
“The Day of Locusts”                                                             November 3, 2019 
Joel 1:1-20 

SI:  Please open your Bible to the book of the prophet Joel. 
Several months ago Allison read Joel in her devotions and she asked me to preach  
   on it, so I’ve been reading and meditating on the words of this prophet. 
This is a short book, but it has it has a number of significant passages, 
   one in particular in chapter two has shaped the history of the church! 
Chapter 1 is the poetic description of a locust plague.  Listen to God’s word. 

INTRO:  I once heard a man say the Lord hit him over the head with a 2x4.   
He was a Southerner so he didn’t say “two by four,” he said “tuba four.” 
   The Lord hit me over the head with a tuba four. 
Without me telling you any more details, you can probably guess what he meant. 
   He was just cruising along and then God suddenly brought something hard,  
   painful, and disorienting into his life. 
And it got his spiritual attention.   
   He realized he had living his life without God and thought everything was fine. 
   But God wasn’t fine with that arrangement.  God wanted to deal with him. 
So he got his attention through this event, and after all the pain and disorientation 
   was finally worked through, this man found himself in a deeper and more  
   satisfying walk with the Lord. 

That’s the book of Joel in a nutshell. 
It’s about how God sometimes brings hard things into our lives that disorient us and  
   hurt us, to get our attention and to shake us out of our spiritual lethargy,  
   so that we can move into a deeper and more satisfying walk with him. 
He does this sometimes individually and sometimes corporately. 

There’s more to Joel than just that.  It’s a lot more nuanced. 
   And there are some incredibly sweet promises that will be manna to your soul. 
But this is where it starts, the Lord hitting his people over the head with a 2x4. 
It comes in the form of a massive locust swarm that descends on Israel and strips  
   it bare of every green thing.  
The locusts destroy all agriculture, they wreck the economy,  
   they leave devastation, grief, fear, and despair in their wake.   

Let me tell you a little bit of the biology involved.  It’s fascinating. 
In North Africa and the Middle East there is an insect called the desert locust. 
It’s a species of grasshopper.   



Most of the time, locusts are solitary insects, with just a few of them   
   hopping around here and there, minding their own business. 
But for reasons that are not entirely understood, they sometimes get concentrated in  
   a small area and start bumping into each other.  This triggers hormonal 
   changes so they turn from solitary insects into what is called a band of locusts.   
The hormones change their appearance from green to black and yellow or orange.   

They start marching together, walking or hopping a few miles every day,  
   eating every bit of vegetation in their path.   
Then at some point, something triggers the band and they all start flying and that’s  
   called a locust swarm.  So they fly, land, and females start laying eggs in the dirt,  
   up to 100 eggs per square inch.   
These eggs hatch quickly, tiny locusts crawl out of the dirt, but there are so many 
   of them they never go through a solitary phase, they immediately form a massive  
   band and start marching, eating vegetation.  They are growing and hungry.  

Then they start flying and merge with other swarms. 
   The cycle repeats itself, multiplying exponentially.   
   One female locust can have has many as 18 million living descendants. 
   They eat every bit of vegetation, even the bark off trees, over a vast area. 
There was a locust swarm in the mid 1800s, this is modern, documented history, 
   not ancient legend, this swarm covered an area the size of California.   
But then the swarms just collapse and die and it might be years or even decades  
   before there is another huge cycle.  Today insecticides control them.  

Look at verse 4 again:  What the cutting locust left, the swarming locust has eaten  
   and what the hopping locust left, the destroying locust has eaten.   
That’s the lifecycle.  And it was so huge that people were saying nothing like this 
   has ever been seen in our days or in the days of our fathers. 

The prophet Joel starts out saying:  Tell this to your children, 
   and tell you children to tell it to their children and their grandchildren.   
But Joel doesn’t mean just tell your children what an extraordinary event this was. 
   He’s saying:  Tell your children the spiritual meaning of this event.   
   That’s what’s important.   
Let’s look at this under two points: 
1.  What God tells you through hard things 
2.  How God wants you to respond to him 
MP#1  What God tells you through hard things. 
Three things:  Wake up, lament, and be ashamed. 



