Speaking in a Day of Disaster 

First in a new series for October 2011 based on Joel called Seeking God after Disaster  
Text Joel 1:1-20
Key Question: From a spiritual point of view, how do we react to natural disaster?  
Intro idea:  
2011 – The Year of Disaster (start with this) 

In an article written before hurricane Lee, Atlantic magazine had already called 2011: the year of the disaster. 
With historic floods, droughts, and tornadoes, this year has broken the record for the number of billion-dollar calamities.  Wildfires are raging in Texas. Parts of the Midwest remain in splinters from April's intense tornado outbreaks. The Northeast is still cleaning up the wreckage from Hurricane Irene. 

If it seems like this year has been remarkable in terms of widespread meteorological chaos, that's because it has. According to a report from the National Climatic Data Center, 10 separate weather events this year have each inflicted more than $1 billion worth of damage. That beats a previous record of nine events in 2008, and it's only September.    In total, these 10 events caused $35 billion of destruction, which is five times more costly than all of last year's disasters combined.   (2011: The Year of the Disaster By Brian Resnick Sep 14 2011 Atlantic Monthly–Pasted from <http://www.theatlantic.com/national/archive/2011/09/2011-the-year-of-the-disaster/245015/)
As I noted – that was written before Hurricane Lee with its disastrous flooding in the Northeast.  Even without the difficult economic times of our year, and the sobering reminder provided by the 10th anniversary of 9/11, the natural disasters of the year alone have given us all pause to think.
Why Joel?  - We have disaster in common.
(skip this or mention only briefly)   Date of the book – we do not have any really helpful clues – 2 leading candidates .   One question affecting this.  Why are no kings mentioned?   Nearly all prophets placed their ministries by mentioning kings.    

	A date for the book of Joel 
	Period in Israel’s history 
	Biggest reason

	835-825 BC
	during the youth of King Joash
placed on the throne at 7 by priest Jehoiada. 
	Early place in canon.  Minor prophets are roughly in chronological order. 

	About 500 BC
	After the second temple built under Zerubbabel . No kings in this period.
	This time period also fits the subject matter of the book well. 


Natural disaster – about 830 BC --The Locusts of Joel
Details described in the book

Verses 2, 3 build suspense by talking about the event that is happened without exactly saying what it is.  It is something unbelievable. They tell us that it is kind of event that will be repeatedly described from generation to generation.   

Finally in verse four the prophet begins to describe the event.  It is a natural disaster called the locust plague.  We do not have them here in the eastern USA, but these plaques of locusts happen every so often in countries of the Middle East and North Africa.  The familiarity of the people of Israel with this insect is indicated by the fact that there are nine words for Locust in the Old Testament .   (That's probably about how many expressions we have for various kinds of cloudy days in the Northeast.)    The intensity of the attack in Joel’s day is described using four different words for Locust. The first word for Locust comes from Semitic root that means to cut or to shear and speaks of the incredible ability of the insect to chew up even bark from trees. The second word for locusts may be related to the word meaning to multiply and points to the fact that they come in huge swarms with unbelievable numbers as I already explained.  The third word means leaper or hopper and refers to the speed with which they can move even without flying.  A fourth term means destroyer and speaks of the total destruction that a horde of locusts leaves behind.  (see Tyndale commentary for this delineation)
The desert locust is notorious. Found in Africa, the Middle East, and Asia, they inhabit some 60 countries and can cover one-fifth of Earth's land surface. Desert locust plagues may threaten the economic livelihood of one-tenth of the world's humans.

A desert locust swarm can be 460 square miles (1,200 square kilometers) in size and pack between 40 and 80 million locusts into less than half a square mile (one square kilometer).

Each locust can eat its weight in plants each day, so a swarm of such size would eat 423 million pounds (192 million kilograms) of plants every day.

Like the individual animals within them, locust swarms are typically in motion and can cover vast distances. In 1954, a swarm flew from northwest Africa to Great Britain. In 1988, another made the lengthy trek from West Africa to the Caribbean.
Pasted from http://animals.nationalgeographic.com/animals/bugs/locust/
Results for Israel in chapter 1
The immediate result of the locust plague is that everything green is eaten.     This is true partly because locust plagues happen in dryer climates and often in times of drought.  And it is true, because of the incredible ability of the locusts to multiply and how much they eat.  

