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Joel

Unlike Hosea, we know very little about the life, ministry, and historical context of the prophet whose writing falls next in our canon. His name is Joel, a common name, and he tells us only that he is “the son of Pethuel.”
Other than that single piece of information, Joel is somewhat of a mystery. Some believe he is the earliest of the writing prophets, while others contend that his ministry falls after the Babylonian exile. Both of these are speculative, though an early ministry seems more likely based on the enemies that are mentioned.

One thing that is clear about Joel is that his prophecy is as relevant for the world today as it was for the ancient reader in the city of Jerusalem. Joel, as much as any other prophet, speaks to both his own day, and a day that is yet to come.

“R.A. Stewart calls Joel ‘one of the most disturbing and heart-searching books of the Old Testament’.”
 

-Irving Jensen

“His pen-pictures of the plague-stricken land, the invading locust-army, and the final gathering of all the nations to the valley of judgment, are miniature masterpieces of graphic vigour.”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

As you read through the three chapters of Joel’s prophecy, you realize that this enigmatic ancient prophet is speaking not just to his day, but to ours as well, and he points all men to a coming day when humanity will be judged by the Righteous Judge.

The book of Joel divides clearly into two divisions. The first is:

I. JOEL’S PROCLAMATION

In the opening chapter of Joel, the prophet is dealing with Jerusalem, and the “the inhabitants of the land.” Throughout this chapter, and much of chapter 2, Joel seems to have his own day and his own people in view.

In this declaration to the people of his day, we see a couple of things. First of all:


A. The crisis he depicts

Though some have tried to interpret it allegorically, it is difficult to escape the fact that Joel is describing a literal event in chapter one. The event seems to be a locust invasion that leaves the land desolate.

It is not clear whether Joel is describing a plague that had just happened, or one that is soon to come, but either way, he is clearly describing a literal plague of locusts. In verse 4, the locust in its various life forms is described, along with the damage it brings. Joel says, “That which the palmerworm hath left hath the locust eaten; and that which the locust hath left hath the cankerworm eaten; and that which the cankerworm hath left hath the caterpiller eaten.”
The chapter goes on to describe the agricultural devastation that this locust plague would bring upon the land. He says, “The seed is rotten under their clods, the garners are laid desolate, the barns are broken down; for the corn is withered. How do the beasts groan! the herds of cattle are perplexed, because they have no pasture; yea, the flocks of sheep are made desolate (1:17-18).”

In chapter 2, this swarm of locust is described in terms of an army. When you read the vivid language of the prophet, it appears that his gaze rises above the immediate physical plague of locusts, to a greater judgment that it prefigures.

“This proclamation, however, was no production of mere poetical exaggeration, but had its source in the inspiration of the Spirit of God, which enlightened the prophet; so that in the terrible devastation that had fallen upon Judah he discerned one feature of the day of judgment of the Lord…”

In Joel’s declaration we see not only the crisis he depicts, but also:


B. The call he delivers

On the heels of the terrible crisis that Joel describes, there is a strong call to the people for repentance. In 2:12-13, we read, “Therefore also now, saith the LORD, turn ye even to me with all your heart, and with fasting, and with weeping, and with mourning: And rend your heart, and not your garments, and turn unto the LORD your God: for he is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and of great kindness, and repenteth him of the evil.”

In the remainder of chapter 2, the prophet records what would be the fruits of the people’s repentance. The desolation of the land is replaced by abundance and prosperity. 

In the midst of the apocalyptic message of Joel, the reader is reminded that God is merciful, and that when confession and repentance occur, judgment can be abated, and favor can be restored.

It is to be noted that in this second chapter it is difficult to discern where Joel is calling to his contemporaries, and where he is speaking beyond them to a future restoration. Joel always seems to have one eye on his own day, and one on a day that is still yet to come.
As you move into the latter part of the second chapter, and on to the third, you see not only Joel’s proclamation, but also:

II. JOEL’S PREDICTION

Five times in his prophecy, Joel refers to “the day of the Lord.” This phrase applies to events that would transpire in his day, but also to a day which was yet to come – a day predicted for the “last days.”

“This phrase, then, ‘The day of the Jehovah,’ is used in three ways – first in a local sense; second in a final sense; and third in a double sense.”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

“The day of the Lord” is not a theme that is unique to Joel (c.f. Isaiah 2:12, Jeremiah 30:7-8, Ezekiel 7:19, Amos 5:18…), but no other prophet deals with it as exclusively as does Joel. In Joel, the day of the Lord is predicted as a consummating day of both restoration and judgment.

Notice in Joel’s prediction we see:


A. God’s favor restored

Like his prophetic counterparts, Joel’s pronouncements of judgment are mitigated by a coming day of restoration and blessing for God’s chastised but chosen people.

Joel says, “And ye shall know that I am in the midst of Israel, and that I am the LORD your God, and none else: and my people shall never be ashamed (2:27).” 
A famous passage from Joel occurs at close of chapter 2, where Joel predicts a spiritual revival that will occur among the people (2:28-29). In Acts 2, Peter describes the Day of Pentecost as a fulfillment of this particular prophecy. 

This has led to some confusion, because immediately following the prophecies of spiritual renewal, it says, “And I will shew wonders in the heavens and in the earth, blood, and fire, and pillars of smoke. The sun shall be turned into darkness, and the moon into blood, before the great and the terrible day of the LORD come.” 
To understand both Joel’s prophecy, and Peter’s interpretation, it must be understood that both of these speak to events of the “last days”. Though 2,000 years separate ours from Peter’s day, we share with him in living in the last days of God’s work in our world. Hebrews 1:2 indicates this. “[God]… Hath in these last days spoken unto us by his Son.”
Joel saw into the church age, and on through to its consummation in the Millennial Kingdom.

Joel not only predicts God’s favor restored, but also, in his third chapter we find a prediction of:


B. God’s fury released

In the third chapter, Joel speaks about a coming day when the Lord will judge the nations of the world. The prophet summonses the people of the earth to come and contend with the Lord and His righteous judgment.

He says, “Let the heathen be wakened, and come up to the valley of Jehoshaphat: for there will I sit to judge all the heathen round about. Put ye in the sickle, for the harvest is ripe: come, get you down; for the press is full, the fats overflow; for their wickedness is great. Multitudes, multitudes in the valley of decision: for the day of the LORD is near in the valley of decision.”

Joel predicts a day when the enemies of God are judged and consumed by His righteous wrath. It is the great and terrible day of the Lord in its complete fulfillment.

“…Notice who is behind all the destruction: the Lord!...Our world today has little or no comprehension of a God who would do such things. To most, God is whatever they conceive of as nice and sweet…Scripture, on the other hand, provides a much more nuanced understanding of who God is.”

-Mark Dever

For the prophet Joel, both the predicted favor and fury of God were equally a part of His glorious invasion into this world. They are not works in tension with one another, but are harmonizing notes in the apocalyptic hymn of prophecy.

Joel reminds us that Jehovah is the God who inhabits eternity. What He said in 900 B.C., is still relevant in 2009 A.D. The day of the Lord has been manifested throughout history, and yet it awaits a final revelation in a day yet to come. Those who would enjoy the favor of God, and escape the fury of God on that day, should look to Him who is same “yesterday, and today, and forever.” Only those clothed in the righteousness of Christ will be saved on the day of judgment.
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