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A timeless lesson from Joel:  Turn to the Lord even in time of calamity 
 

"Even now," declares the Lord, "return to me with all your heart, 
   with fasting and weeping and mourning." 
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. 
Who knows?  He may turn and have pity and leave behind a blessing-- 
   grain offerings and drink offerings for the Lord your God.     (Joel 2:12-14) 

 
"Call upon me in the day of trouble," God says in one of the more famous verses in the book 
of Psalms.  "Call upon me in the day of trouble; I will deliver you, and you will honor me."  
(Psalm 50:15)   
 
It might seem that a day of trouble is the most natural time to call on God.  This is something 
we even notice in our own lives and even in society to a degree.  When there is a horrible 
natural disaster, or a mass shooting or some other tragedy, there will be prayer vigils 
announced that there wouldn't be at more peaceful times.  There's the old saying about 
there being no atheists in foxholes.  Often it's when things are going well that we forget 
about our urgent need to pray, our need for grace, while in hard days we cry out to him. 
 
And yet at the same time troubled times also have their own temptations that stand in the 
way of our prayer life.  We are tempted to give up on God and prayer altogether.  We may be 
convinced that God doesn't care.  We may become angry at God and not want to reach out 
to him.  We may be convinced that God is punishing us and be terrified of him.  Satan is 
always there with new reasons, whispering to us why drawing closer to God is the last thing 
that we should do.   
 
The book of Joel, our "forgotten book" for this week, is a book that is set in a time of 
calamity and deals with how God wants his people to react to disaster.   
 
For most of the books we have covered in this series, we've been able to give a very specific 
time and situation for when they were written.  We can't really do that with Joel.  He doesn't 
tell us exactly when he lived, other than that it was sometime during the history of the 
kingdom of Judah.  But he does speak to a very specific situation, a very specific time of 
disaster in the history of Judah:  a terrible plague of locusts. 



 
"Has anything like this ever happened in your days or in the days of your forefathers? ...What 
the locust swarm have left the great locusts have eaten; what the great locusts have left the 
young locusts have eaten; what the young locusts have left other locusts have eaten."  (Joel 
1:2,4) 
 
Just imagine!  You're a hard working farmer or vineyard owner trying to make a living.  It's 
not always easy (in fact, later verses suggest it was already a drought year when this took 
place).  But suddenly an enormous cloud of buzzing wings descends on your property.  In a 
matter of minutes or hours your entire crop has been devoured and the host has moved on 
to your neighbor's land.  Everything is destroyed.  This is not just a matter of some annoying 
bugs, this is disaster.  Most people lived year to year in those days and there were not huge 
food reserves built up.  At the very least, prices would skyrocket.  Starvation might be a very 
real possibility. 
 
Why did this happen?  In Israel, much more so than for you and me, God in his Word had 
directly tied his people's prosperity to their spiritual life.  In the book of Deuteronomy and 
elsewhere, when the people were coming in to the promised land, God had told them that if 
they listened to his Word and obey his commands they would be blessed with great 
prosperity.  Their crops would not fail, their armies would win their battles, they would not 
suffer from terrible plagues and diseases.  On the other hand, if they disobeyed God's 
commands, worshipped pagan idols and followed their immoral ways, God would bring 
plague, defeat, pestilence and ultimately captivity and exile (which of course did finally take 
place). 1 
 
So for the Israelites at least, an event like a locust plague was an obvious wake-up call--
something is wrong with your spiritual life!  And so Joel's book is a call to repent--to 
everyone from the least to the greatest.  "Put on sackcloth, O priests, and mourn...declare a 
holy fast; call a sacred assembly.  Summon the elders and all who live int he land to the 
house of the Lord your God, and cry out to the Lord."  (Joel 1:13-14) 
 
For even though Israel had been unfaithful...even though God's judgment was already 
terrible...God's prophet makes it clear:  it's not too late!   "Even now," declares the Lord, 
"return to me with all your heart, with fasting and weeping and mourning."  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.  Who knows?  He 
may turn and have pity and leave behind a blessing--grain offerings and drink offerings for 
the Lord your God.   
 
