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1Blow the trumpet in Zion; 
    sound the alarm on my holy mountain! 
Let all the inhabitants of the land tremble, 
    for the day of the Lord is coming, it is near— 
2 a day of darkness and gloom, 
    a day of clouds and thick darkness! 
Like blackness spread upon the mountains 
    a great and powerful army comes; 
their like has never been from of old, 
    nor will be again after them 
    in ages to come. 
 
12 Yet even now, says the Lord, 
    return to me with all your heart, 
with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning; 
13     rend your hearts and not your clothing. 
Return to the Lord, your God, 
    for he is gracious and merciful, 
slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, 
    and relents from punishing. 
14 Who knows whether he will not turn and relent, 
    and leave a blessing behind him, 
a grain-offering and a drink-offering 
    for the Lord, your God? 
15 Blow the trumpet in Zion; 
    sanctify a fast; 
call a solemn assembly; 
16     gather the people. 
Sanctify the congregation; 
    assemble the aged; 
gather the children, 
    even infants at the breast. 
Let the bridegroom leave his room, 
    and the bride her canopy. 
17 Between the vestibule and the altar 
    let the priests, the ministers of the Lord, weep. 
Let them say, ‘Spare your people, O Lord, 
    and do not make your heritage a mockery, 
    a byword among the nations. 
Why should it be said among the peoples, 
    “Where is their God?”’  (Joel 2:1-2, 12-17, NRSV) 
 

 
 
We are made of dust.  Genesis 2:7 makes it clear: “Then 
the Lord God formed man from the dust of the 
ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of 
life; and the man became a living being.”  We are not 

only dust, of course; God has put spirit into us as well.  
But we will never cut ties with the earth.  And that’s 
not just a biblical idea, but something even biology 
affirms.  Our bodies are literally made up of the 
elements of this world – oxygen, hydrogen, carbon, 
nitrogen.   
 
We are dust.  And one day we will become dust again.  
In Genesis 3:19, God declares to the people he has 
created, “By the sweat of your face you shall eat 
bread until you return to the ground, for out of it 
you were taken; you are dust, and to dust you shall 
return.”  Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust.  
It’s a sobering reality.  Our family has endured the loss 
of several dear loved ones this past season.  Many of 
you are also in a place of grief.  I never cease to be 
profoundly impacted by the reality that a person we so 
love and enjoy, a person so full of life, and laughter, and 
dreams, and gifts, can become, in just as short time, 
merely dust.  And that’s not just the destiny of others.  
That is my destiny.  That’s your destiny.  And though it 
would not be wise to obsess on this reality, it is also not 
wise to completely ignore it.   
 
This was, by the way, never the intention of God.  
When God made humans from the dust of the earth he 
did not intend that they would one day return to the 
dust.  We were created to live forever with God and one 
another, never tasting or even knowing about death.  
But once humanity turned its back on God, who is the 
sole source of life, we turned our backs on life itself.  
And death was not the only result.  All that is not right 
with the world is either the direct or indirect result of 
human sin.   
 
Nearly 50,000 people (and counting) have died as a 
result of the earthquake in Turkey and Syria.  The loss 
is staggering.  It’s come to light since the earthquake 
that 25-year-old laws that required buildings in that 
region to be reinforced to withstand such quakes were 
mostly ignored because of the high cost of doing so.  
Much of the tragedy that has taken place, therefore, is 
the direct result of human sin, some people trying to 
save a buck at the expense of the safety of other people.  
But even when building codes are followed with the 
best intentions, natural disasters still take lives.  The 
Bible teaches us that the natural order itself is 
corrupted and at war with humanity.  In some 
mysterious way, that also is the indirect result of human 
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sin.  Our rebellion against God has corrupted 
everything in God’s creation.   
 
One of our problems is that we live in denial of this 
reality.  The original sin we read about in Genesis 3 is 
that Adam and Eve decided that instead of living in 
trusting dependence on God, they wanted to be like 
God, even become gods themselves.  Instead of life on 
God’s terms, they preferred life on their own terms.  
But that’s not only our original sin, but our perpetual 
sin.  In spite of the fact that we have enough evidence to 
know better, we continue to imagine that we can 
manage our own lives through effort, technology, 
ingenuity, medicine, science, political power, even our 
own moral goodness.   
 
