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In a sermon once our minister included as part of his text Proverbs 9:10. We read there that 

“the fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom: and the knowledge of the holy is 

understanding.” Our minister noted that it is evident in this passage that knowledge, 

understanding, and wisdom are closely related. And yet, he said, we must note the subtle and not 

so subtle distinctions among them. 

Knowledge is the broadest term of the three. It is, basically, all facts which our renewed 

minds take in. Knowledge is the raw material, so to speak, of life. Understanding goes a step 

further. Having taken in some facts, gained a little knowledge, the man of understanding will do 

something right with that knowledge. A fanatic, on the other hand, who may have a little or a lot 

of head-knowledge (not spiritual knowledge), but who has no understanding, will always do 

something wrong with the knowledge he has. Of the three: knowledge, understanding, and 

wisdom, wisdom is that spiritual gift which puts a heart into all this. Wisdom in a man causes 

that man not only to know God and to understand God, but it causes him to love God. One grows 

in this wisdom by grace and in the light of God’s eternal and living Word Who has come in the 

flesh. The wise man, therefore, is the man who, with whatever knowledge he has, uses that 

knowledge to do what is right out of love for God. 

I introduce this essay on Hosea 4:6 with these distinctions of certain terms. As pointed out, 

however, we must remember the close relation of the three. All three are spiritual fruits of the 

Holy Spirit of God working in the heart of man. And knowledge of the holy is also 

understanding and wisdom. And if one fruit is lacking it is seen that all are lacking. When there 

is no true knowledge of God, therefore there will be no understanding or wisdom. And when 

God says in Hosea 4:6 “My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge” also lack of 

understanding and wisdom are to be seen as the reason for destruction. For lack of knowledge, 

for nothing less than lack of everything spiritual, the axe is laid to the root of the tree. 

Israel in the days of Hosea was no better off than when it first followed Jeroboam to escape 

the purportedly severe yoke of Rehoboam, the then king of Judah. For Jeroboam II, who was one 

of the kings in Hosea’s days, “departed not from all the sins of Jeroboam the son of Nebat who 

made Israel to sin” (II Kings 14:24). And the other six kings of Israel to whom Hosea prophesied 

were all evil as well. Only Hoshea, the last of the kings of Israel (after whose reign Israel was led 

into captivity by the Assyrians) had the less than honorable distinction of doing less evil than the 

kings before him (II Kings 17:2). 

The first Jeroboam, we recall, had set up a system of idol worship; his, and all Israel’s was 

calculated and organized idolatry. Instead of obeying the second commandment of Jehovah God, 

Jeroboam and Israel would obey their own gods and make golden calves of them and claim that 

in them was deliverance (I Kings 12:28). And to avoid any kind of doings with Judah and true 

temple worship, Jeroboam set up convenient places of worship at Dan and Bethel. To retain 

popularity perhaps, the evil king and also those of Hosea’s day who continued in his ways made 

priests out of those who were not of the sons of Levi, changed God- appointed feast dates, and 

took it upon themselves to offer sacrifice and to burn incense. 

Outwardly then in Israel there was form of worship (II Timothy3:5). There was a form even 

of the worship which God had required in His law. But inwardly the worship of Israel under the 



first evil king and also through Hosea’s days of prophesy was the worship of false gods (Notice 

Hosea 2:16 Israel was calling upon Baal and setting aside days to observe their idols!). No 

wonder, though it is a wonder, that God would say through Hosea that He desired mercy, and not 

sacrifice; and the knowledge of God more than burnt offerings (6:16). 

This spiritual apostasy of Israel led, throughout its sordid history, to political alignment with 

heathen nations. And so, having made friends with the world, moral corruption of every sort 

crept in. Indeed, seeing it no evil thing to split with their brethren of Judah and Benjamin, Israel 

was also herself full of strivings and swearing and lying and killing and stealing and committing 

adultery and blood touching blood (4:1, 2). Having forgotten the love of God, none remembered 

either the love of the neighbor. 

Clearly, the knowledge Israel was lacking was not a knowledge of camels, or tent-making, or 

astronomy. They lacked the knowledge of God (v. 1). For this reason, their ignorance was sin. 

God does not judge people upon the basis of their basket-weaving virtues or lack thereof. On the 

contrary, people are judged upon the basis of their clear sight of the invisible things of him, even 

upon the basis of the clear sight of God’s eternal power and Divinity (Romans 1:20). Because 

people suppress that knowledge, because all of us are as in Adam and as those of Peter’s day, 

willingly ignorant of the Word of God (II Peter 3:5), therefore they and we are without excuse. 

