Building God’s House #3

“The Purity of God’s House”

Haggai 2:10-19
Rules are important in nearly every aspect of our lives. There are natural laws—gravity, for example—that must be taken into consideration because they will hold true. To cook an unfamiliar meal without following the recipe could be disastrous. Every game has rules, from team sports to table games. Without these guidelines, the game could not be played. How many have heard the phrase, “When all else fails, follow the directions”?

The same principle also applies to spiritual reality. There are basic rules that do not change, and we are wise to acknowledge them and live accordingly. To find such spiritual principles, we look into God’s Word, the Bible.

For the past two studies, we have considered the theme “Building God’s House” from the book of Haggai. The Jewish exiles that had returned to Jerusalem were working to rebuild the Temple that had been leveled by Nebuchadnezzar nearly seventy years before. These Jews ran into some problems, learned some lessons, and we can learn from them. 

Haggai the prophet spoke to them on four occasions. His first message dealt with priorities and how our values reflect our view of God. Secondly, he spoke about the ultimate glory of a church—measured by the presence of God, not by external beauty. In this portion of chapter two, Haggai gives three simple rules concerning the purity of God’s house. They are: Inactivity cannot purify; impurity cannot please; and impenitence cannot prosper. The implications of these principles are important and very relevant.

Once again, Haggai gives a precise date to his message. We read in verse 10, “On the twenty-fourth day of the ninth month, in the second year of Darius, the word of the Lord came through the prophet Haggai…” This works out to be December 18, 520 bc, when the winter crops were being planted, about two months after his second message,
 and exactly three months since Haggai’s initial word from the Lord.
 By the middle of December the planting would have been completed, with all the accompanying hopes of a good year, free from drought and pests.

Inactivity Cannot Purify

The first lesson the Israelites needed to learn was that inactivity cannot purify. Or, in other words, holiness cannot be transmitted by casual contact. Haggai speaks in verses 11-12,

 “This is what the Lord Almighty says: ‘Ask the priests what the law says: If a person carries consecrated meat in the fold of his garment, and that food touches some bread or stew, some wine, oil or other food, does it become consecrated?’“

The priests answered, “No.”

This might seem to be an odd question to a twenty-first century reader unfamiliar with the purification rites of ancient Israel. In the book of Leviticus, God makes very strict guidelines concerning that which was “holy” or “clean,” and that which was “common,” or “unclean.” “Clean” and “unclean” were very important concepts to the Israelites; in fact, it is one of the major themes of the book of Leviticus.
 Anything considered “holy” was not to be used for everyday purposes, while “common” articles were never to be utilized in the worship of God. Should a person become defiled, he was to perform stringent purification exercises (usually ceremonial washing) before he could worship at the tabernacle or temple. To fail to do this would mean death. God ordained these laws for a purpose—He was illustrating how important it was to be holy in His sight. 

Haggai asks the priests whether holiness can be transmitted in a second-hand manner. According to the levitical code, if a person carries “holy” meat in his robe, that robe became “holy” as well, and was to be treated accordingly. The prophet is asking whether that robe now rendered “holy” can transmit holiness to third object. The answer was simply, “No.” Holiness cannot be transferred secondhand. Holiness is not contagious.

Leviticus 6:27 teaches that if anyone touches holy meat directly he will become holy, but nowhere does Scripture say that indirect contact will sanctify a man. If a man touches something that has been in contact with holy meat, he does not thereby “catch” that holiness. The garment in which the meat was wrapped became holy, but it could not pass it on to a third object.

Haggai is saying through this question that a person does not become holy or consecrated through simple contact with holy things. Just because the people were doing the right things—rebuilding the temple, in this case—this did not insure that their sins were automatically forgiven. 

In our own day, many feel that if they attend church, or if they give to a Christian ministry, that they are entitled to the blessings of God. Others look to a godly heritage and expect the holiness of their parents to give them a righteous standing before God. Holy deeds have no power to make persons holy; only a holy God can make us holy. Thus, the temple was the holy sanctuary of God; but that did not automatically sanctify the land of Judah and all its inhabitants, just as it is not true that because our grandparents knew God and served Him things will go all right for us as the benefits from their holy lives. Building God’s house could not serve as a good luck charm to ward off evil. It is amazing how poorly we understand spiritual things sometimes.

The Pharisees and Sadducees thought this. But John the Baptist said in Matthew 3:7-9,

But when he saw the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to where he was baptizing, he said to them: “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee the coming wrath? Produce fruit in keeping with repentance. And do not say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’ I tell you the out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham!”

The first-century Jews liked to lean upon their forefather’s faith as though that were enough in God’s sight. But John says, “God could turn these rocks into Abraham’s children if He desired!” In other words, just because you were raised in a Christian home doesn’t make you a Christian, any more than being born in a garage makes you a car!

