
Introduction to Haggai Chapter 1

Is It Time for You to Dwell in Paneled Houses? The Misplaced Priorities of the Returned 

Exiles and the Call to Build

 

The book of Haggai is one of the shortest and most precisely dated books in the Old Testament prophetic canon. Its four messages are each stamped with an exact calendar date in the second year of Darius I king of Persia — 520 BC, eighteen years after the first return of exiles from Babylon under Sheshbazzar in 538 BC and sixteen years after the laying of the temple foundation under Zerubbabel  and  Jeshua  in  536  BC.  The  temple  foundation  has  been  laid,  the  work  has  stopped under opposition and discouragement (Ezra 4–5), and the community has settled into a comfortable accommodation  with  the  unfinished  state  of  the  house  of  the  LORD.  Haggai  is  sent  to  break through this accommodation with the most direct available diagnosis of the community’s spiritual condition: you have been saying the time has not yet come to rebuild the LORD’s house.

 




Chapter 1 is the first of the four messages and the most confrontational. It opens with the date — the first day of the sixth month of the second year of Darius — and immediately names the spiritual problem: the people’s saying that the time has not yet come to rebuild. Haggai does not argue with the  saying;  he  diagnoses  what  it  reveals  about  the  community’s  priorities  by  pointing  to  the material evidence: the people are dwelling in paneled houses while the house of the LORD lies in ruins.  The  paneled  houses  —  the  Hebrew  sepherôt,  the  word  for  houses  with  interior  wood paneling, a mark of luxury and comfort  in  the ancient world  — are the most specific available evidence  that  the  claim  of  the  time  not  being  right  is  not  a  theological  discernment  but  a rationalization of the misplaced priorities that have put personal comfort  ahead of the covenant priority.

 

The agricultural consequence section of verses 5–6 is the most direct available application of the Deuteronomic covenant theology to the specific situation of the returned exiles: you have sown much and harvested little; you eat but you never have enough; you drink but you never have your fill; you clothe yourselves but no one is warm; and you who earn wages do so to put them into a bag with holes. The frustration and insufficiency of the community’s economic life is not the result of external forces but of the covenant theology operating as it should: the community that has put its own houses before the house of the LORD has placed itself outside the sphere of the covenant blessing  and  inside  the  sphere  of  the  covenant  discipline.  Consider  your  ways  is  the  prophetic invitation  to  the  theological  reading  of  the  economic  experience  that  the  community  has  been experiencing as random misfortune.

 

The most remarkable feature of chapter 1 is  its  conclusion:  the people obeyed the voice of the LORD their God and the words of Haggai the prophet, and the people feared the LORD (verse 12). The prophetic  word produced the response it  was  designed to  produce. Twenty-three days after the first message, the work on the house of the LORD began (verse 15). Haggai is the prophet whose word succeeds in his own lifetime in the most visible and concrete way available in the prophetic tradition: the command is given, the community obeys, the work begins.

Opening Prayer

 

Heavenly Father,

 

We come to Haggai chapter 1 as people who need the most direct available diagnosis of the misplaced priorities that have become comfortable accommodations in our own covenant life. We know the experience of the paneled houses — the personal comfort and the personal investment that have become so thoroughly established as the governing priority of our daily decisions that the house of the LORD has been left in its unfinished state without our noticing the dereliction. We have been saying, in our own version of the returned exiles’ rationalization, that the time has not yet come — and Haggai has been sent to ask us: is it time for you to dwell in paneled houses while the house of the LORD lies in ruins?

 

Lord, let the consider your ways be the invitation to the theological reading of the frustration and insufficiency of the present season. Where the sowing has been much and the harvest little, where the eating has been without enough and the drinking without satisfaction and the earning without accumulation — let these experiences be received not as random misfortune requiring only practical adjustment but as the covenant discipline that is designed to produce the theological reckoning that the discipline is meant to provoke. Let the consider your ways produce the I am with you, declares the LORD that follows the obedience of verse 13.

 

And let the they came and worked on the house of the LORD of hosts their God on the twenty-fourth day of the sixth month be the most encouraging available evidence that the prophetic word can produce the obedient response in twenty-three days. The community that was rationalizing the inaction in verse 2 was working on the house of the LORD in verse 15. The gap between the rationalization and the obedience is the gap that the prophetic word bridges. Let the word do its work. Let us bridge the gap.

