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Romans and Ministry 201

"Your Sons and Daughters
Shall Prophesy"

BYDOUG HURLEY

The day of Pentecost must
have been a day of excitement
and wonder for all involved. The
followers of Jesus, once discour-
aged by the death of Jesus, had
seen the risen Lord and were in
Jerusalem waiting to be clothed
with power from on high. It was
Christ himself who had in-
structed them that repentance
and forgiveness of sins would be
preached to all nations beginning
in Jerusalem and that they would
receive the Holy Spirit. As they
waited, the promised Holy Spirit
descended with power upon
them. "Suddenly a sound like the
blowing of a violent wind came
from heaven and filled the whole
house where they were sitting"
(Acts 2:2).1 Jews from every
nation who had come to Jerusa-
lem to celebrate Pentecost gath-
ered around. Amazement seized
each of them as they heard
Galileans speaking in their own
respective languages. Some
wondered what it all meant, and

others made fun of the spectacle,
claiming the disciples were
simply drunk. Surely, it must
have appeared so.

Peter, outspoken among the
disciples, stepped forward to
explain publicly the miraculous
occurrence tha t the Lord, on tha t
first Easter, had said would occur
(Acts 2:14-21). He explained to
his fellow Jews that what they
were witnessing was actually the
fulfillment of Old Testament
prophecy, not drunken carousing.

Fellow Jews and all of you who
live in Jerusalem, let me explain
this to you; listen carefully to
what I say.These men are not
drunk, as you suppose. It's only
nine in the morning! No, this is
what was spoken by the prophet
Joel: "In the last days, God says, I
will pour out my Spirit on all
people. Your sons and daughters
will prophesy, your young men
will see visions, your old men
will dream dreams. Even on my

servants, both men and women, I
will pour out my Spirit in those
days, and they will prophesy ... "
(Acts 2:14b-18)

What exactly did Peter have
in mind by quoting the book of
Joel? How did he view this day,
and how did he see Joel's words
fitting into the occurrences of the
start of the Christian church? Did
Peter suddenly envision an
egalitarian world where men and
women were equal partners in
ministry, specifically in proph-
ecy? Furthermore, toward what
did Joel's prophecy point? In this
examination of Joel 2 and its use
in Acts 2, we seek to gain some
insight into the meaning of God's
pouring out his Spirit upon all
people, both men and women,
who in turn will prophesy.

As noted above, the context
for Peter's quotation of Joel 2 was
the gathering of "God-fearing
Jews from every nation under
heaven" who heard in amaze-
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ment the Galilean disciples
speaking in their own language.'
C. K. Barrett is hesitant to see the
listing of the horne nations of the
Jews as representing the gather-
ing of the Gentiles to Mount
Zion, which would anticipate the
End.' He suggests that 2:39 really
means that the promise is for you
(Palestinian Jews) and for those
who are far off (Diaspora Jews).
Countering this view, Van de Sant
feels that the Jews from the
Diaspora "seem to be central to
this pericope and to act as repre-
sentatives of the world popula-
tion."" The list then represents the
world population that was
potentially present at the day of
Pentecost. Certainly, it would
appear that the multiethnic
crowd serves as a precursor to
Jesus' claim that the apostles'
preaching would begin at Jerusa-
lem but end up going out to all
nations.

Peter began by saying that
Joel had prophesied "in the last
days" God would pour out his
Spirit. Clearly, Peter conveyed a
sense of urgency and fervor in
this Pentecost setting. The New
Testament elsewhere attests to the
early Christian community's
sense that they lived in the final
age, or last days (2 Tim 3:1; Heb
1:2; Jas 5:3). Furthermore, Isaiah
had brought this concept to bear
in a similar situation when he
prophesied that in the last days
all nations would stream to the
mountain of the Lord's temple:
"Many peoples will corne and
say, 'Corne, let us go up to the
mountain of the LORD,to the
house of the God of Jacob. He
will teach us his ways, so that we

The context of Joel
suggests a likening of
the outpouring of the
Spirit to rain that re-

freshes and renews the
land.

may walk in his paths.' The law
will go out from Zion, the word
of the LORDfrom Jerusalem" (Isa
2:2-3). Peter recognized that time
was indeed short as he warned
and pleaded with his listeners to
save themselves from a corrupt
generation (Acts 2:40).

