Building God’s House #1
“The Priority of God’s House”
Haggai 1:1-15
Certain dates stand out in the history of our nation. July 4, 1776 is considered the birth date of the United States as the day when the Declaration of Independence was ratified. April 12, 1861 marked the beginning of the Civil War that lasted four years and cost over 620,000 American lives. December 7, 1941 was declared “a date that will live in infamy,” when Japan attacked Pearl Harbor and America entered World War II. More recently, images from September 11, 2001 are forever burned into the memories of those who watched commercial airplanes deliberately flown into the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. All of these dates, it could be argued, are crisis points in our history.

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.

To understand the background of this time, turn to the historical book of Ezra. While the book of Ezra is located near the middle of the Old Testament, he wrote near the end of the Old Testament era. Ezra begins his book with the crucial edict of King Cyrus of Persia in 538 bc:

“The Lord, the God of heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the earth and he has appointed me to build a temple for him at Jerusalem in Judah. Anyone of his people among you--may his God be with him, and let him go up to Jerusalem in Judah and build the temple to the Lord, the God of Israel, the God who is in Jerusalem. And the people of any place where survivors may now be living are to provide him with silver and gold, with goods and livestock, and with freewill offerings for the temple of God in Jerusalem.”

Ezra 2 states that over 42,000 Jewish exiles returned to Judah in response to the king’s edict. While their names aren’t in the official lists, the prophets Haggai and Zechariah were probably among the nearly 50,000 Jewish exiles who left Babylon for Judah in 537 bc, encouraged by the edict of King Cyrus.
 They brought about 1,100 pounds of gold and three tons of silver with them. They had quite a beginning in the rebuilding of the Temple!

According to Ezra 3, the people first rebuilt the altar on which they offered their sacrifices, and then they began to rebuild the Temple itself.
 Trouble soon followed, though, and it didn’t take long for zeal to cool and God’s people to grow apathetic.

In chapter four, Ezra describes the tactics of the enemies of the Jewish exiles—the Samaritans. They tried to infiltrate the ranks and become part of the body, but the leadership discerned their intentions and forbade them. But this did not dissuade them from trying to stop the progress on the Temple.

Their true colors appear in verses four and five of that chapter:

Then the peoples around them set out to discourage the people of Judah and make them afraid to go on building. They hired counselors to work against them and frustrate their plans during the entire reign of Cyrus king of Persia and down to the reign of Darius king of Persia.

The remainder of chapter four details these efforts that successfully halted the work. Verse 24 concludes, “Thus the work on the house of God in Jerusalem came to a standstill until the second year of the reign of Darius king of Persia.” From roughly 535 until 520 bc, no work was done on the Temple. For sixteen years, it sat unfinished.

One scholar writes of this critical juncture, “Unless a man of vision and determination can intervene in time there is no hope of recovery.”
 In fact, God raised up two. At this point Ezra introduces Haggai the prophet in chapter five, and speaks of his ministry, “Now Haggai the prophet and Zechariah the prophet, a descendant of Iddo, prophesied to the Jews in Judah and Jerusalem in the name of the God of Israel, who was over them.” These two prophets each have an Old Testament book bearing his name. Haggai’s book is the second shortest in the Old Testament—only Obadiah is shorter—and consists of four messages he gave over a period of five months in the year 520 bc.

Based on Haggai 2:3, Haggai may have witnessed the destruction of Solomon’s temple. If so, he must have been in his early 70s during his ministry.
 He was an older man looking back on the glories of his nation, a prophet imbued with a passionate desire to see his people rise up from the ashes of exile and reclaim their rightful place as God’s light to the nations.
 (Zechariah, on the other hand, is described as a “young man.”)
There’s an old saying that goes, “A prophet is called to comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable.”
 We like to be comforted or complimented; we don’t like so much to be challenged—let alone afflicted! Being challenged can make us feel uncomfortable, and many don’t want to feel that way. Hence some preachers only preach messages to comfort—which is a good thing in itself—but when people become too comfortable, they need to be challenged.
Haggai was not afraid to challenge his listeners. Yet he was quite different from his fellow prophets. His complaints against the nation of Judah did not focus on the usual flagrant sins of idolatry, unrighteousness, and injustice; instead, his concerns were over his people’s apathy in their worship and service of God. He called his people to reexamine their priorities. His message concerned the interior of the person and the heart of the matters raised; external issues were merely symptoms of the deeper problem that must be addressed if any change was to come in those external issues.

