
Joel 

The thing to remember about Joel is that a devastating locust plague allowed him to talk of the  
"Day of the Lord." That day will come when Jesus returns. 

Joel's name means "Jehovah is Lord" in Hebrew. That is similar to the early church confession of 
faith that "Jesus is Lord." His father was "Pethuel." That is all we really about Joel the man. 
Scholars differ significantly on when and where he prophesied. Because of his familiarity with 
priestly activities as seen in his letter some have suggested he may have been a priest. 
Fortunately where and when he wrote is not important. For some of the "Minor Prophets" 
knowing when and where helps us understand their message and the pictures they paint but that 
is not the case for Joel. 

The opening verses of Joel give the setting of his message. Read Joel 1:1-4. Verses 2-4 describe a 
devastating locust plague that all but destroyed the country. If you want to make Joel's 
illustration a little more understandable think of it in terms of a major drought that lasts for many 
months. Locust swarms literally destroyed all of the crops just as a major drought would destroy 
all of our crops. It was not the kind of destruction that would have made the harvest small but 
would have resulted in no harvest at all. Joel tells us in verse 2 that this plague was like nothing 
they had ever seen in the land. In verse 4 Joel used 4 different words for "locust." Each word 
represents the stages of locust life. He is literally saying that one generation after another of 
locust came and destroyed the crops. The destruction was even more severe than drought in that 
locusts not only destroyed the crops but ate all of the leaves off the trees. It was as if months of 
drought was followed by major forest fires that destroyed all of that vegetation. Joel tells us in 
1:18 that the animals were dying for lack of food. The picture is clear. 

Joel said the plague that had fallen upon Israel was God's judgment on them for their sins so he 
called on the nation to repent. Joel, as a prophet, could say this was judgment but that is a 
dangerous conclusion for us to make. Joel made it clear that God used the locusts like an 
invading army to judge Israel. There is no doubt that God can control nature and tell it what to 
do. He can use it for His purpose when He wants to. The tough issue for us is that, when there is 
a natural disaster, we cannot tell if it is an act of God in judgment or an ugly act of the fallen 
natural world we live in.  

Joel was told by God that the plagues were  judgment on a sinful nation that had grown smug in 
its standard of living and had turned its worship away from God. Joel urged, according to verses 
4-12, the whole community to join in repentance and prayer asking God to forgive and restore 
blessings to them. Verses 6-7 describe the utter destruction the locusts have brought upon the 
land, making it abundantly clear that the people need to seek God's forgiveness. Why do we wait 
until it is desperate to seek out God?  

In verses 13 and 14 Joel calls upon the nation to express what was the traditional way of showing 
repentance in his day. He called upon them to put on sackcloth and declare a holy fast. That was 



to be followed by a time of prayer described as crying out to the Lord in verse 14. Sackcloth and 
fasting were Old Testament expressions of sorrow for sins committed.  

If you move ahead to chapter 2 Joel returned to the subject of seeking God's forgiveness. Joel 
reminded them again of the seriousness of their situation. He told them about the potential 
blessings that could come their way if they truly repent. Beginning in verse 12 he described what 
real repentance should look like. Verses 12 and 13 describe true repentance in terms of fasting 
and mourning. He then stressed the importance of heart involvement. True repentance is not 
going through some ritual but genuinely seeking God's forgiveness because one knows he has 
sinned against a holy God. It is not sorrow for being caught, it is sorrow for having sinned. Verse 
12 tells us to repent "with all our hearts." Verse 13 tells us to "rend your heart" or literally let 
your heart be torn by your awareness of your sin. 

Joel said that true repentance is not just feeling sorry for our sins but involves a change in how 
we act. Verse 12 says we are to "return to God." The word "return" is the same word that we later 
use for repent which is a turning back to God and similar to our word for "conversion" which is 
likewise a return to God. Any true prayer of confession has to include the acknowledgement that 
what we have been doing is wrong and with that acknowledgement a sincere desire to turn away 
from it. A true confession of faith is a commitment to change, to return to God's way of doing 
things.  

Will God hear a true confession of sin? Read 2:13 that assures us He will. That is the God we 
worship. Joel called upon the people to gather in prayer because he knew that genuine repentance 
leads to forgiveness and that in turn leads to blessings. 

God said, in Joel 2:18-27, that He was more than willing to stop the judgment if they returned to 
Him. He said He would restore their land and their crops and richly bless them. This is not a 
health and wealth gospel but a promise to bless appropriately those who turn to Him so they can 
then be a blessing to others. 

The promise of material provision was not really at the heart of what God promised to Joel. Far 
more important than material things is our spiritual walk with Him. Joel 2:28-32 presents God's 
promise of the outpouring of His Spirit on all of His people. Peter quoted from that in his sermon 
on the Day of Pentecost when the Holy Spirit came upon the church. The promise God made 
through Joel was that His Spirit would be given to every individual. Spiritual blessings are far 
more important than material blessings so we should seek to make spiritual growth our priority 
since that is God's priority for us.  

Joel's awareness that God was judging the nation so severely led him to note an even more 
critical judgment that is yet to come. Joel introduced it in chapter 1:15 (read it). Chapter 3 is 
almost entirely about that judgment which, we learn from the New Testament, will come at the 
return of Jesus. The term "Day of the Lord" or literally the "Day of Jehovah" was a special 



phrase used in the Old Testament to describe a major future judgment by God when He would 
bring about a final judgment on sin.  
Joel described that Day in 3:1 and 2 as the time when God will call the nations into judgment. 
God tells us through Joel that the coming judgment will take place in the Valley of Jehoshaphat, 
which literally means the valley of decision or judgment. It will not be a time for sinners to make 
a decision. That time will have passed. It will be a time for God to make a decision on their sins. 
His decision will have been made. He will tell those outside of His saving provision to depart for 
He does not know them.  

What follows in Joel 3 is a description of the terrible judgment that awaits sinners because they 
have rejected God and harmed His people. It will not be pretty but it will be just. God is always 
just in all of His dealing with His creation. His love for us provides a way of escape but if one 
has not accepted His provision for forgiveness He will judge. He must judge sin to be true to 
Himself, 

Over and over the prophets spoke of a coming day of judgment on sinners. Read as examples 
Amos 5:18-20 and Zephaniah 1:14-17.  Read what Jesus said about that Day in Matthew 
24:29-31. Read Revelation 20:7-14 where we have the full description of that Day. It will wrap 
up history and judge both Satan and sinners. 

What do we do today with Joel's message? One thing is to allow natural disasters to remind us 
that is history going somewhere. Sin may appear at times to be winning but it will not ultimately 
go unpunished. God is too just for that. The disasters of the current times are but minor 
judgments compared to the judgment on sin that is still to come when Jesus comes again. We 
need to let reports of national disasters remind us of those who live around us who do not know. 
We must tell them about Jesus. 

Fortunately for us the book of Joel does not end with judgment but with a promise to believers. 
Read the last part of Joel 3:16. 

We can and should praise God that when that awful day comes we will not be among those who 
hear Him say depart from me but rather we will hear Him lovingly say, "Well done good and 
faithful servant." 


