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Above: Shofar
trumpet made of
ibex horn. Joel
warned, “Blow
the horn in Zion;
sound the alarm
on My holy moun-

tain! Let all the
residents of the
land tremble, for
the Day of the
LORD is coming;
in fact, it is near
(2:1, HCSB).

Amos—The first prophet to employ the phrase
“the Day of the Lord” was Amos (ca. 760753 B.C.). We have no reason to believe,
however, that he originated the expression.3
The prophet Amos spoke when Israel was
enjoying security from outside enemies
and was prosperous, far removed from
any expectation of judgment from their
God. Amos delivered his messages against
a background of a self-complacent pride on
the part of the people that expected God’s
support in spite of their actions. However,
Amos turned this belief upside down when
he said, “Woe to you who long for the day of
the Lord! Why do you long for the day of the
Lord? That day will be darkness, not light”
(Amos 5:18).4
Amos’s message was unprecedented and ran
counter to all that Israel had expected; God’s judgment would not only befall the heathen nations
(that is, Israel’s enemies) as expected but would also
include the disobedient within the nation of Israel
itself. Amos’s proclamation put an end to the optimistic,
uncritical religious concept of blessings founded on the
naïve ritualistic understanding of the covenant relationship
between Yahweh and the people of Israel.
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The Day of the Lord—Preexilic Concepts
The specific phrase “the Day of the Lord” (Hebrew,
yom yhwh) occurs rarely in the Old Testament
(only 15 times), These occurrences are found
only in the prophetic literature.2

Zephaniah—Continuing the prophetic heritage of Amos,
the seventh-century prophet Zephaniah (ca. 640-609
B.C.) also spoke of the Day of the Lord as being one of
judgment and destruction: “That day will be a day of
wrath, a day of distress and anguish, a day of trouble and
ruin, a day of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and
blackness” (Zeph. 1:15). However, Zephaniah’s prophecy
goes beyond Amos’s by proclaiming God’s judgment to be

universal: “In the fire of his jealousy the whole world will
be consumed, for he will make a sudden end of all who
live in the earth” (v. 18). Zephaniah began his declaration
of the Day of the Lord with a broad, universal perspective
(vv. 1-3), then focused on an application to the nation
of Judah (vv. 4-13), and finally returned to the universal
nature of the day (vv. 14-18).5
Joel—The Book of Joel presents the Day of the Lord as one
of doom and judgment brought about through forces of a
mighty army and cosmic phenomena: “Blow the trumpet
in Zion; sound the alarm on my holy hill. Let all who live
in the land tremble, for the day of the Lord is coming.
It is close at hand—a day of darkness and gloom, a day
of clouds and blackness. Like dawn spreading across the
mountains a large and mighty army comes, such as never
was of old nor ever will be in ages to come” (Joel 2:1-2); “I
will show wonders in the heavens and on the earth, blood
and fire and billows of smoke. The sun will be turned
to darkness and the moon to blood before the coming
of the great and dreadful day of the Lord” (vv. 30-31);
“Multitudes, multitudes in the valley of decision! For the
day of the Lord is near in the valley of decision. The sun
and moon will be darkened, and the stars no longer shine”
(3:14-15).6 Joel’s entire prophecy seems to be “a description of the various phases of the Day’s terrors; earthquake,
famine, eclipse are the manifestations of Jehovah’s wrath.”7
In describing to Judah the Day of the Lord, Joel combined
a near and narrow application with a wider perspective
relating to the nations.8
Contrary to the popular concept of the Day of the Lord
being a day of blessings for Israel and judgment on the
heathen nations, the prophetic proclamation was that this
Day would be “the decreed, dark, dreadful, destructive,
and dangerous day”9 for all of the Lord’s enemies, heathen
and Hebrew alike. The Day was told to be coming in the
near future when God would intervene directly in human
affairs and would make His rule over all the nations fully
effective, bringing victory and blessings to the righteous
and faithful and condemnation and punishment to the
wicked and unfaithful.10
The Day of the Lord—Postexilic Presentations
Striving to correct a misguided understanding of the Day
of the Lord, the preexilic prophets concentrated on the
theme of judgment. However, in the early exilic period
the oppressed people of Israel (that is, those in Babylonian
captivity) needed words of encouragement and hope.
The prophets, therefore, offered words concerning the
promises of the blessings of the Day of the Lord and the
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N THE EARLY HISTORY OF ISRAEL, God manifested Himself as a warrior who fought on behalf of
His people. The deliverance, protection, and provision the people of Israel experienced during the exodus,
the wilderness journey, the conquest of the land of Canaan,
and the period of the judges were vital components in
shaping Israel’s heritage and theology. Out of these historical traditions arose Israel’s popular concept of the Day of
the Lord: a time in which God would personally manifest
Himself in battle and would lead the nation of Israel to an
overwhelming victory over all its enemies.1 This concept
was in perfect harmony with Israel’s view that because the
nation was in covenant relationship with Yahweh, its destiny was secure and great future blessings awaited them.

