Revive Us Again #9

“It Is Time to Renew the Work”

Haggai 1
The word “crisis” or “critical” is a common word in our vocabulary. The word “crisis” implies a time of intense difficulty, trouble, or danger. A crisis can be medical, financial, political, emotional, psychological, or spiritual. Wikipedia defines the word, “A crisis is any event that is going (or is expected) to lead to an unstable and dangerous situation affecting an individual, group, community, or whole society.”
 History is marked by various crises that shape the future of a culture or civilization.

As we turn to our text this morning in Haggai 1, we see that this was a crisis as well. Scholar Joyce Baldwin writes,

The year 520 bc was one of crisis for Jerusalem. It was not the kind of crisis obvious to all, as when a threat of invasion shocks a whole population into action, but the dangerous state of moral paralysis that accepts as normal conditions that demand drastic changes.

How did we get there? Following the revival under Josiah, God’s people had drifted back into sin, developing the seeds of wickedness planted during the reign of Manasseh. Thus it became necessary for them to learn through adversity what they had refused to learn by responding to the Word of God. Accordingly, Judah spent seventy years in captivity in Babylon, away from their beloved land. Mercifully God had once more intervened by putting it into the heart of the pagan king Cyrus to release the people if they so wished and to aid them in reestablishing their place of worship. 

And so it was that in 538 b.c. the decree was signed and a small band of less than fifty thousand persons returned to Jerusalem after seventy years of captivity. (Some estimate that this represented less than one out of every six Jews in Babylon.) Even more discouraging, this tiny group returned with very little evidence of a genuine spiritual work in their hearts. It is true that they immediately began construction on the Temple by laying its foundations in the second month after their arrival, but discouragement quickly set in, and the work ground to a halt. Disillusionment had set in after the first exhilarating sense of adventure had passed. During the next sixteen years, not an ounce of energy was expended on this project, and the people were content to let the matter drop. 

At this time God sent two prophets, Haggai and Zechariah, to rekindle the vision and hearts of the people. The prophet Habakkuk had once prayed, “In the midst of the years, renew your work, O Lord” (Hab. 3:2). The Lord was about to do just that by means of His two messengers. Haggai in particular challenged God’s people to face up to the spiritual crisis they faced.
 It was time to renew the work of the Lord.
We don’t know a lot about Haggai himself. He does not list his ancestry, nor do we hear anything about him after his brief ministry concluded. Haggai 2:3 seems to indicate that the prophet had seen Jerusalem before the destruction of the Temple in 586 bc, meaning that he was at least seventy years old by the time he delivered his messages. He was probably an older man looking back on the glories of his nation, a prophet with a passionate desire to see his people rise up from the ashes of exile and reclaim their place as God’s light to the nations.

In his first message, Haggai issues a challenge to their complacency, appealing to the mind; then a consideration of their circumstances, appealing to the heart; and finally a command to the completion, appealing to the will.

A Challenge to Their Complacency

First we see a challenge to their complacency in verses 2-4,

This is what the Lord Almighty says: “These people say, ‘The time has not yet come for the Lord’s house to be built.’” Then the word of the Lord came through the prophet Haggai: “Is it a time for you yourselves to be living in your paneled houses, while this house remains a ruin?”
In his challenge we see a contrast between the mind of man and the mind of God.
 Lest the people think they were sampling some prophet’s uninspired opinion, Haggai identifies the message as the word of the Lord. The entire book is punctuated with “thus says the Lord,” for the prophet is merely the instrument through whom the Lord speaks.

Haggai refers to God as “the Lord Almighty,” or “the Lord of hosts.” This title for God occurs nearly 300 times in the Old Testament, predominantly in the prophetic books (247 times), and is particularly frequent in Haggai (14 times), Zechariah (53 times) and Malachi (24 times). The Hebrew translated “hosts” has the primary meaning “army,” and in a few contexts the Lord is spoken of as God of Israel’s armies (1 Sam. 17:45; Psa. 24:7–10). Yet there are many passages on the subject of the Lord’s help in war where this title does not occur (Deut. 1:30; 7:18, 19). We may conclude, the One in whose name the prophets spoke was Lord of all powers, seen and unseen, in the universe and in heaven.

Note that the Lord refers to the nation as “these people” rather than “My people,” because of their persistent sin. Jeremiah also uses “this people” in Jeremiah 14:10-11 in a similar way.

