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Prologue - Don't Celebrate Foundations, Celebrate Completions:

In order to study Haggai we need to go back a bit and review what had happened just before God speaks to this prophet. The books of Ezra and Nehemiah help us out in this. In Ezra we discover that after 70 years of captivity and exile in faraway Babylon, the people are allowed to return. 

In Ezra we read that as soon as the people returned to Jerusalem they started to rebuild the temple and set up an altar [Ez 3:1-6]. With everybody working together and with adequate finance, things start to happen quickly. In Ezra 3:11-13 we read of the people celebrating the completion of the temple foundations (in 536 B.C.). 

The people had a right, even a duty to celebrate. God had done great things in bringing them back from exile. He had fulfilled a prophecy of Isaiah given 143 Isaiah's ministry began in 740 B.C. [Is 6:1]. He is assumed to have been still alive in 681 B.C. as he mentions an event which took place in that year [Is 37:38]. It is likely that the prophecies of chapters 40-66 were given in his later years. If Isaiah began his ministry at age 20 he would have been 99 in 681. Jewish tradition states that Isaiah was sawn in two during the rein of wicked king Manasseh 697-642 B.C. [see Heb 11:37] Thus, given his age, it is unlikely that his prophecy about the return was given much after that time. I have taken 680 as the date for calculation purposes. years previously about a coming disaster, a period of exile but then a glorious return to the promised land. Amazingly the prophecy even gives the name of the emperor who would be God's instrument in doing this [Is 45:1, 13]. You can imagine how during the period of disaster and exile how the people held on to these words. You can imagine their excitement as an emperor named Cyrus comes to power. Another prophecy given through Jeremiah Given in 597 B.C. 59 years before its fulfillment. even gave the timescale of all this [Jer 29:10-11] I think of the people of Israel, like prisoners in their cells, chalking off the days of their exile. Waiting for God's deliverance. Wondering how it would come about. No wonder they wanted to celebrate when God finally did it! But not only did they return to the Promised Land, but they did so with full pockets. Cyrus had commanded those Jews who chose not to return to nevertheless contribute financially [Ez 1:4, 6]. Cyrus also gave them back the treasures that had been taken from the temple [Ez 1:7].

What tremendous answers to prayer! They were now re-installed in the place where they belonged. Remember, few of these people had ever seen it, only a few were old enough to have seen Jerusalem before. This is the land of their dreams. This is an impossible hope fulfilled. No wonder they were excited!

Quite rightly, their first priority was to re-establish the worship of God. They had lived without a temple for 70 years. It was during this period of exile that the synagogue system of worship was developed. Now they are on the threshold of once again being able to worship God properly. In his temple, in Jerusalem. 

But their celebrations were way over the top. They celebrated like the job was finished. In reality it was only just begun. Their celebrations aroused the anger and opposition of the surrounding peoples. The last thing they wanted was a resurgent Israel as a neighbour. They were therefore hit with a barrage of political, psychological and spiritual weapons. They were in a very real danger of physical attack. The end result was that the rebuilding of the temple was stopped for 16 years.

Application - Don't start celebrating too early.
Foundations are great. We absolutely need good foundations. But foundations aren't the goal. The completed building is the goal. It is right a proper that we should celebrate the work of God in building good foundations in our lives - both personally, as we come to faith and corporately, as God gives a vision and a shape to the activity of the local church. 

We certainly need to pay great attention to our foundations. What are your foundations like? How are the fundamentals of your relationship with God? How well do you know God through your reading and meditation on the Bible? How healthy is your conversation with God through prayer? How well are you integrated into the fellowship where God has placed you? How are your life's priorities? Do you really seek first God's kingdom?
If all these things are in good shape that's brilliant! But it is just the foundation. Don't think that you've achieved anything yet. You've just arrived at the place where God can use you.

Some celebrations ARE in order. With good foundations in place you have achieved something significant. Or, rather you have co-operated with God to allow him to do something significant in you. Tragically, some Christians never get to that place. But foundations aren't the goal. The goal is to contribute to the building of the Kingdom. The goal is to get your assignment from God and do it - in a continuing process.
I always remember Steve Sjogren's picture from 'Conspiracy of Kindness', his book about kindness evangelism. He pictures the Kingdom of God as a funnel. Around the lip of the funnel you have 'God-fearers'. People with some vague sense of God but no real engagement with him or his church. As these individuals progress with God they move inside the 'funnel' and enter the 'hospital'. This is the place where people who have become Christians, get some of their problems and hurts sorted out. Then they move further down the 'funnel' into the 'school'. This is the place where they learn the fundamentals of the Christian faith and how to live it. Then they move into the 'army'. This is the place where they actively start to serve the Kingdom and contribute to its activity. Until they get into the army they are totally parasitic. They consume resources, they aren't a resource.