ETB: The Books of Joel and Obadiah;
Zephaniah 1; 2; Zechariah 14
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Left: Vistas of
Edomite territory.
In pronouncing
God’s judgment against
the Edomites,
Obadiah said,
“For the Day of
the LORD is near,
against all the
nations. As you
have done, so it
will be done
to you; what
you deserve
will return on
your own head”
(v. 15, HCSB).
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restoration of the people and their city. An example is
in Jeremiah 31:17: “ ‘So there is hope for your future,’
declares the Lord. ‘Your children will return to their
own land.’ ” When the postexilic prophets delivered
messages concerning the Day of the Lord, they presented Israel’s judgment as having passed, its iniquity
pardoned, and its sins purged.
The prophet Zechariah was the first postexilic prophet to speak explicitly of the Day of the Lord (14:1). Since
both the Assyrian and Babylonian judgments on the
Hebrew nation had passed, Zechariah’s prophecy seems
to have been directed to far future expectations:
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A day of the Lord is coming when your plunder
will be divided among you. I will gather all the
nations to Jerusalem to fight against it; the city
will be captured, . . . Half of the city will go into
exile, but the rest of the people will not be taken
from the city. Then the Lord will go out and fight
against those nations, as he fights in the day of battle. 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, . . . On that day there will be no light,
no cold or frost. It will be a unique day, without
daytime or nighttime—a day known to the Lord.
When evening comes, there will be light. On that
day living water will flow out from Jerusalem, . . .
The Lord will be king over the whole earth. On
that day there will be one Lord, and his name the
only name (Zech. 14:1-9).

Lower right: The
triumphal arch
of the Roman
emperor Galerius
sits astride the
Egnatian Way
in the center of
Thessalonica. Paul
warned Christians
in Thessalonica
that the Day of
the Lord would
come “like a thief
in the night”
(1 Thess. 5:2).

As had Zechariah’s, Malachi’s message mainly stressed
that the Lord would bring blessings and victory to Israel
and punishment to her enemies (Mal. 4:1-6). These
proclamations gave rise to a new doctrine: the golden
age of peace and the rule of the Lord. The common
belief was that judgment had served as the prelude to the
new messianic age, for through this purging, a righteous
community would emerge, forming the nucleus of the
messianic kingdom.
Although the preexilic popular understanding of the
Day of the Lord and the postexilic one appear to be similar,
the primary difference between the two is rooted in Israel’s
understanding of its covenant relationship to the Lord. The
former view was a result of a covenant affiliation that had
deteriorated into nothing more than pure ritualism. The
later concept was more ethical; it emphasized relationship,
attitude, and actions, not simply ritualistic functions.
Characteristics of the Day of the Lord
The Old Testament’s prophetic literature presents four basic
characteristics of the Day of the Lord: judgment (the most
dominant one), close in proximity, supernatural or cosmic
intervention, and universality.11 Judgment: throughout
the prophetic passages that specifically mention the Day
of the Lord, God is cast in the role of judge and punisher.12 Amos saw God’s punishment on Israel in the form of
the coming of the Assyrians. Similarly, Zephaniah viewed
this day in connection with the destruction of Jerusalem
by the Babylonians. Close in proximity: no doubt the
prophets viewed the Day of the Lord as imminent. On at
least eight occasions the prophets used the phrase “the day
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enemies. However, the general Hebrew population made
a critical theological mistake—they failed to make the
ethical association between their covenant responsibilities and God’s covenant obligations. After the prophets
made this connection clear, and once the theological
corrections were made, the Israelites could once again
look forward to the Day of the Lord being one of restoration and blessings. Christians across the world, likewise, would do well to hear the voices of the prophets
and to redefine the expectations of the coming of the
great Day of the Lord, the return of Christ, in light of
Christian ethical obligations.
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of the Lord is near.”13 Supernatural or cosmic intervention: this great day would be in association with abnormal
cosmic phenomena, such as the sun and moon darkening,
the earth quaking, the contours of the earth changing, and
complete devastation.14 Universality: all those living will
experience this day; none will escape. This Day, however,
will usher in a better world, where God rules over the
righteous remnant.
In the recorded history of the Old Testament, God
revealed Himself in many forms and used many agents
to carry out judgment on evildoers and to bring blessings
to His people. These times of retribution and reward can
correctly be referred to as “days of the Lord.” Examples
include the Israelite exodus from Egypt, the conquest of
the land of Canaan, the fall of Samaria, and the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple. These were points in
time when God fought on behalf of His people, bringing
deliverance and blessings, and punished His enemies,
both heathen and Hebrew.
The experiences that emphasized Israel’s victories
brought about a belief that at a particular point in time
God would give Israel a decisive victory over all its

Left: The
back side of
Frank’s casket
(named after
Sir Augustine
Franks) depicts
the destruction
of Jerusalem in
A.D. 70. The box,
made of whale
bone, was made
in the 8th century A.D. Some
early believers interpreted
Titus’s conquering
Jerusalem as the
Day of the Lord.
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