guilty of accepting bribes of money and apparel. They regard the oppressed classes so lightly that they accept such paltry bribes as a pair of sandals. Amos characterized their corruption as “selling.”

      7 Amos further describes the oppression of the poor as trampling “on the heads of the poor.” The meaning of the verb here “to trample” takes it as a biform of šûp (so Paul, 79–80). However, the word translated “trample” (šāʾap) may also mean “gasp” or “pant.” Here the text presents certain difficulties; but if one follows the MT literally, the most favorable rendering is, “who pant after the dust of the earth on the head of the poor,” meaning either that the oppressing classes long to see the poor brought to extreme anguish, or the oppressors are so avaricious that they craved the dust with which the poor have covered their heads. In ancient Near Eastern culture, pouring dust on one’s head signified sorrow (e.g., 2Sa 1:2; Job 2:12).

      Israel’s decadence is marked by sexual promiscuity. Whether or not it refers to ritual prostitution is not clear. The word for “girl” (naʿarâ) is a general one and has no specific connotations. It is possible that the act described here refers to misuse of a legal aspect of concubinage such as that described in Exodus 21:7–11. More likely, however, it relates to the ancient laws against incest, as indicated in the words “profane my holy name.” These words also occur in Leviticus 22:32, where they culminate a lengthy section dealing with personal and social purity. Leviticus 18:6–18 and 20:17–21 specifically prohibit incest. In 18:7 intercourse with one’s mother is forbidden, which reflects the fact that husband and wife are one flesh. Thus an incestuous relationship with one’s mother also dishonored one’s father. Similarly, sexual intercourse with one’s stepmother incestuously dishonored one’s father (18:8; 20:11), and intercourse with an aunt by marriage was incestuous because it “uncovered the nakedness” of one’s uncle (18:14; 20:20).

      While these laws do not specify that the prohibition extended to intercourse with women outside the family, the principle may still apply. The use of one girl by both a father and a son is tantamount to incest in that the son uncovers the nakedness of his father, and vice versa, through their union with the same girl.

      Even though the particular practice Amos condemns is difficult to determine, v.7 provides an insight into the social conditions of the time. The marital purity and faithfulness expected in a godly father are lacking, as both father and son engage in deliberate acts of disobedience to God.

      8 Amos also pictures members of his society as sleeping by the altars on “garments taken in pledge.” Clothing was regarded as valid collateral for securing debts. Hebrew law, however, required that garments taken in pledge be restored to the owner each evening (Ex 22:26–27; Dt 24:12–12) as a covering during sleep. But many are obviously disregarding this law by sleeping in the garments of others.

      The placing of this practice in the prevailing cultus (“every altar”) emphasizes the great disparity between religion and practice in Israel. This situation is further illustrated by the people’s drinking in the “house of their god” the wine paid as fines. As S. Paul, 87, points out, “the irony is that precisely at the very places of worship, they act in a way that is condemned by the God of Israel.”

      9 Amos next recounts God’s gracious acts during Israel’s past. “Amorite” is an OT term sometimes used for the preconquest population of Canaan (Ge 15:16). The prophet reminds the people of God’s destruction of the Canaanites in the conquest. The great height and strength of the Canaanites reflect a tradition begun at the return of the spies from their reconnaissance of the Promised Land (Nu 13:22–33). It points to their apparent invincibility and contrasts it with the overwhelming might of the Lord. Amos’s vivid metaphor of the fruit and the roots portrays the destruction of the Canaanites when the Israelites took the land.

      10 Amos saw the exodus and the forty years of wandering in the desert solely as expressions of the gracious power of Yahweh. Thus there is no need for him to mention Israel’s disobedience in the wilderness. He simply points out that the Lord gave them “the land of the Amorites.”

      11 The raising up of prophets and Nazirites was another of God’s gracious acts. The parallel reference to these two groups does not imply that they are one and the same, or that one is derived from the other. They are simply two groups who ministered God’s word to Israel and showed the Lord’s care for their spiritual welfare.

      12 The word “Nazirite” (nāzîr) means “separate.” Thus it denotes the consecration to God practiced by this group. Nazirites could come from any tribe and be male or female; this allowed non-Levites to assume a special status of consecration before the Lord. The Nazirites took a special vow of separation (cf. Nu 6:1–12)—indeed, one more stringent than even that of the Levites. They completely abstained from partaking of any product of the vine and from all fermented drinks. They vowed neither to cut their hair nor to touch a dead body. In mentioning these groups Amos rounds out his brief reference to Israel’s history.

      Verse 12 tells how Israel has treated the Nazirites and the prophets. They forced the former to drink wine and violate their vows, and they muzzled the prophets—a more heinous crime than simply opposing these religious groups by being tantamount to rejecting the word of Yahweh and the dedication to Yahweh that found expression among them.

      Israel’s rejection of the God who acted in their behalf—from Egypt to the present—is implicit in v.12. This rejection leads to the statement of doom that follows (vv.13–16). The coming judgment is vividly expressed in a series of images rapidly moving from one familiar realm to another.

      13–16 Now God describes how he will punish Israel. Stuart, 319, points out how these punishments reflect what he calls the “helplessness curses,” such as the curses found in Leviticus 26:36–39. First, Amos pictures the nation as being crushed like an object under the wheels of a heavily laden cart (v.13). This picture, drawn from the agricultural world, reflects Amos’s familiarity with that life. The other images include a swift runner, a strong man, and a warrior (v.14). These figures depict Israel’s inability to escape the impending destruction. The archer cannot stand (v.15); the brave warriors will flee empty-handed (v.16), their weapons and armor scattered behind as on a battlefield.

      The Israelites had experienced Yahweh’s leading in the exodus and through the wilderness, with his sword hewing the way for them to the Promised Land. Now that sword will be turned against them because they have spurned the Holy One of Israel. The oracle closes with an awesome note of finality—“declares the LORD.”

      NOTES

      6 Several commentators understand the words “sell the righteous for silver” to refer to the Israelite practice of debt-slavery to aid those who were insolvent (Ex 21:7–8; Lev 25:39–55; 2Ki 4:1; Ne 5:8; Isa 50:1). It is not always easy to distinguish the types of slavery legislated in the OT. However, where debt-slavery is clearly in view, the debtor initiates his servitude or that of a member of his family. This self-initiated servitude is not the emphasis in Amos 2:6, unless one understands the wealthy classes to have created the conditions under which the poor must enter debt-slavery. But that understanding is not consonant with the active and direct involvement that Amos attributes to the oppressing classes. The point is, rather, that the innocent are being accused of crimes they have not committed. The magistrates are accepting paltry bribes to punish the innocent. These dishonest practices violate the law (Dt 16:18–20).

      S. Paul, 77–78, suggests that the word rendered “pair of sandals” (naʿalîm) should be understood as a noun from the verb ʿlm (“to hide”), and thus a reference to a “hidden bribe.” However, though “pair of sandals” is nowhere else attested as meaning an insignificant amount, it makes perfectly clear sense in the context and is best understood in the traditional sense.

      7 The word [image: ] (šāʾap, “trample”) may also mean “gasp” or “pant.” If understood as “trample,” the [image: ] (be, “with”) prefix on [image: ] (rō ʾš, “head”) is difficult to construe as a preposition. E. Hammershaimb (The Book of Amos: A Commentary, trans. J. Sturdy [New York: Schocken, 1970], 48) suggests that be serves to introduce an object; he observes the similar function of be with the verbs [image: ] (pāgaʿ) and [image: ] (pāgaš). But these verbs, meaning “to meet, encounter,” may prefer be because the concept of motion or direction inherent in them is consonant with the basic meaning of that preposition. Thus the translation “those who trample to the dust of the earth, the head of the poor” is difficult. The translation that most accurately renders the MT is, “who pant after the dust of the earth on the head of the poor.”

      BDB cites two roots for [image: ] (šāʾap). One means to “crush, trample upon,” and the other is a parallel form of [image: ] (šûp, “to bruise”). It is under the latter that Amos 2:7 is placed, along with 8:4; Psalms 56:2–3; 57:4; Ezekiel 36:3. HALOT and GKC cite the latter references under šāʾap as “to pant” or “to snap at.” The LXX reads “sandals, with which to tread on the dust of the earth, and they have smitten upon the heads of the poor.” This reading attests a verb not present in the MT—“smitten.” The question is difficult, but the MT makes sense as it stands and best fits with the charge of greed in v.6.

      8 The so-called Yabneh-Yam letter records an incident that reflects the biblical law of Exodus 22:26–27[25–26] regarding seizure of a person’s garment for nonpayment of a debt (cf. ANET, 568; F. Cross, “Epigraphic Notes on Hebrew Documents of the Eighth–Sixth Centuries BC, II. The Murabbaʾat Papyrus and the Letter Found Near Yabneh-Yam,” BASOR 165 [February 1962]: 34–46).

      11 The word [image: ] (nāzîr, “Nazirite”) is based on the root [image: ] (nāzar, “to separate”), which shows that the Nazirite was a separated or consecrated person. Nāzîr is translated “prince” in a number of English versions (Ge 49:26, NEB, NIV; Dt 33:16, RSV, NEB, NIV; La 4:7, RSV, NIV, NEB). However, this word is best understood as having a secondary meaning derived from nēzer, sometimes translated “crown.” The long hair of a Nazirite was his “separation [nēzer] to God . . . on his head” (Nu 6:7). The use of nēzer to connote the headgear of the priest (Ex 29:6) and a royal crown (2Sa 1:10) seems to denote that the headgear is a sign of consecration to one’s office.

      13 The meaning of [image: ] (mē ʿîq, “crush”) is uncertain. The verb occurs only here. However, the meaning “press down” is supported by the related root [image: ] (ʿāqâ), which connotes the idea of “pressure” in Psalm 55:4. The ambiguity of the Hebrew is reflected in various English versions: “I am weighted down beneath you,” NASB; “I will press you down,” RSV. While the Masoretic tradition is admittedly difficult, it need not be rejected out of hand. The Hebrew says literally, “Behold I am pressing down under you as a cart loaded with sheaves presses down.” Gese suggests that the word [image: ] (ʿûq) means “to cleave, furrow” (H. Gese, “Kleine Beiträge zum Verständnis des Amosbuches,” VT 12 [1962]: 417–24). If this meaning is correct, the picture is that of God’s cleaving the ground before Israel as the wheels of a heavily loaded cart dig into the ground. Israel is thus impeded in its attempt to flee from the impending doom.

      2. A Lesson based on Cause and Effect (3:1–12)

      
        1Hear this word the LORD has spoken against you, O people of Israel—against the whole family I brought up out of Egypt:

        
          2“You only have I chosen

          of all the families of the earth;

          therefore I will punish you

          for all your sins.”

          3Do two walk together

          unless they have agreed to do so?

          4Does a lion roar in the thicket

          when he has no prey?

          Does he growl in his den

          when he has caught nothing?

          5Does a bird fall into a trap on the ground

          where no snare has been set?

          Does a trap spring up from the earth

          when there is nothing to catch?

          6When a trumpet sounds in a city,

          do not the people tremble?

          When disaster comes to a city,

          has not the LORD caused it?

          7Surely the Sovereign LORD does nothing

          without revealing his plan

          to his servants the prophets.

          8The lion has roared—

          who will not fear?

          The Sovereign LORD has spoken—

          who can but prophesy?

          9Proclaim to the fortresses of Ashdod

          and to the fortresses of Egypt:

          “Assemble yourselves on the mountains of Samaria;

          see the great unrest within her

          and the oppression among her people.”

          10“They do not know how to do right,” declares the LORD,

          “who hoard plunder and loot in their fortresses.”

        

        11Therefore this is what the Sovereign LORD says:

        
          “An enemy will overrun the land;

          he will pull down your strongholds

          and plunder your fortresses.”

        

        12This is what the LORD says:

        
          “As a shepherd saves from the lion’s mouth

          only two leg bones or a piece of an ear,

          so will the Israelites be saved,

          those who sit in Samaria

          on the edge of their beds

          and in Damascus on their couches.”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 A summons to hear the “word of the LORD” introduces this oracle. The summons is directed against “the whole family I brought up out of Egypt” and thus seems to include Judah as well as Israel. It is certain that Amos does not have high hopes for Judah (2:5), and he would never exempt them from divine wrath for their disobedience. The pronouncement of judgment, addressed primarily to the northern kingdom, warns Judah and Israel that their election by Yahweh in itself is insufficient ground for thinking they are nationally secure; God demands personal obedience as well.

      Indeed, the remembrance of the exodus is a none-too-subtle allusion to their covenantal obligations. The book of the covenant, including the Ten Commandments and the associated case law (Ex 20–24), is prefaced by “I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery” (20:2). God had shown them his grace by freeing them from Egyptian bondage, and now they should show their gratitude by obeying the law that followed.

      2 The statement “you only have I chosen [yādaʿ, ‘known’] of all the families of the earth” establishes Israel’s elective privilege. The word yādaʿ bears a special sense of intimacy. Jeremiah 1:5 uses yādaʿ in a similar way to describe God’s knowing and consecrating of Jeremiah even before his birth. Thus the word connotes more than simple awareness or acknowledgment. It includes the idea of God’s sovereign activity whereby the object of that knowledge is set apart or chosen for a divine purpose. Such is the case with Israel, whose special relationship with God goes back to his covenant with Abraham (Ge 12:1–3), the grounds on which he delivered the Hebrews from Egypt.

      Israel’s privilege, however, generates her punishment. Verse 2 sets forth a foundational principle of Amos’s message and of Scripture in general: Elective privilege entails responsibility. The two stichs of this verse are connected by “therefore” (ʿal kēn), establishing a logical relationship between them. Because Israel has failed to live up to her holy calling, she is to be punished.

      God’s choice of Israel as the vehicle of his redemptive purposes is, from the human standpoint, strange. The people were slaves, possessing no homeland; and Israel was the weakest of the nations of the world (cf. Dt 7:7). The calling of Christians is similar, for Paul reminds us that God calls the weak so that human boasting may be excluded (1Co 1:26–29).

      3–5 The pronouncement of the judgment predicted in v.2 does not appear till v.11. It is preceded by a series of seven questions that culminate in an affirmation of Amos’s prophetic authority. Only then does he depict the desperate plight of the nation soon to be surrounded by an adversary.

      The first question (v.3) asks whether two can walk together if they have not agreed to do so. In the Hebrew the word “walk” is in the imperfect tense, denoting incomplete action. The question is, “Is it customary for two to walk together without agreeing to do so?” Certainly two people walking side-by-side would not be doing so only by sheer coincidence.

      Verse 4 notes that a lion does not roar when it is stalking its prey. When a bird is ensnared, it is because someone has set a trap (v.5); and a snare is not sprung unless something triggers it.

      6 To this point each question has begun with the effect followed by the cause. Now the order is reversed. Amos’s style is far from stereotyped. His writing is marked by variety and vigor. The prophets do not follow the mechanical, poetic style of the Ugaritic epic material. By rejecting it, they bring an element into their words that disturbs their smug hearers. Here the cause is the blast of the trumpet and the effect is the fear it brings to the city dwellers. The sound of a trumpet from a city wall warned of invaders; a trumpet in the square heralded bad news. Ultimately the cause of the “disaster” coming to a city is “the LORD.” We should not conclude, however, that “disaster” (rāʿâ) implies “evil” in the ethical sense here. The word has that meaning in Hebrew, but the emphasis here on the city warrants only the meaning “disaster.”

      It is not necessary to see the figures in these questions as representations of Israel or her enemies. They are simply vivid analogies from life intended to illustrate the forthcoming conclusion (v.8).

      7 The relationship of the first clause of this verse to the preceding clause is uncertain. Because there is no apparent logical connection between the sections, it is difficult to understand the particle kî in the sense of “for.” It seems best to understand kî as an asseverative (“surely”). But this causes v.7 to interrupt the sequence of thought in vv.2–8 and has led some interpreters to see it as an intrusive element, possibly coming from the hand of the posited “Deuteronomist.”

      But v.7 seems to be an essential part of the narrative because the word “prophets” refers to “prophesy” in v.8. The words “lion” and “fear” in v.8 refer to “lion” in v.4 and “tremble” (ḥārad) in v.6. Without v.7 the idea of prophecy in v.8 stands alone, with no logical relation to the preceding argument (cf. 6:11 for a similar sentence). See S. Paul, 113, for a similar defense of the authenticity of the verse.

      Verse 7 is important for understanding Amos’s concept of the prophetic office. “Plan” (sôd) has as its basic meaning the thought of “intimacy.” This word has several shades of meaning. It may connote a close relationship (Ge 49:6; Job 29:4; Ps 111:1; Jer 6:11) or the scheming of those united against others (Pss 64:2[3]; 83:3[4]), as well as the positive counsel derived from a close relationship (Pr 15:22). It may refer to something as intimate as a secret (Pr 11:13; 25:9) or close fellowship with a friend (Ps 55:14[15]). When used of God, sôd refers to his secret council (Job 15:8). It also may denote the intimate relationship between the righteous and God in which he “makes his covenant known to them” (Ps 25:14) and takes them “into his confidence” (Pr 3:32). Jeremiah uses the word to describe the relationship of a prophet to God through which God imparts truth (Jer 23:18, 22); for the prophet stood in an intimate relationship to God, one by means of which he shared God’s counsel and words for the people. As S. Paul, 113, correctly concludes: “This verse firmly establishes the credibility of the prophet per se.”

      8 “The lion has roared” sounds an alarm. There is indeed cause for fear, though not from any lion or blast of a trumpet; it is Yahweh’s voice through his prophet that should strike fear in people’s hearts. Yahweh is no longer stalking quietly (cf. v.4)—he has pounced! He has spoken, and no one can contravene his word. So Amos pronounces judgment on the people. For a possible connection with 1:2, see comments on 1:2.

      9 Amos summons the Egyptians and the Philistines of Ashdod to witness the oppression going on within Samaria. Amos may have named these particular nations because of their past oppression of Israel. The Egyptian bondage and recurrent Philistine oppressions in Israel’s early history were not forgotten. So now Amos summons these oppressors to witness the violence being perpetrated by the rich and powerful of Samaria against their own poor neighbors—a kind of oppression that would surprise even the pagan nations. Amos’s rhetoric shows that Israel is as violent as they were.

      The word “fortress” (ʾarmôn) generally connotes a fortified building, such as a citadel (Ps 48:3[4]; Isa 34:13) or the fortified section of a palace (1Ki 16:18; 2Ki 15:25). But it may also refer to large, residential houses (Jer 9:21). The emphasis in vv.9–11 seems to be on “fortress” rather than residence because of the parallelism of ʾarmôn with ʿōz (“stronghold”) in v.11 and the military motifs in the passage. (Compare “oppression” and the reference to the two warlike peoples of Philistia and Egypt in v.9 and “plunder” and “loot” in v.10.)

      10 The Israelites, however, are different from aggressors because they are plundering and looting in their own fortresses rather than in enemy territory. Through oppressing the poorer classes, they have been plundering their own people; and Ashdod and Egypt are called to witness this evil.

      “They do not know how to do right,” Amos declares of the Israelites. The word “right” (nekōḥâ) has the basic meaning of “straightness.” Their moral sense has become so warped that the concepts of right and wrong are totally blurred.

      11 “Therefore” logically connects the judgment segment of the oracle with the accusation stated in v.10. The following section of doom is a warning for those who flagrantly violate the covenant by treating a holy God lightly. Though the enemy who will overrun the land is not identified here, historically it was Assyria. Niehaus, 384, rightly points to a connection with the covenantal curse in Deuteronomy 28:52: “They will lay siege to all the cities throughout your land until the high fortified walls in which you trust fall down.”

      12 Amos concludes the oracle with the analogy of a shepherd who retrieves the remains of an animal, representing God’s people, from the mouth of a lion, representing God. This analogy reflects the Mosaic law, for a shepherd was required to produce the remains of an animal killed while in his care as proof that he did not steal it (Ex 22:13). The analogy gives powerful expression to the idea of the remnant: There will be only bits and pieces of Israel left after the judgment of God.

      The remainder of the verse is textually problematic, and there have been various suggestions for its interpretation. The lack of cohesiveness within the lines may be an example of the way some prophets of great literary skill, such as Amos, depart from poetical symmetry in order to achieve a powerful effect.

      The word demešeq may, by a slight alteration in the pointing of the MT, be read “Damascus,” in keeping with the ancient versions. The lines would then describe how the Israelites will be “saved”: “those who sit in Samaria, on the edge of their beds, and in Damascus on their couches.” The broken nature of the line may have been intended to elicit images of the broken remains of Israel’s wealth in the minds of Amos’s hearers. As the remaining parts of the slaughtered animal attest to its destruction, so the broken remains of the wealth of Israel will be a pathetic witness to the complete destruction of that kingdom.

      The reference to Damascus may seem anomalous to the passage because the oracle is specifically addressed to Israelites. Yet it is not impossible that an Israelite colony was in Damascus at this time; for, in all probability, that territory had been annexed by Israel during the reign of Jeroboam (2Ki 14:28). Both Damascus and Israel were ultimately crushed in their futile attempt to take a stand against the Assyrian king Tiglath-pileser III. In 1:3–5 Amos predicted the downfall of Syria.

      NOTES

      2 For a discussion of “know” as a covenantal term, see H. Huffman, “The Treaty Background of Hebrew yādaʿ,” BASOR 181 (1966): 31–37.

      7 The particle [image: ] (kî) in Ugaritic functions as an element of emphasis, somewhat like the Hebrew asseverative. However, it always occurs in an intraclausal structure (UT 9.17).

      9 The LXX reads “Assyria” for “Ashdod,” but this reading probably does not represent the original. It is easy to see how the great nation of Assyria could be paired with Egypt. But Amos does not mention Assyria anywhere in his prophecy, and Assyrian oppression of Israel was yet to reach its zenith.

      12 The Code of Hammurabi has a law similar to Exodus 22:13: “If a visitation of god has occurred in a sheepfold or a lion has made a kill, the shepherd shall prove himself innocent in the presence of god, but the owner of the sheepfold shall receive from him the animal stricken in the fold” (Law 266; see ANET, 177).

      In Hebrew “Damascus” is [image: ] (dammeśeq), while the word in the text is spelled demešeq; only slight alterations in the Masoretic pointing are necessary to render the reading “Damascus.” The reading damask, suggested by a number of commentators, is based on the Arabic dimaqs. But this speculation requires changing radicals. The reading “Damascus” seems to be the simplest solution, but admittedly the passage is difficult.

      3. An Oracle against the House of Jacob (3:13–15)

      
        13“Hear this and testify against the house of Jacob,” declares the Lord, the LORD God Almighty.

        
          14“On the day I punish Israel for her sins,

          I will destroy the altars of Bethel;

          the horns of the altar will be cut off

          and fall to the ground.

          15I will tear down the winter house

          along with the summer house;

          the houses adorned with ivory will be destroyed

          and the mansions will be demolished,”

          declares the LORD.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      13 The threat of the preceding oracle gains renewed solemnity from the declaration of the Lord that precedes the next section. The command to “hear” is not addressed to Israel, for the text goes on to say, “and testify against the house of Jacob.” Instead it is best understood as a rhetorical statement, similar to 3:9 (“proclaim”), where Amos addresses imaginary witnesses either for dramatic effect or to establish a legal atmosphere with Yahweh and Israel as adversaries (Isa 1:2; cf. Dt 32:1).

      “House of Jacob” recalls Israel’s heritage, especially the promise to the patriarchs that established the ground on which the Lord would deal with his people. The covenant became the external structure of the eternal promise (Ge 15:12–20) by providing the vehicle for obedience. Obedience to the covenantal stipulations marked one’s participation in the promise. Israel as a nation had betrayed the covenant and so had forfeited every right to its promised blessing.

      14–15 As a result of Israel’s disobedience, the “altars of Bethel” (v.14) as well as the expensive homes of the people (v.15) will be destroyed. Amos focuses here on the two major aspects of Israel’s disobedience: false religion and misuse of wealth and power. According to Israelite law, a fugitive could find refuge at the altar by grasping its horns (1Ki 1:50), but even this last-ditch opportunity for refuge will be lost (v.14).

      NOTES

      14 Amos mentions the altars of Bethel because they have been the focal point of Israel’s rebellion (cf. 1Ki 12:32; 13:2; 2Ki 23:15–16). While some question exists as to whether the calf image at Bethel represented Yahweh or a false god, in either case the altars at Bethel were prohibited by the law prescribing the centralization of Israel’s religious practice (Dt 12).

      15 The “winter house” and “summer house” are either separate houses or two dwelling places in the same building. Many houses had an upper story that would be cool in summer (cf. Jdg 3:20). Jeremiah 36:22 refers to a winter house that was heated by a brazier. Amos’s reference is best understood to apply to separate houses because of his use of [image: ] (ʿal, “along with”). While this preposition may mean “on,” Amos hardly uses it in this sense, for that would mean that the winter house will be struck down on top of the summer house—the reverse of what is expected. It is best to understand ʿal in the sense of “together with” (BDB, 755), thus indicating separate houses. The winter house will be destroyed along with the summer house. The inscription of Barrākib refers to summer and winter houses as separate buildings (H. Donner and W. Rollig, Kanaanäische und aramäische Inschriften [Weisbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1966], 40). The inscription states that the kings of Sam ʾal had only one palace, which served as quarters for winter and summer. Another house was built to remedy the situation.

      The reference to the “houses adorned with ivory” underscores the affluence of Amos’s audience. Similar decorations have been found at Assyrian sites (see K. Schoville, Biblical Archaeology in Focus [Grand Rapids: Baker, 1978], 468–69, and more recently “Samaria,” in The New Encyclopedia of Archaeological Excavations in the Holy Land [New York: Simon & Schuster, 1993], 1304–6).

      4. The Pampered Women of Samaria (4:1–3)

      
        
          1Hear this word, you cows of Bashan on Mount Samaria,

          you women who oppress the poor and crush the needy

          and say to your husbands, “Bring us some drinks!”

          2The Sovereign LORD has sworn by his holiness:

          “The time will surely come

          when you will be taken away with hooks,

          the last of you with fishhooks.

          3You will each go straight out

          through breaks in the wall,

          and you will be cast out toward Harmon,”

          declares the LORD.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 Amos begins this new judgment oracle with a call to the upper class women of Israel to hear God’s condemnation of their oppression. The region of Bashan (located in Transjordan on both sides of the Yarmuk River) was known for its well-fed cattle (Ps 22:12; Eze 39:18), and Amos sarcastically likens the women of Samaria to these plump cattle that grazed in the rich uplands of Bashan. Amos accuses these rich women of oppressing the poor, just as he accused the male leaders of society. These women may not have been directly involved in mistreating the poor, but their incessant demands for luxuries drove their husbands to greater injustices. Their demand “Bring us some drinks” creates a vivid picture of their indolence.

      2–3 An oath in which Yahweh swears by his holiness introduces the judgment section of this oracle. The element in the oath formula by which one swears forms an external guarantee of the thing being affirmed (cf. Heb 6:16). When God takes an oath, that element usually relates to the nature of the thing sworn. For example, in Isaiah 62:8 the Lord swore by his right hand and his mighty arm—metaphors of his strength—that he would do what he had promised. In Jeremiah 44:26 it is said that the Lord swore by his great name. The “name” signifies his reputation achieved by his mighty deeds, demonstrating the power and authority by which the oath is guaranteed.

      The holiness of God is not a transferable divine energy but the absolute separation of God from anything secular or profane. When God swears by his holiness in Psalm 89:35, it is a guarantee that he will not lie, because doing so would be a violation of holiness. When he swears by his holiness in Amos 4:2, he guarantees that the judgment will become a reality, because the holy God does not lie, nor can his holiness allow sin to go unpunished.

      The Hebrew words used to describe Israel’s judgment (v.2) are obscure. “Hooks” (ṣinnôt) is generally understood as being derived from ṣēn, which may mean “thorn,” though this meaning is dubious. The word ṣēn occurs only in the masculine plural, whereas ṣinnôt is feminine plural.

      “Fishhooks” is sîr, which means “thorn” but does not have an attested feminine plural. In the only other occurrence of sîr in the plural (Hos 2:8), it is masculine. Here in Amos it is feminine plural (sîrôt). The common element of “thorns” in these two words underlies the suggestion that they refer to some kind of hook (on this issue, see S. Paul, “Fishing Imagery in Amos 4:2,” JBL 97 [1978]: 183–90).

      The feminine plural ṣinnôt, however, is attested in Hebrew as meaning “shields.” Thus it may picture these indolent women, who lie on beds of luxury, as being carried away on the enemies’ shields. If sîr is taken in its more common meaning of “pot” or “receptacle,” its association with “fish” (dûgâ) may mean a receptacle for carrying fish or a cauldron for boiling fish. At any rate, these women will be taken in humiliating fashion through the breached wall of Jerusalem.

      The referent of “Harmon” is uncertain. If it is a place, as it certainly seems to be, its location remains unknown. As S. Paul, 136, points out, “Ingenious suggestions are not wanting; only a suitable solution is still wanted.”

      NOTE

      2 The verb [image: ] (qādaš, “holy”) connotes that which is separate from the secular or common (Ex 29:21, 37; 30:29; Nu 16:38). Because God is holy, he is not subject to human imperfection and will thus be faithful to his word.

      [image: ] (ṣinnôt, “shields”), the feminine plural of [image: ] (ṣinnâ), is attested in 2 Chronicles 11:12. [image: ] (sîrôt, “pots”), the feminine plural of [image: ] (sîr), is attested in 1 Kings 7:45. A possible Akkadian cognate of ṣinnâ is ṣinnatu, meaning “halter,” which is appropriate to the context. However, it occurs only once in textual materials and is associated with the word ṣerretu in the vocabularies. It is possible that ṣinnatu is a phonetic variant of ṣerretu, a musical instrument, in which case it would not offer a solution to the problem here (I. J. Gelb et al., eds., The Assyrian Dictionary [Chicago: Oriental Institute, 1968], 201).

      5. Sinful Worship (4:4–5)

      
        
          4“Go to Bethel and sin;

          go to Gilgal and sin yet more.

          Bring your sacrifices every morning,

          your tithes every three years.

          5Burn leavened bread as a thank offering

          and brag about your freewill offerings—

          boast about them, you Israelites,

          for this is what you love to do,”

          declares the Sovereign LORD.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      4 Amos taunts the inhabitants of the northern kingdom with this shocking command: “Go to Bethel and sin.” Bethel was the chief religious sanctuary of the northern kingdom. In the premonarchic period, it once housed the ark of the covenant and was one of the locations in the circuit followed by Samuel in his work as judge (1Sa 7:16). Shortly after the division into two kingdoms, Bethel was established as a sanctuary by Jeroboam I to provide an alternative center to Jerusalem (1Ki 12:25–13:34). In the time of Amos, Bethel was known as “the king’s sanctuary” (Am 7:13). It thus may have been the scene of royal as well as religious pomp.