To put this in relation with our idea of foundations, the hospital and school build foundations. The hospital clears out the rubbish and the school puts everything in the right place. When we arrive at a place where we have good foundations we are at the point where we can start to contribute to the activity of the Kingdom of God. We can move into the 'army'.

I want to speak specifically about Burton Community Church because I sense that God has done something special in bringing this church into being and to the place where it is now. I remember sitting in this hall in a semi-circle with 10 other people on a Sunday night going through ALPHA! I look around at the people here. I see how many of you have grown - some of you have even come to faith through what God has done through this church. I have personally seen the transformation in many of your lives through the discipleship, love, prayer and example you have received through this church.

I recently came across an interesting picture in Isaiah 29:24. This verse describes what a redeemed community of people are like;
Those who are wayward in spirit will gain understanding; those who complain will accept instruction." 
(Isaiah 29:24 NIV)
We all have a natural human tendency to be wayward in spirit. To wander off in the wrong direction. We start off right, but we soon lose our way and end up in touble. In a redeemed commnity the wayward in spirit gain understanding. They learn about themselves. They learn what tends to knock them off course in their Christian lives. They learn what helps them stay on track. As they put this knowledge into practice they become mature. They don't wander off as often, or as far.

Isn't that what we have seen happening with us in BCC as we have studied God's word together, encouraged one another, prayed for one another?

Also, this verse tells us that in a redeemed community, complainers learn to accept instruction. Instead of wanting things to be changed in order to please them, they are willing to be changed in order to please God. They start to look at things in a different way. They become less and less self-focussed. They become more and more God-focussed. Which in turn leads to them being 'other people' focussed.

Haven't we seen the Holy Spirit bringing some of those kinds of changes our lives and characters?

We all have a long way to go, for sure! But God has done and is doing, some wonderful things through BCC.

Why has God gone to the trouble to bring about all these changes? Is it just about us and our personal lives? No. The purpose of these changes is to build the Kingdom of God. God is preparing a people to be a part of what he is going to do. 

I'm excited to see that some of you who were helped by this church have already gone on to be evangelists and disciplers yourselves. That's a glorious thing!

This church has also been a force for unity amongst the body of Christ in this community. You have begun to have a positive impact on your community. People speak well of this church.

These are wonderful, glorious, amazing things. Those of you without much wider church experience may not realise how unusual this is! Many churches would give their right arms to be in the position you are - active in evangelism, active in discipleship, active in gift-discovery and in releasing people into ministry, active in building community within the church and outside it. You have a leadership desperate to hear from God, to get his vision for the church. A leadership who prioritise prayer, who commit themselves to pray for you and for the work of the church.

This is an incredible catalogue of blessings! Definitely worth celebrating and thanking God for! But they're only the foundation. What I want to say to you is; 
Stay hungry! Stay focussed!
You are getting to the point where God can really use you. You have the people, you have the contacts. You have and you are putting the fuel in the tank through your prayer engagement - how many times have we prayed for each person in this village?!
Stay hungry! Stay focussed!
Because this is just the beginning...

Introduction to Haggai

Date written - 520 B.C.

Author - Haggai was probably an old man. Perhaps, he was one of those who had been carried off to Babylon 70 years ago (inferred from Hag 2:3 that he himself had seen the original temple). He had Zechariah as a companion prophet - he was a young man [Zech 2:4]. It is great when different generations can serve God together. The old catch the fire of the young and the young benefit from the wisdom and experience of the old.

In literary terms the book of Haggai is described as not having the "rhythm or rolling grandeur of Nahum, the poetry and charm of Habbakuk, or the fire of Amos. In comparison his work seems subdued and prosaic.
However, as for the ministry of Haggai he was completely successful" 'The Minor Prophets', Homer Hailey, The Waterman Trust, 1993 3 weeks after his first sermon the people restart building!

Context - Haggai's ministry takes place 18 years after the return to Jerusalem from exile in Babylon (537), under the leadership of Sheshbazzar This was probably the same person as Zerubbabel (Ezr 5:16). Thus the former would be his Chaldean name and the second his Hebrew name c.f. Belteshazzar/Daniel.
 [Ezr 1:11]. Immediately on their return from exile the people had begun rebuilding the temple. However, opposition from the surrounding peoples and their political trouble-making in Babylon, had led to the work being stopped. Note that the opposition to the people of God continues through the reigns of Cyrus (559-530 of Persia, 538-530 of Babylon), Xerxes (486-465) and Artaxerxes I (465-424) - over 100 years of continued opposition to the work of God and the people of God. Satan is nothing if not determined.