First, wake up.  
The locusts have chewed the grape vines down to nothing.   
   They’ve destroyed wine production.  There isn’t going to be wine for years. 
   Whatever wine is left, the price has gone through the roof. 
And the Lord says: Vs 5 Wake up you drunkards and weep, wail all you drinkers of  
   wine, because of the sweet wine, for it is cut off from your mouth. 

Two groups of people are mentioned:  Drunkards and all drinkers of wine. 
Drunkards are the alcoholics who are enslaved to wine. 
   The reason they are enslaved is because they think it’s a way to escape from all 
   all the other bondages of their lives. 
But then Joel addresses another group who he places in the same category.   
   They are not alcoholics, but the people who just love drinking wine.   
   These are the people who love living well. 
It’s not an addiction to wine itself, it’s the particular pleasure it brings. 
   That’s the addiction. 

This has such a wide variety of applications— 
   everything from wine to sports to money to influence to social media. 
You aren’t addicted to it, but you’re addicted to the particular pleasure it gives you,  
   so you are under the control of it.   
And the easiest way to prove that is to see how you react when someone challenges  
   you to give it up or even limit your use of it.  Or how you react when threatened. 

Like the rich young ruler.  He didn’t think he was under the control of his money  
   because he had so much control over the rest of his life.  Able to keep commands. 
Then Jesus said, let’s try this, try releasing your wealth and follow me. 
   He realized he was enslaved.   
   That enslavement to money had the effect of spiritually putting him to sleep. 

So Joel is saying that sometimes God brings these hard things into your life to  
   to wake you up by demolishing the pleasures you are addicted to. 
Because those pleasures put you to sleep spiritually speaking. 
   You can’t pay attention to God, you can’t pray. 
   Any time you try, these pleasures put you to sleep, spiritually speaking.   
God wants your attention.  Wake up. 
Next, the Lord says, I want you to lament.  Lament means mourn, grieve. 
   Verse 8.  Lament like a virgin wearing sackcloth for the bridegroom of her youth.   
This is a very poignant image. 



It’s a young bride who has mailed the wedding invitations and had all the wedding  
   showers and in between the wedding showers and the wedding itself,  
   her young groom is struck down in death and all her hopes are dashed. 

To understand the point you have to try to put yourself in that culture. 
What was marriage for a young woman in the ancient middle east? 
   It wasn’t so much romance, it was security. 
   Single women didn’t have security. 
   But marriage gave her the security of her husband’s family and clan. 

But now all prospect of security and family are devastated. 
And instead of putting on the wedding dress that’s hanging in her closest, 
   she puts on sackcloth and goes about wailing and lamenting.   
All the hopes of her life are dashed an devastated. 

I wonder if this point was particularly spoken to the people of Jerusalem. 
The reason the citizens of Jerusalem would need to hear this is because as the locust  
   plague was devastating the countryside, they might have thought—we’ll be ok.   
We’re city folks, not farmers 
   As long as there is food in the shops, this won’t touch us.  We’re secure.   

Very often when we find our security in something besides God, and when we feel  
   that our lives are so secure, and every contingency is taken care of—then what  
   happens to us spiritually?   
We forget God.  We don’t need him anymore. 

I listened to a sermon on Joel 1 by Sinclair Ferguson, he’s a Scottish theologian  
   who has pastored in both Scotland and the United States.   
And he said in that sermon that he thinks American Christians don’t fully  
   appreciate the spiritual devastation of Europe, and how many nations in Europe  
   once had great churches and large Christian populations have fallen into atheism.  
Ferguson says:  Many American Christians think:  It can’t happen here, we have too  
   many churches and still have lots of people in church.  We’re secure. 
But then he says:  Perhaps there are signs the plague of locusts is upon us. 
   God sometimes uses hard things to shake our security in things of this world. 
   Even religious security. 
Third, the Lord uses hard things to say:  Be ashamed.   
It’s in verses 11 and 12 
Be ashamed you farmers, wail, you vine growers; for the wheat and the barley, because the  
   harvest of the field is destroyed. 