      The cultic worship practiced at Bethel in Amos’s time combined concepts common to Canaanite religion, thus resulting in a syncretistic Yahwism devoid of real allegiance to the covenant of the Lord. Certainly, elements of Yahwistic religion were observed there (4:4–5; 5:21–23), and they may even have thought that the calf stood for none other than Yahweh. But the idolatrous influences had left their mark: external allegiance to cultic requirements fulfilled one’s obligation to God. Inner allegiance to God—the very life of Yahwism—had been destroyed; and the covenantal obligation of heartfelt response to God and caring love for one’s fellow human beings were forgotten.

      Gilgal was another Israelite sanctuary in Amos’s time (5:5; cf. Hos 4:15; 9:15; 12:11). Lest the people think that Bethel, with its pagan heritage, should be the only sanctuary that bears an onus, the prophet includes Gilgal.

      The word “sin” (pešaʿ) connotes the basic concept of “rebellion.” Little do these worshipers know that as they participate in the cult to maintain their relationship to Yahweh, they are in rebellion against him. The sacrifices are those offered with respect to (le) “the morning.” The preposition le is distributive and implies “every morning.” Symmetry favors a distributive function for le in the next clause also—namely, “every three years” (but cf. NIV note, “tithes of the third day”). The sacrifices are probably not the continual burnt offering presented each morning and evening (Ex 29:38–41; Lev 6:8–13; Nu 28:3–4), for they were offered daily at the door of the tabernacle, while the context of Amos 4:4–5 deals with the individual sacrifices of pilgrims to the cultic centers. The other aspects of worship mentioned—the tithe, the thank offering, the freewill offering—are also individual obligations.

      The practice of bringing tithes every three days does not appear in the law; rather a tithe was to be brought every three years (Dt 14:28). The word yāmîm may mean “years” (cf. Notes).

      5 It is possible that Amos here represents the current-day practices prescribed for pilgrimage to the cultic centers; but it is also possible that he is using hyperbole to show the futility of offering many sacrifices and tithes. This latter view seems to reflect the intent of the passage, because Amos says, “This is what you love to do.” It is as though he is telling them that even if they sacrifice every morning and tithe every three days in order to have something to boast about, in the end they are only engaging in acts of rebellion against God.

      NOTE

      4 [image: ] (yāmîm, “days”) may be used to refer to the full cycle of days in a given period of time, such as an entire year (Ex 13:10; Jdg 11:40; 1Sa 1:3). It also has an indefinite sense and may mean “a few days” (Ge 40:4) or “some time” (1Ki 17:7; 18:1). In Deuteronomy 14:28 the tithe was commanded to be given every three years, but the word used there is [image: ] (šānîm), not yāmîm. Since yāmîm may mean “years,” it is possible that Amos uses it here with that meaning.

      The view adopted in this commentary, however, is that Amos means “every three days,” since he sarcastically encourages the sacrifices to be offered much more frequently than the law requires (“every morning”); thus Amos ironically calls for them to go beyond the demands of the law. So in this view the presentation of the tithe every three days is consonant with his sarcastic call for offerings every morning.

      REFLECTION

      Interestingly, this call for overindulgence in religiosity parallels the hedonistic overindulgence of Israelite society in general as epitomized at Samaria. Modern-day people of the new covenant do well to learn the lesson that excessive religious activity does not a Christian make. It is still our sincere obedience to God that he seeks—indeed, requires.

      6. A Look to the Past (4:6–13)

      OVERVIEW

      This section expresses one of the most fundamental aspects of prophetic thought, the immanence of God in history. Amos relates from Israel’s past a series of events that he interprets as God’s intervention for her good. Terrible as these catastrophes were, they were designed by a loving God to alert Israel to her sin and to the certainty of judgment; yet the nation did not return to him (v.11). This section vividly illustrates the permissive will of God that brings suffering so that his people may be brought closer to him (Heb 12:6). Each of these punishments was forewarned by the covenantal curses in Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 27–28. Since God’s people have not paid attention to his “warning shots,” the oracle climaxes with his announcement of definitive judgment (vv.12–13).

      
        
          6“I gave you empty stomachs in every city

          and lack of bread in every town,

          yet you have not returned to me,”

          declares the LORD.

          7“I also withheld rain from you

          when the harvest was still three months away.

          I sent rain on one town,

          but withheld it from another.

          One field had rain;

          another had none and dried up.

          8People staggered from town to town for water

          but did not get enough to drink,

          yet you have not returned to me,”

          declares the LORD.

          9“Many times I struck your gardens and vineyards,

          I struck them with blight and mildew.

          Locusts devoured your fig and olive trees,

          yet you have not returned to me,”

          declares the LORD.

          10“I sent plagues among you

          as I did to Egypt.

          I killed your young men with the sword,

          along with your captured horses.

          I filled your nostrils with the stench of your camps,

          yet you have not returned to me,”

          declares the LORD.

          11“I overthrew some of you

          as I overthrew Sodom and Gomorrah.

          You were like a burning stick snatched from the fire,

          yet you have not returned to me,”

          declares the LORD.

          12“Therefore this is what I will do to you, Israel,

          and because I will do this to you,

          prepare to meet your God, O Israel.”

          13He who forms the mountains,

          creates the wind,

          and reveals his thoughts to man,

          he who turns dawn to darkness,

          and treads the high places of the earth—

          the LORD God Almighty is his name.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      6 The Hebrew of this verse is literally “I gave you cleanness of teeth” (NIV note), an expression describing a complete lack of food. The catastrophes mentioned are difficult to identify historically. They were neither necessarily recent nor specific. They reflect God’s continuing activity in history in Israel’s behalf. They also reflect God’s outworking of the forewarned punishments for Israel’s breach of covenantal loyalty. Here the punishment is famine (e.g., Lev 26:26, 29; Dt 28:53–56).

      7–8 The “withheld rain” (v.7) is the latter rain that was so important to the full development of the crops. That rain fell on some towns and not on others might show that God’s hand was in the catastrophe. Such a punishment was anticipated in the covenantal curses found in Leviticus 26:19 and Deuteronomy 28:23–24. Nevertheless, the suffering (v.8) that resulted did not lead to repentance.

      9–10 Even the blighted gardens and dying trees did not remind the people of their spiritual responsibility (v.9); neither did God’s judgment on individuals (v.10). The covenantal curse in Deuteronomy 28:22 specifically mentions “blight and mildew” (see also 1Ki 8:37; Hag 2:17). Locusts are cited in Deuteronomy 28:39–42. The reference to plague and sword recalls the national curse of Leviticus 26:25 and Deuteronomy 28:49–57 for pursuing a life of disobedience to God. The “sword” refers to war and is a reminder of the long period of warfare with Syria (2Ki 13:3). For the warning that God would visit the plagues of Egypt on a sinful people, see Deuteronomy 28:27, 60.

      11 Here Amos compares the overthrow of certain Israelite cities to the fall of Sodom and Gomorrah. Some expositors suggest that Amos is referring to earthquakes that occurred in the past, because Sodom and Gomorrah were apparently destroyed by an earthquake (Ge 19). But Sodom and Gomorrah are used as analogies of destruction in a number of passages without reference to the means of destruction (Isa 1:9; 13:19; Jer 50:40; Zep 2:9). It is best, therefore, to see this verse as referring to violence suffered by certain Israelite cities during the Syrian incursions mentioned in 2 Kings 13:1–9. This account refers to a “deliverer” (13:5) who restored the conquered people to their homes. The analogy of the stick snatched from the fire aptly describes the conquered towns that might have been lost forever to Israel but were “snatched” from the fire of conflict and restored to their inhabitants because of the intervention of this unnamed “deliverer.”

      This section throws light on the chastisement of the Lord. Chastisement is that aspect of God’s dealing with his children in which he uses punishment to bring them back to him (see Pr 3:11; cf. Heb 12:5–11). Of course, suffering does not always have this divinely corrective purpose (cf. the book of Job), and there are many reasons why God disciplines his people.

      The point of vv.6–11 is that the Israelites have become spiritually hardened. Because Amos does not want his hearers to forget this fact, he states five times, “Yet you have not returned to me” (vv.6, 8–11).

      As we have seen, the preceding verses contain a number of connections with Deuteronomy 28–29 (including this verse in Dt 29:23), where Moses set forth the blessings for obedience and the curses for disobedience. Thus, Amos shows Israel that the catastrophes mentioned are evidence that God has chastised Israel in the past for her sins. The curses of Deuteronomy have been realized. Soon the ultimate curse will follow: “Then the LORD will scatter you among all nations, from one end of the earth to the other” (Dt 28:64).

      12 Judgment is impending, but Amos does not specify what the judgment will be. It is difficult to see the intended judgment in the catastrophes of vv.6–11, for the word “this” (kōh) in v.12 normally refers to what follows. Also, the calamities cited in vv.6–11 are broader in scope than the captivity Amos elsewhere envisions as the impending judgment.

      Some commentators assume a redactive intrusion here. Wolff, 220, for example, understands vv.6–13 as the work of an editor, who depicts the destruction of “the sanctuary of Bethel by King Josiah.” Other scholars assume a corrupt text.

      It is possible, however, to explain the passage on the basis of Amos’s literary style. If the interpretation of the significance of the pronominal suffix nû (“his”) on ʾašîbennû (“turn back”) in 1:3 is correct (see comments), there is precedent in the book for the similar phenomenon in 4:12. The veiled reference to judgment in 1:3 adds force to the prophetic statement because of its enigmatic quality. The same thing may be true here. The haunting uncertainty in Amos’s words makes the threat of judgment even more ominous. As S. Paul, 149–50, states, “This is another example of how Amos heightens the awesome response of his audience by alluding to some enigmatic horror yet to come.”

      The yet unspecified judgment is to come when Israel meets her God, and she is told to prepare for that awful moment. The coming encounter will not happen in a face-to-face sense but in Israel’s destruction at the hand of God. The Israelites have already experienced God’s intervention (cf. vv.6–11), but the imperative “Prepare to meet your God, O Israel” has an aura of finality. When Israel meets her God, she will finally learn the nature of the coming judgment.

      The command “prepare” should not be understood as a plea for the people to repent. The die has been cast. They did not turn to God when he chastised them (vv.6–11), and now Amos holds out no hope for their full-scale repentance. The words seem nothing more than an imperative for the people to fasten their seatbelts for the national calamity about to befall them.

      13 A hymnic element, portraying some aspects of the nature of the God the Israelites are to face in judgment, closes this section. “For” (kî, untranslated in the NIV) connects v.13 to the preceding reference to God. The word “forms” (yôṣēr) refers to God’s activity in creation and is paralleled by “creates” (bōrē ʾ). In Hebrew these words are participles, which are typical of hymnic elements.

      This phenomenon is often used as an argument for their lateness, for participial constructions may be found in other poetic celebrations of God’s creative power, especially in “Second Isaiah” (Isa 40:22–23, 26–29; 42:5; 44:24; 45:7, 18). The phenomenon also occurs in Jeremiah (Jer 10:12–16; 51:15–19) and in certain psalms (Pss 94; 104). While the passages in Jeremiah are considered late additions by some scholars, there is good reason to believe that both psalms cited are of preexilic origin (cf. M. Dahood, Psalms II and Psalms III [AB; New York: Doubleday, 1968, 1970]), thus placing the tradition much earlier than “Second Isaiah.” The reason for the participial structure is difficult to determine. It may be that the Hebrew theology assumed a role for God both in creating and in sustaining his universe. It is also possible that the participial construction may be simply a stylistic device.

      The word “form” (yāṣar) has as its basic emphasis the shaping of the object involved, whereas “create” (bārāʾ) emphasizes the initiation of the object. Not only does God form the mountains and create the wind, but he also reveals to humanity “his thoughts” (śēḥô). The word for “thoughts” is never used of God in Hebrew; and, in the light of 3:7, it is unlikely that Amos believes that God reveals his thoughts to all people. It is best to interpret the suffix ô (“his”) as applying to man and understand the verse to speak of God’s activity in searching the hearts of all humankind and revealing their thoughts and motives.

      In describing God’s treading the high places of the earth, the hymn takes on a theophanic tone. The Hebrew word for “high places” (bāmâ) basically means “height.” It may refer to pagan religious sanctuaries (Jer 7:31), but in the cosmic atmosphere of this hymn, it must refer to the mountains and hills. In ancient times possession of the heights of enemy territory meant that the enemy was virtually brought into subjection (Dt 33:29; Eze 36:2). The majestic picture of God as striding over the hills and mountains shows his sovereignty over the earth. A similar theophany occurs at the beginning of Micah, where it precedes the description of God’s judgment in Samaria and Jerusalem (Mic 1:3–7; 3:9–12). The theophany presages judgment, as God steps into history and treads the heights of the earth. This theophanic language, depicting God’s presence in the events of history and in natural phenomena, shows their belief in his immanence.

      The awe this picture strikes is heightened by the last line: “the LORD God Almighty” (yhwh ʾelōhê-ṣebāʾôt, lit., “LORD God of Hosts”). The “hosts” are generally taken to be either the heavenly bodies or the armies of heaven. While the latter is probably the best alternative, yhwh ʾelōhê-ṣebāʾôt certainly connotes the vast power of the God of heaven and earth.

      In one bold sweep, this hymn shows the sovereignty of God—from his creation of the world to his daily summoning of the dawn, from his intervention in history to his revelation of the thoughts of humankind. Every believer can take comfort in the fact that, while sometimes it seems that God is not active in human affairs, the world is never out of his control. His sovereignty extends to every aspect of human experience.

      This brief but sublime hymn is so in keeping with Amos’s preceding words and lends such a note of finality to his message that its authenticity should be given fairer consideration. It implies the right of the Creator to judge his people and points to the divine judgment that is so vital a part of Amos’s prophecy.

      NOTES

      8 The Hebrew of the first clause says literally, “Two, three cities wandered to one city to drink water.” The implication is that the citizens of cities suffering drought sought water in localities where it was available, but they could not get sufficient water for their needs. Hence the NIV’s translation, “People staggered from town to town.”

      11 The metaphor of a stick snatched from the fire is also applied to Israel in Zechariah 3:2, where Joshua symbolizes the nation. The fact that Israel did not return to God even after he had punished her as a nation is reechoed in Isaiah 9:13; Jeremiah 5:3; and Hosea 7:10.

      12 The adverb [image: ] (kōh, “therefore”) usually refers to what follows and [image: ] (kēn) to what precedes (BDB, 462).

      7. A Lament for Fallen Israel (5:1–3)

      
        1Hear this word, O house of Israel, this lament I take up concerning you:

        
          2“Fallen is Virgin Israel,

          never to rise again,

          deserted in her own land,

          with no one to lift her up.”

        

        3This is what the Sovereign LORD says:

        
          “The city that marches out a thousand strong for Israel

          will have only a hundred left;

          the town that marches out a hundred strong

          will have only ten left.”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–2 Amos next takes up a “lament” (qînâ; v.1). The lament was a song or poem that mourned the death of a relative, friend, or national hero. In this one Amos mourns the fall of Israel (v.2). The main verbs are in the perfect tense, expressing completed action. It is as though Amos is so certain what he says will happen that he treats it as an accomplished fact. He sees Israel as a virgin whose life has been ended in the bloom of youth. He describes her hopelessness in the words “never to rise again” and her desolation in the words “deserted in her own land with no one to lift her up.”

      Israel’s predicted fate stands in stark contrast to the promise God gave to Abraham, that Abraham’s descendants would be as numerous as the “dust of the earth” and as the stars in the sky (cf. Ge 13:16; 15:5). But Amos says that Israel has been cut off as a virgin who had never borne children, and the enemy will soon to carry her off to his own land.

      This passage illustrates the principle that the blessings of God’s promise—which is irrevocable and eternal (Ge 13:15; 17:19; cf. Heb 6:13, 17–18)—are conditioned on the obedience of its recipients. Its eternality is guaranteed by God’s sovereign activity in history and the existence of a believing remnant in Israel, whose obedience to the covenantal stipulations marks them as the vehicle through which God will keep the promises.

      3 This verse depicts the finality of Israel’s demise in a manner reminiscent of Deuteronomy 28:25–30. As the cities send out their defending armies to face the invader, they will be cut down. Only a handful of ragged, war-weary men will be left of Israel’s proud army.

      NOTE

      2 “Never to rise again” need not mean that God has no future role for Israel in his redemptive program. This seems to be precluded by Zechariah 12:10. Amos is here suggesting that the northern kingdom will never be reestablished as a nation, but there will be a believing remnant through whom the promises will continue (9:9–12).

      8. Seeking True Values (5:4–17)

      
        4This is what the LORD says to the house of Israel:

        
          “Seek me and live;

          5do not seek Bethel,

          do not go to Gilgal,

          do not journey to Beersheba.

          For Gilgal will surely go into exile,

          and Bethel will be reduced to nothing.”

          6Seek the LORD and live,

          or he will sweep through the house of Joseph like a fire;

          it will devour,

          and Bethel will have no one to quench it.

          7You who turn justice into bitterness

          and cast righteousness to the ground

          8(he who made the Pleiades and Orion,

          who turns blackness into dawn

          and darkens day into night,

          who calls for the waters of the sea

          and pours them out over the face of the land—

          the LORD is his name—

          9he flashes destruction on the stronghold

          and brings the fortified city to ruin),

          10you hate the one who reproves in court

          and despise him who tells the truth.

          11You trample on the poor

          and force him to give you grain.

          Therefore, though you have built stone mansions,

          you will not live in them;

          though you have planted lush vineyards,

          you will not drink their wine.

          12For I know how many are your offenses

          and how great your sins.

          You oppress the righteous and take bribes

          and you deprive the poor of justice in the courts.

          13Therefore the prudent man keeps quiet in such times,

          for the times are evil.

          14Seek good, not evil,

          that you may live.

          Then the LORD God Almighty will be with you,

          just as you say he is.

          15Hate evil, love good;

          maintain justice in the courts.

          Perhaps the LORD God Almighty will have mercy

          on the remnant of Joseph.

        

        16Therefore this is what the Lord, the LORD God Almighty, says:

        
          “There will be wailing in all the streets

          and cries of anguish in every public square.

          The farmers will be summoned to weep

          and the mourners to wail.

          17There will be wailing in all the vineyards,

          for I will pass through your midst,”

          says the LORD.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      4 The word “seek” (dāraš), when referring to the Lord, means to turn to him in trust and confidence (Pss 34:4[5]; 77:2[3]; Jer 10:21). The word “live” (ḥāyâ), like “seek,” is imperative and is connected by waw (“and”) with the preceding imperative. It shows the result of the condition implied in the first imperative. Though the concept of “life” in the OT often relates to spiritual life, that meaning does not seem to apply here, for Amos uses “live” (ḥāyâ) in a context of national collapse. Since he has spoken of Israel as a fallen nation, the meaning of national life or restoration for ḥāyâ seems appropriate. When a similar command is given in v.14, ḥāyâ apparently refers to national welfare.

      In this light, it is hardly correct to say that Amos confronts the people only with doom. He holds out a gracious invitation to them, but he expects only calamity because he knows they will not repent. His invitation may be instrumental in leading some of the people to seek the Lord; thus it contributes to the establishment of the remnant.

      5 The people are warned not to keep relying for help on the centers of cultic worship, which can offer none. For when the invader comes, the centers will fall just like all the cities of Israel. Bethel, Gilgal, and Beersheba are not the objects of God’s favor but of his judgment.

      Bethel, in Amos’s time a center of religious externalism, is the place where Jacob met the Lord (Ge 28:10–15). It was there that God reiterated the promise to him. How the religious significance of Bethel has deteriorated! The promise, first made to Abraham, had a covenantal structure requiring an inner response to God. In Amos’s day, however, Bethel stood for mere external religion that did not require a sincere, heartfelt attitude toward God. So Bethel no longer represents the true promise. The idolatry practiced there can only lead to continued separation from God and the ultimate destruction of the nation. So the promise of Bethel becomes a promise of doom. For both Bethel and Gilgal, see comments on 4:4.

      The reference to Beersheba shows that Israelites continued to cross the border into the southern kingdom to worship at the sanctuary in Judah. As Stuart, 346, has pointed out, “Beersheba, associated with Abraham (Gen. 22:19), Isaac (26:23), and Jacob (46:1–5), was, in spite of its southern Judean location, a popular pilgrimage spot for northerners (cf. Am. 8:14; 2 Kgs. 23:8).”

      6 The name “house of Joseph” stands for the northern kingdom and reflects the descent of its largest tribe, Ephraim, from Joseph. The fire Amos speaks of is reminiscent of the judgment in the oracles of 1:3–2:11 and symbolizes the coming captivity. The most offensive of the false worship sites—Bethel—is specifically singled out for special mention.

      A clear alternative is offered to the people in the word “or” (pen). The choice is to “seek the LORD,” with all the blessing and favor that doing so will bring, or experience ultimate doom. One wonders at the spiritual blindness that is leading the people to the second choice.

      7 In vv.7–12 Amos sets forth the reason for the coming judgment. “Justice” (mišpāṭ) connotes the fair and impartial administration of the requirements of the law, which required active concern for others (Ex 23:4–5; Dt 24:17–22). Jeremiah defines “justice” as defending the rights of the poor (Jer 5:28). These concepts are being violated in Amos’s day, for justice is being turned into “bitterness.” The word translated “bitterness” (laʿanâ) is literally “wormwood,” one of the bitterest of plants. Elsewhere the word is used metaphorically of bitter experiences (Jer 9:15; La 3:15, 19). The perversion of justice in Amos’s day is causing deep bitterness for the wretched people whose causes are being subverted in the legal system of that time.

      8–9 Some scholars have considered the hymnic element in v.8 to be intrusive, as has already been noted (cf. “Unity” in the introduction). But the logical sequence of 6:8–13 is also broken by vv.9–10. These breaks may simply reflect Amos’s literary style. The content of the doxology is certainly appropriate here.

      In sublime words Amos depicts Yahweh’s creative power in making the constellations, establishing the succession of day and night, and summoning the vast oceans to cover so much of the land. But then he turns from the sovereignty of God in creation to his sovereignty in human history, as seen by his overthrowing military strongholds (v.9). This turn fits perfectly with the reference to judgment in v.6. Also, the use of the verb hāpak (“turns”) in v.8 contrasts with its use in v.7.

      10 The accusation continues with Amos’s description of his contemporaries’ hating the one who reproves in the “court” (šaʿar, lit., “gate”). It was at the city gate that legal proceedings took place (5:15; cf. Dt 21:19; Jos 20:4; Ru 4:1). The “one who reproves” (môkîaḥ) is any individual who protests the injustices of the courts. These “reprovers” are hated, as are those who speak the truth during the proceedings. The very fabric of justice is being destroyed.

      11 Amos next speaks vividly of the oppressive measures that exploit the poor and make the rich richer. “Therefore” introduces the judgment. The grand homes, built at the expense of the needy, will one day stand empty; and the vineyards will go untended. These symbols of Israel’s wealth and greed, her houses and lands, are to become the objects of God’s wrath. A terrible calamity is to befall the nation. As yet, it has not been fully described; but each of Amos’s allusions to it builds on the other until in ch. 9 it reaches its fullest elaboration.

      12–13 All these judgments result from the people’s many sins (v.12)—sins that entail rebellion and failure to live up to God’s standards. In the light of the corruption of the times, the prudent man says nothing because anything he may have said avails nothing (v.13). Protest will only make the situation worse and bring greater woe. Amos, as a prophet, would hardly condemn protest. He understands, however, that the innocent cannot find justice in the corrupt court system; therefore, it is best to avoid any reproof that may lead to even greater injustices. The book of Proverbs talks positively about the “prudent” (see Pr 10:5; 14:35; 15:24; 16:20; 17:2). While none of these passages describes the prudent as silent before evil, the word is closely connected with the concept of wisdom in general, and the book of Proverbs does teach that wisdom often mandates silence in certain situations (Pr 11:12; 13:3; 15:4; 17:28).

      14 Amos exhorts the people to “seek good [and] not evil” as the way to life. In the similar exhortation in v.4, he urged them to seek Yahweh as the object of their trust and confidence, as opposed to the pagan sanctuaries. Here he urges them to seek good as the means of receiving the Lord’s help.

      The practice of “good”—that is, the social ethic of the law—will not only establish the ground on which the Lord will be able to mediate the benefits of his promise to Israel but will also reverse the trend toward social disintegration that is tearing the nation’s fabric. To seek “good” is the only way the nation can be restored to “life.”

      To “seek good, not evil,” then, means to concern oneself with good, to practice good, and to reject evil. As a result the Lord of hosts (see comment on 4:13) will be with them. This expression “the LORD . . . will be with you” connotes the Lord’s presence, not only to dispense national and individual blessing, but also to defend and fight for his people (cf. Dt 31:8; Jdg 6:12).

      Amos then makes the ironic observation that the people think the Lord is with them. They think their privilege as Yahweh’s elect and their lip service to him guarantee protection by him.

      15 The people are not only to stop seeking evil (v.14) but are also to “hate evil [and] love good.” The imperatives in this section are progressive. The people are exhorted to seek the Lord (v.4), not just in external allegiance to him but also in ethical obedience that involves commitment to him (v.14). The will, along with the emotive powers, is to be devoted to the love of good and the hatred of evil. Only this kind of devotion will bring “life.” If the people fulfill these conditions, it is possible that the Lord will “have mercy on the remnant of Joseph” (see comment on v.6).

      Because the term “remnant” (šeʾērît) connotes a portion of something, several commentators have applied “the remnant of Joseph” to those Israelites who will survive the Assyrian decimations (K&D, Mays). Verse 3 certainly supports that interpretation. Yet if Amos’s exhortation in v.14 holds open the possibility of the nation’s restoration based on their repentance, it is difficult to see why the similar appeal in v.15 is thrust far into the future to find fulfillment only in the remnant who will survive the impending destruction. If Amos’s appeal to the northern kingdom for repentance in v.6 carries with it the possibility of escape from God’s judgment, it is likely that the appeal of v.15 does also.

      God’s people through whom the terms of the promise are guaranteed are hardly the “remnant,” for the word “perhaps” implies that God’s promise can be invalidated. If the term “remnant of Joseph” is understood as a surrogate for the northern kingdom, the appeals of vv.14–15 are consonant with each other.

      One difficulty with this view is that Israel had extensive territorial holdings and was hardly a remnant. Also, “remnant” implies a part of something. Yet in spite of the fact that the northern kingdom was enjoying the glory of the “Silver Age,” Amos sees it as small and weak. He intercedes for the kingdom in 7:2 thus: “How can Jacob survive? He is so small!” The prophet sees Israel as God sees it—not mighty and powerful, but vulnerable and on the verge of destruction. “Remnant” may connote Israel’s insignificance in the world of her day. In answer to the objection that the word connotes a part of something, Micah 4:7 uses it to refer to the whole nation in the restoration. It is parallel to “strong nation” in that couplet.

      If these appeals for repentance seem not to be in accord with Amos’s pronouncements of inevitable doom elsewhere, it may be that while he sees no hope for the nation, he continues to hold out the gracious offer of deliverance, even though only a few will respond.

      16–17 “Therefore” relates back to the accusation in vv.7–12 and introduces the judgment of the Lord. Amos pictures the people weeping as the Lord passes through their midst while judging the sin he has so severely condemned. The chapter then ends like it began (vv.1–3)—with a lament.

      NOTES

      5 The alliteration in this verse is impossible to duplicate in English. The words “Gilgal will surely go into exile” appear in Hebrew as [image: ] (haggilgāl galōh yigleh).

      The call to come to Bethel in 4:4 and the warning not to seek Bethel in 5:5 are not incompatible. In 5:5 Amos warns the people that Bethel, which is used as a surrogate for their false worship, will not give life. In 4:4 his summons was given in a spirit of irony.

      8 The word [image: ] (ṣalmāwet, “blackness”) is sometimes regarded as a word compounded from the roots [image: ] (ṣēl, “shadow”) and [image: ] (māwet, “death”). The likelihood of this possibility is diminished by the paucity of compounded words in Hebrew and the root ṣlm that is attested in Akkadian. The Akkadian root ṣalmu means “black” or “dark” (Gelb, Assyrian Dictionary, 77–78). The Hebrew word may be understood as a form of this root with the abstract ending [image: ] (ût), thus meaning “blackness” or “deep darkness.”

      The constellations that are specifically mentioned here in Hebrew mean something like “the Group” and “the Fool,” but they have been identified as Pleiades (a star cluster in the “shoulder” of the Taurus constellation) and Orion, “the Hunter,” one of the most conspicuous constellations in the sky. Both are also mentioned in Job 9:9 and 38:31.

      11 A number of allusions to Deuteronomy 28–29 may be present in the lament of vv.1–11. Note the concept of “going out” (v.3; cf. Dt 28:6, 19). The small number remaining to Israel in the same verse may be reflective of Deuteronomy 28:62. The reference to building houses and not living in them (v.11) is paralleled in Deuteronomy 28:30. Planting vineyards but not enjoying them finds a parallel in Deuteronomy 28:30, 39.

      The reference to “stone mansions” reflects the great wealth of the time. The houses of the wealthy were not made of the usual kiln-dried mud brick (cf. Isa 9:10).

      9. The Day of the Lord (5:18–20)

      
        
          18Woe to you who long

          for the day of the LORD!

          Why do you long for the day of the LORD?

          That day will be darkness, not light.

          19It will be as though a man fled from a lion

          only to meet a bear,

          as though he entered his house

          and rested his hand on the wall

          only to have a snake bite him.

          20Will not the day of the LORD be darkness, not light—

          pitch-dark, without a ray of brightness?

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      18 This verse affords an insight into the popular theology in Amos’s time. “The day of the LORD” is an important eschatological concept that runs through the prophetic writings. Amos is the first to mention it, and he assumes that it is already a well-known concept in his culture. The day of the Lord refers to the complex of events surrounding the coming of the Lord in judgment to conquer his foes and to establish his sovereign rule over the world. The people were looking forward to that day. Apparently they understood it as the time when Yahweh would act on their behalf to conquer their foes and establish Israel as his people forever. They regarded their election as the guarantee of the Lord’s favor.

      But their moral vision is blurred. They fail to see the day of the Lord as the time when God will judge all sin—even theirs. They name the name of Yahweh but do not obey his precepts. For these people, Amos says, that coming day will be one of darkness.

      19–20 Amos uses two metaphors to show the error of the popular concept of the day of the Lord (v.19). A man flees from a lion only to meet a bear. Another enters his home, his place of security, but is bitten by a snake. The meaning is both clear and powerful. The Israelites see the day of the Lord as a comforting concept. It is to them their ultimate salvation. But like the false security of the one who thinks he has escaped the lion and the one who is falsely secure in his home, the faithless Israelites will find that day to be a time of judgment for them. As a matter of fact, there is no hope for them in that day, for the day of the Lord will bring not one ray of light (v.20).