At the time of writing the king who had imposed the ban was dead and his edicts no longer applied. To be precise, they had never really applied to the building of the temple, only to the walls and the foundations of the city [c.f. Ezr 4:12-21]. However, the people had not recommenced the rebuilding of the temple.


Study 1 - The Prophetic Call (1:1-15) - Insidious Materialism and God's Remedy

Through the exprerience of exile in Babylon, the people of Israel had been finally purged of idolatry. In contrast to what happened after the Egyptian exile, these people would never revert to idolatry. Neither did they fall into the social ills of injustice, or even immorality. What proved to be the great problem for these people was simple, insidious materialism.

Satan has a lot of different tools in his toolbox. He knows human beings very well and chooses the most appropriate tool at each particular time.

There is often a steady downwards progression from Faith to Fear to Materialism. The people had started with faith to rebuild the temple. However their over exuberant celebrations had brought opposition and they began to fear. They felt themselves defeated. As they stopped living for God they began living for self. They moved from Faith to Fear to Materialism.

It is obvious why they had stopped re-building the temple, but why 16 years later had they not re-started? The temple was the central social feature of Jewish life. How could they not have re-started building, once the threat was over?

1:2 - The wrong time. Satan's strategy is not to get the people to deny the need of a temple, even of the desirability of one. His tactic is delay - not now. There were, (and always are), a multitude of reasons for putting off the work of God;

§	God himself had allowed the opposition to spring up against them - maybe it was divine disapproval on their plan.
§	They were still a struggling little community, maybe the project was beyond them.
§	They had too many problems of their own to sort out - farm land to clear, vineyards to replant, houses to build etc.
§	They could claim that their lack of resources meant they couldn't build anything worthy of God. They should wait until they were more prosperous.
§	They could point to the bare altar that had been erected [Ezr 3:2f]. Sacrifices were being offered. Worship was taking place. A temple was a luxury they couldn't yet afford.

We are all very good at this kind of self-justification. We can always find a good excuse not to do the will and work of God. There is always another, often several, seemingly legitimate priorities that we can put above doing what God asks us;

§	We tried but God allowed us to be stopped.
§	We don't have sufficient resources.
§	We've got problems of our own.
§	We're not worthy.
§	Things are okay as they are.

Good reasons. Plausible reasons. Total rubbish!

1:3f - Me First. In effect they had adopted a 'ME FIRST' policy. Haggai gives them a divine 'reality check'. Wait a minute! Look at your lives. You're living in houses. Nice houses. Very nice houses with wood panelling. So where is the lack of resources for God's work? What are the problems that prevent re-building? If you're not worthy to build the temple of God why should you be worthy of a luxurious house? If the bare minimum is all you can afford, why aren't your houses the bare minimum?

You can imagine that suddenly a lot of people found something very interesting about their feet! They were living in luxury whilst the temple of God was being ignored.

(c.f. David who was uncomfortable that God 'lived' in a tent, when he lived in a palace [2 Sa 7:2] and Solomon who built a temple and palace at the same time [2 Chr 2:1])

1:5 - Give careful thought to your ways. Always good advice for the Christian. As Christians we are called to live a considered life. We should have a reason for everything we do. Non-Christians have no ultimately significant reason for anything they do, but for us things are different. When we become Christians we are saying to God that we want to live in relationship with him. We give back to him the life that he gave us in order that we might live it in a way that pleases him and that he can weave it some way into his redemption of the cosmos. It's our greatest privilege to be allowed to offer ourselves back to God.

This choice is not just made once and for all. It has to be lived out in the humdrum of daily life too. We have to choose 100 times a day to offer ourselves back to God. Consciously or unconsciously, we are constantly choosing or refusing God's will for our lives in our actions, words, thoughts and priorities. The only way we can possibly keep out of trouble is to live a considered life. To continually be holding the mirror of scripture up to our lives.

There are good reasons for doing this. The Bible tells us that there is an eternal reward to be gained by obedience or forfeited by disobedience. The specifics of this are not made clear, and we have to be careful we don't get into a theology of 'merit' - where somehow we 'earn' salvation. But however sketchy it remains the Bible gives us a clear indication that it will be a very real part of the judgement of God [Mat 16:27, Eph 6:8, Col 3:24]. If God is going to examine our lives at the judgement isn't it wise for us to examine them now?

