Judgment and Restoration

Three Studies in Joel
Introduction

We don’t know much about Joel except that he was the son of Pethuel (Joel 1:1). This makes his book one of hardest to date. Although scholars argue about this there are some clear indications from the text. Joel is written while the temple is still standing (1:13) and while Edom is still a nation (3:19). This places it before Jerusalem was destroyed in 587 BC. There is no mention of the northern kingdom, so Joel was probably written after the northern kingdom was destroyed in 722 BC. By this point the Assyrian threat had diminished. it is most likely that it is after that was destroyed in 722 BC and probably most likely after the Assyrian threat had diminished. Since Joel talks about some possible destruction of Jerusalem, the most likely time seems to be around the time of the Babylonian invasion between 610 and 587 BC. 
This helps us understand the invasion described in the book. Many commentators have taken Joel as literally describing a locust plague, which could totally wreck the land. Others have taken the locusts as representing the Babylonian army, because human armies are often compared to locusts in Scripture (Judges 6:5 and 7:12, Jeremiah 46:23, Nahum 3:15-16). Locusts also symbolise the covenantal curses for disobedience which included armies invading in them (see Deuteronomy 28:32-42). If the locusts in Joel are metaphorical, the language used corresponds with the scenario of an invasion. While the locusts representing an army perhaps seems more likely, we don’t have to know this to understand what Joel is saying and how it applies to us today.
The Plague - Joel 1

Read Joel 1:1-20. 

What stands out to you from this passage?
Focus on 1:1-12.
How does Joel describe what has happened to Israel?
Who is Joel speaking to? Why does he mention their ancestors?

Joel is clearly drawing on the plague of locusts that God sent against the Egyptians to save Israel from slavery. The Israelites were told to tell this story to their children. In Egypt the locusts ate everything that the hail had left. (Ex 10:1-15) Here the different types of locusts eat up all that remains and cause total devastation. Locusts were promised as part of the covenantal curses in the context of being invaded by other nations. (See Dt. 28:32-42) It is unclear here whether the locusts are actual locust or represent the Babylonian invasion, but this makes little difference to us today.
Why are the Israelites told to tell it to the children? How does this teach future generations about the LORD?

How does Joel describe the locusts themselves? What do all these details communicate? 
What state have the locusts left the land in? What are the consequences for the people?
How are the people meant to feel about this?
A virgin who was betrothed to be married but her intended husband died before the wedding was a strong image of grief for the Israelites. This is appropriate here as a common image of Israel’s relationship with God was that of a bride to a groom. Joel goes on to describe the effect of the invasion on the harvest. Vines and fig trees blossoming were a standard measure of the prosperity of the people (see 1 Kings 4:25), so them being all dried up implied a catastrophe.
Why is the virgin in sackcloth a good image for how Israel should mourn?
How have the locusts affected the worship of God?
Here Joel is communicating God’s judgment on the people of Israel. Are we comfortable with God judging others? What about God judging us?

Can we as God's people expect him to judge and discipline us in some form? (see 1 Peter 3:17 and Hebrews 12:3) 

How do we respond when things go wrong in our lives? Do we seek God in these times?

Focus on Joel 1:13-20
How are Israel called to respond? Why?

What activities does their response involve?
The people described in Joel 1 have all lost something: the drinkers have lost their wine, the farmers their crops, the vine growers their vines and the priests their offerings. How will these losses affect their lives? 

Why does this kind of loss hurt so much?
What does Joel mean for Israel to do when he says to “mourn” or “grieve” their losses? How is putting on sackcloth symbolic of this? (v13)

How does such grieving bring about repentance (turning to God)? Do we repent in times of loss?

How are the Israelites told to respond to the destruction as a community? (v14)
Do we ever experience times of destruction as a community? What does it do to us?
How do we, as the community of God’s people, react when under serious pressure?
How can Christians seek God together, as his people rather than individuals? 

What might have to change in your group? In your church?

Suggested Prayer Points:

· Thank God that he loves us and will discipline us as sons and daughters

· Pray for anyone who has experienced loss or is struggling in their relationship with God

· Pray for your group and church that God will unite you more and more in Christ, so that you will be better able to seek God together and support each other

The Army of Judgment - Joel 2

Here the plague of locusts is compared to an army. This is clearly linked to God bringing judgment now (Joel 2:1-17) and looks forward to the coming of Christ (Joel 2:18 – 3:21). It may also refer to the Babylonian invasion when the temple was destroyed and the people exiled, showing God’s fulfilment of his word by bringing the curses he promised on his people when they turned away from him (Deuteronomy 28).
Read Joel 2. 
What strikes you from this passage?
Focus on Joel 2:1-11.
Why will Israel be alarmed?
How is the day of the LORD described? How bad is it?
How do the nations react? (v6) Why?
What army is being described? What do they do?
How does this section emphasise God's power over creation? (v2, 10)
Who leads this army? (v11) How does this emphasise the horrendous nature of the judgment?
Who can endure this judgment on the day of the Lord? (v11)
What does this passage show you about the relationship between God and his world?
Do we think of our God in this way? Why/Why not?