The Outpouring of the Spirit
In the last days, Joel had

prophesied, God was going to
pour out his Spirit on all flesh.
The context of Joel suggests a
likening of the outpouring of the
Spirit to rain that refreshes and
renews the land." God promised
through Joel that after the devas-
tation of the vegetation and the
crops by the terrible plague of
locusts, he would restore what he
had taken away. "Be not afraid, 0
land; be glad and rejoice Be
not afraid, 0wild animals Be
glad, 0 people of Zion, rejoice in
the LORDyour God, for he has
given you the autumn rains in
righteousness" (Joel 2:21-23). The
next section in Joel then begins,
"And afterward, I will pour ou t
my Spirit" (2:28)- providing a
link between the down-pouring
of the rain and the outpouring of
the Spirit. Just as God would
send the rain to renew and
refresh the land, he would in like

manner also send the Spirit."
It is the Spirit of God, target-

ing the beneficiaries, that is
emphasized strongly in Joel 2:28-
29. This can be seen in the chiastic
structure of these two verses,
where "1 will pour out my Spirit"
acts as an indusia:

A I will pour out my Spirit
B On all flesh
C Your sons and

daughters will prophesy (old will
dream, young see visions)

C All the male servants
and the female servants in those
days

B
A

On them
I will pour out my Spirit

Although these verses closely
parallel Ezekiel's message (Ezek
36:26; 39:29), only the Joel pas-
sage stresses that it is the Spirit of
God, not the man or the woman,
that is the source of the prophetic
activity."

The Hebrew r_ah appears in
different contexts and is rendered
with several different words:
wind, which represents an invis-
ible and powerful force (Gen 8:1;
Exod 10:13); breath, which gives'
life and vitality to people (Ps 31:5;
Eccl3:19); and divine power, a
supernatural force by which
people are possessed (Num 24:2;
Judg 3:10). Indeed, the word
carries" a spectrum of meaning
where the different senses merge
into each other.?" Schweizer adds
that God's Spirit is active and
powerful. The Spirit induces
ecstasy (Num 11:25), lifts up and
takes away (1 Kgs 18:12; Ezek
3:14), and grants qualities of
kingship (lsa 11:2).9And of course
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in Joel, the Spirit of God is seen as
"impelling prophets to utter
instruction or warning."lO Con-
cerning the Spirit's ability to
inspire prophetic speech, Micah
proclaims, "But as for me, I am
filled with power, with the Spirit
of the LORD,and with justice and
might, to declare to Jacob his
transgression, to Israel his sin"
(Mic 3:8).

In the New Testament, God's
Spirit is associated with life (1
Cor 15:45), freedom (2 Cor 3:17),
and wisdom (Acts 6:3). Those
who are spiritual (pneumaiikoi) in
Galatians 6 are told to restore the
one caught in sin-meaning that
they have some sort of "righteous
authority" to gently persuade the
erring one. Being filled with the
Spirit in Acts denotes power, zeal,
and authority. In Acts 6:8 Stephen
is "a man full of God's grace and
power"; in 7:55 he is "full of the
Holy Spirit."ll Not only does the
outpouring of the Spirit bestow
upon its recipients power and
boldness, it stands in contrast to
the world (1 Cor 2:12; Eph 2:2; 1
Tim 4:1), to flesh (John 3:6; Rom
8:4; Gal 3:3), and to the written
law (Rom 2:29; 7:6; 2 Cor 3:6).12
Schussler Fiorenza, commenting
on Peter's use of the Joel proph-
ecy, describes the characteristics
of both the Spirit and the believer
in whom the Spirit dwells: "The
new community of believers
living in the 'force field' of the
resurrected Lord is understood
here in prophetic terms as the
messianic community."13 Indeed,
a brief survey of the Bible reveals
a wide variety of people involved
in Spirit-inspired prophetic
activity. The first mention of a

prophet in the Bible is Abraham
(Gen 20:7), and it is Moses who is
credited with being an exemplary
prophet (Deut 34:10-12). Besides
these great patriarchs of Jewish
and Christian faith, Elijah,
Jeremiah, and Isaiah as well as
Nathan, Ezekiel, and Amos stand
at the forefront of Old Testament
prophecy. In the New Testament,
John the Baptist (Matt 11:9) and
Jesus (Matt 14:5; Luke 7:16; John
4:19) are likewise named as
prophets. Women also are found
among the prophets of scripture:
in the Old Testament, Miriam
(Exodus 15; Numbers 12),
Deborah (Judges 4), and Huldah
(2 Kings 22). New Testament
women in prophetic roles include

The Spirit is the great
equalizer, and the
general Christian
community is the

recipient of what God
has poured out on all

flesh.

