                BUILDING HOUSES    Haggai 1:1‑11

     Ernie had no less than 57 cats on his farm.  And Ernie loved every one of them.  He liked to think of himself as a cat breeder, and he had convinced himself that he bred cats for their disposition.  But it was really a self‑deception.  Ernie just loved cats, and the ornery nature of many of his cats disproved Ernie's claim.  Take one cat named "Boisey".  Boisey became so jealous of Ernie's wife that he would claw Ernie whenever he came near her.  Ernie's solution was to sit down regularly with Boisey and have nice long talks with him.  And Ernie's solutions usually worked with his cats‑ they were able to see his love for them, and they normally responded to that love.  But Begotus was an exception.  Begotus turned mean.  He started to do nasty things, and then he even began to turn on the other cats in fits of rage and jealousy.  Ernie didn't believe it at first, but then a farm hand saw Begotus attack and kill one of Ernie's favorite cats.  When Ernie was convinced of Begotus' danger, he decided to do that which would be most difficult for him.  He got his 22 rifle and waited for Begotus to come around the barn.  When Begotus was near, he aimed the rifle at the back of Begotus' neck and with a trembling hand squeezed the trigger.  The cat fell instantly, without pain, but as the cat fell, so did Ernie over the cat, sobbing uncontrollably.  The farm hand tried to control Ernie, but it was no use.  The pain of having to kill one of his pet cats seemed to be more than Ernie could bear.

     Really, if the situation hadn't been so painful for Ernie, it would have appeared to be quite ironic to an outsider.  For Ernie was a man who had a reputation for being the man's man.  Mr. Macho.  The man who had stalked wild lions and tigers, and who had killed many of them without blinking an eyelash.  Yet when Ernest Hemingway was forced to dispose of one of his own pet cats, his sorrow and grief was almost more than he could bear.

     Priorities.  Everyone has priorities, and everyone has different priorities.  Yet no one can dispute how critically important priorities are in our lives.  Priorities in one person like Ernest Hemingway that would drive him out into the jungles to hunt wild cats but cause him to weep over the death of one of his own pet cats, are perhaps different from your priorities and mine, yet we too have priorities.  And our priorities direct our affections and our actions, our direction in life and the way that we use our time and financial resources.  If we want our lives to go in the right direction, we have to first of all address our priorities in life.

     We are beginning a brief 5 part study in the short prophetic book called Haggai.  Haggai is the second shortest book in the entire O.T., second only to one chapter Obadiah.  It is only 38 verses long.  Yet Haggai is a book packed with important spiritual lessons.  And Haggai begins his book addressing this matter of the importance of priorities in life.

     Turn to Haggai with me.  3rd from the end.  Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi.

In order to begin to understand this book, we must first of all realize something of its historical background.

     Haggai was a post‑exilic prophet; he preached and wrote after the remnant of the Israelites had returned from their Babylonian captivity.

     You will recall that God had allowed Nebuchadnezzar and the Babylonians to take Judah away into exile because of her sins and unfaithfulness in following the other Canaanite gods and goddesses.  After 2 invasions of Jerusalem (606, 597 B.C.), Zedekiah, the last king of Judah, had rebelled against Nebuchadnezzar.  So the Babylonian king had determined to stop this irritation in his kingdom once and for all.  He began his siege against Jerusalem in 588.  Two years later, the city had been brought to her knees in famine.  It was at this time that Nebuchadnezzar broke down the mighty walls that surrounded the city, and leveled the temple of God, sacking it, and taking away all of the remaining articles of value.  So from 586 B.C. until Haggai's time, there had been no temple standing in Jerusalem.  It is possible that Haggai was old enough to have seen and remembered the former temple before it had been destroyed.  We can't be dogmatic as to Haggai's age at the time of his prophetic ministry, but if he were at least in his 70's, he would have remembered the temple.  And 2:3 implies that this might be the case.