1:6 - An appropriate curse. Haggai brings prophetic insight and discernment into their circumstances. They had not seen any link between their failure to rebuild the temple and their economic state. They had prospered for a while - their houses are evidence of that. But now something weird is going on. As they have let the house of God continue as a ruin (chareb) [v. 4, 9], so the Lord has punished them with drought (choreb) [v. 11]. Their goal - material wealth - is being thwarted at every turn. Each time they expect to increase their wealth, it decreases. God has cursed them with insufficiency.

God curses;
§	What they store up.
§	What they consume.
§	What they wear.

Their investments and savings are cursed, (Woody Allen once described an accountant as someone who helps you with your investments until there's nothing left!), Their daily provisions are cursed. Even their clothes are cursed. No security, no pleasure, no comfort. It must have been a miserable experience.

Notice that these are the people of God, yet they had never made the connection between their circumstances and their disobedience. They needed prophetic insight from God through Haggai to help them make the connection.

There is a lot of interest in the contemporary church in the theology of blessing. It is something that is being 'rediscovered'. However, if we want to be biblically authentic, we need to combine this with a theology of cursing. Blessing and cursing go together in the Christian life. They are both expressions of God's love. When we are living is the right way, making the right choices, having the right attitudes, then we place ourselves in a position to receive God's blessing. [This doesn't mean that bad things won't happen to us. God uses hard times for our transformation and so a blessing can feel like a curse! Similarly a curse can feel like a blessing - remember the people of Israel in the wilderness. They were under the curse of God but they had a quiet life and continued to see God's miraculous guidance and provision every day for 40 years! They just didn't get to see God's plan unfold in their lives.] When we are disobedient we can expect that God in his love for us, and desire to draw us back to him, may use curses to get our attention. The Bible gives us many examples of this;

Individually - In the story of Ananias and Sapphire in Acts 5, these people tried to appear more pious than they were. They tried to make their sacrificial giving seem more sacrificial than it was. Because they tried to lie to the Holy Spirit in the Apostles in this way they were struck down dead. 1 Cor 11:28-31 also tells us that an incorrect heart attitude to the Body of Christ can bring sickness and death. This can mean treating the communion lightly - or it could be construed as a wrong attitude to fellow Christians. Given vv 20 and 21, I would tend to go with the latter.
Corporately - Rev 2:5 , 20-23 indicate that Jesus will take his spirit (lampstand) away from churches who continue in disobedience. It is a salutory lesson that all of the churches mentioned lost their lampstand. Today there is no Christian church in these now Muslim areas.

Anything we put before God in our list of priorities becomes a legitimate target for the cursing of God. Not out of spite, but out of love. God wants, demands even, to be our first love, our first priority, our life's goal. If we devote ourselves to worldly concerns and neglect our ministry in building the temple of God (the body of Christ c.f. 1 Cor 3:16f), we may well experience constant frustration, depression and guilt. God says, 'Put first things first. Love me and I will give you all you need.' (c.f. Matt 6:33). Paradoxically, the one way to be certain to have all your material necessities is to relegate them down your list of priorities

We need to be aware of this mechanism which God uses for our spiritual health and well-being. We also need prophetic insight to recognise the true spiritual nature of the circumstances in which we find ourselves.

1:7f - The greatest honour. God tells the people to re-begin their work on the temple. What does he promise them in return? Nothing so trivial as material blessing and wealth. Amazingly God promises that 'he will take pleasure in it and be honoured'! The God who created the universe will be impressed by a fiddly little temple. A temple without even much in the way of fancy decoration, due to their poverty. Why will God be pleased by it and be honoured by it? Because it expresses their desire to please him, their devotion to him, their love for him, their putting him first. It is not what you do - it's why you do it. Living an obedient life is the most authentic expression of love for God;

«Whoever has my commands and obeys them, he is the one who loves me» Jn 14:21

A godly lifestyle is a much more significant and valued sacrifice than one-off acts of extreme 'spirituality' [Micah 6:8, Ps 40:6-8].

1:9,11 - The exception of man. Notice how easily God controls the immense forces of nature. Wind, dew, rain etc. are at the immediate and effortless command of God. Only man himself has the incredible privilege of voluntarily obeying, or refusing to obey God. Disobedience usually leads to Disappointment and then to Disaster.

1:12 - The right response. No complaints. No excuses. No refusals. The people humbly and simply choose to obey God. Notice that the prophet's task is not to usurp the institutions of religious life (Joshua the high priest), or secular authority (Zerubbabel the governor of Judah). Rather the prophet's task is to restore and support these institutions to make them more godly and effective. These leaders have the great characteristic of being willing to be led themselves. They and the people recognised the authenticity of Haggai's message and they feared God.

1:13 - The Greatest Honour. I am with you. The presence of God with man is the greatest possible blessing as it includes everything else. What possible thing can we desire that God can't fulfil in and of himself?

