Minor Prophets: Joel – August 2nd 3009


General Intro: 

This is part of a series on Minor Prophets. – what are they? The twelve books at the end of OT spanning a date range of about 500 years.  David and Solomon’s single kingdom split into two kingdoms about 930BC and God sent prophets to speak into his people. 

My servants the prophets

God describes prophets 16 times in the OT  as “my servants the prophets” and in fact the bible verse I am now going to read to you is the key to the whole of  the Minor Prophets.

 2Ki 17:13 Yet the LORD warned Israel and Judah by every prophet and every seer, saying, "Turn from your evil ways and keep my commandments and my statutes, in accordance with all the Law that I commanded your fathers, and that I sent to you by my servants the prophets." 
God used the prophets to teach them about who he is - to give Israel the Law and the commandments and then he used prophets to warn Israel and Judah to be obedient to his laws, his commands and his statutes, to return to him and be saved or to suffer the consequences. 

(
We have seen in the first sermon that God is a God who values relationships. In Obadiah God warns Edom of their destruction because they attacked their brothers. Edom was founded by Esau and the Edomites had joined in attacks on Israel and on Judah – these states were in essence founded by Esau’s brother Jacob. God values relationships, In Obadiah the fact of brotherhood is important
 (
In the second sermon about the book of Hosea we saw God warning the Northern Kingdom Israel about its unfaithfulness and promising gracious restoration if only they would let him work on them. They sowed the wind and reaped the whirlwind, God sowed both destruction and grace. Those called “No Mercy” would receive mercy those who were “not my people” would be called children of the living God. Again God emphasising relationship and we will see this theme over and over again
(
Now we come to the book of Joel. We have seen warnings to Edom and to Israel. Now it is the turn of the Southern Kingdom Judah. 

And the first thing I need to say is that although it is the turn of Judah and that this book is all about calamity and disaster and a foretaste of judgment there does not appear to be any great sin that the people of Judah are committing – or if there is then we aren’t told about it . 

Judah’s sin is not what we read about - this book is much more about the greatness of God. 
Joel’s very name means “Jehovah is God” and that is what this book is about. Of course, there is sin, and we will have to look at it but the main point is that God is in control.
Joel, the writer of this book he is distinguished from several other Joels who occur in the bible by being the son of Pethuel (v1) And that is about all that we know of him. We can estimate that he is quite early in this block of history we are looking at because both Amos and Isaiah quote him, so maybe about 835-800BC.

When we come to look at the book we find Joel is a book of 2 halves: 
1. v1:1 to 2:17 are a description of the problems and calamites and a plea to turn to God. 
a. Link between the two halves: There is the wonderful Statement in 2:18-19 of God’s love 
2. Then in the rest of the book there are a series of prophecies about how the problems and calamites will be resolved. 
a. The resolution starts with the immediate problems 2:20-27
b. moves through Christ into the church age with the prophecy Peter picks up in Acts 2:28-32 (Hebrew Text Chapter 3)
c. on to end-time solutions. 
So let us look at these two halves. 
The first half 1:1-2:17 is a description of a current calamity – a devastating plague of locusts - or rather, devastating plagues of locusts
Joel starts with making sure that people know that these are not his ideas but the Word of the Lord v1 and then goes on to ask them if they have ever seen anything like what is happening to them. He appeals to the very oldest and wisest in the land. Have you ever seen or heard of anything like this? He is echoing Deuteronomy 32:7 ... not only ask yourselves but tell your children so that the knowledge will be remembered. What has happened? Plague upon plague of locusts. 
Joel 1:4: What the cutting locust left, the swarming locust has eaten. What the swarming locust left, the hopping locust has eaten, and what the hopping locust left, the destroying locust has eaten. 

Now I don’t know about you but I have never experienced a plague of locusts and I also think that we tend to read the bible in a slightly different way to the way we read other books. That can be good and right but sometimes we miss out on the impact of things … so I decided to read a more personal description of a locust plague – and I have asked Hannah to read it to us. 
The extracts I have chosen come from the Laura Ingalls Wilder “Little House” series, this one from “On the Banks of Plum Creek” 

<< bits from Plum Creek>>
Thank you Hannah.

Now perhaps we can have an feeling for what Joel is talking about
Joel 1:4: What the cutting locust left, the swarming locust has eaten. What the swarming locust left, the hopping locust has eaten, and what the hopping locust left, the destroying locust has eaten. 