     Well, the Babylonian empire ran its course with the Israelites in captivity until Cyrus defeated them and captured the city of Babylon in 539 B.C.  Cyrus immediately instituted a new policy.

     *The Babylonians, following the precedent of the Assyrians, had torn people from their homeland in exile in an attempt to destroy their nationalistic spirit.  They had tried to indoctrinate them with new religious beliefs to erode the foundations of their faith.  But this had not worked.  The Assyrian and Babylonian empires had both fallen, and the spirit and beliefs of the Jewish people had remained.  In fact, Daniel through his dedication and faith had risen to a place of prominence and respect in the Babylonia Empire and now in the Persian Empire that had replaced it.

     *So Cyrus the leader of the new Persian Empire had initiated a new policy.  Rather than taking the tough road, he would seek to win people's loyalty with benevolence.  He would be more of a generous ruler.  He would no longer exile the oppressed‑ he would even allow those formerly exiled to return to their homeland.  He would no longer seek to repress their faith‑ he would encourage and even give the finances to rebuild the temples and allow people to worship their gods.  We must remember that this was not just a courtesy to the Jews, but Cyrus extended this same policy to all the conquered peoples.  His hope, of course, was that the conquered would respond to his generosity with a greater loyalty, and they would not rebel against his new empire.  Cyrus and the Persians could be forceful and cruel.  But they wouldn't be unless they had to be.

     So Zerubbabel and about 50,000 Jews had returned to their homeland around 536 or so B.C. ‑ 70 years after Daniel and the first captives had been taken in 606 B.C...  And they immediately began to work on rebuilding the temple of God.  That was the major reason for their return.

     *Now temples were extremely important during these Old Testament days.  The temple was a visible testimony as to what a nation thought of their gods.  If the temple was shabby, the people didn't care much for their gods.  If the temple was elaborate, the people valued their gods highly.  So one could enter a city and know immediately the spiritual condition and sensitivity of the people by entering the temple.  This was the underlying reason for David's plans and Solomon's execution of the magnificent Old Testament temple.

     So then when Zerubbabel and the 50,000 returned, their immediate concern was for the rebuilding of the temple, as a testimony to God who had kept them safe throughout the years of exile.  And when the foundation was finished 2 years later as is recorded in Ezra 3, there was great rejoicing and celebration.  However, their success aroused the opposition of the Samaritans and other Canaanite inhabitants who were not excited about the Israelites rebuilding their homeland.  They tried to discourage the Jewish people from rebuilding the temple, they threatened them if they did not desist, they even appealed back to the Persian leaders.  In face of the opposition and persecution and inconveniences that now were involved in rebuilding the temple‑ no longer was it just a simple matter‑ and the work on the temple stopped.  For some 16 years, no further work was done on the temple.  

      The people were busy, of course.  They had rebuilt their homes and were spending great energy trying the rebuild their communities.  But they had forgotten their major priority‑ the reason that they had come back in the first place.  They could have built wonderful homes in Babylon, but it was the temple site in Jerusalem that had brought them back.  And now through their lethargy and lack of dedication, they had failed to finish what they had started.  God's testimony was being hurt, for these unbelieving neighbors were seeing just how dedicated these people were to their God.

     So God raised up a great leader named Ezra, and 2 prophets, Zechariah and Haggai, to preach against the inactivity of the people and to encourage them to reassess their priorities, to get back to what was first in importance, to finish the temple of God whose foundations lay bare upon the ground.

     With this background in mind, read Hagg. 1:1‑11 with me.

HAG 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:

    HAG 1:2 This is what the LORD Almighty says: "These people say, `The time has not yet come for the LORD's house to be built.'"

    HAG 1:3 Then the word of the LORD came through the prophet Haggai: 4 "Is it a time for you yourselves to be living in your paneled houses, while this house remains a ruin?"

    HAG 1:5 Now this is what the LORD Almighty says: "Give careful thought to your ways. 6 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."

