JOEL 

INTRODUCTION

JOEL (Jo el) Personal name meaning, "Yah is God." 

1. Son of Samuel who became an evil judge, leading Israel's leaders to ask Samuel to give them a king, thus introducing kingship as a form of government for Israel. Samuel argued strongly against this, but to no avail (1 Sam 8; compare 1 Chron 6:33). 

2. A Levite (1 Chron 6:36). 

3. Member(s) of tribe of Reuben (1 Chron 5:4, 8). 

4. Leader among the Levites under David (1 Chron 15:7, 11, 18), who brought the Ark of the Covenant up to Jerusalem. Compare 1 Chron 23:8; 26:22 for Levites named Joel. 

5. Member of tribe of Simeon (1 Chron 4:35). 

6. Leader of tribe of Gad (1 Chron 5:12). 

7. Leader of tribe of Issachar (1 Chron 7:3). 

8. Military hero under David (1 Chron 11:38; compare I’ra in 2 Sam 23:26). 

9. Leader of the western half of the tribe of Manasseh under David (1 Chron 27:20). 

10. Levite who helped King Hezekiah cleanses the Temple about 715 B.C. (2 Chron 29:12). 

11. Israelite Ezra condemned for having a foreign wife who might lead nation to worship other gods (Ezra 10:43). 

12. Leader of the people from tribe of Benjamin living in Jerusalem in time of Nehemiah (Neh 11:9). 

13. Prophet who’s preaching ministry produced the Book of Joel. Personal information concerning the prophet is minimal, only that he was the son of Pethuel, about whom we know nothing. That the prophet lived in Jerusalem is probable because of his avid interest in the city, his repeated references to Zion, his call to the people to assemble for worship, and his interest in the Temple rituals and sacrifices.

His use of the popular formula, "The word of the Lord came," demonstrates his devotion as God's prophet. Distinguishing himself from the priests, he respectfully urged them to lead the people in repentance. As many as twenty references to and quotations from other prophet’s attest to his position in the prophetic ministry.

(From Holman Bible Dictionary. (c) Copyright 1991 by Holman Bible Publishers. All rights reserved.)

Containing only 70 verses, the Book of Joel is one of the shortest in the Old Testament, comprising only three chapters in our English translations. The first of two natural divisions:

1. The earlier section (1:1-2:17) describes a terrible locust plague concluding with a plea for confession of sins. 

2. The second section (2:18-3:21), written in the form of a first-person response from God, proclaims hope for the repentant people coupled with judgment upon their enemies.

An unprecedented locust plague was symbolic of the coming day of the Lord. The insects, depicted in their four stages of development, moved through the land in successive swarms, utterly destroying everything in their path: 

(a) Farmers were denied a harvest. 

(b) Animals desperately roamed the wasteland groaning and perishing for lack of food. 

(c) Drunkards cried out for a little taste of wine. 

(d) Because priests could not find enough offerings for sacrifice, altars were empty. 
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Drought and famine followed the locust infiltration. Vegetation was stripped; the weather was hot; water was scarce. All God's creation suffered because of the sinfulness of His people. Priests were urged to call for fasting and prayer (2:15-17). Only God's grace could avert annihilation. Then, on the basis of their repentance, God answered that He would show pity and remove their plague (2:18-27).

As a result of their return to God, His people were promised the presence of God's Spirit among them. Locusts were used to tell about a greater day of the Lord in the future. Judgment was pronounced against Phoenicia and Philistia (3:4) and eventually upon all nations as they were judged by God in the Valley of Jehoshaphat, which literally means "The Lord Judges" (3:2, 12). Judah faced unparalleled prosperity, but Egypt and Edom (traditional enemies) could look for terrible punishment (3:18-19). The Lord triumphed over his enemies in order that all shall "know that I am the Lord Your God" (3:17; compare 2:27).

Opinions differ regarding the date of the book. Internal evidence makes it clear that the priests were in a position of strong authority; the Temple was standing; sacrifices were considered important; and certain foreign nations stood condemned. No mention was made of the world empires of Assyria or Babylonia. No reference was made to the Northern Kingdom of Israel; neither is the name of a king mentioned. Two approximate dates generally are given as the possible times of the authorship of the book, either before the Exile around the time of the boy-king Joash (about 836-796 B.C.) or after the return from Exile (about 500-400 B.C.). The position of the book among the early prophets in the Hebrew canon is considered as evidence for an early date. Also, the omission of a king's name would be appropriate if a young boy such as Joash had not achieved maturity.

(From Holman Bible Dictionary. (c) Copyright 1991 by Holman Bible Publishers. All rights reserved.)

In favor of the late date, strong arguments are given: 

1. The returning exiles, comprising a small group in Jerusalem, centered their worship in the Temple. Sacrifices were important. 

