TEXT: Haggai 1:12-15PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Exposition of Haggai #2


We come tonight to the second sermon in our study of Haggai.  Last week, I introduced the man, his audience, and the work that he did.  Perhaps a quick reminder will be useful.  Haggai was a prophet of the LORD who worked among the Jews in their post-exilic era, c.520 B.C.  The nation lay in ruins for their sin; but there was hope.  God had retrieved them from their Oriental captivity and was now rebuilding the nation, beginning with His House, the Temple.  The Book itself is easily outlined.  Five sermons, each dated, preached over a space of about three months.  And the results were encouraging: Israel goes from a selfish and indolent nation to "a peculiar people, zealous of good works".  And this change was wrought, not by mass-psychology--or at the end of a bayonet--but by the Word of God which then--and now--can change lives.  


The first sermon was a difficult one, full of scornful rebuke.  The people complained "the time has not come that the LORD's house should be rebuilt".  And this delay was "justified" by their poverty.  It's not that they didn't want the Temple rebuilt, but they simply didn't have the money to do it.  Or so they said.


But God said otherwise: "Is it time for you yourselves to dwell in your paneled houses, and this temple to lie in ruins?  Consider your ways!"  Their problem, then, was not poverty at all, but priority.  They wanted to do God's work, but only after they had feathered their own beds.  They were "seeking second the kingdom of God and His righteousness..."  And, as a consequence, "all these things were being subtracted from them".  


The first sermon, then, was rough.  But it was the LORD's Word and did not "return to Him void".  It had a happy result.  This brings us up to date, v.12. 


Zerubbabel, Joshua, and their people listened carefully to the prophet's message.  And although it was unpleasant, we find no resentment on the part of the hearers or a demand to see Haggai's credentials.  But there is delay.  The sermon was preached on "the first day of the sixth month", but the people do nothing till "the twenty-fourth day" of the same.  What are they waiting for?  Are they rebelling against the LORD?  Are they awaiting further chastisments to fall upon them?  


I don't think so.  Later in this verse, we find them "fearing the presence of the LORD", which is incongruous with a defiant spirit.  And so, what are they doing for those three-plus weeks?  Who knows?  But I will offer an opinion, and one that I think is most reasonable.  


They were testing the prophecy to see if it were so.  Long before Moses had commanded the people to not believe everything spoken in the name of JEHOVAH, but to "prove all things".  This would be done by comparing the present word to earlier revelations.  Because God is perfect and unchanging, His word cannot contradict itself.  "To the law and testimony!  If they do not speak according to this word, there is no light in them".


And so, was Haggai's message consistent with the earlier prophets?  No question about it!  Isaiah had told of Cyrus' decree by which Israel would return to its land and build the Temple.  Ezekiel had, too.  And Zechariah was saying the same thing now.  There was an inspired consensus on that question.  But what about the other one?  Was now the right time to do the work?  Here, too, the prophets spoke with a single voice.  Should God's work ever be put second to our own?  "You shall have no other gods before Me" thundered Sinai.  Or, to put it another way, "You shall not covet!"  And so--in my opinion--three weeks were spent testing the word of Haggai    in the furnace of Scripture, and finding it "24 karat", solid gold, the real thing.  


And, having determined this was the Word of God, Zerubbabel, Joshua, and all the people, submit.   This submission consists of two things:


1.
Fear, "...and the people feared the presence of the LORD".  What sort of fear was this?  It certainly includes a reverence for God, but I don't thing that exhausts the subject.  Their's was a guilty fear.  They knew the previous charges were true and so they were convicted of their sin.  This shook them deeply and produced "a godly sorrow, one that works a repentance never to be repented of".  Until a man fears God as a Judge and Avenger, he'll never respect or love Him as a Father.  


2.
Obedience, "...the people obeyed the voice of the LORD their God".  


Thus, the people's reaction to the prophecy of Haggai.  It was a good one, a very good one, indeed.  They listened, they feared, and they obeyed.


But then, in the second place, note the sermon itself.  The first prophecy was fairly long and detailed, answering the objections and setting duty in its proper light.  But the second message is shorter, and much simpler, v.13b: "I am with you, says the LORD".  


The LORD had long been grieved and provoked with this people.  But the moment they repent--on the very day--He assures them of His presence.  What does this imply?


1.
Their sins were forgiven.


2.
Their hearts were purged.


3.
God's anger was relieved.


4.
They were reconciled to one another.  


5.
God's blessing would be upon them.  


Nothing but impenitence stood between them and a God of all grace.  Nothing.  Once they repented, He assured them of His love and tender mercies.  Not years later; or after they had proved themselves trustworthy.  Right then; on the very day of their repentance. 


The same is true of us.  "If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness...My little children, these things I write to you that you sin not; but if any man sins, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous".


It is not that God is willing to forgive us if we prove over 50 years that we "really meant what we said".  This kind of thinking puts the cart before the horse.  Godliness assumes forgiveness, but can never merit it.  "The blood of Christ purges our consciences from dead works (so that we may) serve the Living God".  


Repentance brings in its train all the blessings I have enumerated: our sins are pardoned, our lives are cleansed, God's wrath is assuaged, our relationship to God is righted, and He will "never leave us or forsake us".


But these things only come to the penitent, to those who have "obeyed the voice of the LORD their God and feared (His) presence".  


Back to the narrative.  The happy promise of "God with us" had a tremendous effect on the Hebrew people.  It did not (as some allege) foster an impudence or sloth, but just the opposite: a humble and energetic serving of God.  "So the LORD stirred up the spirit of Zerubbabel the son of Shealtiel, the governor of Judah, and the spirit of Joshua the son of Jehozadak, the high priest, and the spirit of all the remnant of the people; and they came and worked on the House of the LORD of hosts, their God", v.14.  


And so, assurance is the key to spiritual growth.  But this is only gotten and maintained by a life of repentance.  And it produces the happiest blessings: our lives are changed from the dull, often depressing things that they are, into a vibrant and hopeful ministry.  But better still, God's cause is advanced in the world, "to the praise of the glory of His grace".  Amen.