Psalm 14 is one the psalms we will read and pray 
through this week as a church.  It begins this way: 
 

 Fools say in their hearts, ‘There is no God.’ 
    They are corrupt, they do abominable deeds; 
    there is no one who does good. 
The Lord looks down from heaven on humankind 
    to see if there are any who are wise, 
    who seek after God. 
They have all gone astray, they are all alike 
perverse; 
    there is no one who does good, 
    no, not one. 

 
How many reminders do we need that apart from God 
we are only temporarily animated dust? 
 
Joel was a prophet who lived several hundred years 
before Christ, probably around the time that God’s 
people returned from exile in Babylon.  Like most 
prophets, he was sent by God with a message of 
warning and judgment to God’s people who, once again, 
were living life on their own terms rather than God’s 
terms.  In chapter one of this book, just before the part 
we read, Joel reminds Isreal of the locust swarm that 
God sent to Egypt to devastate that nation when they 
refused to release Israel from slavery.  Joel called that 
event the ‘Day of the Lord’.   
 
In chapter 2 – what we just read - he then warns Israel 
that another similar ‘Day of the Lord’ is coming.  But 
instead of a locust swarm, he compares this judgment to 
a mighty army that will destroy everything in its path.  
And this time, the judgment isn’t coming against some 
foreign nation, but against Israel itself.  Put simply, 
because of Israel’s refusal to trust and obey the Lord, 
because of their persistent rebellion against God, the 

                                                           
1 See Matthew 7:12-28.  This and all biblical citations are 

from the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV).   

Lord is coming in judgment to bring destruction upon 
them.  In verse 11 Joel declares, “Truly the day of the 
Lord is great; terrible indeed – who can endure it?” 
 
Now, we read something like this and the temptation is 
to dismiss it as ‘Old Testament judgment’.  Some would 
say that this is why they prefer reading the New 
Testament, especially the words of Jesus, where the 
focus instead is on love and kindness and mercy.  The 
problem is that the people who say this usually haven’t 
actually spent much time reading the New Testament, 
or else they would know better. 
 
In the Sermon on the Mount, what most Christians 
would agree is the very heart of Jesus’ teaching, he ends 
the sermon with several warnings that sound a lot like 
what we just read in Joel.  He says that those who reject 
the narrow way of following him are headed down a 
wide road that leads ultimately to destruction.  He says 
that people are like trees , and there are good trees that 
bear good fruit and bad trees that bear bad fruit.  Jesus 
says that the bad trees will in the end will be cut down 
and thrown into the fire.  He says that those who don’t 
listen to his teaching and who refuse to put it into 
practice, are like fools who build a life on a foundation 
of sand.  That life, he says, will collapse in the end.1   
 
Most strikingly, he declares, “Not everyone who says 
to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of 
heaven, but only the one who does the will of my 
Father in heaven.”2  In the end, Jesus will say to those 
people, “I never knew you; go away from me, you 
evildoers.”3  So just to make sure we have it clear, the 
reality of God’s coming judgment for human sin is not 
only an Old Testament idea.  Jesus himself made clear 
that the Day of the Lord is coming, a time when we will 
have to give account for the ways that we have lived 
this life, whether we have lived our lives on God’s terms 
or on our terms. 
 
So how should one respond to this reality, assuming 
one accepts it as reality?  Well, this is where Joel is 
crystal clear.  Let me read again what he says in verse 
12 and following:   
 

Yet even now, says the Lord, 
    return to me with all your heart, 
with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning; 
     rend your hearts and not your clothing. 
Return to the Lord, your God, 
    for he is gracious and merciful, 
slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, 
    and relents from punishing. 

