The Valley of Decision    

Fourth in a series for October 2011 based on Joel called Seeking God after Disaster (Pastor Eric gave message #3 on repentance.)
Text Joel 2:28-3:21
Key Question:  What should be our response to the vision of Joel?
Intro idea:  
DURING THE HEIGHT of the Civil War, Abraham Lincoln often found refuge 
at a Presbyterian church in Washington, D.C. He would go with an aide, sit with 
his stovepipe hat in his lap, and never interrupt the meeting because the con- 
gregation would all be in a dither if they knew the president had come to sit in 
that midweek meeting. He sat off to the side, near the pastor's study, as the 
minister would open the Scriptures and teach God's Word and would lead the 
congregation in worship. The war was tearing the nation apart and tearing his 

oul. Having just lost his own son, Lincoln was on the bottom, and he needed 
olace and sustenance. 

As the pastor finished his message and the people began to leave, the presi- 
dent stood quietly and straightened his coat and took his hat in hand and 
began to leave. The aide stopped him and said, "What did you think of the ser- 
mon, Mr. President?" He said, "I thought the sermon was carefully thought 
through, eloquently delivered." The aide said, "You thought it was a great ser- 
mon?" He said, "No, I thought he failed." "He failed? Well, how? Why?" 
"Because he did not ask of us something great." 

-Bruce Larson, What God Wants to Know 

Pres. Lincoln understood that the work of God is not just about Bible stories and information, it is not just about correct theology and creeds, it is about how we respond to the word of God and why we should respond to the word of God.   Motivation is the key to our behavior.  The sermon needs to motivate us to action.  The book of Joel is a sermon motivating us to action.  The actions we have talked about our repentance and seeking God.  This morning I want to talk about the motivation. For Joel continues to discuss why it is that the people to whom he is talking should seek God with all their hearts.   
Joel saw had to what God wanted to do in the future of Israel in the distant future of his people.  These glimpses provided even greater motivation than what had already happened, the locust plague, for wanting to seek God and his blessings.   In order to understand what I mean we need to dig a little bit into the timeline of the book of Joel.   I made this slide that I think will help clarify the situation in the book of Joel.  

Understanding the timeline of Joel

In chapter 3 of Joel,  2 peaks of divine intervention are foreseen.
Peak 1 Return of Israel after the exile.

This intervention by God begins with a divine judgment upon the nations that have oppressed Israel. 

Joel 3:2 NIV

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. 
Note – Jehoshaphat means – The Lord judges.    In 3:14 called the valley of decision 
Eze 36:5-7 NIV

 this is what the Sovereign Lord says: In my burning zeal I have spoken against the rest of the nations, and against all Edom, for with glee and with malice in their hearts they made my land their own possession so that they might plunder its pastureland.' 6 Therefore prophesy concerning the land of Israel and say to the mountains and hills, to the ravines and valleys: 'This is what the Sovereign Lord says: I speak in my jealous wrath because you have suffered the scorn of the nations. 7 Therefore this is what the Sovereign Lord says: I swear with uplifted hand that the nations around you will also suffer scorn. 
This intervention by God includes a complete reversal of fortunes for Israel from being captive to taking captives: 

Joel 3:7-8 NIV

'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. 8 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. 
Nations will take them and bring them to their own place. And the house of Israel will possess the nations as menservants and maidservants in the Lord's land. They will make captives of their captors and rule over their oppressors.  Isa 14:2 NIV

God is not endorsing slave trade—he is simply saying that the surrounding nations are going to reap what they have sown.  

It includes a new prosperity for Israel after the return and probably foresees the joys of millennial kingdom  as well. 
Joel 2:19-27 describes prosperity after the return from exile
Joel 3:18 points to the prosperity of the millennial kingdom. 

There are a few prophetic phrases that frequently clue us in that the prophet’s vision has moved on to a more distant peak of God's activity-- sometimes to either Jesus first coming or the second coming.  These phrases in Joel include “afterward” (2:28); “in those days and at that time” (3:1) and “in that day” (3:18).  

'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. NIV

Peak 2 Events surrounding Jesus’ second coming

Jesus used a version of Joel 3:14-16 (also found twice in Isaiah) to refer to the time before his second coming.  

Mk 13:24-27 NIV
"But in those days, following that distress,

"'the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light;  25 the stars will fall from the sky, and the heavenly bodies will be shaken.'  
26 "At that time men will see the Son of Man coming in clouds with great power and glory. 

Fountain of Living water which we know from other Scripture is associated with the second coming of Jesus. 

Joel 3:18 NIV

'In that day … A fountain will flow out of the Lord's house and will water the valley of acacias. 