      10. Unacceptable Worship (5:21–27)

      
        
          21“I hate, I despise your religious feasts;

          I cannot stand your assemblies.

          22Even though you bring me burnt offerings and grain offerings,

          I will not accept them.

          Though you bring choice fellowship offerings,

          I will have no regard for them.

          23Away with the noise of your songs!

          I will not listen to the music of your harps.

          24But let justice roll on like a river,

          righteousness like a never-failing stream!

          25Did you bring me sacrifices and offerings

          forty years in the desert, O house of Israel?

          26You have lifted up the shrine of your king,

          the pedestal of your idols,

          the star of your god—

          which you made for yourselves.

          27Therefore I will send you into exile beyond Damascus,”

          says the LORD, whose name is God Almighty.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      21 The shock felt by the people when Amos so vehemently attacks their comfortable eschatology is immediately followed by another shock. The prophet turns to their worship and in words of burning eloquence proclaims Yahweh’s hatred of their religious observances. Amos uses the same word (śānē ʾ, “hate”) earlier to describe the attitude Israel should have toward evil (v.15). He applies that word here to the very things they think please the Lord. The routine observance of the Levitical ritual is empty because the people lack the love, concern, and humble obedience to God that marks sincere profession of faith. Their religiosity is a mockery of true religion. Every aspect of their ritual is an act of disobedience because it ignores the heart of the Law—love for God and concern for others.

      22–23 The people may, Amos says, continue to bring sacrifices, but the Lord will not accept them (v.22). The “burnt offering” (ʿōlâ) is the offering that was entirely consumed and was the main atonement offering (Lev 1). The “grain offering” (minḥâ) was any offering given as a gift to the Lord. However, sometimes the term specifies only the grain offering (Lev 2). The “fellowship offering” (šelem) was offered in part to the Lord and the rest was shared with the offerer and his family and friends (Lev 3). Even their songs are a source of revulsion to the Lord. God says they will be put away from him (mē ʿālay; v.23).

      24 The element that will transform the people’s sterile worship into worship acceptable to God is “justice.” The interpretation that this verse speaks of the Lord’s judgment and righteousness that should fill the land is inadequate, for Amos addresses only the people. “Justice” and “righteousness” relate to the social order. Only when personal concern for the law is incorporated into their social structure and “rightness” characterizes their dealings with others will their worship be acceptable. Token practice of justice and righteousness will not do.

      Like the full commitment to “good” called for in v.15, justice and righteousness are to “roll on like a river . . . like a never-failing stream.” This great OT metaphor is one that the church needs to ponder. An on-and-off flowing of justice and righteousness is insufficient; like a stream that does not dry up with the summer heat, these virtues are to characterize the social order consistently and perpetually.

      25–27 Verses 25–26 are difficult. Many commentators hold that because the question of v.25 expects a negative answer, Amos is affirming that sacrifice was unknown until after the wilderness period, or that it was not regarded as necessary for a proper relationship with Yahweh, with obedience being the sole requirement. But this interpretation does not do justice to the continuity of vv.25–26 called for by the Hebrew particle waw (untranslated in the NIV), which begins v.26; nor does it adequately explain why a statement denying the efficacy of sacrifice was placed in the judgment section of the oracle.

      The question (v.25) does indeed call for a negative answer: No, the Israelites did not sacrifice in the wilderness. Evidently that forty-year period was a time when obedience to the Levitical institutions declined (Jos 5:5–6). This period began with the defection of the Israelites to idolatry at Kadesh (Nu 14:33–34; cf. Jos 5:6). Such defection in the wilderness period is emphasized elsewhere in the prophetic tradition (Eze 20:10–26; Hos 9:10; 13:5–6).

      Verse 26 begins with a waw that is best understood as adversative: “But you have lifted.” Israel disobeyed God and by her neglect of sacrifice turned to idolatry.

      The words “shrine” (sikkût) and “pedestal” (kîyyûn) need not be altered to read “Sakkut” and “Kaiwan,” names of the god Saturn, though that view is attractive. (For a defense of this view, see Niehaus, 433–34.) It is not certain that Amos knew of this deity, and the MT makes sense as it stands. The verse refers to the implements of the idolatrous worship of an unknown astral deity. Seen in this way, v.26 fits the formal structure well, for Amos, like Ezekiel and Hosea, traces the disobedience of God’s people far back into their history. Verse 24 calls for obedience; the judgment section in vv.25–27 affirms their disobedience and bases the predicted judgment (v.27) on their long history of unfaithfulness to God. Exile to a far-flung land reflects covenantal curses such as those in Deuteronomy 28:64–68; 30:4.

      NOTES

      25 For a discussion of the function of [image: ] (ha) in questions expecting a negative answer, see GKC, par. 150d.

      26 The LXX renders the reference to the deities in this verse as τὴν σκηνὴν τοῦ Μολοχ, καὶ τὸ ἄστρον τοῦ θεοῦ ὑμῶν Ραιφαν (tēn skēnēn tou Moloch, kai to astron tou theou hymōn Raiphan, “the tabernacle of Moloch and the star of your god Raiphan”). This phrase is quoted somewhat similarly in Acts 7:43, but “Raiphan” appears in some English versions as “Rephan” and “Moloch” as “Molech.” It is not known why the LXX reads “Raiphan” for the Hebrew [image: ] (kîyyûn). Possibly it is a form of “Repa,” name of the Egyptian deity of the planet Saturn.

      11. A Warning to the Complacent (6:1–7)

      OVERVIEW

      Generically, this type of oracle is called a “woe oracle” (see the opening word, hoy, “Woe”) and develops from the laments connected to funerals. However, its prophetic use does not relate to actual death; rather, it communicates that the addressee is “as good as dead.”

      
        
          1Woe to you who are complacent in Zion,

          and to you who feel secure on Mount Samaria,

          you notable men of the foremost nation,

          to whom the people of Israel come!

          2Go to Calneh and look at it;

          go from there to great Hamath,

          and then go down to Gath in Philistia.

          Are they better off than your two kingdoms?

          Is their land larger than yours?

          3You put off the evil day

          and bring near a reign of terror.

          4You lie on beds inlaid with ivory

          and lounge on your couches.

          You dine on choice lambs

          and fattened calves.

          5You strum away on your harps like David

          and improvise on musical instruments.

          6You drink wine by the bowlful

          and use the finest lotions,

          but you do not grieve over the ruin of Joseph.

          7Therefore you will be among the first to go into exile;

          your feasting and lounging will end.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–2 With masterly irony, Amos addresses the self-satisfied rich, secure in their affluence (v.1; cf. Lk 6:24–25; 12:13–21). It cannot be proven whether the cities he mentions in v.2 have by this time met their doom. Assuming they have not, Amos’s question is meant sarcastically—“Go to [these cities] and look. . . . Are they better off than your two kingdoms [i.e., Judah and Israel]?”—as though to echo what the people of Israel are saying: “Look at the other countries: there is none greater than ours.” This interpretation is supported by the words “notable men of the foremost nation” (v.1), which also has a note of sarcasm. Evidently the people of Amos’s day are boasting of their national security and power. The prophet proclaims woe to those who feel secure in the strength of their nation. His parroting of their affirmations of self-assurance and national pride underscores their complacency and places their false pride in stark contrast to the doom he predicts in the subsequent context.

      3 The people are unwilling to hear of the “evil day,” the day of their demise predicted by Amos. Yet they are all too willing to make the poor miserable.

      4–7 Verses 4–6 describe the opulence of that society. To Amos their luxuries are symbols of the oppression by which they aggrandize themselves. So those who have amassed all this wealth will be the first to go into exile (v.7).

      NOTES

      1 [image: ] (rē ʾšît, “foremost,” v.1; “finest,” v.6) and [image: ] (rō ʾš, “first,” v.7) are from the same root. Their use in this section may be an intended wordplay. The leaders of the “first and foremost nation,” with all its finery, will be the “first” to go into captivity.

      2 The location of Calneh is uncertain. The name may appear in Genesis 10:10 in association with Shinar, but the consonants may also be read “all of them” (RSV). Other occurrences of the name favor a location in the north. It is associated with Carchemish in Isaiah 10:9. Ezekiel 27:23 speaks of Canneh (evidently Calneh with an assimilation of the l) in association with Haran and Eden, thus also pointing to a northern location (cf. Y. Aharoni and M. Avi-Yonah, The Macmillan Bible Atlas [New York: Macmillan, 1968], 93).

      Hamath was a city in Syria north of Damascus. Besides Amos 6:14, Hamath is cited also in 1 Maccabees 12:25.

      Gath was one of the Philistine cities, located in southern Palestine near the coast of the Mediterranean Sea.

      7 “Feasting” (marzēaḥ) is a word that occurs only twice in the Hebrew Bible (see also Jer 16:5) but is found in Ugaritic and other extrabiblical literature and has occasioned extensive discussion (see M. Pope, Song of Songs [AB; New York: Doubleday, 1977], 216–21, for bibliography). It seems to be a pagan rite of mourning that asserted the forces of life in the face of death and included ritual eating, drinking, and sometimes sexual activity. The occurrence of this word here may indicate the depths to which Israel’s religious traditions have been degraded. However, a number of commentators (see Stuart, 360) believe that in this context it simply means overindulgent dining.

      12. Pride before a Fall (6:8–11)

      
        8The Sovereign LORD has sworn by himself—the LORD God Almighty declares:

        
          “I abhor the pride of Jacob

          and detest his fortresses;

          I will deliver up the city

          and everything in it.”

        

        9If ten men are left in one house, they too will die. 10And if a relative who is to burn the bodies comes to carry them out of the house and asks anyone still hiding there, “Is anyone with you?” and he says, “No,” then he will say, “Hush! We must not mention the name of the LORD.”

        
          11For the LORD has given the command,

          and he will smash the great house into pieces

          and the small house into bits.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      8 The Lord swears by himself in the preface to this oracle of doom. The guarantee of this oath is the trustworthiness of Yahweh himself, and it is secured by his holiness and power. The parallelism of the oracle indicates that the “pride of Jacob” has to do with Israel’s vaunted “fortresses” (ʾarmenôt). Here the word “fortress” is better rendered “palace” (see Jeremias, 115–16), a symbol of the Israelites’ misguided affluence (cf. 3:10, 15). The “city,” evidently Samaria, and all its wealth are to be delivered over to a conqueror.

      9–11 The continuity of the passage is broken by vv.9–10, for v.11 is connected conceptually and syntactically by the word “for” (kî) to v.8. The judgment (v.8) is vividly illustrated in vv.9–10. If ten men are in a house or fortress, they will die (v.9). When a relative of one of the dead comes to burn the corpses, should he find one person still alive, that person will not permit his mentioning the name of the Lord for fear that the Lord will turn his wrath on him (v.10). The NIV’s rendering makes the interchange between the survivor and the relative unclear. It is likely that the negative reply would have been followed by an oath: “No, by God.” The NLT captures the sense well in the translation, “No, by . . . ,” with the speaker’s being interrupted by the person warning against uttering the name of the Lord.

      Verses 9–10 reflect the responsibility of an individual for the burial of members of his family. Since cremation was not acceptable in ancient Israel, the reference is probably to the burning of corpses during a plague. Verse 11 is a powerful picture of the destruction that will surely fall on oppressing Israel.

      NOTE

      10 In this interpretation the word [image: ] (mesārepô) is understood as a participle of [image: ] (śārap, “burn”). In most instances in the OT, corpses were buried (Ge 25:9; 35:29; Jdg 16:31). The bodies of Saul and his son may have been burned because they had been badly mutilated (1Sa 31:12); but more likely it was necessary to dispose of the bodies in haste before the Philistines could mutilate them further (K&D).

      13. A Grim Paradox (6:12–14)

      
        
          12Do horses run on the rocky crags?

          Does one plow there with oxen?

          But you have turned justice into poison

          and the fruit of righteousness into bitterness—

          13You who rejoice in the conquest of Lo Debar

          and say, “Did we not take Karnaim by our own strength?”

          14For the LORD God Almighty declares,

          “I will stir up a nation against you, O house of Israel,

          that will oppress you all the way

          from Lebo Hamath to the valley of the Arabah.”

        

      

      12–13 By posing the patently absurd questions (v.12), Amos introduces the scathing rebuke that follows. One expects the courts to dispense justice, but the rich and powerful dispense poison instead of justice and make bitter the fruit of righteousness. Those who do so are described as rejoicing in “Lo Debar” and “Karnaim” (v.13)—evidently the sites of recent victories in Jeroboam’s incursion into Aramean territory. But Amos pronounces Lo Debar so that it means “no thing” (see Note). In other words, the capturing of Lo Debar is insignificant. Through this biting sarcasm he proclaims the utter futility of their burgeoning national influence.

      “Karnaim” means “horns” and, by extension, “strength.” The people’s proud self-confidence is reflected in their boast that they took Karnaim by their own strength. According to Jeremias, 118, Karnaim is to be identified with “modern Sheikh Saʾd, north of the Yarmuk, six kilometers south of Nawa.”

      14 This verse specifies the judgment that will overtake the Israelites; a nation, not identified here by Amos, will oppress them from their northern border “from the entrance to [lebô ʾ (NIV note), or ‘Lebo’] Hamath” (cf. 2Ki 14:25) on their northern border all the way to their southern border at the Wadi Arabah.

      NOTE

      13 Lo Debar, spelled [image: ] (lô debār) in 2 Samuel 9:4 and [image: ] (lō ʾ debār) in 2 Samuel 17:27, is probably the city of Debir. In the MT of Amos 6:13, the word is spelled [image: ] (lō ʾ dābār), which means “no thing.”

    
  
    
      IV. THE PROPHETIC VISIONS (7:1–9:15)

      A. The Vision of the Locusts, Fire, and the Plumb Line (7:1–9)

      
        1This is what the Sovereign LORD showed me: He was preparing swarms of locusts after the king’s share had been harvested and just as the second crop was coming up. 2When they had stripped the land clean, I cried out, “Sovereign LORD, forgive! How can Jacob survive? He is so small!”

        3So the LORD relented.

        “This will not happen,” the LORD said.

        4This is what the Sovereign LORD showed me: The Sovereign LORD was calling for judgment by fire; it dried up the great deep and devoured the land. 5Then I cried out, “Sovereign LORD, I beg you, stop! How can Jacob survive? He is so small!”

        6So the LORD relented.

        “This will not happen either,” the Sovereign LORD said.

        7This is what he showed me: The LORD was standing by a wall that had been built true to plumb, with a plumb line in his hand. 8And the LORD asked me, “What do you see, Amos?”

        “A plumb line,” I replied.

        Then the LORD said, “Look, I am setting a plumb line among my people Israel; I will spare them no longer.

        
          9The high places of Isaac will be destroyed

          and the sanctuaries of Israel will be ruined;

          with my sword I will rise against the house of Jeroboam.”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 The first of the series of visions that largely occupy the rest of the book consists of three dramatic elements. The first is the threat of a locust invasion “as the second crop was coming.” This notation places the event just before the dry season. If the threat materializes, the people will be left without food till the next harvest. Apparently the king enjoyed the privilege of claiming the first mowing. The needs of the government were great, and the large military establishment had to be supported.

      2–3 When Amos sees in his vision that the locusts have finished the devastation, he prays that what he has seen will not happen, since Israel (“Jacob”) will not be able to survive it, for “he is so small.” This appeal seems strange in view of Israel’s extensive territory and economic prosperity. But when compared to other nations, Israel was small even when it was prosperous. Further and more importantly, Amos has seen an awesome display of Yahweh’s might in this vision; and, in comparison to that, the nation seems small and helpless. Amos’s prayer is answered. The Lord relents and the threat is revoked (v.3).

      4–6 The second aspect of the vision involves the threat of fire (v.4)—an all-consuming fire, lapping up the sea and land. Again Amos’s prayer is answered (v.5) and the Lord relents (v.6), as he had done in the first part of the vision.

      7–9 The third aspect of the vision is climactic and contains the didactic element of the vision. The Lord is seen standing by a plumb wall with a plumb line in his hand (v.7). The word “standing” (niṣṣāb [Niphal reflexive], “station oneself”) connotes a posture of firmness and determination, thus providing a contrast to the change of heart attributed to Yahweh in the first two parts of the vision.

      A plumb line is a standard by which a wall’s vertical trueness is tested. So the Lord is testing the people by a standard. In the first two visions, no standard was given; therefore, the threatened judgment could be withdrawn. But after the vision of the plumb line, the Lord cannot be accused of arbitrariness if he carries out the threats. The people have failed to live up to their privilege as Yahweh’s people. They have been called to be holy (Ex 19:6). But their repressive society has violated the very standards of holiness. They gave lip service to the covenant of Yahweh but ignored the social concerns woven into its fabric. When the test came, they have been found wanting. The plumb line shows that the Lord is not an arbitrary judge.

      The coming judgment will fall on the pagan sanctuaries of Israel and on the dynasty of Jeroboam (v.9). Thus the two major influences in Israelite life will perish.

      NOTE

      7 The NIV translates ʾanak as “plumb line” in this verse (and v.8). The word’s literal meaning of “lead” or “tin,” however, leads some interpreters in a different direction. Jeremias, 131–32, for instance, argues that God is standing by a “wall of tin” with “tin” in his hand and announces that “tin” will come into the midst of his people. He takes the latter two instances as references to weapons. The “wall of tin” is a strong metal, but God is standing on it and will destroy it. Williamson has argued effectively, based on the context, that the NIV’s understanding of the verse is most likely correct (“The Prophet and the Plumb-line: A Redaction-Critical Study of Amos vii,” OTS 26 [1990]: 105–25).

      B. A Historical Interlude (7:10–17)

      OVERVIEW

      Amos’s visions are momentarily interrupted by a passage that gives us important information about Amos himself. The material may have been placed here because the event it describes actually followed Amos’s public report of the preceding vision. At any rate, the consonance between the two sections is apparent (see “Unity” in the introduction).

      
        10Then Amaziah the priest of Bethel sent a message to Jeroboam king of Israel: “Amos is raising a conspiracy against you in the very heart of Israel. The land cannot bear all his words. 11For this is what Amos is saying:

        
          ‘Jeroboam will die by the sword,

          and Israel will surely go into exile,

          away from their native land.’”

        

        12Then Amaziah said to Amos, “Get out, you seer! Go back to the land of Judah. Earn your bread there and do your prophesying there. 13Don’t prophesy any more at Bethel, because this is the king’s sanctuary and the temple of the kingdom.”

        14Amos answered Amaziah, “I was neither a prophet nor a prophet’s son, but I was a shepherd, and I also took care of sycamore-fig trees. 15But the LORD took me from tending the flock and said to me, ‘Go, prophesy to my people Israel.’ 16Now then, hear the word of the LORD. You say,

        
          ‘Do not prophesy against Israel,

          and stop preaching against the house of Isaac.’

        

        17Therefore this is what the LORD says:

        
          ‘Your wife will become a prostitute in the city,

          and your sons and daughters will fall by the sword.

          Your land will be measured and divided up,

          and you yourself will die in a pagan country.

          And Israel will certainly go into exile,

          away from their native land.’”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      10–13 Amaziah, the priest of the sanctuary at Bethel (the leading pagan shrine in Israel (3:14; 4:4; 5:5–6, see 1Ki 12:25–33), accuses Amos of conspiracy (v.10). The words reported by Amaziah (v.11) seem based on the threat recorded in v.9. Jeroboam’s reaction is not given, but most likely it is reflected in Amaziah’s order to Amos (vv.12–13). That the word “seer” (ḥōzeh) is associated with “prophet” (nābî ʾ) in 2 Kings 17:13 affirms the legitimacy of the seer. Amaziah did not use “seer” in a derogatory sense. Indeed, since Amos has just received a vision, the term is appropriate.

      14–15 Amos’s reply to Amaziah’s order is not without its interpretive problems. Did Amos say, “I am not a prophet,” or, “I was not a prophet”? Most commentators have opted for the former because Amos replies in a sequence of verbless clauses, which connote most naturally the present tense. On the other hand, a number of commentators have followed the rendering of the RV: “I was no prophet.”

      If the tense is present, Amos may have been denying that he is a nābî ʾ (“prophet”) in the sense that Amaziah understands him to be—that is, a professional prophet (“Earn your bread there,” v.12). There are, however, certain difficulties with the present-tense view. First, Amos used the term nābî ʾ (“prophet”) of true prophets in 3:7. To use it otherwise here would be unusual. Second, Amos claims the function of a nābî ʾ in 7:15 (hinnābē ʾ, “prophesy”).

      The view that understands the affirmation of Amos in the past tense (“I was no prophet”) seems to have the fewest problems. It retains the meaning of nābî ʾ inherent in the nominal form in 3:7 and the verbal form in 7:15. Also, that the Lord took Amos from being a shepherd (mē ʾaḥarê haṣṣō ʾn, “from tending the flock”; v.15) may mean that the nominal clauses in v.14 describing his profession as a “shepherd” (bôqēr) and a “caretaker of sycamore-fig trees” (bôlēs šiqmîm) should be understood to describe his past status.

      Regardless of one’s understanding of Amos’s denial, he certainly denies any connection with professional prophetism and affirms that he is a prophet by divine vocation. (For the occupations that Amos refers to here, see “Authorship” in the introduction.)

      16–17 Amos’s encounter with Amaziah ends with a prediction of dire judgment, despite his insistence that Amos desist in his preaching against Israel (v.16). The judgment Amos pronounces against Amaziah and his family is personal in nature. Amaziah’s wife will be violated, perhaps by the invading soldiers, and his children killed. He will lose all he has and will die in a “pagan” (ṭemē ʾâ, “unclean”) country. So the priest, whose task it was to maintain the purity of the cult, will die in a Gentile land. A similar type of personal judgment was leveled by Jeremiah against the false prophet Hananiah (Jer 28:15–17).

      NOTES

      10 Amaziah’s report of Amos’s threat, while essentially accurate, moves the emphasis from the house of Jeroboam to Jeroboam himself. This shift may have inflamed the situation and thus served Amaziah’s cause. Jeroboam himself was not overthrown, but his dynasty fell a very short while after his death.

      14 The question of tense cannot be decided by the fact that the verbless clauses are followed (v.15) by the imperfect with waw consecutive [image: ] (wayyiqqāḥēnî, “[the Lord] took me”). This grammatical construction connotes the past tense here, but that connotation no more determines the tense of the verbless clauses than the imperfect with waw consecutive does in Exodus 6:2–3. There the verbless clause [image: ] (ʾanî yhwh) must be understood in the present tense—“I am the LORD”—even though it is followed by the imperfect with waw consecutive [image: ] (wāʾērāʾ, “I appeared”) in v.3.

      Generally, the tense of a verbless clause describes a state contemporaneous with the principal action (cf. GKC, par. 141e); yet one may question whether a verbless clause that precedes a verb in the past tense is also past tense. In Zechariah 13:5, the verbless clause [image: ] (lō ʾ nābî ʾ ʾānōkî, “I am not a prophet”) precedes the verbless clause [image: ] (kî-ʾādām hiqnanî, “for the land has been my livelihood”) and is clearly present in tense. The solution must be sought on other grounds.

      Zevit translated Amos’s denial as “No! I am not a nābî ʾ, I am not even a ben nābî ʾ” (Z. Zevit, “A Misunderstanding at Bethel, Amos VII 12–17,” VT 25 [1975]: 783–90). Y. Hoffmann (“Did Amos Regard Himself as a Nabi ʾ?” VT 27 [1977]: 209–12) countered this translation in observing that the “absolute denial” was never expressed by [image: ] (lō ʾ, “not”).

      The LXX translates the words of Amos in the past tense, Οὐκ ἤμην προφήτης ἐγώ (ouk ēmēn prophētēs egō, “I was not a prophet), as does the Peshitta-Syriac version.

      Amos’s occupation, described here as a [image: ] (bôqēr), may be that of a herdsman in general. The apparent linguistic connection with [image: ] (bāqār, “cattle”) does not demand the conclusion that Amos tended cattle. The LXX translates the term in the more general sense of αἰπόλος (aipolos, “goatherd”). There is no need to emend the word to [image: ] (nōqēd, “shepherd”; BH). Zaleman proposed the reading [image: ] (dôqēr, “piercer”): “But I am a piercer and tender of sycamore figs” (L. Zaleman, “Piercing the Darkness at Bôqēr [Amos VII 14],” VT 30 [1980]: 252–53).

      C. The Vision of the Summer Fruit (8:1–14)

      
        1This is what the Sovereign LORD showed me: a basket of ripe fruit. 2“What do you see, Amos?” he asked.

        “A basket of ripe fruit,” I answered.

        Then the LORD said to me, “The time is ripe for my people Israel; I will spare them no longer.

        3In that day,” declares the Sovereign LORD, “the songs in the temple will turn to wailing. Many, many bodies—flung everywhere! Silence!”

        
          4Hear this, you who trample the needy

          and do away with the poor of the land,

        

        5saying,

        
          “When will the New Moon be over

          that we may sell grain,

          and the Sabbath be ended

          that we may market wheat?”—

          skimping the measure,

          boosting the price

          and cheating with dishonest scales,

          6buying the poor with silver

          and the needy for a pair of sandals,

          selling even the sweepings with the wheat.

        

        7The LORD has sworn by the Pride of Jacob: “I will never forget anything they have done.

        
          8“Will not the land tremble for this,

          and all who live in it mourn?

          The whole land will rise like the Nile;

          it will be stirred up and then sink

          like the river of Egypt.

        

        9“In that day,” declares the Sovereign LORD,

        
          “I will make the sun go down at noon

          and darken the earth in broad daylight.

          10I will turn your religious feasts into mourning

          and all your singing into weeping.

          I will make all of you wear sackcloth

          and shave your heads.

          I will make that time like mourning for an only son

          and the end of it like a bitter day.

          11“The days are coming,” declares the Sovereign LORD,

          “when I will send a famine through the land—

          not a famine of food or a thirst for water,

          but a famine of hearing the words of the LORD.

          12Men will stagger from sea to sea

          and wander from north to east,

          searching for the word of the LORD,

          but they will not find it.

        

        13In that day

        
          the lovely young women and strong young men

          will faint because of thirst.

          14They who swear by the shame of Samaria,

          or say, ‘As surely as your god lives, O Dan,’

          or, ‘As surely as the god of Beersheba lives’—

          they will fall,

          never to rise again.”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–2 While it is possible that Amos sees an actual basket of fruit (v.1) and that the Lord uses it as a means of revelation, its mention in this section of the book makes it likely that he sees the basket in another vision. There is a striking wordplay here (v.2). The word for “summer fruit” is qāyiṣ, similar in sound to the word qēṣ, which means “end” and is used in the response of the Lord: “The end has come for my people” (“The time is ripe for my people,” NIV). For a similar wordplay oracle, see Jeremiah 1:11–12.

      The basket of summer fruit, ordinarily associated with the joys and provisions of the harvest, becomes a mockery. The pleasant memories of past harvest festivals that it might recall are shattered by the decisive words “the time is ripe” (bāʾ haqqēṣ, lit., “the end has come”).

      3 Just as the apparent promise of the summer fruit was turned into the assurance of Israel’s destruction, so the joyous temple hymns (cf. 6:5) will give way to the wailing of the populace of Israel when the wrath of Yahweh falls on them. The last clause of v.3, though somewhat desultory, is typical of the vivid staccato style Amos used earlier in describing calamity (3:12). The text may be translated, “Many are the corpses—they are flung everywhere—Silence!” The translation of hišlîk as “flung” understands it as an indefinite singular—“one flings,” or “they are flung” (cf. Notes). The word “silence” calls for the reverence warranted by this appalling scene.

      4–6 The scene is followed by a recital (v.4) of the crimes of those whose disobedience to the Lord is responsible for the carnage. The words of v.4 are reminiscent of 5:11. The merchants cannot wait for the end of the holy days so that they can increase their wealth by giving short measure and raising prices (v.5; see Pr 11:1; 16:11). They even sell the sweepings to increase the weight (v.6)! Yet these exploiters are careful to observe the Sabbath. Though the marketplace is deserted on the holy days, in the bustle of commerce their god is quite in evidence. Their god is mammon and their true religious credo, “Gain at any cost.”

      7–8 In the oath formula, the “Pride of Jacob” (v.7) is best understood as an appellation for God (cf. 4:2; 6:8; cf. also Hos 5:5; 7:10). “Glory” is used as a surrogate for God in Jeremiah 2:11. It is the pride of Jacob—that is, the Lord, Jacob’s glory—that guarantees this oath. The judgment that follows (v.8) will surely come because God does not allow his glory to be sullied.

      Verse 8 describes the convulsions the land will suffer. The Nile River flooded annually and then receded, leaving fertile soil behind. In the process, however, this flooding could bring much damage, which is what the imagery focuses on here (and in 9:5). While some scholars believe this picture is metaphoric of an earthquake (Jeremias, 149), that view is not clearly called for in the text.

      9 “In that day” refers to the day of calamity and need not be understood as referring to the end of history. It introduces a section that continues to describe the impending judgment in metaphorical language. The setting of the sun at noon describes an interruption of the natural order that will cause terror and panic among the earth’s inhabitants. The upheaval predicted by Amos will disrupt the national life on such a scale that the fear and dread in the hearts of the people will be similar to the terror that a celestial cataclysm would cause.

      10–12 The destruction to come on Samaria will cause bitter mourning. Amos describes the event in terms of a funeral for an only son (v.10). He continues the use of metaphorical language as he depicts a coming famine. It will be no ordinary famine but one of the words of the Lord (v.11). He pictures people searching for the word as starving people seeking food or water (vv.12–13). But they receive no word from the Lord. Having rejected the word for not realizing its great value, they will lose it forever (cf. Pr 1:24–27; Lk 17:22; Jn 7:34). The church must realize the preciousness of God’s Word. We must obey and honor it, because it points to the source of life.

      13–14 Judgment will even cause the young and strong to grow weak. The word “shame” (ʾašmâ) has the primary meaning of “guilt.” Sometimes it is used of the guilt incurred from idol worship (2Ch 24:18; 33:23). Dan was the site of the worship of the golden calf under Jeroboam, and the “way to Beersheba” (derek beʾer šābaʿ, “god of Beersheba,” NIV) apparently refers to the pilgrimage to that site (see comment on 5:5). The various shrines Amos refers to may indicate that a geographical split in the concept of Yahweh was taking place. A similar split related to the Canaanite god Baal. Thus, the worship of Yahweh was becoming idolatrous. Those whose confidence is in their distorted, pagan view of Yahweh will fall.

