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01 Chapter 1 

Verse 1
This whole chapter (Joel 1:1-20) relates to a terrible and destructive locust plague that came upon Israel, particularly Judah, a disaster so overwhelming that no escape was possible. The fact of it is dramatically stated (Joel 1:1-4); the prophet's admonition to the people is given in three terse commandments: (1) "Awake ..." (Joel 1:5-7), (2) "Lament" (Joel 1:8-12), and (3) "Gird yourselves with sackcloth ..." (Joel 1:13-14). Despite the fact of these appeals being directed to three different classes, namely, the drunkards, the agricultural community, and the priests, they should be understood as applicable generally to all the people, and not merely to specific groups.

As in many another human disaster resulting from natural causes, the prophets of God, and all persons with spiritual discernment, have invariable associated such things with the wrath of God, due to divine disapproval of human sin and wickedness. Joel at once concluded that the locust disaster was a harbinger of "the day of the Lord," a truth that is not nullified by the fact that the Final Judgment was not to occur for at least 2,700 years! That disaster which so long ago brought fear and despair to a portion of the earth's population was a type of the final and eternal judgment that shall overwhelm all men; and significantly, many other such natural disasters since that time (as well as before that time) should be understood in exactly the same way! We must therefore reject the superficial interpretation of the final paragraph of this chapter (Joel 1:15-20) which views it merely as Joel's foolish fear that the end of time was at hand.

Joel 1:1
"The word of Jehovah that came to Joel the son of Pethuel."
"The word of Jehovah ..." This phrase identifies the content of this prophecy as the inviolate and eternal word of Almighty God, and so we receive and interpret it. It had an immediate and compelling relevance to the first generation that received it and is no less pertinent and relevant to our own times. Great natural disasters are still taking place on earth, in the face of which men are just as powerless and helpless as were the ancient Jews who struggled against an overwhelming invasion of devastating locusts. God wanted his people to see in that natural catastrophe something far more than merely an awesome natural phenomenon; and therefore God moved to reveal through his holy prophet what the genuine significance of such an event really is. This significance still should be recognized in all physical disasters that torment and destroy men upon earth, as was beautifully discerned by Boren:

"It is my conviction that the eruption of Mount St. Helens is an awesome display of the omnipotent power of God, and one of the countless warnings of God to humankind of impending judgment! Certainly, God warns through his word; but he also warns through the observable cataclysmic happenings of the natural world."[1]
One of the reasons, therefore, why God gave his word to Joel upon the occasion of a great natural disaster is that men of all subsequent centuries should know how to interpret such things.

It is wrong to refer the judgments and conclusions that are set forth in Joel as merely the judgments and conclusions of the prophet himself. On the day of Pentecost, an inspired apostle of Christ said:

"This is that which hath been spoken through the prophet Joel: And it shall be in the last days, saith God, I will pour forth of my Spirit .... etc." (Acts 2:16-17).

Note particularly the words "spoken through the prophet Joel ... saith God ..." We may be certain therefore that no merely naturalistic origin of the great conclusions in Joel is possible. The words spoken and the conclusions given are of God Himself, and not merely based upon the prophet's fears, interpretations and discernments. For this reason, such interpretations as the following should be rejected:

"So terrible was the devastation that the prophet feared that Yahweh's Day, the judgment of Yahweh's people, was near at hand.[2] Joel regards the locust plague as comparable to any other mighty act of Israel's history."[3]
It was not merely Joel's fears that connected the locust plague with the Day of the Lord; it was not merely Joel's private conclusion that the locust plague was comparable to any other mighty act of God in the history of Israel. These conclusions were part of the "word of Jehovah" which came to Joel.

"Joel the son of Pethuel ..." Despite the fact of there being a dozen persons named "Joel" in the O.T., the name "Pethuel" is found nowhere else. It has the utility, thus, of dissociating Joel from others of the same name in Hebrew history. The use of expressions like, "son of ... etc." "was analogous to our use of second names."[4]
Verse 2
"Hear this, ye old men, and give ear, all ye inhabitants of the land. Hath this been in your days, or in the days of your fathers?"
"Old men ..." This is not a reference to some special class of leaders among the people, but merely an appeal to those of the most advanced age who could more readily confirm the uniqueness of the disaster that was upon them.

"All ye inhabitants of the land ..." The whole prophecy is addressed to all the people, and not merely, to special classes.

"Hear this ..." The prophet, having himself heard God's Word is constrained to share it with others.

God's Word is never for our selfish enjoyment; it brings with it a responsibility for others. Perhaps that is why, in the N.T., so much stress is laid on oral confession of Jesus Christ (Romans 10:9)[5]
The New English Bible is obviously correct in rendering "aged men" in this verse instead of "elders," since it is not of "the rulers" of the people that the prophet speaks here, but merely of those of great age, who neither in their own lives or that of their ancestors as communicated to them had there ever occurred anything of the magnitude of that overwhelming infestation of locusts.

Verse 3
"Tell ye your children of it, and let your children tell their children, and their children another generation."
Locust plagues were ordinary experiences in that part of the world during the times of Joel, and for centuries prior to and subsequently to his times, as indeed they still are; but this was not an ordinary locust plague.

The special significance of this one related not only to its severity, but also to the fact that it is seen as a prelude to the divine devastation the prophet envisions for the disobedient people of God, and those nations which have oppressed her.[6]
"Tell ye your children ... etc." There is unmistakable allusion to Exodus 10:2, where the Lord charges Moses to tell Pharaoh that he will do signs,"[7] with similar instructions for Pharaoh to tell his sons, etc. This indicates that this mighty plague was comparable in gravity and origin to the plagues of Egypt and the deliverance of God's people through the Red Sea. It must not be understood as merely an extraordinary natural phenomenon, but as a direct judgment of God upon wickedness. The reason why the details of this disaster were to be remembered and passed on to succeeding generations was rightly stated by Myers, "as a deterrent to sin."[8]
The proper understanding and interpretation of such natural disasters as that recounted in Joel must always include the discernment of God's hand in them.

"God would ever have his children recognize his hand in all such visitations. For the believer, there are no second causes. The Lord has said, "I Jehovah create peace, and create evil." And he asks the question, "Shall there be evil in a city, and the Lord hath not done it?" (Isaiah 45:7; Amos 3:6).[9]
Verse 4
"That which the palmer-worm hath left hath the locust eaten; and that which the locust hath left hath the canker-worm eaten; and that which the canker-worm hath left hath the caterpillar eaten."
The two great problems of interpretation encountered in this verse regard (1) the four different names applied to the destroying insects, and (2) the question of whether or not this was a literal infestation.

As to the four different names, they have been supposed to refer to the locust at various stages of its development, but the most thorough studies of that insect do not reveal four different phases in its life cycle. As Keil said, "These words never appear in simple plain prose,"[10] and all of them may therefore be poetic references to the same insect. "The four names are not names applied in natural history to four distinct species."[11]
The question about whether this was a literal disaster, or perhaps a symbolical depiction of some future event prophesied by Joel, is decided by Joel 1:3, where there is an undeniable reference to Exodus 10:2, with the mandatory deduction that this disaster was comparable to the Egyptian plagues, which, of course, were literal events.

The allegorical interpretation of these locusts, however, has been very attractive to whole generations of interpreters.

On the margin of the Greek Codex Marchalianus (Q) of the sixth century, the words for locusts in Joel 2:25 are identified with the Egyptians, Babylonians, Assyrians and Greeks ... According to Merx, Joel's locusts are supernatural apocalyptic creatures in Joel 1, and symbols of the invading armies of the end times in Joel 2.[12]
The denial that the locusts were a literal disaster is totally frustrated by "before our eyes" (Joel 1:16). That the recapitulation of the disaster in Joel 2 indeed has overtones of the end times can hardly be discounted, due principally to the manner of the apostle John's treatment of the locusts in Revelation 9.

The palmer-worm, locust, canker-worm, and caterpillar may therefore be understood in this chapter as saying that, "One swarm of locusts after another has invaded the land, and completely devoured its fruit."[13]
The notion that plagues in successive years are meant is from the mention of "the years that the locust hath eaten" (Joel 2:25); but, again, from Keil:

We cannot possibly think of the field and garden fruits of two successive years, because the fruits of the second year are not the leavings of the previous year, but have grown afresh in the year itself.[14]
Before leaving this verse, it is of interest that Deere translated the four names as, "shearer, swarmer, lapper, and devourer, describing four of the eighty or ninety species of locusts in the East."[15] This understanding of the terms as different kinds of locusts is widely accepted; but the view preferred here is that the words are poetic descriptions of wave after wave of the devouring insects.

Verse 5
"Awake, ye drunkards, and weep; and wail, all ye drinkers of wine, because of the sweet wine; for it is cut off from your mouth."
Joel viewed the locust plague as a manifestation of God's displeasure due to the sins of his people; and, quite appropriately, he directed his first great admonition, "Awake," to a prominent class of sinners always present in any wicked society, the drunkards. Naturally, the destruction of all vegetation, including the vineyards, would have interrupted and cut off the supply of intoxicants. Notably, Joel did not address this class as unfortunates overcome by some innocent disease. Ah no. The Biblical view of drinking intoxicants and wallowing in drunkenness relates such conditions to wickedness, and not to disease. Our own current society has repudiated this view; but it is nevertheless correct. As Shakespeare put it:

O thou invisible spirit of wine,

If thou hast no name to be known by, let

Us call thee devil.[16]
Thomas' comment on this whole verse is pertinent:

Awake, you are sleeping on the bosom of a volcanic hill about to burst and engulf you. And weep, because of the blessings you have abused, the injuries you have inflicted upon your own natures, and upon others; weep because of the sins you have committed against yourself, society, and God. Howl, all ye drinkers of wine... If you were aware of your true situation, you would howl indeed, howl out your soul in confession and prayer![17]
Verse 6
"For a nation is come up upon my land, strong, and without number; his teeth are the teeth of a lion, and he hath the jaw-teeth of a lioness."
"For a nation ..." This expression, of course, has been made a basis of advocating a symbolical interpretation of the locusts. Such a personification of locusts is in keeping with the Biblical description of ants and conies as "folk" and "people" (Proverbs 30:25-27), and it is interpreted here as metaphorical description of the locusts. However, there very well may be here an overtone of the wider application of the locust invasion that appears in Joel 2.

As Kennedy said, "Viewed collectively, they were like an invading army. Such indeed is the suggestion of the phrase has come up against my land (cf. 2 Kings 18:13)."[18] Barnes was probably correct in his understanding that:

Here it is used, in order to include at once, the irrational invader, guided by a Reason above his own, and the heathen conqueror. For this enemy is come up upon my land, the Lord's land.[19]
Verse 7
"He hath laid my vine waste, and hath barked my fig-tree: he hath made it clean bare, and cast it away; the branches thereof are made white."
"Barked" may also be translated "splintered"; and some commentators have viewed this as hyperbole. "The locusts could not splinter the fig-tree";[20] but such a view is due to a failure to take into consideration what would happen to a soft and brittle branch of a fig-tree when overloaded with an incredibly large swarm of locusts which would literally break it off. Certainly the devastation of locusts is too widely known in the East to make possible any claim of exaggeration on Joel's part, even for the sake of emphasis.

