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First came the floods. The waters swamped bean and corn fields and created a breeding 

ground for a swarm of desert locusts the size of Manhattan that fanned out and 

destroyed a swath of farmland across eight East African nations as large as Oklahoma 

earlier this year. Now their offspring are threatening a historic infestation—a second 

wave of locusts, 20 times as large as the first, that the U.N. warns could chew their 

way through 2 million square miles of pastureland, farms and gardens, around half 

the size of Western Europe. The swarms, which would be by far the largest on record, 

are expected to descend as the new coronavirus accelerates across East Africa, raising 

the prospect of a double-shock to some of the world’s poorest and most heavily-

indebted economies.1 
 

This is not an excerpt from a sci-fi novel, or from the script of an apocalyptic movie, or from 

the history of some famine or other calamity. It is from the Wall Street Journal, April 29, 

2020. Headline: Africa Braces for a Record Wave of Locusts. As the article continues, we 

learn that the impact of this infestation could push into the brink of starvation 130 million 

people. All of this on top of the largest pandemic and global economic depression in a 

century makes all those strange Biblical stories of the wrath of God being poured out upon 

the world just a bit more familiar.  

 At the same time, I have been spending much of my Bible reading and study time in 

the parts of the Bible that are rarely preached on – the Minor Prophets. This group of 12 

short Biblical books derives their name not from their unimportance, but from their 

shortness of length. And they are hard to preach on, and hard to study, because the message 

of them seems harsh: national calamities, judgment and repentance. And their world feels 

so foreign from ours that it is difficult to believe, or see how it can be true what we confess 

to believe, that these are God’s words for us, His people. But that is precisely what we 

Christians confess to be true, that all these scriptures are profitable. The question is not 

whether that might be true, but how. And what we find when putting these Biblical passages 

together with the history of Christianity is just this: pandemics, catastrophes, natural and 

                                                        
1 Wall Street Journal, “Africa Braces for a Record Wave of Locusts” https://www.wsj.com/articles/africa-braces-for-
a-record-wave-of-locusts-11588152655  
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artificial disasters have long been with the church. They will continue to be with us until 

the Lord returns. And our fellow Christians have looked to the scriptures for consolation 

and insight as the world fell apart around then. Today we are going to do the same thing 

they have done, for as the Psalmist says:  

  God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble. 

  Therefore, we will not fear though the earth gives way, 

   Though the mountains be moved into the heart of the sea.  

   Though its waters roar and foam, though the mountains tremble at its  

swelling. (Psalm 46:1-3).  

The title of this sermon is: has such a thing happened in your days, or the days of your 

fathers? – and it comes from right in the middle of this book that we will be looking at 

together, the book of Joel:  It is a question that God asks Israel about the coming 

unprecedented hoard of locusts: has such a thing happened in your days, or in the days of 

your fathers? And when we apply that question to our current situation, we find the answer 

is: no. This has not happened in our days, or the days of our fathers. The most recent global 

pandemic like this was the Spanish Flu from a century ago. Yet when we look to this Biblical 

book, we see that calamities like these are not unprecedented in the history of God’s people. 

And today I hope we can hear God’s word to them then as God’s word to us now.   

Before I give this very fast overview of the book of Joel, I want to encourage you in 

the week to come to read this book again and think through the themes contained therein. 

While you do that, let me recommend to you an album of music recently produced, and 

inspired by the book of Joel. It is called We Will Remember: Songs Inspired by the Book of 

Joel, by Christopher Williams. I listened to it many times while preparing, and I hope it 

unveils to you a new depth to this book, as it did for me.  

The small book of Joel has five sections. Chapter 1:1-12 predicts an invasion of locusts, 

and God commands his people to lament at what has caused this judgment. Chapter 1:13-

20 is a call for God’s people to repent. Then the section of prophesying an invasion is 

repeated. Then the call for repentance is repeated. Finally, a prediction of God’s mercy on 

Israel begins in 2:18 and continues until the end of the book, but as is common in the 
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prophets, the promise of God’s immediate merciful deliverance begins to shade in the 

direction of a prophecy of a further and greater kind of deliverance. So we can categorize 

these sections into three kinds: lament, repent, and await. It is these three actions as a 

response to calamity that we will be thinking about today. I pray that at the end of our time 

this morning we will see that it is right and fitting to lament real losses, that it is right and 

fitting for us always to repent of our sins when we are reminded by natural calamities to do 

so, and that it is right and fitting for us to await a great deliverance from all our tribulations.  

