The Day of the Locust #4

“Judgment Is Coming!”

Joel 3:1-21
[Bang a gavel] “Order in the court! Order in the court! This courtroom will come to order!” 

Whether we have been in an actual courtroom or have only seen one depicted on television or movie screen, we are all familiar with that scene. All conversations are hushed as the judge enters the courtroom and takes his place. Or, during the trial itself, if there is an outburst in the gallery or between the attorneys, the judge will use the gavel himself and demand that order be restored. 

As we approach the final chapter of the book of Joel, the subject is, “Judgment is coming!” In the first chapter we saw the theme, “The Locusts are Coming!” Chapter two began with, “The Lord is Coming!” and concluded with, “The Spirit is Coming!” Now the prophet returns to the tone of the first two looking forward to the final judgment day.

Other prophets used this theme of God as the Judge in a courtroom setting. I like the way The Message paraphrases Isaiah 3:13-14, “God enters the courtroom. He takes his place at the bench to judge his people. God calls for order in the court, hauls the leaders of his people into the dock”; and Habakkuk 2:20, “But oh! God is in his holy Temple! Quiet everyone—a holy silence. Listen!” 

Joel sets the stage in the first three verses of chapter three:

In those days and at that time, when I restore the fortunes of Judah and Jerusalem I will gather all nations and bring them down to the Valley of Jehoshaphat. There I will enter into judgment against them concerning my inheritance, my people Israel, for they scattered my people among the nations and divided up my land. They cast lots for my people and traded boys for prostitutes; they sold girls for wine that they might drink.
“In those days and at that time” speaks of a still future event, the time of Israel’s final redemption.
 God says that He will bring all nations to the “Valley of Jehoshaphat.” Students of Scripture aren’t sure what to make of this, since there is no such location known in ancient Israel. Some identify this with the Jezreel Valley near Megiddo,
 while others see this as symbolic rather than literal.
 The Hebrew name Jehoshaphat means “God judges,” and it is probable that Joel is not referring to any valley actually known by that name, but underlining the reality of judgment by God.
 

It Will Be a Day of Vengeance

Joel is all about “the day of the Lord,” using the phrase five times in his three chapters. He may have coined the phrase himself! In this third chapter Joel describes the day of the Lord first in that it will be a day of vengeance in verses 4-13,

“Now what have you against me, O Tyre and Sidon and all you regions of Philistia? Are you repaying me for something I have done? If you are paying me back, I will swiftly and speedily return on your own heads what you have done. For you took my silver and my gold and carried off my finest treasures to your temples. You sold the people of Judah and Jerusalem to the Greeks, that you might send them far from their homeland. 

“See, I am going to rouse them out of the places to which you sold them, and I will return on your own heads what you have done. I will sell your sons and daughters to the people of Judah, and they will sell them to the Sabeans, a nation far away.” The Lord has spoken.

 Proclaim this among the nations: Prepare for war! Rouse the warriors! Let all the fighting men draw near and attack.  Beat your plowshares into swords and your pruning hooks into spears. Let the weakling say, “I am strong!”  Come quickly, all you nations from every side, and assemble there. Bring down your warriors, O Lord!  

“Let the nations be roused; let them advance into the Valley of Jehoshaphat, for there I will sit to judge all the nations on every side.  Swing the sickle, for the harvest is ripe. Come, trample the grapes, for the winepress is full and the vats overflow—so great is their wickedness!”

Verse 15 adds, “The sun and moon will be darkened, and the stars no longer shine,” and verse 19, “But Egypt will be desolate, Edom a desert waste, because of violence done to the people of Judah, in whose land they shed innocent blood.”
Verses 12-13 are echoed in the book of Revelation 14, where one commentator writes, “Undoubtedly, the entire passage develops an image from Joel’s prophecy about judgment on the nations in the day of the Lord.”
 Previously we considered Revelation 14:14-16, regarding the return of Christ for His own. Now let’s read verses 17-20,

Another angel came out of the temple in heaven, and he too had a sharp sickle. Still another angel, who had charge of the fire, came from the altar and called in a loud voice to him who had the sharp sickle, “Take your sharp sickle and gather the clusters of grapes from the earth’s vine, because its grapes are ripe.” The angel swung his sickle on the earth, gathered its grapes and threw them into the great winepress of God’s wrath. They were trampled in the winepress outside the city, and blood flowed out of the press, rising as high as the horses’ bridles for a distance of 1,600 stadia [about 180 miles].

Once the believers are “harvested” and taken from the earth, the unbelievers are likewise “harvested” for a different reason—to experience the wrath of God for their sin.