Notice that they haven't done anything yet! Merely the expression of their change of heart and desire to now do God's will was enough to change God's attitude towards them [Exo 34:6, Jonah 4:2].

1:14 - A Divine Empowering. Their decision to obey God releases a spiritual anointing on the whole people. As they commit themselves to obedience God stirs up their spirits to increase their desire and ability to do it. 


Application:
Insidious Materialism - We face very much the same dangers of insidious materialism. The Western world we live in is totally absorbed in the pursuit of things. Each time we switch on our t.v. or open a magazine ar listen to the radio we are bombarded by finely honed, psychologically prepared messages designed to make us believe that we cannot be happy/fulfilled/contented without ... this car, holiday, house, washing powder etc.

We Christians have no immunity to this. It will take a determined effort of will to stay clear of this 'programming'. We will also need to have this continually re-inforced by clear teaching in our churches. Otherwise we will not be able to resist this spurious call and invest ouselves, time, resources in the kingdom of God - ultimately the only investment that gives any return!

Blessing and Cursing - This is still God's mechanism to keep us close to him. To woo us back when we go astray. To stop us from harming ourselves, others and our churches by lives of disobedience. To stop us wasting our lives in a condition where God cannot fulfill his best for us.

God's Command - God gives a clear command with promises, valid for all time;

1	Consider your ways - Remember that God rewards obedience (in this life and the next) remember also that disobedience can bring upon us the curse of God.

2	Build the house - Give yourselves to building the kingdom of God, first and foremost.

3	I am with you - Obedience will bring the presence and blessing of God.

4	A spiritual empowering - As we are obedient God will empower us by his spirit to do what has has called us to do.


Study 2 - First Encouragement (2:1-9) - Take Courage You Build More Than You See title from a John Piper sermon - Morning, 28th Nov 1982, Bethlehem Baptist Church, www.desiringgod.org

In chapter one we have Haggai's prophetic call to the people to recommence the building of God's temple. Chapter two contains a series of 3 sermons which God gave to Haggai to encourage the people in their work for God.

[v 3] One of Satan's key weapons is discouragement. Discouragement is actually a sin - we have taken our eyes off God and we no longer trust his wisdom, love and power.

Note the timing - only one month after a revival, discouragement has set in! Also note that it occurs on a particular day. It is the 21st day of the 7th month. That is the last day of the week long Feast of Tabernacles. This was the feast where the people of Israel celebrated deliverance from Egypt and entry into the Promised Land. It was also the time for celebrating the ingathering of the harvest. It was the most joyful festival of the year. One whole week to celebrate God's gifts of freedom and food. Yet on this, the most popular and joyous feast of the Jewish calendar, the people are discouraged! They are still coming out of a period of cursing and as yet have no great harvest to celebrate.

Satan had managed to turn their feast into a funeral! He had killed all their joy and enthusiasm for God and his work. You can bet he loved that!

But how had he managed it? What weapons had he used that were so successful in discouraging them?

Weapon 1 - Historical Comparison
[Ezra 3:11b - 13] Satan's first weapon of discouragement is to get the people to look at what they are doing and compare it to what others did in the past. Remember Solomon's temple? Remember how luxurious it was? Remember the gold and jewels, the fancy decoration, the quality of the craftsmanship? No doubt there were a few people present who could give an eyewitness account of how wonderful it had been. The people then looked at their materials, their design, their craftsmanship and got disheartened. Who wants to give their life to build a second-rate temple?

Also, it will never be a 'proper' temple. There is the problem of the missing essentials. In v3 the word used for 'house' is an abbreviated form (hnb [baw-naw] rather than xyb [bah-yith]). The letter changed [h He] can have the value 5 in the Hebrew alphabet. Thus the rabbis identified 5 things missing in this temple compared to that of Solomon;

§	The Ark of the Covenant - lost during the Babylonian exile.
§	The Holy Fire - [2 Chr 7:1]. God had supernaturally sent fire on the inaugural sacrifice in Solomon's temple.
§	The Urim and Thummim - the mysterious objects through which the High Priest could determine God's will in any situation.
§	The Shekinah - the supernatural cloud or light of God's presence.
§	The Spirit of Prophecy. The nation is about to enter a period of 400 years of prophetic silence between the end of the O.T. and the beginning of the N.T. This temple will not experience vibrant, specific messages of God of national importance.

What was the point in building a temple which would lack all these things?