 

In Jesus’ name, Amen.

 

Haggai 1:1–6

The Diagnosis: Paneled Houses, the Ruined Temple, and the Consider Your Ways

 

(1) In the second year of Darius the king,

in the sixth month, in the first day of the month,

came the word of the LORD by Haggai the prophet

unto Zerubbabel the son of Shealtiel, governor of Judah,

and to Joshua the son of Josedech, the high priest, saying,

(2) Thus speaketh the LORD of hosts, saying,

This people say, The time is not come,

the time that the LORD’s house should be built.

(3) Then came the word of the LORD by Haggai the prophet, saying,

(4) Is it time for you, O ye, to dwell in your cieled houses,

and this house lie waste?

(5) Now therefore thus saith the LORD of hosts;

Consider your ways.

(6) Ye have sown much, and bring in little;

ye eat, but ye have not enough;

ye drink, but ye are not filled with drink;

ye clothe you, but there is none warm;

and he that earneth wages earneth wages

to put it into a bag with holes.

 

The Context

The  date  formula  of  verse  1  is  the  first  of  four  precise  calendar  markers  in  the  book,  and  its precision is theologically significant: the word of the LORD came on a specific day, to specific people, in a specific historical situation. The second year of Darius I is 520 BC. The sixth month, the first day is the first day of Elul in the Jewish calendar — late August or early September. The word is addressed to Zerubbabel the governor and Joshua the high priest — the civil and religious leaders of the returned community. The precision of the dating is the prophetic tradition’s most direct available statement that the word of the LORD engages specific historical situations rather than floating above them in theological abstraction.

 

The this people say of verse 2 is one of the most revealing details in the chapter. Haggai does not say my  people or the people of the LORD; he says this  people  —  the distancing  language that signals  the  distance  between  the  community’s  present  condition  and  the  covenant  identity  that should characterize it. The people who were once my people have, by their rationalization of the inaction, placed themselves at a remove from the covenant relationship that the my would express. And  the  saying  —  the  time  has  not  yet  come  to  rebuild  the  house  of  the  LORD  —  is  the rationalization that Haggai is sent to expose. The community has been saying this for sixteen years. The  foundation  was  laid;  the  opposition  came;  the  work  stopped;  the  saying  became  the comfortable accommodation that nobody was challenging.

 

The is it time for you to dwell in your paneled houses while this house lies in ruins? of verse 4 is the most direct available prophetic diagnosis of the misplaced priorities. The question is rhetorical but not dismissive; it is the most honest available mirror that the community needs to look into. The paneled houses — the houses with interior cedar or cypress wood paneling that indicated the prosperity and comfort of the inhabitants — are not condemned because luxury is inherently sinful. They are  condemned in  this context because they represent  the community’s investment  of its resources in its own comfort while the house of the LORD lies in ruins. The comparison is the diagnosis: this community has enough resources for paneled houses, which means it has enough resources for the temple. The choice to build the one while neglecting the other is the evidence of the misplaced priority.

 

The consider your ways of verse 5 — repeated in verse 7 and forming the structural backbone of the chapter — is the invitation to the theological reading of the community’s economic experience. The Hebrew is literally set your heart on your ways — bring the full attention of the mind and will to bear on what your ways have been and what they have produced. And verses 5–6 immediately provide the content of what that consideration will reveal: the agricultural frustration, the economic insufficiency, the pervasive sense of laboring without accumulation. The bag with holes is the most vivid available image of the economic futility: the wages  are earned, the money goes in, and it drains away before it can be used for anything. The economy of the community that has placed its own comfort before the house of the LORD is the economy of the bag with holes.

 

Plain American English

On September 1 of the second year of King Darius’s reign, the LORD gave this message through the  prophet  Haggai  to  Zerubbabel  son  of  Shealtiel,  governor  of  Judah,  and  to  Joshua  son  of Jehozadak, the high priest: “This is what the LORD of Armies says: The people are saying, ‘The time has not  yet  come to  rebuild the house of  the LORD.’” Then the LORD sent  this message through the prophet Haggai: “Why are you living in luxurious houses while my house lies in ruins? This is what the LORD of Armies says: Look at what’s happening to you! You have planted much but harvest little. You eat but are not satisfied. You drink but are still thirsty. You put on clothes but cannot keep warm. Your wages disappear as though you were putting them in pockets filled with holes!”