      NOTE

      3 For a discussion of the indefinite singular, see GKC, par. 144d.

      D. The Vision of the Lord Standing by the Altar (9:1–15)

      1. The Destruction of the Temple (9:1–6)

      
        1I saw the Lord standing by the altar, and he said:

        
          “Strike the tops of the pillars

          so that the thresholds shake.

          Bring them down on the heads of all the people;

          those who are left I will kill with the sword.

          Not one will get away,

          none will escape.

          2Though they dig down to the depths of the grave,

          from there my hand will take them.

          Though they climb up to the heavens,

          from there I will bring them down.

          3Though they hide themselves on the top of Carmel,

          there I will hunt them down and seize them.

          Though they hide from me at the bottom of the sea,

          there I will command the serpent to bite them.

          4Though they are driven into exile by their enemies,

          there I will command the sword to slay them.

          I will fix my eyes upon them

          for evil and not for good.”

          5The Lord, the LORD Almighty,

          he who touches the earth and it melts,

          and all who live in it mourn—

          the whole land rises like the Nile,

          then sinks like the river of Egypt—

          6he who builds his lofty palace in the heavens

          and sets its foundation on the earth,

          who calls for the waters of the sea

          and pours them out over the face of the land—

          the LORD is his name.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–4 In a vision Amos sees the Lord standing by the temple altar (v.1a). The Lord commands the temple to crumble, and it collapses on the people, thus destroying the whole nation (vv.1b–4). The temple in mind is almost certainly the holy place at Bethel, whose destruction occurred in 622 BC at the hands of the pious Judean king Josiah (2Ki 23:15–16).

      Yet the oracle has more in mind than just this literal temple, for the collapse of such a building will affect only a few. Instead, the visionary temple represents the religion of the northern kingdom, which, in the end, will bring about the destruction of its adherents. The decay of the social structure that results from their cold externalism can lead only to national ruin. The gross sin of idolatry can lead only to judgment. The god of “greed” is no respecter of persons and often turns his voraciousness on those who are his own. Amos allows no escape for the nation.

      5–6 The hymnic element is appropriate to the context, for it sets forth the power of the Lord to carry out his threat. This hymn contains several elements common to other prophetic hymns, such as the reference to the heavens and the calling forth of the waters (5:8). Observe also the parallel between 9:5b and 8:8.

      2. Israel and the Other Nations (9:7)

      
        
          7“Are not you Israelites

          the same to me as the Cushites?”

          declares the LORD.

          “Did I not bring Israel up from Egypt,

          the Philistines from Caphtor

          and the Arameans from Kir?”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      7 Cush was a territory roughly corresponding to Ethiopia and Nubia. It is infrequently mentioned in the OT. This country seems to have been chosen because of its great distance from Israel. It lay at the outer extremities of the important nations of the ancient Near East. At the time of Amos, it was probably considered an insignificant region. Thus it would be shocking to the Israelites, who boasted of their election, to hear that in the eyes of the Lord they are no better than those obscure Cushites.

      Similarly, Israel is no different from the Philistines or Arameans in that the Lord governed the migrations of these people just as he led the Israelites from Egypt (for Kir, see comment on 1:5). The exodus had led the Israelites to assume that the Lord was unalterably committed to their welfare as a nation and that no other nation counted as far as he was concerned. But here Amos destroys that false assumption by affirming the sovereignty of Yahweh over all the nations. The exodus did not give them license to presume on the holiness and mercy of God.

      3. The Restoration of the Davidic Kingdom (9:8–12)

      
        
          8“Surely the eyes of the Sovereign LORD

          are on the sinful kingdom.

          I will destroy it

          from the face of the earth—

          yet I will not totally destroy

          the house of Jacob,”

          declares the LORD.

          9“For I will give the command,

          and I will shake the house of Israel

          among all the nations

          as grain is shaken in a sieve,

          and not a pebble will reach to the ground.

          10All the sinners among my people

          will die by the sword,

          all those who say,

          ‘Disaster will not overtake or meet us.’

          11In that day I will restore

          David’s fallen tent.

          I will repair its broken places,

          restore its ruins,

          and build it as it used to be,

          12so that they may possess the remnant of Edom

          and all the nations that bear my name,”

          declares the LORD,

          who will do these things.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      8–10 The nation is to be destroyed, but not totally (v.8). Thus an element of hope is introduced at this point. Many scholars deny the words of vv.8–15 to Amos because the message of hope is not consonant with the gloomy message of total destruction presented to this point. But it is precisely this element of hope that places Amos in the mainstream of classical eighth-century prophetism. The concept of hope in these verses is quite unlike the eschatological hope of the postexilic period, and the eighth-century prophets placed their hope for the future in a kingdom portrayed with obvious Davidic motifs (Isa 9:7; Mic 5:2).

      It is true that Amos holds out no hope for the nation of Israel. But saying so does not mean that he holds out no hope for a preserved remnant. One of the important elements of Amos’s message is that the nation is not to be equated with the remnant; it is precisely that false hope that he attacks. The sifting process (v.9) will produce a true remnant from Israel (v.10; cf. Jer 30:11; for a study of the remnant in the OT, see G. Hasel, The Remnant [Berrien Springs, Mich.: Andrews Univ. Press, 1972]).

      Amos’s denial of the popular belief that the nation was automatically the remnant raises serious questions. Does he deny the concept of the remnant altogether? Does he see no continuation of the promise to Abraham? It is difficult to answer such questions in the affirmative, for to do so excludes Amos from the current of OT thought. Without the remnant passage of vv.9–15, the book of Amos is incomplete. Amos is not a prophet who pronounces only doom. There are rays of hope not only here but even in undisputed passages such as 5:4, 6, 15.

      Some commentators deny that the figure of “sifting” in v.9 implies a process of separation. They see the “pebbles” as representing the wicked, who are not allowed to escape and who are destined for judgment. But v.9 is logically connected to v.8 by the word “for” (kî), where a separation between the destroyed kingdom and the remnant is implicit in the statement affirming that the nation will not be totally destroyed. Verse 9 thus explains v.8 by analogy.

      The concept of separation is inherent in the figure of sifting. Failure to see separation in the sieve motif leaves unexplained the shaking of Israel “among all the nations” (v.9). Amos decreed that the nation was doomed to exile (7:17). The consonance of this pronouncement with the “shaking” of v.9 is apparent. The process of winnowing, whereby the grain falls to the ground and the unedible refuse remains in the sieve, thus representing the sinners, is not necessarily in view here. The word “grain” does not appear in the Hebrew; it reads simply, “as one shakes with a sieve.”

      The word “pebble” (ṣerôr) in v.9 need not be understood as “grain.” It connotes any substance that is compacted and refers to anything that will not pass through a sieve. In 2 Samuel 17:13 (“a piece,” NIV) and Proverbs 26:8, ṣerôr is used of a pebble but never specifically of grain. There is no need to see a reference to good or evil in the word ṣerôr. Amos simply states that while the smaller pebbles pass through, the larger ones remain in the sieve. This remaining material is analogous to the remnant.

      11 “In that day” refers to a future but indefinite time. As it turns out, this divine work of restoration takes place initially in the postexilic period with the return of the exiles to Jerusalem but continues into the NT period, when it finds its ultimate fulfillment in the work of Jesus Christ, the Son of David (see below). The prophets viewed the time from the exile to the coming of the Messiah as a single period (see Note).

      The word “tent” (sukkâ) refers to a rude shelter (a “hut”) and pictures the “house” (dynasty) of David, which was becoming a dilapidated shack. [In Amos’s time] the Davidic dynasty has fallen so low that it can no longer be called a “house.”

      The continuation of the Davidic dynasty is envisioned in prophecy as continuing in the Messiah, who is often referred to in Davidic motifs (Isa 9:6–7; Jer 33:15, 17; Mic 5:2). Amos thus affirms what other prophets affirm: the perpetuity of the Davidic “house.” The national upheaval that ultimately led to the fall of Judah and Israel and the overthrow of the Judahite monarchy cannot vitiate God’s promise. The royal offspring will yet come. David’s dynasty will be perpetuated in David’s greater Son. He will uphold God’s gracious promise.

      The promise to David in 2 Samuel 7 also carries with it the promise of an eternal kingdom (vv.12–13). While the Davidic dynasty is most prominent in Amos’s prophecy, it is difficult to separate that concept from the concept of regnal authority or kingdom. Both are probably in view.

      The word nōpelet, an active participle, may be translated “fallen”; but there is no reason why it may not be given a continuing sense—viz., “is falling.” The dynasty has not yet collapsed in Amos’s time, but the seeds of its dissolution are present.

      The Lord declares that he will restore that “tent.” He will restore “their” (feminine plural) broken places. The plural pronoun apparently refers to the divided kingdom. He will restore “his” (masculine singular)—that is, David’s—ruins and rebuild “it” (feminine singular), referring to “the tent” (sukkâ [feminine]). The Davidic dynasty, represented by the tent, will be restored.

      12 Here the NT follows the LXX by reading “that the remnant of men may seek the Lord” (Acts 15:17) instead of “possess the remnant of Edom.” The word “Edom” (ʾedôm) is almost identical to “man” in Hebrew (ʾādām). The subject of Acts 15:12–21, where this passage is quoted, is Gentile inclusion in the early church. James quoted this Amos passage to support the rightness of Gentile inclusion in the church. The textual question cited does not invalidate James’s use of the passage, for the phrase “that bear my name” (ʾašer niqrāʾ šemî ʿalêhem) always connotes that which is God’s peculiar possession (Dt 28:10; 2Ch 7:14; Jer 14:9; 15:16). This is precisely James’s argument. He saw Gentile inclusion in the redemptive program of God as having been predicted in Amos 9:11–12.

      NOTE

      11 With regard to the suggestion that the OT prophets saw the period of exile as continuing to the coming of Messiah, note Hosea 3:1–5, where the period of estrangement continues until the people seek “David their king.” See also Isaiah 11:11; Micah 5:2–6; Zechariah 10:10, where Assyria, the nation that initiated the exile, functions as a surrogate of the oppressing nations in end-time events.

      The NT (Ac 15:16) paraphrases [image: ] (bayyôm hahû ʾ, “in that day”) in the words μετὰ ταῦτα (meta tauta, “after these things”). This translation is not that of the LXX, which reads ἐν τῇ ἡμέρᾳ ἐκείνῃ (en tē hēmera ekeinē, “in that day”). James may have been interpreting “in that day” in a way that better communicated the fact that the prophecy of Amos did not find its fulfillment in the Babylonian captivity. In doing so, James supports the suggestion that the captivity was understood as continuing throughout history.

      [image: ] (sukkâ, “tent, shelter”) connotes a “shelter” for animals (Ge 33:17), a “shelter” from the sun (Jnh 4:5), and the “booths” the Israelites occupied in observance of the wilderness experience (Lev 23:42).

      REFLECTION

      Since the inclusion of Gentiles takes place, according to Amos, in the kingdom of the scion of David, one may assume that that kingdom has been established in some way. It is invisible now but will appear in glorious power when Christ, David’s greater Son, returns. If this passage in Amos predicted only a future inclusion of Gentiles in the millennial kingdom, it is difficult to understand why James would have appealed to it for support of Gentile admission to the first-century church. It seems clearly relevant to the issues facing the early church. If so, then James understood the restored Davidic monarchy to be represented, at least in its invisible sense, in the church in his time.

      The inclusion of Gentiles in the divine promise is a concept attributed to the Servant in Isaiah (Isa 49:6). Amos echoes the same truth. The ancient promise that Gentiles as well as Jews (Ge 12:3) will experience divine blessing is fulfilled in the Offspring of David.

      4. The Blessings of the Restored Kingdom (9:13–15)

      
        13“The days are coming,” declares the LORD,

        
          “when the reaper will be overtaken by the plowman

          and the planter by the one treading grapes.

          New wine will drip from the mountains

          and flow from all the hills.

          14I will bring back my exiled people Israel;

          they will rebuild the ruined cities and live in them.

          They will plant vineyards and drink their wine;

          they will make gardens and eat their fruit.

          15I will plant Israel in their own land,

          never again to be uprooted

          from the land I have given them,”

          says the LORD your God.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      13 A time is coming when there will be a superabundance of agricultural produce and wine (v.13). In this time Israel will be restored to the land forever (v.15).

      The fact that the reaper will be overtaken by the plowman in this time implies a great abundance of the produce of the field. Scarcely can the grapevines be planted than the grapes are ready for pressing. The great amount of wine in this time is pictured in the metaphor of new wine flowing from the hills.

      Amos sees here a radical reversal of Israel’s fortunes. He depicts a time when God’s blessing will be poured out in unimaginable abundance. Deuteronomy 28:4 and 30:9 both promise agricultural bounty for covenantal obedience.

      14–15 The period when this abundance will be manifested will witness the restoration of Israel to her land. Ruined cities will be rebuilt (v.14), and Israel will again flourish as a nation. Amos sees this restoration as being permanent. He says that Israel will be planted in her own land “never again to be uprooted” (v.15). It is difficult to understand his words as finding fulfillment in the postexilic period, though the return to Jerusalem is an anticipation of a greater fulfillment to come.

      Other OT prophets used somewhat similar language to describe this period. Like Amos, they associated the abundance of blessing with the Davidic King (Isa 9:2–7; 11:1–9; Mic 4:1–5; 5:2–5).

      REFLECTION

      The hope of Amos is not an isolated one that finds expression only in his book. Nor is it a purely prophetic tradition without relation to other OT traditions. It is an expression of one of the most important themes of OT theology: the promise. This promise, given to Abraham, reiterated to the patriarchs, reaffirmed to David, and expressed throughout the OT, affirms that God will mediate his redemptive blessings to Jews and Gentiles in a promised offspring or “seed.” In the prophets, this offspring is clearly the Davidic Messiah, who in the NT is Christ. Amos affirms that God’s promise has not been cancelled. In spite of the internal turmoil in the kingdom of Amos’s day, God will establish the Davidic monarchy; and through that monarchy God’s blessing will come to “all peoples on earth” (Ge 12:3).
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1. BACKGROUND

      The superscription to the book of Micah situates its oracles during the reigns of three Judean kings: Jotham (750–735 BC [including a coregency with Uzziah]), Ahaz (735–715 BC), and Hezekiah (715–686 BC). In the period just prior to these years Israel and Judah had risen to heights of economic affluence but had fallen to depths of spiritual decadence. Under the able leadership of Jeroboam II of Israel (786–746) and Uzziah of Judah (783–742), the territories of both kingdoms became almost as extensive as they were during the reign of Solomon. It was a time of great economic prosperity, fostered for a time by the absence of international crises and by the mutual cooperation of both kingdoms. Excavations at the site of the ancient city of Samaria have yielded ivory inlays that attest to the accuracy of Amos’s description of the luxurious life enjoyed by the prosperous citizens of this city (Am 6:4).

      While Israel and Judah appeared to be strong externally, an internal decay was sapping their strength and threatening to destroy the social fabric of these two kingdoms. A burgeoning wealthy class was becoming richer at the expense of the poorer classes. The prophets saw this situation as a violation of the covenantal requirements and thus a hindrance to God’s blessing and a guarantee of the dissolution of the nation.

      But the internal sickness of Israel involved more than social wrongs. Canaanite religion also had extended its influence among some of the people. While Micah attacked the idolatry that accompanied the acceptance of Canaanite worship, it was not this aspect of Israel’s condition that he emphasized most. It was rather the social injustices of the ruling classes to which Micah gave the greatest attention. (The extent of the intrusion of Canaanite influence at this time may be seen in the Samaria Ostraca, which contain many Hebrew names compounded with the name “Baal,” a Canaanite fertility god.)

      The halcyon days of peace were destined to come to an end, and they did during the time period that Micah functioned as a prophet. In the first place, Assyria arose from a state of quiescence to occupy a threatening posture on the national scene. Under Tiglath-pileser III (745–727), Assyria experienced a remarkable resurgence of power. At the same time Israel was being torn by internal strife and dissension. Finally, under the leadership of Shalmaneser V, Assyria occupied Israel, the northern kingdom; and several years later the city of Samaria fell to Sargon II (722 BC).

      Under Ahaz’s leadership, Judah refused to enter an anti-Assyrian alliance with Israel (under King Pekah) and Syria (under King Rezin). As a result, Syria and Israel went to war against Judah in order to depose Ahaz and put a more amenable king on the throne. This war, commonly called the Syro-Ephraimite war, lasted from 734–732 BC. While the prophet Isaiah made it clear that it was God’s will for Ahaz to resist these kings’ overture (see Isa 7), Ahaz should not have appealed to Tiglath-pileser to intervene. His pro-Assyrian policies made Judah little more than a satellite of Assyria. Not until Hezekiah came to the throne (715 BC) were sweeping religious—and most probably social—reforms instituted. Assyria continued to threaten Judah under Hezekiah’s reign, but an attempt by Sennacherib to take Jerusalem was frustrated (2Ki 19:32–36; 2Ch 32:21; Isa 37:33–37). Not until about a century after the death of Hezekiah did Jerusalem finally fall to the Babylonians.

      
  

2. UNITY

      Ewald first questioned the unity of Micah in 1867 when he suggested that chs. 4 and 5 might have been written by someone other than Micah, possibly a contemporary of the prophet. He also suggested that chs. 6 and 7 were written in the reign of Manasseh. In 1871, Oort alleged that Micah 4:1–7, 11–13 were inserted by a later prophet who disagreed with Micah’s ideology.1 Kuenen promptly challenged Oort’s view and defended Micah’s authorship of the disputed verses.2 Jeppesen, who has written a helpful history of research of Micah, also identifies the work of B. Stade as influential in the development of the modern critical study of the book.3

      Chapters 4–7 are the most seriously questioned chapters of Micah. The literary-historical school, under the influence of Wellhausen, generally assigned portions of these chapters to post-Micah dates. Renaud (but see below for Renaud’s more recent approach) and Robinson are more recent representatives of a similar approach.4

      The form-critical approach, developed by Gunkel, sought to establish the compass of each pericope and place it in its historical situation in the life (Sitz im Leben) of Israel. Lindblom failed to find a literary coherence in the book but did affirm Micah’s authorship of several pericopes, including portions of chs. 6 and 7.5 Weiser revised the form-critical approach to Micah by assigning many of the pericopes to a cultic Sitz im Leben.6 Supporting the latter method, Kapelrud, like Weiser, nonetheless affirmed the authenticity of the eschatological sections of the book.7

      A more thorough discussion of the process of development of the book maybe found in Andersen and Freedman,8 though most modern commentaries, including the one of Andersen and Freedman, are more interested in the final form of the text than speculation about its history of composition.

      Central to the problem of the unity of Micah is an alleged lack of coherence in the book, a factor that leads some to see certain portions as later insertions. This problem can be resolved only on exegetical grounds. It will be considered thoroughly in the commentary.

      It seems difficult, however, to assign Micah 4:1–4, which is also found in Isaiah 2:2–4, to a date after Micah’s time since it is rooted in the eighth-century tradition. The reference to Babylon in Micah 4:10 may well be a figure of speech for the world powers. The predictive material in the immediate context is consonant with predictions in Isaiah 1–39.

      Mays regards Micah 4–5 as a complex consisting of independent oracles “assembled to form the counterpart of the prophecies of judgment in chaps. 1–3.”9 For example, 5:2, 4, the promise of a king from Bethlehem, he regards as “an independent unit, juxtaposed to 5:1 to fill out the pattern”; he concludes that “5:1–4 is not an original unit of speech” but it was probably added in “exilic times.”10 This conclusion is based in part on the similar beginning of 5:1 with 4:8 (weʾattâ), also considered late because it assumes the demise of Israel’s king. The setting of 5:1 is the siege of Jerusalem by the Babylonians and is similar to Jeremiah’s language and style.

      However, it is not certain that 4:8 assumes the loss of the realm of which Jerusalem was the capital. It is certain that it predicts a Deliverer-King. In this regard it is no different from Isaiah 9:6–7[5–6], which belongs to a generally undisputed portion of Isaiah and which predicts a future Davidic kingdom. The Davidic theology did not emerge as full-blown in the eighth century. Its roots go back to 2 Samuel 7. Chapters 1–3 of Micah are generally considered to be authentic; yet there we can find statements of Jerusalem’s demise (1:9, 12; 3:12) that do not demand the assumption that they were written later than the time of Micah. Also, comparisons of brief sayings with the language of other literary works are a tenuous procedure since they utilize such a limited body of material. Micah’s charge in 6:1–8 and the theology of ch. 7 are in keeping with other eighth-century prophets.

      The book exhibits an internal coherence in its basic structure. Three distinct sections may be discerned (1:1–2:13; 3:1–5:15; 6:1–7:20). Each begins with a summons to hear, is followed by an oracle of doom, and ends with a statement of hope. While this strikingly symmetrical pattern may have come about as the speeches of Micah were arranged after his death, the inner coherence, the logical sequence of argument, and the general prophetic propensity for symmetrical arrangement of thought support the originality of the literary pattern.

      The first oracle anticipates the fall of Samaria and thus may have been written sometime before 721 BC. The second oracle does not mention Samaria—an indication that it may have been written after the fall of that city. Jeremiah 26:18–19 places a portion of this oracle (3:12) in the time of Hezekiah (715–686 BC). If the oracles are regarded as independent literary units, the whole oracle may be placed sometime in the reign of Hezekiah. The third oracle is difficult to place chronologically. The social wrongs cited in the second oracle were also prevalent when the third was written, thus perhaps indicating that the second and third oracles were written in the same general period of time.

      Recent efforts have been expended toward the discovery of the redactional history of the book’s development. These scholars have concluded that the book came into being over a long period of time and that it was not completed until the postexilic period. However, while agreeing in principle, they have come up with rather divergent pictures of the composition of the book.11

      
  

3. AUTHORSHIP

      The superscription to the prophecy (1:1) asserts the authorship of Micah, a short form of the name “Micaiah,” which means “Who is like Yahweh?” The prophet who bore that name was from Moresheth (probably Moresheth Gath) in Judah, situated about twenty-five miles southwest of Jerusalem. The village was located on the edge of the rolling hills of the Shephelah near the coastal plain. This town lay in the general proximity of Isaiah’s home, a factor that may explain certain similarities between the prophecies of both men. Waltke speculates, “Micah’s identification as a Moreshite implies that he was an outsider to the capitals.”12

      Little is known about Micah apart from what may be inferred from his prophecy. The book eloquently affirms his sensitivity to the social and religious wrongs of his time. Outside of the book of Micah, the prophet is only mentioned in Jeremiah 26:17–19, where some of the elders at the time of Jeremiah remind the authorities of the prophecies of Micah in order to save the later prophet from punishment for his oracles of judgment.

      
  

4. DATE

      The superscription (1:1) places Micah in the eighth century BC. The reference to the destruction of Samaria (v.6) places the beginning of his prophetic career sometime before the capture of that city (722/721 BC); and this chronology agrees with the superscription, which fixes the beginning of his ministry in the reign of Jotham (750–731 BC). The prophetic indictments of social and religious corruption fit well the time of Ahaz (735–715 BC) and could even be appropriate to the prereformation period of Hezekiah, who reigned from 715–686 BC. The reference to Micah’s prophecy in Jeremiah 26:18–19 fixes at least a portion of Micah’s message in the time of Hezekiah. The lament in 1:8–16 mentions cities in an order that may well coincide with the military expedition of Sennacherib’s army in 701 BC, also during Hezekiah’s reign. There is no convincing reason for rejecting the period of time delineated in the superscription.

      
  

5. LITERARY FORM

      The book of Micah, like most of the other prophetic writings, is written in the style of Hebrew poetry and is thus marked by a characteristic parallelism of expression, terseness, and striking imagery. While his style does not attain to that of Isaiah, Micah’s use of wordplay and contrast imparts a distinctive vividness to the book. As for the somewhat free form of the book, it need not indicate the hand of a later redactor; on the contrary, it may reflect the author’s purpose to use a variety of literary devices to stir the emotions of the reader in accordance with the message of the oracles.

      
  

6. THEOLOGICAL VALUES

      Crystallizing the theology of the OT prophets is a difficult task, since they did not set out to write systematic theologies. Micah’s prophecy, for example, is a collection of oracles of judgment and hope that came about as a result of his deep emotional involvement in his nation’s desperate plight. In Micah’s case we have a collection of oracles that, in themselves, do not appear to present a consistent, unified development of theological themes. As a matter of fact, the prophet appears to jump from one theme to another, often without apparent connection (2:6–11; cf. 12–13; 3:5–8; cf. 9–12).

      While Micah may not have written a theology, he certainly bases his pleas to the people on a consistent theology of God. The episodic nature of the oracles helps us understand Micah’s concept of God. Each appeal to the nature of God, each application of the word of God by Micah to his people, gives us greater insight into the theology that lies at his heart—a theology he made known in colorful phraseology, urgent pleas, and formal oracles.

      The first theological emphasis we meet in the book of Micah is the sovereignty of God (1:2). More to Micah than a mere tribal deity, the Lord God has acted within the sphere of the nations to effect their destiny as well as the destiny of his own people. The divine intervention of God in history is not limited by Micah to the eschaton, for he understands the destruction of Samaria and Jerusalem to be the result of the Lord’s punishing these centers of wickedness for their rebellion against him. However, it will be in the eschaton that God’s activity regarding the nations reaches its climax. Then the ultimate triumph and vindication of God’s people will take place (4:11–13), and the nations will become subject to the rule of the Lord.

      Another theological emphasis of Micah is the self-consistency of the Lord. He is immutably committed to his covenantal obligations. It is this theme, coupled with that of divine sovereignty, that gives such urgency to Micah’s words. The Lord’s consistency with the revelation of his will in the Mosaic covenant is not set forth in absolute terms by Micah but is seen in the Lord’s condemnation of idolatry (1:5–7) and the social crimes of Micah’s day (2:2; 3:1–3; 9–12; 6:8)—a prominent subject in the covenant (Ex 20:3–6; 23:1–9; et al.). While the word “covenant” (berît) is not mentioned by Micah, the terms of the covenant ratified at Sinai are unmistakably present.

      That God seems austere and unbending is only a partial picture of his self-consistency. He is consistent also with his nature, and that nature is to forgive. We must not forget the statement of 7:18–20, which is at once a theological statement and a heartfelt response. God will not give up his people altogether; he will forgive the sins of the believing remnant.

      Micah’s doctrine of the remnant is unique among the prophets and is perhaps his most significant contribution to the prophetic theology of hope. The remnant is a force in the world, not simply a residue of people, as the word “remnant” (šeʾērît) may seem to imply. It is a force that will ultimately conquer the world (4:11–13). This triumph, while presented in apparently militaristic terminology (4:13; 5:5–6), is actually accomplished by other than physical force. By removing everything that robs his people of complete trust in him (5:10–15), the Ruler from Bethlehem will effect the deliverance of his people. The source of power for God’s people in the world is their absolute trust in him and his resources.

      The messianic King in Micah is not a redemptive figure as is Isaiah’s Servant. We are not told by Micah how God can be consistent with his law and at the same time be consistent with his forgiving nature. The basis of the divine redemptive activity lies within the nature of God, according to Micah. We must look to Isaiah (Isa 53:4–6) to see that these dual aspects of the divine nature meet in the vicarious suffering of the Servant. The absence of a vicarious role in the redemptive work of the messianic King in Micah underscores the prophet’s theological perspective, which is to assure us of the future exaltation and glory of the remnant; and he does so against the background of the humiliation the nation would soon endure.

      We may state this aspect of Micah’s theology thus: The nation will suffer the shame of defeat and exile. But that future is not the end, for certain triumph and glory lies ahead, not for the whole nation, but only for the remnant. The people of God will be delivered from affliction and exile by their King and will return with him, secure in his power. Thus Micah’s focus is on the kingdom of the Lord and its manifestation in the world.

      According to Micah, the kingdom is an expression of divine power and sovereignty within the sphere of the nations. The messianic King is depicted in close association with the Lord and embodies his might and authority. Micah presents the work of the messianic King almost entirely in terms of power. Even the tender act of caring for his own as a shepherd cares for his sheep is done in the strength of the Lord (5:4).

      Micah speaks to a people whose disobedience has led them to ignominy and ruin. But he reminds them—and us—that the Lord is almighty; and because he is consistent with his Word and with his nature, God’s people will not fail to receive all he has promised to them. Though now we suffer shame, glory and vindication lie ahead because the Lord will “be true to Jacob, and show mercy to Abraham” (7:20).

      
  

7. MICAH IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

      The authors of the NT recognized that Micah’s message transcended his immediate future and was relevant to the coming of Jesus Christ. As an example, the gospel of Matthew cites Micah 5:2 in reference to Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem (see Mt 2:5). The reference from Micah looks forward to a future Davidic ruler, and Jesus Christ, a descendant of David, was appropriately born in Bethlehem.
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      Text and Exposition

      I. THE SUPERSCRIPTION (1:1)

      
        1The word of the LORD that came to Micah of Moresheth during the reigns of Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah, kings of Judah—the vision he saw concerning Samaria and Jerusalem.

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 According to the superscription, the prophetic activity of Micah spanned the reigns of three kings of Judah in the second half of the eighth century BC and into the seventh century. This period was one of great spiritual decline especially for the northern kingdom; and the messages of Micah and the other eighth-century prophets, with their emphases on social justice and obedience to the obligations of the Mosaic covenant, were like a refreshing breeze in the arid climate of spiritual ignorance and disobedience.

      Many scholars hold that the superscription may not have been written by Micah but may rather have been appended to the prophecy by a later editor. Similar superscriptions preface the works of other prophets (e.g., Isaiah, Hosea, Amos, and Zephaniah). The fact that these superscriptions are not rigid formulas may reflect the individuality of the various prophets involved.

      Typically, a prophetic superscription will name the parentage of the prophet. We might speculate that the lack of mention of Micah’s parents may be because they were undistinguished.

      The prophecy of Micah is directed primarily toward Samaria and Jerusalem, the capital cities of the northern and southern kingdoms (Israel and Judah). While Micah’s message is applicable to all the inhabitants of these kingdoms, he singles out the capitals because the leaders of these centers of influence are largely responsible for the social ills of that time (1:5–7; 3:9–12). In particular he singles out Jerusalem, not only because of the corruption of its leaders, but also because of its future glory—a central motif in the prophetic theology of hope.

      The superscription identifies the form of the following message as a “word of the LORD” and as a “vision.” The first characterization emphasizes that, though Micah is the intermediary, ultimately the message comes from God and carries his full authority. “Vision” can have a broad or a narrow meaning. In the broad sense, all the activity of a prophet was visionary (Eze 7:26), but in a more restricted sense, “vision” can denote a certain type of prophecy, one in which the prophet describes future events as though they are unfolding before his eyes.

    
  
    
      II. THE FIRST ORACLE: ISRAEL’S IMPENDING JUDGMENT AND HER FUTURE RESTORATION (1:2–2:13)

      A. The Impending Judgment (1:2–7)

      
        
          2Hear, O peoples, all of you,

          listen, O earth and all who are in it,

          that the Sovereign LORD may witness against you,

          the Lord from his holy temple.