Weapon 2 - Misinterpretation of Prophecy
Also, not implicit in the text, but it may have been a factor is the confusion of Ezekiel's prophecy. In 573 B.C. (53 years previous to Haggai's ministry) God had given an amazing vision to the prophet Ezekiel. It was a detailed plan of a temple on a scale never seen before. The dimensions of the temple were larger than the whole city of Jerusalem - it was a temple that was impossible to build! The Jews themselves didn't know what to make of this prophecy. They didn't even allow anyone under the age of 30 to read it, as it was too confusing!

The problem was that the little temple being built now was nothing like Ezekiel's temple. Satan whispers in their ear, 'You are outside the will of God. Wouldn't it be far more spiritual to stop, rather than to build something contrary to scripture?'

Notice how Satan likes to twist scripture in order to undermine the people of God. They have heard a clear message from God about building this temple. They recognised in their spirits that this was a message from God. In response to their obedience the Holy Spirit starts to act within them stirring them up even more to accomplish the task.

In this environment of spiritual re-awakening and devotion to God, Satan realises that only a 'spiritual' counterattack will work. At the start his approach was delay, 'It is not the right time to build'. Now it is confusion, 'Are you building the right thing?'

Application - Don't we still have the same kinds of attacks when we seek to respond to the invitation of God to be involved in his work in the world? Doesn't Satan try to get us to compare what we are trying to do to that which others have done in the past? Doesn't he remind us of churches who saw whole towns and villages turned around in revival, or of Alpha courses with 100's of people attending. Doesn't he get us to think about amazing acts of healing and deliverance that others have lived through and experienced?

And don't we soon become depressed, discouraged. If truth be told, a little embarrassed at our poor efforts. Don't we just want to slope off into a corner and give up?

Or maybe someone comes along with a new interpretation of scripture, and this new 'interpretation' contradicts what we thought we had clearly heard God say before. Satan sows confusion in the heart of the people. Our confidence melts away. Our commitment to the task is undermined.

God's Remedy - 
v4 - God addresses the leaders first - they are the ones responsible under God for the direction of the people. If they don't have the right attitude and drive, nothing will be achieved. But God also includes all the people in his message. His message is, 'Be strong!', 'Be strong!', 'Be strong!' - Stick with the program. Don't get side-tracked or deceived. You heard me right, you're doing the right thing - stay with it. Christianity is not about weakness - it is about receiving strength from God to live an extraordinary life. A life that can only be explained in terms of God. In the book of Revelation we read many times who it is that receinces the final blessing and reward of God [2:7, 11, 17, 26 3:5, 12 21] 'He who overcomes'. Overcome implies facing obstacles, difficulties and problems and through the power of God surmounting them. Not an easy ride but the power to continue.

 - and work - Keep at it. You've been given a task, complete it. There is no such thing as anointed intentions, only actions. If you want to move into the blessing and favour of God continue to do what he told you to.

 - For I am with you - The significance of what you are building is not in the thing itself. The significance and importance consist in who you are doing it for and who you are doing it with. If the God of all the cosmos gives you an assignment and promises to be with you as you fulfil it - can that be insignificant? Moses had to lift up his stick and stretch out his hand. Was that significant? Yet his obedience released the power of God and the Sea of Reeds dried up and the people walked across on dry land, whilst the following Egyptians were drowned as the waters returned.

v5 - I covenanted with you - God reminds them of his activity in the life of their nation in the past. Remember how I entered into a covenant relationship with you? Remember how I brought you out of Egypt so that you could learn to live in relationship with me? All of that was to enable you to be where you are today. You are standing today in direct continuation of my activity in the past - it is no accident that you are where you are and doing what you are doing.

 - And my Spirit remains among you - God tells them that he hasn't changed. He is still the same God. He still loves them. He is still committed to them. He still has his hand on their lives and nation. He will still support them and enable them to fulfil his plans and purposes.

 - Do not fear - The obvious conclusion to draw from the two previous statements. What is there to fear in the light of the above?

vv 6-9 - A Glorious Future - God communicates something that could hardly have been expected - that the glory of what they are building will exceed that of Solomon's temple! 