Parallel prophecy in Zechariah

Zec 14:3-9 NIV
Then the Lord will go out and fight against those nations, as he fights in the day of battle. 4 On that day his feet will stand on the Mount of Olives, east of Jerusalem, and the Mount of Olives will be split in two from east to west, forming a great valley, with half of the mountain moving north and half moving south….  Then the Lord my God will come, and all the holy ones with him…8 On that day living water will flow out from Jerusalem, half to the eastern sea and half to the western sea, in summer and in winter.  9 The Lord will be king over the whole earth. On that day there will be one Lord, and his name the only name. 

NT points to this river as flowing in the New Jerusalem.  Rv 22:1-2  NIV
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 2 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.
Gathering of the nations for battle in Revelation

Rv 16:14-16 NIV
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. 

15 "Behold, I come like a thief! Blessed is he who stays awake and keeps his clothes with him, so that he may not go naked and be shamefully exposed." 

16 Then they gathered the kings together to the place that in Hebrew is called Armageddon. 
Sensing our accountability before God

The Day of the Lord brings the certainty of an accounting for the surrounding nations for their treatment of Israel
One of the key observations that we make as we study Joel Chapter 3 is to look at the reasons why God is gathering the nations.   We find is that God is gathering the nations for judgment because of their sins against humanity and especially against Israel.   In chapter 3 verse three, he talks about their wanton disregard for the value of children.  These enemies of Israel had used children as if they were money for commerce.    This was so disturbing to God that it gets mentioned very first among the sins of the enemies of Israel.  In addition, God is stirred at the plundering of the nation of Israel, the wholesale thievery that went on when nations were conquered.  He also condemned the slave trade that some of the nations around had engaged in.  Verse 13 summarizes the problem; their wickedness is very great!  This wickedness would bring certain judgment. 
Each of us faces an accounting.   

Naturally we resist the idea that we are accountable to God. 
Ps 10:13-15 NIV  Why does the wicked man revile God? Why does he say to himself, "He won't call me to account"? 

14 But you, O God, do see trouble and grief; you consider it to take it in hand. The victim commits himself to you; you are the helper of the fatherless. 

15 Break the arm of the wicked and evil man; call him to account for his wickedness that would not be found out. 
In fact, this accountability before God for our actions is one of the great themes of the Bible.

Three times in the Old Testament we find the refrain, "He does not leave the guilty unpunished.”  (Ex. 34:7; Nu. 14:18; Nahum 1:3).

Two of the 10 Commandments speak specifically about accountability before God and the consequences of breaking that commandment; the prohibition of the worship of idols, and the prohibition of the misuse of God's name. (Ex. 20:4-7).
Even the very greatest leaders of Israel were held accountable before God for their actions.  Moses was unable to enter the promised land because at one point he struck the rock when he was instructed to speak to it perhaps magnifying his own position instead of pointing to God's power.  King Saul was rejected by God for disobedience.   King David was told that the son of his adulterous relationship would die.  This high accountability is an example for all of us.

In the New Testament, this principle of accountability before God is confirmed.  

Jesus said, “But I tell you that men will have to give account on the day of judgment for every careless word they have spoken” (Mt 12:36 NIV).

Hebrews says, “It is appointed for man to die once, and after that comes judgment.”  Heb 9:27 ESV
One of the first reasons that we need to take seriously Joel's call for repentance and seeking God is the fact that we are accountable to God for our actions.  Angry words, selfish decisions, violations of God's commands, neglect of discipleship, failing to use our gifts and talents wisely, all such things we will be accountable before on the day when we stand before Christ.  When we think about that, when we take it to heart, we cannot help but be moved to humble confession and seeking God.   
Catching the urgency; claiming the promises
Claiming the promises

There are positive reasons for seeking God in the book of Joel too. For the people of God there are promises here.  I list three of them briefly.
All who call on the name of the Lord can be saved


The most foundational of the three is actually listed last.   For Israel the keyword was deliverance -  through the attacks of enemies, was going to deliver them, even if it was only a small remnant.  Indeed in the attacks of both Assyria and Babylon, it was just a remnant that was delivered.  But it was through this remnant that God continued his work with his people.  


For us to keyword is salvation.  Peter quoted this verse at Pentecost.  When everyone wanted to know the meaning of what had happened on that day, Peter first explained from Joel Chapter 2 about the coming of the Holy Spirit. He continues his quote through, “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved”  and explains that this was written not just for the people of Joel's day, not just for the people to whom he was speaking, but also in Peter’s words, “for all who are far off – for all whom the Lord our God will call” (Acts 2:39).   It was written for us.  When we look at our circumstances, and see that God is sending warnings; when we look at our lives and realize how far we have gone from God's plan;  when we begin to hunger and thirst for what God has promised; then the promises for us too.  Salvation is available for all who call upon the name of the Lord in repentance and faith.  
We will not be ashamed 

Another blessing is found in 2:27.
Joel 2:27  “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.” 