          3Look! The LORD is coming from his dwelling place;

          he comes down and treads the high places of the earth.

          4The mountains melt beneath him

          and the valleys split apart,

          like wax before the fire,

          like water rushing down a slope.

          5All this is because of Jacob’s transgression,

          because of the sins of the house of Israel.

          What is Jacob’s transgression?

          Is it not Samaria?

          What is Judah’s high place?

          Is it not Jerusalem?

          6“Therefore I will make Samaria a heap of rubble,

          a place for planting vineyards.

          I will pour her stones into the valley

          and lay bare her foundations.

          7All her idols will be broken to pieces;

          all her temple gifts will be burned with fire;

          I will destroy all her images.

          Since she gathered her gifts from the wages of prostitutes,

          as the wages of prostitutes they will again be used.”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      2 The opening statement of the prophecy consists in a summons to the nations to attend to the cosmic judgment scene so vividly described by the prophet in the subsequent verses. That the summons is directed to the nations and not only to Israel and Judah is clear from the parallel expression “earth and all who are in it.”

      In this anthropomorphic representation Micah pictures God as coming from his dwelling place to witness against the nations. The concept of witness is connected to the idea of covenant. In the ancient Near Eastern treaties that form the conceptual background of the covenantal form in the OT, the witness attested to the agreement made between the two parties, the suzerain and the vassal. In this case the vassal, the people of God, have promised to obey the law given to them by the suzerain, God. If, as has happened now, the vassals break the law, they become vulnerable to the curses of the covenant. It is the role of the witness to indicate the fairness of this judgment. Here God himself plays the role of witness to the breaking of the covenant.

      The phrase “witness against” seems to be used here in the same sense as in Deuteronomy 31:19–21, 26, where the Song of Moses and the Book of the Law were to function as witnesses against the people. This ongoing witness served as a reminder of future punishment should the terms of the covenant to which they witnessed be violated. It is in this sense that God’s judgment of his own people was to be a witness against the nations. It is a guarantee that ultimately they will be judged for their sin; for if God does not fail to judge his own people, he will certainly judge those who do not belong to him.

      Micah, like Isaiah, sees the destiny of the nations as integrally related to the destiny of God’s people. He deftly develops this theme throughout the prophecy. In 4:11–13 he states that the nations, while looking with pleasure on the misfortune of God’s people, are blind to the fact that this suffering is the precursor to their own disaster. In 7:8–10 he affirms that though God’s people will be punished for their sin, they have a God who forgives sin. The nations that do not know God will not know deliverance from his judgment.

      The burning timbers and ruined houses of Samaria and Jerusalem will be an eloquent sermon to the people of the world. From this destruction they will learn that God does not allow sin to go unpunished—even in the case of his own people. As the Song of Moses and the Book of the Law testified of the sin of the Israelites and pledged future punishment for it, so God’s destruction of Samaria and Jerusalem will be a witness against the nations in that it will demonstrate God’s hatred of sin and be the harbinger of their own eventual destruction.

      3–4 The act by which God witnesses and executes judgment against the nations is depicted in a vivid anthropomorphic scene (vv.3–4) in which God comes forth from heaven to tread the high places of the earth and to bring about the destruction of Samaria and Jerusalem (1:6; 3:12). In this metaphorical representation, the prophet asserts one of the most basic concepts of OT theology, namely, that God is not only transcendent above the world but also immanent in it, and that he intervenes in history to effect his will.

      The term “high places” (bāmôt; v.3; GK 1195) connotes several concepts. Aside from the basic meaning of “height” or “summit,” it was used of pagan religious sanctuaries (Jer 7:31; Eze 20:29), the place of security and protection (Dt 32:13; Hab 3:19), and the place of military advantage, with its companion idea that the one who possessed the heights of the enemy’s territory has brought the enemy into subjection (Dt 33:29; Eze 36:2).

      Whether Micah intends “high places” to be understood as the heights of the earth or the pagan shrines of the land is difficult to determine. The cosmic scope of this context and the reference to mountains in v.4 seem to favor the former; yet he does predict the destruction of the centers of idol worship as represented by Samaria and Jerusalem (1:5–7). It seems best, therefore, to see in this phrase a double reference in which Micah envisions God as the majestic Sovereign who steps from heaven into the course of human events. Samaria and Jerusalem cannot stand before the might and power of the Conqueror who strides across the heights of the earth and before whom the pagan sanctuaries crumble as the mountains melt. The motif of double reference is not uncommon in the prophecy of Micah (cf. vv.10–16).

      The cataclysm that accompanies God’s intervention in history is described in terms of a violent storm or earthquake (v.4). The language is metaphorical and describes the intensity of the destruction of Samaria and Jerusalem. All creation shakes at the coming of the God of judgment. Similar language may be found in other judgment texts (Pss 46:6; 68:2; 97:5; Am 9:5; Na 1:5)

      5 With telling force the prophet asserts that the national upheaval will be caused by the sins of the people of Israel. Verse 5 is built on the structure of two couplets, each with parallel cola. The reader is led to expect the first couplet’s “transgression” and “sins” to be repeated in the second. In these rhetorical questions, however, only the word “transgression” is repeated; and the second question in the Hebrew is, “What are the high places [bāmôt] of Judah?” Many scholars emend the text on the basis of the LXX to read “sins” in the second colon, in keeping with the parallelism of the first couplet. But the most difficult reading should be seriously considered. Also, we should remember that poetic style was often enhanced by such unexpected variation. Indeed, as has been recently understood, a parallel line in Hebrew may be understood as one of progression of thought (A, what’s more B) rather than strict symmetry (A equals B).

      The word “transgression” in the first question assumes a previous referent and points back to the occurrence of that word in the first couplet. So, too, the second rhetorical question demands a previous referent because these questions clarify and lend continuity to the argument. Instead of utilizing the word the reader expects, the text departs from the usual parallel structure and repeats the word bāmôt (“high places”) used in v.3, thus giving to the term a specific connotation of idolatry. This feature lends support to the view that a double reference obtains in the use of this word in v.2. The rules governing parallelism are not, however, really broken by the writer; for bāmôt is a suitable word for use in parallelism with “transgression” because it occurs in apposition with “sin” (ḥaṭṭāʾt) in Hosea 10:8. Indeed, parallelism operates under the principle that the second colon does not simply repeat the thought of the first but actually sharpens it in some way. In this case, the second colon defines the nature of the transgression by false worship at the bāmôt.

      This dramatic departure from the strict literary norm has the effect of identifying Samaria and Jerusalem as the chief objects of God’s destructive activity described in v.3. Also, the close association between “high places” and “sin” in the mind of the prophet makes it clear that to him the incursion of non-Yahwistic religious practices is at the heart of the crisis in the house of Israel. Because of the influence of Canaanite religion, Israel is giving only lip service to Yahweh; and the ethical demands of the law, with their resultant benign effect on the social structure of the nation, are being disregarded. This sin is the one that leads to estrangement from God and will result in eventual captivity.

      Literally the Hebrew says, “Who is Jacob’s transgression?” The prophet personifies the cities of Samaria and Jerusalem, possibly because he wishes to depict them as harlots, as he does in the subsequent context, or because the Hebrew word mî (“who”) was used when the writer has persons in mind (cf. Notes).

      6–7 Samaria is to become a ruin, a place with vineyards planted on her sloping sides amid the stones of her ruined buildings. The expression “lay bare her foundations” (v.6) may echo the use of the word gālâ (“lay bare”) for uncovering one’s nakedness (Lev 20:11, 17–18, 20–21), a term used in the OT of prostitution (Eze 16:36; 23:18) and lewdness (2Sa 6:20; Hos 2:10). The imagery of the harlot appears in v.7, according to which the wages Samaria has received from the practice of prostitution will be burned. The prostitution referred to is idolatry, which the OT consistently regards as spiritual fornication (Ex 34:15; Jdg 2:17; Eze 23:30; et al.).

      The word translated “temple gifts” (ʾetnanneyhā, v.7) seems out of place in a sequence describing the destruction of idols and may reflect a Semitic root meaning “resemble”; hence it may refer to an image or idol (cf. Notes). But the same word in Hebrew also connotes payment to a harlot, and Micah uses it in that sense in the latter part of this verse. Here we may have another example of Micah’s use of the pun, by which in this case he deftly identifies the idolatry of Samaria as spiritual harlotry.

      The wealth that accrues to Samaria from her idolatry will be taken away from her to be used again for the wages of prostitution—i.e., the invading Assyrians will transfer the wealth of Samaria to their own temples, where it will again be used for idolatrous worship. Deuteronomy 23:17–18 prohibits religious prostitution and the use of prostitutes’ wages for gifts to the temple.

      NOTES

      2 The major difficulty inherent in the interpretation of the phrase [image: ] (ʿēd be, “witness against”) is that the burden of the prophecy is directed against Israel and Judah and not the nations (1:5–7; 3:12). It is difficult to see how the prophecy may be a witness against the nations when God proceeds to condemn his people alone. Aside from explanations that posit the influence of a redactor or that advocate transposition or deletion of verses, the difficulty is sometimes met by translating the preposition [image: ] (be) in a locative sense, i.e., “witness among.” For a full survey of the interpretation of the preposition, see J. T. Willis, “Some Suggestions on the Interpretation of Micah I 2,” VT 18 (1968): 372–79.

      It is suggested that the LXX so understands the expression ἔσται κύριος ἐν ὑμῖν εἰς μαρτύριον (estai kyrios en hymin eis martyrion, “the Lord will be among you for a witness”). The Greek phrase is used in the LXX, however, to translate the Hebrew expression in instances where it seems clearly to mean “witness against” (Jer 49:5); and Ignatius used the same Greek phrase to mean “witness against” (Willis, 376). That ʿēd be means “witness against” in many cases in the Hebrew is particularly clear from Deuteronomy 31:26 and Jeremiah 42:5, where the Hebrew word order is identical with that of Micah 1:2.

      The translation “witness among” would make the nations simply the sphere of God’s judgmental activity and would curtail any directly didactic element in it as far as the nations are concerned. Micah clearly asserts, however, that God’s devastation of Samaria and Jerusalem has a direct bearing on the destiny of the nations; for the destruction of these cities is part of a plan that involves the ultimate subjugation of the nations (4:11–13; 7:3–10).

      3 John Gray’s suggestion (The Legacy of Canaan: The Ras Shamra Texts and Their Relevance to the Old Testament [VTSup 5; Leiden: Brill, 1965], 189) that [image: ] (bāmôt, “high places”; GK 1195) in Deuteronomy 33:29 should be translated “backs,” in keeping with its meaning in Ugaritic, deserves consideration. Deuteronomy 33:29 would then indicate that Israel would tread on the backs of her enemies, and bāmôt would not in that case connote the heights of the enemy territory.

      5 The word [image: ] (pešaʿ, “transgression”; GK 7322), like many Hebrew words of theological significance, was used in a secular sense as well. (See its use of the rebellion of Israel in 1 Kings 12:19 and the rebellion of Moab in 2 Kings 3:7.) In an ethical sense it may connote rebellion against God. The word [image: ] (ḥaṭṭāʾt; GK 2633) comes from a root that means basically “to miss.” It is used of warriors adept at using the sling (Jdg 20:16). Ethically it pictures sin as failure to meet God’s standards. Both words cover the positive and negative aspects of sin.

      Samaria was built by Omri and his son Ahab (1Ki 16:24), a pair known for their sympathy with the Baal cult in the north. Jerusalem, the city chosen by God for his earthly dwelling place, was time and time again perverted with the worship of false gods.

      The suggestion that the reading [image: ] (bāmôt, “high places”) be retained because precise verbal parallelism is unnecessary to prophetic speech is supported by the fact that while “Israel” is the poetic complement to “Jacob” in line 1, the poetic complement to “Jacob” in line 3 is “Judah” in line 5.

      For a full discussion of the use of [image: ] (mî, “who”) when the writer had persons in mind, see GKC, par. 137.

      7 The Arabic root tnn means “to resemble” and hence may witness to a Semitic root meaning “image” (B. Halper, “The Root TNN,” AJSL 24 [1907–1908]: 366–69).

      Note that using earnings from prostitution as gifts to the temple is specifically prohibited in Deuteronomy 23:17–18.

      B. The Prophet’s Reaction to the Pronouncement of Judgment (1:8–9a)

      
        
          8Because of this I will weep and wail;

          I will go about barefoot and naked.

          I will howl like a jackal

          and moan like an owl.

          9For her wound is incurable;

          it has come to Judah.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      8–9 The prophet next laments the destruction of the great metropolis of Samaria by representing himself as wailing and going about unclothed as a sign of mourning (v.8; cf. 2Sa 15:30). The jackal and the owl were animals of the wilderness and are often found in judgment oracles according to which a city or civilized region was about to be desolated (Isa 13:21; 34:13; Jer 50:38). The judgment to come on Samaria is like an incurable wound, that is, it is irreversible (v.9). But in its malignant course it has come to Jerusalem as well. The motif of God’s judgment as producing an incurable wound is not rare in prophetic literature (Jer 8:22; 10:19; 30:12; 46:11; Na 3:19).

      C. The Prophet’s Warning and Summons to the People (1:9b–16)

      
        
          It has reached the very gate of my people,

          even to Jerusalem itself.

          10Tell it not in Gath;

          weep not at all.

          In Beth Ophrah

          roll in the dust.

          11Pass on in nakedness and shame,

          you who live in Shaphir.

          Those who live in Zaanan

          will not come out.

          Beth Ezel is in mourning;

          its protection is taken from you.

          12Those who live in Maroth writhe in pain,

          waiting for relief,

          because disaster has come from the LORD,

          even to the gate of Jerusalem.

          13You who live in Lachish,

          harness the team to the chariot.

          You were the beginning of sin

          to the Daughter of Zion,

          for the transgressions of Israel

          were found in you.

          14Therefore you will give parting gifts

          to Moresheth Gath.

          The town of Aczib will prove deceptive

          to the kings of Israel.

          15I will bring a conqueror against you

          who live in Mareshah.

          He who is the glory of Israel

          will come to Adullam.

          16Shave your heads in mourning

          for the children in whom you delight;

          make yourselves as bald as the vulture,

          for they will go from you into exile.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      10 Micah intensifies the prediction of Samaria’s desperate plight in a poem in which his masterly use of the pun is again evident. In historical retrospect, we can see that these cities are chosen because they are likely the ones subdued by the Assyrian king Sennacherib during his campaign in Palestine in 701 BC as he worked his way toward Jerusalem. They are located in the southern foothills (Shephelah) as one moves from the coast toward Jerusalem. The prophet employs wordplay between the names of the cities and their reactions in order to make his point (see notes in NIV text).

      The play on words begins in v.10 with Gath (gat), which is somewhat similar in sound to the Hebrew word “tell” (nāgad). The Hebrew of the second clause reads “do not weep at all.” It is tempting to read “do not weep in Acco” (NIV note), for the word “weep” in Hebrew is similar in formation to “in Acco”; but doing so requires assuming the dropping, or elision, of the ayin (ʿ). The dropping is speculative and the elision is unattested in this way. If “in Acco” is accepted, this line would be the only one in which two towns are introduced in such narrow compass; and the Hebrew makes good sense as it stands. Since these towns appear to be clustered in the Shephelah (Y. Aharoni, The Land of the Bible [Philadelphia: Westminster, 1967], 339), the inclusion of Acco would also be geographically anomalous.

      The phrase “Tell it not in Gath” is reflective of David’s lament at Saul’s death (2Sa 1:20). It warns the people not to weep lest the inhabitants of Gath, a Philistine city, learn of their impending destruction. In Beth Ophrah (“house of dust”) the inhabitants are to roll in the dust as a sign of mourning (Jos 7:6; Job 16:15; Isa 47:1).

      11–12 The people of Shaphir (“beautiful, fair, pleasant”) are to experience something quite the opposite of what the name of their town means; they will be reduced to shame and dishonor. Those who live in Zaanan (“come out”) will not be able to come out from their city.

      Beth Ezel (bêt hāʾēṣel) is unknown to us. The word ʾēṣel means “beside, contiguous to” (BDB, 69). It is difficult to be certain what Micah intends in this wordplay, but it is likely that we have a clue in ʿemdātô (“standing place”). We may paraphrase the name “Beth Ezel” as “nearby house.” Perhaps the town was in close proximity to Jerusalem. That its “standing place” is to be taken away may indicate that this town standing nearby will cease to exist. Thus a buffer (“standing place”) between Jerusalem and the invading armies will be removed. The wailing will signify the destruction of the town as its citizens mourn their fate. In the MT “Beth Ezel” is followed by the causative particle kî. The reason Beth Ezel will do so is “because” Maroth (“bitter”) will also endure God’s punishment (v.12). The causal particle is again used. All this will happen because God will punish his people, including Jerusalem.

      13–14 The inhabitants of Lachish (v.13) are to harness the team to the chariot. Assonance is achieved by pairing Lachish with rekeš (“steed”; “team,” NIV). The citizens of Lachish are to flee the coming destruction like steeds.

      The significance of Moresheth is difficult to determine. Its name is somewhat similar in sound to meʾōrāśâ (“betrothed”), and since “parting gifts” were given to brides as dowries (1Ki 9:16), it is possible that the designation is intended to convey that the town of Moresheth Gath is soon to be parted from Judah as a bride parts from her family.

      Aczib (“deception”) will prove to be a deception (ʾakzāb) to Judah. The word is used of a stream that has dried up (Jer 15:18), so this city will cease to exist.

      15–16 The name “Mareshah” (v.15) is somewhat similar to nominal forms based on the root yāraš (“to possess”). The wordplay is achieved by pairing this name with yōrēš (a participial form of yāraš), which occurs in the first part of the clause. The word yōrēš denotes a possessor or conqueror (Jer 8:10). Thus this town, whose name may have engendered associations with the word “conqueror,” will be conquered. The glory of Israel, that is, the people (cf. Hos 9:11–13), will be forced to flee as David did to Adullam. This thought continues in v.16, where the people are to mourn because of the depopulation of the country.

      This section (vv.10–16) begins with words that recall David’s lament at the death of Saul and ends with the name of the cave where David hid from Saul. These dark moments in David’s life form a gloomy backdrop to the description of the fall of the towns Micah speaks of. Though he is never directly mentioned, the figure of David appears hauntingly in the tapestry of destruction—not a David standing tall in triumph, but a David bowed down by humiliation. It is as though Micah sees in the fall of each town and the eventual captivity of the two kingdoms the dissolution of the Davidic monarchy. Like David’s glory, that of Israel will come to Adullam.

      NOTES

      10 Note the similarity of the consonantal sounds in [image: ] (ʾal-taggîdû, “Tell it not”) to [image: ] (gat, “Gath”).

      11 The name “Zaanan” is somewhat similar in sound to the word [image: ] (yāṣāʾ, “come out”).

      D. The Prophet’s Indictment of the Oppressing Classes (2:1–5)

      
        
          1Woe to those who plan iniquity,

          to those who plot evil on their beds!

          At morning’s light they carry it out

          because it is in their power to do it.

          2They covet fields and seize them,

          and houses, and take them.

          They defraud a man of his home,

          a fellowman of his inheritance.

        

        3Therefore, the LORD says:

        
          “I am planning disaster against this people,

          from which you cannot save yourselves.

          You will no longer walk proudly,

          for it will be a time of calamity.

          4In that day men will ridicule you;

          they will taunt you with this mournful song:

          ‘We are utterly ruined;

          my people’s possession is divided up.

          He takes it from me!

          He assigns our fields to traitors.’”

          5Therefore you will have no one in the assembly of the LORD

          to divide the land by lot.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–2 The oracle continues with a denunciation of the corrupt practices of the affluent and influential classes, whose hold on the structure of society was so strong in Micah’s day. The oracle as a whole (1:2–2:13) reflects a distinct pattern. There is the summons to hear (1:2)—an element in each of the oracles—the announcement of doom (1:3–7), the prophet’s reaction to the announcement (1:8–9), the warning summons (1:10–16), and the basis for the judgment culminating in the statement of hope (2:1–13). Generically, this type of oracle is called a “woe oracle” and develops from the laments connected to funerals. However, in the prophetic use there is no true mourning. It is a way of saying that the addressee is “as good as dead.”

      It is in 2:1–5 that the prophet establishes the basis for the national crisis and the future collapse of the nation. It is not the imperialism of Assyria or the fortunes of blind destiny that are bringing the house of Israel to this critical stage. It is her disobedience to her God. The prophets frequently recalled the terms of the Mosaic covenant, which promised blessing for the people should they respond ethically to the terms of the covenant and cursing if they should not (Dt 27–28). The covenant demanded that God’s people show social concern (Ex 22:26; 23:4–9). Failure to do so would not only weaken the nation by affecting the social fabric but also, and even more importantly, would seriously affect the nation’s relationship to God. It would mean that the people had taken themselves away from the ground of the covenant that was the vehicle for national blessing.

      The events of the eighth century produced two main classes of people: a burgeoning affluent group and a poor class that suffered at the hands of the rich. Micah turns to the powerful ruling classes and vividly pictures the intensity with which they seek to defraud the poor and become richer at the expense of the less fortunate. He pictures them as lying awake at night devising (ḥāšab) their plans (v.1). At first light of day, they proceed to put their schemes into action. They can do so because “it is in their power.” They control the structures of society and have a free hand to perpetrate their deeds with impunity (cf. 7:3). They covet the houses and lands of those who cannot adequately defend themselves in this oppressive society (v.2). The story of Naboth and Ahab (1Ki 21) provides a good historical example of this type of sin.

      3 Micah refers to the nation as a “people” (mišpāḥâ; “family,” KJV, RSV). Amos (Am 3:1) used the same expression to refer to the whole nation (Israel and Judah). Verse 3 begins with the word “therefore” (lākēn), thus establishing the preceding catalog of wrongs as the basis for the disaster that Micah predicts in this verse. He pictures the disaster as a burden from which the people will be unable “to remove their necks” (lit. trans.). The Hebrew word (mûš) that Micah uses here means “to remove” (“save,” NIV). He has seen the captivity as certain (1:9), and they will not be able to avoid it. The prospect of the captivity is like a galling yoke or a heavy burden from which they cannot remove their necks. Because of the national humiliation, they will be unable to hold their heads high among the nations.

      4 This verse contains a lament song that is characteristic of the way the people will mourn the desolation of the land. Their punishment will be tit for tat. They stole the land of others, now their land will be taken from them.

      The clauses that precede the lament are governed by verbs in the impersonal third person singular. The first verbal clause (yiśśāʾʿalêkem māšāl) may be translated “one will take up a māšāl” (“lament song, proverbial song”) or “a māšāl will be taken up” (“men will ridicule you,” NIV). The preposition ʿal may be understood in the sense of “concerning,” and the whole phrase may be taken as introducing the lament song recorded in this verse. Because it is entirely in the first person, the lament song is clearly uttered by the house of Israel and not by someone else.

      The word māšāl is used of figurative prophetic accounts (e.g., Isa 14:4). In general, however, it is a “descriptive saying,” “byword,” or “proverb” that has popular appeal or significance.

      The second clause (“they will taunt you with this mournful song”) is a remarkable example of alliteration in the Hebrew (wenāhâ nehî nihyâ). Again the verb (nāhâ) is in the impersonal third person singular and can hardly refer to an enemy of Israel, for it means “to lament.” Literally the clause reads, “one will lament with great lamentation.” Then follows a third verb (ʾāmar, “saying”; untranslated in NIV) in the impersonal third person.

      The lamentation concerns the fact that the land allotted (ḥēleq) to the people has changed hands (mûr). The land that was Israel’s exclusive possession has become the property of her enemies, as is amplified in the next phrase where God is pictured as reassigning the land. The land is to be assigned to “traitors” or, better, “to a rebel.” The singular substantive šôbeb may be a collective for the people of the enemy who will occupy the land, or it may refer to the Assyrian king himself. At any rate, Micah describes the enemy as a rebel—a description not out of keeping with Micah’s view of the nations in their relationship to God; for Micah later describes them as “nations that have not obeyed” (5:15), thus imputing to them a rebellious nature.

      5 As a result of the calamity, there will be “none to cast the line by lot in the assembly of the LORD” (RSV). This reference brings to mind the method by which Joshua apportioned the land to the tribes (Jos 14:1–5). The word “assembly” (qāhāl) may mean a “multitude” in general; but when used with an adjunctive word (in this case “LORD”), the phrase containing it takes on distinct limitations. It connotes the assembly of people that is distinctly the Lord’s, i.e., the covenantal community (Dt 23). Because of their blatant disregard for the obligations of the covenant, the oppressors have removed themselves from any inheritance in the congregation. The prophet is saying that the corrupt people of his day will have no further participation in the covenantal community.

      NOTES

      4 For a discussion of the impersonal third person, see A. B. Davidson, Hebrew Syntax (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1901), 153–55.

      Many scholars understand the preposition [image: ] (ʿal) to mean “against” in the expression [image: ] (yiśśāʾʿalêkem māšāl, “take up a proverb”) and hence see the phrase as indicating that Israel is to be taunted by others in her misfortune. This interpretation presents some difficulty in that the two other verbs in this sequence of three cannot refer to Israel’s enemies; for one verb means “to lament” ([image: ], nāhâ), and the other, “to speak” ([image: ], ʾāmar), introduces the lament that is spoken in the first person. The preposition ʿal need not mean “against” here any more than it does in Ezekiel 18:2, where it occurs with māšāl (GK 5442) in the sense of “concerning.” It was the Hebrews themselves who uttered the māšāl concerning their own land in Ezekiel 18:2; and the use of this expression in Micah 2:4 may indicate that the proverbial saying will be current among the house of Israel after the captivity has become a reality. Those who understand māšāl to mean “a taunt song” must regard it as uttered by someone other than an Israelite. Allen, 285, understands it as taken up on behalf of Israel, while Mays, 65, sees it as a dirge sung by “professional mourners.” Māšāl is understood too narrowly when translated “taunt song.” As Mays, 65, observes, “Māšāl is a term applied to the broadest variety of sayings and songs.”

      The last word of the phrase [image: ] (wenāhâ nehî nihyâ) has been understood by some as a Niphal form of [image: ] (hāyâ, “it is all over”; KD). Others see it as dittography. The Dead Sea Scrolls, however, witness to the meaning “lamentation” (J. Carmignac, “Précisions apportées au vocabulaire de l’Hébreu biblique par la guerre des fils de lumière contre les fils de ténèbres,” VT 5 [1955]: 351). It seems best to translate the phrase thus: “They shall lament with great lamentation.”

      The translation of [image: ] (šôbēb; GK 8745) as “captors” (RSV) is attractive in view of the Hebrew root [image: ] (šbh, “take captive”). The same root (šby) is attested in Ugaritic (UT 68:29–30). This translation requires a textual emendation that has, however, little supportive evidence. The MT’s form of the word requires that it be derived from [image: ] (šûb, “turn back”). In its feminine form the word is used of a faithless or rebellious daughter (Jer 31:22; 49:4). The connotation “rebellious” for the Assyrian king will not be inappropriate (see comments above).

      E. The True Prophet versus the False Prophets (2:6–11)

      
        
          6“Do not prophesy,” their prophets say.

          “Do not prophesy about these things;

          disgrace will not overtake us.”

          7Should it be said, O house of Jacob:

          “Is the Spirit of the LORD angry?

          Does he do such things?”

          “Do not my words do good

          to him whose ways are upright?

          8Lately my people have risen up

          like an enemy.

          You strip off the rich robe

          from those who pass by without a care,

          like men returning from battle.

          9You drive the women of my people

          from their pleasant homes.

          You take away my blessing

          from their children forever.

          10Get up, go away!

          For this is not your resting place,

          because it is defiled,

          it is ruined, beyond all remedy.

          11If a liar and deceiver comes and says,

          ‘I will prophesy for you plenty of wine and beer,’

          he would be just the prophet for this people!”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      6 Micah quotes the false prophets of his day. “Do not prophesy,” they say. The word translated “prophesy” (nāṭap; GK 5752) means primarily “to drip,” a figure for words issuing from the lips. Though used of ordinary speech (Job 29:22), it predominantly describes prophetic speech (cf. Am 7:16). The prohibition against prophesying is immediately followed by another form of nāṭap (“they prophesy”; “their prophets say,” NIV), indicating that the injunction to discontinue prophesying is in itself uttered by prophets—evidently the false, self-serving prophets of Micah’s time. In the MT the command is in the plural, thus including along with Micah those who share his convictions.

      The somewhat desultory character of v.6 reflects the emotion of the moment and creates a difficult problem for the interpreter. The first of the two negative clauses following the initial prohibition is governed by the Hebrew negative lō ʾ and seems logically to carry through the prohibition: “They must [will] not prophesy about these things.” The change of persons from second to third is not uncommon in the OT and occurs in the prophecy of Micah (1:2). The third clause is also governed by lō ʾ but cannot be a clause expressing command. It seems best to understand it as a clause connoting result: “disgrace will not leave us.” The word translated “leave” is the Hebrew sûg, which never means “to overtake” but always “to leave” (but cf. BDB, 690–91). Thus the prophets who oppose Micah appear to be saying: “Do not prophesy. They must not prophesy of these things; for as long as they do, disgrace will not leave us.”

      The true prophets are apparently considered troublemakers whose powerful sermons disgrace the privileged classes and embarrass the false prophets. As long as their prophetic protest continues, so will continue the humiliation these corrupt leaders feel—thus the prohibition “Do not prophesy.” This interpretation gains support from the subsequent verses.

      7 Micah asks, “Should it be said, O house of Jacob?” (referring to the preceding statement of v.6). The sense of v.7 indicates that one should not blame the continuing disgrace on the prophetic pronouncements of Micah. The subsequent questions—“Is the Spirit of the LORD angry? Does he do such things?”—imply that it is not the nature of God only to punish or reproach, for the prophet continues, “my words [i.e., the words of the Lord through the prophet] do good to him whose ways are upright.” If the ungodly people of his day would live according to the covenantal standards of the Lord, Micah’s words will have a benign effect on their lives as well as on the life of the nation; and the reproach and disgrace they feel as he prophesies to them will become a means of blessing.

      8 But the people are not living according to the standards of the Lord, for Micah says, “Lately my people have risen up like an enemy.” This statement does not indicate against whom the people have risen up, but the subsequent context shows that their hostile acts are directed against the less fortunate. By their blatant disregard for the social concern demanded by the covenant, however, they are really rebelling against the Lord and evoking his anger (Ex 22:21–24; Dt 21:19; Mt 25:31–46).

