Module Min-S1
Biblical Studies and the Book of Joel
Module Subjects

1. Biblical Studies

2. Biblical Studies for Yourself

3. Biblical Studies to Study and Teach

4. Biblical Studies Resources

5. Understanding Context

6. Teaching in Context

7. Joel

8. Implementing Tools in Joel

9. Shared Teaching
Assignment Topics
If you want to complete the module you need to present a Bible Study on the selected passage from Joel and also write a report on one of the following subjects:

1. What tools are available to help with Biblical studies and which do you find useful?

2. How does studying the Bible differ from daily reading for yourself?

3. In what contexts do you need a deeper understanding of a Biblical passage?

4. How might the context of a passage impact how you read it? Use an example passage.
Week  7. The Book of Joel
As we turn our attention to the book of Joel we are going to use the techniques and tools we discussed to discover it more deeply. We will investigate the context of the book, in terms of historical and literary context and then consider how different theological perspectives might view the book. Next week we will turn our attention to the structure of the book. 

Discussion Q13: What is the context of the book of Joel?
Historical Context
The author of Joel is not widely known aside from the book. He gives only limited information about himself (son of Pethuel 1v1). The history of the book therefore is not specifically defined. Looking through notes and commentaries gives us some idea. They point to some of the aspects of the book that might help date the book. In 3v5 he talks of Judah and Jerusalem, not Israel, so it must be after the kingdom divided. In 3v2 and 3v12 it talks of the valley of Jehosophat, so it must be after the time he was king (circa 875-850BC). It talks of other nations Philistia, Egypt, Sabeans, Greeks and this would date it later than that. In referencing the work of other prophets (such as Isaiah in 3:10) he is dating to after them. 
Joel also references the priests and the temple so it could not be from the time of exile or after the first century AD, since the temple was destroyed in AD70. That gives us a time frame from 800BC to 70AD, not including the exile. In the Dead Sea scrolls they found portions of Joel dating back to 50-100BC so that shortens the date considerably and since it was widely available suggests that it was not recently written. 
To speculate a little we might suggest that because it mentions priests as leaders of Judah (1v9) and not kings, and because it talks of the scattering of Israel (3v2), it should be considered to fall after the return from exile and rebuilding of the temple by Ezra (300-400BC). 
The context is clearly of a nation that has been ravaged because of their rejection of God and this happened a number of times in Israel's history. They were invaded a number of times, causing famine and wide spread destruction as with the locusts. The fact that there is no specific date allows us to relate it to any similar context. It gives us freedom to apply it to any time of failure due to a loss of centrality of the presence of God. 
Literary Context
The book of Joel is a book of prophecy and therefore should be read as such. Differing from a historical book it talks of things that have happened and also things yet to come. We can ask if the things in a prophecy book relate to today. Do the prophecies relate to a specific time in Israel's history or to our time too?
In the case of the book of Joel we are twice lucky. Since the metaphor of the locusts applies to many contexts in Israel's history and the call to repentance and the promise of God's restoration apply to everyone we are not restricted in the context we can consider the prophecies to land. Secondly, in Acts 2 Peter confirms that the promise of Joel is relevant today by quoting it and saying this was now being fulfilled (Acts 2v15-21). Therefore we can claim that the verses and promises of Joel are relevant to us today as long as we are also willing to admit that the lostness of our situation and the call to repentance are also for today. 

Biblical Framework
Each book has a place and a context in terms of your Biblical framework. As you think about what the whole of the Bible is describing and the whole of God's plan where does the book of Joel fit? 

In the process of redemption we can say that Joel points out the problem and the consequences of the problem of sin. We can also see that God has a promise of restoration. Each portion of Joel takes you through a part of the whole plan of God – the fall of man, the curse, repentance, restoration, living Spirit-filled lives and glory. If you were breaking it into parts you might explain this framework as you go. 
Discussion Q14: What might different theologians emphasise in the book of Joel?
Practical, Biblical, Historical and Systematic Positioning
One of the helpful ideas of Theological reflection is to think how different people might approach a question or situation. In reflecting on the book of Joel how might people with different theological backgrounds see the book? What would they emphasise?

Practical Approach
A practical theologian will point out that it is written specifically to people facing incredible difficulties. Whatever the locusts are, physical or metaphorical, they have left the nation of Judah in famine. They might talk of the importance of repentance in overcoming these real life situations (2v12-13). They might look to the promise of God to restore those who have hungered and leave them full (2v26) or that those who have God will overcome their hunger and God will fill their needs. A practical approach also points out that those who were bad to God's people will be punished (3v2), facing judgment and recompense of the kind they inflicted. 
Historical Approach
Those who favour a historical approach might note that the unfolding plan of God also unfolds in the book. There is the failing of man, followed by punishment, followed by the need for repentance, followed by the promise of mercy, the blessing of life with God, the punishment of His enemies and the promise of eternal hope for His people. 
The historical approach might also apply it particularly to Israel at the time after the exile, asking how they were being called to repentance. This would lead to the coming of Jesus shortly after that time as God restored the temple to its central place in their faith. It might look specifically at how the locusts were interpreted by Israel, what their experiences of being invaded were and how God might lead them through. 
Biblical Approach
A Biblical approach will look at how it fits in the Bible. As a book of prophecy we examine the outcomes of prophecies and their relevance today. A Biblical scholar might look to point out the role of Jesus in the restoration, look at God's plan and how the prophecies are fulfilled in later Scripture and in particular compare it with Peter's recalling of it in Acts. It might look at the ideas of invasion (1v6), repentance and mourning (1v8), jealousy of God (2v18) and the day of the LORD (2v31). There would be links between these things in the book of Joel and other Biblical passages. For example, if thinking about the day of the LORD the teacher might note similar pictures and passages in Daniel 9-12, 2 Peter 3 and Revelation. 
A Biblical approach also makes sure that each part stays connected, for example, not talking about the pouring out of the Spirit without mentioning the calamities that go before, the mourning and repentance required of us and the jealousy of God. All of these must happen before the Spirit of the Lord is poured out. 

Systematic Approach
A systematic theologian is looking for the key Biblical themes contained in the passage they are reading. These themes might include enemies invading our land, repentance, God relenting and showing mercy, the pouring out of the Spirit, the future justice of the punishment of God's enemies and the nation of Israel. 
Each of these themes would be investigated separately, worked through and a conclusion presented. Perhaps the themes would be included in a picture of the God of redemption and the restorative nature of the plan of God for His people. 
Practical Application
In each of these cases there is no one correct theme or explanation. You could return to the book many times and find different messages from God. Whatever you teach must lie within the greater picture of God and His plan, but should also come to some practical application. If God's voice is speaking to us now we can hear through His Word what He would have us see and be and do. 
Whatever approach there must be something effective that speaks to you the teacher and allows you to speak to others in turn. It must resonate with you as God speaks to your inspired soul and then can speak through you to others whose hearts are alive. 