Verse 8
"Lament like a virgin girded with sackcloth for the husband of her youth."
"Like a virgin girded with sackcloth for the husband of her youth ..." This refers to the mourning of a virgin espoused to her husband whose life ended before the consummation of the marriage, a grief that was considered to be particularly anguished by the Hebrews. It is, of course, the Jewish ancient customs regarding marriage that appear in such a reference as this. It will be remembered that Joseph, the husband of Mary, was troubled by what he at first thought to be a reflection upon the chastity of his wife during their espousal, and before the marriage had really begun (Matthew 1:18-24).

Also, there is a reminder here that the chosen people themselves, the nation of Israel, were frequently compared to a beautiful virgin. "The real subject here is the congregation or people of Judah, as suggested in the Chaldee."[21]
Verse 9
"The meal-offering and the drink-offering are cut off from the house of Jehovah; the priests, Jehovah's ministers, mourn."
Naturally, with the total destruction of all crops and vegetation, the usual sacrifices in the temple were curtailed and eliminated. Joel's speaking of the priests here in the third person is taken to indicate that he was not of their number. It is incorrect to make Joel's concern for this interruption of the sacrifices as the basis of postulating a late post-exilic date when the congregation in Judah was very small; because the total devastation inflicted by the locusts would have produced a similar effect whenever it might have occurred. The seriousness of this cessation of the daily offerings was inherent in the people's conviction that by the means of those sacrifices their fellowship with God was perpetuated and maintained. "Without those offerings, the people felt loss of contact with the Lord; and the priests, who understood their significance, mourned."[22] In spite of the reluctance of the people to cut off the supplies necessary to the faithful observances of the sacrifices, however, "there was no food left for man or beast[23] No wonder that the priests mourned, for their very livelihood depended upon the offerings out of which they lived.

Verse 10
"The field is laid waste, the land mourneth; for the grain is destroyed, the new wine is dried up, the oil languisheth. Be confounded, O ye husbandmen. Wail, O ye vinedressers, for the wheat and for the barley; for the harvest of the field is perished. The vine is withered, and the fig-tree languisheth; the pomegranate-tree, the palm-tree also, and the apple-tree, even all the trees of the field are withered: for joy is withered away from the sons of men."
This paragraph depicting the devastation of the locust scourge is as moving and dramatic a presentation as can be imagined. There is no need of help of any kind in understanding the full meaning of such a description; it is a classic. Something in it reminds us of that sorrowful and heart-moving speech delivered by Sir Winston Churchill at a low water mark of Great Britain's struggle against Hitler in World War II: "Singapore has fallen. The Prince of Wales is lost. The Repulse is at the bottom of the sea!" There is something of that same epic tragedy in Joel's wonderful words here. As Deane commented:

"The field is wasted; the ground mourns; the corn is wasted; the new wine is spoiled; the oil decays!" - What a scene of desolation! yet how briefly and forcibly depicted! We see it all; we want nothing more to present it to our eyes. 

Pictures taken after a locust plague in 1915 show branches of trees completely devoid of bark and glistening white in the heat of the sun.[25]
A marvelous description of the locust plague is given in the National Geographic Magazine for August, 1969, under the title, "The Teeth of the Wind." A heavy locust flight actually darkens the sun and brings utter devastation in its wake.

Verse 13
"Gird yourselves with sackcloth, and lament, ye priests; wail, ye ministers of' the altar; come, lie all night in sackcloth, ye ministers of my God: for the meal-offering and the drink-offering are withholden from the house of your God. Sanctify a fast, call a solemn assembly, gather the old men and all the inhabitants of the land unto the house of Jehovah your God, and cry unto Jehovah."
This appeal for the priests of God's religion to bestir themselves upon behalf of arousing the nation to repentance, prayer, and fasting indicates that it had been the wickedness of the people which had precipitated the onset of the plague. This interpretation of great natural calamities and disasters is not superstitious, at all, but Biblical. God is still concerned with the behavior of his human creation; and, beginning with the primeval curse upon the ground for Adam's sake (Genesis 3:17-19), the Lord has continually ordered the affairs of his world in such a manner as to prevent man's becoming too complacent and comfortable in his earthly environment. It is this basic fact which underlies this appeal to the priests to stir up the people in the direction of righteousness and more whole-hearted observance of their religious duties.

The calling of a solemn public assembly, the proclamation of a fast, and the public and private prayers offered to God for the alleviation of their distress were an entirely appropriate response to the threat of starvation and death which had come upon them in the locust plague. What other response should sinful, fallible and helpless men make to a situation which is totally beyond their control? It was a very similar thing which the Ninevites did under the threat of the preaching of Jonah. This is the way that Jehoshaphat responded to the impending attack by the allied armies of Moab, Ammon, and Edom; and this is exactly what Jehoiakim and Ezra did in the face of dangers which, without the help of God, they knew would destroy them. Modern men sometimes imagine that they are able to deal with everything that may happen, feeling no need for prayers and supplications to God; but this is an erroneous and short-sighted blindness, which, historically, God has repeatedly moved to correct; and one may feel sure that he will do so again.

The priests and leaders of the people were called upon to lead the way in this national response to the threat of death and destruction; and this was probably done for two reasons. First, the priests and national leaders were sinners in exactly the same way as the rest of the nation; and secondly, their example was sorely needed in order to arouse as nearly unanimous response as possible.

The reference to meal-offering and drink-offering in this verse has been alleged to indicate a post-exilic date; but one should be very wary of such allegations. Scholars, in their enthusiasm to maintain their postulations, sometimes go overboard in making deductions from totally insufficient premises. Regarding this, Robertson wrote:

"The only ritual references (in Joel) are to the meal-offering and the drink-offering, and these were characteristically not post-exiUan. Indeed, they may be regarded as primitive forms of offerings!"[26]
Verse 15
"Alas for the day! for the day of Jehovah is at hand, and as destruction from the Almighty shall it come."
In this verse, Joel went a step beyond the terrible visitation of the locusts threatening starvation and death to the whole nation; and he prophesied that "the day of Jehovah is at hand!" The Biblical use of this expression is enlightening; and we shall devote some space to a discussion of it.

"The day of the Lord" has two meanings in the prophetic use of the expression:

(1) It means any time of severe visitation inflicted upon either nations or upon all mankind by the judgment of God upon human sin and unrighteousness. In his famed Olivet discourse, the Lord Jesus clearly referred to the fall of Jerusalem and the destruction of the Jewish temple as his "coming" in judgment upon Israel, a summary judgment which followed as the direct result of their terminal rebellion against God in the rejection and crucifixion of the Messiah. From this, it is clearly seen that other great historical judgments upon such wicked cities as Tyre, Sidon, Nineveh, Babylon, Sodom, and Gomorrah were exactly the same type of visitation that fell upon Jerusalem.

(2) The ultimate meaning of "day of the Lord" identifies it with the final and terminal destruction of the entire posterity of Adam and Eve upon the great occasion of the eternal Judgment Day, when the dead shall be raised, the righteous redeemed, and the wicked turned aside forever. These distinctively different meanings were not always clear to the prophets who used the phrase (which actually came from God); indeed, it is safe to assume that they might never have known the full meaning of what they prophesied, as detailed by the apostle Peter in 1 Peter 1:10-12. The holy prophets were not concerned with fully understanding what the message from God might have been, but with delivering it accurately to their fellow men.

The nature of the "day of the Lord," whatever the specific situation foretold, is clearly given in this verse. "As destruction from the Almighty shall it come."

From this it is plain that the "day of the Lord" never referred to a benign and peaceful event, but to "destruction." This is what it meant for the antediluvian world which was destroyed from the face of the earth because of their wickedness; and that is what it invariably meant in all the other instances of it which have been cited. Furthermore, this is what it will ultimately mean at the Final Judgment at the Second Coming of Christ. That will be the occasion when the primeval sentence imposed upon the progenitors of the human race for their rebellion in the Garden of Eden will be finally and irrevocably executed upon them in the person of their total posterity, the unique exceptions to the universal destruction of that Day being only those who have been redeemed through the blood of Christ.

Thus, when one of the ancient prophets referred to "the day of Jehovah," it always referred, not merely to the Final Arraignment and Punishment of mankind, but to any lesser judgment that might be imposed upon specific sectors of humanity (or even upon all of it) in the period intervening before that Final Day. "For Joel, as for the other prophets, 'the day of the Lord' is always at hand."[27] "Joel did not mean that the day of the Lord, in its full prophetic sense, of the revelation of Christ ... was really to occur in their times."[28] However, Joel did see in that terrible locust plague "a warning of 'the day of Jehovah' which was to come."[29] Furthermore, it was a warning that other occasions of 'the day of Jehovah' were in store for Israel. Historically, it was only a little while before the Assyrians and the Babylonians would come and execute "the day of Jehovah," not merely upon the northern kingdom, but upon the southern kingdom of Israel as well. Thus Joel very accurately foretold future judgments upon Israel, taking the locust disaster as an omen, or an earnest, of an even greater judgment (or judgments) yet to come. Deane correctly discerned this:

"The day of the Lord," first mentioned, it is said, by Joel, is the day when God inflicts punishment upon sinners, as in the present instances; it may be a presage of that judgment that brought ruin to their city, temple, and nation. It may be an emblem of that judgment that wound up their nation by the destruction of their capital, or even of the final judgment when God shall destroy the impenitent sinners and deliver his saints.[30]
It is totally wrong to allege that Joel himself understood all that was indicated by his prophecy here of "the day of the Lord"; nor is it possible to suppose that even today students of the Holy Scriptures have any complete knowledge of all that is meant.

In view of the unmistakable overtones associated with "the day of Jehovah," full agreement is felt with Jamieson who noted that, "Here the transition begins from the plague of locusts to the worse calamities (Joel 2) from invading armies about to come on Judea, of which the locusts were the prelude."[31] As Barnes put it, "All judgment in time is an image of the judgment for eternity."[32]
Verse 16
"Is not the food cut off before our eyes, yea, joy and gladness from the house of God? The seeds rot under their clods; the garners are laid desolate, the barns are broken down; for the grain 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."
This is a further emphasis upon the severity of the plague; and it is evident that the scourge of the locusts has been compounded and multiplied by drought. The situation appeared to be utterly hopeless. Without food or pasture, the herds of sheep and cattle would soon die; a disaster of the greatest magnitude was upon them.