2 Matthew 7:21. 
3 Matthew 7:23. 
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Who knows whether he will not turn and relent, 
    and leave a blessing behind him, 

 
How should we respond when we realize that we, like 
all those before us back to the very beginning, have 
failed in all the essential ways to live our lives as God 
would have us live our lives, trusting in him alone?  
What should we do when we get to the end of our rope, 
when we come to that desperate place where we realize 
that in spite of all our efforts we, on our own, come 
from dust and will soon become dust again?  We should 
repent.  We should turn back to God with all of 
ourselves.  We should reorient our priorities, re-aim the 
direction of our lives, return to the path we once 
followed, the path we were always meant to follow.   
 
Why should we do this?  Joel is clear once again.  
Because the Lord, our Creator, is gracious and merciful.  
He does not get angry quickly.  All he has for us is love, 
overflowing love.  He is willing to punish us, yes, but 
his desire is to hold back from doing so.  He wants to 
bless us instead.  Our God is the father in Jesus’ parable 
of the prodigal son, waiting there on the front porch of 
his house, scanning the horizon day after day, waiting 
for the son who disgraced and disowned him to come 
back home.  He’s waiting not to condemn his son – not 
even to scold him.  He’s waiting to welcome him home 
and share with him the best that he has.  If only the son 
will turn and come home.4  As Jesus put it in the very 
first words of the Sermon on the Mount, “Blessed are 
the poor in spirit – those who come to realize that 
they are at the end of their rope – for theirs is the 
kingdom of heaven.”5 
 
Some of you may be following the news of what is 
happening right now at Asbury University in Kentucky.  
On February 8th a routine chapel service, the kind that 
Christian universities have all the time, never ended.  
After it was supposed to end, a few students 
spontaneously lingered to pray.  Other students who 
had left for class sensed an urge to turn around and go 
back to the chapel.  Two weeks later the worship hasn’t 
ended.  In fact, by some reports 100,000 people from 
around the world have now traveled to this small town 
to experience what seems to be an outpouring of the 
Holy Spirit among these young college students who 
seem only to be seeking to honor and worship Christ.  
It’s easy to question the authenticity what’s happening 
there, especially if you’ve never experienced anything 
like this yourself.  But I agree with others who have 
said that when it comes to the movement of God in this 
world, it’s probably better to be gullible than cynical.     
 

                                                           
4 See Luke 15:11-32 

I bring this up because apparently this whole 
outpouring at Asbury University was rooted in 
repentance.  At that initial chapel service where this all 
started, things seemed to shift when several students, 
one after the other, came forward and publicly repented, 
declaring their desire to return to God with all their 
hearts.  We should not be surprised to hear this.  There 
is something about our repentance, a true heart-felt 
desire to turn our lives back to God and live life on his 
terms rather than our terms, that moves God to extend 
blessing.  Is there anything God loves more than when 
his wayward children turn back to him?   
 
At the end of this passage Joel urges the people to blow 
the trumpet, announce a fast, and gather the people to 
worship.  This passage from Joel is traditionally read on 
this day in the church calendar, on Ash Wednesday, the 
beginning of the season of Lent.  I trust you can see the 
reason.  Lent is a 40-day period of renewal and 
preparation we set aside every year before Easter.  Joel 
suggests that seasons of repentance should be 
intentional.  They don’t just happen.  And so we 
intentionally practice Lent, and set aside this time to 
mediate, study, pray, worship, renew spiritual practices, 
as we individually and collectively strive to turn our 
hearts back to God.  We do it all in light of what God 
has already done, particularly Christ’s crucifixion and 
resurrection which has broken the curse of dust.  In 
Christ, and because of Christ, though we still one day 
will return to dust, dust will not be our final destiny.  
By the grace of God, there is life beyond the dust.   
 
This ancient invitation from Joel is as relevant as ever, 
this invitation to return to God with all our hearts.  
And so would you join me in receiving this invitation 
this Lent once again.  I don’t know what repentance 
will look like for you this season.  It will likely look a 
bit different for all of us.  It’s not a bad thing to give up 
chocolate or caffeine during this season; nothing wrong 
with that.  But I’d encourage you to go further.  
Recommit time each day to being in God’s Word and 
prayer, not just as a habit of your body but a desire of 
your heart.  Commit to gathering with us on Sundays 
and Wednesdays as we seek God together in worship, 
around his Word and Table.  Choose a day to fast, 
giving up food as a reminder that we do not live by 
bread alone, but by the very Word that comes from 
God to feed us.  Find ways to serve others in need, for 
repentance towards God often bears the fruit of 
compassion towards others.  And as we do all this, who 
knows whether or not God will turn and relent, and 
perhaps leave a blessing behind him? 
 

