
Theme. Joel’s theme is destruction. No other book focuses so acutely, with such
compelling imagery, on such a short period, reflecting such intensity of God’s
judgment. Several other Bible books include or refer to Joel’s theme and imagery,
but none with such brevity and focus. God judges sin. When God does so, the
consequences of his judgment aren’t pretty. Joel’s intent is to impress its reader with
the fury and awfulness of falling under God’s sin-condemning judgment. Joel wants
the reader to rend the reader’s heart in repentance of sin, lest the reader fall under
God’s awful judgment.

Author. The book opens with an attribution to Joel, the son of Pethuel. That brief
detail is all that history reveals of the book’s author. Joel wrote the book, but
scholars can only conjecture as to where or when. The book does not refer to
persons or events that give clear clues for the book’s time or place, not, for instance,
to any of Israel’s or Judah’s kings. Some scholars draw that omission to suggest that
Joel may have written when the priest Jehoida ruled for the child king Joash,
perhaps around 835 B.C., which would have made Joel a contemporary of the
prophet Elisha. Any such date, though, is unreliable. The book does address the
southern kingdom Judah, focusing further on Zion, referring to Jerusalem, and
temple worship. The possibility thus exists that Joel lived in or near Jerusalem, even
having some role in or relationship to its temple.

Context. The prior paragraph shows the difficulty readers have in drawing from
the book’s uncertain historical context. However, Joel does use an awful plague of
locusts to illustrate God’s judgment. Judah was familiar with periodic devastating
locust plagues. The book uses that naturalistic context and its economic devastation
and social impact to great effect in convincing the reader, even the modern reader
less familiar with such plagues, to take most seriously God’s coming judgment. Joel
also occupies an unusual position in the Hebrew canon in that it is the first book in
the canon’s order (not its chronology but its compiled order) to introduce the day of
the Lord, which is an end-times period of God judging the people, whether for their
faith or instead for their rebellion. Joel thus makes a considerable contribution,
despite its brevity and its position among the minor prophets.

Structure. Joel structures his brief narrative, just three chapters comprising his
whole book, around the illustrating locust plague. His first chapter describes the
plague in which locusts invade in vast number and destroy everything in their path,
devastating the people’s economy and society. The chapter concludes aptly, calling
the people to repent. Chapter two likewise depicts a vicious army invading and
destroying Judah, once again leading Joel to call for the people’s repentance, this
time God promising to restore the people if they do so. Joel ends his book with a



vision of the great day of the Lord, when all people must gather in the Valley of
Decision, where God will bless the faithful and condemn the rebellious.

Key Events. As the prior paragraph suggests, Joel’s first key event is the locust
invasion, also referred to as a mighty army, invading and destroying the land. Joel
then takes up a lament that further depicts the extent of the destruction. Joel 2:1
then resets the invasion to a future day of the Lord, of which Zion’s trumpets should
warn. Joel depicts the Lord at the head of the invasion, this time one of ultimate
judgment. The people must rend their hearts, in answer of which God will relent in
his judgment. God can then pour out his Spirit on all people, saving all who call on
his name. The nations, though, who do not call on his name, God will judge and
condemn, even as he blesses his own people. Joel’s events thus signal and illustrate
the coming judgment.

Key Locations. Zion, referring to Judah’s capitol Jerusalem, which Joel also
names while describing it as God’s holy hill, is the book’s key geographic location.
Jerusalem also represents Israel and God’s chosen people. Joel’s prophetic
condemnations late in his book reach Tyre, Sidon, Philistia, Egypt, and Edom, also
likely representative of other nations that oppose Israel and whose idolatrous people
do not honor the Lord. Joel 3:6 mentions specifically that Tyre, Sidon, and Philistia
sold Judah’s people to the Greeks far away, in response to which God will sell their
children to Judah who will resell them to the far-away Sabeans. Joel thus uses
nations and places to support his prophesies of God’s coming judgment and
punishment.

Revelation of Christ. As brief as Joel’s narrative is, Joel clearly prophesies, early
and late in chapter two and into chapter three, of the Lord’s coming day in
judgment, what Christians also know as the return of Christ. Joel depicts God’s
chosen people as purified, saved, and restored through great suffering, as Christ
suffered and offers his cross to those who follow him. Joel 2:32 also ties the
people’s redemption to their calling on the name of the Lord, as we must confess
Christ openly, believing of his resurrection, for our salvation. Joel in the same verse
proclaims that everyone who calls on the Lord’s name receives the Lord’s salvation,
as Christians look to Jesus for salvation. Joel further prophesies God pouring out his
Spirit on all people, as Jesus sent the Father’s Spirit at Pentecost, following his
ascension. For anyone doubting these parallels from Joel’s prophesies to Jesus, Acts
2:16-21 records Peter quoting those very verses from Joel to explain what the
people had just witnessed at Pentecost. The book Joel is thus a remarkable witness
to our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, a wonderful jewel hidden among the minor
prophets.



Application. What does one do with an ancient prophecy of awful judgment in
the end times, for those who rebel? End-times imagery can be a powerful reminder,
more so than mere moral lessons or guiding principles. Ecclesiastes 12:13, among
other verses, tells us that our whole duty is to fear God and keep his commands.
End-times reminders, with their vivid, even horrific, imagery, can help to instill that
sense of other-worldly awe we must have for our wholly other God. Taking Joel
even just a little seriously in his warnings may do far greater good for us than
reading many books of self-help principles. Joel’s reminder of the salvation we have
from judgment and death, in the person and work of Jesus Christ, should indeed be
our constant companion.

Memory Verses. 2:1: Let all who live in the land tremble, for the day of the
LORD is coming. It is close at hand…. 2:12: “Even now,” declares the LORD,
“return to me with all your heart, with fasting and weeping and mourning.” 2:13:
Rend your heart and not your garments. Return to the LORD your God, for he is
gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in love, and he relents
from sending calamity. 2:28: “And afterward, I will pour out my Spirit on all
people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your old men will dream dreams,
your young men will see visions.” 2:32: And everyone who calls on the name of the
LORD will be saved; for on Mount Zion and in Jerusalem there will be deliverance,
as the Lord has said, even among the survivors whom the Lord calls.