What with the locusts devouring all that appeared above ground, and the drought destroying the seeds sown under the surface, the havoc was complete; famine and distress afflicted both man and beast.[33]
Verse 19
"O Jehovah, to thee do I cry; for the fire hath devoured the pastures of the wilderness, and the flame hath burned all the trees of the field. Yea, the beasts of the field pant unto thee; for the water brooks are dried up, and the fire hath devoured the pastures of the wilderness."
We do not see any need whatever to understand "fire" and "flame" in these verses as a metaphorical reference to the locusts and the drought; the danger of fire increases in direct proportion to the dryness of the vegetation and the atmosphere, as any forest ranger knows; and with the extended devastation and drought already described, the breakout of terribly destructive fires would have been certain. If nothing else was available to set them off, a stroke of lightning would have been sufficient. For that reason, we feel it necessary to disagree with Keil, who wrote:

"Fire and flame are the terms used by the prophet to denote the burning heat of the drought, which consumes the meadows and even scorches the trees. This is very obvious from the drying up of the water brooks.[34]
Summarizing what the chapter reveals about the cataclysmic disaster: it resulted from wave after wave of devouring locusts who ate up every green thing, and was made more complete by the ravages of a drought so severe that the very watercourses became dry, and then was climaxed by forest and dry-grass fires which raged out of control in the super-dry "trees of the field" and the "pastures of the wilderness." No greater calamity could be imagined in a society predominantly agricultural and pastoral.

"O Jehovah, to thee do I cry ..." In the last analysis, there is none other, except God, to whom the helpless and the hopeless may appeal. Even the rabbit cries out in the clutches of the hawk! Man instinctively cries to his Creator in the face of death and destruction.

02 Chapter 2 
Verse 1
This chapter begins with the announcement that "the day of Jehovah cometh," and the summons of all of the people to a solemn convocation in the presence of God (Joel 2:1-3). There is a strong eschatological overtone in Joel 2:1, a note which is echoed again and again in the chapter. "The eschatological warning already sounded in Joel 1:15 is several times repeated (Joel 2:1,2,10,11)."[1] "A more terrific judgment than that of the locusts is foretold, under imagery drawn from that of the calamity then engrossing the afflicted nation."[2] Next comes a description of the threatened judgment, "in metaphors more distinctly military in nature,"[3] (Joel 2:4-11). A solemn appeal for genuine heart-felt repentance is then made, based upon the premise that, "Who knoweth whether he (God) will repent, and leave a blessing behind him?" (Joel 2:12-14). The call for a solemn assembly is repeated (Joel 2:15-17); a reaffirmation of God's care for his people and a promise of his blessing are given (Joel 2:15-20); a continued affirmation of the favored status of Israel as God's chosen people appears (Joel 2:21-27); and, finally, the chapter has, "a promise of the Holy Spirit in the last days under the Messiah, and the deliverance of all believers in Him,"[4] (Joel 2:28-32). This last paragraph is written as a separate chapter in the Hebrew Bible, giving four chapters instead of three in that version of Joel.

Joel 2:1
"Blow ye the trumpet in Zion, and sound an alarm in my holy mountain; let all the inhabitants of the land tremble: for the day of Jehovah cometh, for it is nigh at hand.
"Blow ye the trumpet in Zion ..." This verse interprets the awful calamity that had come upon the people, "as a warning of `the day of Jehovah' which was to come, the dawn of which was already breaking."[5] The blowing of the trumpet was used in the early history of Israel to call the people to the door of the tent of meeting (the tabernacle) during the wilderness wanderings, as a signal to start their journey from one station to another, or as means of calling the people together for a great assembly. This "horn blowing" therefore became a symbol connected with such occasions in all the subsequent history of Israel, and at times long after there was any possibility that "all the inhabitants of the land" would actually be able literally to hear the sound of a trumpet blown in Jerusalem. The N.T. writers extended the imagery of this "blowing of the trumpet" in a number of references to the final judgment, a usage that goes back to Christ himself who said, "And he shall send forth his angels with a great sound of a trumpet, and they shall gather together his elect from the four winds, from one end of heaven to the other" (Matthew 24:31). (See 1 Corinthians 15:52; 1 Thessalonians 4:16; and Hebrews 12:19). In the light of this, how unreasonable are the interpretations which insist that because of Joel's using this figure, the entire nation of the Jews was only a small community when he wrote, and actually living within earshot of Jerusalem! This is one of those "interpretations" relied upon heavily as evidence of a late post-exilic date.

"Sound an alarm in my holy mountain ..." The holy mountain here is the same as Zion, both being poetic references to the high hill (2,539 feet above sea level)[6] in Jerusalem upon which the temple was built. It was also called Mount Moriah and is the same as the mountain where Abraham offered up Isaac, and where David returned the ark of the covenant from Obed-Edom, and where the cross of the Son of God was lifted up. As Deane said, "This mountain was the visible symbol of the divine presence";[7] and therefore the spiritual impact of this blowing of the trumpet (or ram's horn) had the effect of a summons for the people to stand in the presence of the Lord.

"Let all the inhabitants of the land tremble ..." Perhaps those whose place of residence made it possible for them would also have actually assembled in the city of Jerusalem.

"For the day of Jehovah cometh, for it is nigh at hand ..." (For discussion of "the day of Jehovah," see under Joel 1:15.) To the prophets of the O.T., and even the N.T. for that matter, "the day of the Lord" is always "at hand," the same being profoundly true, if the expression be understood as signaling the impending judgment of God upon the grossly wicked, or if it is taken as a reference to that great and final day, when Almighty God shall rise in righteous wrath and throw evil out of his universe. The first is always an earnest of the second. No greater misunderstanding of the Sacred Scriptures is current in the world today than the notion that Christ himself, and all of his apostles, thought that "the end of the world" was just around the corner. Christ indeed mentioned "the end of the world" in Matthew 28:10, but he certainly did not indicate that that event was impending or immediate. The "day of the Lord" and the "day of judgment," in its last and final manifestation will indeed evidently occur at the end of the world; but the widespread assumption that every N.T. reference to such things as "the day of the Lord," "the day of judgment, or the coming of Christ (in judgment) is a certain reference to the end of time is absolutely incorrect. Many cities, nations and peoples have already experienced "the day of the Lord," as did Tyre, Sidon, Sodom, Gomorrah, Nineveh, Babylon, Jerusalem and Rome; and doubtless many others will also yet pass through similar "judgments" before the actual "end of time" is reached.

Verse 2
"A day of darkness and gloominess, a day of clouds and thick darkness, as a dawn spread upon the mountains; a great people and a strong; there hath not been ever the like, neither shall be any after them, even to the years of many generations.
It would appear that far more than any locust plague is in view here. "The locusts are now pictured on a scale larger than life, and many commentators have understood them here as prefiguring some invading army from the north."[8] We do not hesitate to interpret this as a prophecy of the invasion of Israel by the Assyrians, who usually entered Palestine from the north. Some commentators, of course, hesitate to accept this, due to their erroneous decision that Joel was written at a time when the Assyrian scourge had already disappeared from the earth.

"There hath not been ever the like ..." The unique terror of the Assyrians is a historical phenomenon; even the friezes that decorated the palaces of Ashurbanipal, and Ashurnasipal depicted the slaves and captives without skin, exposing the muscles and tendons as articulating with the bones in such a manner as to indicate that the Assyrians were more familiar with the human anatomy without skin, than they were with the normal body.[9] They customarily flayed their victims, and often did this while the unfortunates were still alive!

As has been repeatedly stressed in this series, the prophetic description of "the day of the Lord" invariably appears in the very darkest colors. Another example is Amos 5:18ff, where the impact of that day upon men will be like that of one who flees from a lion, but who meets a bear, and then, finally reaching what might have been supposed as the safety of his house, he went in and leaned against the wall; and a serpent bit him! The seven parallel presentations of the Judgment Day in the Book of Revelation all follow this tragic and exceedingly distressing pattern.

Verse 3
"A fire devoureth before them; and behind them a flame burneth: the land is as the garden of Eden before them, and behind them a desolate wilderness; yea, and none hath escaped them.
"None hath escaped them ..." This is the key that unlocks the extended meaning of the locusts in this passage. The locusts never hurt people; and clearly the disaster threatened here is against the population itself. The probability of this view being correct is greatly enhanced by the dual presentation of the locusts in Revelation 9. In phase I, there was no loss of human life; but in phase II, the "locusts" became a murdering army of 200,000,000 with a commission to destroy a third of the human race! The genius of the inspired writers in discerning these two phases in the life-cycle of the actual locust is certainly reflected in both Joel and the Book of Revelation. This two-phase phenomenon in the life of the locust was not known to the scientific community for generations; because it was not until 1921 that, "The centuries-old question posed by a locust swarm was answered (in 1921) by Sir Boris Uvarov."[10] The revelation of this "Secret of the Locust" was elaborately discussed by Robert A.M. Conley in 1969 thus:

"He discovered that one of the familiar green grasshoppers of the African and Asian bush is really the ravenous locust in another guise. When repeated rains dampen desert sands, thousands of eggs hatch. The hoppers constantly touch one another, triggering a change of behavior and color; they seek each other's company and turn yellow, black, and red."[11]
Quite evidently the peculiar use of the locust as a "type" by both Joel and the apostle John resulted from their inspiration in knowing what would remain unknown about the locusts until long millenniums afterward! The connection that this portion of the Bible has with the Book of Revelation is further pointed up by the mention here of the garden of Eden, that being the place where human rebellion against God began, where the sentence of death was imposed (and never repealed), and where God uttered his curse upon the ground "for Adam's sake." That ancient paradise (Eden) is also repeatedly mentioned in Revelation, and for exactly the same reasons as here. This reference by the prophet to the garden of Eden is laden with great significance.

"Fire devoureth before them, and behind them a desolate wilderness..." There is no need whatever to see this as any kind of metaphor. An invading army always burns everything in its path, leaving nothing behind except desolation.

Verse 4
"The appearance of them is as the appearance of horses; and as horsemen, so do they run.
Revelation 9:7-12 has a remarkable elaboration of this same comparison of the locusts to "many horses rushing to war," even the sound of the locust's wings being compared to the noise of a cavalry charge. The impossibility of understanding John's words in Revelation as a reference to any literal locusts greatly enhances the probability that the true interpretation of them in this chapter is that they represent an impending military disaster coming soon to Israel in the invasion of the Assyrians.

These verses (Joel 2:4-11) describe disaster which Joel prophesied in much of the imagery of the locust plague, but there are the strongest military overtones throughout. "He must be speaking of real warriors under the figure of real locusts."[12]
To be sure, there were characteristics and appearances of the locusts which suggest horses rushing to war, but it is our conviction that it was God's Word regarding this which was delivered by the prophet; he was not merely describing the way the locusts seemed to him. This does not deny the appropriateness of the comparison. As Jamieson said, "The locust's head is so like that of a horse that the Italians call it (the locust) cavalette."[13] It is also said that, "The amazing noise of the locusts can be heard six miles off!"[14]
Verse 5
"Like the noise of chariots on the tops of the mountains do they leap, like the noise of a flame of fire that devoureth the stubble, as a strong people set in battle array.
This is a continuation of the prophecy of a military invasion, presented in the strongest military imagery. Horses were, above all other animals, the instruments of war, as were also the chariots. The passage in Revelation 9:7-12 should be consulted in connection with what is said here.

