
 1 

Hosea Background Information 
 
Purpose, Occasion, and Background (ESV 
Study Bible). 
 
The purpose, occasion, and background of 
Hosea all work in tandem. They pertain to 
the latter half of the eighth century B.C., 
certain aspects of Baalism, and the 
ideology of the prophet Hosea. The latter 
days of the eighth century B.C. witnessed 
the rise of the neo-Assyrian king Tiglath-
Pileser III  (745-727). He was followed by 
several capable kings who extended 
Assyrian dominance over the entire 
ancient Near East (eventually including 
Egypt) for more than a century. 
Particularly relevant to Hosea were at least 
six incursions into Palestine and its 
neighbors by an unstoppable Assyrian 
army during the prophet's lifetime. 
Conquest and exile were the most dreaded 
fate in biblical times. This perennial threat 
hanging over Israel (specifically the 
northern kingdom) came with a time of 
unparalleled political upheaval and 
instability. The nation had six kings within 
about 30 years, a period filled with intrigue 
and violence. Zechariah (753 B.C.) was 
murdered after only six months in power. 
The usurper, Shallum, was assassinated 
one month later. The next king, Menahem 
(752-742 B.C.) survived for a decade only 
by paying a burden some tribute to 
Tiglath-pileser. His son, Pekahiah (742-740 
B.C.), was assassinated by an army officer, Pekah 740-732), after only two years' reign. Subsequently, 
Pekah was disposed of by Hoshea, whose rebellion against the Assyrians led to the end of the northern 
kingdom (732-722 B.C.). 
Hosea's major concern was the worship of Baal-an apostasy that he understood to be the reason for 
Israel's dilemma. Baal was the weather-god worshiped in Syria-Palestine, who had control over 
agriculture and fertility, rainfall and productivity. Since ancient Israel was always an agricultural society, 
Baal worship was of unrivaled importance. Baal was localized at different shrines identified by such 
names as Baal-Peor (9:10) and Baal-Gad (Josh. 11:17) and hence was sometimes referred to as the Baals 
(Judg. 2:11; 3:7; 8:33). While a full description of this religion is not possible here, one major aspect of 
Baalism touches on this prophet's message: the religion's appeal to human sexuality (cf. Isa. 57:3-10). 
Other aspects such as drunkenness, bestiality, human sacrifice, mutilations, and incest-may be discerned 
in the book, but Hosea understands the strength of Baalism's appeal to the sex drive by way of ritual 
prostitution. 
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This amounted to sexual intimacy at one of the pagan shrines, understood most probably as an act of 
imitative magic. That is, sexual behavior at these shrines was expected to cause the Baals to respond in 
like manner to follow the worshipers by producing for them fertile seed and rain for a good crop. This 
intimacy took place with cult prostitutes (Hos. 4:14). When a worshiper selected a prostitute, he prayed, 
"I beseech the goddess of Astarte to favor you and Baal to favor me." There was also eating and drinking 
at shrines as an act of worship. 
 

1:4. Jehu’s massacre at Jezreel. Elisha had originally sanctioned the political revolution that brought 
Jehu to the throne (see 2 Kings 9:6–10). The speech made by the “son of the prophet” who anoints Jehu 
calls on him to avenge the blood of slain prophets by exterminating Ahab’s entire house, including his 
wife Jezebel. Jehu does this, first killing King Joram in battle (2 Kings 9:24) as well as King Ahaziah of 
Judah (2 Kings 9:27). After marching on the city of Jezreel, he calls on the populace to choose sides, and 
Jezebel is thrown from a balcony to her death (2 Kings 9:32–33). A general purge of Ahab’s “house,” 
which is a euphemism for his political supporters and government officials, then takes place. At Jehu’s 
orders the terrified officials in Jezreel behead seventy “sons of the house of Ahab” (2 Kings 10:6–8). The 
next day Jehu publicly denied any responsibility for the deaths of these seventy men and used this as a 
pretext to have all of the officials executed (2 Kings 10:9–11). It is this mass bloodletting, which swept 
away the dynasty and supporters of Ahab, that is the basis for the symbolic name for Hosea’s first son. 
The name thereby becomes a reminder to the current ruler, a descendant of Jehu, that his dynasty will 
be held accountable for Jehu’s murderous activities. It may also be forecasting a similar bloody end to 
that dynasty in the face of Syrian encroachment and the expansion of Assyrian hegemony in the region.1  
 

Valley of Jezreel. The Valley of Jezreel gets its name from the town of Jezreel at the east end of the 
valley. This fertile plain divides the Carmel range from lower Galilee, extending southeast with the 
Kishon River from the Acco plain above Carmel to pass between the Hill of Moreh and Mount Gilboa and 
into the Jordan valley by Beth Shan. It ranges from five to ten miles wide across its fifteen-mile length 
(Jokneam to Jezreel). Major trade routes came into the valley by way of Nahal Iron at Megiddo, so the 
valley was sometimes referred to as the plain of Megiddo, or, later, Armegeddon. It was a natural 
staging ground for battles, and many took place there during biblical times, including Deborah and 
Barak’s battle with the Canaanites (Judg 4), the battle of Mount Gilboa between Saul and the Philistines 
(1 Sam 31), and the battle between Josiah and Pharaoh Necho (2 Kings 23:29). It was also the location of 
Thutmose III’s famous battle of Megiddo in the fifteenth century to subdue the land of Canaan.2  
 