Focus on Joel 2:12-17. 
What are God's instructions to his people?
How does this section describe God? 

Can the people be certain that God will show them favour if they return to him? (v14) Why should they return?
The instruction to return (Joel 2:12) reminds the Israelites of the promises the blessings for obedience and curses for disobedience that God will bring about. Moses said that after Israel disobeyed God they should return and then God would restore their fortunes. (Deut 30:2-3) These promises are central to Joel 2 as he reminds the people that their difficulties were promised to them by their God, who also promises restoration and blessing when they return to him.
To whom does God give specific instructions? (v17) Why should the priests be singled out?

How are the priests to represent the people?

What reason are the priests told to give God for sparing them? (v17) How is God's name and reputation tied up with his people? 

How does being God’s representatives help us pray?
In the New Testament Peter describes all of God’s people as being a royal priesthood and therefore representatives of God. (1 Peter 2:10) How do we as God’s people today represent God to others? 

Do we intercede for other people in prayer?
Focus on Joel 2:18-32.
What happens when God's people return to him?
How will God save his people? What will their new prosperity look like? (v19-24)
Is it only human beings who benefit from God's salvation? What does this show us about the promise of the new creation? (see also Rom. 8:18-22)

What does God promise about the damage the locusts have done? Will the people suffer like that again? (v25-27)
What will God do about the years his people have lost? How does that comfort you today? 

What time have you lost, that God will restore?
How will the people respond to God’s provision? Do they see him differently?
When things are going well for us, do we praise God for what we are given?
How do we know that God is with us? (v28-29)
Who is the Spirit poured out on? What is its affect?

How do you experience the Spirit's presence now?
What difference does having the Spirit make in your life?

Suggested Prayer Points:

· Thank God that he has saved us through Christ

· Thank God for his provision in our lives and all the good things he gives us

· Pray that God will fill us with his Spirit more and more, enabling us to serve him better

The Day of the Lord - Joel 3 
Read Joel 2:28 to 3:21. 

What stood out to you from this passage?
Focus on Joel 2:28-3:3. 
What will happen in the day of the LORD?
Who will be saved? 
The sun being darkened and the moon changing colour on the day of the Lord (Joel 2:31) is one of a set of prophecies that describe the day of the Lord with supernatural signs (see Isaiah 13:10). Jesus uses these images when he talks about the Son of Man arriving (Mat. 24:29-30, Mk. 13:24-27, Lk. 21:25-28). The sun going dark also foreshadows the darkness over the land when Jesus dies. (Luke 23:44)
Read Acts 2:3-16. 
What events is Peter explaining to the crowd?
How does what is happening relate to the prophecy in Joel?
What does it mean to “call on the name of the LORD”? (Acts 2:21, Joel 2:31) How does this connect with our daily lives?
Focus on Joel 3:1-8. 
Why is God gathering the nations? How have they treated his people?
How will God repay the nations?
How will the nations' relationship with God’s people change?

Focus on Joel 3:9-16. 
What is to be proclaimed among the nations? What is going to happen (whether they listen or not)?
How is the judgment described?

What does the day of the Lord bring? (v15) What does the darkness remind you of?

How does God's relationship with his people contrast with how he treats the nations?
Focus on Joel 3:17-21.
What does God promise for his people?
Mount Zion is the mount on which David built the citadel that became Jerusalem. Zion is often used to represent Jerusalem.

What does God say will happen to the other nations? How does this contrast with what God promises for his people?

How are the Israelites forgiven? What happens to God’s wrath  towards them and us? 

Why might God’s people in the past have been scared to live near a holy God? (see for example Exodus 33:3-5)

What has made it possible for God to dwell in Zion? (v21)

How does God living with us link to His gift of the Spirit in Acts 2?

Can we separate the judgement on the day of the Lord from the hope it offers? Why/why not?
It is all too easy to simply look on Jesus returning as simply a day of hope. But that is only for those who know him. Jesus cannot return to his people and destroy evil without judgment. Even Christians face judgment of their deeds (see 1 Cor. 3). Our hope arrives through judgment.
What does the end of Joel remind us about Jesus' return? What are we looking forward to?
What group loyalties or identities do you have, other than being a Christian? (e.g. family, nationality, club, association)
How is being a part of God's people different from these other identities? 
How does the book of Joel suggest that we should live as God’s people now? Where is this a challenge for us in our lives?

Suggested Prayer Points:

· Thank God that he saves us and gives us his Spirit to enable us to live as his people now 

· Thank God for the promise of the Day of the Lord and dwelling with him

· Pray that we would place our identity in Christ rather than the things and places of this world

· Pray that we more and more live as the people of God representing him in the world today
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