Holiness cannot be transmitted secondhand. You cannot depend upon the godliness of your parents, your spouse, or your children to establish a righteous standing in God’s eyes. Like the old saying goes, “God has no grandchildren.” Each person must have his own relationship with the Lord. Holiness is active, and must be first-hand if it is to have any reality.

Impurity Cannot Please

The second principle is similar to the first one: impurity cannot please. No matter how many good things a person may be involved in, the harboring of sin can never please God.

Haggai uses the same approach as before when he asks in verse 13,

Then Haggai said, “If a person defiled by contact with a dead body touches one of these things, does it become defiled?”

“Yes,” the priests replied, “it becomes defiled.

While purity cannot be acquired second-hand, impurity can. Evil and defilement are much more easily transmitted—and can be transmitted more extensively—than holiness.
 Chuck Swindoll notes, 

What happens if you put on white gloves and then go out to play in the mud? The mud never gets “glovey.” I’ve never seen “glovey mud” in all my life. No, the gloves always get muddy. It’s the same with immorality. If you touch it, you get muddy. You will not clean up the mess. Instead, you will become immersed in it and contaminated by it.

In the same way, a parent’s faith is not automatically conferred upon the child, but the sin nature of a father or mother is apparent in that child from birth.

Haggai applies these principles in verse 14, “Then Haggai said, ‘So it is with this people and this nation in my sight,’ declares the Lord. ‘Whatever they do and whatever they offer is defiled.’” 

Rather than religious activity outweighing sin and thus making the worker righteous before God, the sin corrupts the religious activity and makes those deeds worthless in God’s sight. God’s people had tainted their sacrifices and work by their disbelief and by reducing their worship to mere functionalism; they had hoped that one act of getting the temple started was enough and that they could now rest on their laurels. But religion is not “caught.” To grow spiritually one needs more than a good environment, good influences, and good associates or playmates.
 Over and over God told the Israelites, “Don’t even bother with your tithes and sacrifices when your lives are so sinful.” Without practical holiness from day to day, weekly practices of worship are good for nothing. The impure man cannot please God.

The first question was, Can the holy make the unholy holy? The answer of the priests was an emphatic, “No.” The second question was, Can the unholy make the holy, unholy? The answer of the priests once more was quite emphatic as they said, “Yes.”

David writes in Psalm 24:3-4, “Who has the right to go up the Lord’s hill? Who may enter his holy temple? Those who are pure in act and thought, who do not worship idols or make false promises” [gnb]. Perhaps we need to be reminded of the importance God puts upon holiness. We can emphasize His love and mercy to the point of neglecting His holiness. But as Hebrews 12:14 admonishes, “Without holiness no one will see the Lord.” 

Impenitence Cannot Prosper

Thirdly, Haggai explains that impenitence cannot prosper. Given the fact that holiness is very important to God, and that we are unholy people, repentance is the only answer. Repentance is not simply confession of wrong, but it is the active turning away from that wrong toward what is right. Without repentance, no one can enjoy the benefits of God’s blessings.

We read Haggai’s words in verses 15-17,

Now give careful thought to this from this day on—consider how things were before on stone was laid on another in the Lord’s temple. When anyone came to a heap of twenty measures, there were only ten. When anyone went to a wine vat to draw fifty measures, there were only twenty. I struck all of the work of your hands with blight, mildew, and hail, yet you did not return to me,’ declares the Lord. 

Up to this point, the Jewish exiles had disobeyed the command of God to rebuild the Temple. They were living in houses of luxury while the house of the Lord was a pile of rubble. So God sent afflictions upon them to make them see their sin and repent. As we saw in the first chapter, the people were not reaping a harvest proportionate to what they were planting. The Lord takes credit for that, speaking through the suffering that something was not right in the people’s relationship with Himself. They needed to repent. But they would not.

Amos records just how much God did to turn the hearts of the Israelites around. In Amos 4:4-12 we read,

“Go to Bethel and sin; go to Gilgal and sin yet more. Bring your sacrifices every morning, your tithes every three years. Burn leavened bread as a thank offering, and brag about your freewill offerings—boast about them, you Israelites, for this is what you love to do,” declares the Sovereign Lord.

“I gave empty stomachs in every city and lack of bread in every town, yet you have not returned to me,” declares the Lord.

“I also withheld rain from you when the harvest was still three months away. I sent rain on one town but withheld it from another. One field had rain, another had none and dried up. People staggered from town to town for water, but did not get enough to drink, yet you have not returned to me,” declares the Lord.

“Many times I struck your gardens and vineyards, I struck them with blight and mildew. Locusts devoured your fig and olive trees, yet you have not returned to me,” declares the Lord.