Anna (Luke 2:36-38), who proph-
esied in the temple concerning
the Christ child; Philip's daugh-
ters (Acts 21:8-9); and, of course,
the women named by Paul in 1
Corinthians 11. Enumerating
these examples of women proph-
ets helps the reader to conclude
that prophecy by women, while
not as common as prophecy by
men, was not considered unusual
by the biblical writers.

The Spirit is the great equal-
izer, and the general Christian

Romans and Ministry 203

community is the recipient of
what God has poured out on all
flesh (Rom 5:5). When Peter and
his fellow apostles were con-
fronted in Acts 5 after having
miraculously escaped from
prison, Peter explained that they
were witnesses to Jesus' death
and resurrection, "and so is the
Holy Spirit, whom God has given
to those who obey him." Paul
says of spiritual" gifts" that even
though there are different mani-
festations, "we were all baptized
by one Spirit into one body-
whether Jews or Greeks, slave or
free - and we were all given the
one Spirit to drink" (1 Cor 12:13).
The New Testament makes it
clear that, as Willimon states, "the
Spirit, once the exotic possession
of a prophetic few, is now offered
to all."14So it would seem that the
Acts 2 passage is stressing the
universality of the outpouring of
God's empowering presence to
humankind in general- even the
Gentiles. Bruce concurs by saying
that the giving of the Spirit is "an
adumbration of the worldwide
Gentile mission."ls Similarly,
Marshall claims that the Spirit is
granted to all kinds of people, not
just prophets, kings, and priests
as in the Old Testarnent.v It
apparently took a while for this
idea to become clear, as later, in
Acts 10, Peter was criticized by
the other apostles for eating with
uncircumcised men. After he
explained that the Holy Spirit
had fallen upon them too, the
brothers praised God, saying, "So
then, God has granted even the
Gentiles repentance unto life"
(Acts 11:18).
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The Setting of Joel
Since the Joel prophecy

stresses the outpouring of God's
Spirit as a universal gift to all, it is
important to understand the
situation about which Joel him-
self was prophesying in an effort
to develop more fully the mean-
ing of the emphasis on sons and
daughters and men and women
servants. Scholars have not come
to any meaningful consensus on
the date of [oel," and the argu-
ments are complex and beyond
the scope of this article. For our
purposes, we will assume that
Joel was written after the Babylon
exile, sometime in the mid-fifth
to fourth century B.C.E. Both Wolff
and Crenshaw, although they cite
different evidence and offer
slightly different reasons, con-
clude that Joel was indeed writ-
ten later and is not a pre exilic or
exilic writing. Among the reasons
cited are the assumption that the
(second) temple is standing in
Joel 2:17 ("LORD'Shouse" in 1:16
and 3:18); the mention of a city
wall in 2:7, 9 (rebuilt by
Nehemiah); and a functioning
cult in 1:9,13; 2:14, 17.18Also,
there is no mention of the king.
Furthermore, Joel directs the
priests to ask God in the temple
to spare his people and not make
them an object of scorn among
the nations (again). After he
commands the blowing of the
trumpet (an alarm for battle or a
call to celebrate, to worship, or to
listen)" in Zion and calls for a
sacred fast, he poses the exilic
question, "Why should the
nations say, 'Where is their
God?'" (Ps 79:10), as if to say, "We
don't want to return to exile; let's

return to our God." According to
Redditt, Joel did not stand at the
middle of the power structure of
Israelite worship. He might have
had some access to the temple
priests, but his message marks
him and his followers as ones on
the periphery of society--outsid-
ers looking in. Joel took issue
with the abandoning of leader-
ship by the priests and elders. "It
was a simple step, then, for Joel's
group to conclude that the cultus
was too narrowly constituted and
to envision a future in which all
sorts of persons might communi-
cate directly with God."20