      The acts of unbelievable hostility Micah cites describe the ways in which the poor are treated like an enemy. The people forcibly strip off the outer garments of those who unsuspectingly pass by. Perhaps the reference is to debtors whose garments are confiscated in lieu of payment (Ex 22:26; Am 2:8; but cf. Notes). The word “strip” (pāšaṭ) frequently has the sense of a “raid” that a marauding party makes against an enemy (Jdg 9:33; 1Sa 23:27), and it is used also of stripping for spoil (Hos 7:1). This word, with its military connotations, seems to be deliberately chosen by Micah to illustrate how the poor are treated like enemies. In 3:5 Micah uses a similar motif as he pictures the avaricious prophets declaring war against those who cannot pay them.

      The poor who are treated so cruelly are described as being averse (šûb) to war (cf. Ps 120:7). The peaceful and unsuspecting are suddenly bereft of some necessity of life by those who care nothing for their victims’ security or comfort.

      9–10 The money-hungry people even treat the women cruelly. That only women are mentioned implies that they are probably widows forced from their homes (cf. 2Ki 4:1–7). The children, too, are affected, for the Lord’s blessing (hādār; GK 2077) is taken from them forever. The word hādār when used of God refers specifically to his glory or majesty. In Psalm 90:16 where the writer asks God to work in behalf of the people, hādār occurs in parallel with God’s acts. In Psalm 149:9 the glory of God’s faithful ones is the work of God in their behalf.

      Because of the sin of the leaders of Micah’s day, a whole generation will never see the glorious works of God but will live out their days in a strange land. Micah emphasizes this warning as the intensity of his language rises to a sharp command (v.10). The people are to be banished because the land has been irrevocably defiled. This statement echoes the pronouncement of doom spoken in this first oracle (1:2–7). Here, however, the desolation of the land is a result of sin primarily against the regulations of the covenant and not the sin of idolatry that was so central to that earlier denunciatory message. The prophet intertwines in this oracle the two basic manifestations of Israel’s internal sickness: her idolatry, which has turned her from the purity of historic Yahwism to the worship of pagan deities, and her violation of the covenantal stipulations.

      11 The people of this time have an intense desire for the fruits of their affluent society, expressed in the terms “wine” and “beer.” So if someone were to preach to them of greater affluence and prosperity, they will listen to him; and he will readily find acceptance among them. The implication is that Micah’s message of doom is unacceptable to those who are basking in the affluence of the eighth century.

      NOTES

      8 In each of its occurrences outside Micah (Isa 44:26; 58:12; 61:4), [image: ] (yeqômēm, “rise up”; GK 7756) has the causative sense of the Polel and means “to set up.” Several commentators have followed the lead of Ewald in translating the clause as “they” (i.e., the oppressors) have “set up” or “treated” my people as an enemy (cited in KD). That the verb is in the singular, however, presents a major difficulty. The verb may be regarded simply as an intensive conjugation of the [image: ]”[image: ] verb and need not have any causative connotation of the Polel. The translation “rise up” is acceptable grammatically (cf. GKC, par. 55c). Allen (292–93, n.46) emends the text to read [image: ] . . . [image: ] (weʾattem leʿammî . . . qāmîm, “you attack my people”). The emendation is adopted because [image: ] (ʿammî, “my people”) is the object of oppression in v.9, and the subsequent verbs have a second plural subject. However, ʿammî is used flexibly by Micah to refer to the oppressed classes (3:3) as well as the nation as a whole (1:9; 2:4; 3:5; 6:3, 5). The abrupt change of persons is typical of Micah’s style (1:2; 2:3, 12; 3:9–10; cf. v.11 et al.). Particularly notable in this regard is 2:4, where the person changes from the first plural to third singular to first singular in the scope of three consecutive clauses. There is no versional evidence for the suggested emendation. Micah could easily have referred to the oppressors in his society as “my people,” for the same term is used in 6:3, where he appeals to the rebellious to return to God.

      The precise meaning of Micah’s words in the second line of v.8 is difficult to understand. [image: ](mimmûl śalmâ ʾeder tapšiṭûn) is literally, “from the front of the garment you strip off the mantle [or ‘glory’].” The word ʾeder (GK 159) is unattested elsewhere in the OT as “mantle”; but it may be related to the feminine [image: ] (ʾadderet), which has that meaning. Since Micah is describing the manner in which the people are being treated like enemies, it is possible that he imagines the oppressors brazenly standing before the less fortunate and spoiling them of their outer garments. There may be a wordplay in the use of ʾeder signifying that as the garments (ʾeder) are taken from the poor, they are also being stripped of their honor (ʾeder) because of the indignity they are forced to endure. The last line of the indictment (v.9) also speaks of the loss of honor or dignity: “You take away my blessing from their children forever.” For a consideration of the options in the interpretation of this passage, see Allen, 296–97.

      11 A typical Hebrew play on words is evident in Micah’s use of [image: ] (šeqer, “lie”) and [image: ] (šēkār, “beer”).

      F. The Prophet’s Statement of Hope (2:12–13)

      
        
          12“I will surely gather all of you, O Jacob;

          I will surely bring together the remnant of Israel.

          I will bring them together like sheep in a pen,

          like a flock in its pasture;

          the place will throng with people.

          13One who breaks open the way will go up before them;

          they will break through the gate and go out.

          Their king will pass through before them,

          the LORD at their head.”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      12–13 The prophet turns abruptly to the statement of hope that ends the first oracle. In it he announces Israel’s future restoration (v.12). The abruptness of the transition serves to place his message of hope in stark contrast to the message of the hypothetical preacher of v.11, who has falsely preached of continuing bright prospects for Israel. Micah’s hope is not centered in his generation but in a remnant that will be led by their king from captivity to deliverance.

      If studied in isolation from the total context of the prophecy, the passage may be understood simply as a prediction of the return from captivity. But this explanation is inadequate in view of the broader background of Micah’s concept of the future. Micah envisions a kingdom of eternal duration with Yahweh as King (4:7). The Deliverer-King of 5:2–4 seems to be identical with the king of the present passage (v.13); he plays an important role in the restoration of God’s people (2:13; cf. 5:3). In both passages the motif of the “flock” is prominent (2:12; cf. 5:4). The fulfillment of the great prophecy in 5:2–4 requires a ruler whose birthplace is Bethlehem and who will extend his influence to the ends of the earth and bring security to God’s people. Micah’s perspective of hope extends beyond a mere restoration from captivity to the messianic kingdom. It is then that Israel’s hope will be finally and consummately realized.

      Micah uses vivid pictorial language to depict the restoration of the remnant. He likens them to a flock of sheep penned up in an enclosure (v.12). In the next clause the figurative depiction of sheep gives way to the picture of a vast throng of people. The word translated “throng” (tehîmenâ) means “to murmur” (the root hûm being onomatopoetic). It depicts the murmuring of the members of a community (Ru 1:19) and the resonating sound of the earth echoing to the noise of a loud shout (1Sa 4:5; 1Ki 1:45).

      The subject of tehîmenâ is difficult to determine. One is tempted to regard ṣō ʾn (“sheep”) as the subject because it is feminine, but the parallel word ʿēder (“flock”) is masculine. It is true that rules of agreement are not precise in Hebrew, but we would do well to look for another possibility. Although Micah depicts the remnant as a flock, which is feminine in Hebrew, he uses a masculine suffix to refer to the remnant in line 2. This use of the masculine makes it somewhat difficult to construe the remnant as the subject of the verb “murmur” since the verb is feminine. More likely the subject is to be found in the two feminine nouns ṣārâ (“pen”) and dōber (“pasture”). If so, he may have used personification to picture the fenced pasturelands as murmuring, or perhaps the word is used as it is in 1 Samuel 4:5 and 1 Kings 1:45 to depict the pastureland as echoing the sound of the vast multitude.

      We might expect Micah to sustain the metaphor by using another word for sheep when he speaks of the cacophony of sound that emanates from the enclosure, but he does not; he depicts them as people. Literally, he says that the pasture murmurs “because of [min, ‘from’] the men” (“with people” [NIV], i.e., because of the multitude of people). The prophet is not concerned with absolute precision in his use of figures of speech. Throughout his extended use of metaphorical language and his complex applications of gender, he does not lose sight of the fact that he is describing the destiny of people.

      Suddenly a figure, called “the Breaker” (happōrēṣ, “one who breaks open the way” [NIV]), appears in the narrative with no introduction (v.13). He is described as going up before the multitude. Where can they go? After all, they are confined. But their confinement is why his activity is described as “breaking.” Led by the Breaker, the people burst through the gate of the enclosure to form a procession with their King at their head.

      Micah envisions a time when the kingdom of God will burst forth into sudden reality and God’s people will be manifested. Micah’s theology of the kingdom is thus similar to that of Christ’s, who in the parable of the wheat and the weeds (Mt 13:24–30) affirms that the true people of God will be manifested and gathered to him at the time of the harvest (v.30), an evident reference to the eschaton. Micah affirms that the strictures that now prevent the visible realization of the power and glory of God’s kingdom and that blur the identity of God’s people in the world will be shattered and the Breaker will lead his people to glory.

      The Breaker will “go up before them.” Then, according to the clausal structure, the multitude will burst through the gate. The Breaker must be one of the throng, because he goes before them to lead them out. His work is not done from outside the enclosure. Together they go forward with their King before them. The parallelism of the last clause establishes a close relationship between the work of the Breaker and the King of 5:2–4. Both arise from the people (5:2) and bring deliverance to the people (5:4); the people they lead are likened to a flock (5:4); and both are intimately associated with Yahweh (5:4). We may thus understand the Breaker to be Israel’s King.

      The last line of v.13 establishes a close connection between the Lord and the King. It is the Lord whose strength and power are manifested in the reign of the King. The King in v.13 reflects the strength and majesty of the Lord, as does the figure of 5:4. The remnant will receive its final glory and vindication only through the Messiah. He will arise from his people and lead them into the security of God’s kingdom. This passage anticipates a later passage (4:7) in which Micah envisions the remnant as a “strong nation” over which Yahweh reigns.

      NOTES

      12 [image: ] (boṣrâ) need not be understood to mean “Bozrah,” the Edomite city (so KD). The Hebrew root bṣr means “to make inaccessible” (BDB, 130–31). [image: ] (biṣārôn, “stronghold”) comes from this root, as does [image: ] (mibṣār, “fortification”). While the meaning “pen” or “enclosure” is not attested for boṣrâ, its parallelism with [image: ] (dōber, “pasture”) supports an affinity with bṣr.

      13 The MT clearly identifies [image: ] (happōreṣ, “the Breaker”) as one who arises from the people. It literally reads, “The Breaker will go up before them; they will break through and pass on.” The people do not break through until the Breaker, who goes before them, has broken through. The people break out of the enclosure as they follow the one who makes the breach.

    
  
    
      III. THE SECOND ORACLE: THE PROPHET’S INDICTMENT OF THE LEADERS OF THE HOUSE OF ISRAEL AND ISRAEL’S FUTURE HOPE (3:1–5:15)

      A. The Prophet’s Indictment of the Rulers of Israel (3:1–4)

      
        1Then I said,

        
          “Listen, you leaders of Jacob,

          you rulers of the house of Israel.

          Should you not know justice,

          2you who hate good and love evil;

          who tear the skin from my people

          and the flesh from their bones;

          3who eat my people’s flesh,

          strip off their skin

          and break their bones in pieces;

          who chop them up like meat for the pan,

          like flesh for the pot?”

          4Then they will cry out to the LORD,

          but he will not answer them.

          At that time he will hide his face from them

          because of the evil they have done.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 The second oracle begins, like the first, with a summons to hear the prophet’s message. The summons is directed in this instance to the rulers of Judah and Israel. Micah begins this oracle with a devastating question: “Should you not know justice?” If any should know the meaning of justice, it is those who have the awesome responsibility of leadership. Here “justice” is used in the sense of fairness and equity in governmental administration.

      2–3 The leaders mentioned in v.1 have everything upside down. They should “seek good, not evil” (Am 5:14), but instead they hate good and love evil.

      The language of the prophet becomes vividly emotive as he describes the harsh treatment directed against the poor. He pictures the civil leaders as treating the exploited classes like animals being butchered and prepared for eating. The skin (ʿôr, a word frequently used for the hide of animals) is torn from them and their flesh butchered.

      4 Because they have so treated the poor, these merciless authorities will not be heard when they cry to the Lord. Those who violate the stipulations of God’s covenant cannot expect him to maintain the blessings of the covenant. It is disobedience that takes the people from the ground of the covenant and mars their relationship to God (cf. Ps 18:41; Pr 1:28; cf. note at 6:8).

      NOTE

      1 The words “Then I said” (wāʾōmar) remind us that Micah is being used by God to bring his judgment against the people. It also indicates that what follows in ch. 3 is a continuation of what came before, and indeed we find the same hard-hitting judgment brought against powerful oppressors that we saw in the earlier chapters.

      B. The Prophet’s Indictment of the Religious Leaders of Israel (3:5–8)

      
        5This is what the LORD says:

        
          “As for the prophets

          who lead my people astray,

          if one feeds them,

          they proclaim ‘peace’;

          if he does not,

          they prepare to wage war against him.

          6Therefore night will come over you, without visions,

          and darkness, without divination.

          The sun will set for the prophets,

          and the day will go dark for them.

          7The seers will be ashamed

          and the diviners disgraced.

          They will cover their faces

          because there is no answer from God.”

          8But as for me, I am filled with power,

          with the Spirit of the LORD,

          and with justice and might,

          to declare to Jacob his transgression,

          to Israel his sin.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      5 Micah addresses another group of leaders in Israel, the false prophets of the time. The Hebrew of v.5 is crisp and powerful: (lit.) “Who bite with their teeth and cry ‘Peace!’” The word “bite” (nāšak; GK 5966) is always used in the OT for the bite of a serpent—except where the root reflects the secondary connotation of paying interest on loaned money. Its primary use of the serpent’s bite has led some to interpret the phrase as describing the harm inflicted on the people by the lying prophets—prophets whose false message of peace is as harmful as a serpent’s bite.

      The evident antitheses in this verse seem, however, to warrant a different interpretation (e.g., NIV). The Hebrew says, literally, “Who bite with their teeth and cry ‘Peace’; and if one does not put something into their mouths, they declare war against him.” In this structure “bite” is paralleled by “not put into their mouths,” and “peace” by “war.” The parallelism thus determines that the word “bite” (nāšak) has to do with the action of putting something into the mouth. While nāšak is never used for “eating” in the OT, there is no reason why Micah cannot have used this forceful figure to express the voracity with which these greedy prophets accept the bribes given to them for the performance of their prophetic activity. The rudeness of the figure is appropriate to the language of the context (vv.2–3). The two connotations of nāšak—namely, “bite” and “exact, pay interest”—may be reflected here as a kind of pun.

      The professional prophets continually cry “peace.” They predict a bright future for Israel, while Micah predicts doom (cf. 1Ti 4:3).

      6–7 The end will come for these religious hucksters (v.6). They sin with the gift of prophecy, so that gift will now be removed from them. There will be no visions and no divination, only darkness. No answers will be forthcoming from God.

      While they then bask in the sunlight of power and affluence, the sun will go down on their prophesying and the resultant night will be devoid of vision or divination. It will be a time in which false predictions of peace (v.5) will be discredited by the reality of the captivity. These prophets will “cover their faces” (lit., “cover the beard”), an expression connoting deep mourning (v.7; cf. Lev 13:45; Eze 24:17, 22).

      8 A strong adversative (weʾûlām, “But”; “But as for me,” NIV) introduces the affirmation in which Micah contrasts his prophetic activity with that of the false prophets. He asserts that he is filled with power “with [the help of] the Spirit.” The implication is that the false prophets are not empowered by the Spirit but, as the preceding context has shown, are motivated by greed.

      The word “justice” (mišpāṭ; GK 5477) is used frequently in the OT prophetic books in the sense of true religion—i.e., the crystallization of the ethic of the law (cf. Notes). Because Micah is not violating the covenantal standards, he stands in sharp contrast to the religious leaders who participate in and encourage the social exploitation of their time.

      The word “might” is from the root gābar, from which the word geber (“man”) derives. Here appears the feminine form gebûrâ, a word connoting “might,” “valor,” or “manly courage.” Because Micah is guiltless of his compatriots’ crimes against their fellowmen, he can stand before his adversaries with the power of moral courage and a clear conscience. Thus he can fearlessly cry out against the sin of the house of Israel.

      NOTES

      8 The Hebrew particle [image: ] (ʾet) in the expression [image: ] [image: ] (ʾet-rûaḥ yhwh, “the Spirit of the LORD”) may refer to the concept of assistance or direct agency (cf. Ge 4:1; Jdg 8:7; Est 9:29; Job 26:4; R. J. Williams, Hebrew Syntax: An Outline [Toronto: Univ. of Toronto Press, 1967], 61).

      The word [image: ] (mišpāṭ, “justice”; GK 5477) covers a wide range of meanings. It is used in legal contexts in the sense of “law” or “regulation” (Ex 24:3; Lev 5:10) and of the process of litigation (Nu 27:5; 35:12). The word also means “manner” or “custom,” a connotation that may have derived from its use in legal contexts for a legal requirement (it occurs with this meaning in Ge 40:13; 1Ki 18:28). Frequently the word has a distinctly religious and ethical usage that is never entirely divorced from the Mosaic law. The prophets, in particular, use it in this sense. The law required the expression of concern for others (Ex 23:4–5; Dt 24:17–22). To the prophets mišpāṭ was the fulfillment of God’s will as expressed in the law and hence had definite ethical significance. Jeremiah defined mišpāṭ as caring for the needy (Jer 5:28; 7:5), and Isaiah gave a classic definition of the term in Isaiah 1:17. James defined true religion in the traditional prophetic sense (Jas 1:26–27).

      C. The Result of the Leaders’ Corruption on the Nation (3:9–12)

      
        
          9Hear this, you leaders of the house of Jacob,

          you rulers of the house of Israel,

          who despise justice

          and distort all that is right;

          10who build Zion with bloodshed,

          and Jerusalem with wickedness.

          11Her leaders judge for a bribe,

          her priests teach for a price,

          and her prophets tell fortunes for money.

          Yet they lean upon the LORD and say,

          “Is not the LORD among us?

          No disaster will come upon us.”

          12Therefore because of you,

          Zion will be plowed like a field,

          Jerusalem will become a heap of rubble,

          the temple hill a mound overgrown with thickets.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      9 The address to the leaders of the house of Jacob continues with a biting portrayal of their sins (vv.9–12). Micah accuses them of despising justice (v.9). The Hebrew word tāʿab (“despise”) is a strong one that means utter abhorrence of something. It is used of the disgust for Job that he saw in his detractors (Job 30:10) and of the psalmist’s disgust for lying (Ps 119:163). Amos used it in a way similar to Micah (Am 5:10).

      10–11 As the leaders discharge their duties, they do so with bloodshed and greed (v.10), motivated by their desire for personal gain. Characterized by avarice and violence, their whole system of government inevitably is leading to corruption.

      These leaders maintain a form of external religion based to some extent on the covenantal relationship. “Is not the LORD among us?” they ask (v.11). But they have lost sight of the ethical requirements of the covenant and, maintaining a mere shell of true worship of Yahweh, feel that their historical relationship to the Lord will prevent the onslaught of misfortune. Yet a clear body of prophetic tradition precedes this time and makes clear that God desires obedience, not allegiance to externals (1Sa 15:22; Ps 51:17). This optimistic but unfounded trust in Yahweh displayed by the leaders is described as “leaning on the LORD” (cf. v.11). It is a kind of trust, but one devoid of the fruits of real faith in obedience and ethical response to God (cf. Ro 6:1–4; Gal 5:16–26; Jas 2:18–26).

      12 Because of the actions of the corrupt religious and civil leaders, the predicted doom will become a reality. The prediction begins with “therefore” (lākēn), establishing, as Micah has already done, that the cause of the captivity is the disobedience of the people.

      One wonders whether the words of Micah were ever in the minds of these leaders as they walked the bustling streets of Jerusalem and passed Solomon’s magnificent temple: “Because of you, Zion will be plowed like a field.” What a telling illustration of the corporate effect of individual disobedience!

      While the name “Zion” originally referred to the Jebusite stronghold captured by David (2Sa 5:7), which in Solomon’s time was distinct from the site where the temple was actually built (1Ki 8:1), it became a synonym for the city of Jerusalem in the prophetic and poetic literature (Ps 149:2; Isa 4:3; 40:9; Am 6:1). That this later usage is its sense here in Micah 3:12 is clear, both from its forming a poetic complement to Jerusalem in the parallel structure and from its use in Jeremiah 26:18, where Jeremiah quoted Micah’s words as analogous to his prediction of the destruction of Jerusalem (cf. Jer 26:11–12).

      But like Jeremiah, Micah also includes the destruction of the temple in his prophecy. He pictures a wooded height, starkly bare. The temple, the visible sign of God’s presence, is to be destroyed. As it did for their forefathers at Shiloh (1Sa 4:3–11), the symbol of the people’s empty religion will perish.

      D. The Future Exaltation of Zion (4:1–8)

      OVERVIEW

      The chapter division should not obscure the fact that Micah continues to speak of Jerusalem. However, there is an abrupt mood change from gloom to sublime hope as Micah portrays the future glory of the city. The temple mount, soon to become a shrub-grown hill (3:12), will be exalted in the latter days; and the city of Jerusalem will become the center of God’s gracious activity to the peoples of the earth.

      This oracle forms the basis of a similar expression of hope in the prophecy of Isaiah (Isa 2:1–4), where it occurs with some variations. It is difficult to determine its origin. While it is possible that it was an independent oracle used by both Micah and Isaiah, it seems likely that Micah is the original author. It is an integral part of his entire prophecy and follows logically from the preceding description of Jerusalem’s doom. That the oracle is longer in the prophecy of Micah than in Isaiah may indicate that Isaiah has adapted it for his own purposes. The superscription to the oracle in Isaiah (Isa 2:1) may simply indicate that Isaiah is conscious of the controlling influence of the Holy Spirit in using the prophecy.

      
        1In the last days

        
          the mountain of the LORD’s temple will be established

          as chief among the mountains;

          it will be raised above the hills,

          and peoples will stream to it.

          2Many nations will come and say,

          “Come, let us go up to the mountain of the LORD,

          to the house of the God of Jacob.

          He will teach us his ways,

          so that we may walk in his paths.”

          The law will go out from Zion,

          the word of the LORD from Jerusalem.

          3He will judge between many peoples

          and will settle disputes for strong nations far and wide.

          They will beat their swords into plowshares

          and their spears into pruning hooks.

          Nation will not take up sword against nation,

          nor will they train for war anymore.

          4Every man will sit under his own vine

          and under his own fig tree,

          and no one will make them afraid,

          for the LORD Almighty has spoken.

          5All the nations may walk

          in the name of their gods;

          we will walk in the name of the LORD

          our God for ever and ever.

        

        6“In that day,” declares the LORD,

        
          “I will gather the lame;

          I will assemble the exiles

          and those I have brought to grief.

          7I will make the lame a remnant,

          those driven away a strong nation.

          The LORD will rule over them in Mount Zion

          from that day and forever.

          8As for you, O watchtower of the flock,

          O stronghold of the Daughter of Zion,

          the former dominion will be restored to you;

          kingship will come to the Daughter of Jerusalem.”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 While in the near future Zion will be made desolate (3:12), that will not be the end of the story. Zion will be great again. Its greatness has nothing to do with its present physical features (it is, after all, a relatively small mountain), but rather with God’s choice of it as his place of earthly dwelling. When Zion is so exalted, it will be like a magnet for the nations. There will be a constant flow of people going to Jerusalem in order to learn God’s law.

      When will these things happen? “In the last days” (beʾaḥarît hayyāmîm) always denotes a period of time that, from the writer’s perspective, is in the indefinite future. Indeed, the prophecy began to be fulfilled with the rebuilding of the second temple. Nevertheless, complete fulfillment awaits the ushering of the kingdom of God in its fullness (Rev 21–22).

      2 The object of the people’s attraction to Jerusalem is to be their desire for God’s word, which emanates from the city. Micah sees a change in the hearts of all peoples at this time, when the law of the Lord will be received universally rather than by Israel and Judah alone.

      3 The result of God’s rule in this time will be that the nations of the world will experience peace. While the people of God, who are the church, have experienced peace in their hearts, it is difficult to limit this prediction only to Christians. The prophecy is national and even universal in scope and looks forward to a time when the nations will come so fully under the kindly influence of God’s Word that war will be no more.

      There can be no war when it is Yahweh himself who arbitrates disputes among the nations and whose authority determines the resolutions to their problems. So weapons of war will be fashioned into agricultural implements. The pastoral motif reflects the peace Micah sees as the ruling element of the messianic kingdom, a concept used also by other prophets to symbolize the tranquility of that time (Isa 11:6–10; Hos 2:15[17]; Am 9:13–15). The close identification between the Lord and the messianic King is evident in this prophecy of Micah. In the present passage Yahweh’s rule is dominant, but in 5:2 that authority is vested in a king who, in certain ways, is distinct from God (v.4).

      4 The peacefulness of this era is further described in pastoral imagery. It reflects the description of Solomon’s kingdom in 1 Kings 4:25 and later became a description of conditions in the final days (Zec 3:10). The verse goes on to assert that the people will dwell in peace and safety, not because of their own strength but because of the Lord of hosts, by whose word this state of blessing will be effected. The certainty of this event is established in Micah’s mind not because of groundless optimism or a naive trust in human nature, but because God has sovereignly declared that it will happen: “The LORD Almighty has spoken.”

      5 The reason for the people’s safety and security is that they will walk in the name of the Lord forever. To “walk in the name” means more than simply adhering to the religious requirements associated with the deity in question. It means to live in reliance on the strength of that deity. In the case of Yahweh, it involves reliance on the might of his power, by which his attributes are manifested (cf. Notes).

      The implication is that the nations have been walking in the strength of their gods, but that situation will not persist. The placing of the word “forever” at the end of the line in the Hebrew text indicates its emphatic nature. Unlike the nations, God’s people will enjoy his strength forever. It will be otherwise with the nations, for the dominion of their gods will come to an end when the people of the world submit to the rule of Yahweh and recognize the vanity of their false deities.

      6–7 “In that day” (v.6) refers back to the era of Jerusalem’s exaltation introduced in 4:1. The future regathering of Israel in the time of Zion’s exaltation is described differently from the way Micah described it earlier (2:12–13). Here Micah depicts those who are regathered as lame, referring to their weakness as a result of God’s afflicting them; he further describes them as exiles, connoting the shame of expulsion from one’s homeland. The emphasis is on the misery and helplessness of the exiles and forms a striking contrast to the “strong nation” (v.7) they are to become as a result of God’s intervention in their behalf.

      The returning people do not automatically comprise the remnant, according to Micah, but are to be made into a remnant. The idiom śîm le means “to make into” and is used similarly in 1:6. To Micah the remnant is more than simply a residue of people. It is the repository of God’s grace and promise as well as the force that will ultimately conquer the godless nations at the end time (5:8–15). It is thus an act of grace that forms these poor exiles into a remnant and bestows on them the blessings of the messianic age (cf. Ro 11:1–6).

      This distinct and profoundly theological use of the term “remnant” is developed further in the poetic structure where its corresponding member in the parallelism is “strong nation.” Since the remnant is the beneficiary of God’s promise, it cannot fail to experience ultimate vindication and glory. To Micah, therefore, the remnant is synonymous with power and might; and, in keeping with his understanding, it forms an apt synonym to “strong nation” in the couplet.

      The nation into which the remnant is transformed will have the Lord as its King forever (Isa 24:23; 52:7; et al.). The center of God’s rule will be restored and exalted Zion.

      8 The climax of this representation of Jerusalem’s future glory is described in terms of its restoration as the seat of the “former dominion.” The dominion soon to be lost in the dark time just ahead will be restored.

      The phrase “watchtower of the flock” stands in apposition with “stronghold [ʿōpel] . . . of Zion” and is synonymous with it. The ʿōpel was a fortified section of Jerusalem on the eastern side in the immediate area of the temple mount and the Kidron Valley. It was probably the same general geographical area known earlier as “Zion” or the “City of David”; for later books, such as 1 and 2 Chronicles and Nehemiah, rarely use the name “Zion” and apply the name ʿōpel to what might properly be termed “Zion.” From 2 Chronicles 33:14 it is clear that ʿōpel was located in the immediate environs of the City of David. Micah seems to have used the term in the same fashion, for “watchtower of David” applies fittingly to the City of David. Nehemiah 3:25–27 places the ʿōpel and the king’s house closely together as well. The appositional structure of the terms “watchtower” and “Zion” seems to negate the possibility that the “watchtower of the flock” was a tower in the vicinity of Bethlehem (Ge 35:19–21).

      Since the expressions used by Micah have such close ties with the location of David’s dominion, the words “former dominion” can mean little else than that the Davidic kingdom will in some sense be restored to Jerusalem. By asserting so, Micah stands firmly in the tradition of the preexilic prophets (Isa 9:7; Hos 3:5; Am 9:11).

      NOTES

      1 That [image: ] (beʾaḥarît hayyāmîm, “in the last days”) does not always have an eschatological perspective may be seen in Genesis 49:1 and Deuteronomy 31:29, where it denotes an indefinite period in Israel’s future.

      5 For the concept of “strength” inherent in the expression “walk in the name,” see Zechariah 10:12, where the phrase is parallel to “strengthen them.” It is expressed also in 1 Samuel 17:45 (cf. 1Ch 14:11; Pss 33:22; 118:10–13; Pr 18:10). The word [image: ] (šēm, “name”) covers the nature, attributes, and even reputation of God. To “walk in the name” is to enjoy the strength expressed in God’s attributes. See comment at 5:4.

      E. The Future Might of Zion (4:9–13)

      
        
          9Why do you now cry aloud—

          have you no king?

          Has your counselor perished,

          that pain seizes you like that of a woman in labor?

          10Writhe in agony, O Daughter of Zion,

          like a woman in labor,

          for now you must leave the city

          to camp in the open field.

          You will go to Babylon;

          there you will be rescued.

          There the LORD will redeem you

          out of the hand of your enemies.

          11But now many nations

          are gathered against you.

          They say, “Let her be defiled,

          let our eyes gloat over Zion!”

          12But they do not know

          the thoughts of the LORD;

          they do not understand his plan,

          he who gathers them like sheaves to the threshing floor.

          13“Rise and thresh, O Daughter of Zion,

          for I will give you horns of iron;

          I will give you hoofs of bronze

          and you will break to pieces many nations.”

          You will devote their ill-gotten gains to the LORD,

          their wealth to the Lord of all the earth.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      9 The reader’s attention is abruptly shifted from the graphic description of the future glory of Jerusalem to the realities of the current crisis. The section begins with the Hebrew word “now” (ʿattâ), a word that frequently bears a chronological connotation (i.e., “at this time”). From the heights of the previous pronouncement, Micah descends to the present dismal situation; his hearers are not to develop a false sense of security. The rhetorical questions are intended as affirmations. Israel will have no king. She will be left without a counselor.

