Lesson – 10                                        June 8, 2013                                 Gladwin Mathews


Lesson – 10 First Things First (Haggai) 
Read for your study:  Haggai 1, John 2:19, Ezra 3:1-6, Matt. 1:23, 12:6, Haggai 2, Luke 24:13-27.
Memory Text: ‘The silver is mine and the gold is mine, declares the Lord Almighty’ (Haggai 2:8, NIV).
Introduction: Today in our society we live in a consumer-driven culture where you can have your choice of anything and everything you desire. Unfortunately that concept has crept into the culture of church life and our choices concerning church. We pick and choose church life almost the way we choose products in a store. 
In the most recent issue of Leadership Journal, Marshall Shelley says, “Churchgoers may seek a ‘life-changing experience’ but only if it doesn’t affect their lifestyle.” (August, 2006 pg. 3) We want life to be comfortable. We want to meet our needs and our desires with little consequence. We like to talk about the blessings of God but all too often we are afraid to deal with the requirements of following God. These traps of life have caused us to miss the main focus and purpose of life. 
In our study of the Minor Prophets, we now jump ahead about 100 years in Israel history. Prophets like Zephaniah, Nahum, and Habakkuk prophesied shortly before the seventy years of Babylonian captivity (i.e. before 606-536 B.C.) Following the return under the leadership of Zerubbabel (536 B.C.), it was not long before two more prophets were sent to the people of Israel. These prophets were Haggai and Zechariah. We shall first consider Haggai in this lesson. 

The name Haggai means “Festival” or “Festive”.  He is a Prophet who wrote around 520 BC, the second year of king Darius (Haggai 1:1) to motivate the Jews in rebuilding the temple. Haggai is the shortest books among the Old Testament consisting only 2 Chapters, a total of 38 verses and it's entirely directed at Zerubbabel, the son of Shealtiel, governor of Judah, and to Joshua, the son of Jozadak, the high priest, as God wants Zerubbabel to rebuild the temple, the number one priority of God’s people. Haggai insisted on doing the right things at the right time, for the right reasons. Let us dive into our study and find out what Haggai wants to convey from the Lord to His people today!

Planting Much, Harvesting Little:  (Haggai 1:1-11)
After returning from exile after almost 20 years, the children of Israel had begun to rebuild their own homes and businesses and to establish their statehood as a Jewish community but had neglected in tending to the construction of the temple and making the Lord the central focus of all their hopes and dreams. The temple lay untouched for 16 years till God sent Haggai. 
He confronted the people with the message from God that they had neglected their duties towards the building of the house of Yahweh. They worked hard but did not earn much. (Haggai 1:6) This happened because they had mistaken their priorities. They said, ‘the time for the Lord had not come yet’ because the time they needed for their own interests was uppermost in their minds. 
Question: How did Haggai confront them with this attitude? 
It is precisely at this point that Haggai raises his first interrogation and issues his first challenge shifting his attention from Zerubbabel and Joshua to the people at large, a fact that explains the second introductory formula of v. 3. Using their own word for “time”, suggesting an appropriate or suitable moment, Haggai turns around the argument of the people by asking whether indeed it was appropriate for them to build their own houses even though they have protested that it was not appropriate to build the house of Yahweh. How could they have so perverted their priorities that the dwelling place of the Lord of hosts (v. 2) could take second place to those of His servant people? They needed to put God first in all that they were doing, he insisted.  
Commenting on this, Ellen G. white says, “For over a year the temple was neglected and well-nigh forsaken. The people dwelt in their homes and strove to attain temporal prosperity, but their situation was deplorable. Work as they might they did not prosper. The very elements of nature seemed to conspire against them. Because they had let the temple lie waste, the Lord sent upon their substance a wasting drought. God had bestowed upon them the fruits of field and garden, the corn and the wine and the oil, as a token of His favor; but because they had used these bountiful gifts so selfishly, the blessings were removed.”—Ellen G. White, Prophets and Kings, p. 573.
The Lord challenged them through Haggai to ‘consider their ways’. "Give careful thought to your ways.” Haggai 1:5 (NIV) He called Haggai to write this book as a wake-up call to draw the people back to the original purpose for their homecoming. God had called the people to a specific task to bring glory to him. Now, they were ignoring that one task. (Haggai 1:5-6)
Application: We can so easily get caught up in our own life circumstances that we miss out on what is most important. We lose sight of the concept that we were created to bring God glory. Life runs at a fast pace and if we aren’t intentional about focusing our lives on the glory of God, we can easily lose our direction. 
Question: Are we guilty of doing the same things today? Are our priorities straight in carrying the vision of the church? 

God’s Greatest Promise: 
Haggai served as a mouthpiece for God. Haggai 1:12-14 gives us the details of the response of the leaders and the people to his message. Haggai’s first sermon to the people was that our true priorities are revealed in how we spend our time and money, that when our priorities are misplaced, life stops working, and that when we realign our priorities with God’s priorities, God’s blessings start flowing back into our lives. 

Question: What was the response of the people of Israel? What brought them back to the work God had set for them to do?  The people of Israel responded to Haggai’s sermon with obedience and commitment, and soon God was stirring their hearts to rebuild the temple. All obeyed the Lord because the leaders and the people recognized that he had sent Haggai. The work on the temple began; and people did what they could; and in a period of about four years, the temple was completed. The Lord delivered a new word to His people through Haggai: “I am with you” (vs. 13). This was an assurance of God’s promise of His presence among them.  These words encouraged the people and ‘stirred the spirit of Zerubbabel and Joshua, the high priest, and the all the remnant of the people’. (vs. 14)
Question: Today, do we act as if God is with us? Are we aware of His covenantal promises made to the Patriarchs and Moses (Gen. 26:3, Exod. 3:12, Num. 14:9)? Is this power to unify and inspire the people of church still available to our leaders? 
Do Not Fear: (Haggai 2:1-5) 
There was an interesting development of the great revival among the people with an encouraging word sent by God through Haggai. These were the remnants who were determined to rebuild God’s house. But the present appearance of the temple did not match the former glory of Solomon’s temple. The people were discouraged. Let us look at the cause of discouragement, the solution to discouragement, and the result of pressing on despite our discouragement.
The Cause of Discouragement (Haggai 2:1-3) 
In this passage we learn that we become discouraged when our involvement in God’s work appears to be insignificant. 