 

Key Observations

“This people say, The time is not come, the time that the LORD’s house should be built”: This signifies The Rationalization of the Inaction Is the Spiritual Problem That Sixteen Years of Comfortable Accommodation Has Produced — Not Outright Refusal but the Perpetual Deferral That Has Become the Settled Condition. The  this  people  say  —  with  the  distancing  this  rather  than  the  covenantal  my  —  identifies  the community  by  its  rationalization:  the  community  that  says  the  time  has  not  yet  come.  The rationalization is not the outright refusal to build; it is the perpetual deferral that has settled into a comfortable  accommodation  with  the  unfinished  state.  The  time  has  not  yet  come  is  the  most available and the most comfortable form of the inaction rationalization because it does not close the door on the future action; it merely delays the present one indefinitely. The community can always say the time has not yet come without ever having to say we will not build. The prophet’s work is to expose the perpetual deferral as the functional equivalent of the refusal: if the time has not yet come after sixteen years, when will it come?

“Is it time for you, O ye, to dwell in your cieled houses, and this house lie waste?”: This signifies The Comparison Between the Paneled Houses and the Ruined Temple Is the Most Direct Available Diagnosis of the Misplaced Priority — the Community Has Found the Resources for Its Own Comfort That It Claims Not to Have for the House of the LORD. The is it time for you to dwell in paneled houses while this house lies in ruins? is the prophetic mirror  that  the  community  most  needs  and  most  resists.  The  question  does  not  condemn  the paneled houses; it condemns the comparison. The community that has invested its resources in the paneled houses has demonstrated by that investment that it has the resources that it claims not to have  for  the  temple.  The  misplaced  priority  is  visible  in  the  material  evidence:  the  houses  are paneled, which means the resources exist; the temple lies in ruins, which means the resources have been directed elsewhere. The prophet does not need to prove the misplaced priority by argument; he simply points to the paneled houses and the ruined temple and asks the community to look at both at the same time.

“Ye have sown much, and bring in little; ye eat, but ye have not enough; ye drink, but ye are not filled; and he that earneth wages earneth wages to put it into a bag with holes”: This signifies The Fivefold Frustration of the Economic Life Is the Covenant Discipline Operating as the Deuteronomic Theology Describes — the Community Outside the Covenant Blessing Experiences the Insufficiency That the Covenant Promised for Covenant Unfaithfulness.

The five statements of the economic frustration — the insufficient harvest, the unsatisfying food, the unsatisfying drink, the inadequate clothing, the wages that drain away — are not a random list of  complaints.  They  are  the  specific  content  of  the  Deuteronomic  covenant  discipline:  the community that has placed its own priorities above the covenant priorities has stepped outside the sphere of the covenant blessing and into the sphere of the covenant curse. Deuteronomy 28:38–40 specifically describes the agricultural futility that attends the covenant unfaithfulness: you will sow much seed but harvest little. The community that has been experiencing the bag with holes has been experiencing the covenant discipline, and the prophetic invitation to consider your ways is the invitation to read the economic experience through the theological framework that makes the discipline intelligible.

 