Revelation 15-16 depict the pouring out of God’s wrath on unrepentant sinners—certainly part of the promised “Day of the Lord” in the Old Testament prophets. The sixth angel pours out his bowl in Revelation 16:12-14 and 16,

The sixth angel poured out his bowl on the great river Euphrates, and its water was dried up to prepare the way for the kings from the East. Then I saw three evil spirits that looked like frogs; they came out of the mouth of the dragon, out of the mouth of the beast and out of the mouth of the false prophet. They are spirits of demons performing miraculous signs, and they go out to the kings of the whole world, to gather them for the battle on the great day of God Almighty. Then they gathered the kings together to the place that in Hebrew is called Armageddon.

The phrase, “the battle on the great day of God the Almighty” is not a common one in Scripture. More common phrases are “the day of the Lord” (see 1 Thessalonians 5:2 as well as several OT prophets), “the day of Christ” (Philippians 1:10), or “the day of the Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Corinthians 1:8). Some interpreters try to find a difference in meaning between these terms, as though they represented several distinct days, but this is impossible. In fact, so interchangeable are these idioms that the word alone without further modifiers, “the day,” or “that day,” can be used to designate the final judgment.

In this text the Devil and his agents gather the nations together in order to battle the true God, though in reality they were being gathered simply for God’s great day, that is, for their destruction.
 We see this in Joel 3 as well.
The meaning of “Armageddon” is obscure, though it has something to do with the area of Megiddo. The valley of Megiddo was the site of some significant battles in history (Judges 5:19; 2 Kings 23:29) and was strategically located for further ones.
 The armies of the world will be gathered here to do battle with each other, until an unexpected army crashes the scene. This is depicted in Revelation 19:11-21,

I saw heaven standing open and there before me was a white horse, whose rider is called Faithful and True. With justice he judges and makes war. His eyes are like blazing fire, and on his head are many crowns. He has a name written on him that no one knows but he himself. He is dressed in a robe dipped in blood, and his name is the Word of God. The armies of heaven were following him, riding on white horses and dressed in fine linen, white and clean. Out of his mouth comes a sharp sword with which to strike down the nations. “He will rule them with an iron scepter.” He treads the winepress of the fury of the wrath of God Almighty. On his robe and on his thigh he has this name written: king of kings and lord of lords. 

And I saw an angel standing in the sun, who cried in a loud voice to all the birds flying in midair, “Come, gather together for the great supper of God, so that you may eat the flesh of kings, generals, and mighty men, of horses and their riders, and the flesh of all people, free and slave, small and great.” 

Then I saw the beast and the kings of the earth and their armies gathered together to make war against the rider on the horse and his army. But the beast was captured, and with him the false prophet who had performed the miraculous signs on his behalf. With these signs he had deluded those who had received the mark of the beast and worshiped his image. The two of them were thrown alive into the fiery lake of burning sulfur. The rest of them were killed with the sword that came out of the mouth of the rider on the horse, and all the birds gorged themselves on their flesh.

This victory over the powers of evil is seen throughout the Old Testament, in prophets like Joel, Isaiah, Ezekiel, and Zechariah. In those cases it is usually Yahweh himself who marches forth to a victorious warfare to establish his reign over his enemies. The most vivid prophetic picture is that of Isaiah 63:1-6, where an unnamed conqueror who strides forth in crimsoned garments, who had trodden the wine press of God’s wrath and stained his garments with his enemies’ blood and established the day of vengeance. John sees Christ coming as that conquering warrior in bloodstained garments, destroying all hostile and opposing powers with His mighty sword—the word of His mouth.

It Will Be a Day of Vindication

This leads to the second truth about the Day of the Lord: it will be a day of vindication. Joel 3:1 begins, “In those days and at that time, when I restore the fortunes of Judah and Jerusalem…” While it will be a day of destruction for God’s enemies, it will be a day of deliverance for God’s children. His vengeance will bring vindication.
Verse 16 promises, “The Lord will roar from Zion and thunder from Jerusalem; the earth and the sky will tremble. But the Lord will be a refuge for his people, a stronghold for the people of Israel.” Human history is filled with tyrants and despots who rule with corruption and murder, madmen who traffic women and children, and zealots who mercilessly kill those who dare to disagree with them. This leaves many wondering, “Does God care? Will He do something?” Experiencing injustice can lead us into despair. Joel’s prophecy reassures a hopeless people that God does see and that vengeance is His. Even though the Lord is slow to anger and abounding in faithful love, there will be a time when judgment is inevitable for the unrepentant. On the other side of the Day of Judgment, there will be lasting peace for the people of God. He will justly judge, and peace will prevail. Here lies our hope: Those who put their trust in God need not fear in the day of trouble. God was, is, and always will be a refuge for His people.