We don’t really know what the words used for the different kinds of locusts mean but the repeated 4 times is significant. As in other places where 4 kinds of destroyer are mentioned (Jeremiah and Ezekiel) the intention is to make sure we know that this is a complete destruction and that it is everywhere in Judah, over the whole country.
As a recent example, in 2004 there was one swarm in Morocco which was 230 km long, at least 150 Km wide, and contained an estimated 69 billion locusts

Judah at the time of writing is about 90*40m (140*65 Km) 8900 sq Km about half the size of Wales.
Note there is no blame for sins here – we must be cautious never see an organic relationship between particular sin and particular calamity – not without a specific word from God. 
Here they are encouraged to bewail the results of the calamity – specifically 
as they affect labour <be ashamed O tillers of the soil for the harvests have failed>
as they affect people <there is no joy in the land> 
and as they affect worship <mourn and put on sackcloth because there are no offerings>; 
they are encouraged to turn to God
Read 1:15-20 Alas for the day! For the day of the LORD is near, and as destruction from the Almighty it comes. Is not the food cut off before our eyes, joy and gladness from the house of our God?  The seed shrivels under the clods; the storehouses are desolate; the granaries are torn down because the grain has dried up. How the beasts groan! The herds of cattle are perplexed because there is no pasture for them; even the flocks of sheep suffer. 
To you, O LORD, I call. For fire has devoured the pastures of the wilderness, and flame has burned all the trees of the field. Even the beasts of the field pant for you because the water brooks are dried up, and fire has devoured the pastures of the wilderness. 

Note: this is the Lord’s doing – there is nothing out of his control. This is a picture of judgement. 
This is a picture of that day that will come “The day of the Lord”

So to Chapter 2: 

We are still with the locust calamity. Here they are called the Armies of the Lord; for what is at issue is the “Day of the Lord” God is in control. It is he who brings calamity.  
<read some bits to remind us> 

Joel 2:3-11 The land is like the garden of Eden before them, but behind them a desolate wilderness, and nothing escapes them. Their appearance is like the appearance of horses, and like war horses they run. As with the rumbling of chariots, they leap on the tops of the mountains, like the crackling of a flame of fire devouring the stubble, like a powerful army drawn up for battle. 

Before them peoples are in anguish; all faces grow pale. 

Like warriors they charge; like soldiers they scale the wall. They march each on his way; they do not swerve from their paths. They do not jostle one another; each marches in his path; they burst through the weapons and are not halted. They leap upon the city, they run upon the walls, they climb up into the houses, they enter through the windows like a thief. 

The earth quakes before them; the heavens tremble. The sun and the moon are darkened, and the stars withdraw their shining. 

The LORD utters his voice before his army, for his camp is exceedingly great; he who executes his word is powerful. For the day of the LORD is great and very awesome; who can endure it?
¿ Who can endure the Day of the Lord?

It is here that we get an inkling of the people’s failure. They have been going along mechanically – rending their garments not their hearts. They haven’t done anything particularly wrong – we are not told anything other than this:- that they have been a bit incorrect in their response to this disaster. They haven’t really turned to God. 
But I do not think failure to respond to calamity is the real issue
So back in Joel 2. Not only is the army the Lord’s Army but the peoples response is to be wholehearted
Joel 2:12-13 "Yet even now," declares the LORD, "return to me with all your heart, with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning; and rend your hearts and not your garments."
Sometimes we feel very strongly about something but do not turn to God. Back in Chapter 1 the drunkard was bellowing because he had no wine. In Hebrews 12 we are told that Esau changed his mind about giving away his birthright with bitter angry tears. Intensity of response alone is not enough. 

The direction of the response is one key. “Turn to me” God says. 

The intensity of the response is the second key. “with all your heart, with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning”

The wholeness of the response is the third key “rend your hearts and not your garments”

Just to show you how important this is: Remember as we read the next bit the statement in Deuteronomy that a man should not be involved in warfare in the first year of his marriage. This has always been understood to include spiritual warfare as well as battle with swords… here no-one is excused, no-one is excluded from the call
Joel 2:15-17  Blow the trumpet in Zion; consecrate a fast; call a solemn assembly; gather the people. Consecrate the congregation; assemble the elders; gather the children, even nursing infants. Let the bridegroom leave his room, and the bride her chamber. 

Between the vestibule and the altar let the priests, the ministers of the LORD, weep and say, "Spare your people, O LORD, and make not your heritage a reproach, a byword among the nations. Why should they say among the peoples, 'Where is their God?'" 

