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JOEL 2:12-17  |  Return to the Lord! 

Wednesday, February 18, 2015 — Ash Wednesday 

12 “Even now,” declares the LORD, “return to me with all your heart, with fasting and weeping and 
mourning.” 13 Rend your heart and not your garments. Return to the LORD your God, for he is gracious 
and compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in love, and he relents from sending calamity. 14 Who 
knows? He may turn and have pity and leave behind a blessing—grain offerings and drink offerings for 
the LORD your God. 15 Blow the trumpet in Zion, declare a holy fast, call a sacred assembly; 16 Gather the 
people, consecrate the assembly; Bring together the elders, gather the children, those nursing at the 
breast. Let the bridegroom leave his room and the bride her chamber. 17 Let the priests, who minister 
before the LORD, weep between the temple porch and the altar. Let them say, “Spare your people, O 
LORD. Do not make your inheritance an object of scorn, a byword among the nations. Why should they 
say among the peoples, ‘Where is their God?’” 18 Then the LORD will be jealous for his land and take pity 
on his people. 

The bright green fields give way to mounting darkness. Black waves of locusts roll and swell across the 
fields. A farm family stares through tears as everything they have worked for slowly disappears. The 
father clutches a jar of wheat seed, which becomes more precious by the moment. He will have to hid 
the jar until planting season lest it be eaten or stolen. They will make do without any bread until the 
following harvest. 

Today, that scene is rarely, if ever, played out in the world. The hand-to-mouth existence of nations such 
as Judah may seem like its worlds apart from the scene today. For them, a swarming plague of locusts 
could mean the difference between a family’s life or death. Today, if a crop freezes in one part of the 
country, people can be assured that the food will come from a different part of the country—or even the 
world!  

The Judeans lived with a much clearer sense of their dependence on heaven and God. Yet, they were 
still so slow to repent—even in the face of a disaster! And if that is true of them, what does that mean for 
you? If they, who were much more in tune to the sustenance the Lord provides on a daily basis, were 
very slow on the realization of a need to repent, how much more pitiful is it for you who do not realize 
the blessings of the Lord in your daily lives? 

So hear the prophet Joel’s alarm, today. Tighten your belt. Take his call seriously. Listen to him as he 
urges you to take his call to return to the Lord to heart. Realize how far you have strayed from him and 
his Word and trust that grace and mercy can be found in him. 

The prophet Joel was writing to a people literally staring at a black cloud of locusts. For an agricultural 
society, these locusts weren’t just a pest—for many across the Judean countryside, they were death. 
These bugs—hundreds of thousands of them—would completely destroy their crops. There would be 
nothing left. The plants, right down to the stalks, would be devoured. And then they would move on, 
leaving nothing behind but tears and sadness. 
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You can imagine the mindset of the people of Judah. We can be sure they were wondering what they 
had done to deserve such a punishment. The insidious ideas of paganism still lived in their minds. They 
still believed that God punished those who did wrong by earthly punishments—and so this plague had 
to be such a punishment. “What should we do?” they would cry out. “To whom shall we go?” they 
would ask. And to show how sorrowful and contrite they were they would begin to rip their clothing off. 
The would dress in sackcloths, the itchy, burlap pieces of cloth that were used to carry crops. They 
would fight the desire to rip that clothing off in discomfort. They would cry and wail and mourn. Tears 
would come streaming down their faces, and they would, at least to the eye, appear to be the most 
sorrowful nation on earth. Surely that will appease God, right? Surely that will get his attention. Surely 
their immense grief and pain will suffice.  

But they missed the big picture. They failed to realize what was really happening. It wasn’t the plague 
of locusts they needed to be worried about. IT wasn’t the impending captivity under the Babylonians 
they should lose sleep over. The prophet Joel asks this question in the previous verse to our text: “The 
Day of the Lord is great; it is dreadful. Who can endure it?” You see, the hearts of the Judea's were 
focused on the wrong thing. The earthly, everyday, trivial matters are not the important thing in a 
person’s life. The Day of the Lord, Judgement Day, the final judgement of God is what humans should 
be worried about. After all, Joel says, who can endure that day? 

