
© 2015-2016 Spirit and Truth Publishing—All Rights Reserved 1 

Contexts & Connections #3-13    Joel 2:12-13, 28-29    December 4, 2016 

Joel’s Prophecy of  Hope  

 
 

Contexts 
 

Linguistic 
 Joel’s name means “Yahweh is God.” While the Book of Joel never specifies the sins that Judah should 

repent, Joel’s name may be a clue that the people were failing to uphold the First Commandment.1 
 Some verses in the book are in Joel’s voice, while in others God speaks directly. These verses in God’s 

voice are indicated by the formula, “says the Lord.” Joel 2:12 in today’s passage is the only place in the 
book of Joel where this formula appears, but there are a few other verses that can be heard as God 
speaking (2:19-20; 2:25-3-8).2  

 In Hebrew thought, “the heart” was used more like we might use “the brain” or “the head” today. It was 
where the will and the intellect were housed.3 

 The Hebrew word hesed is translated as “steadfast love” here. Elsewhere, this word is faithfulness, 
lovingkindness, or love. This word is central to the story of God’s relationship with humanity throughout 
the Old Testament, from Creation to Abraham to Sinai. In many ways, this word is the heart of who God 
is in the Hebrew Scriptures. In this passage, it is the reason that God will allow Judah to return, even 
though they have sinned. Its corollaries (merciful and gracious) are necessarily connected with God’s 
thoughts in Scripture.4  

 
Geographic 

 While Joel’s precise biography is unknown, it seems clear that he is preaching to Jerusalem and Judah 
(“Blow a horn in Zion” (2:1, 15), which at this point is only a small outlying province of the much larger 
Persian empire. Joel mentions the kingdoms of Tyre, Sidon, and Philistia (4:4), which were major trading 
partners at the time.5 

 
Historical 

 Joel was preaching in the period after the return from exile. Although exact dates for the Book of Joel are 
uncertain, the Book of Ezra recounts the restoration that took place between 538 and 430 BCE. By the 
time of Joel’s prophecies, the Second Temple has been built, the walls of Jerusalem have been restored, 
and no external enemies appear on the horizon.  

 There is no king in Jerusalem. Priests and elders lead the community. Judah is a small outlier of the Persian 
Empire, still owing allegiance and tribute to Babylon. 

 

The Hope of the Messiah 

The Point  
Joel preaches about God’s patient, loving, and faithful nature, which will be most fully revealed in the 
unspecified “Day of the Lord,” when all people will have access to God’s vision for human community. 



© 2015-2016 Spirit and Truth Publishing—All Rights Reserved 2 

December 4, 2016 Contexts & Connections #3-13    Joel 2:12-13, 28-29  

Cultural/Religious 
 The phrase ‘the day of the Lord’ draws from earlier prophetic tradition (Isaiah 13; Ezekiel 30; Malachi 4).6 

Those who heard it would have likely placed it in the context of the whole prophetic tradition, in which it 
represents a day of darkness and destruction that will wipe away the old order and usher in an age of 
prophecy as is described in verses 28-29.7 

 The tearing of clothing (2:13) was a cultural expression of grief, terror, or horror.8 
 The Spirit of God in the Hebrew Scriptures was given to individuals for a particular purpose, to empower 

them for a specific job that God had for them.9 In this text, God promises to pour out the Spirit on all 
flesh, opening the call and the empowerment to everyone.  

 
Literary 

 Joel’s prophecies are in the section of the canon known as “The Twelve Prophets” or “The Minor 
Prophets.” With Amos, Micah, and Habakkuk among them, these books had a strong influence on the 
early Christian church, and can be found quoted throughout the Christian Scriptures.  
 Genre –Prophecy - Biblical prophecy is not as much about predicting precise events in the future as it 

is about calling the people back to the ways of God and warning of the consequences of straying. The 
broader genre of prophecy includes several subgenres within Joel’s chapters, including lamentation, call 
to repentance (today’s passage, 2:12-13), promise (today’s passage, 2:28-29), and apocalyptic 
fragments.10    

 Authorial Intention – Joel speaks directly to the people of his day, but directs his message to every 
age. 

 Audience– In this period of the Persian empire, the population of Jerusalem was only about 1,500 
people, down from a high of 25,000 in before the exile. The whole population of Judah at this time is 
perhaps 17,000.11 Joel’s original audience appears to have been experiencing natural disasters, 
particularly drought and a locust plague.  

 
Common Misunderstandings 

 The verses immediately following our passage are often used in conjunction with the Book of Revelation to 
glean information about the end of times. Verses 28-31 are indeed an example of Jewish apocalyptic 
literature, but it would be a misreading of this and other apocalyptic passages to attempt to use them step-
by-step, word-for-word, to project a time and date for God’s judgment. Apocalyptic literature encourages 
an immediate response to God’s future promises. It is not intended to instill fear of some distant future 
judgment event. Rather, Joel and other apocalyptic writers insist that God’s judgment is always happening, 
and that God’s judgment on us is mercy. 

 
More Information 

 You can learn about the Persian Empire that ruled Judah in Joel’s time at http://www.ushistory.org/
civ/4e.asp. Examples of Persian art can be seen at http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/acha/
hd_acha.htm.  

 A brief explanation of apocalyptic literature, as well as a list of Jewish and Christian examples, is available 
from the PBS Frontline program on apocalypse, online at http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/
shows/apocalypse/primary/white.html.  