Verse 6
"At their presence the people are in anguish; all faces are waxed pale.
It is clearly not the destruction of vegetation that is indicated here; it is a prophecy of the appearance of "the breakers," the ruthless and savage army of Assyria that was capable of striking the fear of death into every heart and blanching the faces of all the people with paleness. As Keil said, "Joel is no doubt depicting something more here than the devastation caused by the locusts in his own day."[15]
Verse 7
"They run like mighty men; they climb the wall like men of war; and they march every one on his own ways, and they break not their ranks.
The mention of "ranks" again suggests the military, not a swarm of insects; and, although it is true enough that the locusts move in a straight trajectory, turning aside neither to the right or the left, and even scaling walls and houses in their procedure, it has never been alleged by anyone that the locusts were definitely arrayed in "ranks" and "echelons." The prophecy throughout this section (Joel 2:4-11) moves beyond the locust plague to something more terrible. However, the locust plague was also terrible in its own right:

When a wall or a house lies in their way, they climb straight up, going over the roof. When they come to water, whether a puddle, river, lake, or the open sea, they never attempt to go around it, but unhesitatingly leap in and are drowned; and their dead bodies floating on the surface make a bridge (over lesser bodies of water) for their companions to pass over. Thus the scourge often ends, causing a stench which sometimes produces a fearful plague.

Verse 8
"Neither doth one thrust another, they march every one in his path; and they burst through the weapons, and break not off their course. They leap upon the city; they run upon the wall; they climb up into the houses; they enter in at the windows like a thief.
"Burst through the weapons ..." is another stern military term, the weapons in view being the defensive weapons employed in warfare, not any kind of clubs used against locusts. The people visited by a locust plague already know the hopelessness of attacking the swarms with any type of "weapons," such things as fire, smoke, poisons, insecticides, and trenches filled with water being the usual defenses. The imagery here is that of a city's defenses being overwhelmed with military force.

Verse 10
"The earth quaketh before them; the heavens tremble; the sun and the moon are darkened, and the stars withdraw their shining.
This terminology is invariably associated with the coming of Christ, or God, in judgment upon mankind. Jesus said, "The sun shall be darkened, and the moon shall not give her light, and the stars shall fall from heaven, and the powers of the heavens shall be shaken; and then shall appear the sign of the Son of Man in heaven" (Matthew 24:20,30). Fanciful illustrations of how a great swarm of locusts may cut off the light of sun, moon and stars, together with the denomination of this passage as hyperbole, fail to fill the bill here. The whole passage must be applied to "the day of Jehovah." Furthermore, as Hailey said, such a description as this verse, "became the prophetic description of Jehovah's judgments by the prophets that followed Joel,"[17] and was also adopted by the sacred writers of the N.T. as a description of the final judgment day, as seen repeatedly in Revelation (cf. Revelation 6:12-14).

This verse is a picture of the dreadful consequences of the present and temporary locust plague; but it is also a picture of the future judgment of God upon Israel, being also, even a type of the final judgment of all humanity on the Last Day.

Verse 11
"And Jehovah uttereth his voice before his army; for his camp is very great; for he is strong that executeth his word; for the day of Jehovah is great and very terrible; and who can abide it?
Revelation 6:17 has this: "For the day of their wrath (that of God and the Lamb) is come, and who shall be able to stand?" The passage there is a reference to the eternal judgment. As Keil observed:

"That these words affirm something infinitely greater than the darkening of the lights of heaven by storm-clouds is evident from the predictions of the wrath of the Lord ... at which the whole fabric of the universe trembles and nature clothes itself in mourning."[18] "These words give a theological and eschatological interpretation of the locust invasion."[19]
Verse 12
"Yet even now, saith Jehovah, turn ye unto me with all your heart, and with fasting, and with weeping, and with mourning.
The contingency of all God's warnings of impending judgments is seen in this. No matter how closely a rebellious people might have moved toward that hidden boundary between God's mercy and God's wrath, the Father will even then be deterred from the execution of his wrath, if only the people will truly repent and turn to him with all their hearts.

Contrary to the widely advocated notion that it is merely the inward response alone that is important, this passage shows that a genuine turning to God with all the heart was an absolute essential; but so also was an acceptable outward manifestation of it, "fasting, weeping and mourning." "Genuine sorrow and shame for sin were to be accompanied by fasting, tears of penitence, and other indications of mourning."[20]
We should not leave this verse without noting that, "When the Bible says heart it means man's thinking powers, not his emotions."[21] Jesus once asked the Pharisees, "Why think ye evil in your hearts?" indicating clearly enough, that in the Bible, the heart is actually the mind. Emotions are always exposed in the sacred text as very unreliable.

Verse 13
"And rend your heart, and not your garments, and turn unto Jehovah your God; for he is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abundant in lovingkindness, and repenteth him of the evil.
"And not your garments ..." The prohibition in this is not directed against the demonstration of adequate external signs of repentance, for such indications of the inward condition of penitence had just been commanded in the preceding verse; what is forbidden, therefore, is the reliance upon such outward things in the absence of the truly penitent condition they were designed to demonstrate.

Joel here spoke of the same qualities of God's infinite graciousness, mercy, and lovingkindness that were known to Jonah (Jonah 4:2), but it is very unlikely that either writer had received much information from the other, the same being a part of the heritage of Israel, and fully known to long generations prior to either Joel or Jonah.

"And repenteth him of evil ..." Such an expression as this is a source of question to some; but the meaning is quite simple, beautifully stated thus by Hailey:

"God's repentance is a change of his will toward the people and is the result of a change of will and conduct on their part. Their repentance would cause God to pour out a blessing instead of judgment."[22]
Coupled with such terrible judgments as Joel had been proclaiming, was the possibility that the people might become overly discouraged and think that all was lost, no matter what they did; but in this great verse, Joel showed himself ready to, "claim the covenant promise and hold it out as a lifeline to the people of his day."[23]
The tremendously beautiful message of this wonderful verse is given a musical treatment in Elijah, by Felix Mendelssohn.

Thompson also observed that the expression "and not your garments .... does not absolutely forbid this common sign of grief."[24] However, it is not forbidden at all, being one of the things commanded in the immediately preceding verse. What is meant by this passage is that no reliance should be placed in either the heart-felt repentance, or the outward observance of the actions indicating it, in the absence of the other. The genuine repentance without any outward tokens of it would fail as an example to others, for they would not be aware of it; and the outward tokens of it without the true repentance itself, would likewise fall utterly short of God's approval.

Verse 14
"Who knoweth whether he will not turn and repent, and leave a blessing behind him, even a meal-offering and a drink-offering unto Jehovah your God?
"Who knoweth ..." This was exactly the response of the people of Nineveh to the preaching of Jonah. They said: "Who knoweth whether God will not turn and repent, and turn away from his fierce anger, that we perish not?" (Jonah 3:9). This very likely indicates knowledge on the part of the Ninevites of this very passage in Joel; because all of the ancient Gentile nations were fully aware of God's special dealings with Israel, of his bringing them up out of Egypt; and they had, perhaps, also a knowledge of what their prophets had said. It is very difficult to believe that the Ninevites would have made exactly this response without a prior knowledge of Joel; a fact that advocates of a post-exilic date of Joel cannot explain at all.

Verse 15
"Blow the trumpet in Zion, sanctify a fast, call a solemn assembly; gather the people, sanctify the assembly, assemble the old men, gather the children, and those that suck the breasts; let the bridegroom go forth from his chamber, and the bride out of her closet. Let the priests, the ministers of Jehovah, weep between the porch and the altar, and let them say, Spare thy people, O Jehovah, and give not thy heritage to reproach, that the nations should rule over them: wherefore should they say among the peoples, Where is their God?
This passage is an elaboration of Joel 2:1 and indicates that the utmost participation in the solemn assembly must be achieved, even bridegrooms who by Jewish custom were exempted from all public duties during the first year of marriage (even war), as well as brides and infant children were required to attend. (See Deuteronomy 24:5.)

The duties of priests, even including the exact prayer they were to pray, were included. Significantly, that prayer was not for the alleviation of the locust plague, but that God should avert the delivery of Israel into the hands of "the nations that they should rule over them." If proof were needed that this 2chapter deals with a great judgment symbolized by the locust plague, and not merely with such a plague itself, it surely appears here.

"Between the porch and the altar ..." This and other related expressions in these verses have been made the basis of postulating a late post-exilic date; but as Robertson said:

"Too much is made of the references to ritual, as if they necessarily implied a post-exilic date. It is not legitimate here .... The meaning of "old men" or "elders" is no such indication. The expression everywhere in Joel means nothing more than "old men"; and, even if it had an official connotation, the official elders are an old tribal institution in Israel."[25]
"Give not thy heritage to reproach ... Wherefore should they say, Where is their God? ..." Such expressions as this "are all anterior to the earliest possible date of Joel, and prove that at an early time there was a consciousness in Israel that the fortunes of the people were bound up with the honor of God."[26] Such an idea was certainly very much older than the times of the exile. As a matter of fact, this particular idea goes back to Moses himself who used exactly this same appeal in his plea to God to avert the threatened destruction of the nation upon the occasion of their worshipping the golden calf. He said:

"Wherefore should the Egyptians speak, saying, For evil did he bring them forth, to slay them in the mountains, and to consume them from the face of the earth? Turn from thy fierce anger, and repent of this evil against thy people. Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, thy servants" (Exodus 32:12,13).

Also, the Book of Deuteronomy casts a great deal of light on this prophecy. Moses specifically warned the people of their becoming a "byword" among all nations, and that locusts would destroy their harvests (Deuteronomy 28:36-46); and, in the light of Moses' warning, it was actually no difficult thing to connect the present locust plague with the ultimate dispersion of Israel as a reproach among all nations as foretold by Moses.

Verse 18
"Then was Jehovah jealous for his land, and had pity on his people.
Whether viewed as a prophecy of Joel of relief for the penitent people or as an exclamation of praise after the event of his mercy, this section (Joel 2:15-17) is rich with a portrayal of God's abundant blessings upon the covenant nation (not the secular state, as such, but the spiritual remnant who, in scripture, were always equated with the "true Israel"). "Apparently Joel had been successful in inspiring the people of Judah to repent sincerely, for here we are told that, `The Lord became jealous for his land.'"[27] Two motives may be assigned to God as reasons for his "repentance" of the threatened disaster:

"The first is jealousy, the dishonor done to his name must be forever removed; the second, his pity, which has been stirred by the penitence of his afflicted people."[28]
It should be observed that none of this could be applied to the locust plague, a disaster which was already present; but it indicates that the ultimate destruction of Israel and their removal to other nations as captives, the more terrible judgment of which the locust plague was a symbol - that disaster was indeed averted for the time.