God is concerned to defend the honor of those who follow him.  He does not want them to be ashamed in front of others.   David prayed that he would not be put to shame in front of others and he was confident that God would defend him. Ps 25:1-3

“To you, O Lord, I lift up my soul;  2 in you I trust, O my God. Do not let me be put to shame, nor let my enemies triumph over me.  3 No one whose hope is in you will ever be put to shame,”  

God wants you to be able to live in a way that brings honor to him and wins the respect even if it is grudging respect of those around you.  This brings glory to his name. He also knows that the greatest threat to this happening is your spiritual compromises .   He wants to come alongside you and give you the strength and help you to live in a way that holy living can happen in your life.

We receive the Holy Spirit

The great promise of the sending of the Holy Spirit that Peter quoted after Pentecost is here in the book of Joel. It is in response to our seeking God with repentant, open and committed hearts that God is able to fill us with his Spirit and ready us for the work that he has for us to do.   This is how he enables us to live for him.  This is how he gives us the sweet spirit filled with love and joy, kindness, patience, gentleness, faithfulness, all the characteristics that bring the admiration of others and win praise for God.   But I have found that the Holy Spirit strength comes as we wait upon God. Yes it is true that each one of us receives the Holy Spirit when we are saved.  But usually we are filled with the Holy Spirit in proportion as we wait upon the Lord and seek to do his work.  
Catching the urgency

Urgency in Joel
But that which I am most concerned about in the book of Joel is the sense of urgency.  This is what we are missing in the church today.  Indeed I have to confess I think I have been missing it many times in my own ministry.  We need to sense in the prophet’s words an urgency that requires  action.  It was not acceptable to sit by and let whatever would happen happen.   No! There was a need to respond to God's warning, to change our ways, and to be proactive for God. “Blow the trumpet in Zion; sound the alarm.” --  “Rend your heart and not your garments; return to the Lord.”   “Declare a holy fast, call a sacred assembly.”  These are action phrases with a sense of immediacy to them.
Urgency in Jesus’ words

In the New Testament, Jesus words also had that sense of urgency, and called for immediate response. 
Mk 13:32-37 NIV
 "No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. 33 Be on guard! Be alert! You do not know when that time will come. 34 It's like a man going away: He leaves his house and puts his servants in charge, each with his assigned task, and tells the one at the door to keep watch. 

35 "Therefore keep watch because you do not know when the owner of the house will come back — whether in the evening, or at midnight, or when the rooster crows, or at dawn. 36 If he comes suddenly, do not let him find you sleeping. 37 What I say to you, I say to everyone: 'Watch!'"
Valley of Decision
I have taken the title of my sermon today the two verses in chapter 3 where the prophet speaks about the valley of decision. It is probably the same Valley he referred to earlier in the chapter as the valley of Jehoshaphat. So we know that the key is to understanding this place is not its geographic location, but what was happening there. The thing that was important about this Valley was that it was a place where God would judge; where God would separate out the nations those who had wickedly destroyed Israel, those would practiced human slavery, those would followed idols; he would separate these out for destruction. At the same time he would deliver the remnant of Israel the faithful ones and be to them a refuge and a fortress, a God of salvation and strength.  Which side of the battle you were on would make all the difference in the world.

For many years, Billy Graham, the most famous evangelist of the 20th century, called his radio broadcast, The Hour of Decision.   As I was studying this chapter I wondered whether perhaps the inspiration for that title might have come from this passage. In Billy Graham's preaching, he had a way of making it very clear that each one of us does face the decision of whether or not to follow Christ. We are called upon to position ourselves on the side of the world and its way of living, or on the side of Christ and his righteousness.   The decision is ours.  
Conclusion

I would ask you this morning, are you in the valley of decision? Or has your position already been made very clear? Have you made a clear decision to follow Christ, to ask Jesus to forgive your sins, to repent, to seek to be a disciple of Christ.  If so you are already on the Lord side; he is your refuge and strength.  You can claim his promises.    If you never made a decision this morning is a time of decision for you.  I encourage you to take that step.

During the last few months, many of you have made decisions for Christ in one way or another. Perhaps seven personal decisions forsake a sinful habit, perhaps a personal decision to embrace a new spiritual discipline. Perhaps it is a commitment to seek God in particular ways.  This morning at like to do something a little different. I would like to pray for those of you were made a decision of some kind. I like to pray for you personally that God would strengthen your decision that he would bless his work in you and strengthen you as his disciple. If you made a decision some way to follow Christ more closely over the last few months and you would like us to pray for you, I just ask you to step out of your seats, to come and stand here at the altar and one of the pastors will pray for you.   

7