One might well adapt the definition of ignorance which the Dictionary of New Testament (ed. 

Colin Brown) renders: ignorance is the guilty turning away from the revelation of God in Jesus 

Christ (vol. 2, p. 407). 

Sinners do not lack knowledge for naught. On the contrary, they are very good at lacking 

knowledge! In fact, emptying themselves for God’s law (which Israel knew in their heads so 

well), that is forgetting His law, the people will gladly fill themselves with the poison of a 

rejecting spirit and at the same time set their hearts on their iniquity. 

Judgment is sure to come. Israel is destroyed now in Hosea’s day and shall be soon by the 

captivity. Israel is destroyed or cut off. They are like the beasts that perish (Psalm 49:12, 20). 

They are like Isaiah the prophet who is undone because he and the people in the midst of whom 

he dwells have unclean lips which are not acceptable to God the King and Lord of Hosts Usaiah 

6:5); the Hebrew verb in each example is the same as in Hosea 4:6. This is what has happened to 

Israel, and this is what shall be their portion: “The earth also is defiled under the inhabitants 

thereof: because they have transgressed the laws, changed the ordinance, broken the everlasting 

covenant. . . . And it shall be, as with the people, so with the priest; as with the servant so with 

his master; as with the maid, so with her mistress; as with the buyer, so with the seller; as with 

the lender, so with the borrower; as with the taker of usury, so with the giver of usury to him. 

The land shall be utterly emptied, and utterly spoiled: for the Lord hath spoken his word.’’ 

(Isaiah 24:5, 2, 3) 

God shall tolerate less the sinners of today than those of Sodom and Gomorrah, and than 

those also of Hosea’s day. Iniquity in the twentieth century abounds. And it is such a 

damnable age because people now know, more than in Old Testament times, the God of heaven 

and earth. They know He is the God come in the flesh. They know God in light of the preaching 

of the Gospel which preaching is a savor of death unto death and of life unto life. 

Yet knowing this and rejecting this knowledge of God sinners today more than ever lack 

knowledge. These know about God, yes. But true, heart-felt knowledge, understanding, and 

wisdom of God through faith in God sinners lack. Like Israel, whose glory God would turn to 

shame, sinners today are raging waves of the sea, foaming out their own shame, wandering stars, 

to whom is reserved the blackness of darkness forever (Jude 13). 



In light of this past and present distress of lack of knowledge, we who would be teachers 

and/or ministers tremble. For ministers and teachers are like the priests of Hosea’s day in this 

respect: their calling is to teach the knowledge of God. Levites were not only to put incense 

before Israel and burnt sacrifice upon the altar, but to teach her God’s judgments and law 

(Deuteronomy 33:10). And like such priests of the Old Testament ministers / teachers should 

keep knowledge and speak it as messengers of the LORD of Hosts (Malachi 2:7). 

“Messengers of the LORD of Hosts” — teachers and ministers are nothing less. This is 

reason enough for such teachers/preachers to fear. For these shall receive, according to James 

3:1, “the greater condemnation”, or judgment, according as they bring or do not bring the right 

message of the true LORD. How frightening it is for God’s instructors to know that in the 

way of false teachers and lying preachers God destroys and cuts off whole generations of people 

(Hosea 4:6b: He forgets children, seeing the fathers have forgotten the law of God)! 

Those who hope to instruct, in the formal, academic sense, but also and especially in the 

spiritual sense of the word, God’s covenant people, must now, therefore, be diligent. If there is 

any word by which a Protestant Reformed minister/teacher should be characterized in our days it 

is diligence. We must be diligent in working out. first, our own salvation with fear and trembling 

lest we think that our instructing will exalt us above others or somehow merit our place in 

heaven. We must be diligent in giving and not begrudging time and energy and counsel, in 

serving, in growing in knowledge, in communicating the weighty matters of the law, and above 

all in loving God and the neighbor which is the fulfilling of the law. “And that, knowing the 

time, that now it is high time to awake out of sleep: for now is our salvation nearer than when we 

believed. The night is far spent, the day is at hand, let us therefore cast off the works of darkness, 

and let us put on the armour of light.’’ (Romans 13:11, 12) 

Diligent to teach God’s law for the glory of His name and the edification of His people, we 

who will be so take comfort. For God works in spite of our sin and through the faithful diligence 

of teachers/ministers instructing God’s people. For their instruction is that covenant generations 

might know the only true God and Jesus Christ whom He has sent. Through this instruction the 

spiritually dead are born again to life eternal. And they are kept in that life in the knowledge and 

understanding and wisdom of their loving Father. God’s children shall lack nothing! 
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