The failure to see this second chapter as the prophecy of a far greater judgment than that of the locusts results in the interpretation of these verses (Joel 2:18-27) as a statement of God's promise to remove the terrible scourge of the locusts, or to bring about the cessation of it. Deere commented thus:

"Evidently the people responded to the prophet's invitation. The solemn convocation was convened; the people repented; and the Lord forgave them. Consequently, he now promises to remove the locusts and restore the prosperity of the land. Now all will know that God Himself dwells with his people."[29]
This is, of course, correct as far as it goes; but the great damage of the locust plague still remained; and it is better to view the removal of the locusts as a symbol of a lifting of that greater doom impending, which eventually came, in the invasion of Assyrians and Babylonians.

Verse 19
"And Jehovah answered and said unto his people, Behold, I will send you grain, and new wine, and oil, and ye shall be satisfied therewith; and I will no more make you a reproach among the nations; but I will remove far off from you the northern army, and will drive it into a land barren and desolate, its forepart into the eastern sea, and its hinder part into the western sea; and its stench shall come up, and its savor shall come up, because it hath done great things.
"I will remove far off from you the northern army ..."
This is a prophetic double entendre, rather than a problem."[30] Not only did the worst locust plagues usually descend on Jerusalem from the north,[31] but, "It was also true that Israel's main invaders: Aram, Assyria, Babylon, Persia, Greece and Rome all attacked from the north."[32] What is evidently in view in this passage is that the summary end of the locust plague which resulted from their being carried by strong winds into the seas, is cited as a pledge that the greater judgment of invasion has also been averted. The use of the military words "the northern army" precludes the limitation of this to the locust scourge. Even the expressions "forepart" and "hinder part" are "more applicable to a human army's van and rear, than to locusts."[33]
"Stench shall come up ... savor ..." "One of the most refreshing things about the Bible is its frankness; a bad smell is still a bad smell, even in scripture."[34] As in other things in these verses, the words here have a double meaning, applying first to the bad odor resulting from the drowning death of millions of locusts, and secondly to the terrible odor of a battlefield with its unburied corpses of men and horses.

It should be pointed out that many eminent Biblical commentators insist on seeing nothing in these verses of Joel 2, except a recapitulation of the prophet's very thorough description of the locusts in Joel 1. Deane, for example, said, "The army of this verse we still hold to be the tribes of locusts";[35] but even he admitted that, "The Assyrian enemies of Judah who advanced from the north are in a subsidiary sense represented."[36] Despite the disagreement of many, however, it seems to us that the quality of the language in this chapter, coupled with the fact that there was no necessity whatever for any re-hash of the very adequate depiction of the locusts in chapter 1, compels the view which has been adopted here.

Verse 21
"Fear not, O land, be glad and rejoice; for Jehovah hath done great things. Be not afraid, ye beasts of the field; for the pastures of the wilderness do spring, for the tree beareth its fruit, the fig-tree and the vine do yield their strength.
These verses are a beautiful description of the physical blessings which followed the removal of the locusts; and the mention that "Jehovah hath done great things" shows that the continuing act of God's provision for mankind through the abundance of his creation is no less a "great thing," than any of his more spectacular judgments against Israel's enemies. Just as the swarms of locusts were said to have "done great things" in Joel 2:20, the actions of God's benefits are no less so.

Verse 23
"Be glad then, ye children of Zion, and rejoice in Jehovah your God; for he giveth you the former rain in just measure, and he causeth to come down for you the rain, the former rain, and the latter rain, in the first month.
These verses, continuing the theme of the whole section (Joel 2:18-27), are the praise of God for the temporal and physical blessings which were given to mankind, and to Israel in particular, because they were the covenant people.

Modern man supposes that he is above attributing any such physical benefits as rain and sunshine to God; and, as the mayor of a north New Jersey township objected to a public prayer meeting "for rain," brought about by a six-year drought which had threatened the water supply of the whole section, "The water supply is too important to be left up to God!" there are many in the current culture who do not believe that God has anything to do with such things; but this is a frightfully short-sighted and inaccurate notion. In the last analysis, everything depends upon the Father's will. The great climatic changes which can change a rain forest into a petrified forest, or through drought destroy the civilization of Frijoles Canyon are finally and absolutely of God Himself. His will is back of everything.

Verse 25
"And I will restore to you the years that the locust hath eaten, the canker-worm, and the caterpillar, and the palmer-worm, my great army which I sent among you. And ye shall eat in plenty and be satisfied, and shall praise the name of Jehovah your God, that hath dwelt wondrously with you; and my people shall never be put to shame.
It is of interest that the four names of locusts appearing here are the reverse order of their use in Joel 1:4. God promised the complete recovery of all the losses incurred from the terrible visitation.

"My great army which I sent among you ..." This is a reference to the locusts, since that is the subject being discussed; but this isolated use of the expression here is not sufficient to deny its symbolical and figurative use earlier. It is rather a reminder of the greater disaster symbolized by the locusts. In fact, even this description of the temporal benefits of God's blessings upon Israel is freighted with intimations of the spiritual benefits accruing to God's people in all ages to come. Paul so interpreted this very verse in Romans 10:11,12, where he spoke of the blessings of believing in Christ, saying, "For the scripture saith, whosoever believeth on him shall not be put to shame; for there is no distinction between Jew and Greek."

One great fact regarding such precious promises was that in the ultimate and final sense, they were contingent upon Israel's continued penitence and obedience. One may be very sure that the first generation to receive these words failed to get that condition. "My people shall never be put to shame" was a promise which secular Israel mistakenly assumed to be their unique heritage, overlooking the truth that in every age, God's people are those who do his will. These promises then, both here and in the succeeding verse, did not promise unlimited security and blessing for secular Israel, but to God's true people, the spiritual seed of Abraham.

Verse 27
"And ye shall know that I am in the midst of Israel, and that I am Jehovah your God, and there is none else; and my people shall never be put to shame.
As Cole said, the expression "and there is none else ... is as strong a statement of monotheism as anything in the second half of Isaiah, or anywhere else in the O.T."[37]
The ends-of-the-earth implication of these last verses in this section is further emphasized by the switch immediately afterward to the glorious promises of the outpouring of God's Holy Spirit during the times of the Messiah and his kingdom.

Verse 28
"And it shall come to pass afterward, that I will pour out of my Spirit upon all flesh; and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, your young men shall see visions.
"And it shall come to pass afterward ..." The specific fulfillment of this passage occurred on the day of Pentecost, upon which occasion the apostle Peter referred to the outpouring of the Holy Spirit upon the twelve apostles as "this is that which was spoken by the prophet Joel" (Acts 2:17f). To be sure, as Harley said, "Only the apostles received the outpouring of the Holy Spirit on that occasion";[38] but the infusion of the Holy Spirit that became available to mankind on that day was a much more extensive thing than his miraculous demonstration upon the Twelve. Peter on that same occasion promised that all who would repent and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins, "shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit"; and this also is included in the prophecy. It is in this extended sense that it is "upon all flesh." Furthermore, there were many isolated examples as seen in the virgin daughters of Philip (Acts 21:9) in which "sons and daughters" alike received great measures of the Holy Spirit. It was Moses who first expressed the hope that God's Spirit would be upon all the people, saying, "Would that all the Lord's people were prophets, that the Lord would put his Spirit upon them" (Numbers 11:29). The fulfillment of this desire is seen in the truth that every Christian is endowed with an "earnest" of the Holy Spirit.

Verse 29
"And also upon the servants and upon the handmaidens in those days will I pour out of my Spirit.
It should be noted that beginning with the previous Joel 2:28, this portion of Joel (to the end of the chapter) forms a separate chapter in the Hebrew version of the Bible, giving four chapters instead of three in that version.

This refers to the universality of membership in the Lord's church and the consequent reception of a measure of God's Spirit in the hearts of all believers during the times of the Messiah. Many of the Christians to whom Colossians and Ephesians were originally addressed were slaves; and in that is a most accurate and extensive fulfillment of these very words. Of course, it is not necessary to suppose that even Joel fully understood the import of this prophetic word, as noted above. As Robinson said: "Joel probably had but a vague appreciation of what these words really meant in the great program of God."[39] Of course, there has never been any need to understand Joel's prophecy here as a promise that "all of God's people" will be supernaturally endowed with the Holy Spirit. It was not so in the days of the apostles, nor is it true now.

"Old men shall dream dreams ... young men shall see visions ..." The place of dreams in the new covenant is greatly downgraded by a number of considerations:

"No other dream is mentioned in the N.T. save those given to Joseph in the very beginning of the N.T., before the full Gospel had come, and to the wife of Pilate, a Gentile."[40]
There is absolutely nothing in the N.T. to indicate that any Christian or any other person (exceptions noted above) ever relied upon a dream for anything whatsoever. Christians of all ages have refused to trust dreams.

Verse 30
"And I will show wonders in the heavens and in the earth, blood and fire and pillars of smoke.
Myers' observation that the portents in the heavens "are frequently associated with the coming of great events"[41] is correct. There was also a moral implication. Such omens as are mentioned in these verses "are omens of the Day of Judgment, the day of the destruction of evil in order that good may survive and flourish."[42]
On the day of Pentecost, the apostle Peter quoted this very passage as having already been fulfilled as a prelude to "the great and notable Day of the Lord," the day upon which salvation would be given to all who should "call on the name of the Lord." Since the day on which Peter said that was only fifty three days after the crucifixion of Christ, it is appropriate to look to that event as the time of the portents mentioned here.

"Wonders in the heavens ..." The sun's light failed for a period of three hours, the most remarkable "portent" ever seen in the heavens by any generation.

"And in the earth ..." These would surely have included a number of wonders such as the rending of the veil of the temple, the earthquake that opened the graves of the righteous, the saints who came out of their graves after Jesus' resurrection, and the undisturbed grave clothes of Jesus. All of these things were surely among the wonders on earth beneath.

"Blood and fire and vapor of smoke ..." These expressions almost certainly indicate one of the great Jewish national festivals as the occasion when God's wonders would be done. The sacrifice of many thousands of animals, the roaring fires of the sacrifices, and the "vapor of smoke" inevitably associated with those great occasions would appear to be adequate identification. Christ was crucified at the Passover festival, and the Holy Spirit came upon Pentecost, some seven complete weeks later; and thus the "blood, fire, vapor of smoke" reference was fully applicable to both occasions. (See CA, pp. 44-48.)

The crucifixion of Christ was a day when evil was destroyed (Satan was destroyed through the death of Christ, Hebrews 2:14), and was therefore an occasion fully important enough to be heralded by the portents mentioned here.

The echoes of the final judgment are also in these verses, but this should not be surprising. The Final Day actually began with the crucifixion of Christ and will be consummated at his Second Coming.

