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Joel 2  “The Day of the LORD Is Coming”  December 16, 2012 

 

We’re only going to get halfway through our outline tonight. 

 I had thought that perhaps Joel would fit neatly into three sermons on three chapters – 

  but there are too many things going on in chapter 2 that we need to hear! 

 

1. The Interpretation of the Locust Plague (2:1-11) 

a. The Day of the LORD Is a Day of Darkness and Gloom (v1-2) 

Blow a trumpet in Zion; 

    sound an alarm on my holy mountain! 

Let all the inhabitants of the land tremble, 

    for the day of the LORD is coming; it is near, 
2 

a day of darkness and gloom, 

    a day of clouds and thick darkness! 

Like blackness there is spread upon the mountains 

    a great and powerful people; 

their like has never been before, 

    nor will be again after them 

    through the years of all generations. 

 

Last summer James Newcomb gave us a demonstration of the shophar – 

 the ram’s horn – which is what is meant by “trumpet.” 

The shophar is not a melody instrument. 

 You can only play a couple notes on it – 

  but you can play them very loudly! 

 Therefore the shophar was very useful  

as a means of communicating simple messages over long distances. 

 So there would be one horn call that would summon the people for battle; 

  another that would sound the retreat – “run away”! 

 Likewise the shophar would be sounded as a call to worship blown by the priests. 

 

Here it is the alarm that is sounded – but it is sounded on “my holy mountain.” 

 We saw at the end of chapter 1 that the priests were to consecrate a fast, 

  and call a solemn assembly. 

 The trumpet blast signals that the day of fasting and solemn assembly has come. 

 

And on this fast day, we must consider the meaning of the locust plague – 

 as well as the drought and fire of chapter 1. 

What do all these judgments portend? 

 

Joel calls the inhabitants of the land to tremble 

 “for the day of the LORD is coming; it is near.” 

  The Day of the LORD always refers to the day of judgment – 

   the day when God settles accounts and makes things right. 

  But the Day of the LORD is not something that God brings from a distance. 

  The Day of the LORD is when the LORD himself comes in judgment. 
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 That is why Joel says that the day of the LORD 

  “is a day of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and thick darkness!” 

 

 It is a day of darkness (“hoshech”) –  

  this is the word used to refer to the primordial darkness into which God said 

   “let there be light!” 

 It is the darkness that fell upon Egypt in the 10 plagues (Exodus 10). 

 It was the darkness and cloud that separated Egypt from Israel at the Red Sea (Ex 14) 

 It was the darkness that descended on Mt Sinai when the LORD appeared to Israel (Dt 4) 

 It was the darkness that accompanied the coming of the LORD to rescue David (Ps 18) 

 

 So while “darkness” can mean simply “darkness”  

  (it is the word used when you want to say that you went out “after dark”), 

   when it is used in connection with the coming of the LORD, 

  it brings back images of the divine theophany, the glory of the LORD 

   veiled in gloom and darkness. 

 

 And what about “gloom” anyway? 

  We don’t use the word “gloom” very often – 

   but then again, neither did the biblical authors! 

  Darkness is used 80 times – gloom only 10 times. 

 Gloom – in Hebrew “aphelah” – refers to the unusually dark and depressing. 

  We still speak of a gloomy day as being especially dank and forbidding. 

  Jeremiah 23:12 speaks of how the ways of ungodly prophets and priests  

will be “like slippery paths in the gloom.” 

 

 A day of clouds – “anah” refers to those white fluffy things in the sky – 

  but when combined with all these other words, 

   the clouds become the chariot of the LORD. 

  The pillar of cloud and fire that led Israel through the wilderness – 

   the glory-cloud which signified the presence of God’s Spirit with them. 

  And that cloud settled on Mt Sinai to veil the glory of the LORD  

as he descended upon the mountain – 

and then, after the tabernacle was built, 

 that cloud filled the tabernacle, 

 as the glory of the LORD resided with Israel. 

 

 And then there is the “thick darkness” – araphel – 

  a word only used 15 times – but (like gloom)  

almost always in the context of theophany. 

