JOEL

Key verse: 3:17

“Then you will know that I, the LORD your God, dwell in Zion my holy hill.

Jerusalem will be holy; never again will foreigners invade her.”

Joel prophesied to those who had nothing to eat because of locust plague, or war, which was coupled with drought. To people whose immediate need was food and survival he called for repentance. He prophesied that when they repent they would know that the LORD is God, and no other is. They would know that the LORD is holy. His prophecy teaches us that man lives by God.


1. The word of the LORD came at the time of the plague (1:1-12)


1:1-4. “The word of the LORD that came to Joel son of Pethuel. ‘Hear this, you elders; listen, all who live in the land. Has anything like this ever happened in your days or in the days of your forefathers? Tell it to your children, and let your children tell it to their children, and their children to the next generation. What the locust swarm has left the great locusts have eaten; what the great locusts have left the young locusts have eaten; what the young locusts have left other locusts have eaten.’” The word of the LORD came to Joel when the nation of Judah was plagued by locusts swarms. It is said that one swarm contains up to ten billion individual locusts. A swarm can devour in one day what 40,000 people eat in one year. A single locust can travel 3,000 miles during its lifetime, stripping vegetation wherever it and its swarm lands. In a 1958 locust invasion, Ethiopia lost 167,000 metric tons of grain, enough to feed more than a million people for a year. It is significant that the LORD started a Bible study with Joel when the nation was hit with a disaster of that dimension. It is surprising that the LORD took the disaster as an opportunity to call the attention of the elders, of all who lived in the land, and of their children of many generations to the word of the LORD.


1:5. “Wake up, you drunkards, and weep! Wail, all you drinkers of wine; wail because of the new wine, for it has been snatched from your lips.” Perhaps Joel calls the complacent people “drunkards”. There was a national disaster. He wouldn’t have a time to rebuke the bad habits of the few alcoholics. He calls those who were drunken in complacency to wake up to repentance. “A nation has invaded my land, powerful and without number; it has the teeth of a lion, the fangs of a lioness. It has laid waste my vines and ruined my fig trees. It has stripped off their bark and thrown it away, leaving their branches white” (1:6,7). Joel calls them to repentance because now they didn’t have grain or wine to offer to God. Without the means to offer temple sacrifices (Nu 28:3-8), the priests could not come before the LORD. They were virtually cut off from God.  “Mourn like a virgin in sackcloth grieving for the husband of her youth. Grain offerings and drink offerings are cut off from the house of the LORD. The priests are in mourning, those who minister before the LORD. The fields are ruined, the ground is dried up ; the grain is destroyed, the new wine is dried up, the oil fails” (1:8-11). Probably verse 10 indicates that there was a drought on top of the locusts plague. Joel calls “farmers and vine growers” to repentance in verse 11, perhaps the people of mannerism. “Despair, you farmers, wail, you vine growers; grieve for the wheat and the barley, because the harvest of the field is destroyed. The vine is dried up and the fig tree is withered; the pomegranate, the palm and the apple tree-- all the trees of the field--are dried up. Surely the joy of mankind is withered away” (1:11,12).


Look at 1:8 again: “Mourn like a virgin in sackcloth grieving for the husband of her youth.” Here the “virgin” stands for the people of Judah, the “husband” for the LORD. Joel called people to repentance because they had become like a virgin whose husband died before marriage. In those days being in engagement was considered the same as being married. Now the means to come to God was gone when the people of Judah didn’t produce the fruit of their marriage to God yet.


The word of the LORD came to those who had no joy left, whose access to the LORD was cut off. Here we learn that the word of the LORD comes to the sad, who do not have new wine to drink. The word of the LORD comes to those who despair because they do not have a church to go. He comes to those who do not have hope to have children, who do not have hope in their posterity. He comes to those who wail because there is nothing to cultivate, to harvest. The word of the LORD comes when we think everything is finished. He is something other than what we have considered as everything. He meets us when nothing is left, where nothing is left. Thanks be to God! 

2. The day of the LORD is near (1:13-2:17)

Look at 1:13-15. “Put on sackcloth, O priests, and mourn; wail, you who minister before the altar. Come, spend the night in sackcloth, you who minister before my God; for the grain offerings and drink offerings are withheld from the house of your God. Declare a holy fast; call a sacred assembly. Summon the elders and all who live in the land to the house of the LORD your God, and cry out to the LORD. Alas for that day! For the day of the LORD is near; it will come like destruction from the Almighty.” 
When the word of the LORD came the prophet Joel called the priests to repentance. He stopped the luxury of mourning for the lack of grain offerings or drink offerings. He cries out to the LORD instead because he saw that the day of the LORD was near. He saw that it will come like the destruction from the Almighty. He began his prophecy being overwhelmed with the trouble in the land. But he learned to fear the LORD Almighty when the word of God came. He saw that the LORD was there beyond the present trouble. He saw that the food had been cut off already, joy and gladness from the house of God as well. He didn’t see any prospect because the seeds are shriveled beneath the clods, and the store houses were in ruins, the granaries had been broken down for being left unused long time. He didn’t dwell in the past, or in the present situation when the word of the LORD came to him. He called to the LORD: “To you, O LORD, I call, for fire has devoured the open pastures and flames have burned up all the trees of the field” (1:19).