"The last days" began with Christ's first advent and will end with the second advent. They are the days during which the age to come overlaps the present age; hence the assurance with which Peter quoted Joel's words and declared, "This is that."[43]
Peter's use of this passage is most significant. "He equated the gift of the Spirit with the dawning of the Messianic age, which was to usher in the final judgment."[44] It is very likely that Peter and all of the apostles regarded the final judgment as an event to occur in their own times, or shortly thereafter; although, in all fairness, it must be pointed out that no sacred writer ever said so! What the apostolic group "thought" is therefore a very poor basis for interpreting their words, which were not of themselves, but of God. The fact that the Final Judgment is still future, after nearly two thousand years, is no grounds whatever for supposing that the prophets were mistaken. Indeed no! The great and terrible judgment of all mankind will yet occur, as Jesus Christ and all of the apostles and prophets have warned. What appears to be "the delay" is merely the mercy and forbearance of God, "who is not willing that any should perish, but that all should come to repentance."

The Judgment Day will finally occur, and it will, in all probability, be ushered in by these same portents, on a cosmic scale, of which the occurrences known to Peter and the people who heard him were only the dim and feeble types.

Verse 31
"The sun shall be turned into darkness, and the moon into blood, before the great and terrible day of Jehovah cometh.
The N.T. does not mention the light of the moon having failed during the wonders that attended the crucifixion; but Luke's assertion that "the sun's light failed" would necessarily also have involved the moon. Pagan testimony to the fact of both having occurred was cited in N.T. Apocrypha. Pontius Pilate wrote to the Emperor Tiberius that:

"And when he had been crucified, there was darkness over the whole earth ... so that the stars appeared... as I suppose your reverence is not ignorant of, because in all the world they lighted lamps from the sixth hour until evening. And the moon, being like blood, did not shine the whole night, and yet she happened to be in the full."[45]
Similar words are likewise used to describe the final judgment day in Revelation 6:12-17; and therefore, the events connected with the Passion of Christ are most likely symbols of even more terrifying wonders that shall mark the arrival of the Final Assize itself. That those events, foretold by Joel, and mentioned as having already occurred by the apostle Peter, were generally known throughout the Roman empire would seem to be indisputable. Tertullian, in his Apology directed to the "Rulers of the Roman Empire," in paragraph 21, has this:

"In the same hour, too, the light of the day was withdrawn, when the sun at the very time was in his meridian blaze. Those who were not aware that this had been predicted of Christ, no doubt thought it was an eclipse. You yourselves have the account of the world-portent still in your archives."[46]
That Tertullian appealed to the rulers of the empire as having a record of the very things prophesied by Joel and fulfilled at the Passion of Jesus Christ would appear to be of the very greatest significance. Tertullian would not have dared to make such an appeal unless it had been generally known and recognized as the truth.

A very excellent statement of the full meaning of this passage was given thus by R. J. Knowling:

"Peter saw in the outpouring of the Spirit the fulfillment of Joel's prophecy (Joel 2:28-32) and the dawn of the period preceding the return of Christ in glory."[47]
"The last days ..." A misunderstanding of this phrase clouds many of the interpretations. Ironside thought that, "all this can never be fulfilled till the people of Israel are restored to their land."[48] Others are querulous about how it could have been "the last days" so long ago; but, of course, Peter meant the dispensation of the last days; and besides that, in a very dramatic and genuine sense it was the "last days" for Israel. Their long occupancy of a favored role as God's chosen people ended with what was prophesied here. It was the end of their whole religious system, which, within forty years would be wiped off the face of the earth, never more to appear again. It was the "last days" of their secular state which soon would perish and never rise again until millenniums afterward; it was "the last days" of the High Priesthood of Aaron and the Levites; it was "the last days" of the daily sacrifices, of the temple, and of the state and nation of Israel.

The ultimate fulfillment in the great and final Day of the Lord cannot, therefore, be in any way contingent upon secular Israel getting possession of "their land." Their status as "God's chosen people" ended forever when they crucified Christ; and there are no promises whatever regarding Israel in the N.T., except as they may be realized by some of their number accepting Christ and thus establishing themselves as "seed of Abraham."

The proximity of the "great and terrible day of the Lord" was real enough for the generation to whom Peter applied these words. Christ had foretold the doom of Jerusalem, and from his understanding of Joel, Peter knew that the judgment against Jerusalem could not be long delayed, nor was it. It was executed by the armies of Vespasian and Titus who besieged and ravished the city of Jerusalem in August, A.D. 70. "That destruction, which fulfilled the prophecy, in turn became a prophetic type of the ultimate end of the world and of the judgment of God on the world of the ungodly."[49]
Thus, in the instance of "that great and notable day of the Lord," as in many of God's prophecies, there were two fulfillments, an immediate, and a remote fulfillment. The immediate fulfilment was the destruction of Jerusalem, and the remote fulfillment (yet to be) will appear at the end of the world, the Second Coming of Christ, and the final judgment.

Verse 32
"And it shall come to pass, that whosoever shall call upon the name of Jehovah shall be delivered; for in mount Zion and in Jerusalem there shall be those that escape, as Jehovah hath said, and among the remnants those whom Jehovah doth call.
In the light of Peter's use of this passage, the primary meaning of it is applicable to salvation from sin, with the attendant indication that just a few, a "remnant" will actually participate in this salvation. In the extended meaning of the prophecy, "mount Zion and Jerusalem" stand for the church or kingdom of Jesus Christ which began there. In the spiritual sense, it is still true that "the word of the Lord goeth forth from mount Zion and Jerusalem."

This verse has been cited as "the clearest example in the whole book of one author quoting another";[50] but it should be particularly noted that Joel did not say, "Obadiah saith," but that "Jehovah saith." Joel says that he was giving God's Word; and it is not necessary at all to make a portion of this passage a "quote" from Obadiah 1:1:17. As Cole freely admitted, "It is, however, possible that both Joel and Obadiah are quoting some earlier anonymous prophetic saying."[51] Of course, such a thing is easily possible; but there is yet another possibility that should never be ruled out by one who actually believes that the prophets were writing what they said they were writing, the "word of Jehovah"; and that is the possibility that Jehovah himself gave identical words to different authors. Why should such a possibility as this be ruled out? Certainly, any adequate theory of "inspiration" must always include it!

One familiar with the Bible knows that the standard formula for one sacred author's quoting another is that of giving the quoted prophet's name, as Peter did when he quoted this passage. In the light of this, many so-called "quotes" cited by commentators are no such thing at all.

"This prophecy looks beyond the time of restoration and rehabilitation of Joel's day, even beyond Pentecost which marked the inception of the new age, to a time of the final consummation of things visualized by the author of Revelation in his announcement of a new heaven and a new earth."[52]
The events of any prophetic fulfillment should be carefully studied for clues to possibilities in the ultimate fulfillment. Just as the Christians were warned prophetically of the destruction of Jerusalem, and all of them escaped it by retiring to Pella,[53] all who truly believe in Christ and obey him will escape the ultimate general destruction at the last day.

In view of the N.T. usage of this prophecy, it must be considered one of the most important sections of the O.T.

03 Chapter 3 
Verse 1
The prophecy of this chapter is one of the most remarkable in the whole Bible; and, for centuries, interpreters have found no agreement in what to make of it. More than 150 years ago, Adam Clarke wrote that, "This is a part of the prophecy which is difficult to understand; all interpreters are at variance upon it,'" himself leaning toward the view that it referred to certain victories or changes in the fortunes of the secular state of Israel. It is our conviction that most of the failure to understand Joel 3 derives from a misunderstanding of the secular state and fleshly nation of the Jews as the principal, or even the sole, subject of God's concern and of his prophetic word, a confusion of the two Israel's of God, the one of the flesh alone, the other of the spirit and mind of Abraham. It is of this latter Israel, the true Israel alone, that the great prophecies of the O.T. are speaking, some notable exceptions occurring at a time when the two were commingled with a secular state which the fleshly Israel had injected into God's plans by their rebellion against him and their insistence upon having a king. As during the subsequent centuries the true Israel was necessarily mingled with the secular, and indeed confused with it, there were indeed many prophecies and references to "Israel" which applied to them both.

But in this chapter, one should forget all about the secular Israel, the Jewish state, the Hebrew nation, the fleshly Israel, the old Israel, etc. All of the references to Judah, Jerusalem, Zion, "my heritage Israel," etc. are used in a spiritual sense of the church and kingdom of Jesus Christ our Lord. The very first verse of this chapter dates everything in it subsequently to the Day of Pentecost; and that leaves the secular Israel completely out of it.

The first section of the chapter, in highly metaphorical language, speaks of the "true Israel" receiving the forgiveness of sins, and of the judgments of God upon the nations which opposed his purpose (Joel 3:1-7). Section two (Joel 3:9-13) has the same meaning as the gathering of the nations for the battle of Armageddon (Revelation 16); and it also has the summoning of all nations to the Final Judgment, presented under the figure of the sickle and the harvest as is also the case in Revelation 14. The reign of Christ is depicted in section three (Joel 3:14-17), during which time, the Lord "roars from Jerusalem" (in the N.T. which originated there), and also during which time the "people of Israel" (the church of Jesus Christ) will find their refuge in Jehovah (not in literal Jerusalem). All men during this phase of divine history will be caught up in "the valley of decision," where will be determined their destiny as servants either of Christ, or of the devil.

The final section of this chapter (Joel 3:18-21) is a figurative presentation of the wonderful spiritual blessings available in the kingdom of heaven.

Joel 3:1
"For behold in those days, and at that time, when I shall bring back the captivity of Judah and Jerusalem.
"In those days, and at that time ..." Cole said that this "points to the distant and vague future";[2] and, although that might be true as it seemed to the people of Joel's day, it is not so for us. What is clearly meant is that "in the times of the pouring out of God's Spirit upon all flesh," as prophesied immediately before these words, the captivity of Judah and Jerusalem will be "brought back." And of course, we know exactly when that time began, namely, on the first Pentecost after the resurrection of Christ. As Keil noted, "All of the views which refer these words to events before the Christian era are irreconcilable with the context."[3] Everything in this chapter is to occur after the outpouring of God's Spirit upon all flesh. Hailey correctly identified the time-frame of this chapter with "the dispensation following Pentecost."[4] All applications of these words to some future millennium, or to pre-Christian episodes, are incorrect.

"I shall bring back the captivity of Judah and Jerusalem ..." One is at once aware of variations from this rendition, "The RSV (and a number of translations) rendering it in the more general sense of restore the fortunes."[5] This change was evidently made in order to accommodate the interpretation of this place as pertaining to secular Israel, an interpretation denied by the literal meaning of the words, because "even after the returns of the sixth and fifth centuries, many Jews still remained in exile."[6] However, the ASV and all of the ancient versions harmonize with the KJV in this place, "bring again the captivity of Judah"; and "this is the literal translation."[7] It is therefore a very general and widespread captivity which is the subject of the prophecy. What is it? Jesus mentioned it in the first public sermon he ever preached:

"He hath sent me to proclaim release to the captives, And recovering of sight to the blind, To set at liberty them that are bruised, To proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord" (Luke 4:18).