 God spoke out of the “thick darkness” at Sinai, 

  the LORD dwells in “thick darkness”  

(as Solomon said at the dedication of the temple), 

  and “thick darkness” is what descends upon the peoples 

   when the LORD comes in judgment on that dreadful day. 
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So Joel speaks of the Day of the LORD in terms of the theophanic darkness. 

 And he says that spread upon the mountains 

  there is a great and powerful people – 

   the most powerful people of all generations. 

 

 Who is this mighty army? 

 What nation – what people – could this be? 

 

But before identifying them, he explain what they do: 

 

b. Fire Turns Eden to Desolate Wilderness (v3) 
3 

Fire devours before them, 

    and behind them a flame burns. 

The land is like the garden of Eden before them, 

    but behind them a desolate wilderness, 

    and nothing escapes them. 

 

This is powerful language. 

 Abraham and Lot had seen that the Jordan Valley was like 

  “the garden of the LORD.” 

 Deuteronomy portrayed Israel coming into the promised land 

  in language that would remind people  

  of Adam and Eve in the garden. 

 Humanity restored to paradise. 

 Would Israel succeed where Adam had failed? 

  (in Deuteronomy Moses answered, no, they won’t!) 

 

 But if Israel has failed, 

  then it is hardly surprising to hear that the garden of Eden 

   is burned with fire – turned to a desolate wilderness. 

  

This invading army has the power to turn a fruitful, cultivated land into a desert. 

 

And then he described their appearance: 

 

c. The Assault of the Devastating Army (v4-9) 
4 

Their appearance is like the appearance of horses, 

    and like war horses they run. 
5 

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. 
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Now you begin to realize that he is describing the locust plague! 

 Never has an army been so unstoppable! 

 Once the plague starts, there is nothing you can do. 

 Sure, you can kill them easily! 

 One swat with a club could kill several! 

  But a thousand men with clubs would exhaust themselves all day without success. 

  The largest swarms contain tens of billions of locusts. 

 

 That’s 160,000 locusts for every man, woman and child in Israel. 

  If everyone in Israel set it as their full time job to kill locusts, 

and you could kill 300 locusts an hour, 14 hours a day, 

   it would take 38 days of nonstop labor to wipe out the swarm. 

 And you don’t need to kill every locust – 

  but since the next generation will have 10-15 times more locust, 

   you do need to make a serious dent in the locust population! 

 Because the way to return locusts to their normal “grasshopper” state 

  is by reducing population density. 

 

But by the time you have made that dent – 

 they have stripped the whole country bare! 

A locust eats its weight in food every day. 

 And a large locust swarm weighs half a million tons – 

  so you are looking at the loss of half a million tons of vegetation every day. 

  

 

The relentlessness of the charge is depicted in verses 7-9 

 
6 

Before them peoples are in anguish; 

    all faces grow pale. 
7 

Like warriors they charge; 

    like soldiers they scale the wall. 

They march each on his way; 

    they do not swerve from their paths. 
8 

They do not jostle one another; 

    each marches in his path; 

they burst through the weapons 

    and are not halted. 
9 

They leap upon the city, 

    they run upon the walls, 

they climb up into the houses, 

    they enter through the windows like a thief. 

 

Here Joel describes the locust in their hopping stage. 

 They do not fly. 

 They march. 

 And they march together, rank upon rank, in a straight line 



 5

  until they find something to eat – and then they devour it, 

  and then they keep marching. 

 They don’t stop – because if they stop, the locust behind them will eat them! 

  

You have no doubt experienced the nuisance of ants at a picnic. 

 You cannot fight them off – you must simply pick up your blanket and find another place 

  (and twenty minutes later, they will find you again!). 

 The locust plague is no mere nuisance. 

 They will eat everything. 

  They would turn the garden of Eden itself into a barren desert! 

 

And what makes it worse is that this is the LORD’s own army: 

 

d. The Day of the LORD Darkens All Creation (v10-11) 
10 

The earth quakes before them; 

    the heavens tremble. 