It's not too late!  Call on God and he may remove this plague before it utterly destroys us.  
But the repentance will need to be from the heart.  "Rend your heart and not your 

                                                           
1
 See, for example, Deuteronomy chapters 28 and 30 to see how God declared these physical blessings and 

calamities on the people, depending on how they received and responded to his Word. 



garments."  Don't just make a big show of outward actions.  God wants your heart.  He 
wants genuine sorrow for sin and a genuine trust in him. And he will have surely have pity on 
us, Joel assured the people, because he is a merciful and compassionate God.   
 
And so here is the very timeless truth of the book of Joel for you and me, the words God 
wants you to hear from this ancient prophet:  Call upon the Lord in time of calamity--even if 
the calamity is of your own making and the result of your own sin. 
 
We do not live in ancient Israel.  God has not tied our material prosperity to our spiritual 
behavior in the way he did to the Israelites of long ago.  Just because a person, family, group 
or nation is prospering does not mean they are godly, and just because calamity or disaster 
strikes them does not mean they are any more guilty than all the rest of us.  Those who 
make those kinds of assumptions often end up judging others in the most cruel kinds of 
ways. 
 
But some things haven't changed.  We still live in a world full of calamity.  We are still sinners 
who have a tendency to make a mess of our own lives.  And we still have a God who says 
that he disciplines his people.   
 
Sooner or later a calamity will strike your life.  Maybe it will be one you brought on yourself 
and maybe not.  A lost job.  A lost relationship.  A betrayal or an act of violence.  Either way, 
Satan will be trying desperately to use it to destroy your relationship with God altogether.  
He will tell you one of his two big lies:  either that God doesn't deserve your love, or that he 
no longer has any love for you.  He wants you angry, he wants you bitter, he wants you 
despairing, he wants you hopeless.  God could never love you or you should never love him.   
 
The reality is so different!  "He is gracious and compassionate,   slow to anger and abounding 
in love, and he relents from sending calamity,"  Joel reminds us.  God doesn't treat us as our 
sins deserve but so much better.   If he sent a locust plague on Israel, he had a good reason 
for it.  If he sends calamity on us, he has a good reason for it.  Maybe his reason is to wake us 
up, to get us to take him seriously again.  Maybe he has some other purpose.  But we know 
he wants us close to him.  We know it because Jesus Christ came, suffered and died for that 
very purpose.  He did not do those things in vain!  No, he paid for your sin, he exposed 
Satan's lies, he proved that God really is gracious and compassionate and would rather 
suffer himself--GOD suffering, what a mind-boggling thought!--rather than have you suffer as 
you and I have deserved. 
 
So if you have wandered far from God--don't despair.  If you are suffering--don't give in to 
the anger and the bitterness.  If you are guilty--don't run away from the God who can restore 
you.  Call upon the Lord--even in time of calamity.   
 
Joel predicted that God would rescue them.  "The Lord will reply to them:  "I am sending you 
grain, new wine and oil...I will repay you for the years the locusts have eaten...you will have 



plenty to eat, until you are full, and you will praise the name of the Lord your God, who has 
worked wonders for you; never again will my people be shamed." (Joel 2:19, 26-27) 
 
And so God still assures you and every sinner who repents:  I will rescue you.  Whatever 
calamity takes from you, I will restore and then some.  "I consider," St. Paul once wrote, 
"that our present sufferings are not worth comparing to the glory that will be revealed in 
us."  (Romans 8:18)  God will restore you.  God will more than repay whatever we have lost, 
not because we deserve it but because he is a merciful God.   
 
 
Conclusion 
I don't know if God will send the locusts on our land.  Not the literal insects, but times of 
earthly distress and calamity.  After generations of propserity, could God change the 
fortunes of our land suddenly as he did to the Israelites?  Could we be in the situation where 
we cry out because our wealth has been stripped away?  It would surely be no more than we 
deserved. 
 
But even if that should happen, or any other disaster strike us, it will not be a reason to turn 
away from the Lord.  It will be a reason to turn away from sin and repent.  It will be a reason 
to cry out to the only God who can rescue us, to remember that in good days and in bad he 
is still a God of love, to give thanks that what he has given us in Jesus Christ is something 
that he can never, will never take away. 
 
Joel still speaks!  And God still speaks through him.  May we listen to his Word, and call out 
to him in good days and in bad!  Amen. 
 
 


