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APPROPRIATE GOD’S MERCY

What do you think about when you hear the numbers 9-11?  
What comes to your mind when you hear the name Katrina?
What kind of associations do we make when hear of such things as earthquakes, tsunamis, and
tornados?  

All these things could be and are classified as national or regional disasters.  When such things
occur most people tend to think, 

“Well, its just part of life. You win some and you lose some.  The good and bad just sort
of balance out.”  

Do you realize that what I just read is the basic philosophy (doctrine) of Toaism?  The ying and
yang.  Most Christians would be highly offended if they thought they were being grouped with
those who endorse some eastern or oriental false religion.  

Why do things happens?  Is there a rhyme or reason for all that goes on in our lives and in the
areas of the world that impact us?  Is everything just random occurrences or is there purpose in
everything?  The answers to these and similar questions depend on your world view. 

I’m sure you’ve heard of Carl Sagan - he hosted a TV show on the Cosmos.  There was a
statement on the show (which was based on a book he had written) that went something like
this:”The Cosmos, it is all there was, all there is, and all there will ever be.”  This is a statement of
a world view that says that physical matter is what it is all about.  There is no spiritual reality,
there is no God, there was no creation.  There is no purpose to life, no overall design, etc. This is
an easy philosophy to get caught up in since the physical world is that which we can see, hear,
touch, etc.  The problem is that it is not all there is to reality.  There is truth or reality that is
beyond what we can sense with our physical capability.  

It takes something like a 9-11 event or a Katrina happening to cause people to come to an
awareness that there is more existence than atom and molecules and energy and random
happenings.  Did you notice how much more “religious” we became as a nation after 9-11?  It did
not last a long time, but it did cause some to think.  Such reactions in times of trouble have been
going on throughout recorded history.  We see a good example of this in the writings of the
Minor Prophet Joel.  

During the time of Joel (probably around 800 B.C.), the people of Judah did not take seriously
God’s attitude toward sin.  They thought they were safe and nothing could harm them since they
were descendant of Abraham.  That may sound familiar - we have a tendency to think that just
because we are Americans that we are safe and we will not be harmed.  (Perhaps 9-11 and Katrina
injected some doubt in people’s minds).  There is also similarity in that we (as a nation) do not
take seriously God’s attitude toward sin.  

Judah got a wake-up call in form of a plague of locust or grasshopper like insects.  These insects
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in their various metamorphic stages ate everything in their path.  In a nation whose economy is
agricultural based, this devastation of the vegetation was extremely serious.  God called  Joel to
prophesy to the people of Judah.  Since nothing had happen like this before, it was worth noting
and worth remembering so they could pass on the lessons of the disaster to their children and their
children’s children.  Joel described the devastation in Chapter 1 and the first part of Chapter 2. 
Not once in these 31 verses did he offer any explanation of a cause and effect of what had
happened to them and their behavior toward God.  

In verse 14 of chapter 1, Joel call for action by the people (specifically directed to the priest). 
Jer 1:14   Declare a holy fast; call a sacred assembly. Summon the elders and all who live
in the land to the house of the LORD your God, and cry out to the LORD.

We see here an implication that Joel sees that what has happened is a result of the relationship the
people had with God.  Fasting showed that a person (or nation) was serious in their pursuit of the
will of God.  From other Scriptures we know that such an attitude does not go un-noticed by
God.  In the time of David, the nation was in turmoil until David declared a fast and then the
nation prospered.   From the account of Jonah and the city of Nineveh, the leaders of that city
declared a time of fasting and God changed His intentions about destroying that city.  In the time
of the early church, we see fasting preceding great happenings: for example,  the call of Paul and
Barnabas for mission work followed a season of prayer and fasting in the church at Antioch.  

Joel called for the people to come together and cry out unto the Lord.  When the prayer comes
from the depths of the soul, many time it is expressed aloud.  

Joel saw the locust as the beginning of the judgements of God on the land and the people.  In
verses 15 and 16 we see reference to a time of greater judgement.

Alas for that day! For the day of the LORD is near; it will come like destruction from the
Almighty.  Has not the food been cut off before our very eyes— joy and gladness from the
house of our God?  (Joel 1:15,16)

The Day of the Lord is an expression often used to describe a time of great judgement.  Joel was
prophesying  that worse things were coming.  The locusts  were a warning.  We see in verse 16 a
question to the effect: “What else will it take to get your attention, the food supply is gone and all
joy is gone?”  

Joel continues his prophecy about the coming day of the Lord and a more severe judgement that
would be coming at the hands of a powerful army.  Many see this as a prediction of the coming
attacks from the Chaldeans and the Babylonian armies that would overrun the land.  

For anyone who was listening or cared when they heard, God had a remedy that Joel shared with
the people.  