It is difficult to decipher this particular prophecy, there are a few options;
§	the 'desired of nations' refers to Christ who would one day be presented in this very temple as a baby, then as a 12 year old boy and, as a man, would cleanse it from abuses, preach, teach and perform miracles there. The Apostles and the early Jewish believers would continue to meet there in the early days of the Church before they were finally forced out by the Jewish authorities [Ac 5:20].
§	the 'desired of nations' means the 'desirable things of the nations' i.e. beauty, riches. Textually, this seems the most likely meaning. The pagan King Darius is recorded, in Ezra 6:8, as having contributed greatly to the costs of re-building the temple shortly after this time.
§	the 'desirable things of the nations' or beautiful things of the nations, refers to Gentile believers who will come to Christ and then for 2,000 years stream to Jerusalem to honour the Holy Land where Christ lived whilst on Earth.
§	the glory of this temple is that it will last longer than that of Solomon, 420 years as opposed to 410 (although in its final form massively re-modelled and extended by Herod).
§	the prophecy refers to a future time when a rebuilt glorious temple will again be a world centre for the worship of the true God [c.f. Is 60:5, 11; 61:6]. Although, it should be noted that the final state of things specifically excludes a physical temple [c.f. Rev 21:22, 1 Cor 3:16, 2 Cor 6:16].
§	the prophecy is speaking in spiritual terms of the temple as the seat of God's kingdom on earth. Thus it can be understood as speaking of the N.T. temple - Christ's body or the Church [1 Cor 3:16, 2 Cor 6:16].
§	the 'shaking of the nations' refers to the rising and falling of consecutive massive empires - the Persian empire, Greek empire, 4 Alexandrian dynasties, Rome and then the Barbarian conquests. Yet this little group of refugees and their temple will outlast them all! Perhaps also this 'shaking' mirrors the signs and portents which accompanied the giving of the law on Mount Sinai. As the coming into being of the covenant relationship was marked by exceptional events, so the coming of the Messianic kingdom would be.

Which one is correct? It is hard to decide. Personally I can't help but feel, regardless of the textual difficulties, that somehow the future presence of Christ within this temple is one of the meanings.

Application - Don't judge by externals [Is 11:3b]. The external glory and significance of what God has asked you to do is irrelevant. Its value consists in your obedience, not in the projects magnificence. God owns all the precious things of the world anyway - you can't give him anything he doesn't already own [2 Chr 29:14-16]. If he had wanted you to build something spectacular he would have given you the resources to do so. If God is satisfied with a simple, small thing - so should you be. Or are you more interested in impressing others and in being admired for what you have built, than in pleasing God?

There are greater blessings than wealth - some of which may even be incompatible with its possession. The N.T. church - outwardly, simple, rough and ready, humble and without any of the outward luxury of the temple and its ritual. Yet this church possessed far greater glory in its announcement of the gospel - full forgiveness for sin, restoration to God, the promise of the indwelling of the Holy Spirit and the hope of heaven. These are things that the O.T. temple could never offer. It has also lasted far longer. It spread the message of the Kingdom far wider. It truly has led to the worship of God being a world-wide phenomenon. The prophecy of greater glory and the promise of God's granting peace in 'this place' must surely be tied in with this.

Don't judge prematurely [1 Cor 4:5]. You don't know the end result of your obedience. Only God does. Don't write off seeming failures and don't over-value seeming successes. Only eternity will reveal the true value and significance of things.

You are building more than you see.

Study 3 - Second Encouragement (2:10-19) - A Warning and a Promise

Next comes a message in the form of a parable, a parable about purity and pollution. In effect Haggai is sent to ask the priests to decide on a matter of ceremonial law. It is interesting to see how the prophetic and priestly offices work together. The one doesn't seek to take over the business of the other. The occasional prophetic sermons of Haggai don't replace the on-going, regular teaching ministry of the priests. Neither does the prophet have the authority to usurp the authority of the priests on matters of religious practice. Each ministry has its place and they need to work together for the benefit of the people of God.

The Warning - Haggai is sent by God to present two scenarios to the priests and to ask for their judgement. The first scenario seeks to determine whether holiness can be transmitted by contact. The correct answer, which the priests gave, was 'no'. The second scenario sought to discover whether uncleanness can be transmitted by contact. The priests again gave the correct answer, which was 'yes'. The root principle which these ceremonial laws sought to establish was that holiness is a difficult state to attain and a difficult state to maintain. It is only by concerted, active effort that we can maintain a right standing before God.

God gives Haggai a message based around this analogy from the ceremonial law to highlight to the people the problem of their current lack of holiness. They were currently unclean. Everything they touched became unclean and unacceptable too. They could not build something acceptable to God without changing their lives. For their work, effort and obedience to have any value it had to be done in the right way - by holy people. Impure people cannot offer pure sacrifices.

This seems a bit hard, doesn't it? Here they were obeying God. Responding to the message of Haggai and committed to the project of rebuilding the temple. Surely now everything was rosy?

However God informs them of the truth of the situation. Paradoxically, the more we set ourselves to be involved in God's plans and purposes, the more he demands that we live holy lives. Thus, the more we set ourselves to live in the presence of God, the more we will experience the 'spotlight' of the Holy Spirit pointing out to us the areas where we fall short of God's standards. The reason for this is that the primary purpose of the activity is to develop the relationship. God involves us in his plans in order to draw us closer to himself. In order to deepen our love relationship with him. Thus any involvement in the plans and purposes of God will always require us to be transformed. Obedience should lead to transformation.

