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Departing From God

By Pastor Chris Cleary

Joel Chapter 2 verses 12 to 19

1. Introduction to the Minor Prophets

As with everything contained in the Old Testament, the books of the Minor Prophets lead us to Jesus. They have a direct relationship to His life, His work, His death and His resurrection – and in this way they directly speak to us today.

The name ‘Minor Prophets’ goes back to St. Augustine, who, in his work “The City of God”,  distinguished the 12 shorter prophetic books from the four longer books of the prophets Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Daniel.

In this context the word ‘Minor’ means short, not unimportant. While in a general sense, a ‘Prophet’ is a person who speaks God’s truth to others. They deliver a ‘Prophecy’ which is a noun referring to a divine message.

In the Bible, prophets often had both a teaching and revelatory role, declaring God’s truth on contemporary issues while also revealing details about the future

Prophets had the task of faithfully speaking God’s Word to the people. They were instrumental in guiding the nation of Israel. In the New Testament we find the Letter to the Ephesians 2:20 telling us that God’s household is “built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone.”

Indeed, in Acts, at the day of Pentecost, Peter quotes directly from the prophet Joel as he gives what is considered the very first sermon to the people on the day of Pentecost.

In the Christian Old Testament, the Minor Prophets collection appears as twelve individual books, one for each of the prophets.

The Jewish people call the books simply, the Book of the Twelve; a collection of prophetic books, written between about the 8th and 4th centuries BC.




What is important to remember is that these books have something to tell us today:

· Something of the events of the time they were written
· Something of Jesus coming and his life, death and resurrection
· Something of importance for us today in our post-modern world
· Something personal for us to reflect on when considering our personal journey through life.


2. Background 

After many years of being settled in God’s Promised Land we find the Jewish people joined together as the united Kingdom of Israel, which existed under the reigns of Saul, Eshbaal, David, and Solomon. 

Following Solomon's death in 926 BC, tensions between the northern part of the united Kingdom of Israel, containing the ten northern tribes, and the southern part, dominated by Jerusalem and the southern tribes, reached a boiling point and the Kingdom of Israel split into two kingdoms: the northern Kingdom of Israel, which included the cities of Shechem and Samaria, and the southern Kingdom of Judah, which contained Jerusalem.

In the north Israel abandoned God right away, descending into violence, injustice, oppression of the poor, sexual promiscuity, idolatry, and child sacrifice (horrific, but true). While in the south Judah had times of faithfulness but eventually turned to the same corruption.

So - the scene is set - the Prophets arise – and they speak for God!





















3. The Book of Joel

An Introduction

Over the next few weeks, before the season of Advent, we will explore together the writings of 5 of the Minor Prophets, This includes Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, and Zachariah, and Joel. 

We start with the Book of Joel, which has just three chapters. The style is poetic, complete with metaphors and other poetic tools. However, it is intended to be a prophetic document. 

This book is unique among the books of the prophets for a few reasons:

· There’s no explicit indication of when it was written. But it’s most likely set during the time period of Ezra and Nehemiah, after the return from the Babylonian exile. 
· Another aspect that sets this book apart is that Joel is clearly familiar with many other scriptural books, as he alludes to or quotes from other prophets.
· Finally, Joel never accuses Israel of any specific sin. Like the other prophets, he announces that God’s justice is coming to confront Israel’s sin, but he never says why. 

Joel is a biblical author who was himself immersed in earlier biblical writings. His reflection on them helped him to make sense of the tragedies of his day and gave him hope for the future.

In Chapter 1 and early in Chapter 2 Joel focuses on “The Day of the Lord (God).” This is a key phrase in the books of the prophets that describes events in the past when God appeared in a powerful way to save his people or to confront evil, like the plagues in Exodus. But these past events serve as pointers for the prophets to a future time when God will once again confront evil and bring salvation to the entire world. 

Joel talks about destruction by a wave of locusts, but the attackers change into a different kind of threat as Joel starts using metaphors about military ranks and cosmic catastrophe. The locusts become an army, with its cavalry and soldiers marching and destroying everything in their path. The sun is darkened and the earth quakes. Joel sums it up appropriately, “The Day of the Lord. It’s dreadful, who can endure it?” (Joel 2 v11).

Today’s Passage

The locusts, and their like, had eaten away many years of Israel’s history, with devastating results. Not only was the land wasted for the farmers and winemakers, but also the offerings to God were cut off. Joy was ‘withered away from the sons of men.’ (Joel 1:12)!

Joel calls on the people to pray and repent, this time elaborating on how: “Rend your hearts, not your garments, and return to your God.” (Joel 2:13).


In other words, repentance can’t just be a show you put on to get out of trouble. God is interested in genuine change when his people stop their selfishness and evil. Joel then goes on to say why Israel should repent: “God is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger, full of love.” (Joel 2:13).

Joel’s reaction to all this was to speak into the ear of government and church leadership, calling for a national fast and a public day of prayer and humiliation before God. (Joel 2:15).

Some of Joel's language seems to suggest another event: that of an army invading from the north. But whether the threat is from nature or man, God Himself calls for nothing less than a wholehearted return to Himself. The reaction should be the same: national repentance, rending of hearts, fasting, weeping, and mourning. (Joel 2:12-14).

Part of this repentance is not to question if we deserve the wrath of God against us, but to acknowledge it, and to take the stance of the king of Nineveh in Jonah's day, and of Joel here.

Joel knows from scripture that God’s mercy and love are more powerful than his wrath and judgment, so once more he leads the priests in acts of repentance and prayer, asking God to “spare your people, O Lord.” (Joel 2:17).

All of a sudden, the scene shifts, and we find a short narrative about God’s response to the repentance of Joel and the people. “So God was filled with passion for his land and had pity on his people.” (Joel 2:18).

God says that he will reverse the Day of the Lord, turning it from judgment into salvation. He will defeat the threatening invaders and turn them all away. He will restore the devastated land and make it abundant and full of life once more. 

Finally, God says that his divine presence will once again become accessible and real among his people.

The turning point comes just one verse later: “Then will the Lord be jealous for his land, and pity His people.” (Joel 2:18). 

This is what will happen when they humble themselves and fast and weep and mourn, and cry to God. Not moaning that they do not deserve this judgment, but acknowledging His justice, and appealing to His mercy.

An older elder once said to me that his only regret was 'the years that the locust has eaten'. 

However, there is no point in bemoaning what may have been, but rather our eyes should be on the here and now, and in the prospects beyond. 

In Christ Jesus our wasted years are restored; and our failures, even as Christians, are forgiven.

4. And For Us ……..

Joel had a message from God for the people of his time – but this message rings equally as true and relevant for us today.

In Luke Chapter 5 verses 31 and 32, Jesus says this, “Healthy people don't need a doctor - sick people do. I have come to call not those who think they are righteous, but those who know they are sinners and need to repent.”

Also, in Luke Chapter 15 verse 7, Jesus says this, “Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance.”

In Acts Chapter 2 verse 28, Peter tells the people, “Repent and be baptised every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.”

And finally, let’s return to the Old Testament and be reminded of 2 Chronicles 7:14 it says this, “If my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, and I will forgive their sin and will heal their land.” 

and 

Proverbs 28 verse 13, which says this, “Whoever conceals his/her transgressions will not prosper, but he/she who confesses and forsakes them will obtain mercy.”

Wow - What a reward!     Incredible - What a God!     Amazing - What a Saviour!

We cannot change the past: but in Christ, God restores to us what would have been - had we not allowed sin an entrance.

Tomorrow’s journey starts with humility and repentance, and leads us to forgiveness and restoration.

Amen
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