That is the first half of Joel: 

A disaster, a calamity which has affected the people. A plague of locusts bigger than any in the memory of the people has affected Judah. In fact a plague of locusts bigger than has ever been - or ever will be - he says in 2:2 and yet, while it is a disaster it is “the Day of the Lord” – It is God’s doing and it is his army. God is in Control
To find out what it is about we must move on:

First comes a wonderful statement of God’s Love.

Joel 2:18-19  Then the LORD became jealous for his land and had pity on his people. 

The LORD answered and said to his people, "Behold, I am sending to you grain, wine, and oil, and you will be satisfied; and I will no more make you a reproach among the nations. 

This acts as a link to the other half of Joel which explains what God is going to do and the lessons we may learn from this – but note, it is a response – “The Lord answered” 

All too often we don’t turn to God and ask – and then as James says – “you do not get because you do not ask”
This second half of Joel is divided into several ‘time zones’

The immediate: I will take away the locusts – note how big these swarms are. It will be driven into the Arabian Desert and its vanguard will be drowning in the Eastern Sea – the Dead Sea – while its rearguard is still in the Western Sea - the Mediterranean. That is a distance of about 70 miles. It isn’t quite clear what is happening here: Some have seen the different swarms dispersed and drowning in the two seas: Others have seen it as one enormous swarm – it doesn’t really matter for the overall effect is: 
“I will remove the locusts from you” God is in control. 

“I will restore your harvests” God is in control

2:22 - Fear not, you beasts of the field, for the pastures of the wilderness are green; the tree bears its fruit; the fig tree and vine give their full yield. 

"Be glad, O children of Zion, and rejoice in the LORD your God, for he has given the early rain for your vindication; he has poured down for you abundant rain, the early and the latter rain, as before. 

"The threshing floors shall be full of grain; the vats shall overflow with wine and oil.  I will restore to you the years that the swarming locust has eaten, the hopper, the destroyer, and the cutter, my great army, which I sent among you. 

"You shall eat in plenty and be satisfied, and praise the name of the LORD your God, who has dealt wondrously with you. And my people shall never again be put to shame. 

God is in control

The next time zone is The nearer future 1: Many commentators over the years have taken the verse about spring and autumn rains, and used an alternative understanding. Because the “early rain” is for vindication and the fact that the “latter rains” can be translated as “a rain of righteousness”, in fact the phrase could be translated as “a teacher of righteousness” – The point is that God does care about his creation and its need to be fed – “give us this day our daily bread” but “man is not fed by bread alone” - God is also concerned about our spiritual food and it has been seen by many people that both physical and spiritual needs are being met here. 
We must not miss the main thrust of the restoration of the harvests and blessings of the land, but even within that is the hint of a spiritual blessing

This spiritual blessing is spelled out more completely in v27

You shall know that I am in the midst of Israel, and that I am the LORD your God and there is none else. And my people shall never again be put to shame

The presence of God amongst His people, is ‘ Immanuel’ – Jesus’ coming is of course future to Joel – by some 800 years. But this is a promise that the teacher of righteousness will dwell among his people – which happened when Jesus came.

The nearer future 2: What makes this understanding even more certain is that then comes the passage that Peter quotes in the Pentecost sermon in Acts 2

Joel 2:28-ff  "And it shall come to pass afterward,(After Emmanuel has come) (Peter – in the last days)  that I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh..

Peter says that the Acts 2 Pentecost outpouring of the Holy Spirit is a fulfilment of the prophecy in Joel – so this prophecy is speaking of the second phase of The nearer future 2:

Interestingly the whole prophecy is a separate chapter in the Hebrew Bible and where I will say to you – “let us go on the chapter 3” - if I were using a Hebrew bible I’d say, “let us go on to chapter 4”

I do not want to say much about this prophecy except to point out three things, 

Firstly, while it starts just after the death of Jesus and is where we are; it moves on into The further future which culminates in the coming of the Day of the Lord – a day which is still future to us

Secondly, the whole continues to make the point that God is always in control

Thirdly, like many prophecies it goes round in circles. It starts with fulfilment about 2000 years ago, moves to a day future to us, and returns to the present between these two times; during which “All who call upon the name of the Lord will be saved”