First, lament. Joel introduces the calamity like this:  

What the cutting locusts have left, the swarming locust has eaten 

What the swarming locust has left, the hopping locust has eaten, 

And what the hopping locust left, the destroying locust has eaten (Joel 1:4)  

We are to imagine waves upon waves of locust pouring over the entire area, consuming 

every crop and grass; a slow, inevitable threat of starvation for animal and human alike. 

And in response, Joel issues this command:  

 “lament like a virgin wearing sackcloth, for the bridegroom of her youth” (v.8). 

The image here of a young woman, still a virgin, wearing not a bridal gown but sackcloth 

for her betrothed bridegroom from her youth, is meant to evoke a long promise that will 

not come to fulfillment. Just like a woman betrothed to a man from her youth eagerly looks 

forward to her wedding day, and laments all the more bitterly when her husband is cut 

down before that day, so also the entirety of Israel, eagerly awaiting the promise of a good 

harvest after months and months of careful cultivation, will weep all the more bitterly at 

entire fields, orchards, vineyards of crops destroyed. The natural response is trembling 

hands, weeping eyes, lament.  

It is right and fitting to mourn the loss of good things. It is right and fitting to mourn 

jobs lost, health jeopardized, plans cancelled, neighbors and fellow citizens dead. It is right 

even to lament the closing of churches and the inability of the people of God to meet 

together. Something very much like this has happened in Joel, where the locusts have even 

caused the temple services to cease:  
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“the grain offering and the drink offering are cut off from the house of the LORD. The 

priests mourn, the ministers of the Lord” (Joel 1:9).  

There is much to lament at the pandemic that now lies heavy upon us. Yet it seems to me 

that we are not often taught how to do so. Perhaps this is because lament feels like a form 

of weakness. Perhaps this is because it has snuck into our minds that it is somehow 

unchristian to be deeply affected by the evils around us and within us. But that is not what 

we learn from the Psalms. Here is a pattern given by a woman named Donna Harris.2 

Lament consists in six parts:  

 

1. Crying out to God 

2. Affirming trust in God 

3. Petitioning God to restore  

4. Making additional arguments 

5. Expressing rage against loss and injustice 

6. Praising God in assurance of his promises to hear us  

 

Search the Psalms for that pattern. Then I encourage you, if you are stuck at home with 

extra time on your hands: write a psalm of lament following that pattern. It is right and 

fitting for us to lament the loss of good things.  

 Second, repent.3 This is dangerous ground. To say that any calamity is the occasion 

for repentance threatens to make us think that any individual person who has gotten sick, 

or lost their job, is more sinful than those who have not. And I want to deny that 

immediately. That is the way of karma, not Christianity. We have no Biblical reason to 

think that. In fact, we have Biblical reason not to think that. Jesus denies the easy 

connection between some misfortune and a particular sin explicitly in the New Testament 

                                                        
2 https://the-redemptive-edge.simplecast.com/episodes/donna-harris-creative-action-begins-with-lament-eYlfc1B3  
3 For an opposing voice, who argues that Christians ought not think about the coronavirus through the lens of judgment 
and repentance at all, see Jonathan Merritt, “Christian Cruelty in the Face of COVID-19” The Atlantic (April 24, 
2020). https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/04/christian-cruelty-face-covid-19/610477/. My view is that 
Merritt surrenders far too much of the Biblical theme that natural calamities are typological of final, eschatological 
judgment.  
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when he speaks to his disciples about the man born blind: “it was not that this man sinned, 

or his parents, but that the works of God might be displayed in him” (John 9:3). He denies 

it again in Luke 13 when discussing the people killed by the collapse of the Tower of Siloam.  