      The loss of the king not only means the dissolution of the government; in the context of Israel’s theocratic structure, it means much more than it would to other nations. The king is the Lord’s anointed and stands as his vicegerent, mediating God’s law to the people. The loss of Israel’s ruler will lead many to question the veracity of God’s promises as they relate to the future of the nation and to the Messiah, who is to come from Israel. One can hardly imagine a harder blow, for it signifies that God has vented his wrath against his people. The extreme anguish the nation is to endure through losing its national sovereignty is pictured as that of a woman in childbirth (Isa 13:8; Jer 6:24; Hos 13:13).

      10 Micah’s use of contrast is again evident, for in the scope of one verse he both affirms Israel’s doom and predicts her deliverance. A bright future and a glorious destiny may await her, but that future does not diminish Israel’s present responsibility for her disobedience.

      The prophet sees the captivity as taking place in three stages: leaving the city, sojourning in the stretches of the open country, and arriving at the land of captivity. The use of “Babylon” is not necessarily an indication that the verse is a later interpolation. “Babylon” may simply be a metonymy for Mesopotamia; or it may have been used in a pejorative sense of the world powers, whose hostility to Israel is exhibited in so many ways and will continue to be shown until the time of Israel’s restoration. The use of “Babylon” in this sense may go back to Genesis 10:10 and 11:4–9, where Babylon’s function as the center of godless world power is established.

      That the plural “enemies” is used (v.10) and that the subsequent verses (vv.11–13) speak of “many nations” seem to indicate that “Babylon” has for Micah a broader significance than the empire that will soon replace Assyria as the dominant world power. On the contrary, he seems to be saying that God’s people are to come under the dominion of godless nations, a dominion that will endure till the “Daughter of Zion,” by the plan of God, will conquer the nations (v.13).

      Any argument for a late date for this section must be based on more than simply the occurrence of the name “Babylon.” The future tenses used in v.10, the correspondence of the dissolution of the monarchy of Judah to the events of the captivity (vv.9–10), and the accord that exists between this prophecy of the impending captivity and similar passages in the early chapters of Isaiah all support the placing of this passage in the period before the captivity, when the great eighth-century prophets carried on their ministries. Micah may have used “Assyria” in a similar fashion (cf. comment on 5:5).

      A positive unity pervades the entire chapter. The statement of hope that opened the chapter is reiterated and complemented by the truth that it is not a hope to be realized by an unrepentant people who have not paid for their sins. They are to suffer for their disobedience; but beyond that night of despair is the bright morning of Zion’s glory, when God’s people will be redeemed from the hand of their enemies. For those who accept the validity of biblical prophecy, the picture of present crisis and future hope finds an adequate situation in the critical days in which Micah ministers.

      11–13 The nations that exhibit hostility (v.11; cf. Ps 2:2; Zec 14:2) do so in ignorance (v.12); for as they gather to gloat over the misfortune of God’s people, the nations do not know their part in God’s plan for his people. The prophet pictures the nations as sheaves brought to the threshing floor; only too late do they recognize that they are to be threshed and broken by Israel herself (v.13). While the atmosphere of this passage is different from the placid mood of 4:1–4, there is no more need to see a different author reflecting a more militant ideology here than there is in Isaiah 9:2–7, where the peace that is predicted follows the conquest of Israel’s oppressors.

      The horn (v.13) symbolizes strength (cf. Dt 33:17; 1Sa 2:1). The wealth of the world is to be devoted to God, and all its might is to be under his dominion.

      F. The Future King of Zion (5:1–4[4:14–5:3])

      
        
          1Marshal your troops, O city of troops,

          for a siege is laid against us.

          They will strike Israel’s ruler

          on the cheek with a rod.

          2“But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah,

          though you are small among the clans of Judah,

          out of you will come for me

          one who will be ruler over Israel,

          whose origins are from of old,

          from ancient times.”

          3Therefore Israel will be abandoned

          until the time when she who is in labor gives birth

          and the rest of his brothers return

          to join the Israelites.

          4He will stand and shepherd his flock

          in the strength of the LORD,

          in the majesty of the name of the LORD his God.

          And they will live securely, for then his greatness

          will reach to the ends of the earth.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      1[4:14] Micah 5:1 is 4:14 in the MT and is thus understood to continue the preceding discussion (the versification of the MT of ch. 5 differs by one). But Micah’s characteristic pattern of doom followed by hope suggests a typical use of contrast to emphasize his message. It thus forms an apt introduction to the section dealing with the Deliverer-King.

      “Marshal your troops” is a summons to the soon-to-be beleaguered city of Jerusalem to gather troops for her defense against the siege. The enemy in mind is likely the Assyrian king Sennacherib and his army who attacked Judah in 701 BC (Waltke, “Micah,” 702). The word “troops” (gedûd) in the phrase “city of troops” is a nominal form derived from the verb gādad and is used always in a military sense. The expression “daughter of troops” (lit. Heb.) forms a Hebrew grammatical function denoting character and depicts Jerusalem as a warlike city. Here perhaps is an echo of the social crimes so vividly described in warlike terminology elsewhere in Micah (2:8; 3:2–3, 9–10; 7:2–6). The implication of this expression is then that Jerusalem, so renowned for its hostility toward the less fortunate, will suffer siege because of its wrongdoing.

      Striking a king on his cheek represents the most extreme of insults and marks the victory of Israel’s enemies over her (1Ki 22:24; Job 16:10; Ps 3:7[8]). The king is called “judge” (šōpēṭ; “ruler,” NIV), depicting the judicial aspect of his office. This word may have been chosen to form a play with the word for “rod” (šēbeṭ).

      2[5:1] The statement of doom is followed by one of hope, as the preceding picture of Jerusalem’s fate and the ignominy of her king is followed by the prediction of a king who will bring lasting security to Israel and whose influence will extend to the ends of the earth.

      Jerusalem is in trouble; hope is associated with the small town of Bethlehem Ephrathah. Ephrathah is the ancient name of Bethlehem (Ge 35:16, 19; 48:7; Ru 4:11; cf. Jos 15:59 LXX) and distinguishes it from other towns named “Bethlehem,” such as the one in Zebulun (Jos 19:15). The use of “Ephrathah” identifies Bethlehem as the town in which David was born (1Sa 17:12), thus establishing a connection between the messianic King and David. That the deliverance will come from Bethlehem Ephrathah is a surprise! God uses the small and the weak of the world to accomplish his mighty purpose.

      The ruler is to come forth “to/for me” (lî), according to the Hebrew text. Yahweh is represented as speaking here, and the close identification of the king with the purposes of God is thus implied. Some commentators apply the phrase “from ancient times” to the remote beginnings of the monarchy, but this view is unsatisfactory. The term applies grammatically to the ruler. It is he whose activities stem from the distant past, yet whose coming is still future.

      The words “whose origins” translates the Hebrew word môṣāʾōtāyw (lit., “his goings forth”). The expression “to go forth” means primarily “to conduct one’s activities” (cf. 2Ki 19:27). Beyond that the phrase has a military connotation referring to the departure of an army for battle (2Sa 3:25; cf. 3:22; 5:2; 10:16; Nu 27:17; Isa 43:17) and may speak of the kingly activities of the Messiah in terms of his might and power—a fitting contrast to the weakness and subjugation of the Israelite monarchy pictured in the preceding verse.

      The terms “old” (qedem; GK 7710) and “ancient times” (mîmê ʿôlām) may denote “great antiquity” as well as “eternity” in the strictest sense. The context must determine the expanse of time indicated by the expressions. In Micah 7:14, for example, mîmê ʿôlām is used of Israel’s earliest history. But the word qedem is used of God himself on occasion in the OT (Dt 33:27; Hab 1:12), of God’s purposes (Isa 37:26; La 2:17), of God’s declarations (Isa 45:21; 46:10), of the heavens (Ps 68:33[34]), and of the time before creation (Pr 8:22–23). At any rate the word qedem can indicate only great antiquity, and its application to a future ruler—one yet to appear on the scene of Israel’s history—is strong evidence that Micah expects a supernatural figure, in keeping with the expectation of Isaiah in 9:6[5], where the future King is called ʾēl (“God”), an appellation used only of God by Isaiah. This understanding is also in keeping with the common prophetic tradition of God’s eventual rule over the house of Israel (Isa 24:23; Mic 4:7; et al.). Only in Christ does this prophecy find fulfillment.

      3[2] This verse begins with the word “therefore” (lākēn), which introduces the logical result of the emergence of Israel’s ruler. Because a ruler will eventually come to deliver Israel, God will give her up only temporarily. That is, Israel will enter a period of absolute abandonment by God because of her sin (1:5–6; 2:1–5; 3:4, 9–12; 4:10; 6:9–16), but a ruler will come who will end the period of Israel’s estrangement; therefore, Israel will be given up only until that time. Hosea also spoke of a period when Israel would not be God’s people (lō ʾʿammî) and saw the state of separation from God as continuing until the exiles returned and sought the Lord and the messianic King, who is called “David” (Hos 1:9; 3:4–5).

      Micah sees the period of abandonment continuing until “she who is in labor gives birth.” Several Protestant interpreters have seen Mary the mother of Jesus in this prediction. But this interpretation requires that the word “she” refer to a figure not previously cited in the context, thus introducing into the text an abruptness and a syntactical harshness that are unnecessary. Micah earlier (4:9–10) used the metaphor of a woman’s giving birth in reference to Jerusalem, which by metonymy may represent the whole nation. It is best to maintain the same meaning of the figure here and to understand it as speaking of the bringing forth of the Messiah by Bethlehem in Judah. Up to this point the theme of Jerusalem’s suffering has been central to Micah’s message, and the application of the figure in this way seems most natural.

      The end of the period of Israel’s estrangement from God is marked not only by the bringing forth of the ruler but also by the return to Israel of “the rest of his brothers.” The pronoun “his” finds its nearest grammatical referent in the ruler of v.2. The brothers are those who share a common national heritage with him (cf. 2Sa 19:13) and are thus under his regnal authority and protection. We observed a similar relationship of the King to his people in 2:13, where the Breaker-King is one with them and emerges from them. The word “return” (šûb) implies an original identification with Israel. The need for their return indicates they have been dispersed. Micah has already spoken of them in his account of the remnant in 4:6–7. There the “exiles” (v.6), “those driven away” (v.7), will be assembled and brought under the Lord’s rule.

      The gathering of those who comprise the remnant is an essential element in Micah’s theology (see 2:12–13; 4:6–7). The depiction of the future gathering of the remnant in 5:3 is presented in a captivity motif: the brothers have been dispersed—they are in exile. This depiction is not unusual in the prophets. Zechariah (Zec 10:10) said that God’s people will return from Assyria, a nation that brought Israel into captivity but long since disappeared from the world scene. Isaiah (Isa 11:11–12) pictured the remnant as outcasts whom the Lord will gather from the lands of their dispersion. The future deliverance of God’s people is presented in this way because the prophets saw the captivity as continuing, in a sense, until the coming of the messianic King (see comments on 5:5–6). Micah envisions a time when the national solidarity that characterized the Davidic kingdom will be realized again.

      4[3] The kindly effect of the kingly reign of Messiah is described in pastoral terminology. While the image of king as shepherd has deep roots in the ancient Near East, in the Bible the image of the shepherd has its origins in David, who was literally a shepherd (2Sa 5:2; 7:7). Ezekiel 34:23–24 also develops the idea that the future ideal ruler will be a shepherd in the tradition of David. “As a shepherd he leads, defends, and cares for his wards” (Waltke, “Micah,” 707). Israel will be lovingly cared for by the messianic King, who will carry out his duties in the strength of God. In effect Yahweh will reign over the people—but in the person of the King.

      The expression “in the name of” is parallel to “in the strength of,” thus establishing a connection between the two concepts (see Note on 4:5). The Deliverer will be the embodiment of the strength and might of God, communicate that attribute to the people under his authority, and thereby establish their security eternally. The gracious benefits of his reign will extend beyond national limitations, for the authority of the King will be universal in scope because his greatness will extend “to the ends of the earth.” This description of his power goes perfectly with the description of universal peace seen earlier (4:1–4) and complements it by affirming that the peace described there will be effected by the Ruler born in the insignificant town of Bethlehem. Isaiah called him the “Prince of Peace” (9:6).

      NOTES

      1[4:14] The NIV takes the opening words of this verse (titgōdedî bat-gedûd) from a verbal root gdd II (GK 1518), “to band together.” Hypothetically, the verb could be from gdd I, “to cut oneself,” and thus the phrase could be translated, “Now gash yourself, daughter of a raider,” but this view seems unlikely, for it would attribute a pagan mourning ritual to the people of God, who are evaluated positively in the context. Many versions go a third way, as represented by the NRSV: “Now you are walled around with a wall.” This interpretation, too, takes the verb from gdd I, but with the idea of cutting stones.

      Both [image: ] (bat, “daughter”) and [image: ] (bēn, “son”) may be used with an adjunct to connote character or quality. Thus [image: ] (bat-gedûd, “daughter of troops”) means “warlike city.” Note also [image: ] (bat-belîyāʿal, “daughter of Belial”) in 1 Samuel 1:16, which means “a worthless woman.” Other words as well occur in this construct relationship to express character or quality.

      3[2] Mays, 117, cites Deuteronomy 15:12 and 17:15 to show that [image: ] (ʾāḥ, “brother”) means “member of the people.” The eventual union of the northern and southern tribes was predicted by Ezekiel (Eze 37:15–23).

      G. The Future Peace of Zion (5:5–6[4–5])

      
        
          5And he will be their peace.

          When the Assyrian invades our land

          and marches through our fortresses,

          we will raise against him seven shepherds,

          even eight leaders of men.

          6They will rule the land of Assyria with the sword,

          the land of Nimrod with drawn sword.

          He will deliver us from the Assyrian

          when he invades our land

          and marches into our borders.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      5–6[4–5] The first line (“and he will be their peace”) continues the thought of the previous unit, with its reference to a Davidic deliverer. He will bring them peace. This reference is reminiscent of the “Prince of Peace” mentioned in Isaiah 9:6. Then the placid picture vanishes for a moment, and the tramping boots of the invader are heard (v.5). The events described here are difficult to locate historically. Those who place this pericope in the context of the conquests of Antiochus III (who ruled from 283–187 BC) have great difficulty with the term “Assyrian”; yet if the passage is understood to describe a coalition of leaders who will successfully withstand the Assyrian invasion in the eighth century, the difficulties remain, for the Israelites offered no successful resistance at that time.

      If, however, “Assyria” is a figure of speech for all the world powers that oppress Israel, both present and future, the problem disappears; then we may understand the passage as a prophecy of Israel’s ultimate victory over her foes. Such a concept is in keeping with the total scope of Micah’s message, for he saw “many nations” as oppressing Israel, not just Assyria (4:11–13; 7:16–17).

      The prophet used the word “Assyria” typically in 7:12 (see comment), where in the restoration people come to Israel from Assyria. Hosea saw the period of oppression as existing until the Israelites would unite under the Messiah (Hos 3:1–5). Isaiah used the term “Assyria” in similar fashion in Isaiah 11:11, where the messianic age is described (cf. 11:10). He saw the eschatological restoration as being from “Assyria,” “Egypt,” and beyond.

      Zechariah also used “Assyria” and “Egypt” (Zec 10:10) to refer to the nations from which God’s people will be gathered when the kingdom is to be established. That the prophecy of Zechariah was written long after the fall of the Assyrian Empire is significant because it indicates that, in the mind of Zechariah, Assyria (no longer a nation in his time) represented more than the empire that brought down the northern kingdom.

      The “seven shepherds” and “eight leaders” are to be understood as an indefinite but substantial number of leaders. The figure stresses the abundance of manpower Israel will enjoy when God accomplishes the work of gathering his people from the godless nations.

      NOTES

      5[4] The sequence of “seven . . . eight” is used also in Ecclesiastes 11:2. The progression “three . . . four” is used in Proverbs 30:15, 18, 21, 29 and Amos 1:3, 6, 9, 11, 13; 2:1, 4, 6. The former numerical sequence occurs frequently in Ugaritic, however (cf. UT 128:II:23–24; 8:2–3; 52:19–20, 66–67; et al.). The same sequence occurs in the Arslan Tash incantation text.

      
        wšb ʾ srty, “and his seven concubines”

        wšmnh ʿšt bʿl, “and the eight wives of Baal”

        (W. F. Albright, “An Aramaean Magical Text in Hebrew from the Seventh Century BC,” BASOR 76 [1939]: 5–11)

      

      In most instances the numerical sequence is clearly not to be understood literally but may indicate an indefinite and probably much larger number.

      H. The Future Vindication of Zion (5:7–9[6–8])

      
        
          7The remnant of Jacob will be

          in the midst of many peoples

          like dew from the LORD,

          like showers on the grass,

          which do not wait for man

          or linger for mankind.

          8The remnant of Jacob will be among the nations,

          in the midst of many peoples,

          like a lion among the beasts of the forest,

          like a young lion among flocks of sheep,

          which mauls and mangles as it goes,

          and no one can rescue.

          9Your hand will be lifted up in triumph over your enemies,

          and all your foes will be destroyed.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      7[6] The remnant, that group of believers trusting in the promises of God and surviving God’s judgment, is to be transformed from an insignificant group (see 4:6–7, where they are described as “lame”) to one of absolute dominance in the world (vv.7–9). It is in this way that the faith and ideals of this believing community will be disseminated throughout the earth.

      While the remnant is specifically faithful Israel, there is a sense in which the church forms a part of the remnant by its grafting into the “olive tree” (Ro 11:17–24). The church, the body of true believers, also awaits the appearance of Christ and the conquest of her enemies.

      That the remnant is likened to “dew” does not necessarily indicate that Micah has in mind the beneficial results of that natural phenomenon. The word “dew” is not always used in a good sense. Hosea, for example, used it of Israel’s ephemeral love (6:4). The simile is explained in the next phrase, where Micah states that the dew and showers “do not wait for man.” They come from the Lord and not at human behest. So the remnant will not be lifted to its place of sovereignty by the nations of the world or by the will of humankind but solely by the power of God. Waltke (Micah, 307–8) takes the image of the dew and the rain positively based on the fact that the almost exclusive use of these images is positive in other parts of Scripture. Thus, he believes they indicate that Israel is a blessing to the nations that come from heaven. But this interpretation is difficult to reconcile with the following two verses.

      If v.7 is so understood, vv.7–8 need not have come from different authors. If we understand the “dew” and “showers” of v.7 to refer to fecundity and, hence, the calming effect of the remnant in the world, there is a sharp contrast between that concept and the militant description of the remnant in v.8. That description has led many to see an intrusion by a later author who was more “militaristic” than the “pacifistic” author of v.7. Such a view, however, is not demanded by the text.

      8–9[7–8] Micah next uses metaphorical language picturing the remnant as a lion overcoming its prey. Thus he describes the inexorable way the remnant will achieve victory over the godless forces that oppose it. One should, of course, be careful to avoid pressing every detail of a metaphor. The vivid description of the stalking lion does not mean that the victory of the remnant will be achieved by bloodthirsty, militaristic conquest. Micah rather pictures the relentless force with which a lion captures its prey—“and no one can rescue.” In v.7 the prophet indicated that the exaltation of the remnant will not be by the power of the nations. Now in v.8 he states that the nations will not be able to withstand the burgeoning power of the remnant in the end time. Both metaphors depict the inexorable progress of the remnant toward its ultimate triumph in the world.

      The theme of the destruction of Israel’s foes (v.9) is prominent in the OT. In it many writers have seen the course of history as a struggle in which the forces of evil oppose “the LORD and . . . his Anointed One” (Ps 2:2). Only when the world is conquered by the Prince of Peace and the human will is subject to its Creator will there be lasting peace (Isa 63:1–6; Rev 19:11–16). Christ is called both the “Lamb of God” (Jn 1:29) and the “Lion of the tribe of Judah” (Rev 5:5).

      NOTE

      7–8[6–7] For a discussion of the alleged ideological differences between the metaphors of these verses, see R. E. Wolfe and H. A. Bosley, “The Book of Micah,” IB, 6:934.

      I. The Future Purification of Zion (5:10–15[9–14])

      
        10“In that day,” declares the LORD,

        
          “I will destroy your horses from among you

          and demolish your chariots.

          11I will destroy the cities of your land

          and tear down all your strongholds.

          12I will destroy your witchcraft

          and you will no longer cast spells.

          13I will destroy your carved images

          and your sacred stones from among you;

          you will no longer bow down

          to the work of your hands.

          14I will uproot from among you your Asherah poles

          and demolish your cities.

          15I will take vengeance in anger and wrath

          upon the nations that have not obeyed me.”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      10–13[9–12] This section begins with the phrase “in that day” (bayyôm hahû ʾ), a phrase that indicates an indefinite future date. If the referent of this phrase is the period described in the previous context, in which the remnant will achieve victory over the nations (vv.7–9), then the prophet conceives of God as destroying the weaponry of the remnant and expunging their idolatrous practices after the conquest has been achieved, thus possibly implying that the conquest is accomplished by military force.

      The phrase “in that day” may find, however, its referent in the description of Zion’s exaltation in 4:1–4. In this case the purification of the remnant will take place in the initial stages of the era of peace (4:1–4); and the present passage (5:10–15) indicates that the inexorable conquest will not be accomplished by the sword but by the remnant’s total dedication to God, brought about as God removes everything that would interfere with their total trust in him.

      The phrase need not refer to the immediately preceding context but may refer to what follows and so is parallel to the structure of the pericope that begins at 4:6, where an identical phrase roots that section in the era of peace introduced in 4:1. Even though 5:10 begins with the word hāyâ (“it shall be”) and follows a succession of occurrences of the same word (vv.5, 7–8), it does not necessarily follow that the hāyâ of v.10 is in sequence with them and that the purification of vv.10–15 is subsequent to the conquest by the remnant described in vv.7–9. In each of the preceding occurrences of hāyâ, the word has a definite subject. But the subject of hāyâ at v.10 is indefinite, denoting a general condition: “It shall be in that day that. . . .” There is a definite break in the verbal sequence and hence a logical interruption of the thought.

      That the purification of the remnant takes place in the initial stages of the era of peace seems to be clear from v.15, where the expression of God’s wrath against the nations—an event contemporaneous with the purification of the remnant—will be anomalous in a period characterized by absolute peace. It is hardly conceivable that an eighth-century prophet would envision the remnant as being exalted by God and made the vehicle of God’s activity in the world while guilty of trusting in their own strength (vv.10–11) and still practicing idolatry (vv.13–14). It is for these reasons that eighth-century prophets proclaim Israel’s eventual downfall.

      The implication of vv.10–15 is that the instruments of war and the elements of idolatrous worship are wrong; so God removes them from the remnant. If the remnant is to use these means of achieving the ultimate goal of conquest, an inconsistency is introduced into the message of Micah; for it is Israel’s idolatry and oppressive practices that he specifically condemns.

      If the phrase “in that day” relates to the era of peace (4:1–4), then the prophet is to be understood as indicating that the remnant’s rise to dominance over the nations is not to be by military might but rather by their total dedication to God. Spiritual renewal is to be the source of the remnant’s power. It is comforting to know that the world will eventually be conquered, not by its own corrosive corruption or false or subversive ideologies, but by the gospel. The prophet foresees the eventual vindication and triumph of the people of faith.

      Horses and chariots will be removed from Israel (v.10). These components of war will not only be anomalous during the reign of peace but will tend to undermine Israel’s complete trust in God (Dt 17:16; Isa 2:7; Zec 9:10). The cities and defenses are to be destroyed (v.11), as well as the elements of false religion (vv.12–13). Witchcraft denotes the ways in which primitive people sought control of natural forces or power over individuals. The MT literally reads “witchcrafts of your hand,” possibly referring to the acts of divination performed by hand. The phrase “cast spells” is a translation of the Hebrew word ʿānan, the root of which is dubious. It connotes a type of sorcery and is always condemned in the OT (Dt 18:10; 2Ki 21:6). The foretelling of the future is an aspect of this type of divination as it is of the “witchcraft” that Micah cited first (Jer 27:9).

      Israel’s images are also to be destroyed (v.13). The word “image” (pesel) refers to idols carved from some material. The root psl denotes a “sculptor” in Ugaritic and “craftsman” in a broader sense. The “sacred stones” (maṣṣēbôt) were standing pillars, usually of stone, that represented pagan deities. The word generally refers to anything that is piled up or set up, such as the monument erected by Joshua (Jos 4:9). Both terms used in this verse require manual structuring or fashioning; hence Micah says, “You will no longer bow down to the work of your hands.”

      14–15[13–14] Asherah (v.14) was a Canaanite goddess called in the mythological texts from Ugarit the “Creatrix of the gods.” She was associated with all aspects of sexual life and thus with fertility in general. She was also a goddess of war. Sacred prostitution was an integral part of her cult, which is associated with poles probably representing the tree, a symbol of life and fertility. These poles were strictly forbidden, and Pentateuchal texts demanded their eradication from the land (Ex 34:13; Dt 7:5; 12:3; 16:21).

      Verse14b unexpectedly contains a reference to “cities” (cf. v.11) rather than a continuing condemnation of idolatry. The nearly symmetrical arrangement of parallel elements has been deliberate and exact throughout this section. But the structure here is characteristic of the modified parallelism noted in 1:5. To Micah cities are the centers of pagan worship, particularly the cities of Samaria and Jerusalem, though others are not exempted (1:13). “Cities” make a fitting parallel to “Asherim” in view of Micah’s understanding of the idolatrous practices carried on in the cities. The repetition of “cities” throws into bold relief the fact of the inevitable captivity of the cities that are about to perish. It is also possible, however, that v.14 functions as a summary for the catalog of destruction in vv.10–13, in which case there is no synonymous parallelism here.

      The nations that do not yield to God will be subjugated (v.15) so that the peace promised in 4:1–4 will never be threatened. This understanding supports the translation “witness against” in 1:2.

      NOTES

      10[9] Waltke (Micah, 320–21) points out that the verb “destroy,” repeated in the next three verses, is a Hiphil of krt (GK 4162; lit., “to cut off”). It is a verb used in Leviticus for those who have offended the laws of purification and thus must be removed from the camp or even exterminated (Lev 17:10; 20:3, 5–6).

      10[9] C. F. Keil (The Twelve Minor Prophets [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, repr. 1949], 490) argues, “Only when the people of God shall have gained the supremacy over all their enemies, will the time have arrived for all the instruments of war to be destroyed.” This view is at variance with the one taken here and is based, in part, on the fact that [image: ] (wehāyâ bayyôm-hahû ʾ, “and it will be in that day”) in v.10, “when compared with hāyâ in verses 5[4] and 7[6] shows at once that these verses are intended to depict the last and greatest effect produced by the coming of the Prince of peace” (ibid.). But the hāyâ in vv.5 and 7 is not the same idiom as that in v.10. Each has a stated subject (“this” in v.5 [“he,” NIV] and “remnant” in v.7), whereas hāyâ in v.10 is used in the idiomatic expression “it will be in that day.” This expression finds its counterpart in the somewhat similar expression in 4:1 rather than the two preceding occurrences of hāyâ.

    
  
    
      IV. THE THIRD ORACLE: GOD’S LAWSUIT AGAINST ISRAEL AND THE ULTIMATE TRIUMPH OF THE KINGDOM OF GOD (6:1–7:20)

      A. God’s Accusations against His People (6:1–8)

      
        1Listen to what the LORD says:

        
          “Stand up, plead your case before the mountains;

          let the hills hear what you have to say.

          2Hear, O mountains, the LORD’s accusation;

          listen, you everlasting foundations of the earth.

          For the LORD has a case against his people;

          he is lodging a charge against Israel.

          3“My people, what have I done to you?

          How have I burdened you? Answer me.

          4I brought you up out of Egypt

          and redeemed you from the land of slavery.

          I sent Moses to lead you,

          also Aaron and Miriam.

          5My people, remember

          what Balak king of Moab counseled

          and what Balaam son of Beor answered.

          Remember your journey from Shittim to Gilgal,

          that you may know the righteous acts of the LORD.”

          6With what shall I come before the LORD

          and bow down before the exalted God?

          Shall I come before him with burnt offerings,

          with calves a year old?

          7Will the LORD be pleased with thousands of rams,

          with ten thousand rivers of oil?

          Shall I offer my firstborn for my transgression,

          the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?

          8He has showed you, O man, what is good.

          And what does the LORD require of you?

          To act justly and to love mercy

          and to walk humbly with your God.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–2 The third oracle begins in the format of a legal controversy (v.1). God calls on the prophet (so Waltke, Micah, 344) to get up and present his case (representing God) to the mountains. The mountains are called as witnesses in the litigation (v.2). Micah uses the motif of other writers of the OT who called on inanimate objects to function as witnesses in a legal context (Dt 32:1; Isa 1:2). The enduring hills have mutely observed Israel’s history from its very beginning; hence they are called “everlasting foundations” (v.2). If they could speak, they would witness to the truthfulness of the Creator’s claims. The appeal to the mountains should be understood simply as an entreaty to witnesses that have been there throughout Israel’s history.

      The background to this language is the covenant, which has the form of a treaty. Witnesses were an integral part of a treaty relationship since a covenant was a legal document. They may be found in biblical covenantal texts (Dt 30:19; Jos 24:22–23, 27) as well as ancient Near Eastern treaties (i.e., ANET, 205). The function of the witnesses was to testify in the event that the members of either party failed to uphold their end of the agreement.

      3 Micah places the classic disputation form of the prophets in a legal context as he pictures God’s pleading with his people. The mood of the passage is at first foreboding as the opening words summon God to arise and state his case against Israel. But the passage takes on an atmosphere of pathos by picturing God as asking his people in what way he has wearied them. The Creator of those mountains seeks the cause of Israel’s estrangement from him.

      The verb “to burden” (lāʾâ, “to be weary”), when used in the causative stem (Hiphil) as here, signifies to wear down (Job 16:7), to cause someone to become impatient (Isa 7:13), or to become physically tired (Jer 12:5). The Lord’s question emphasizes the second nuance and asks how he has caused them to become so weary of him that they have ceased to obey him. Their impatience with God cannot be due to inactivity on his part, for he has done so much for them. The recital of events from Israel’s past is intended to challenge the objection that Israel’s estrangement from God is the result of his failure to act for his people throughout their history.

      4 Not only has God done nothing to harm Israel; he has done everything to bless them. The deliverance from Egypt is frequently cited in the prophets and represents one of the first acts of redemption in which God demonstrated his saving love for the people. That deliverance is an important aspect of the prophetic “theology of history.”