Haggai dates his message the twenty-first day of the seventh month in Israel’s calendar that translates to October 17, 520 B.C. on our calendar. This was the last day of the weeklong celebration of the Jewish feast of Tabernacles. The reason this day is so significant is because on this day 430 years earlier King Solomon dedicated the first Jewish temple to God. Solomon’s temple was a magnificent masterpiece of architecture and ornamentation, filled with the most precious metals, gems and craftsmanship from around the ancient world. As the people of Haggai’s generation looked at this second temple they were building, it looked like nothing in comparison to Solomon’s temple. In their minds, this second temple would never match the glory and greatness of the first temple. They felt like their contribution was insignificant. So, they were discouraged. Sometimes when we work hard to get our priorities back in line with God’s priorities, it seems that our efforts are pointless and futile.
The Solution to Discouragement: 
God’s solution to this kind of discouragement is to stay focused on heavenly priorities in our discouragement by remembering God’s promises. Haggai reminded the people that God has promised to be with them. God says, ‘I am with you’ about 18 times in the Bible. For God to say, "I am with you," means God is on our side in what we’re doing, that he’s our refuge and strength. Thus ‘do not fear’. 
Question: Is this solution to discouragement even for us today? Even though we’re not Israel and we’re not under the covenant God made with Israel, God has give us as Christians similar promises. God is with us as well. One of Jesus’ titles is Emmanuel, which means God is with us. Jesus himself promised that he was with us to the very end of the age (Matt 28:20). In fact, God promises us as Christians that he will never leave us or forsake us.

The Result of staying focused in Discouragement:  (Haggai 2:6-9)
In this passage God makes a prediction about the future. He is going to ‘shaken up the heavens and the earth… and fill the house with glory’. The glory of this house will be greater than the glory of the former house’. 
The Desire of All Nations: 

Question: What is God trying to teach us in Haggai 2:6-9? How could that new temple be more glorious? 
Ellen G. White tells us that ‘For centuries the Jews had vainly endeavored to show wherein the promise of God given by Haggai had been fulfilled; yet pride and unbelief blinded their minds to the true meaning of the prophet’s words. The second temple was not honored with the cloud of Jehovah’s glory, but with the living presence of One in whom dwelt the fullness of the Godhead bodily–who was God Himself manifest in the flesh. The “Desire of all nations” had indeed come to His temple when the Man of Nazareth taught and healed in the sacred courts. In the presence of Christ, and in this only, did the second temple exceed the first in glory’! (The Great Controversy 24.1, 2)
Just like heaven and earth were shaken up when Israel came out from their Egyptian slavery, so in a little while, God will shake things up again when Jesus will appear in heaven and bring peace to all nations.
The Lord’s Signet Ring:  (Haggai 2:22-23)
The Lord gave His final message to Haggai warning of a destruction of kingdoms and nations during the day of God’s judgement. This of course would be fulfilled fully at the Second Coming. The Lord declares, ‘and I will make you like my signet ring, for I have chosen you,” 
This could be seen as a messianic reference in this promise. God calls Zerubbabel "My servant", an expression often used in Isaiah in reference to the Messiah - cf. Isa 52:13; 53:11 And God says "for I have chosen you" (Messiah means anointed, chosen). 

Question: What is the meaning of the ‘signet ring’? The earlier reference to ‘signet ring’ was made in Jeremiah 22:24 when Jehoiachin was captured and taken to Babylon and God had rejected him: “Even if you, Jehoiachin..., were a signet ring on my right hand, I would still pull you off” (Jeremiah 22:24). 
But now his grandson Zerubbabel had come back to Jerusalem, chosen again as the Lord’s “signet ring.” Such a ring was used in place of a signature, to impress the king’s seal on important documents. Like a king sealing legal documents with a ring, the Lord would impress the entire world through the work of His servant. The complete fulfillment of this prophecy would have to wait for Zerubbabel’s descendant Jesus, a son of David who fully printed God’s image on humanity. 
Conclusion: Haggai's message was primarily designed to encourage Zerubbabel and the faithful remnant of Israel who had returned from Babylonian captivity...
   a. To finish rebuilding the temple

   b. To do so in a manner that would honor and glorify God

   c. To look to the future with hope and promise

Haggai was “written for our learning” (Romans 15:4).  There are lessons that can easily be gleaned from this book, such as:
      1) The importance of putting God first - Haggai 1:2-4
      2) The need for everyone to work, not just the leaders - Haggai 1:12-15
      3) The danger of letting evil contaminate our efforts to serve God - Haggai 2:11-14
As Christians, we are blessed to be "a holy temple in the Lord" – Ephesians 2:19-22; 
1Peter 2:5

The foundation of this temple has been laid. But the need for building upon the foundation continues! Living in a highly materialistic society, it may be easy for us to neglect the ongoing construction of the Lord's house.  Perhaps we need to remember the words of the Lord through Haggai: "Is it time for you yourselves to dwell in your paneled houses, and this temple to lie in ruins?" (Haggai 1:4)
If we are indeed guilty of neglecting the Lord's house, then we must heed also these words of Haggai:"Consider your ways!"
God Bless You!!!
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