The Day of the Locust #2

“The Lord Is Coming!”

Joel 2:1-17
Certain sounds are intended to grab attention and not let go. Sirens on police cars, fire trucks, and ambulances alert drivers to clear the road for emergency vehicles. Storm sirens warn of severe weather approaching. Smoke or carbon monoxide detectors notify residents of dangerous toxins in the air. Those so warned must take action to protect themselves.

In the ancient world such sirens and detectors were unavailable, but they did have a warning device for approaching danger: the trumpet. In Joel 2, this becomes a key to understanding this passage and other related texts.
The Trumpet of Impending Ruin

In Joel 2:1-11 we read about the trumpet of impending ruin:

Blow the trumpet in Zion; sound the alarm on my holy hill. Let all who live in the land tremble, for the day of the Lord is coming. It is close at hand—a day of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and blackness. Like dawn spreading across the mountains a large and mighty army comes, such as never was of old nor ever will be in ages to come. Before them fire devours, behind them a flame blazes. Before them the land is like the garden of Eden, behind them, a desert waste—nothing escapes them. They have the appearance of horses; they gallop along like cavalry. With a noise like that of chariots they leap over the mountaintops, like a crackling fire consuming stubble, like a mighty army drawn up for battle. At the sight of them, nations are in anguish; every face turns pale. They charge like warriors; they scale walls like soldiers. They all march in line, not swerving from their course. They do not jostle each other; each marches straight ahead. They plunge through defenses without breaking ranks. They rush upon the city; they run along the wall. They climb into the houses; like thieves they enter through the windows. Before them the earth shakes, the sky trembles, the sun and moon are darkened, and the stars no longer shine. The Lord thunders at the head of his army; his forces are beyond number, and mighty are those who obey his command. The day of the Lord is great; it is dreadful. Who can endure it?
Joel begins with the command, “Blow the trumpet in Zion; sound the alarm on my holy hill.” Consistent with Hebrew parallelism, Joel repeats the thought: blowing the trumpet means sounding the alarm. The trumpet back then was not a musical instrument as today; it was called a shofar, or ram’s horn,
 used to call assemblies, announce special events, mark religious festivals, and warn the people that war had been declared.

Why was this trumpet sounded? According to the end of verse one, “for the day of the Lord is coming. It is close at hand.” The Hebrew “coming” literally means “has come.” Although the judgment is still future, in God’s eyes it has already taken place.
 Whereas the theme of chapter one is, “The locusts are coming!” the theme of chapter two is, “The Lord is coming!”

To what exactly is Joel referring here? Some Bible expositors read Joel 2 and say that the prophet is simply reiterating what he has said in the first chapter. The locusts and the swarms are just like invading armies and Joel is restating what he had to say, and intensifying it, either because the people wouldn’t listen at first or because another swarm of locusts is coming. Other interpreters look at the passage and say that Joel is moving now from the swarm of locusts and predicting that enemy armies, such as the Assyrian or Babylonian armies, are going to flood the land just as the locusts did. He is sounding the alarm because there is going to be a mighty invasion. Still others claim that Joel is not talking about either locust or human armies, but that he is simply intensifying his language to drive home the message. The swarm of locusts, the drought, the natural disasters—they all prefigure that awesome day of the Lord.

The description in verse 2 may provide a clue: “Like dawn spreading across the mountains a large and mighty army comes, such as never was of old nor ever will be in ages to come.” The phrase “such as never was of old” would indicate that nothing like this had ever been seen before, but the phrase “nor ever will be in ages to come” shows that this will never be equaled in the future, either. One might argue that no one had seen armies like the Assyrians or Babylonians before this time,
 but would be hard pressed to argue that armies have not surpassed these ancient ones in the future. I believe that when Joel speaks of “the Day of the Lord” that is coming, he refers to the still future judgment day foretold particularly in the book of Revelation when the Lord Himself will return.
Verse three begins with “Before them,” a catchphrase that introduces each new facet in Joel’s description of devastation in verses 3-11. In a powerful picture of contrast, the bountifully fertile areas are turned to desolate wilderness.

In verses 4-5 the invading forces are compared to horses, and some connect this with the fifth trumpet warning of Revelation 9:7-10,
 where the Abyss is opened and demons emerge described this way:

The locusts looked like horses prepared for battle. On their heads they wore something like crowns of gold, and their faces resembled human faces. Their hair was like women’s hair, and their teeth were like lions’ teeth. They had breastplates like breastplates of iron, and the sound of their wings was like the thundering of many horses and chariots rushing into battle. They had tails and stings like scorpions, and in their tails they had power to torment people for five months.
I myself don’t think Joel is referring to this, though perhaps John was inspired to use this language that would remind readers of Joel. One reason I don’t is that verse 11 clearly states, “The Lord thunders at the head of his army; his forces are beyond number, and mighty are those who obey his command.” I cannot see this describing a horde of demons released from the Abyss.
Verse 11 concludes, “The day of the Lord is great; it is dreadful. Who can endure it?” I briefly mentioned “the day of the Lord” in our last study, as Joel mentioned it in the first chapter but did not develop it. Here in chapters two and three I believe Joel is focusing on this prophetic event.