The message itself was simple and direct. It was what the Lord Almighty had observed: “These people say, ‘The time has not yet come for the Lord’s house to be built.’” They probably reasoned that they were in a period of economic depression or inflation, and that these things just took time.

But to the one who wants to do what is right, the time is always right. It is we who are ingenious when it comes to inventing excuses or hiding behind our failures to respond to the Word of God.
 Billy Sunday called an excuse “the skin of a reason stuffed with a lie,” and Benjamin Franklin wrote, “I never knew a man who was good at making excuses who was good at anything else.”

Essentially the excuse amounted to procrastination. When a more convenient time came, they would consider resuming the task, but not now.
 But the people were not completely inactive, though. Haggai challenges the people in verse four, “Is it a time for you yourselves to be living in your paneled houses, while this house remains a ruin?” He challenges their priorities. The pronoun you is repeated in the Hebrew, adding emphasis: “Is it a time for you, you I say, to dwell in your roofed-in houses?” What worth did they set on their God when they left his temple in ruins?

The point was not that nice homes are a mark of wickedness or that believers would be better served by rejecting all material things. But there is the issue of priorities. We must put God’s work ahead of our work.
 The Jews had thoughtlessly placed their own interests before the Lord’s interests, looking after their own safety and security without giving consideration to the status of God’s house.

Not only were the people able to build houses, but they were paneled ones at that. Paneling connoted luxury and is in fact usually associated with royal dwellings, such as the palace built by Solomon. These homes were paneled with cedar, and, although the specific wood is not mentioned in Haggai, it might have been the famed cedar of Lebanon that is intended. We are told in Ezra 3:7 that Zerubbabel and Joshua purchased cedars from Lebanon for the Temple upon their return from exile. Could it be that the construction delay on the Temple had tempted the Jews to use the valuable cedar on their own homes rather than letting it go to waste?

It was a problem with priorities. We can all act misguidedly at times. Even the church, who should be salt and light to the world, can confuse her priorities and put second things first.
 Proverbs 3:9-10 states, “Honor the Lord with your wealth, with the firstfruits of all your crops; then your barns will be filled to overflowing, and your vats will brim over with new wine.” How close this comes to Matthew 6:33, “Seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things will be added unto you.”
When we put God first and give Him what’s rightfully His, we open the door to spiritual enrichment and the kind of stewardship that honors the Lord.
 In other words, put God’s work first if you expect God’s blessing.

The reverse is also true. When we fail to put God first and give Him what’s rightfully His, we will not experience His blessing in our lives. 

A Consideration of Their Circumstances

This leads to Haggai’s second thought, a consideration of their circumstances in verses 5-6,

Now this is what the Lord Almighty says: “Give careful thought to your ways. You have planted much, but have harvested little. You eat, but never have enough. You drink, but never have your fill. You put on clothes, but are not warm. You earn wages, only to put them in a purse with holes in it.” 

The niv renders the first phrase, “Give careful thought to your ways,” leading us to conclude this is an appeal to the mind. Yet the Hebrew gives the thought expressed in Young’s Literal Translation, “Set your heart on your ways,” appealing to more than just the intellect.
 Yes, think about it, but think about how it feels. Reflection on events in the light of God’s Word is indispensable if we are to know the meaning of His work of our everyday affairs.

In these verses it is clear that the people were lacking in the necessities of life. In verse 11, Haggai named the basic products that the people needed to survive: water, grain, wine, and oil.
 There was a drought, and the basic elements of their agricultural economy were in short supply.

More than a lack of necessities, though, the exiles were not satisfied with what they did have! Notice Haggai stated that they had food and drink, clothes and wages, but never enough. It is reminiscent of the 1960’s song, “I Can’t Get No Satisfaction.” And while some in our society today might feel the effects of poverty literally, many more are suffering from this lack of satisfaction and fulfillment with what they have. In the words of another song, they have “more than they need, but less than they want.”

Why was this happening? They were neglecting the Lord and His work. When we leave God out of the picture, this is sure to happen. Solomon was the wealthiest man in the world, yet he wrote in Ecclesiastes, “Meaningless! Meaningless! Everything is meaningless!” Imagine winning the lottery of hundreds of millions of dollars, yet ending up bankrupt and miserable. It has happened to many people in our culture.

David Allen Hubbard writes, “Show me your checkbook, and I’ll tell you something about your faith…. Nothing announces our priorities more sharply than the way we open our wallets and checkbooks.”
 Local churches can’t expand their budgets because the money isn’t there, and yet many church members don’t believe God’s Word and put Him first in their giving. Measured by Third World standards, Christians in the Western world are living in luxury, yet their giving is low and their debts are high because their wealth is being used for things that really don’t matter.