The sun and the moon are darkened, 

    and the stars withdraw their shining. 
11 

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? 

 

The locust plague is not something that has happened in spite of God. 

 It has been summoned by the LORD of hosts – 

  and the earth quakes before them – even the heavens tremble. 

 The sun and moon are darkened 

  (after all, once they start flying, the waves of locusts passing overhead 

   nearly blot out the sun!) 

  and for days and nights, the sound of locusts is all that you would hear – 

   the sound of their marching, 

   the sound of their flying, 

  and worse than all – 

   the sound of their eating – devouring everything that grows. 

 

The LORD utters his voice before his army. 

 In the same way that the trumpet called Israel to tremble before the LORD, 

 now we should also hear the voice of the LORD in the sound of the gnawing of the locust 

 

We’ve talked about this a few times recently. 

 Disaster is from the hand of the LORD. 

  I sometimes say that you should think of the wind as the breath of God. 

  And yes, that means that the cold, bitter winds over the next few months 

   should be felt as the blighting breath of God. 
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 Just as good sights and sounds and smells are a reminder of God’s common grace, 

  so bad sights and sounds and smells are a reminder of God’s common wrath – 

  a reminder that God’s judgment is against sin – 

   and in the Day of the LORD, he will make all things right. 

 

So verses 1-11 interpret the locust plague as a picture of the Day of the LORD. 

 Israel should think of this particular disaster as the coming of God’s judgment. 

 

 And what should you do, in the light of this awful day? 

 

2. The Call to Return to the LORD (2:12-17) 

a. Return to the LORD and Rend Your Hearts – Not Your Garments (v12-13a) 
12 

“Yet even now,” declares the LORD, 

    “return to me with all your heart, 

with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning; 
13 

    and rend your hearts and not your garments.” 

 

We saw last week that Joel is structured rather like a liturgy. 

 It opens with a summons to the people of Jerusalem to gather and lament. 

 

Why? 

 The book of Joel is famous for being remarkably vague about why! 

 Why has the locust plague descended? 

 It must be because of Israel’s sin, right? 

 

That’s partly correct. 

 After all, there is this repeated call to “return to the LORD!” 

 And if you have to turn to him, 

  then the implication is that you have been (in some way) 

   turned away from him! 

 

But if we get too caught up in the assumption  

that the locust plague must have come as a judgment for some sin,  

then we will find ourselves with Job’s friends,  

insisting that Job must have done something to deserve this! 

 

Joel appears to be written as a liturgy – 

 as a liturgical text that could be used in a numbers of situations – 

  precisely because it addresses the fundamental problem that Christians face. 

 

It’s not that we are intentionally running after foreign gods. 

Most of us are probably not guilty of heinous crimes – 

 perhaps most of you in this room have never bowed down to a graven image, 

  or taken the Lord’s name in vain, 

or murdered anyone, or robbed a store,  

or committed adultery with someone else’s spouse, 
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   or testified falsely in a court of law. 

If we go by outward observance to the Ten Commandments, 

 probably your biggest faults are Sabbath-breaking and dishonoring your parents. 

 

Of course, it’s first and tenth commandments that get us. 

 Because the first commandment – you shall have no other gods beside me – 

  is pretty all-encompassing. 

 “Love the LORD your God with all your heart”? 

  As soon as you say, “I do that sometimes” – 

   you damn yourself! 

 And the tenth is the one that nailed Paul: “you shall not covet.” 

  Because that’s the one that takes the other nine 

   and applies them to the heart. 

 

Joel is applying the tenth commandment to the worship of Israel. 

 He’s not following the logic of Job’s friends – 

  “if the locust plague has come, therefore Israel must have sinned.” 

 Rather, he’s saying that the locust plague reminds us  

that we need to worship God from the heart. 

 

Chapter 1 concludes with a summons to a fast. 

 Chapter 2 now opens by saying what sort of fast the LORD desires. 

  People sometimes object to fasting because it is “outward” in nature. 