This phrase occurs five times in Joel and is the dominant theme. Six other prophets also use it: Isaiah, Ezekiel, Amos, Obadiah, Zephaniah, and Malachi; and an equivalent expression occurs in Zechariah 14:1. Sometimes abbreviated as “that day,” the term often refers to the decisive intervention of God in history, such as through the invasion of locusts in Joel or at the battle of Carchemish, 605 bc. It can also refer to Christ’s coming to consummate history.
 The “day of the Lord” is an event that will bring both judgment and salvation.

The book of Joel’s early emphasis on and development of the concept of the Day of the Lord gives the book an important place in Scripture. Joel’s prophecy gives some of the most striking and specific details in all of Scripture about the Day of the Lord—locusts that conquer like a mighty army, days cloaked in darkness, and the moon turning blood red. Rooted in such vibrant and physical imagery, this time of ultimate judgment—still in the future for us today—makes clear the seriousness of God’s judgment for sin.

In contrast to what the people of God in Joel’s time might have believed about this day of the Lord—that it would bring them nothing but victory and vindication—the prophet says that it is a day of destruction from the Almighty, destruction on themselves. They knew it would mean destruction for all the enemies of God: this suggestion was both astonishing and distressing in equal measure.

Joel sees the day of the Lord as an occurrence in people’s lives for which He provides many advance warnings. God is at work in all kinds of ways, which not so much pre-empt as prefigure the day of the Lord. In this sense it is true to say that the day of the Lord, for Joel, applied to what was happening then, what was about to happen soon and what eventually would happen when God called the nations to account. Any way in which God significantly moves in our lives may properly be called “the day of the Lord.” 

But there is one great day, a day which is fixed by God, and is known only to Him, when the whole world will be visited by God’s wrath and judgment on sin. The New Testament picks up on this idea as well: “The Old Testament expression “the Day of the Lord” is appropriated by Paul and made Christological. It is still ‘the Day of the Lord,’ but the Lord is none other than Jesus Christ.”

The trumpet of impending doom is sounding. Heed the warning and get ready!

The Trumpet of Implored Repentance

“How do I do that?” you may ask. “How can I get ready for this ‘day of the Lord’?” Joel answers that question in verses 12-17,

“Even now,” declares the Lord, “return to me with all your heart, with fasting and weeping and mourning.” Rend your heart and not your garments. Return to the Lord your God, for he is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in love, and he relents from sending calamity. Who knows? He may turn and have pity and leave behind a blessing—grain offerings and drink offerings for the Lord your God. Blow the trumpet in Zion, declare a holy fast, call a sacred assembly. Gather the people, consecrate the assembly; bring together the elders, gather the children, those nursing at the breast. Let the bridegroom leave his room and the bride her chamber. Let the priests, who minister before the Lord, weep between the temple porch and the altar. Let them say, “Spare your people, O Lord. Do not make your inheritance an object of scorn, a byword among the nations. Why should they say among the peoples, ‘Where is their God?’”
In verse 15 Joel once again says, “Blow the trumpet,” but this is a different type of trumpet blast. Chapter two opens with a trumpet call of alarm for the impending doom, but verse 15 speaks of a trumpet call of assembly, calling the people to gather in prayer.
 This I am calling the trumpet of implored repentance. 

It is difficult to conceive of any situation darker and more hopeless than the one facing Joel and his contemporaries. It is into this extreme disaster that the Lord speaks, calling His people to return to Him.
 Even though the time was late, there still was opportunity to repent.
 The same Lord who thunders before his destroying army offers the hope of deliverance.

Yet this repentance must be a heartfelt genuine sorrow for their sin and an about-face in life.
 Repentance comes from a Hebrew word which means to draw a deep breath, as one does in expressing relief or sorrow. True repentance involves contrition of heart, confession with the mouth and a change in the person’s conduct.

What does Joel mean in verse 13, “Rend your heart and not your garments”? In the ancient Hebrew world, when a person wanted to show extreme sorrow or grief, he would tear his clothing. But it’s not the outward acts God wants; they only represent the heart: “Rend your heart, and not your garments,” the Lord commanded. As Christians, we might put it this way: “Baptize your hearts, not your bodies.” In other words, don’t do the actions without the attitude. Joel says that, if the people of God will gather, weep, and pray in sincerity, then God will respond.