Joel illustrates in 2:1-11 how the day of the LORD will be like in the realistic description of the locusts invasion. “Blow the trumpet in Zion; sound the alarm on my holy hill. Let all who live in the land tremble, for the day of the LORD is coming. It is close at hand-- a day of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and blackness. Like dawn spreading across the mountains a large and mighty army comes, such as never was of old nor ever will be in ages to come. Before them fire devours, behind them a flame blazes. Before them the land is like the garden of Eden, behind them, a desert waste-- nothing escapes them. They have the appearance of horses; they gallop along like cavalry. With a noise like that of chariots they leap over the mountaintops, like a crackling fire consuming stubble, like a mighty army drawn up for battle. At the sight of them, nations are in anguish; every face turns pale. They charge like warriors; they scale walls like soldiers. They all march in line, not swerving from their course. They do not jostle each other; each marches straight ahead. They plunge through defenses without breaking ranks. They rush upon the city; they run along the wall. They climb into the houses; like thieves they enter through the windows. Before them the earth shakes, the sky trembles, the sun and moon are darkened, and the stars no longer shine. The LORD thunders at the head of his army; his forces are beyond number, and mighty are those who obey his command. The day of the LORD is great; it is dreadful. Who can endure it?”
The description is indeed fearful. But here we should learn that Joel understood the locust invasion as a God event. In other words, when the word of the LORD came he received the insight to recognize God in the experience which was overwhelming. This is a very important quality of faith, which is found in the Bible all along. For example, in the book of Exodus the deliverance or the leadership of Moses are not emphasized as much the revelation that the LORD is God. The whole Exodus experience including the conquest of the Canaanites’ land was given that the Israel people may believe that the LORD is God. The Ten Commandments begin with the words, “I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery” (Ex 20:2). If we want to single out a theme which flows through the Old Testament this is it. To put it differently this is what the word of the LORD teaches. What Joel saw and experienced was locusts invasion, perhaps the invasion of Assyria or Babylonia. But what he recognized was the LORD who thundered at the head of his army. Joel saw in the end of the nation the dawn of the day of the LORD.

There follows the faith to return to the LORD when the world ends. Look at 2:12-17. “Even now,” declares the LORD, “return to me with all your heart, with fasting and weeping and mourning.” Rend your heart and not your garments. Return to the LORD your God, for he is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in love, and he relents from sending calamity. Who knows? He may turn and have pity and leave behind a blessing-- grain offerings and drink offerings for the LORD your God. Blow the trumpet in Zion, declare a holy fast, call a sacred assembly. Gather the people, consecrate the assembly; bring together the elders, gather the children, those nursing at the breast. Let the bridegroom leave his room and the bride her chamber. Let the priests, who minister before the LORD, weep between the temple porch and the altar.”
In an extreme situation people either are paralyzed or indulge in all kinds of activities in despair. Look what happened to Joel when he believed God by the help of the word of the LORD. The words “even now” in 2:12 indicate that how well he was aware of the reality. However he didn’t say it was too late. He urged people to repent “even now”. He even encouraged people to repent better. He told them to rend their hearts not their garments. He encouraged those who are hungry to fast. He did not exempt children, or nursing mothers, or newly married people. He found for the priests something to do. They were crushed and so just mourning because they had nothing to offer on the altar. Joel told them to weep between the temple porch and the altar. He asked the priests to pray, “Spare your people, O LORD. Do not make your inheritance an object of scorn, a byword among the nations. Why should they say among the peoples, ‘Where is their God?’” In 2:17b we can find another important quality which made Joel to be so alive defying all the reality as we have examined in 2:12-16: He prayed for the honor of the name of the LORD.  

The essence of the difficulty of the locusts plague experience was that people were disappointed with their God. They began to question if the LORD was really God. If he couldn’t provide for his own worship, or couldn’t protect his own people, how could they believe that their God is God? But Joel understood that the disaster meant the nearness of the day of the LORD when the word of God came to him. That is why he could pray for the honor of the name of the LORD. This unique quality of the faith in the LORD is, in fact, nothing new. For example, the people of Israel were told to circumcise them just before the attack of Jericho. The fortress of Jericho was strong, and the people of Israel were a bunch of ordinary people with not much ammunition. Even if they threw themselves into the battle they couldn’t capture the city. Now, doing circumcision meant to make themselves vulnerable to the attack of the enemy. They couldn’t even move after the surgery not to mention to fight. Yet they made a pledge before God by circumcising themselves in front of their enemy. In other words, they honored the LORD as God with circumcision. They were very strange people. Joel called for repentance for the same reason. Just as the forefathers sought God in the matter of the conquest of the land Joel sought God in the matter of the national disaster. Though we understand the mechanism it is not easy to practice faith. We only see disaster when disaster comes. But we, too, can learn the same faith. That faith comes when we listen to the word of the LORD. During the last century many tragic events happened. As a result even the most brilliant minds only saw troubles and darkness in the future. We should pray for the word of the LORD to come to 120 young people in our times as it happened to Joel.