The results are seen in verses 17-18,

“Then you will know that I, the Lord your God, dwell in Zion, my holy hill. Jerusalem will be holy; never again will foreigners invade her. In that day the mountains will drip new wine, and the hills will flow with milk; all the ravines of Judah will run with water. A fountain will flow out of the Lord’s house and will water the valley of acacias.”
Again we hear echoes of Joel in the final book of the New Testament, this time in Revelation 22:1-2, 

Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, as clear as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb down the middle of the great street of the city. On each side of the river stood the tree of life, bearing twelve crops of fruit, yielding its fruit every month. And the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations.
The river with its water of life symbolizes the inexhaustible grace of God. It is the reality of which the Psalmist wrote in Psalm 46:4, “There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, the holy place where the Most High dwells,” and the fountain which Joel foresaw would come forth from the house of the Lord in Joel 3:18.

The Book of Revelation, like Joel, was addressed to God’s people to encourage them to persevere through the difficulties they faced. They both attempt to lift the gaze of God’s people from the immediate circumstances and give them a larger view of God’s grand design, His eventual settling of accounts with those who had treated His people violently, and His eventual restoration of His people to full, abundant, and peaceful life. In this way these books retain their relevance for each generation, encouraging God’s people to trust in the God who holds the past, present, and future in His hands.

Joel concludes his writing in verses 20-21, “Judah will be inhabited forever and Jerusalem through all generations. Their bloodguilt, which I have not pardoned, I will pardon.” The Lord dwells in Zion!” What a wonderful way to close a book! The prophet Ezekiel had watched as the glory of God departed from the temple that was about to be destroyed (Ezek. 8:4; 9:3; 10:4, 18; 11:23), and then he saw that glory return to the new temple in the restored nation (Ezek. 43:1-5). He saw a new Jerusalem that had been given a new name: “The Lord Is There”—in Hebrew, Yahweh Shammah (Ezek. 48:30-35).

The prophecy of Joel began with tragedy, the invasion of the locusts, but it closed with triumph, the reign of the King of kings and Lord of lords. Jesus said to His disciples in Matthew 19:28, “I tell you the truth, at the renewal of all things, when the Son of Man sits on his glorious throne, you who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel.” May we never lose the wonder of His kingdom!
 The Day of the Lord will be a day of vindication for all those who follow Him!

It Will Be a Day of Verdict

There is one more truth about the Day of the Lord that Joel emphasizes, though. It will be a day of verdict, as seen in verse 14: “Multitudes, multitudes in the valley of decision! For the day of the Lord is near in the valley of decision.” We saw earlier that the word “Jehoshaphat” means, “the Lord judges.” Now Joel writes of “the valley of decision”—a different Hebrew term. We could call it “the valley of verdict.”

The Valley of Jehoshaphat, where the Lord judges, becomes the courtroom where He delivers His verdict and the sentence will be executed.
 I don’t believe that Joel means the people are making a decision about God. No, God is making a decision about the multitudes who have rejected him.
 By this time it is certainly too late for any decisions to be taken by the nations or by individuals: they have already taken the decisions that matter—to follow wickedness, to reject God and to attack his people. The only decision to be made (or announced) on that day in that valley is the verdict of God.

Yet it is true that the Day of the Lord is still future. We live in the present. This third chapter of Joel, as well as the book as a whole, is a reminder that decisions matter. God will make a decision then about our decisions now. The only thing more important than our decisions is what God decides about them.

Ultimately each person who ever lived who did not trust in the Lord will stand before the Great White Throne, described in Revelation 20:11-15,

Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it. Earth and sky fled from his presence, and there was no place for them. And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. Another book was opened, which is the book of life. The dead were judged according to what they had done as recorded in the books. The sea gave up the dead that were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead that were in them, and each person was judged according to what he had done. Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death. If anyone’s name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire.
The Great White Throne is history’s highest court. Its verdict is incontestably final. There will be no arguing over evidence, no quibbling over procedures, no outrage over the decision. The gavel will descend and all humanity will yield to its irreversible verdict.
 The “valley of decision” is a reference to God’s decision in the final judgment, and because that judgment comes after death, the opportunity to accept Jesus Christ is in this life only. Today is the day of decision for everyone.

Years ago A. B. Simpson wrote a hymn in which the chorus asks,

What will you do with Jesus?

Neutral you cannot be.

One day your heart will be asking,

“What will He do with me?”

That decision you make now will determine God’s decision on your eternal destiny.
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