Have you ever asked children to apologize for their bad behavior? With arms folded, they mumble the most insincere of apologies. Here, the people of Judah have yet to apologize sincerely to the Lord for their spiritual infidelity, even after the locust plague. Joel pleads with them to humble themselves and ask the Lord to spare them. God calls them to return to Him and reminds them of His grace and compassion.

So in verse 15 Joel calls for a sacred assembly of the people to cry out to God in sincere repentance. The Hebrew word for assembly refers to the religious community,
 much like the Greek term ekklesia in the New Testament is translated “church.” As with the call to mourning in chapter one, no segment of the community was exempt. This included elders and children, nursing babies and priests, and even newlyweds who were not supposed to be disturbed during their first year of marriage, not even for war.
 Joel points out that if the people will come up with a serious response to God, if they will listen to the alarm, if they will come to the solemn assembly, in repentance before God, their serious response will be the very basis of blessing.

The Trumpet of Imminent Return

Joel mentions two trumpets in this passage; I would like to close with a third. This trumpet is not specifically mentioned here in Joel 2, but it does have to do with the Day of the Lord, and it is mentioned in several New Testament passages. I call this “The Trumpet of Imminent Return.”

Turn with me first to Matthew 24:30-31, where Jesus says to His disciples,

At that time the sign of the Son of Man will appear in the sky, and all the nations of the earth will mourn. They will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of the sky, with power and great glory. And he will send his angels with a loud trumpet call, and they will gather his elect from the four winds, from one end of the heavens to the other.

Now turn to 1 Corinthians 15:51-52, where Paul writes,

Listen, I tell you a mystery: We will not all sleep, but we will all be changed—in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed.

Over in 1 Thessalonians 4:16-17 Paul adds,

For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. After that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with the Lord forever.

These are familiar passages to many of you, and you may correctly identify these with the Rapture, when Jesus comes in the clouds to take His faithful ones to be with Him. The dead in Christ will be resurrected while those believers still alive will be instantly changed, all receiving their glorified bodies. All of them will rise to be with Christ in the air.

You may not have seen these passages, however, in connection with the book of Revelation, which describes the Day of the Lord in greatest detail. Revelation has several “sevens,” including seven seals, seven trumpets, and seven bowls. The seven trumpets are God’s warning to unbelievers that His wrath (the seven bowls) is about to be poured out. In Revelation 11:15 we read, “The seventh angel sounded his trumpet…” Quite a few things are recorded by John after this verse—in fact, the seven bowls of wrath are not mentioned until chapter 15. So within the context of this seventh trumpet we read in Revelation 14:14-16,

I looked, and there before me was a white cloud, and seated on the cloud was one “like a son of man” with a crown of gold on his head and a sharp sickle in his hand. Then another angel came out of the temple and called in a loud voice to him who was sitting on the cloud, “Take your sickle and reap, because the time to reap has come, for the harvest of the earth is ripe.” So he who was seated on the cloud swung his sickle over the earth, and the earth was harvested.

Notice the similarities with those previous texts—Christ in the clouds, the voice of the angel, the trumpet call. In fact, since this happens with the seventh (out of seven) trumpets in Revelation, it qualifies as “the last trump” in 1 Corinthians 15, does it not? After this trumpet is sounded, the Day of the Lord comes as the full wrath of God is poured out on sinful humanity.

No one knows for sure when this will happen. Not everyone agrees that the other New Testament texts I read relate to Revelation 14. But we know that Jesus is coming again, and that will be followed by the great and terrible Day of the Lord. The certain reality of the awesome judgment of that Day should be a catalyst for holy living now.

Joel has a message for the church of God in America today, and it is this: “The Lord is coming!” Everything indicates that the Day of the Lord is near. Ultimately God, in justice, must judge sin. Sin is rampant on every hand. And the people of God must make it their top priority to come before the Lord, with broken hearts, repentantly, returning to him and seeking His forgiveness.
 
Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 6:2, “For he says, ‘In the time of my favor I heard you, and in the day of salvation I helped you.’ I tell you, now is the time of God’s favor, today is the day of salvation.” If you have not turned to God in repentance, hear the trumpet blast. God’s judgment on sin is coming. Even if Jesus doesn’t come back in the clouds for all of His people today, He may come for you individually. No one knows when their time on earth will end. And then it will be too late. 

Hear the trumpet. Heed the warning. Humble yourself before God and repent. It is your only hope.
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