To summarize, then, we
conclude that Joel was a periph-
eral, postexilic prophet who was
used by God to rattle the people
from complacency in their rela-
tionship with him. He warned of
a terrible plague of locusts-
beyond number - that would
advance" as dawn spreading
across the mountains ... a fire
devours in front of them and after
them a flame scorches." "As a
sound from chariots upon the
tops of the mountains, they dance
as the sound of a flame of fire
consuming stubble as a mighty
people prepared for battle." A
great and terrible day was com-
ing - the day of Yahweh. Wolff
demonstrates how the "Day of
the Lord" is not a certain time
frame, "but rather a definite
event. ... Yahweh is not the one
to whom something happens, but
the one who by his appearance
and acting is in complete control
of the temporal event."21 Ex-
amples of this usage are the "day
of the wrath of Yahweh" (Zeph
1 :15), the" day of the anger of

Yahweh" (Ezek 7:19), and the
"day of Yahweh's vengeance" (Isa
34:8). Joel envisioned a new day
for God's people, a day in which
all would participate in and be
receivers of God's renewing
Spirit, which would fuel proph-
ecy, dreams, and visions - a day
in which anyone calling on the
name of Yahweh would receive
salvation. In Acts 2 Peter speaks
of the day of Yahweh, not as
"great and terrible," but as "great
and glorious." Again, we do not
have a specific time that is being
stressed, but an event in which
no one is in charge but Yahweh-
the outpouring of his Spirit.

We can begin to see a continu-
ity of what God was doing
among the people after they had
returned from exile and what he
was doing on the day of Pente-
cost and in the book of Acts in
general. God might have used
Joel to tell his people, "It's not
enough to just show up" - that is,
just return home after being in
exile. Now that the people were
back in the land, they were
settling in and failing to worship,
failing to give themselves wholly
to Yahweh. Ward claims that "the
clearest and strongest note
sounded in the book of Joel is the
affirmation of worship as the key
to the relationship between Israel
and God."22 God wanted to give
his people a new vision of their
community if they would get
together, repent, and call out to
him. If Joel was indeed a
postexilic, peripheral prophet, it
may be legitimate to liken him
and those who heard his proph-
ecy to the apostles, who were
certainly on the periphery of
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Judaism. Like Joel, they called for
repentance and a return to God
(Joel 2:12-13, 15, 17; Acts 2:37-39;
3:19; 8:22; 26:20); as Joel proph-
esied, they had visions (Acts
9:10-12; 11:5; 12:9; 16:9-10) and
worked wonders (Acts 2:43; 4:30;
5:12; 6:8).

It is easy to see why Peter
chose the Joel 2 passage to ex-
plain to the perplexed crowd the
nature of the Pentecost happen-
ings, as there are similarities in
the way God was reaching out to
his children. Joel proclaimed that
it was coming; Peter proclaimed
that it was here. But what exactly
was the nature of the prophecy,
and toward what did it point?
These are the questions to which
we now turn.

Joel's Eschatological Vision
The idea of the outpouring of

God's Spirit extending to even
the "manservants and maidser-
vants" suggests the all-inclusive-
ness of the people of God (Exod
20:10, 17). Joel's vision certainly
longed for a day when all people
would be partakers of God's
gracious gift and would use that
gift to build up others. When
Moses was told that Eldad and
Medad were prophesying in the
camp and that he should go stop
them, he retorted, "Are you
jealous for my sake? I wish that
all the LORD'Speople were proph-
ets and that the LORDwould put
his Spirit on them!" (Num 11:29).
Moses also longed for a time
when the leaders among the
people would not be just certain
key individuals, but when all
could partake in the ministry of
prophecy. In Joel, "an age is

anticipated in which the Spirit
will endow not just designated
individuals but the entire com-

ity "23mum .
In a leadership crisis with

apathetic people, Joel called upon
everyone to come together,

Joel proclaimed that it
was coming; Peter

proclaimed that it was
here. But what exactly
was the nature of the
prophecy, and toward

what did it point?