Haggai’s first message and the people’s response are recorded in Haggai 1. There is a threefold movement in the message: first, a challenge, appealing to the mind; second, a call to consideration, appealing to the heart; and third, a command, appealing to the will.

 The book opens with Haggai 1:1, “In the second year of King Darius, on the first day of the sixth month, the word of the LORD came through the prophet Haggai to Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel, governor of Judah, and to Joshua son of Jehozadak, the high priest…” Haggai is very precise in dating his messages, much more so than any other Old Testament prophet. In our way of reckoning, Haggai delivered this first message on August 29, 520 bc.
 In that climate, this would have been the end of the grape, fig, and pomegranate harvests and, with no refrigeration, the end of the summer fruits.
 Furthermore, the sixth month was called Elul, and it followed the month of Ab, the very time that Nebuchadnezzar captured Jerusalem and leveled Solomon’s Temple. Perhaps the mourning for bygone Temple glories spurred Haggai to present his challenge at this time.

At any rate, the emphasis of his first challenge to the people was the priority of God’s house. He outlines the problem experienced by the people, the priority expected by God, and the promise of God explained.

The Problem Experienced

First Haggai addresses the problem experienced. When Haggai began this ministry, the returned exiles were facing some real difficulties. These are mentioned in Haggai 1:9-11,

“You expected much, but see, it turned out to be little. What you brought home, I blew away… Therefore, because of you the heavens have withheld their dew and the earth its crops. I called for a drought on the fields and the mountains, on the grain, the new wine, the oil and whatever the ground produces, on men and cattle, and on the labor of your hands.”

The people were lacking in the necessities of life. There was a drought in the land, and the basic elements of their agricultural economy were in short supply. Given the time of year, a time that should have been spent harvesting the summer fruits, such a shortage would have been keenly felt.

But there is another, more indicative problem described in verses 5-6,

Now this is what the sovereign Lord 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.”

More than a lack of necessities, the exiles were not satisfied with what they did have! Notice Haggai states that they have food and drink, clothes and wages, but they are 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 a drought literally, many more are suffering from this lack of satisfaction and fulfillment with what they have.

A few centuries before Haggai’s day, King Solomon wrote in his book of Ecclesiastes how this lack of satisfaction can occur when there is plenty of opportunity for wealth and pleasure. He writes in chapter two, verses 10-11,

I denied myself nothing that my eyes desired; I refused my heart no pleasure. My heart took delight in all my work, and this was the reward for all my labor. Yet when I surveyed all that I had done, and what I toiled to achieve, everything was meaningless, a chasing after the wind; nothing was gained under the sun.

The problem experienced by the people was a lack of necessities and a dissatisfaction with what they did have. Haggai began verse five with the phrase, “Give careful thought to your ways.” In other words, he says, “Think about this!” He is getting the people to ask the question of God, “Why are we not experiencing the best from God?”

God answers by asking the same question of them.

The Priority Expected

In asking the question “Why?” with regard to the problem experienced by the people, we are given a clue in the words of the Lord as recorded in verse 9-10. The Lord says, “What you brought home, I blew away,” taking personal responsibility for the severe conditions. Later He says, “Because of you the heavens have withheld their dew…” Something in the relationship between God and His people was causing these problems to occur. That is identified in verse 9, “Because of my house, which remains a ruin, while each of you is busy with his own house.”
The problem is priorities, and the Lord is asking the people, “Why am I not seeing your best efforts for me?” This situation is described in more detail in verses 2-4 of chapter one,

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 [the Temple] remains a ruin?”