      The prophet cites Moses, Aaron, and Miriam as reminders to the people of the great leadership God provided them with. Moses was God’s great prophet, the prototype of the line of prophets yet to come (Dt 18:15–22). Miriam was a prophetess (Ex 15:20); and Aaron, the progenitor of the Aaronic priesthood, was the representative of the people before God.

      5 Micah also cites the failure of Balaam to curse the people (Nu 22–24) as evidence of God’s activity among them. Besides the failure of Balak to frustrate the progress of the people, the journey from Shittim to Gilgal witnessed the defeat of Midian, the crossing of the Jordan, and the conquest of Jericho carried out from the base at Gilgal. The recital of events stops abruptly, as though the intent is to depict in one great sweep the progress of the nation from slavery in a foreign land to settlement in its own country.

      The word translated “righteous acts” (ṣidqôt; GK 7407) is a plural form of the Hebrew word for “righteous.” The word “righteous” means basically “rightness” and can apply to secular as well as religious spheres of life. Judges were to be “righteous” in a legal sense (Lev 19:15). In reference to God’s activities, however, the word underlines God’s faithfulness to his standard, the covenantal obligations. God’s great acts in behalf of Israel are seen as more than simply God’s coming to the aid of his people. They are seen as manifestations of his righteousness as he maintains his faithfulness to the covenantal promises.

      6–7 The recital of Israel’s history suddenly ends, and the prophet is heard speaking in terse, abrupt words that somehow create a feeling of rapid movement and tension. Micah speaks, but it is as though he speaks on behalf of the people as they ask what their responsibility is in the light of God’s faithfulness to the covenant. There is irony here; the section is meant to contrast external religion (to which they have been clinging) with true religion.

      The prophet asks how one may come before “the exalted God.” The word “exalted” represents the Hebrew word mārôm, which means “height.” The expression is literally “God of the height” and speaks of God in his dwelling place in heaven (2Sa 22:17; Isa 33:5). How can this high God be reached in the far-off heavens? What is the proper way to worship him? With burnt offerings and calves a year old? Yearling calves are specifically cited on various occasions in the Pentateuchal legislation (Lev 9:2–3; cf. Ex 12:5) and seem to have been regarded as the choicest sacrifices.

      “Thousands of rams” (v.7) suggests the large quantity of animals that one might offer to curry God’s favor. Micah implies that God is interested neither in the choicest animals nor in the number of them offered—both factors belonging to a religion of works and externals. Even great quantities of oil will not bring the worshiper into fellowship with God. Oil was an important part of certain sacrifices, such as the cereal offering (Lev 2:1–16).

      The list reached a shocking climax in the mention of the firstborn. Child sacrifice was a Canaanite practice sometimes carried out by certain Israelites (2Ki 3:27; 16:3; Isa 57:5). In keeping with the preceding catalog, the firstborn represents the most precious thing one could give to God. Again the implication is that sacrificing one’s firstborn is not what God wants.

      8 Micah now asks and answers the question, “What does the LORD require of you?” He does so in a verse justly regarded as one of the memorable and timeless expressions of OT ethical religion (cf. Jas 1:27). It is a heart’s response to God demonstrated in the basic elements of true religion, as shown to Israel in the social concerns reflected in the Mosaic legislation.

      God has told his people what is good. The Mosaic law differentiates between good and bad and reflects God’s will in many areas of their religious and social lives. It indicates what God requires (dāraš, “seeks”) of them. They are to act justly (lit., “do justice,” mišpāṭ). The word “justly” here has the sense of “true religion,” that is, the ethical response to God that has a manifestation in social concerns as well (cf. Note on 3:8). “To love mercy” is freely and willingly to show kindness to others (cf. Notes below). The expression “to walk humbly with your God” means to live in conscious fellowship with God by exercising a spirit of humility before him. These great words recall similar words of our Lord in Matthew 23:23.

      The prophet is not suggesting that sacrifice is completely ineffectual and that simply a proper attitude of heart toward God will suffice. In the preceding verse he painted a caricature—a purposefully exaggerated picture—of the sacrificial system to indicate that God has no interest in the multiplication of empty religious acts. Jeremiah 7:22–23 is often appealed to as evidence that the prophets rejected the Levitical system; yet Jeremiah promised that the offerings would be acceptable if the people were obedient (Jer 17:24–26). A similar attitude toward sacrifice is expressed in Psalm 51:16–17, but the succeeding verses show the author to be indicating that the Levitical sacrifices are acceptable to God only when accompanied by a proper attitude of heart toward him (51:18–19).

      The ethical requirements of v.8 do not comprise the way of salvation. Forgiveness of sin was received through the sacrifices. The standards of this verse are for those who are members of the covenantal community and delineate the areas of ethical response that God wants to see in those who share the covenantal obligations.

      NOTES

      2 For a discussion of the characteristic [image: ] (rîb, “disputation”; “case,” NIV) form of the prophets, see W. Westermann, Basic Forms of Prophetic Speech, trans. H. C. White (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1967); G. E. Wright, “The Lawsuit of God: A Form-Critical Study of Deuteronomy 32,” in Israel’s Prophetic Heritage, ed. B. W. Anderson and W. Harrelson (London: SCM, 1962), 26–67; G. W. Ramsay, “Speech Forms in Hebrew Law and Prophetic Oracles,” JBL 96 (1977): 45–58; and G. Gemser, “The Rib or Controversy Pattern in Hebrew Mentality,” in Wisdom in Israel and in the Ancient Near East: Presented to Professor Harold Henry Rowley by the Society for Old Testament Study in Association with the Editorial Board of Vetus Testamentum in Celebration of His Sixty-Fifth Birthday, 24 March 1955 (VTSup 3; Leiden: Brill, 1955), 120–37.

      8 [image: ] (ḥesed; “mercy,” NIV; GK 2876) has the basic meaning of “kindness” (Ge 19:19; 40:14; Ru 3:10). On occasion it contains an element of reciprocity, for the recipient of kindness was expected to show kindness in return (Ge 21:22–24; Jos 2:12–14). Kindness was expected between partners in certain previously existing relationships, such as marriage (Ge 20:13) and friendship (1Sa 20:8). Ḥesed is also an attribute of God and is basic to his acts of redemption; he demonstrates it to establish a relationship of ḥesed in which he expects an ethical response from humans as their reciprocal responsibility. The ethical aspects of ḥesed are peculiarly evident in the prophetic writings. They make clear that failure to show ḥesed breaks the terms of the covenant; and since the covenant is the vehicle for obtaining God’s ḥesed, the covenant breaker has forfeited the right to obtain it. This principle applies on a broader scale to nations as well.

      REFLECTION

      The standards of ethical behavior discussed in v.8 (notably mišpāṭ and ḥesed) have not been abrogated for Christians, for the NT affirms their continuing validity. We are still called to the exercise of true religion, to kindness, and to humility (1Co 13:4; 2Co 6:6; Col 3:12; Jas 1:27; 1Pe 1:2; 5:5). Christians are in a covenantal relationship with God in which the law (tôrâ) has been placed within their hearts (Jer 31:33; cf. Heb 10:14–17), not abrogated. But obedience for Christians is to the indwelling Holy Spirit, not to the letter of the law (2Co 3:6).

      B. The Sentence of Judgment (6:9–16)

      
        
          9Listen! The LORD is calling to the city—

          and to fear your name is wisdom—

          “Heed the rod and the One who appointed it.

          10Am I still to forget, O wicked house,

          your ill-gotten treasures

          and the short ephah, which is accursed?

          11Shall I acquit a man with dishonest scales,

          with a bag of false weights?

          12Her rich men are violent;

          her people are liars

          and their tongues speak deceitfully.

          13Therefore, I have begun to destroy you,

          to ruin you because of your sins.

          14You will eat but not be satisfied;

          your stomach will still be empty.

          You will store up but save nothing,

          because what you save I will give to the sword.

          15You will plant but not harvest;

          you will press olives but not use the oil on yourselves,

          you will crush grapes but not drink the wine.

          16You have observed the statutes of Omri

          and all the practices of Ahab’s house,

          and you have followed their traditions.

          Therefore I will give you over to ruin

          and your people to derision;

          you will bear the scorn of the nations.”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      9 Another dramatic element is introduced. The voice of Yahweh is suddenly heard. The phrase “calling to the city” signifies the cry of alarm that is heard when disaster threatens a city. Micah adds the observation that it is wise to fear God’s name. The word “fear” is spelled with the same consonants as the word “see” in Hebrew, and in the MT the word is vocalized so as to read “see.” It is best to follow the versions in reading “fear,” however, since the expression “see the name” is somewhat anomalous and the identical phrase “fear the name” occurs in Psalm 86:11.

      Although several modern versions (NASB, NEB, RSV et al.) have emended the text of the last clause of v.9, the NIV follows the Hebrew, which makes good sense as it stands. The “rod” (maṭṭeh; GK 4751) is the punishment that Israel will endure, and she is told to “heed” it.

      Isaiah uses the word maṭṭeh (“club”) of the Assyrians (Isa 10:5, 24). In Isaiah 10:5 the nation of Assyria is pictured as the instrument of God’s wrath. If Micah uses maṭṭeh in the same way here, there is then a logical connection with the cry of alarm in v.9. That alarm will herald the coming of the Assyrians, and the one who “appointed” the rod is God himself. The people are to “heed,” i.e., attend to the fact that the invasion will come and that it was God who will effect it through the instrumentality of the Assyrians.

      One cannot miss echoes of Hebrew wisdom literature in this verse and in the verses that follow. Of course, the motto of the book of Proverbs is that “the fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge” (Pr 1:7, with variant “beginning of wisdom” in 9:10). The book of Proverbs also uses the term “rod” as a means for correction of foolish behavior (though in Proverbs the near synonym šēbeṭ is used rather than maṭṭeh).

      10–13 The MT begins v.10 with the word ʿôd (“yet”). It is in the place of emphasis in the clause. The Hebrew says, literally, “Are there yet in the house of the wicked treasures of wickedness and the short measure that is cursed?” The question, of course, is rhetorical and affirms that the oppressing classes are still getting gain from their mistreatment of the poor and that the oppression has not ended. Hence the punishment is deserved and now imminent.

      Micah has emphasized social sins more than sins of idolatry, though ultimately they are closely intertwined in his thinking. In the brief catalog of Israel’s sins that follows (vv.11–13), God continues to present his case and defend the sentence he is pronouncing. The response to the question of v.11 is, of course, a resounding “No!”

      The society of Micah’s time is characterized not only by violence but also by lying and deceit (v.12). False promises are being uttered and claims are made that are not fulfilled. In any society in which leaders of government deceive the people by making promises that are not kept, the will of the people is silenced and ignored and the structure of government weakened.

      The Hebrew of v.13 states, literally, “I have made sick your smiting,” that is, “I have struck you severely.” It is because of the people’s sin that God will bring ruin on them. It is not simply for the fortunes of history. The word “sick” in Hebrew is close in formation to the word “begin” (NIV, RSV); which meaning should be read here is uncertain. The use of “sick” (NASB) in the idiom is acceptable; the past tense may have been intended to imply the certainty of the event.

      As in the previous verse, so here a connection with Proverbs can be seen. Proverbs often inveighs against the use of fraudulent scales (e.g., Pr 11:1; 16:11; 20:23; see also Lev 19:35–36; Dt 25:13–16; Eze 45:10). In addition, Proverbs also condemns ill-gotten gain and speaks about the negative consequences of such wealth (Pr 11:3, 18; 13:11).

      14–15 The land is to fall under the devastation of the sword and be totally unproductive. The greed that motivates the rich in that day will no longer be satisfied because of the desolation of the land.

      16 The prophet departs from the social sins of his society and turns to the pagan religious practices of the people. They are no better than the generation of Omri, the notorious king who headed the dynasty that produced Ahab, the husband of Jezebel, and allowed Baal worship to gain a strong foothold in Israel. Other crimes of that time included the persecution of Elijah and the murder of Naboth. Even in Micah’s day the spirit of Omri lives on.

      The second line of v.16 begins with the word lemaʿan (“to the end that”; “therefore,” NIV). The meaning is that Israel’s disobedience to God has brought the punishment the prophet is about to describe. Three calamities are to fall on Israel. First, she will become a “ruin.” The word translated “ruin” is a nominal form of the verb šāmam, which means both “to be desolated” and “to be appalled.” It frequently signifies the reaction of people appalled at God’s judgment (Lev 26:32; Job 17:8; Eze 26:16); thus the nominal form may connote that which is an object of horror. This meaning seems best in view of the nature of the two other descriptive terms, for they are also to become an object of hissing (“derision,” NIV) and “the scorn of other nations.”

      NOTES

      9 In the OT [image: ] (yārē ʾ, “fear”; GK 3707) is a complex concept. It involves reverent awe (Job 37:23–24; Ps 33:8), knowledge of God (Pr 9:10), turning from evil (Job 28:28; Pr 8:13), humble obedience (Jer 26:19), genuine piety (Ge 22:12; Ps 34:11–15), and “fear” in the strict sense of the word (Ex 20:20). It is an attitude toward God that involves worshipful submission to him as well as a turning from evil. In short, it is similar to the conversion experience. The word for “wisdom” is not the typical one (ḥokmâ) but rather a close synonym, tûšîyâ, which appears in Proverbs 2:7; 3:21; 8:14.

      10 While [image: ] (ʿôd, “yet”) appears before the interrogative particle [image: ] (h), a somewhat rare grammatical function, it need not be understood as being connected with the preceding clause (see Ge 19:12 for another example).

      13 The MT’s [image: ] (heḥelêtî, “I have made sick”) is sometimes revocalized to read [image: ] (haḥillôtî, “I have begun”), following the LXX, Theodotion, the Syriac, and the Vulgate. The statement “I have made sick your smiting” seems anomalous and may have led to the emendation. However, this function of the Hiphil is idiomatic (cf. GKC, par. 114n), and the association of the two words in Jeremiah 30:12—[image: ] (naḥlâ makkātēk, “your wound is incurable”)—confirms the validity of the expression.

      C. The Prophet’s Lament over the Lack of Godly Fellowship (7:1–2)

      OVERVIEW

      Like a day that begins with a dark, foreboding sky but ends in golden sunlight, this chapter begins in an atmosphere of gloom and ends in one of the greatest statements of hope in the entire OT. Clouds of gloom have rolled in on the horizon of the prophet’s life because of the disobedience of the people and the somber fate that awaits his nation. But rays of hope—such as the affirmations in v.7—shine through the gloom. It is in the great affirmation of faith concluding the book (vv.18–20) that the darkness is completely dissipated. One may wonder why the prophet does not succumb to utter pessimism in view of the conditions of his day. The answer is in this chapter. It is because of the triumph of faith.

      The developing optimism of this chapter is not due to the prophet’s lack of concern for the poor. If any were concerned for the oppressed classes, it was the eighth-century prophets. Nor is it due to an optimistic humanism (vv.5–7). In the midst of a crumbling society, Micah can look beyond to a hope secure in the promises of God. Micah can be optimistic because he can see the hand of God working even in the midst of ruin and despair.

      The prophet speaks here as a representative of the godly remnant. While most of the chapter is written in the first person, v.8 begins a corporate concept that cannot be limited to the prophet alone.

      
        
          1What misery is mine!

          I am like one who gathers summer fruit

          at the gleaning of the vineyard;

          there is no cluster of grapes to eat,

          none of the early figs that I crave.

          2The godly have been swept from the land;

          not one upright man remains.

          All men lie in wait to shed blood;

          each hunts his brother with a net.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 This section begins with a lament as the prophet mourns the lack of godly fellowship in his time. The Hebrew reads, literally, “I have become like the fruit gathering.” The metaphor pictures the remnant as seeking grapes and choice figs to satisfy its hunger but failing to find any, as though it were the time of harvest after these fruits have been picked. The prophet is probably to be pictured as trying to glean following the harvest—a right of the poor specified in the law (Lev 19:9–10; 23:22; Dt 24:19–22).

      2 The fruit described in the metaphor represents godly persons. The feeling of utter disappointment that would be felt by someone seeking food but finding none is meant to communicate the feelings of the godly as they observe the nation and its glaring lack of individuals who remain faithful to God. This passage is a vivid representation of the believer’s need for fellowship with others of like faith. By severing fellowship with other believers, a person feels robbed of something precious. The language of v.2b does not describe actual murder but rather the excesses that characterize the treatment of the “have-nots” by the “haves.” The description of violence among brothers reminds one of the warning of the father to his son to avoid those who seek to ambush innocents to shed their blood (Pr 1:8–20, esp. v.11).

      D. The Prophet’s Lament over the Corruption in His Society (7:3–6)

      
        
          3Both hands are skilled in doing evil;

          the ruler demands gifts,

          the judge accepts bribes,

          the powerful dictate what they desire—

          they all conspire together.

          4The best of them is like a brier,

          the most upright worse than a thorn hedge.

          The day of your watchmen has come,

          the day God visits you.

          Now is the time of their confusion.

          5Do not trust a neighbor;

          put no confidence in a friend.

          Even with her who lies in your embrace

          be careful of your words.

          6For a son dishonors his father,

          a daughter rises up against her mother,

          a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law—

          a man’s enemies are the members of his own household.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      3 The situation in Micah’s day is desperate. The result of the dearth of upright people (vv.1–2) is that there are no ethical rulers. The prophet describes the strong grip that those in responsible positions have on the throat of society. “The ruler demands gifts” means that the ruler insists on the distortion of justice for his gain (Ex 23:8; Dt 10:17; 16:19; 27:25; Pr 17:23; 28:21). Or perhaps he does so under the misguided notion that the distortion will ultimately benefit the nation. Power can corrupt if not guarded by the law of a higher Sovereign. The judicial system has been corrupted by the lust for bribes. The controlling classes (i.e., the rich) simply dictate their desires; and the implication here is that they receive them.

      The Hebrew of the last line of v.3 is literally, “and so they weave it all together.” This expression describes the conspiracy of the ruling classes just cited by Micah. The ruler seeks, perhaps, for the indictment of an innocent person; the judge carries it out for a bribe; and the rich man is involved in the conspiracy by speaking “the desire of his soul” (hawwat napšô; “what they desire,” NIV). The word “desire” (hawwâ; GK 2094) is always used in a bad sense and may mean “evil desire” but more commonly “calamity” or “destruction.” The word occurs in a similar context in Psalm 38:12[13], where it refers to the speech of those who seek the psalmist’s life. It thus denotes the harm or injury the rich man desires to see carried out. This wicked scheme enjoys the cooperation of those who occupy positions of responsibility in society.

      4 As Micah continues to characterize the society he lives in, he describes the best of the people as briers. “The best they can manage is to obstruct justice. These legal sharks have so conspired together that no one can negotiate the tangle of laws and rulings, and to attempt it will result only in painful injury. What a contrast to the sweet grapes and figs they should have been!” (Waltke, Micah, 427). If one should seek to find mercy or sympathy from any of them, even those who appear to be upright and respectable, they will prove to be hard and piercing.

      This description of Micah’s contemporaries is suddenly interrupted. In keeping with his use of sudden, almost jarring contrasts, the prophet points to the coming judgment: “The day of your watchmen has come.” The watchmen are the prophets (cf. Jer 6:17; Eze 3:17). They watch the course of their nation, see its internal decay and decline, and, like watchmen who guarded the cities of ancient times, warn of the danger inherent in the wrongs of the people. The day of the watchmen is the day of punishment predicted by the prophets, that is, the captivity.

      5–6 Micah returns to the description of the wrongs of his society as he depicts the disruption in the family unit, normally the most intimate of human relationships. A man cannot trust his friends (v.5) or even his wife, and respect for one’s parents has evaporated (v.6). This situation contrasts with Malachi’s vision of the future, when the prophet Elijah returns: “He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of the children to their fathers; or else I will come and strike the land with a curse” (Mal 4:6).

      E. The Godly Person’s Attitude in the Midst of Discouragement (7:7–10)

      
        
          7But as for me, I watch in hope for the LORD.

          I wait for God my Savior;

          my God will hear me.

          8Do not gloat over me, my enemy!

          Though I have fallen, I will rise.

          Though I sit in darkness,

          the LORD will be my light.

          9Because I have sinned against him,

          I will bear the LORD’s wrath,

          until he pleads my case

          and establishes my right.

          He will bring me out into the light;

          I will see his righteousness.

          10Then my enemy will see it

          and will be covered with shame,

          she who said to me,

          “Where is the LORD your God?”

          My eyes will see her downfall;

          even now she will be trampled underfoot

          like mire in the streets.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      7 While family and friends cannot be trusted (vv.5–6), God certainly can be; this fact produces confidence in the heart of the godly. The clouds of gloom begin to separate as the prophet, speaking as the representative of the remnant, describes the attitude of the godly person amid such difficult circumstances. Micah does not succumb to despair or lethargy but rather says, “I watch in hope for the LORD.” The word “watch” (ṣāpâ) means to “look” or “wait expectantly.” It is used of blind Eli, who waited for the news of battle (1Sa 4:13; cf. v.15). It is the same word used for “watchmen” earlier in this chapter (v.4). The godly will look expectantly for God. As a watchman observes every shadow and listens to every night sound, so the godly look for evidence of God’s working. To close one’s eyes to the working of God, no matter how small the evidence may be, is to open the door to despair.

      Micah also waits for God to act in his own time. By thus acquiescing to God’s holy will, Micah finds peace in the knowledge of God’s sovereign activity in the world. But Micah also expresses confidence that God will answer prayer. One can well understand how the societal wrongs of Micah’s day might lead one to doubt the wise economy of God. But it is faith in God that keeps the prophet from utter despair. That faith is ultimately confirmed by the realization of the captivity, an event that is at once a national catastrophe and an evidence of God’s justice and holiness in dealing with a corrupt society.

      8 Not only does Micah trust God to act and to answer prayer, he also trusts God to vindicate the faithful (vv.8–10). The remnant is speaking in v.8. Though the faithful are subjected to difficult experiences, they will one day rise to receive their heritage. There is vivid contrast between God’s people sitting in darkness and the gladdening effect of the light of God that will shine among them. The remnant of believers in any age can be confident of God’s help and their eventual triumph (Mt 16:18).

      In this verse Micah uses language similar to that in the psalms. Lament psalms call on God not to let an enemy gloat over the sad situation of the psalmist (Pss 35:19, 24, 26; 38:16), and thanksgiving psalms praise God for quieting the gloating of the enemy (Ps 30:1). Here Micah, speaking on behalf of the remnant in the confidence that God will quiet the enemy if necessary, tells them to stop gloating. The enemy Micah has in mind here is certainly the Assyrian Empire.

      9 With a return to the legal atmosphere of ch. 6, the remnant affirms their determination to wait until God pleads their cause and decides in their favor. They freely confess their sin in the awareness that the coming temporal punishment is a just punishment for their disobedience. This punishment is only for a time, however, for the remnant will be vindicated as they see God’s righteousness. They can be confident of God’s favorable action in their behalf; for they, unlike their guilty compatriots, stand on the ground of the covenant. Their sensitivity to sin, as illustrated in the opening line of this verse, and their allegiance to the covenantal stipulations mark them as those who participate in the promises that are such a vital element of the covenant between Israel and her God.

      10 Ultimately the remnant will be exalted and the hostile nations of the world covered with shame and trampled like mud. This latter figure is used by Isaiah (Isa 10:6) of the invading Assyrians. Micah uses it of the conquest of the hostile powers in the day of Israel’s exaltation.

      F. The Assurance of Victory for the Kingdom of God (7:11–20)

      1. Victory Described in Terms of the Extension of the Kingdom (7:11–13)

      
        
          11The day for building your walls will come,

          the day for extending your boundaries.

          12In that day people will come to you

          from Assyria and the cities of Egypt,

          even from Egypt to the Euphrates

          and from sea to sea

          and from mountain to mountain.

          13The earth will become desolate because of its inhabitants,

          as the result of their deeds.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      11–12 The clouds of gloom have completely gone, and the remainder of the chapter is an exultant description of the eventual triumph of the remnant. The prophet envisions a great extension of the remnant’s influence as he sees a future day when the nation will grow in area and numbers. In this terminology the prophet pictures the then-despised and persecuted remnant as occupying a position of broadest influence in the future.

      The future nation, cleansed of her sin and ruled by the King born in Bethlehem, will be greatly increased in population by an influx of people from Gentile nations, symbolized by Assyria and Egypt, though another view believes that the people returning from these nations are actually Judean exiles. This latter view complements the message of 4:1–4 in that it gives to the revived nation of Israel a prominent role in the era of universal peace.

      That the Gentiles are to become partakers of the promise through faith is a cardinal doctrine of both OT and NT (Ge 12:3; Am 9:11–12; Ro 9:30; Gal 3:6–9). The passage is similar to Amos 9:11–12, where the inclusion of Gentiles in the promise is rooted in the era of peace, when Israel’s fortunes will be restored (Am 9:13–15).

      At the same time that God’s people prosper, however, the judgment of God will fall on the sinful world, for “the earth will become desolate.” Like Isaiah (Isa 34–35), Micah sees a future judgment on the earth. Out of the decay of a crumbling society, Micah perceives the emergence of the kingdom of God. The prophet can be optimistic, for he knows that his lot is not with the impermanent society in which he lives but with the kingdom of God.

      2. Victory Assured because of God’s Leadership (7:14–15)

      
        
          14Shepherd your people with your staff,

          the flock of your inheritance,

          which lives by itself in a forest,

          in fertile pasturelands.

          Let them feed in Bashan and Gilead

          as in days long ago.

          15“As in the days when you came out of Egypt,

          I will show them my wonders.”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      14 Micah here speaks on behalf of the remnant. The remnant will triumph because of their relationship to God. This section is the remnant’s prayer for restoration to the former days when their leaders brought them into the land. The remnant is pictured as dwelling alone, apart from the nations in a forest “in the middle of Carmel” (NIV note). Bashan and Gilead were agricultural areas of great fertility that became symbols of plenty (Ps 22:12; Jer 50:19; Eze 39:18). Reference to them here is symbolic. It is a request that Israel’s former years of blessing be restored by her good Shepherd. Similar petitions may be seen in Psalms 28:9; 74:1; 80:1.

      15 The answer that comes from God is a promise of the restoration of the days when he led the people from bondage to their inheritance in Canaan. The exodus was the central event in the prophetic theology of history. It was an event that could be repeated, because to the prophets history was continually being fulfilled. The exodus would occur again—but in a new and even greater way. To the prophets, the exodus was an event of more than historical interest. It revealed such attributes of God as his might, his sovereignty over the nations, and his love for his own.

      Because God is unchanging and his attributes timeless, his people can expect his acts to be repeated again and again in history. For this reason Hosea viewed the impending captivity as a repetition of the Egyptian bondage (Hos 9:3; 11:5) and the exodus as a pattern of their release from the impending captivity (11:11; cf. 12:9). (For a discussion of the repetition of the acts of God and its implications, see F. Foulkes, The Acts of God [London: Tyndale, 1955].)

      3. Victory Assured over the Nations (7:16–17)

      
        
          16Nations will see and be ashamed,

          deprived of all their power.

          They will lay their hands on their mouths

          and their ears will become deaf.

          17They will lick dust like a snake,

          like creatures that crawl on the ground.

          They will come trembling out of their dens;

          they will turn in fear to the LORD our God

          and will be afraid of you.

        

      

      16 As a result of God’s intervention on behalf of Israel, the nations will be humbled before God and his remnant. The might of the nations, which brought Israel into captivity, will be as nothing before the great power of God. To lay the hand on the mouth is to indicate reverence and awe (Job 29:9–10; Isa 52:15). It indicates that they have been put in their place by a greater power, as Job was when God appeared to him (Job 40:4). The deafness of the nations may be caused by the thunderous events God brings about (Job 26:14).

      17 The vindication of God and his remnant in the world is pictured in descriptive terms. The nations are depicted as animals crawling from their dens and trembling before the Lord. Indeed, the analogy with the snake licking the dust evokes memory of the punishment levied against the serpent in Genesis 3. The Assyrians and others often likened themselves to lions; here they are not courageous and bold and dangerous, but fearful and “trembling.”

      4. Victory Assured because of God’s Nature (7:18–20)

      OVERVIEW

      The remnant of God’s people can be optimistic, not only because of the future hope that is theirs, but also because of the nature of God. Here is the great resource on which the remnant can draw. According to Waltke (Micah, 463), in this concluding section “the prophet sees behind his saving acts to a greater superiority: his ability to forgive out of his very nature in order to keep his covenant obligations to the patriarchs.”

      
        
          18Who is a God like you,

          who pardons sin and forgives the transgression

          of the remnant of his inheritance?

          You do not stay angry forever

          but delight to show mercy.

          19You will again have compassion on us;

          you will tread our sins underfoot

          and hurl all our iniquities into the depths of the sea.

          20You will be true to Jacob,

          and show mercy to Abraham,

          as you pledged on oath to our fathers

          in days long ago.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      18 The question “Who is a God like you?” points to the uniqueness of Yahweh. The name “Micah” means “who is like the LORD?” Whether we have here another characteristic play on words is hard to say. The words “sin” and “transgression” recall the affirmation of Exodus 34:6–7, wherein the Lord proclaimed an essential aspect of his nature to be his willingness to forgive sin.

      19–20 Because God’s anger does not continue forever, the believing remnant can know that an end will come to their humiliation. God will not simply ignore his people’s sin and its punishment, but he will take the sin, destroy it, and get rid of it. Israel’s sin is like an enemy that God defeats and disposes of. The sea in the ancient Near East represented the forces of chaos; thus the sea is where Israel’s sins belonged.

      After the great statement of forgiveness of v.19, the prophet recalls the promise given to Abraham and reaffirmed to Jacob (v.20). The remnant’s optimism is rooted in the promise sworn to Abraham and “our fathers” (“our ancestors,” NRSV, TNIV).

      REFLECTION

      God’s promise is eternal (Ge 13:15; 17:7–8, 13, 19; 48:4); and its elements are still applicable to Christians—though reinterpreted by the new covenant—because they are a spiritual people (1Pe 2:5), not a national entity as were the Israelites. We hear the same promises ringing in the NT: the Lord’s being God to his people (Ge 17:7; cf. 2Co 6:16; Heb 8:10; Rev 21:3, 7), the concept of a royal people (Ge 17:6, 16; cf. 1Pe 2:9; Rev 1:6; 5:10), the land or place of rest (Ro 4:13; Heb 4:1–10), to name only a few. The promise is a continuum that guarantees an inheritance to all God’s people. The church thus shares the same heritage and hope as God’s people in the OT. We, too, expect to reign with the King from Bethlehem (5:2), our sins having been trodden underfoot (7:19). We, too, know the loving care of the Shepherd who feeds his flock in the strength of the Lord. Micah’s concept of the remnant encompasses believers today.
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