repent, and call out to God with
fasting and weeping. "Although
the language about a total assem-
bly is highly rhetorical ... it
accords with the leveling of all
distinctions in society based on
age, gender, or status."24 Everyone
was to be involved in the com-
munal crying out to God (even
the newlyweds! Joel 2:16). When
God saw the entire community
turning toward him, he would
have pity and send grain, new
wine, and oil; trees would bear
fruit as abundant showers fell. In
a similar fashion, Yahweh would
pour out his Spirit on all, "with-
out ethnic or gender restric-
tions."25 This is such a radical,
new idea that Wolff sees an
element of social revolution
involved. "Before the wealth of
such an outpouring, all distinc-
tions of sex and age recede
completely, indeed even the
contrasts of social position. Such
is the future toward which Israel

Romans and Ministry 205

moves."26 Joel proclaimed the
message spoken also through
Ezekiel- that God wanted to
share abundantly his presence
with all Israel: "When I have
brought them back from the
nations and have gathered them
from the countries of their en-
emies, I will show myself holy
through them in the sight of
many nations ... for I will pour
out my Spirit on the house of
Israel, declares the Sovereign
LORD"(Ezek 39:27-29). Ward sees
tha t the main goal of Joel's
eschatological prophecy was to
"herald God's creation of a new
society in the future."27

In conclusion, it would seem
obvious that in Peter's mind the
new society had come. The gift of
the Spirit at Pentecost is "the
beginning of the age of the Spirit
... [and] marks a new period in
the life of the church."28 This is
unquestionably, as Luke stresses
it, the operation of the Spirit that
is guiding, leading, directing, and
prompting throughout Acts (4:8,
31; 8:29, 39; 10:19; 11:12, 28; 13:2,
4; 20:22-23). The people in Acts
seem almost secondary as the
Spirit takes center stage working
wonders, strengthening God's
people, and increasing the size of
the church (9:31). Indeed, Acts is
a picture of Joel's prophecy
fulfilled. At the church's incep-
tion, Peter seized the opportunity
to preach Jesus crucified, raised,
and at the Father's right hand
pouring out the Holy Spirit (2:33).
If the crowd would repent and be
baptized, they too would be
participants in this gift, since the
promise is for "all whom the Lord
our God will call" (2:39). The gift

5

Hurley: "Your Sons and Daughters Shall Prophesy"

Published by Pepperdine Digital Commons, 2000



206 Leaven, Fall 2000

that only a few leaders had
possessed was now going to be
poured out abundantly on all.

Implications
"Where the Church after

Christ believes herself able to
recognize the goal of salvation
history in legalistic piety and in
hierarchical-liturgical activity, she
is therefore in need of the same
awakening as Israel."29 Often the
rebuke and admonishment of the
Old Testament prophets toward
Israel centered on the issues Wolff
mentions. Todays church like-
wise struggles with similar
issues. Christians who "just go to
church," are complacent, or rely
on their ancestry or church
affiliation as their righteousness
before God need once again the
stern warning of God's spokes-
persons. Could it be that such
spokespersons include women as
well as men? When looking at the
texts concerning God's gift of the
Spirit, one cannot help but con-
clude that they do. "The Spirit is
the source of prophetic activity,"30
not a man or a woman. But the
vision expressed by Joel and
fulfilled in Acts is not about
whether a woman can say a
prayer or pass a communion tray.
Too often, we focus on what the
"women's role" is "in church."
Joel provided a much fuller
picture-of a new day when
God's word would come through
many people, not just a handful
of leaders. Men and women who
posses the Spirit in equal measure
are simply vessels of the word of
God. As Paul says in 1 Cor 12:6,
"there are varieties of working,

but it is the same God who
inspires them all in everyone"
(RSV). And again in 12:11 he
states, "All these are the work of
one and the same Spirit." The
church needs men and women
who will "rattle the cages" when
there are people who need to be
called to turn back to God in
repentance. Hopefully, in our day
we will realize Joel's vision of all
God's people prophesying,
dreaming, and receiving direc-
tives from the Lord that can be
passed on in encouragement and
exhortation to brothers and
sisters who will accept them with
eager hearts. As Amos said, "The
lion has roared - who will not
fear? The Sovereign LORDhas
spoken-who can but prophesy?"
(Amos 3:8).

DOUG HURLEY is Director of
Convocation and Student Minis-
tries at Pepperdine University,
Malibu, California.
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