There can be at least 40 million and sometimes as many as 80 million locust adults in each square kilometre of swarm.  A Desert Locust adult can consume roughly its own weight in fresh food per day, that is about two grams every day. A very small part of an average swarm (or about one tonne of locusts) eats the same amount of food in one day as about 10 elephants or 25 camels or 2,500 people. (http://www.fao.org/ag/locusts/en/info/info/faq/)
This level of devastation tells you why the prophet Joel is concerned about what is going to happen this country as a result of the plague.  He points out that grapevines and fig trees will not be bearing any fruit (v. 7) so those who drink wine should be grieving.   Verse 12 mentions also the pomegranate, the palm and the apple tree.  Fields of grain are especially vulnerable to locusts.  Verse 11 tells us that the harvest of weeks and barley is destroyed.  The farmers and all who depend upon them should also weep.  This especially includes those who serve in the Temple because the grain offerings in the Temple and the drink offerings will no longer be available.  The cattle and sheep also suffer for lack of pasture (v. 18).
If there ever was a time for us in the USA to read the prophet Joel – 2011 is the year!  
Should we also take warning?
The key question is: From a spiritual point of view, how do we react to natural disaster?  

Joel warns Israel
Let's begin with the prophet Joel.  How did he react?  How did he encourage the people to react?  
Weeping because of the damage and its results
At the beginning after disaster, there is a time of grief and even despair because of the disastrous effects.  Often there is been loss of life to grieve.  In the case of Joel, the loss of life was probably still to come, as localized starvation was often a lingering consequence of locust plague.  Always there has been loss of property, homes, ability to earn a living.   In the case of the book of Joel, the prophet details some of the losses.

The carefully tended vineyards had been destroyed. The fig trees had been even debarked (v. 7).  The wheat and barley harvests were consumed by the insects (v. 11).    This would not only lead to severe difficulties in getting food for animals and people; it would also lead to the tragic consequence that the offerings of worship for God's house would be ended.  

God's word does not minimize the human grief that results from natural disaster.  I'm sure that God's compassion is aroused even as our compassion is aroused for those who suffered loss.  For example our sister church in Johnson City, New York was flooded and they have had to gut the entire first floor of the building.  Our district is getting together volunteer teams to help them.   Grief is part of our human response to natural disaster and it cannot be minimized. 
Joel called Israel to see the disaster as a warning from God

the second element of Joel's message to the people is an encouragement to see this catastrophe as a prelude of sorts, an introduction, a warning about a day that is coming.  He is teaching that God will send a future reckoning, a time of judgment which he calls the Day of the Lord.   

The Day of the Lord is a common theme among Israel's prophets.  It is always described as a time of impending judgment from God.  For example: 

Isa 13:9-11 NIV
See, the day of the Lord is coming — a cruel day, with wrath and fierce anger —  to make the land desolate and destroy the sinners within it.  10 The stars of heaven and their constellations will not show their light. The rising sun will be darkened and the moon will not give its light.  11 I will punish the world for its evil, the wicked for their sins. I will put an end to the arrogance of the haughty and will humble the pride of the ruthless.  

Joel is saying to Israel.  I want this natural disaster to remind you that God is going to send judgment on sin.  We need to use this time in our nation’s history as a time of repentance and calling upon God.   We need to be reminded that God brings days of judgment if we forget him.  

If the book of Joel is early, that is its traditional date around 830 BC, , then most commentators believe that Chapter 2 versus one through 11 have a double meaning. They are one and the same time a description of the locust plague and at the same time a prophecy of the mighty armies that God will one day bring against Israel because of Israel's rebellion against God if Israel fails to repent.  This is especially evident in verse 11.

Joel 2:11 NIV

The Lord thunders at the head of his army; his forces are beyond number, and mighty are those who obey his  command. The day of the Lord is great; it is dreadful. Who can endure it?  

This verse pictures either the locust plague or the coming military Army  or both as under the command of God and accomplishing his purpose is for the judgment of Israel.  
A warning for America
How does this apply to our country?  We do have to be careful.

Not every disaster is direct punishment but it may a chance to take warning

Jesus warned his disciples not to see every disaster as a punishment for sin.  

Lk 13:1-9

 Now there were some present at that time who told Jesus about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mixed with their sacrifices. 2 Jesus answered, "Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans because they suffered this way? 3 I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish. 4 Or those eighteen who died when the tower in Siloam fell on them — do you think they were more guilty than all the others living in Jerusalem? 5 I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish." 

Jesus is warning us that it is not always true just because a group of people some of the disaster; that the reason was because of sin.  

But Jesus is also saying even though we should not see every disaster as a direct punishment for sin, we should still use the event as a reminder of the need for the universal repentance.   In other words, we should allow it to be a warning to us.

Joel saw the plague as a warning

This is how Joel used the day of disaster that came to Israel, the locust plague.  He did not list specific sins as most of the prophets did, but he called for repentance and seeking God.  We will be talking about more these in the next couple weeks.   

The key thing I want us to see is that Joel used the plague as a warning of future judgment.   His metaphor/ his means for doing this was the expression, “the Day of the Lord.”    He may have been among the first prophets to use it. 