The people were building beautiful, lavish houses for themselves, but were unwilling to do anything for the house of God. Why? They claimed that it was not the right time. In our terminology, “It’s not God’s will.” It is never God’s will that we neglect His work and worship—never! We must give the Lord priority over our own personal pleasures.

The bottom line with these Jews was they were making excuses. How quick we mortals are to find excuses and to blame God when we have not done His work, though we are at fault. Often our excuses are mere pretexts for our laziness and our selfish reinvestment of time on our own projects.

“Show me your checkbook,” challenges David Hubbard, “and I’ll tell you something about your faith.”
 Nothing announces our priorities more than the way we open our wallets and checkbooks. If we are truly interested in building God’s house, it will be given priority. 

Unfortunately, many times “we feel that if we can get our circumstances under control, then, whatever we have left over, we can devote to the Lord.”
 But God is not pleased with leftovers! I am convinced this is the underlying theme in the story of Cain and Abel. Genesis 4:3-5 records,

After some time, Cain brought some of his harvest and gave it as an offering to the Lord. Then Abel brought the first lamb born to one of his sheep, killed it, and gave the best parts of it as an offering. The Lord was pleased with Abel and his offering, but he rejected Cain and his offering. Cain became furious, and he scowled in anger. [gnb]
Some preachers say that God rejected Cain’s offering because it was food while Abel’s was a blood sacrifice. I disagree, for God did accept—even commanded—food offerings to be given. The problem was the quality: Cain gave “some,” while Abel gave “the best.”

At the end of the Old Testament, God had a similar complaint against His people. Malachi 1:6-8 says, 

“A son honors his father, and a servant his master. If I am a master, where is the respect due me?” says the Lord Almighty. “It is you, O priests, who despise my name.”

“But you ask, ‘How have we despised your name?’“

“You place defiled food on my altar… When you bring blind animals for sacrifice, is that not wrong? When you sacrifice crippled and diseased animals, is that not wrong?”

Blind, crippled, and diseased animals were not truly sacrifices. By not giving the Lord their best, they were showing a lack of respect toward Him. They were leftovers after they had fed their families and paid their tribute. 

The same might be said about the way we give of our money, or time, or energies. Do we wait until we have paid everyone else, pleased ourselves, and then give to the Lord’s work? Is that sacrifice? Do we find that we are too tired or too busy for working for the Lord because we are devoting all of our time to ourselves first? Is that commitment to the Lord?

God does not want all of our money, time, and efforts. But He does want—He demands—that we give Him priority in these areas. If we do call Him “Lord,” then it should be reflected in what we do with what we have.

The Promise Explained

Haggai’s first message did not fall upon deaf ears. We read in verse 12 of chapter one, 

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.

There was a revival, which began by repentance from their sinful attitudes and actions and led to obedience to the command of the Lord. We must put God’s work first if we expect God’s blessing.
 The Bible promises in Proverbs 3:9-10, “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 [essentials of life] will be added unto you.” 

When we do this, we are given a promise by the Lord. Haggai preaches perhaps the shortest sermon ever in verse 12: “I am with you,” declares the Lord. When we are serious about building God’s house, He promises to be with us every step of the way. Even as God promised Joshua, “Never will I leave you or forsake you,” we can be assured of His presence with us as we do His work.

And when we give God our best, we will find that God will give what is best for us. Jumping ahead to verse 19 of chapter two, “From this day on I will bless you.”
Building God’s house calls for commitment and sacrifice. We must give God priority in our time, our energies, and our financial resources if we are to see the Lord honored in our local church.

Perhaps we should heed the advice of Haggai: “Give careful thought to your ways.” Are we suffering from a lack of satisfaction with what the Lord has given us? Perhaps we are even lacking the very things we need. Could it be that we are not honoring the Lord by what we are devoting to Him? Is He the top priority in our lives? Are we giving our best for Him? If not, then we are not receiving His best for us.

But the choice is ours. We can take the easy, comfortable route, and His house will never be established. Or we can take the route of commitment and sacrifice, and we will see the Lord’s presence and power as He builds His church in this community.
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