What’s he talking about?   
He’s talking about people whose whole lives are wrapped up in their jobs. 
   People who find their identity and meaning ultimately in their work. 
This is an agricultural context, so work and weather and seasons are a constant part 
   of life, and there’s nothing wrong with that in and of itself.   
But because of the pressures of their job, they’ve allowed fellowship with God 
   and the worship of God to be squeezed out.  Work has become their god. 

So now the real God comes to them in this extraordinary judgment, so that no  
   matter how hard they work, there’s not going to be any success or harvest. 
And they’re ashamed and embarrassed. 
If you’re working in an office you might be able to hide the fact that things are  
   failing, but if you are a farmer and a swarm of locusts strips the fields and vines  
   bare, there’s no hiding that.  You know you’re ruined and you hang your head. 

This picture over the farmer overlaps with the picture of the virgin bride 
   mourning for her dead groom. 
She is lamenting the loss of her security and that’s also at play in this picture.   
The farmer is not just ashamed by his loss of identity,  
   the vine growers wail just like the bride.   
Job failure, work failure, is not just a loss of identity, it’s a loss of security too.   
   And the bride image also shows us that often times a person’s ultimate 
   sense of identity or meaning is in family connections. 
And that family identity can even trump your identity in Christ.   

So let’s pull all this together.  God sometimes uses sudden, hard, painful,  
   disorienting events to compel you to ask some very hard questions. 
What’s the greatest source of pleasure in my life? 
What am I counting on for my security?  
And where do I get my identity? 

Another way we could put it is that he uses these things to confront your idolatry. 
Idols are created things you count on to give you what God alone can give. 
   So why does the Lord sometimes do this?  Brings to second point. 
MP#2  How God wants us to respond to him 
Let me tell you something about our Chile trip. 
Most of you know there was an eruption of political protests while we were there.    
   Some were peaceful, but many were violent and destructive.   
The subway in Santiago is a modern, state of the art system—it was wrecked. 



   Hundreds of millions of dollars worth of damage.  Busses were burned. 
   Transportation in the city was paralyzed.   
The two biggest chain stores in Chile are Jumbo and Lider, Lider is Walmart. 
   We went in a couple of them and they were huge, bigger than any Walmart 
   I’ve ever been in here in the states.  
Many of them were torched and looted and people burned to death inside. 
   The President ordered the army into the streets but for many complicated reasons, 
   they couldn’t do much and things got even more disordered. 

Now let me back up a bit.   
Chile has been the most stable, economically prosperous country in South America  
   for several decades.  The poverty rate is the lowest on the continent.  
When our missionary friend, Verne Marshall, picked us up at the airport, we had 
   to drive to the other side of Santiago and we were on this amazing interstate  
   that actually goes under the city.  It was designed by the same engineers who 
   built the chunnel between England and France. 
Santiago has 7 million people but it has none of the traffic gridlock that other  
   big cities in South America have because of the excellent planning. 
The Chileans feel superior to all the other South Americans. 

But underneath has been a growing dissatisfaction and anger because of a number 
   of systemic problems and perceived injustices.   
   I’m not smart enough to understand or analyze all that. 
But what we did understand from our many conversations was how painful and  
   disorienting this was for so many people. 

In the Presbyterian church where we worshipped, Cristo Rey, there were some 
   Christians who were fearful this is the beginning of a communist revolution. 
They know the history of communism in Latin America and how its strategy  
   is to use violence and terror to undermine institutions and society. 
Verne himself was born in Peru and witnessed the horrible things that happened  
   during the communist uprising.   
He knew people who were murdered by the communists. 
    