“I sent plagues among you as I did to Egypt. I killed your young men with the sword, along with your captured horses. I filled your nostrils with the stench of your camps, yet you have not returned to me, declares the Lord.

“I overthrew some of you as I overthrew Sodom and Gomorrah. You were like a burning stick snatched from the fire, yet you have not returned to me,” declares the Lord.

“Therefore this is what I will do to you, Israel, and because I will do this to you, prepare to meet your God, O Israel.”
Time after time God tried to get the attention of His children, but they would never listen. He had warned them from the very beginning what the consequences would be for not listening, and yet they rebelled. They never learned their lesson! 

Parents at times must use discipline to turn a child away from wrong. When the youngster does not listen to the instruction of the mother or father, then that parent will bring discomfort of some kind upon that child so that they will turn from that wrong action or attitude. Some will “learn their lesson” quickly; others take more time and more discipline. 

God will at times discipline us to turn us from wrongdoing. Hebrews 12:4-6 and 9 tell us,

My son, do not make light of the Lord’s discipline, and do not lose heart when the Lord rebukes you, because the Lord disciplines those he loves, and he punishes everyone he accepts as a son” …We have all had human fathers who disciplined us and we respected them for it. How much more should we submit to the Father of our spirits and live!

Fortunately, these Jewish exiles learned their lesson and repented of their sin. Haggai 2:18-19 states,

From this day on, from the twenty-fourth day of the ninth month, give careful thought to the day when the foundation of the Lord’s temple was laid. Give careful thought: Is there yet any seed left in the barn? Until now, the vine and fig tree, the pomegranate and the olive tree have not borne fruit. From this day on I will bless you.

Haggai delivered this message on December 18, 520 bc—when winter crops were planted. Grapes, figs, and pomegranates ripened in August and September, and olives from September to November. These harvests, like the earlier grain crops, have produced little.
 Haggai claims that these failures were from the hand of God, leading the people toward repentance. Now that they had repented and began building God’s house, His blessing would be upon them. Joyce Baldwin explains the significance of the timing of this message:

The seed was in the soil and not in the barn, but in the middle of winter no one would have dared forecast the quality of the next year’s harvest. Haggai’s boldness proves how certain he was that his revelation was authentic.

In spite of the stirring promises of Haggai 2:1–9, the small nation was still living with the consequences of their prolonged sin. Harvests had been pitifully small, so that food remained scarce. But from now on, God assures them, all this will be changed. His blessing will rest upon them, and future crops will be plentiful.
 When the people repented, their holy standing was reinstated before God, and they began enjoying His blessings once again. When there is impenitence, there cannot be spiritual prosperity. 

Yet, Haggai warns, don’t expect an immediate return. God is not a pump that we prime a little in the morning with our good works so that He will spill His blessing on us the rest of the day. He reserves the right to bless us if and when He is ready. Our task is to be faithful; the rest is up to Him.

What does this have to do with building God’s house? Let’s review the three principles again, seeing how they specifically apply:

1) Inactivity cannot purify. We cannot expect the spirituality of our family, pastor, or church body to be transferred to ourselves. We must be actively involved in our spiritual growth both individually and in the ministry of the church if we are to live holy lives, acceptable to God. Holiness does not come second-hand.

2) Impurity cannot please. No matter how much time, effort, or resources we put into building God’s church, if we are harboring sin in our lives then the work and worship is worthless. Not even an abundance of church activity counteracts a little sin in our everyday lives.

3) Impenitence cannot prosper. If we are being disciplined by God because of sin, we will not experience his blessing again until we are willing to repent from that wrong and turn to what is right. When we do repent, then we will once again prosper as God’s children.

It is clear that physical pollution and spiritual defilement are more effectively transmitted than purity and holiness. Purity and holiness are not gifts that can be communicated simply by contact or association—especially to the second and third person or situation and beyond. Neither can an external work or participation in a ritual substitute for the commitment of the heart that is the first step necessary to validating the authenticity of any act of worship.

Even though it would be dangerous apart from divine revelation to attempt to predict the quality or quantity of a harvest that may not have fully germinated, yet a bounteous harvest can be anticipated when a nation’s righteous remnant begins to please God from their hearts, for positive results are felt even in nature and in people’s labors. In that sense, the believing remnant, who truly fear God, are their nation’s keepers. They know that one benevolent or religious act of mercy, like starting to build the temple, is not all that there is to serving God. Holiness is not something that can be transferred merely on contact with religious acts, and thus excuse us from involving ourselves for the rest of our lives. Rather, we must wholeheartedly dedicate the entirety of our lives—every facet of our lives—to our Lord.
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