    HAG 1:7 This is what the LORD Almighty says: "Give careful thought to your ways. 8 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. 9 "You expected much, but see, it turned out to be little. What you brought home, I blew away. Why?" declares the LORD Almighty. "Because of my house, which remains a ruin, while each of you is busy with his own house. 10 Therefore, because of you the heavens have withheld their dew and the earth its crops. 11 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."

     1.  Haggai begins by giving the rationalization that the people were using.  It is found in verse 2.  "These people say, the time has not yet come for the Lord's house to be built."

     They had migrated back to the promised land for the expressed purpose of building the temple of God.  Yet when opposition and persecution and inconvenience came their way, they rationalized saying, “Perhaps it is not the Lord's timing for this project to be completed.”  It sounds spiritual, doesn't it?  And certainly there is truth to considering the Lord's timing for a project.  But the Lord and Haggai recognized it for what it was‑ a rationalization to excuse their disobedience.

     There are some who feel that this conclusion that "the time was not right for the Lord's house to be built" was based upon a faulty understanding of the Scriptures.  You will recall that Jeremiah foretold that the time of the Babylonian captivity was to be 70 years.  

     "Therefore the Lord Almighty says this: ‘Because you have have not listened to my words, I will summon all the peoples of the north and my servant Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon, declares the Lord, and I will bring them against this land and its inhabitants and against all the surrounding nations.  I will completely destroy them and make them an object of horror and scorn, and an everlasting ruin.  I will banish from them the sounds of joy and gladness, the voices of bride and bridegroom, the sound of millstones and the light of the lamp.  This whole country will become a desolate wasteland, and these nations will serve the king of Babylon 70 years.  But when the seventy years are fulfilled, I will punish the king of Babylon and his nation, the land of the Babylonians, for their guilt’, declares the Lord.”  Jer. 25:8‑11.

     Now there are some who feel that these people were considering this 70 years of judgment from the time when the majority of the people were taken away in 586 B.C.  Feeling that the 70 years had not been fulfilled yet, they were saying that the time has not yet come to rebuild the temple of God.

     While it is possible that they were using Jeremiah as an argument to bolster their reasoning, I personally don't feel that these people were failing to rebuild the temple because of a serious conviction from the Scriptures.  For one thing, Daniel had been lead to pray for the return of the exiles while studying this prophecy in Jeremiah.  And these exiles knew all about that first wave of exiles including Daniel in 606 B.C.  How could they not have added up the years from this point seeing that the 70 years had been completed?  And furthermore, the language of Jeremiah would help them in doing this.  Jeremiah spoke of the king of Babylon being punished at the end of the 70 years, and that had already occurred before they were allowed to return to the Promised Land.  So these people should have had no doubt that Jeremiah's 70 years had been completed.  The time was right according to the Scriptures.  Yet they were doing their best to convince themselves that it was not the Lord's timing yet, so as to excuse their inactivity.  The reality of the situation was that they were succumbing to the pressures of the opposition, and Haggai recognized their rationalizations for what they were.

      How many times do we rationalize our second‑rate priorities trying to convince ourselves that they should demand our absolute allegiance?  This is very dangerous, because it doesn’t  matter what we convince ourselves about them, second‑rate priorities are second‑rate priorities.  No amount of personal rationalization will change that.  Like these people of old, we need God's word to challenge our priorities in life, forcing us to recognize what should be most important to us.

     2.  And that is just what Haggai did as he rebuked their rationalization.  Notice his words in verses 3.  READ Hagg. 1:3,4.

    HAG 1:3 Then the word of the LORD came through the prophet Haggai: 4 "Is it a time for you yourselves to be living in your paneled houses, while this house remains a ruin?"

     You came back to the promised land to build the temple of God.  Now the temple remains in ruin, while you have spent all of your time and energies selfishly building great houses for yourselves.  Is it right that you are living in beautiful, elaborate houses while the temple remains in ruins?  Have your priorities been right and proper?  Do you think that God is pleased with what you have done these past 16 years?