‘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.  (Joel 2:12,13)
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Here we see in the remedy for the problem what the problem was.  The people had drifted away
from God and God was not a factor in the life of the people individually or of the nation as a
whole.  Just as the first step in the remedy for a lost person to be saved is repentance, even then,
God was calling the nation of Judah to repentance.  This was not to be just an outward show, but
was to involve the total person.  Notice that the call was for they to return with all their heart. 
The inner man was where the repentance was to start and it was to find expression in their
outward behavior - fasting, weeping and mourning.  

The tradition way to show grief or sorry was for a person to tear the edge of the garment they
were wearing.  God was looking for something more than an outward show – if they were going
to tear something, then it should be their hearts.  David had written in the Psalms that God would
not despise a broken and a contrite heart.  When we do return to God in contrition, then we find
that He receives and restores us because He is gracious, compassionate, slow to anger, etc.  The
outcome is then seen in verse 18
 Then the LORD will be jealous for his land and take pity on his people.
When God restores, the process results in a better situation than one would have had before.  

25  ‘I will repay you for the years the locusts have eaten— the great locust and the young
locust, the other locusts and the locust swarm—my great army that I sent among you.
26  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.
27  Then you will know that I am in Israel, that I am the LORD your God, and that there
is no other; never again will my people be shamed.

The immediate need of the people for food was addressed first.  God realizes the needs we have
for physical food to sustain life and give us strength in our body to be active in His kingdom
work.  We also see the need for restoration of the soul that results in a sense of thankfulness for
all that God has done for us.  We are also blessed with confidence that God will be there for us
and this give us great assurance so that we need never be ashamed.  If we were to apply the
message of verse 27 to the church, then we could say that as we recognize the Lordship of Jesus
we will know that God dwells in or inhabits His Church and that He is our God who claims us as
His people and this gives us all the confidence we could ever need.

The blessing also address the spiritual needs we have as people.  
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.
29  Even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days.
30  I will show wonders in the heavens and on the earth, blood and fire and billows of
smoke.
31  The sun will be turned to darkness and the moon to blood before the coming of the
great and dreadful day of the LORD.
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, among the survivors
whom the LORD calls.
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This blessing that would come “afterwards” was a far distance future event.  The word 
“afterward” refers to “in the last days” which is related to the time when the Messiah would come. 
In Acts 2:16 and 17 we see

This is what was spoken by the prophet Joel:    "’In the last days, God says, I will pour out
my Spirit on all people.”

The prophecy in inclusive and extends beyond the physical descendants of Abraham through Isaac
and Jacob.  It extends to all people.  Also, this blessing of the Spirit of God would not be limited
to one’s status in life: rich or poor, slave or free, prince or pauper, all may partake.  

In verse 30 we see a different event from the pouring out of the Spirit of God on people.  Some
scholars would point to events associated with the tribulation and/or the wrath of God that are
related to the time of the end.  Up until a hundred year ago most commentators saw this as related
to the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70.  Quoting from John Gill’s Commentary
And I will show wonders in the heavens and in the earth,  This, and what follow, refer to the
prodigies  seen in the air, and done in the earth, a little before the destruction of Jerusalem; when
in the air were seen comets and blazing stars, particularly one in the form of a sword, hanging
over Jerusalem, and appearances of armies engaged in battle; and, on the earth, a flame was seen
in the temple, and a voice heard in it, saying, let us go hence; the doors of it opened of
themselves; an idiot went about, crying woe to the people, woe to the city, etc. 

blood, and fire, and pillars of smoke; "blood" may design the great slaughter of the Jews by the
Roman army in the land of Judea, and by murders committed among themselves in the city of
Jerusalem, which were very horrible, and of great numbers; "fire," the burning of towns and cities;
though Kimchi interprets it of lightnings in the heavens; and "pillars of smoke," rising up in
straightness and height like palm trees, as the word signifies, vast quantities of it arising from
cities and towns burnt. Gussetius interprets this of the burning of the martyrs in the first ages of
Christianity, and of their spiritual affections, which ascended upwards to God, and were grateful
to him; see #So 3:6.

So, what do locust invasions have to do with 9-11 and Katrina?  Joel might see these things as
warnings from God that we have gone away from Him and that greater judgements are to come. 
(I wonder if Joel received as much criticism and ridicule as people do today when they suggest
that God will judge America and that our sins are why God would allow such things to happen.)
Such events should make us examine our lives and turn back to God (individually and as a
nation).  The people of Judah had turned away from God and had turned to other gods.  We must
always be on guard that we don’t do the same thing by embracing false philosophies that come
from a faulty world view.  We learn from Joel that God brings such judgements in order to restore
us to a right relationship with Him so that we and all the peoples of the earth can be blessed.   