It’s true! Who can? Certainly not me. And certainly not you. It is on that day that all of our indecent acts 
and immoral thought will be exposed. We know that the light of God’s Law will expose us for who we 
truly are—lost, pitiful, disgusting, shameful sinners. And we know that we will be tossed out into the 
streets having to fend for ourselves. You and I both know that we can bring nothing to that meeting 
with God. While not everyone has murdered or cheated or raped or pillaged, all of us have fallen short. 
of God’s expected perfection. We can’t pass a single one of God’s checkpoints for being “somebody”. 
We lack goodness in so many ways that there is no way we could possibly claim to be good when 
compared to God’s standard. 

It is who we are! Right down to our very core we are hostile to the very person who provides for us on a 
daily basis. Even our earthly, sin-ridden bodies cry out with pain, sickness, cancer, and disease. There is 
no escaping the plight of sin. And so we are right to cry out with the Apostle Paul, “Who will save me 
from this body of death?” 

So what do you do? Do you begin making sacrifices for your Lord this Lent. When you realize how 
horrible of a person you are do you begin making a list to show God how much you care, how much 
you really do mean it? Do you begin a new healthy eating regimen—clean eating only!—to show that 
you respect God? Do you give up chocolate, or pop, or reality TV, or alcohol, or tobacco for Lent 
because you want to show God how serious you are in your sorrow. Do you try to show your sincerity f 
sorrow over sin by showing up early to church every Sunday? Maybe you even showed up today, here, 
to receive ashes on your head because you thought that maybe, just maybe, God might see you in a 
different light. Or you hang your head in shame to show God how truly sorry you are over sin. Perhaps 
a few tears and some sniffles might aid in the effect of changing God’s mind. 

My dear Christian, what happens when you fail? What happens when you need that piece of candy? 
What happens when you fall off the wagon, again? What happens when you accidentally sleep in on a 
Sunday morning and don’t make it to the service? Or, what about after the Lenten season? So you gave 
this up for Lent to show your sorrow over sin—great! But for forty days of the year? What about the 
other 325? You received ashes today to show guilt over your sin? Great! But what happens when you 
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sin next week? or next month? or this fall? Where will the ashes be then? What will you do to show your 
sincerity then? You see, when you try to make up for your failure in keeping the law by making more 
laws for yourself, you’re setting yourself up for immense failure. That’s how you arrived here in the first 
place! 

But lift up your heads, dear Christians. Wipe your tears of sorrow. Pick yourself up off the ground. Listen 
to the Lord as he speaks through the prophet Joel: “Return to me with all your heart, with fasting and 
weeping and mourning. Rend your heart and not your garments. Return to the Lord your God, for he is 
gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in love, and he relents form sending 
calamity.” (emphasis mine) These are the same words God used with Moses when he called the 
rebellious Israelites back to repentance 600 years earlier. He was dealing with a disobedient people 
even then. These are the words he spoke to the Judeans through Joel. And these are the words he is 
speaking to you, today. 

God is showing you what kind of God he is. He calls himself “gracious.” He loves you, even when you 
don’t deserve it. He calls himself “compassionate.” His heart is warm with mercy and love for sinners. 
Even though we so often provoke him with our sinful lives, he doesn’t let his wrath flame up and 
destroy us because he is “slow to anger.” He is “abounding in love,” totally faithful in keeping his 
covenant promise of a Savior. And even though his law threatens punishment, he gladly turns his 
judgement aside when he sees that his Word has had its intended effect (“he relents from sending 
calamity”). 

There is no need to look to ourselves for help, today. Turn your eyes from yourself and look to your 
Lord. See that he is here with love and mercy. Taste him and see that he has forgiven your sins in the 
Sacrament. Feel the running water over you hands as you are reminded of your baptism. See the mark 
of the cross on your foreheads. Make the sign of the cross over your head and your hearts. Look to the 
cross for strength, for courage, for virtue. Look to Christ for help. 

So where do we go now that we’ve returned? Once again we listen to the Lord through the prophet 
Joel: “Gather the people, consecrate the assembly…Let them say, ‘Spare your people, O Lord.’” Where 
to we go? You’re here…you’re where you need to be. Boldly pray to the Lord. Ask him for forgiveness. 
Plead with him for mercy. And trust that he has given it through his Word and Sacraments.  

So dear Christians, see how far you have strayed from God’s commands. Rend your hearts, not your 
garments. Return to the Lord today. There you will find grace, compassion, love, and patience. In him 
you will find peace of mind and soul. And through him you will receive the greatest reward. In Christ’s 
name, Amen. 

 

Soli Deo Gloria! 
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