 A good explanation of hesed and its common English translation “loving-kindness” can be found at http://
www.bible-researcher.com/chesed.html.  
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Connections 
 

Narrative Lectionary Connections 
 Last Week (Daniel 6:6-27) - Daniel’s escape from the lions’ den is an example of the nature of God, the 

gracious and merciful savior. 
 Next Week (Isaiah 61:1-11) - While our Joel passages have a strong theme of repentance in anticipation 

of the coming Day of the Lord, next week’s Isaiah passage will place the emphasis on God’s activity in that 
day. Still, both prophets are focused on how God’s future activity should affect the people’s actions today. 

 Other Weeks – In Genesis 50: 15-21 (9/25/2016), Joseph’s willingness to forgive his brothers is a 
reflection of God’s merciful nature. In Exodus 32:1-14 (10/9/2016), God’s mercy is put to the test when 
Israel turn their worship to the Golden Calf, and yet God remains their God and they remain God’s 
people. Jonah comes to resent God’s merciful nature in Jonah 4 (11/6/2016), when it is given freely to the 
Ninevites as well as to Israel. John comes preaching a baptism of repentance in Luke 3:1-22 (1/8/2017) 
that resembles Joel’s call to rend hearts and not clothing. Peter’s speech in the streets of Jerusalem in Acts 
2:1-4 (6/4/2017) draws directly from Joel to interpret the miracles of Pentecost. 

 
Other Bible Connections  

 Romans 10:13 - Paul draws on Joel 2:32, among other Old Testament passages, to support his central 
claim that righteousness comes from God and not from obedience to the law.12 

 Deuteronomy 6:4-5 - This passage, known to Jews as the Shema, calls on Israel to remember that “the 
LORD is One,” and to love the Lord “with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might.” It 
was originally spoken to the Israelites by Moses just before they crossed into the Promised Land, and is 
part of the verses that are affixed to the doorposts of Jewish homes to this day. Joel here picks up on the 
echo of these verses, calling the people to return to the Lord with “all your heart.”  

 
Thematic Connections 

 God Revealed: The refrain “for He is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, abounding in steadfast love, 
and relents from punishing,” in 2:13, is found throughout the Old Testament (Exodus 34:6, Numbers 
14:18, Jonah 4:2, and others). The exact wording of the formula varies, but the sense is the same. This is 
who God is. Indeed, this can be read as God’s name (Exodus 34:6). In Joel, this is the yet again the God 
revealed, one who is always seeking to draw the people back into relationship. 

 The Hope of the Messiah: Joel anticipates the “Day of the Lord” (1:15, 2:1, 2:11), which will draw the 
people to return to God’s ways. (Bruegemann, 220-221). The Day of the Lord will lead into a broader 
restoration of relationship, in which God will reveal God’s self once again in the future (2:28-29), through 
the same means that have been used down through the generations (prophecy, dreams, visions), only this 
time the revelation will come to all.13 In Christian tradition, these are heard as promises of messianic hope. 

 
Liturgical/Seasonal Connections 

 In Lent, some congregations use a Gospel Acclamation based on Joel 2:13, so this verse might sound 
familiar to those in liturgical congregations. 

 Situated here in Advent, Joel reminds us of the many ways that God comes to us, not just as a baby in a 
manger, but through the dreams and visions that are promised. 
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Hymns/ Music 
 Because of this text’s connection to Pentecost, today’s hymns might echo those usually heard then, 

especially hymns of the Spirit: “Spirit of Gentleness,” “Spirit of God, Descend Upon My Heart,” or “Draw Us in the 
Spirit’s Tether.” 

 Songs such as “Awesome God” remind us of one of Joel’s main themes, the sovereignty and centrality of 
God. 

 Hymns about vocation and calling would fit the text’s promise of an inclusive mission for all: “I, the Lord of 
Sea and Sky” or “We All Are One in Mission.”  

 
Media Connections 

 In Victor Hugo’s novel Les Miserables, and in the film and musical theater versions of the same story, the 
main character, Jean Valjean, steals a set of silver candlesticks out of desperation. The candlesticks owner, a 
local bishop, covers for Valjean with the police, and then offers the candlesticks to Valjean as a gift. His 
gift is a tangible manifestation of forgiveness and mercy that turns Valjean’s life around, and leads him to 
repentance. For Joel, God’s mercy is an everlasting and ever-present reality that is not contingent on our 
repentance but that leads us to return to God. 

 In the film The Mission, Captain Mendoza, a mercenary and slave-trader, is filled with remorse after he kills 
his brother in a fight. For his penance, Father Gabriel has him carry a bundle filled with all of this weapons 
of war and slaving up the falls, where the Indians live. Mendoza, unable to forgive himself, refuses to cut 
the rope that holds the bundle to him, even after Father Gabriel insists that his penance is done. It is finally 
one of the local Indians, a member of the same tribe that Mendoza used to hunt and enslave, who takes a 
knife to the rope and frees Mendoza from his burden, both literally and metaphorically. This offer of grace 
comes with no requirement or expectation of change, but, like God’s hesed (see Linguistic Contexts above), 
as a free gift of compassion and mercy. 

 
Multimedia Links 

 This portion of Martin Luther King’s famous “I Have a Dream” speech can be heard as an echo of Joel’s 
promise in 2:28-29. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3vDWWy4CMhE  
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