5 Matthew 5:3 
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Here’s a simple first step.  When you go home tonight, 
before you go to bed read through the book of Joel.  It’s 
short, just three chapters.  It will take you 10 minutes.  
On this first day of Lent, take time to give heartfelt 
consideration to his words, which are God’s Word to us  
As you do, you will see that the message of Joel doesn’t 
end in judgment.  God’s message never ends in 
judgment.  As you read the last part of the book, the 
part beyond what we read tonight, you will discover the 
glorious promises of God, all that he has in store for 
those who turn back to him.  I could tell you what those 
promises are, but I’d rather you go and discover them 
for yourself.  I will tell you this much, that all those 
promises are rooted in what it is we are moving 
towards celebrating in 40 days, that the God who has 
every right to judge and condemn the world, instead 
comes into the world through his Son to give up 
everything to save it.   
 
Amen. 
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-Overview – Read Scripture – short collection of 
prophetic poems – Not sure when it was written, but 
likely after return from exile in Babylon.  Joel is very 
familiar with many other biblical books/prophets.  
Never accuses Israel of any sin. 

- Announces that God’s judgment is coming 
against Israel, though doesn’t say why – 
assumes we know.  This is human sin and 
failure reaping great destruction on our world.   

- 1-2 – Focus on the day of the Lord – describes a 
day in the past when God saved his people and 
confronted evil – but points to a future time 
when God will again do this, and bring 
salvation to the whole world. 

o There are 2 parallel poems 
 Chapter 1 – about a past day of 

the Lord – a locust swarm that 
devastated Israel – recalls the 
day of the Lord against Egypt.  
But this time they are sent 
against Israel.  So Joel calls the 
people to turn to God in 
repentance.  Joel joins them.  

 Chapter 2 – This day of the 
Lord is the future – an 
imminent disaster for 
Jerusalem.  Another locust 
swarm, but this time they 
symbolize a great army that is 
coming to destroy everything 
in their path.  Who can endure 
this? 

 People are called to 
repent, but not by 
tearing garments, but 
hearts.  Don’t just make 
it a show.  God’s not 
interested in that, but 
wants genuine change.  
God’s people should do 
this because God is 
gracious and loving, 
and slow to anger and 
quick to forgive.  In 
verse 13 he quotes from 
Exodus.  God’s mercy 
and love is more 
powerful than his 
wrath. 

 God’s response – God 
will have pity on his 
people.  He will turn 
judgment into salvation 
and restore the 
devastation on the land 
and bring his divine 

presence among his 
people (real and 
accessible).   

 
- Final section – three more poems of God’s hope 

o Promise that God’s own Spirit 
(personal life presence) – 2:28-32 – will 
fill all of his people (not just the temple) 
– transform and empower them so that 
they will truly love and follow him. 

o Promise that God will confront the 
invaders – (3:1-16) – God will confront 
evil among all the nations and bring 
justice to right all wrongs 

o Promise that God will restore the land 
– (3:17-21) – God will restore all of 
creation – river will flow and restore all 
creation.   

 
- Three phases – 

o Human sin and failure reap devastating 
destruction in our world 

o God longs to show mercy to those who 
will just own up to our sin and confess 
it 

o God will one day defeat evil in our 
world, but also in us, to restore and 
make all things new. 

 
-Encouragement just to go home and read this little 
book. 
 