And so to chapter 3 (or chapter 4 if you are reading a Hebrew bible <Mike>!) where we are basically dealing with The Far Future
We read much of this passage as our OT reading and I merely want to say that it tells us of the judgement of the nations and the final glorification of God’s own city, Zion
There is no greater statement that God is in control than the realisation that there will be a final judgement where all the Nations will be defeated and God will be a refuge for his people – despite the armies of the nations and what they have done to Jerusalem in the past… 

not “despite their armies and what they have done in the past” but because of their armies and what they have done in the past. This is judgement
The world powers (pictured by Egypt and Edom) are judged and become desolate – the effect of the locusts had been like this. 
God’s people are saved and safe and enjoy physical and spiritual blessing – the milk and honey of the promised land is theirs. The waters of the river of life flowing out of Jerusalem and all their sins forgiven. 
God is truly in control, past, present and future – God is always in control 
We have seen it in this picture of the calamity of the locust plague. The calamity was a picture of the “Day of the Lord” God was in control and the locusts were God’s army. If this is a picture of judgment then we are not told why the people of Judah were being judged. All we are told that might be construed as negative is that their response to the calamity was not as it should have been.
We tend to make judgements – almost playing God ourselves – I’m sure that we have heard people says “Aids is a judgment” 

I am sure that we have heard – and even said ourselves “so and so deserved what happened to him” – we can’t say such things without a revelation from God. 

Even here, in Joel we can’t say this is a judgement on Judah because God doesn’t say so

We do not know if the calamity was intended as punishment but I doubt it, for we do know that the punishment for sin is death. Jeremiah asks “How can a living man complain of punishment for sin” (Lam 3:39) – he can’t!! 

We do know that the Lord disciplines those he loves and also that discipline is not pleasant while it is happening 
.., so maybe the initial locust calamity event in Joel was for discipline – we just do not know

This is what I think Joel is about. 
The confidence that we can have that God is in Control even when things seem to be as black as black. Yes of course we should turn to God when things do not go right and as I pointed out before we should do it with all our being, not half-heartedly.

But we should not have to have some calamity before we turn to God we should be turning to God at all times, good times and bad times – In praise and prayer in rejoicing and distress. 

In other words, as Jesus said, the first & great commandment is   “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind” (Matt 22:38)  - 

I don’t often pay much attention to it, but my grammar checker suggests replacing the ‘all’s with ‘entire’ so it would read “You shall love the Lord your God with your entire heart and with your entire soul and with your entire mind

not when it suits us but always, all the time and with all of who we are. 

In other words as Paul said, “do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus

And to prove that it is worthwhile Joel outlines the fact that God is in control all through all the time zones, right until the very end; and eternal blessings belong to God’s people – in Joel there are echoes of the Promised Land and preview of The New Jerusalem 

Joel 3:18 "And in that day the mountains shall drip sweet wine, and the hills shall flow with milk, and all the streambeds of Judah shall flow with water; and a fountain shall come forth from the house of the LORD
Have confidence brothers and sisters in the Lord. Truly God is in Control– more: Our God is in control of all of history
From “On the Banks of Plum Creek” Laura Ingalls Wilder 
The cloud was over the sun but it was not like any cloud they had seen before. It was a cloud of something like snowflakes, but they were larger than snowflakes and thin and glittering. Light shone through each glittering particle. There was no wind, the grasses were still and the hot air did not stir but the edge of the cloud came across the sky faster than wind

Plunk, something hit Laura’s head and fell to the ground. She looked down and saw the largest grasshopper that she had ever seen. Then large brown grasshoppers were hitting the ground all around her, hitting her head, her face, her arms. They came thudding down like hail, The cloud was hailing grasshoppers. Their bodies hid the sun and made darkness. The rasping whirring of their wings filled the whole air and they hit the ground and the house with the noise of a hailstorm.
Then Laura heard another sound, one big sound made of tiny nips and gnawings… the grasshoppers were eating, You could not hear one grasshopper eat unless you listened very carefully while you held him and fed him grass. Millions and millions of grasshoppers were eating now. You could hear the millions and millions of jaws biting and chewing.

The whole prairie was changed. The grasses did not wave, they had fallen. The willow trees were bare. In the plum thickets only a few plum pits still clung to the leafless branches. The nipping, clicking, gnawing sound of the grasshopper’s eating was still going on…The whole prairie was brown and bare. Millions of brown grasshoppers whirred low over it. Not a green thing in sight anywhere.
…<Then the grasshoppers drilled holes in the ground and laid bags of eggs. >
“The grasshoppers are laying their eggs” said Pa. “The ground is honeycombed with them. 
Look at the door-yard and you’ll see the pits where the eggs are buried a couple of inches deep. All over the wheat-field, everywhere, you can’t put your finger down between them” He took one of the grey things from his pocket. “That’s one of them, a pod of grasshopper eggs. I’ve been cutting them open. There’s 35-40 eggs in every pod, there is a pod in every hole, there’s 8-10 pods to the square foot. All over this country. We have no more chance of making a crop next year than we have of flying. When these hatch they will eat everything green.