2. Emphasis on ethical living, so characteristic of preexilic prophets such as Amos and Micah, was lacking. 

3. Idolatry and the high places were not mentioned, suggesting that they were no longer a serious problem. 

4. After the Exile, there would be no need for announcing the coming destruction of Assyria and Babylon. 

5. There would be no need to mention a king. 

6. Citation of the Grecian slave traffic (3:4-6) fits a late period. 

7. References to the scattering of the Israelites (3:2-6) would apply to an exilic period, 

8. And the use of the term "Israel" to refer to Judah (2:27; 3:2) would have been appropriate in postexilic times. 

9. In addition, the style and language reflects the period after the Exile when the prophetic emphasis was beginning to give way to the apocalyptic.

Some early theologians viewed the entire book as an allegory with the locusts representing four heathen nations that opposed God's people. Few scholars hold to such an interpretation today. Other biblical students have seen in the book primarily a prediction of future events and have related it to certain apocalyptic literature of the New Testament (Rev 9:3-11). Most scholars, however, accept the description of the locust plague as a literal invasion which the prophet used as a point of reference to speak to the people of his own day about the coming day of the Lord, at the same time incorporating predictive elements concerning the messianic age.
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Primary teachings of the Book of Joel are numerous: 

A. The Creator and Redeemer God of all the universe is in complete control of nature and can use calamities to bring His people to repentance.

B. All of God's creation is interdependent. People, animals, and vegetation all suffer when people sin.
C. Whereas the Jews considered the day of the Lord as a time of punishment upon their enemies, Joel make it clear that although God controls the destinies of other nations, His people, with a responsibility to live in accordance with their relationship with Him, are not exempt from His vengeance.

D. The God of judgment also is a God of mercy who stands ready to redeem and restore when His people come before Him in repentance.

E. Of special significance is the forward look to a time when the Spirit of God would be present upon all people. All could become prophets, with no exclusions, no go-betweens, and all could know His salvation. 

F. Peter, on the day of Pentecost, proclaimed that the new day of Spirit-filled people had arrived as it had been announced earlier by the prophet Joel (Acts 2:17-21).

(From Holman Bible Dictionary. (c) Copyright 1991 by Holman Bible Publishers. All rights reserved.)

The Structure of the book as a whole

1:1.  The Title

A  1:2, 3  

Call to hear.

  B  1:4-13  

    Judgments.  Inflicted.

A  1:14-2:17 

Call to Repent.

 B  2:18-3:21

   Judgments.  Removed.

Joel’s prophecy is undated. No references are made to time, because it looks onward to the time of the end, and to the events that will usher in “The Day of the Lord.” As Hosea was sent to guilty Israel, so Joel was sent to guilty Judah. 

1. Hosea’s “burden” relates to the end of the Northern Kingdom; 

2. Joel’s prophecy relates to the end of the Kingdom of Judah, and probably covers the last seven years of Zedekiah. 

In that case he would commence in the fifth year of Jehoiachin’s captivity, the very year that Ezekiel begins, and 100 years after Isaiah ends. If “Joel completed his prophecy before Amos collected his” (as alleged), then, in the period of Uzziah-Jeroboam II, which ended in 687 B.C.E., there is no historical background for Joel’s burning words concerning Judah and the great “Day of the Lord.” Similar passages in Joel 3:16 and Amos 1:2 no more prove that Amos quoted from Joel than they prove that Joel quoted from Amos. The same may be said of Joel 1:15 and Isa. 13:6 In Joel’s summons to fasting and prayer, many as are the classes invited, no mention is made of the royal house; and, throughout his prophecy, no king of Judah is mentioned later that Jehoshaphat, and then only in connection with his “valley.”

But if the period covered by Joel be taken as from 488 to 477 B.C.E., [Before the Common Era], then we have, as contemporaries:

Jeremiah in Jerusalem;

Joel          in Judah;




All prophesying together during the last

Daniel      in Babylon;




seven years of the kingdom of Judah.

Ezekiel    in Babylonia and in the Land. 
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FROM THE HEBREW STUDY BIBLE

The book of Joel is an unusual prophetic book. Although it contains reading in the form of oracles, announcements of judgment against the nations, and promises of an ideal future, it does not follow the usual structure of most prophetic books. The readers of the book of Joel are asked to imagine a terrifying plague of locusts and its horrifying impact on society and the natural environment created by the human society. Then the locusts become a mighty army sent by the Lord against Judah. As the text leads the readers to sense that human society and culture in Judah are at the brink of obliteration, it asks them to identify with a prophetic voice that calls on them to return to the Lord, to fast and lament. Then the book moves to Judah’s salvation and to a range of passages dealing with the ideal future, in which the fate of the nations figures prominently.