Assuming the earlier date for Joel, he sees ahead in chapter 2 to the coming invading armies that are predicted by other prophets and also associated with the Day of the Lord.  
Other prophets and the Day  of the Lord  

 “For the day is near, the day of the Lord is near —  a day of clouds, a time of doom for the nations. Eze 30:3 NIV  this time of doom especially awaits Egypt and God's covenant people according to Ezekiel 30:4, 5.  The day of the Lord is specifically described in verse 10 as the invasion by Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon. 

Zep 1:14-16 NIV  (about 630 BC during the reign of Josiah) 

"The great day of the Lord is near — near and coming quickly. Listen! The cry on the day of the Lord will be bitter, the shouting of the warrior there.  15 That day will be a day of wrath, a day of distress and anguish, a day of trouble and ruin, a day of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and blackness,  16 a day of trumpet and battle  cry against the fortified cities and against the corner towers. 

Why we might need apocalyptic type warnings

Listen to these words from Henry and Richard Blackaby. 

Apostasy does not begin with wrong activity. It originates from a change of heart. Alienation from God follows a downward course. It commences as a distraction. Your focus is diverted from God to your circumstances, to people, or to worldly enticements. People seldom realize what is happening until they have drifted far from Him. They begin struggling to obey Him. They make ungodly choices, rationalizing their neglect to follow what God says. They grow comfortable in their worldly living so their hearts are impervious to the Holy Spirit's call to return. Eventually they turn to substitutes for God. Idols do not condemn their sin or convict them of their ungodly behavior. Substitutes do not hold them accountable or ask them to do things they do not want to do. Eventually, like the Israelites of old, they “worship other gods and serve them" (Deut. 30:17). This is how a person, a family, a church, a denomination, or even a nation departs from God.  (Fresh Encounter by Henry and Richard Blackaby p. 45)

Since God loves us, is he going to let us continue to slide away from him? Or will he allow circumstances that jar us in our complacency so that perchance we will recognize our spiritual bankruptcy and go back to the source of our renewal?  

God disciplines his children

On a personal level, the issue is even clearer.   Book of Hebrews tells us that God disciplines all his children.  Hebrews 12:7 is pretty blunt.  Heb.  12:7  “Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating you as sons. For what son is not disciplined by his father?”    The writer is encouraging us that God's treatment of us as his children includes loving discipline.  We would despise the father who did not care enough for his children to correct them.  Yet somehow, we think that God looks the other way when we ignore his directions and rebel against his instruction.  What kind of father is that?   The book of Hebrews tells us plainly that God is not that kind of father.  He is a loving father who corrects his children.  And his purpose is the same as an earthly father-- to produce children who live rightly.   As Hebrews 12:11 says, “No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it.” 

Children who do not respond well to the father's discipline are called foolish.  Friends and neighbors who observe them pity them for they know that they are hurting themselves and will spend many days suffering and learning the hard way because they refuse to listen.   Is it not also true of God's children who do not take warning from their heavenly father?  Indeed it is.

Conclusion  
In late August, some ridiculed candidate Michele Bachmann when she reportedly said in Florida "I don't know how much God has to do to get the attention of the politicians. We've had an earthquake; we've had a hurricane. He said, 'Are you going to start listening to me here?’”    Since then we’ve had terrible wildfires in Texas and another Hurricane – Hurricane Lee with its disastrous flooding.    

The question is - Does God should have our full attention or are we business as usual.    If we learn from Joel, I believe we will as the Bible says open our ears as “one being taught” (Isa. 50:4). 

(Consider wisdom tale on p. 347 of Chicken Soup for Unsinkable Soul)  
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Among the findings:

· Seven-in-10 Americans see God as a person with whom one can have a relationship, and a majority (56 percent) say God is in control of everything that happens in the world.

· Less than four-in-10 (38 percent) believe earthquakes, floods and other natural disasters are a sign from God; even fewer (29 percent) believe that God sometimes punishes nations for the sins of some of its citizens.

· White evangelical Protestants are the exception to this pattern. Among evangelicals, about six-in-10 (59 percent) believe natural disasters are a sign from God, and a smaller majority (53 percent) believe that God judges nations for the sins of some of their citizens. Only one-in-five white mainline Protestants or Catholics believe God punishes nations for the sins of some.

· Nearly 6-in-10 (58 percent) Americans say that the severity of recent natural disasters is evidence of global climate change, compared to 44 percent who say that the severity of recent natural disasters is evidence of what the Bible calls the 'end times.'

· More than eight-in-10 also say that providing financial assistance to Japan is very important (42 percent) or somewhat important (41 percent) despite economic challenges at home. Support is high across political and religious groups.

http://www.charismamag.com/index.php/news-old/30541-survey-most-americans-dont-see-disasters-as-gods-judgment
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