3. Then you will know that I am the LORD your God (2:18-27)


Look at 2:18-27. “Then the LORD will be jealous for his land and take pity on his people. The LORD will reply to them: ‘I am sending you grain, new wine and oil, enough to satisfy you fully; never again will I make you an object of scorn to the nations. I will drive the northern army far from you, pushing it into a parched and barren land, with its front columns going into the eastern sea and those in the rear into the western sea. And its stench will go up; its smell will rise.' Surely he has done great things. Be not afraid, O land; be glad and rejoice. Surely the LORD has done great things. Be not afraid, O wild animals, for the open pastures are becoming green. The trees are bearing their fruit; the fig tree and the vine yield their riches. Be glad, O people of Zion, rejoice in the LORD your God, for he has given you the autumn rains in righteousness. He sends you abundant showers, both autumn and spring rains, as before. The threshing floors will be filled with grain; the vats will overflow with new wine and oil. I will repay you for the years the locusts have eaten-- the great locust and the young locust, the other locusts and the locust swarm -- my great army that I sent among you. You will have plenty to eat, until you are full, and you will praise the name of the LORD your God, who has worked wonders for you; never again will my people be shamed. Then you will know that I am in Israel, that I am the LORD your God, and that there is no other; never again will my people be shamed.”
The word “then” in 2:18 should mean more mean more than the condition of repentance.  It rather means what God will reveal to those who earnestly seek him. Also the present perfect tense in 2:20,21,23 and 26 should mean the confession of faith. We find the same expression in the New Testament. When a man hears the word of the LORD he sees God. He will also see that the LORD has delivered his people and that the Kingdom of God has come. Then he knows that the LORD his God is God, and that there is no other. This is a profound truth. We may sample today some of it, however. Everyone should learn this personally. It seems to me Joel means that man lives by God. In a strict sense Joel was stripped of even the faith in the covenant which Hosea held on. Thus he reveals that God is everything to us.

4. The Judgment  (2:28-3:16)


When men know that the LORD is in Israel, that he is God, and that there is no other, there will come the judgment. It will come in two ways. First, God will pour out his Spirit on all people. Look at 2:28-32. “And afterward, I will pour out my Spirit on all people.  Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your old men will dreams, you young men will see visions. Even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days. I will show wonders in the heavens and on the earth, blood and fire and billows of smoke. The sun will be turned to darkness and the moon to blood before the coming of the great and dreadful day of the LORD. And everyone who calls on the name of the LORD will be saved; for on Mount Zion and in Jerusalem there will be deliverance, as the LORD had said, among the survivors whom the LORD calls”
In the past, the Holy Spirit was given to the judges (Jdg 6:34), kings (1Sa 10:6,10) or prophets (Isa 6:1).  But as we learned from Peter in the book of Acts this happened on the day of the Pentecost. Since then the Holy Spirit was given to those who repent and believe in the name of Jesus Christ. What happens when we are given the Holy Spirit? We will see the wonders. The word “wonder” which is used in 2:30 is used to describe the wonders of God which happened in time of Exodus.  In other words, when we receive the Holy Spirit we will see wonders in all things. As we read in the book of the Revelation, we will see wonders when the sun will be turned to darkness, for example. On the day he will restore us by the gospel of Jesus Christ  we will also see that the LORD will judge the nations according to what they had done. 


Second, The judgment on the nations (3:9-16) Look at 3:1,2.  “In those days and at that time, when I restore the fortunes of Judah and Jerusalem, I will gather all nations and bring them down to the Valley of Jehoshaphat.  There I will enter into judgment against them concerning my inheritance, my people Israel, for they scattered my people among the nations and divided up my land.”  The Valley of Jehoshaphat symbolizes the valley of God’s judgment.  When we receive the Holy Spirit we are assured of God’s judgment, and the rebellion of the nations against God. We foresee that the heavens and earth will be uprooted (1:15). The LORD will roar from Zion and thunder from Jerusalem; the earth and the sky will tremble. But the LORD will be a refuge for his people. 


What will be accomplished through the judgment? Look at 3:17. “Then you will know that I, the LORD your God, dwell in Zion, my holy hill. Jerusalem will be holy; never again will foreigners invade her.” In 3:18-21 is the explanation of what happens when people know that the LORD God is holy and his dwelling place is holy. “In that day the mountains will drip new wine, and the hills will flow with milk; all the ravines of Judah will run with water. A fountain will flow out of the Lord's house and will water the valley of acacias. But Egypt will be desolate, Edom a desert waste, because of violence done to the people of Judah, in whose land they shed innocent blood. Judah will be inhabited forever and Jerusalem through all generations. Their bloodguilt, which I have not pardoned, I will pardon.” “The LORD dwells in Zion!” It seems Joel is prophesying the day when the LORD rules us with the gospel of the forgiveness of sins, and his people dwell in the truth.
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