Unlike other prophetic books (for instance, Hosea, Amos, Micah, Zechariah) the book is not set in a particular era of Israel’s past. There is no temporal note in (Joel 1:1) mentioning any particular king or any datable event. Although there are references to an invasion by an enemy, none is specified. The lack of references to specific events in Israel’s past (locust plagues were not uncommon) and the overall imagery of the book encourage its readers to understand it against the background of Israel’s past in general. In the view of most scholars, the book of Joel dates to the Persian period (539-332 BCE), and most likely the period around (400-350 BCE). The reference to Ionians (Greek inhabitants from Ionia, a region in western Asia Minor, today’s Turkey) in (4:6) is often mentioned among the grounds for this dating.

More important, the book of Joel has an “anthological quality.” In a relatively large number of cases, the book seems to be quoting, commenting on, or elaborating on other biblical, mainly prophetic, texts. This adds prestige to the human speaker of the book, who is depicted as a learned individual. The book shows apocalyptic concerns. Some scholars think that it represents some form of transitional or hybrid work that stands between prophetic and apocalyptic texts; given its likely date of composition, this is quite possible. Certainly, the book conveys images and reassurances of “once and for all” actions of the Lord on behalf of Judah and Jerusalem, and against those who persecuted them. Moreover, it presents the message that this future is already known to those able to read the book of Joel (i.e. the scribes of Yehud) and to those to whom they may read the book (i.e. the vast majority of the people of Yehud who did not know how to read).

There are several possible ways to understand the structure of Joel. Each points to a particular but partial reading that emphasizes certain aspects of the book and de-emphasizes others. These partial readings inform each other, and all together create a much richer meaning. The following is one of these possible outlines:

1. Superscription (1:1).

2. A set of prophetic readings that concerns mostly divine judgment against Judah and its response (1:2-2:17).

3. A set of prophetic readings that concerns mostly divine forgiveness and future restoration for Judah along with judgment and calamity for its enemies (2:18-4:21).

Standard Christian translations divide the book into three chapters:

1. 1:1-20 (as here);

2. 2:1-32 (including the current text’s 2:1-27, plus 3:1-5); and

3. 3:1-21 (corresponding to the current text’s 4:1-21).
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The division of biblical books into chapters dates to medieval times and originated within Christianity. The first rabbinic Bible (1517) shows the then popular division of the text of Joel in three chapters, but the second rabbinic Bible and all subsequent Hebrew Bibles, including the NJPS divide the book in four chapters. (Joel 2:15-27) is included in the haftarah for Shabbat Shuvah (the Shabbat that precedes Yom Kippur) in several Jewish traditions (e.g. Ashkenazi, Conservative) because of its theme of repentance, lamentation, divine forgiveness, and restoration. The theme is certainly appropriate for the “Aseret Yemei Teshuvah (“The Days of Repentance” from Rosh Ha-Shanah to Yom Kippur). Note especially the conclusion of the reading, 2:27.     Ehud Ben Zvi  
The book of Joel is an unusual prophetic book. Although it contains readings in the form of oracles, announcements of judgment against the nations, and promises of an ideal future, it does not follow the usual structure of most prophetic books. The readers of the book of Joel are asked to imagine a terrifying plague of locusts and its horrifying impact on society and the natural environment created by the human society. Then the locusts become a mighty army sent by the Lord against Judah. As the text leads the readers to sense the human society and culture in Judah are at the brink of obliteration, it asks them to identify with a prophetic voice that calls on them to return to the Lord, to fast and lament. Then the book moves to Judah’s salvation and to a range of passages dealing with the ideal future, in which the fate of the nations figures prominently.

Unlike other prophetic books (for instance, Hosea, Amos, Micah, Zechariah) the book is not set in a particular era of Israel’s past. There is no temporal note in Joel 1:1 mentioning any particular king or any datable event. Although there are references to an invasion by an enemy, none is specified. The lack of references to specific events in Israel’s past (locust plagues were not uncommon) and the overall imagery of the book encourage its readers to understand it against the background of Israel’s past in general.

In the view of most scholars, the book of Joel dates to the Persian period (539-332 BCE [BC]), and most likely the period around 400-350 BC. The reference to Ionians (Greek inhabitants from Ionia, a region in western Asia Minor, today’s Turkey) in Joel 4:6 is often mentioned among the ground for this dating. More important, the book of Joel has an “anthological quality.” In a relatively large number of cases, the book seems to be quoting, commenting on, or elaborating on other biblical, mainly prophetic, texts. This adds prestige to the human speaker of the book, who is depicted as a learned individual.

The book shows apocalyptic concerns. Some scholars think that it represents some form of transitional or hybrid work that stands between prophetic and apocalyptic texts; given its likely date of composition, this is quite possible. Certainly, the book conveys images and reassurances of “once and for all” actions of the Lord on behalf of Judah and Jerusalem, and against those who persecuted them. Moreover, it presents the message that this future is already known to those able to read the book of Joel (i.e. the scribes of Yehud) and to those to whom they may read the book (i.e. the vast majority of the people of Yehud [Judah] who did not know how to read).   [Ehud Ben Zvi]        Jewish Study Bible
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