On the other hand, there were also members of this same church who had relatives 
   back in the 1970s who were arrested, tortured, exiled and even executed by the  
   anti-communist Chilean dictator Pinochet. 
So when they saw soldiers in the streets, it was deeply troubling to them. 
   They were afraid of another military dictatorship. 



Imagine the political differences we have in this country between Republicans 
   and Democrats and then add to that people on each side have friends and relatives 
   who have actually been tortured and killed by the other side. 
For forty years these extreme political forces haven’t expressed themselves in  
   Chile, but overnight they are threatening to burst out and wreck things. 

People were disoriented.   
The pleasures of their high standard of living were threatened,  
   their economic and political security was threatened. 
   their identity as the most orderly and stable country was threatened. 
It was as if a locust plague had descended on them. 

Frequently our prayer during disasters is that unbelievers will come to Christ. 
They will feel their foundations being shaken and turn to God for salvation. 
   That’s a good prayer. 
But that’s not the focus of this disaster in Joel.   
   It’s not the pagan nations and unbelievers, it’s Israel.  It’s God’s people. 
And after God tells them to wake up, lament, and be ashamed he says in verse 13 
   that he wants the priests to lead the way in doing this.   
   Put on sackcloth and lament O priests. 

And then he tells them that he wants them all, as a people to come before him and 
   cry out to him.  Vs. 14  Consecrate a fast, call a solemn assembly. 
   Gather the elders and all the inhabitants of the land to the house of the LORD 
   and cry out to the LORD. 

The first Sunday after these troubles started, people were so nervous they didn’t 
   want to go to church.  So the elders of Cristo Rey church sent out an email— 
   actually they all use WhatsApp for some reason. 
Here are some people in our church who have opened their homes, you can go  
   there on Sunday morning and pray.  But the elders and anyone else who wants 
   to come, we’re going to meet at the church, but not have a worship service. 
We’re just going to pray. 
We went.  There was a very small group.  They started praying. 
We couldn’t understand many of their words, but we could understand their deep 
   feelings and how they were calling out to God. 
There was a woman there who wept.  The Marshalls told us later that her father had 
   been tortured by Pinochet and her parents exiled to France.   
But there were other people gathered for prayer who were strong anti-communists 
   and who would have argued that Pinochet saved Chile. 



Here they were, side by side, with the wind knocked out of them praying. 

I got sent on WhatsApp a prayer one of the elder had written and sent to the whole 
church and I used Google Translate to read it. 

Lord my God, You know what is in each heart and you know each story.  I humbly ask you this 
day for my country.  You know our people, our needs, our joys, fears and sufferings.  You know 
our daily struggles and you know what is best for each of us.  Fill us with your Spirit, let us find 
peace, let us find you and govern the heart of each Chilean.  Forgive us if we have offended 
you, but listen to us Lord, Chile needs you.  Change hate for love, change offense for 
forgiveness, change sadness for joy, change war for peace, change pain for hope, Lord, be our 
guide, light our way, light Chile.  In the name of Jesus.  Amen. 

This is a prayer to ask for our Chile, please send it and make it go through every corner of our 
Country.  Amen! 

I know that even if you find that moving, you’re somewhat detached. 
We were too and we witnessed it.   
   We knew we were getting on a plane and flying back to the good old USA. 
But look how chapter one ends, verse 19.  This is significant:   
   To you, O LORD, I call.  And then Joel describes it again with his own eyes. 
   It’s the only time in the whole book where Joel refers to himself.   
Throughout the book he’s the mouthpiece of God.  He’s the prophet. 
   There is a sense in which he could be detached too.   
   But he admits this has affected him too. 
   He doesn’t exempt himself.  He needs God.   

When something comes along that wrecks your pleasures, your security, your  
   identity—it might be loss of a relationship, death of a loved one, a financial crisis,  
   a bad medical diagnosis, marital turmoil. 
Don’t waste it.  As John Piper once put it.  Don’t waste your cancer. 
   The Lord knows what he’s doing in your life. 
   He wants you to turn to him with all your heart.