 On the other hand, the other mistake to avoid is breaking altogether a connection 

between natural catastrophe and moral reality. This is a basically secular view of history, 

where it contains no moral reality at all. But to do that does not seem to do justice to their 

intimate connection throughout the Old Testament. And yet, the theme of repentance is 

undeniable throughout Joel, and throughout the Old Testament more broadly. How are we 

to understand this? This is the best I can do: the sinfulness of the world calls out for God’s 

judgment day after day after day. Sexual licentiousness calls out for God’s judgment day 

after day. The violation of the image of God in the poor throughout the world calls out for 

God’s judgment day after day. And the list can continue. When we realize that, the great 

theological puzzle is: why God does not unleash pestilence after flood after famine after 

war upon us over and over and over. It would be just and right for him to do so, if he takes 

these injustices seriously. But he does not, because of his great mercy. And we are inclined 

to think of God’s mercy as God’s laziness – as if he does not actually care about the grave 

evils that consume the world. Jesus tells us that “causes the sun to rise on the evil and the 

good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous” (Matt 5:45), and we are tempted 

to infer from that fact that there is no real difference between the righteous and the 

unrighteous. Pandemics like this cause us to remember that it is always in God’s power to, 

in the words of Psalm 2, laugh and hold in derision the kings of this world.  

And Joel couches this claim to repentance with the phrase: “who knows whether he 

will not turn and relent” (Joel 2:14). That “who knows” is the same phrase the King of 

Ninevah uses when he hears Jonah’s warning of the wrath of God to come (John 3:9). Not 

‘that it is demanded by justice,’ for God does not owe the creation anything. Instead, the 

message of the prophets seems consistently to be this: judgment is always warranted, and 

mercy is always undeserved. Many errors throughout history have stemmed from the belief 

that a proper repentance will accrue temporal prosperity; this is a kind of prosperity 

theology applied at the national, or global, level.  Those locusts in Africa are hitting parts 
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of the world where Christianity is growing the fastest. History just does not unveil its 

meaning; that has been the repeated recognition of Christians since Augustine. We repent 

not because of the prosperity that will come, but because it is right, just, and fitting to do 

so. And yet this promise of God’s mercy is held out for the repentance ones; it is there 

embedded in the name of God revealed on Sinai and echoed again here by Joel: “Return to 

the Lord your God, for he is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in 

steadfast love; and he relents over disaster” (Joel 2:13, citing Exodus 34:6).  

 Another, simpler way of saying it is this: it is always a right and fitting time to repent 

of our sins.  Martin Luther’s famous 95 Theses begin with this sentence, which is Thesis 1:  

 “when our Lord said ‘repent,’ he willed that the entire life of the believer be one of 

repentance.” 

The entire life of the believer is to be a life of repentance. When we read throughout 

scripture that “even now” (Joel 2:12) is the hour of repentance, we are to understand that it 

is, by God’s mercy, always the hour of repentance. We always and ever have more repenting 

to do. And in the words of a good friend of mine, channeling C.S. Lewis, “COVID-19 is God’s 

megaphone to a slumbering world.”4 Repentance is a consistent habit of abandoning our 

counterfeit saviors, and confessing that salvation is from God alone, and we are in desperate 

need of salvation. And this name of God revealed on Sinai and repeated over and over 

throughout the Bible tells us that he is ever ready, eager, and glad to accept us again.   

 Third and finally, await the vindication of the Lord. The third section of Joel tells 

the story of God having pity on his people, and restoring to them their peace:  

Be glad, O children of Zion, 

and rejoice in the Lord your God, 

For he has given the early rain for your vindication; 

He has poured down for you abundant rain, 

The early and the latter rain, as before. (Joel 2:23).  

                                                        
4 Matthew Lee Anderson, “On Living in a Pandemic Age” Christianity Today, March 20, 2020. 
https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2020/march-web-only/on-living-in-pandemic-age.html  
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Notice this phrase “as before.” Joel says to Israel here: the condition you were in before, 

when he sent rain and health and peace upon you, was a condition of mercy. Does not that 

phrase “as before” seem so sweet to us who are just yearning to hug friends again, spent 

afternoons together in the parks, walk about on sidewalks without eyeing our neighbors 

suspiciously, breathe without fear of what we are inhaling? “As before” seems to us like a 

kind of paradise.  

 We ought to pray that when this finally does pass, we are able to cultivate an 

abnormal gratitude for these daily mercies. I worry that we will grow accustomed to them 

again and not recognize them as gifts of God. It has been the long practice of the church, 

at the end of pandemics, wars, famines, and other tribulations, to build monuments 

dedicated to God in thanks for deliverance. What monuments to deliverance can we build? 