Up until a few weeks ago the people had been totally consumed with the pursuit of a lifestyle of materialism, they had therefore been unclean. Therefore all their worship and sacrifice had been unclean and unacceptable too. Now, as their hearts are changed and they once again turn to God, they need to get their lives into shape. They need to clean up. Religious activity is only meaningful when it comes out of pure and sincere hearts. 

We need to note the timing of this message, it comes two months after the previous one. The people have done all the preparatory work for the rebuilding of the temple. The ground is cleared, the materials are in place, the tools are ready and the workforce is organised. Now, on the 24th day of the 9th month, they are about to lay the foundation (v18). However, before 'one stone is laid on another' (v15), God warns them that there is one vital preparation they have failed to undertake. He graphically communicates to them that their personal holiness is both an essential preparation and ongoing necessity for those who would be involved in the work of God. To know God's blessing, God's work must be done in God's way.

The Promise - God reminds them of the way things are. They are still living in the shadow of God's curse. Insufficiency, caused by God's cursing everything that they put their hands to, is still their experience. Nothing around them indicates that anything has changed. However, God's clear word to them is that 'From this day on I will bless you'. They don't yet see it. They can't yet imagine how it is going to come about. They maybe don't even dare to hope for it. But God says that in the spiritual realms things have now changed. Things have now been loosed in the spiritual realm by their obedience and they will soon see changes in the physical realm.

God tells them that they can date the reversal of their fortunes from this day when they laid the first stone of obedience.
Application - Do we want to be involved in the plans and purposes of God in the world? Do we want to invest our lives in the kingdom of God? Then two essentials are obedience and holiness.

There is a tension in Christian spirituality. On the one hand we need to keep a clear sense of the majesty and awesome-ness of God. We need to have what the O.T. calls 'the fear of the Lord'. This will lead us to live holy, considered lives before God and to come before him and worship him in appropriate ways. However if the awesome-ness and majesty of God is over-emphasised, we start to think of him as unapproachable and distant. We will soon relate to him only as a judge whom we fear, not as a father whom we love.

If on the other hand we over-emphasise the loving, gentle aspect of God, we start to think of him as an indulgent, doting father. This helps us to approach God and to cultivate our intimacy with him. But, when overemphasised, this can lead to our behaving as if God were our equal and we can become careless in our approach to him. It is interesting to me that it was during the reign of David - someone who most obviously was able to experience intimacy with God - that the incident with Uzzah occurred (2 Sa 6:6). Maybe David needed also to experience something of the awesomeness of God in order that he would be balanced in his spirtuality. We too need a spirituality which is adequately complex and can embrace both of these aspects of the nature of God.

There is also here an encouragement for us to trust God's promises. Though we see no physical indication that what God has said will come to pass, yet we are to keep trusting and wait and see God's fulfillment of his promises.

Study 4 - Third Encouragement (2:20-23) - The Coming Crises and the Awesome Promise

On the same day as Haggai has addressed the people God also gives him a specific word for their leader, Zerrubbabel. The ordinary people had ordinary concerns. Their horizons were no larger than this years harvests and providing for their families. Zerrubbabel however has a wider area of concern. Maybe he was worried thinking about the previous message where God had told them of the coming of a time of the 'shaking of the nations' (2:7)? Maybe Zerrubbabel wondered how this rag-tag little group of refugees would survive such dramatic international events? How could he possible lead them through these events and maintain their security without a significant army or weapons?

God declares through Haggai, that these world-shaking events will indeed come to pass. He states that those things which might be thought to give security - military might and political alliances - will all be useless. Horses and chariots (the most terrifying weapons of the time, will be overturned). The closest of alliances, even between brothers will be as nothing. However, God gives an incredible message of hope to Zerrubbabel. God says that he will be like God's signet ring. The signet ring was the representative of the person. It was, in effect, his signature - the legal representation of the man himself. Thus it was guarded with special care by the owner. Thus, he is not to worry. God will especially have his hand upon him and lead and guide him.

In Jeremiah 22:24 we see that this had been God's promised blessing upon the leaders of his people. But in the case there Jehoiachin's disobedience and refusal to rule in a godly way, causes God to rescind the blessing. Zerrubbabel's obedience reverses the curse and the blessing is re-instated. Godly leadership is a great blessing for a people. In many ways much more significant than mere material blessing.

But there is also an even more amazing fulfillment to this blessing. Zerrubbabel would himself be one of Christ's ancestors! (Mt 1:12,13). In 520 years time, one of the descendents of Zerrubbabel would be Jesus!
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