  Doesn’t God desire inward fasting? 

 

 Joel’s answer is that the outward must reflect the inward. 

 If all you do is the outward fast – if you just go through the motions – 

  then that is pointless. 

 But God calls us to return to him with all our hearts – 

  which includes our bodies – it includes the outward form 

   (fasting, weeping, mourning – are all outward actions), 

  but it is never content with the outward form. 

  

Every church has a liturgy. 

 Every church has an outward form of worship. 

 I used to be an electric guitarist in a charismatic worship band, 

  and that church’s liturgy was every bit as structured as ours. 

 Everyone came to church as happy as could be – no one had any problems! 

 After a few months I began to wonder if they had the outward form of joy 

  but without the heart. 

 

Joel 2 warns us that the outward form is not sufficient! 

 There must be an outward form! 

  (your bodies must be engaged as well as your hearts! – 

   think of the emphasis on grain, wine, and oil in the last chapter – 

   these are the outward elements of worship) 
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 But there must also be an inward reality of worship. 

 

 Rend your hearts and not your garments. 

 

Return to LORD your God… 

Verse 13 echoes what God said to Moses at Mt Sinai when the LORD appeared to Moses. 

 

b. Return to the LORD – Maybe He Will Relent? (v13b-14) 

Return to the LORD your God, 

    for he is gracious and merciful, 

slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love; 

    and he relents over disaster. 
14 

Who knows whether he will not turn and relent, 

    and leave a blessing behind him, 

a grain offering and a drink offering 

    for the LORD your God? 

 

In Exodus 34 the LORD appeared to Moses and revealed his name. 

 The LORD, the LORD, a God gracious and merciful,  

slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love… 

 

 Remember who God is! 

 When you are in the midst of troubles – 

  when you are surrounded by evils innumerable – 

   when everything seems to be going wrong – 

  remember who God is! 

 

God is faithful to his covenant – 

 he will do as he has promised. 

And he relents over disaster. 

 

Or, you could translate this, “he repents over evil.” 

 

 This also comes from God’s encounter with Moses in Exodus 32. 

  Moses had prayed in Exodus 32:12 (after the episode with the golden calf), 

   “Turn from your fierce wrath and repent of this evil against your people.” 

 And in Exodus 32:14, it says 

  “And the LORD repented of the evil which he thought to do to his people.” 

 

 (This same phrase, is found in 2 Samuel 24, when God repents of disaster 

  after David’s sacrifice on the threshing floor of Araunah; 

  Jeremiah 18 uses it to say that any nation that turns from evil 

   may prompt God to repent of the disaster that he intends to bring; 

  Jeremiah 26 uses it to remind Jerusalem that Hezekiah’s repentance 

   prompted God to repent of the disaster he had foretold; 

  In Jonah 3 God repented of the disaster he had foretold for Ninevah) 
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This is why repentance is so importance – 

 to return to the LORD. 

You’ve probably heard that “to repent” (in Greek) is the word “metanoew” – 

 which refers to a turning of the mind. 

In Hebrew, the word “to repent” (naham) – has to do with compassion or sorrow – 

 being deeply moved. 

 

That’s why in this passage, what the people do is return, 

 while what God does is repent! 

 

What does it mean to return to God? 

 It means a wholehearted turning from sin to God. 

 It means that we are both outwardly and inwardly oriented towards him! 

 

Think of the Shorter Catechism’s definition of repentance: 

 “repentance unto life is a saving grace, whereby a sinner, out of a true sense of his sin,  

  and apprehension of the mercy of God in Christ,  

does, with grief and hatred of his sins, turn from it unto God  

with full purpose of and endeavor after new obedience.” 

 

That’s precisely what Joel means by “returning” to the LORD. 

 And if we return to him – if we repent, 

  then perhaps he will relent – and he will turn back from the evil that is due us! 

 

You might say, “wait, that’s backward – 

 doesn't God act first?  

Why yes, he does – and he did! 

 After all, he has promised that he will repent of disaster, if we return to him! 