This is the only release of captives that can properly be identified with the dispensation of the Spirit of God; and it is clearly a release from bondage and servitude of sin that is meant. "It is the deliverance from the bondage of corruption into the glorious liberty of the Son of God."[8] The terrible captivity of the Jews (in the general sense) is to Satan, whose servants they chose to become when they cried, "We have no king but Caesar," and "his blood be upon us and upon our children." Likewise, the vast majority of the whole Gentile world as well are engaged in the very same servitude of the evil one. It is that captivity, preeminently, and above all others, with which God has always been concerned. In speaking of Jews and Gentiles, let it ever be remembered that all alike, both Jews and Gentiles, are invited by the gospel of Christ to receive the turn of their captivity. Whosoever will may come! This sublime truth makes it impossible to suppose that God has in any manner wronged Israel by his refusal to accommodate to their carnal view of God's kingdom which identified it with their state! The fact that Amos "spoke of `an entire captivity' (Amos 1:6,9),"[9] at a period long before either the Assyrian or Babylonian captivities occurred, shows the ancient prophets did not restrict this to a physical captivity. Then, as now, the problem was sin and rebellion against God.

"Turning again the captivity of Judah and Jerusalem" thus refers to the times of regeneration in the kingdom of Christ, that is, to this present dispensation of the gospel when all men, of every race and nation, if they so desire, may receive the forgiveness of their sins and the restoration of their broken fellowship with the Father.

Verse 2
"I will gather all nations, and will bring them down into the valley of Jehoshaphat; and I will execute judgment upon them there for my people Israel, whom they have scattered among the nations; and they have parted my land.
"The valley of Jehoshaphat ..." "This is not to be thought of as a literal place in Palestine, but as an ideal place where judgment is to be executed."[10] This is the same as the place called Armageddon (Revelation 16); and in both cases, it is the place where God will execute his wrath upon evil men; and absolutely no "battle" of any kind is prophesied as occurring at either site. This judgment of God upon "all nations" who have persecuted God's people has already taken place repeatedly in history, as witnessed by Tyre, Sidon, Sodom, Gomorrah, Assyria, Nineveh, Babylon, Persia, Greece, Rome, and Jerusalem; and it is still going on! (See my Commentary on Revelation, pp. 374-378.)

"My people Israel whom they have scattered among the nations ..." Many expositors think only of the dispersion of the Jews; but more than that is meant.

The people and inheritance of God are not merely the O.T. Israel as such, but the church of the Lord, (the true Israel) of both covenants, upon which the Spirit of God is poured out.[11]
The "scattering" here must then be applied to all of the many "scatterings" that were inflicted upon the old Israel, as well as to the "scatterings" of Christians all over the world, a very considerable number of which have resulted directly from vicious persecution by evil nations, as that which arose around the martyrdom of Stephen, the dispersion of the faithful that came about from the persecutions of the apostolic missionaries, as Paul, who fled from place to place, with a result of congregations being planted all over the Roman empire; and this pattern continues indefinitely and even into modern times; it was persecutions which drove the early colonies to the New World in the 17th century. Thus the scattering of God's people among the nations is not a one-shot episode that happened to ancient Israel. No wonder the commentators cannot decide what "scattering" is meant here! "And have parted my land ..." Here again, "my land" is wrongly read as "Palestine"; but the notion that any such place is any more "God's land" than North America or any other place on earth should have been laid to rest twenty centuries ago. "The earth is the Lord's, and the fullness thereof" (Psalms 24:1). The parting, or dividing of God's land therefore refers to the horrible divisions that have come upon the earth through the devices of wicked men. The whole world today is divided, because the only basis of unity through "one new man in Christ Jesus" has been denied and rejected by evil men. This passage teaches that the ultimate judgment of God will fall upon humanity for their sins. Deane was near the common consensus of opinions in this comment:

"This must be referred to the long subsequent time (from Joel) when Palestine became a Roman province, its capital leveled with the ground; then the great dispersion of the covenant people among the nations commenced, and continues to the present day."[12]
Apparently, however, Deane failed to include here the similar "scattering" of the true Israel and the "divisions" of mankind resulting from wickedness. They also, of course, are included.

Verse 3
"And have cast lots for my people, and have given a boy for a harlot, and sold a girl for wine, that they may drink.
There have been many examples of the unconscionable wickedness represented by these examples of it. Significantly, fornication, drunkenness, and human slavery, especially child-abuse, are prominent here; and these are universally the hallmark of evil societies.

Verse 4
"Yea, and what are ye to me, O Tyre, and Sidon, and all the regions of Philistia? will ye render me a recompense? and if ye recompense me, swiftly and speedily will I return your recompense upon your own head.
The omission of the names of many nations that were just as wicked as these cited has been widely misinterpreted, all kinds of allegations regarding the date of the prophecy being made to turn on the singular mention of just these; but these do not make up any kind of list, being merely well-known examples of horrible wickedness leading at last to God's judgment. Robinson spoke of this and other such data, as "obviously too indefinite to be of any great value in deciding the prophet's date."[13] It is significant that Amos also used these very examples of rampant wickedness. "Amos singles out the very nations mentioned by Joel, and reproaches them with such offences as Joel specifies (Amos 1:6-12)."[14]
"If ye recompense me ..." Jamieson explained the meaning here thus: "If ye injure me (my people) in revenge for fancied wrongs, I will requite you in your own coin, swiftly and speedily."[15] In all history, those nations which have undertaken to destroy Christianity have themselves been speedily destroyed. Secular Israel, pagan Rome, Assyria and Babylon are ancient examples, especially Jerusalem and Rome; but there are modern examples also. Hitler burned the Bibles at Nuremburg, but the fire did not go out until Berlin was totally ruined. God is still in control of his world.

Verse 5
"Forasmuch as ye have taken my silver and my gold, and have carried into your temples my goodly precious things, and have sold the children of Judah and the children of Jerusalem unto the sons of the Grecians, that ye may remove them far from their border; behold, I will stir them up out of the place whither ye have sold them, and will return your recompense upon your own head; and I will send your sons and your daughters into the hand of the children of Judah, and they shall sell them to the men of Sheba, to a nation far off: for Jehovah hath spoken it."
This is merely an elaboration of the ancient divine principle that "whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap"; and it applies to states and nations as well as to individuals. There is no hint in a passage like this of any divine approval of such things as slavery; Joel was merely citing some well-known examples of "retribution in kind" as prophecy of the way it would always be under the government of God. When a nation was victorious, they sold their captives as slaves; but, in turn, when they were defeated, their citizens were likewise sold into slavery. David took the sword of Goliath and hung it up in the temple (or tabernacle); and when Babylon took the Israelites captive, they looted the treasures of the temple and placed them in the temples of pagan deities. The prophecy is presented in the imagery of such things which were well known and understood by the ancients. Adonibezek is a classical example of the retribution in kind that marked pre-Christian societies. He had his thumbs cut off and was compelled to grovel for food under the king's table, because he had inflicted similar atrocities upon others. There is no need to multiply examples of such things nor to attempt any specific detail of exactly what events Joel used here as the source of his imagery, as they were very many indeed. The selling into slavery here, "would not be literal or physical selling, but an avenging by divine judgment of the shameful treatment inflicted upon the people of the Lord."[16]
Verse 9
"Proclaim ye this among the nations; prepare war; stir up the mighty men; let the men of war draw near, let them come up.
"Here God is proclaiming that the nations themselves will be the instruments of his judgment. The seeds of destruction are sown in the forces of destruction."[17] Furthermore, the destructive nations themselves will be destroyed, and their gathering together for violence is a prophecy of their own doom also. There is thus a forenotice here of that episode in Revelation 16, where the evil spirits went forth to gather the kings of the earth "unto the war of the great day of God" (Revelation 16:14). (See my commentary on Revelation, pp. 374-378.)

Verse 10
"Beat your plowshares into swords, and your pruning-hooks into spears: let the weak say, I am strong.
This passage was once cited by President Truman when a group of five preachers called upon him during the Korean war and were received in the White House office. Some of the area preachers in Washington, D.C. had been preaching from the contrasting passage in Isaiah 2:4 about beating swords into plowshares, etc.; and the President, asked, "Why don't you preachers preach all the Bible?" He then turned to this passage and read from the Bible (which had just been presented to him), from this very verse, adding, "I don't think these are minor prophets at all; some of the most important things in the Bible are found in these short books." It was this writer's privilege to share in that visit and the President's words regarding the minor prophets have always been remembered as solemn truth.

Here again, one encounters the notion that the origin of this verse was in Isaiah, and that Joel was merely giving a "parody of what that prophet wrote";[18] and such an idea fits in nicely with opinions of a late post-exilic date; but the student should see again the comments under Joel 2:32, above, for a discussion of the true origin of prophetic statements. There is absolutely no evidence whatever that either Isaiah or Joel quoted the other in these passages; as a matter of fact, if either of them had done so, he would have said so. "For Jehovah hath spoken it" (Joel 3:8) is a frequently recurring note in this prophecy.

Rather than being a command upon the part of the Lord that the nations of earth should arm for war, it would appear to be a prophecy of what they will, through their wickedness, actually do, converting the total economy of their societies to the making of instruments of destruction, even the humblest implements of agriculture being also involved in the perversion. Is not this a perfect picture of what is going on in the world at this very time? Conditions symbolized by this are a prelude to the great and final judgment itself. The language would appear to be similar to that which is said in Revelation 22:11:

"He that is unrighteousness, let him do unrighteousness still:

And he that is filthy, let him be made filthy still:

And he that is righteous, let him do righteousness still:

And he that is holy, let him be made holy still ...

BEHOLD I COME QUICKLY!"

What is indicated by such words as our verse (Joel 3:10), and also by this N.T. quotation, is that the time of the Final Judgment has almost arrived; and there is no need whatever for nations of the earth, which have hardly ever done anything else except prepare for war, to make any significant change; it is too late for that. The immediate reference in this very short paragraph in Joel 3:12 and Joel 3:13 to the "sickle" of judgment, and the "winepress" of God's wrath strongly supports this impression. The time indicated by Joel's words here is near the close of the era when, denying the benign teachings of the Saviour's kingdom, men shall beat plowshares into swords, etc.: it comes at a time when the final and irrevocable rebellion of all mankind shall be approaching its climax.

Myers gave a spiritual interpretation of this verse, reading it as equal to, "What Amos said to Israel, `Prepare to meet your God (Amos 4:12).' The military terms employed to accentuate the seriousness of the conflict must not be allowed to obscure the real meaning."[19] Without doubt, this is an acceptable understanding of this place; but our own preference favors the view given above.

Verse 11
"Haste ye, and come, all ye nations round about, and gather yourselves together: cause thy mighty ones to come down, O Jehovah.
The gathering of the nations in their opposition to God, which is prophesied to come at the general hardening of mankind that is prophesied as preceding the Final Judgment is here represented as an act of God Himself, indicating judicial hardening. Thus, in the case of Judas, Jesus commanded him, "What thou doest, do quickly" (John 13:27).