2:8. Israel’s Baal worship. Agricultural villages, whose produce fed themselves and the urban centers 
like Jerusalem, dominated the world of ancient Israel. The Mediterranean climate brought rain only 
during the winter and early spring months (October—April), and a drought meant that their fragile hold 
on life was severely threatened. It is no wonder, therefore, that the Canaanite storm god Baal was so 
pervasive a figure in ancient worship as well as in the ancient religious texts from Ugarit and Phoenicia. 
Rain meant life, fertility, economic prosperity and power for those blessed by it. The task for the Israelite 
prophets thus became an effort to demonstrate that Yahweh was the provider of fertility, including 
rainfall, and that Baal was a false god (see Jer 2:8; 23:13). More often than not, however, local villagers 
chose to combine Yahweh and Baal worship in order to maximize their chances of a good harvest (see 
Judg 2:11; 6:25–32). Similarly, the kings of Israel, like Ahab, in making diplomatic marriages, accepted 
the introduction of Baal and Asherah alongside Yahweh in the official worship centers (see 1 Kings 

 
1Matthews, Victor Harold ; Chavalas, Mark W. ; Walton, John H.: The IVP Bible Background Commentary : Old Testament. electronic ed. 
Downers Grove, IL : InterVarsity Press, 2000, S. Ho 1:4 
2Matthews, Victor Harold ; Chavalas, Mark W. ; Walton, John H.: The IVP Bible Background Commentary : Old Testament. electronic ed. 
Downers Grove, IL : InterVarsity Press, 2000, S. Jdg 6:33-35 
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16:31–33). Only after the exile would Baal worship be supplanted by faithful Yahweh-only worship 
among the Israelites.3  
 
4:10, 14. prostitution. In ancient Mesopotamia a distinction can be drawn between commercial 
prostitution and sexual service for the temple. The term ḫarimtu is used for both in cuneiform texts (for 
instance it is a ḫarimtu who “civilizes” Enkidu in the Gilgamesh Epic), but there is a difference in social 
status as well as purpose. The sacral sexual service provided at the temple was tied into the sacred 
marriage ritual that insured fertility for the land. There were various levels of priestesses, from the high 
priestess who represented the goddess Ishtar/Inanna and was said to be “visited” by the god Marduk 
each night, to cloistered female orders and more public figures like the naditu, who could own property, 
conduct business and even marry. The fact that commercial prostitution occurred near temples was 
based on the same considerations that brought prostitutes to frequent taverns and the city gate—high 
traffic areas meant more customers. Both temple sacral servants and prostitutes accepted payment, but 
the former were expected to dedicate these offerings to the gods. Additionally a distinction could be 
made between “sacred” prostitution and “cultic” prostitution. In “sacred” prostitution, as just 
mentioned, the proceeds go to the temple. It was quite possible for prostitutes to be employed by 
temples as a means of raising funds without their having any official status as priestesses. In “cultic” 
prostitution, the intent was to insure fertility through sexual ritual. We must also differentiate between 
occasional sacred/cultic prostitution (as in Gen 38) and professional sacred/cultic prostitution (as in 2 
Kings 23:7). The evidence for cultic prostitution in ancient Israel or elsewhere in the ancient Near East is 
not conclusive. Canaanite texts list prostitutes among the temple personnel, and Akkadian literature 
attests those who were dedicated for life to serve the temple in this way. Furthermore, since women 
often did not have personal assets, sometimes the only way of earning money by which to pay a vow 
appeared to be prostitution. The injunction against bringing the wages of a prostitute to the temple 
may, however, be a reaction against practices like that of the Ishtar temple in the Neo-Babylonian 
period to hire out female members of their community as prostitutes.4  
 
9:1. prostitute at threshing floor. One of the essential installations within the farming areas of Israel 
was the threshing floor. Harvested grain was brought here for processing and distribution (see Ruth 3:2, 
7). It would also be the likely site for public gatherings (see the confrontation in 1 Kings 22:10) and for 
harvest celebrations (Deut 16:13). However, Israel is enjoined to rejoice no longer since the people have 
demonstrated their infidelity by expressing their faith in Baal’s ability to provide their abundance (see 
Hos 2:7–8). Apparently common prostitutes as well as cult prostitutes frequented the areas where 
harvest and shearing festivals took place (see the comment on Gen 38:15–23). Thus Israel plays the 
prostitute amidst the grain, taking her hire from those gods she credited with the harvest rather than 
acknowledging Yahweh’s role.5  
 
9:7. prophet a maniac. There was sometimes a very fine line drawn between a person invested with the 
Spirit of God (1 Sam 9:6) and one considered to simply be insane (see 1 Sam 21:13–15; 2 Kings 9:11). In 
this case, however, Hosea’s enemies attempt to discredit him by claiming his prophecies are actually just 
the ravings of a madman (compare the similar charges made in Amos 7:10 and Jer 29:25–28).6  
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