1Blow the trumpet in Zion; 
    sound the alarm on my holy mountain! 
Let all the inhabitants of the land tremble, 
    for the day of the LORD is coming, it is near— 
2 a day of darkness and gloom, 
    a day of clouds and thick darkness! 
Like blackness spread upon the mountains 
    a great and powerful army comes; 
their like has never been from of old, 
    nor will be again after them 
    in ages to come. 
-Teaching of the Bible that all the brokenness in this 
world is the result of human sin – directly or indirectly 
– it has even infected creation (earthquake – buildings 
improperly built, ignore violations) – Genesis 3 –  
 
-Result is ashes – this is our destiny – Thought a lot 
about this in the last year…I personally have lost three 
people who were close to me, some without much 
warning.   
 
-This seems so Old Testament to us, right?  And yet, 
this is the very thing that Jesus himself spoke about.   
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- Matthew 7 – Wide and Narrow gates – good 
trees and bad trees – two builders – 7:21-
23…hard warning. 

- We just think that we have free reign and 
control over our destinies – we live foolishly. 

 
-Limburg – Day of the Lord – Two aspects – salvation 
and wrath – It’s cleaning house – the Lord will 
intervene in human history at a time and occasion and 
act decisively – those who are seeking the Lord will find 
salvation and deliverance.  Those who stand against the 
Lord and his people will meet destruction.   

- This day is near – “at hand” – this is always 
how Jesus spoke of it as well 

- We live as if we are in control of our destiny, or as if 
there is no destiny beyond what we experience now.  
This is not our world.  We are set up as stewards, to 
care for what belongs to another.  The other is about 
to return and we will have to give an account to how 
we have cared for it.   

 
12 Yet even now, says the Lord, 
    return to me with all your heart, 
with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning; 
13     rend your hearts and not your clothing. 
Return to the Lord, your God, 
    for he is gracious and merciful, 
slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, 
    and relents from punishing. 
14 Who knows whether he will not turn and relent, 
    and leave a blessing behind him, 
a grain-offering and a drink-offering 
    for the Lord, your God? 
15 Blow the trumpet in Zion; 
    sanctify a fast; 
call a solemn assembly; 
16     gather the people. 
Sanctify the congregation; 
    assemble the aged; 
gather the children, 
    even infants at the breast. 
Let the bridegroom leave his room, 
    and the bride her canopy. 
17 Between the vestibule and the altar 
    let the priests, the ministers of the Lord, weep. 
Let them say, ‘Spare your people, O Lord, 
    and do not make your heritage a mockery, 
    a byword among the nations. 
Why should it be said among the peoples, 
    “Where is their God?”’ 
 
-Limburg 
 

- We can live with the illusion that can live life 
on our own terms.  Some people keep up this 
illusion all the way to the grave, where it is 

finally and forever dispelled.  Others of us 
come at some point to realize that it is an 
illusion.  That’s a desperate place, at the end of 
your rope.  But this is also a place of hope, when 
you do not know where else to turn.  The Lord 
is saying, turn to me.  (Prodigal son…Come 
home!)   
 

- How do we return? 
 

o Pray and fast – Setting aside eating 
(our most basic provision) to be 
reminded that we do not live by bread 
alone, and that it is not food, or money, 
or health (etc.) that sustains us, but God 
alone.  But this cannot simply be an 
outward discipline for show, but a 
matter of the heart, full of humility.  
And not a tool we use to somehow 
manipulate God, but a surrender to 
God – any outcome or result are in his 
hands alone.  Probably will translate 
into caring for the poor (Isaiah 58:6-7) 

o To repent is to reorient your priorities, 
re-aim the direction of your life, return 
to the path you once followed. (67) 
 

- Why do we return?  Because the Lord is 
gracious and merciful…picture the prodigal 
son.   

- What will happen?  It’s in God’s hands.  See II 
Chronicles 20:12 – But remember, we know the 
character of God, and his history.   

 
-Our response should be one of repentance and 
confession – coming to God to seek his forgiveness.  
We can’t fix it on our own. 
 
-What’s happening in Kentucky – this began with 
repentance  
 
-Lent is a time set aside for us to repent, to turn our 
hearts back to God.  Not just external actions (though 
those can be okay), but internal of the heart.  A posture 
of humility and prayer – seeking God in prayer and 
scripture.  Coming on Wednesdays to be engaged in 
scripture and reflection.   


