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Repentance and Worship 

Joel 2:12-17 
  

Joel 1:1-3, “The word of the Lord came to Joel, son of Pethuel. Hear this, you elders; listen, all who live 

in the land. Has anything like this ever happened in your days or in the days of your forefathers? Tell it 

to your children, and let your children tell it to their children, and their children to the next 

generation.” And what was that word? What were they supposed to hear, to listen to? What were 

they supposed to tell? Well, quite simply, and based on the very first chapter of this prophetic book, 

a catastrophe, unlike anything that generation had seen, was coming, it was impending doom, 

absolute destruction that could not be avoided. There was a warning sent from the Lord to His 

people, telling them that there would be an invasion of locusts, not simply a naturally occurring 

phenomenon, but rather an invasion sent by the Lord Himself, and once this invasion was over… 

there would be nothing left except their own grief, their own sorrow… their joy would be exchanged 

for mourning. This was the Lord’s divine and just punishment for a nation, His very own people, called 

by His own name, because of their unfaithfulness toward Him and their failure in upholding His Law. 

 

As Christians, we often get asked the question, “How can God simply punish His own people like 

that?” Well I think we can safely say that there is in fact nothing simple about what God does or is 

doing. Why do I say this? For me, it comes back to the very character of God. Look at Joel 2:13, “[The 

Lord] is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in love, and He relents from 

sending calamity.” Believe it or not, these words are not merely a well put together argument that 

Joel struggled to formulate over a period of time and through a process of editing finally perfected, 

these words are not merely a fine sounding idea that came to Joel one day while taking a stroll 

through the field and he thought, hmmm… that sounds nice. No! These words are the very self-

characterization of God, quoted from the Book of Exodus. It doesn’t simply end there though, these 

words also appear a number of times throughout the Psalms and other Old Testament books, and 

the principles within this single sentence lay the foundations for the entirety of scripture. This is God 

speaking about Himself… Now again, if that is God speaking about Himself, why would He simply 

punish His own people like that? The question I feel that should rather be asked is why wouldn’t He?  

 

For hundreds of years before this prophetic word and punishment came to be, the nation of Israel 

was warned, “do not look to idols”, “do not worship idols”, “love the Lord and only Him”, “do not be 

like the other nations”, “do not conform to the ways of this world”… this list could go on and on. Now 

when the nation refused to heed God’s warning, what follows is a just punishment. But as always, the 

Lord never simply leaves it there, He never leaves us to try and “figure it out” by ourselves… He offers 

the nation a way out, rather, I would like to use the term a way back to Himself. In simple terms, the 

nation is called to repentance, to rend their hearts and not their garments (Joel 2:13). But what does 

this mean? 

 

Let me ask you this questions, has anyone here been in a situation that really hurt, a situation where 

someone has hurt you, maybe physically or emotionally, and after voicing your feelings to that 

person about what they did, you received the infamous, “I’m sorry” without seeing a changed 

behaviour? Think about how that made you feel. It is probably, at least based on my own 

experience, not a very nice feeling. So why do we sometimes do the same thing with the Lord? 

 

Throughout the scriptures we see these calls for repentance, in Amos, Micah, Isaiah… we see it with 

John the Baptist and at times even with the apostle Paul, where the emphasis is specifically on 

repentance as being the turning away from evil and the turning towards a righteous and holy life. 

Repentance is not simply us speaking to the Lord and telling Him how sorry we are for all the things 

we have done wrong, but then continuing to do them. All those mentioned above are absolutely 

correct in that repentance requires a change of behaviour. But Joel is quite unique when compared 

with the other as we deal with this call to repentance. That is because for Joel, it is not only about 

changing ones behaviour, it is not only about turning away from that one single deed that we do 

that is perceived as being evil…I have seen on a number of occasions where there has been that 

infamous I’m sorry with a changed behaviour but the change is not necessarily good and 
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sometimes, that change is even made for selfish reasons. For Joel, there is a major link between true 

repentance and the correct worship of the Lord. And all this revolves around one phrase in the Book 

of Joel, “Blow the trumpet in Zion” (2:15). 

 

The trumpet, or the shofar, that long curly animal horn, was blown for a number of reasons for 

example, to signal the beginning of the year of Jubilee, the festival of the New Moon or possibly the 

processional going up of the Ark of the Covenant… all of these equating to a very special time of 

worship for the nation of Israel yet one of the most profound and symbolic reasons for the blowing of 

the trumpet is seen in passages like Exodus 19:16, “On the third day there was thunder and lightning, 

with a thick cloud over the mountain, and a very loud trumpet blast.” The trumpet here, and what I 

suggest Joel wants the people to understand is that, it is a sign of the advent of the Lord, a sign to 

show the Lord’s arrival amongst His people. And so the people are called not to say “I’m sorry”, but 

rather, to declare a holy fast, to call a sacred assembly, to consecrate the assembly… all phrases 

and terms to describe acts of authentic worship towards the Lord. Even more so, it is not only one 

single person, it is not one single group of people nor is a single sinful act mentioned in this call but 

rather, everyone from the elders, the children and priests to the most unlikely people, those nursing at 

the breast, the bridegroom and the bride on their ‘wedding night’… every single person is called to 

repentance and correct worship. 

 

Matthew 3:8 says it this way, “Produce fruit in keeping with repentance.” Repentance and worship 

should not and cannot be a place we go to when we feel like we have done something wrong, it is 

not the room we enter into so that we can seek forgiveness, maybe offer up a short little prayer, sing 

a song or two and then leave. Rather, repentance and worship should become a way of life, the 

place where we dwell each and every single day knowing that we can never measure up but that 

through the work of God through His only Son, Jesus Christ, we have been forgiven. And it is because 

of this great work that we respond to Him, wanting at all times to produce fruit in keeping with 

repentance. I heard it once said, “Real repentance is not just being embarrassed that it was caught, 

but takes responsibility with positive and proactive change for the good. There is a transformation 

from haughtiness to humility, judgment to grace, fear to trust and pride to penitence. Fruitful 

repentance fears the Lord and finds rest for its soul as it returns to good standing.” 

 

So I ask you, as I have asked myself many times before this, what does your repentance look like?  
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