     Haggai's question strikes right to the heart of the issue doesn't it?  And the answers are obvious.  These people knew why they had immigrated back to Palestine.  They had just forgotten in the routine of their daily living.  

     3.  And Haggai's rebuke continues to bring out the results of their disobedience.  You see, it's so easy when our priorities get turned around, to begin to look at life from an earthly perspective instead of a heavenly one.  From an earthly perspective, things just happen to us by chance, poor breaks, bad luck.  And that's what these people had done.  But Haggai reminded them that many of the financial problems that they were having stemmed directed from their faulty priorities‑ God was not blessing their efforts.  READ Hagg. 1:5,6.

HAG 1:5 Now this is what the LORD Almighty says: "Give careful thought to your ways. 6 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."

     You see, these people had not stopped to consider the results of their holding off on God's temple, and their putting all of their time and efforts into their own houses.  They had just cursed the lousy weather as the rains did not come.  They had just complained about all of those bills that kept piling up keeping them from getting ahead in life.  They hadn't realized that God was trying to tell them something about their priorities.  If they would have kept first things first, and if they would have completed the project that they came back to do, building the temple of God, then God would have caused them to prosper.  But because they had taken their eyes off of God's top priority, they were having more problems then they could handle, and they just couldn't seem to get on top of things.

      Now Haggai isn't saying here that all problems that we face in life come merely from the fact that our priorities are twisted around, and that by correcting our priorities, we will never have another problem again.  He is not saying that perfect obedience of God brings perfect prosperity in life.  Life is not quite that simple.  But he is saying that some of the problems that we face in life we bring on ourselves as a result of our own disobedience.  If our priorities were straight, then God wouldn't have to chasten us into correcting them.  If these people would have finished the work on the temple, then God would have been free to bless the work of their hands building their own houses and tilling their own land.

     4.  What is the answer to their dilemma?  The answer is very simple.  Reconsider their priorities.  Put first things first again.  READ Hagg. 1:7‑11.

  HAG 1:7 This is what the LORD Almighty says: "Give careful thought to your ways. 8 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. 9 "You expected much, but see, it turned out to be little. What you brought home, I blew away. Why?" declares the LORD Almighty. "Because of my house, which remains a ruin, while each of you is busy with his own house. 10 Therefore, because of you the heavens have withheld their dew and the earth its crops. 11 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."

     Get back to the basics.  Get back to finishing the temple.  Don't forget what is most important and critical in your life.  Finish what you came back here to do.

     Now Haggai's message is most critical for each one of us to here, and we need to hear is regularly in life.

     Priorities are quite fluid in our life, they can flow and change.  Sometimes we have good intentions, but those intentions just don't pan out.  And we often convince ourselves, it just isn't the Lord's timing.

     If we know what we should be doing for the Lord, if we know what God's will is in our life, then we have better be making progress in fulfilling it.  Otherwise, we are going to spend great portions of our lives going around in circles, spinning our wheels, suffering the results of disobedience.

     What is true on a personal level is also true as a corporate body.  We need to be careful that we have a priority to God's house and his work, and that we don't focus all of our time and energies just building our own houses.  We certainly are thankful for the many who have sacrificed over the years for the welfare of this great church, and I'm sure that each one who has would be quick to testify how the Lord has blessed abundantly for every sacrifice made.  But we need to be reminded to maintain good priorities in this area.  Just as Christians should not have outstanding bills in the community for the sake of their testimony, it is even more of a shame when a church does.  The world looks and says, "Isn't God able to supply their needs?  What kind of a God do they worship anyway?"  Just as these people were testifying to what they thought of God through their neglect of the building of his temple, so we testify to what we think of God through our priorities.
     Jesus said, "But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things (necessities of life, food, clothing, etc.) will be given to you as well."
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