"Thy mighty ones to come down ..." Some expositors are inclined to view the assembled nations as an assembly convened to execute the will of God, but we believe the assembly here is a spiritual thing, referring to the unanimity with which human nations shall oppose God, and that this is a prophecy of their assembly not to execute God's wrath upon others, but as the occasion when God will execute his judgment UPON THEM! The next two verses would appear to make that certain. Keil was of course correct in seeing something here far greater than a few neighboring nations of ancient Israel. He wrote:

"These are not merely the neighboring nations to Judah, but all heathen nations who have come in contact with the kingdom of God, all the nations of the earth without exception, inasmuch as before the last judgment the gospel of the kingdom is to be preached in all the world for a testimony to all nations" (Matthew 24:14; Mark 13:10).[20]
Verse 12
"Let the nations bestir themselves, and come up to the valley of Jehoshaphat; for there will I set to judge all the nations round about.
"Jehoshaphat ..." has the meaning of, "The Lord judges, or has judged."[21] The scene, therefore is the eternal judgment, not that of any earthly event at all. The language is metaphorical. "The figure of a great battle between the nations and the warriors of God is joined to that of the nations gathered around before the judge of all the earth."[22]
"Cause thy mighty ones to come down ..." is a reference to the angels of God, always mentioned in connection with judgment scenes, especially in the N.T. The "mighty ones" are not therefore, in any sense, 'righteous nations' but the angels of heaven; and there is not going to be any kind of a literal conflict on earth to decide the fate of anything; God's fiat will determine that.

Verse 13
"Put ye in the sickle; for the harvest is ripe: come tread ye; for the winepress is full, the vats overflow; for their wickedness is great.
Revelation 14:14-20 appears to be founded entirely upon this conception introduced in these few verses of Joel. See CRE for extensive comment on this, for practically all of it is applicable here.

This verse surely supports the view that the "mighty ones" from above, spoken of as "coming down" in the preceding verse, must be the angels of God, for, "Down to N.T. times the eschatological harvesters are usually the angels (Matthew 13:39; Revelation 14:14-20)."[23] This double figure of the judgment under the imagery of the grain harvest and of the grape harvest suggests much important truth regarding God's final judgment of humanity. It will come at a time when human wickedness has run its course, borne its fruit, and arrived at a state where there is nothing else left to do except to reap it! There has been some refinement of the double figure by subsequent sacred authors who used the treading of the winepress as particularly indicative of God's wrath, and the gathering of the wheat into the garner as indicating the salvation of the righteous.

Verse 14
"Multitudes, multitudes in the valley of decision! for the day of Jehovah is near in the valley of decision.
"The tumult of the nations in the valley of decision is not accidental, nor of their own volition; it is because they have been summoned there by the Lord, `for the day of the Lord is near.'"[24]
"The valley of decision is the same as the valley of Jehoshaphat, the repetition heightens the effect."[25]
On the fact of God's causing the nations to move into the valley of decision, two facts are pertinent:

(1) in the very nature of man's probation, he is always in the valley of decision as long as he is on earth, and

(2) when either individuals or whole nations exhibit a final and stubborn attitude of rebellion against God, judicial hardening always occurs eventually, as in the classical instance of Pharaoh, or of Judas, or of secular Israel.

Every man is in the valley of decision now; and his "battle of Armageddon" is a thing of the heart and mind and soul, and not a matter of nations and battlefields.

Verse 15
"The sun and the moon are darkened, and the stars withdraw their shining.
Such terminology as this is used in Revelation 6:12:17, following the pattern throughout the Bible in references to the judgment of the Final Day. We do not pretend to know what this means; but it would appear to be certain that cosmic disturbances of the very greatest magnitude will attend God's final arraignment and judgment of the prince of his creation, namely, man.

That the final day is always considered "near" (Joel 3:14) by the inspired authors appears to derive from two things:

(1) in the sense of recurring judgments upon the incorrigibly wicked, as seen in so many historical examples, notably the destruction of Jerusalem, that day in its immediate application and impending sense is indeed always near, always impending and threatening to occur at any time;

(2) all such lesser judgments are likewise omens or tokens of the great and final event that shall consummate all things and usher in the new heaven and the new earth.

Furthermore, this ultimate and final event is uncertain as to the time. Not even Christ in the limitation of his flesh knew when it would be; and, therefore, the thoughtful of every generation have received it in the words of the prophets as "near at hand." There is a sense, too, in which it is indeed "near" to every generation; because, for all practical purposes, the day of death for every man may be equated with the day of judgment as far as it pertains to him.

Verse 16
"And Jehovah will roar from Zion, and utter his voice from Jerusalem; and the heavens and the earth shall shake; but Jehovah will be a refuge unto his people, and a stronghold to the children of Israel.
The figure of the Lord roaring out of Zion and Jerusalem is a reminder of "how" the Lord does his roaring, namely, through his word, which traditionally, and even in the instance of the gospel, comes not from Rome, Salt Lake City, Boston, or Moscow, but from Jerusalem! The shaking of the heavens and the earth show that the figure of the final judgment is still being used. The author of Hebrews specifically equated the shaking of the earth with its "removal" (Hebrews 12:26-28) at the time of the great judgment. (See my Commentary on Hebrews, pp. 334-336.)

"Jehovah will be a refuge to his people ... a stronghold to the children of Israel ..." There is no reference here to the fleshly members of Abraham's descendants; it is the spiritual remnant, the genuine children of Abraham, the spiritual Israel which is meant. Note also, that their refuge and stronghold will not be a fortress in Jerusalem, but God himself, namely, as recipients of his blessings under the new covenant "in Christ." Those commentaries which explain this in fanciful terms of how the "Jews were victorious over their cruel foes under Antiochus,"[26] and envision this as a prophecy that God will come to Jerusalem and protect and promote Israel in the physical and secular sense have failed to see the eternal and worldwide proportions of this great passage in its truly spiritual sense.

Verse 17
"So shall ye know that I am Jehovah your God, dwelling in Zion my holy mountain: then shall Jerusalem be holy, and there shall no strangers pass through her any more.
This is a description of the spiritual Zion, mentioned in the preceding verse. It was beautifully understood and commented upon by Hailey in these words:

"Spiritual Zion is impregnable; strangers will not pass through her as they did physical Jerusalem. The kingdom over which Jehovah reigns from Zion is one that cannot be shaken (Hebrews 12:28); it will stand forever" (Daniel 2:44; 7:13,14).[27]
"Jerusalem shall be holy ..." This, more than anything else, demands a spiritual application of these words. In no absolute sense was the literal Jerusalem ever "holy"; nor can there be any reasonable postulation of its holiness in the earthly sense, as long as the world stands. The only "holy Jerusalem" known to the Word of God is that of "the new Jerusalem which cometh down from God out of heaven," which to be sure is a symbol of the glorified church of Jesus Christ.

Verse 18
"And it shall come to pass in that day, that the mountains shall drop down sweet wine, and the hills shall flow with milk, and all the brooks of Judah shall flow with waters; and a fountain shall come forth from the house of Jehovah, and shall water the valley of Shittim.
This verse begins a paragraph concluding the whole prophecy in which there is a metaphorical description of the wonderful blessings available to the children of God in their service of Christ and his kingdom. It may well be admitted that it is very unlikely that Joel himself fully understood these words, that probably being the very reason that God gave him the description in metaphorical terms that he COULD understand. Joel was not writing for himself alone and his own generation merely, but he most certainly did know that the words he gave had implications for other generations to come; because, as an apostle expressed it:

"To whom it was revealed (that is, to the prophets), that not unto themselves, but unto you did they minister these things, which have now been announced to you through them that preached the gospel unto you by the Holy Spirit sent forth from heaven" (1 Peter 1:12).

What is seen in this verse is a picture of universal peace, security, plenty, and tranquility. It is appropriate to remember that even for Christians the blessings here are not literal, but spiritual. A literal view of this passage is impossible. It is a picture of the spiritual joys in the days of the outpouring of God's Spirit, namely, in the days of the present dispensation of the N.T.

"The valley of Shittim ..." was a very dry and unproductive area; and the imagery is that through the great spiritual blessings available in Christ, some of the most unpromising situations shall yield precious fruit for the kingdom.

Verse 19
"Egypt shall be a desolation, and Edom shall be a desolate wilderness, for the violence done to the people of Judah, because they have shed innocent blood in their land.
This continues to be metaphor. Egypt and Edom were traditional enemies of God's people; and the ruin of such nations (all such) was here prophesied. It has continued to be fulfilled throughout all history. Those very nations on earth today where the gospel is not known are the very places where debauchery, poverty, wretchedness, violence and starvation are among their principal characteristics.

The Hebrew interpretation of this passage was cited by Deane: "In the day of the Lord, God will make an end of all the nations in the valley of Jehoshaphat, and then great goodness shall accrue to Israel."[28] Of course, that is the same old carnal misunderstanding of God's Word that resulted in the Jewish rejection of the Messiah to begin with; and it is exactly the view of all kinds of millenarians who have fallen into the same old error. As Deane pointed out, "This passage does not teach the earthly glorification of Palestine and desolation of Egypt and Idumaea."[29]
Verse 20
"But Judah shall abide for ever, and Jerusalem from generation to generation.
Judah and Jerusalem here, as frequently, are symbols of God's true Israel upon earth (both the old and the new), that is, God's true covenant people of both the O.T. and the N.T. It is the perpetual continuation of God's covenant people upon earth which is indicated by this, and the words may not be applied carnally to any heavenly guarantee of the inviolability of the secular state, whether that of Israel, or any other. The N.T. renewal of this promise is in Matthew 28:18-20, where is recorded Christ's promise to "be with you always, even to the end of the world. Amen." The simple meaning of this whole passage is, "That in the days of the Spirit, God would establish his spiritual people and dwell among them."[30]
Verse 21
"And I will cleanse their blood which I have not cleansed: for Jehovah dwelleth in Zion.
As Myers pointed out, "The Lord dwells in Zion" is almost a signature of validity with which Joel closes his book."[31] This word is one of assurance and encouragement and a guarantee of the eternal continuity and abiding presence of the Lord among his people. They will never be deserted or forsaken. No matter what may happen around them, nothing can really happen to them; for they are God's! Myers also observed the similarity of this and the preceding verse to the concluding passage of Matthew cited under verse 20:

"This reminds the reader of the last verse in Ezekiel, "The Lord is there!" It is the most reassuring promise and truth of the Bible, comparable to the last promise of our Lord" (Matthew 28:20).[32]
Thus is concluded this marvelous prophecy of times far beyond his own generation, and involving information regarding the fate of every man ever born upon the planet earth, or who may yet be born. There is indeed a sense of awesome appreciation for words so weighty and so charged with eternal significance to men. The climax of the prophecy came in this third chapter where are depicted in terms of the most amazing metaphor the blessings of the eternal kingdom of Jesus Christ our Lord.