 Spot (the cow) was thin, her hip joints stuck up all sharp, all her ribs showed and there were hollows round her eyes. Every day she went mooing with the other cattle seeking something to eat. They had eaten all the little bushes along the creek and gnawed the bark off the willow branches as high as they could reach. Spot’s milk was bitter and everyday she gave less of it
<Moving on to the next spring> 
One day when Pa came in to dinner he said, "The grasshoppers are hatching. This hot sun is bringing them out of the eggs and up through the ground like corn popping."  Laura ran out to see. The grass on the knoll was hopping full of tiny green things. Laura caught one in her hands and looked at it. Its wee, small wings and its tiny legs and Its little head and even its eyes were the colour of the grass. It was so very tiny and so perfect. Laura could hardly believe it would ever be a big, brown, ugly grasshopper. 

"They'll be big, fast enough," said, Pa. "Eating every growing thing."
Day by day more and more grasshoppers hatched out of the ground. Green grasshoppers of all sizes were swarming everywhere and eating. The wind could not blow loud enough to hide the sound of their jaws, nipping, gnawing, chewing. 

They ate all the green garden rows. They ate the green potato tops. They ate the grass, and the willow leaves, and the green plum thickets and the small green plums. They ate the whole prairie bare and brown. - And they grew. 

They grew large and brown and ugly. Their big eyes bulged and their horny legs took them hop​ping everywhere. There was no rain, and the days went by hotter and hotter, uglier and uglier and filled with the sound of grasshoppers until it seemed more than could be borne
…<Then they all start to walk westward>
All across the dooryard the grasshoppers were walking shoulder-to shoulder and end to end, crowded that the ground seemed to be moving. Not a single one hopped. Not one turned its head. As fast as they could go, they were all walking west 

Pa shaded his eyes and looked far to west an east. "It's the same, as far as the eye can see. The whole ground is crawling, crawling west." 

Ma whispered, “If they would all go away!”
…

All up the wall and across the roof went the sound of their raspy claws crawling. The house seemed full of them. Ma and Laura swept them up and threw them out the western window. None came in from the west, though the whole western side of the house was covered with grasshoppers that had walked over the roof and were walking down to the ground and going on west with the others. 

That whole day long the grasshoppers walked, west. All the next day they went on walking west And all the third day they walked without stopping 

No grasshopper turned out of its way for any thing. 

They walked steadily over the house. They walked over the stable. They walked over Spot (the cow) until Pa shut her in the stable. They walked into Plum Creek and drowned, and those behind kept walking in and 'drowning until dead grasshoppers choked the creek and filled the water and live grasshoppers walked across on them
The fourth day came and the grasshoppers went on walking. The sun shone hotter than ever, with a terribly bright light. It was nearly noon when Pa came from the stable shouting: "Caroline! Caroline! Look outdoors! The grasshoppers are flying!" 
Laura and Mary ran to the door. Everywhere grasshoppers were spreading their wings and rising from the ground. More and more of them fill the air, flying higher and higher, till the sunshine dimmed and darkened and went out as, it had done when the grasshoppers came 

Laura ran outdoors. She looked straight up at the sun through a cloud that seemed almost like snowflakes. It was a dark cloud, gleaming, glittering, shimmering bright and whiter as she looked higher and farther into it. And it was rising, instead of falling! The cloud passed over the sun and went on farther to the west until it could be seen no longer.
There was not a grasshopper left in the air or on the ground, except here and there a crippled one that could not fly but still hobbled westward. 
The stillness was like the stillness after a storm

Ma went into the house and threw herself down in the rocking-chair. "My Lord!" she said. "My Lord!" The words were praying, but they sounded like, "Thank you!" 

� <There are at least 156 streams in the USA called Plum Creek; this Plum Creek is in Redwood County, Minnesota>





� Heb 12:5 And have you forgotten the exhortation that addresses you as sons? "My son, do not regard lightly the discipline of the Lord, nor be weary when reproved by him. For the Lord disciplines the one he loves, and chastises every son whom he receives." 


It is for discipline that you have to endure. God is treating you as sons. For what son is there whom his father does not discipline? 


If you are left without discipline, in which all have participated, then you are illegitimate children and not sons. Besides this, we have had earthly fathers who disciplined us and we respected them. Shall we not much more be subject to the Father of spirits and live?  For they disciplined us for a short time as it seemed best to them, but he disciplines us for our good, that we may share his holiness. 


For the moment all discipline seems painful rather than pleasant, but later it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who have been trained by it.
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