 

And then perhaps “he will leave a blessing behind him, 

 a grain offering and a drink offering for the LORD your God.” 

 

Notice the way Joel puts it. 

 Perhaps God will be merciful, and leave us something 

  whereby we can worship him! 

 Not, maybe he will leave behind food and drink for us! 

 After all, if we have returned to him with all our hearts, 

  then we are not concerned for what we will eat and what we will drink – 

  rather we are concerned to seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, 

   we desire first to worship the LORD! 

  trusting that “all these things will be added” to us, 

   since God is faithful to his promises! 

 

And so in verses 15-16 the assembly is reminded why they have been gathered: 
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c. Consecrate a Fast and Assemble the Congregation (v15-16) 
15 

Blow the trumpet in Zion; 

    consecrate a fast; 

call a solemn assembly; 
16 

    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. 

 

Everyone is here: 

 the people are gathered, 

 the congregation is consecrated, 

 the elders are assembled – 

  the children, even the nursing infants are gathered – 

 no one is exempted – 

  not even the bride and bridegroom, 

   who are summoned from their chamber! 

 

 This is no time to be consummating your marriage! 

 There is something else more important to do! 

 

d. “Spare Your People, O LORD” (v17) 
17 

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.
[a]

 

Why should they say among the peoples, 

    ‘Where is their God?’” 

 

I want to remind you of what happened at Mt Sinai in Exodus 32. 

 We have already heard that the language of Exodus 32-34 is spread through Joel 2. 

 Listen, though, to Exodus 32:9-14 – 

 
9 

And the LORD said to Moses, “I have seen this people, and behold, it is a stiff-necked people. 
10 

Now therefore let me alone, that my wrath may burn hot against them and I may consume 

them, in order that I may make a great nation of you.” 
11 

But Moses implored the LORD his God 

and said, “O LORD, why does your wrath burn hot against your people, whom you have brought 

out of the land of Egypt with great power and with a mighty hand? 
12 

Why should the Egyptians 

say, ‘With evil intent did he bring them out, to kill them in the mountains and to consume them 

from the face of the earth’? Turn from your burning anger and relent from this disaster against 

your people. 
13 

Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, your servants, to whom you swore by 

your own self, and said to them, ‘I will multiply your offspring as the stars of heaven, and all this 
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land that I have promised I will give to your offspring, and they shall inherit it forever.’” 
14 

And 

the LORD relented from the disaster that he had spoken of bringing on his people. 

 

Why should the nations say, “Where is their God?” 

 That becomes a refrain in Psalm 42, as David speaks of how his enemies mock him. 

 Psalm 79 also uses it in reflecting upon the destruction of Jerusalem  

  and the anger of the LORD against his people – 

  “Why should the nations say, ‘Where is their God?’ 

   Let the avenging of the outpoured blood of your servants 

    be known among the nations before our eyes!” (Ps 79:10) 

 Psalm 115:2 uses the same phrase to set up the difference between our God 

  and the gods of the nations. 

 

In Joel 2, the priests – the ministers of the LORD – are to take the place of Moses 

 interceding for the people before God. 

 

Remember that they are dressed in sackcloth – 

 they have no grain offering or drink to bring – 

  (and there are no references to burnt offerings or peace offerings either) 

  the regular liturgy has been set aside for a day of fasting and mourning. 

 

You see here a basic principle of biblical worship. 

 The officers of the church – the ministers of the LORD – 

  are not fundamentally different from the people of God. 

 The whole assembly is called to worship. 

 The whole assembly is called to lament and weep – 

  to fast and to return to the LORD. 

 

 There is a general “office” of believer. 

 And there are special “offices” that lead the church. 

 

In the OT those offices were prophet, seer, priest, Levite, judge, elder, and king. 

In the NT, of course, we have pastor, elder, and deacon. 

 

 Notice that what the general officers are called to do generally, 

  the special officers are called to do specially. 

 

 In Joel 2, all the people are to be consecrated and assembled. 

 And then the priests are to lead the people in returning to the LORD. 

 