What feasts can we hold? This has long been the practice of the church. It would be fitting 

to plant some new grove, or install some new plaque in the fellowship hall, or dedicate 

some new sermon series, or to something that is in our power to do to commemorate the 

mercies of God in lifting this, as he will eventually do. Joel’s promises of God’s favor 

continue with this simply beautiful passage: 

 I will restore to you the years that the swarming locust has eaten, the hopper, the 

destroyer, and the cutter, the great army, which I sent among you” (Joel 2:25). The ancient 

Greeks were fond of this saying: “For this alone is lacking even to God: to make undone 

things that have once been done.”5 But that is something very much like what God is 

promising here: “I will restore to you the years” has to me the same ring as “though your 

sins are like scarlet, they will be white as snow” (Isaiah 1:18), and again “their sins I will 

remember no more” (Hebrews 8:12). This condition of blessedness that God promises will 

be as if they evil had never happened; in the works of Tolkien, it is like “everything sad is 

going to come untrue.”  

 And if those promises of redemption seem not to match what eventually happened 

to Israel as they were constantly besieged by its enemies, consider that as this passage 

                                                        
5 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 6.2 (1139b10).  
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continues, Joel looks through the first, immediate, historical deliverance to a greater kind 

of redemption:  

“and it shall come to pass afterward, that I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh; your 

sons and your daughters shall prophecy, your old men shall dream dreams, and your 

young men shall see visions. Even on the male and female servants in those days I will 

pour out my Spirit” (Joel 2:28-29).  

This is exactly the passage that Peter quotes on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2), to explain 

the marvelous outpouring of the Spirit on those gathered there. Joel is seeing horizon upon 

horizon of salvation all embedded in God’s merciful cessation of this plague of locusts. That 

means for those of us who look back to the salvation promised by Joel, enacted at Pentecost, 

and still forthcoming when all of Christ’s bride are gathered up and vindicated, we await 

the deliverance of God. This pandemic will one day be swallowed up in victory. The 

coronavirus will be gathered up into a greater story of God’s redemption of the world, just 

as those locusts in Israel were gathered up into a greater story of salvation. And in the 

meantime we await that deliverance with stories in our minds; stories not just of God 

dispersing a cloud of locusts, but of God dispersing the cloud of sin which hung over us 

until the cross. We await it with desire in our hearts for a true homeland. God loves this 

world. God died for this world. God will reconcile all things in this world through Christ. 

But pandemics are like the leaky pipes, the rustling radiators, the creaky steps, the 

uncomfortable beds of a cheap motel that make us yearn for home, for a world set right, 

for every tear to be wiped away. 

I conclude with a hymn. In 1519, the Black Plague reached Zurich, Switzerland. The 

great Protestant Reformer Zwingli, hurried back to care for his people in that city. For 

weeks he ministered to the dying, until he too fell sick. In his great sickness he wrote a 

hymn to God. When he recovered, he added to the poem his gratefulness to God for 

healing, his recognition that he would still die one day, and his peace that attended him as 

he considered dying secure in the Lord. These three sections of the poem: lament over 

immediate danger, gratefulness for God’s promised deliverance for one who repents, and 

an awaiting of God’s final deliverance, mirror exactly the three sections of Joel.  
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Zwingli’s Plague Hymn:6  

 

Help me, O Lord, 
My strength and rock; 
Lo, at the door  
I hear death’s knock. 
 
Uplift thine arm, 
Once pierced for me, 
That conquered death. 
And set me free. 
 
Yet, if thy voice, 
In life’s midday. 
Recalls my soul, 
Then I obey. 
 
In faith and hope  
Earth I resign. 
Secure of heaven. 
For I am Thine. 
 
My pains increase; 
Haste to console; 
For fear and woe  
Seize body and soul. 
 
Death is at hand. 
My senses fail. 
My tongue is dumb; 
Now, Christ, prevail. 
 

Lo! Satan strains  
To snatch his prey; 
I feel his grasp; 
Must I give way? 
 
He harms me not, 
I fear no loss, 
For here I lie  
Beneath thy cross. 
 
My God! My Lord! 
Healed by thy hand. 
Upon the earth  
Once more I stand. 
 
Let sin no more  
Rule over me; 
My mouth shall sing  
Alone to thee. 
 
Though now delayed, 
My hour will come. 
Involved, perchance. 
In deeper gloom. 
 
But, let it come; 
With joy I’ll rise, 
And bear my yoke  
Straight to the skies. 

 

 

 

                                                        
6 For context, see Philip Schaff, History of the Christian Church, Volume 8: Modern Christianity, the Swiss 
Reformation.  