I’m not suggesting that tithing will make you rich. I am saying that when you put God and His work where they should be, you will find great satisfaction with whatever you have. And that’s something money simply can’t buy!

A Command to the Completion

The final thing in this first message is a command to the completion of the work, appealing to the wills of the people.
 Verse eight reads, “‘Go up into the mountains and bring down timber and build the house, so that I may take pleasure in it and be honored,’ says the Lord.” It was a call to action.

At the beginning of this message I gave a definition of the word “crisis.” We tend to think of a crisis as “a time of danger.” But there is more to the term than that. Our English word comes from the Greek krisis, meaning, “decision,” which comes from the root krinein, meaning, “decide.” Therefore we can define “crisis” as “a time when a difficult or important decision must be made.” In fact, in a crisis “an immediate decision is necessary to stop the further disintegration of the system.”
 More than a time of danger a crisis is a time of decision. This is why Haggai ends with an appeal to the will.
When God speaks to us by His Word, there’s only one acceptable response, and that’s obedience. We don’t weigh the options, we don’t examine the alternatives, and we don’t negotiate the terms. We simply do what God tells us to do and leave the rest with Him. “Faith is not believing in spite of evidence,” said the British preacher Geoffrey Studdert-Kennedy; “it’s obeying in spite of consequence.”

That is what we see in verse 12:

Then Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel, Joshua son of Jehozadak, the high priest, and the whole remnant of the people obeyed the voice of the Lord their God and the message of the prophet Haggai, because the Lord their God had sent him. And the people feared the Lord. 

The people listened and obeyed. And notice how it is worded: they obeyed the voice of the Lord their God. Though the impact of Haggai’s sermon was such that a unanimous decision was taken to resume work on the temple, he took none of the credit. It was the Lord’s doing.
 We read the results of this in verses 13-15,

Then Haggai, the Lord’s messenger, gave this message of the Lord to the people: “I am with you,” declares the Lord. So the Lord stirred up the spirit of Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel, governor of Judah, and the spirit of Joshua son of Jehozadak, the high priest, and the spirit of the whole remnant of the people. They came and began to work on the house of the Lord Almighty, their God, on the twenty-fourth day of the sixth month in the second year of King Darius.
The Hebrew for “stirred up the spirit” is translated “moved (the) heart” in Ezra 1:5, where God stirred up many of these same people to return home and rebuild the temple.
 A revival broke out—not only an intellectual or emotional response to a sermon but an active obedience to put God’s Word into practice. It was time to renew the work.

Haggai’s encouragement to rebuild the Temple in the face of the people’s neglect brings to mind the apostle Paul’s description of Christians in 1 Corinthians 3:9-17 as the temple of God and the exhortation to thus build our lives on the foundation of Jesus Christ. Are we building a life that reflects our status as a dwelling place of the Holy Spirit, leaving a legacy that will stand the test of time?

The church today can learn a lesson from the Jewish remnant of Haggai’s day. Too often we make excuses when we ought to be making confessions and obeying the Lord. We say, “It’s not time for an evangelistic crusade,” “It’s not time for the Spirit to bring revival,” “It’s not time to expand the ministry.” We act as though we fully understand “the times and the seasons” that God has ordained for His people, but we really don’t understand them.

Any interpretation of the Bible that limits God and encourages His people to be lazy instead of busy in ministry is a false interpretation and must be abandoned. If the Lord is to be pleased with us and glorified before an unbelieving world, we must hear His Word, believe it, and act upon it, no matter what the circumstances may be. After all, God is with us, and “If God is for us, who can be against us?” (Rom. 8:31)

It is abundantly clear that we must stop giving to God the leftover scraps of our time and energy. It will do no good to pretend that life has dealt us a blow and therefore we cannot do otherwise than what we are doing now. For those who long to fight inflation, blight, crop failure, shrinking monetary values, and spiritual depression around the world, this text urges us to repent and turn back to the Lord and set our priorities straight. We must stop pretending we are too poor or that the time is not quite right, for in that day our possessions will become tongues that will wag and tell on us. Now is the right time and now is the right moment to call out to God, regardless of how wretched our situation may be. It is time to renew the work of the Lord.

For those who will respond, the stirring of God will lead to a whole new work of His grace in their lives. May that work of God come in our lives, and may the life of our church, our community, and our church be renewed once again.
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