What This Means for Us Today

1. Examine the Perpetual Deferral as the Most Common and Most Comfortable Form of the Inaction  Rationalization  —  the  Time  Has  Not  Yet  Come  That  Has  Become  the  Settled Accommodation of the Community That Will Never Build: The time has not yet come is the rationalization that is most difficult to challenge because it does not foreclose the future action; it merely delays the present one. The community of faith that has been saying the time has not yet come to address a specific covenant priority — to build what needs to be built, to repair what needs to be repaired, to invest what needs to be invested in the house of the LORD  — for months or years needs to hear the Haggai question: if not now, when? The perpetual deferral is the functional refusal. The sixteen years of the returned exiles is the mirror for every community that has been saying the time has not yet come long enough for the saying to have become the settled condition. 2.  Apply  the  Paneled-Houses-and-Ruined-Temple  Comparison  to  the  Specific  Material Evidence  of  the  Community’s  Present  Investment  Decisions  —  What  the  Money  and  the Attention Are Actually Going To: The prophetic diagnosis of the misplaced priority does not require argument; it requires the honest comparison of where the resources are actually going. The contemporary community of faith that can describe in detail the investments made in the personal comfort,  the  institutional  maintenance,  the  organizational  programs,  and  the  quality  of  the community’s own experience, while the specific covenant priorities that the LORD has identified —  the  care  of  the  vulnerable,  the  formation  of  the  next  generation,  the  engagement  with  the surrounding community, the investment in the mission — are insufficiently resourced, has paneled its houses while the temple lies in ruins.

3.  Read the Economic Frustration of the Present Season Through the Covenant Theology Framework That Makes the Discipline Intelligible — the Consider Your Ways Invitation: The consider your ways of verse 5 is the invitation to the theological reading of the economic and institutional experience that the community has been receiving as random misfortune. Where the community  has  been  sowing  much  and  harvesting  little,  eating  without  satisfaction,  working without accumulation, let the consider your ways produce the honest reckoning with the covenant priorities that have been displaced by the personal comfort and the institutional maintenance. The bag with holes is not a complaint about God; it is the covenant discipline reading of the experience that points back to the misplaced priority as the explanation of the frustration.

 

How This Relates to Today

The is it time for you to dwell in paneled houses while the house of the LORD lies in ruins? is one of  the  most  directly  applicable  questions  in  the  prophetic  tradition  to  the  contemporary  church precisely because the contemporary church has achieved the material comfort and the institutional development that makes the question urgent. The church that has invested in excellent facilities, professional  programming,  quality  music,  comfortable  seating,  and  the  full  range  of  the institutional services that the contemporary congregation expects — while the specific covenant priorities of the justice for the vulnerable, the formation of the next generation in the covenant life, and  the  engagement  with  the  surrounding  community  in  genuine  mission  remain  insufficiently resourced — has paneled its houses while the temple lies in ruins.

 

The bag with holes is also one of the most practically applicable images in the prophetic tradition for the economic experience of the community that has placed the covenant priorities in second place. The experience of the economic frustration — the working without adequate accumulation, the earning without the sense of getting ahead, the institutional sustainability that is always just out of reach — is susceptible to the theological reading that the consider your ways invites. Not every economic difficulty is the covenant discipline; but the community that has been consistently misplacing  the  covenant  priorities  while  consistently  experiencing  the  bag-with-holes  economy should consider whether the two are related in the way that Haggai’s theology describes. Key Lesson: *The opening section establishes the chapter’s governing diagnosis: the this people (distancing language) whose sixteen-year rationalization of the inaction has become the settled comfortable accommodation, exposed by the comparison of the paneled houses with the ruined temple, and invited by the consider your ways to read the fivefold economic frustration through the  covenant  theology  that  makes  the  discipline  intelligible  as  the  response  to  the  misplaced priority.*

Haggai 1:7–11

Go Up to the Mountain and Build: The Command, the Purpose, and the Drought That the LORD Has Called

 

(7) Thus saith the LORD of hosts;

Consider your ways.

(8) Go up to the mountain, and bring wood,

and build the house;

and I will take pleasure in it,

and I will be glorified, saith the LORD.

(9) Ye looked for much, and, lo, it came to little;

and when ye brought it home,

I did blow upon it.

Why? saith the LORD of hosts.

Because of mine house that is waste,

and ye run every man unto his own house.

(10) Therefore the heaven over you is stayed from dew,

and the earth is stayed from her fruit.

(11) And I have called for a drought upon the land,

and upon the mountains, and upon the corn,

and upon the new wine, and upon the oil,

and upon that which the ground bringeth forth,

and upon men, and upon cattle,

and upon all the labour of the hands.

 

The Context

The second consider your ways of verse 7 introduces the second movement of the chapter, which moves from the diagnosis of the problem (verses 1–6) to the prescription for the remedy (verses 7–8) and the explanation of the consequences (verses 9–11). The command of verse 8 is the most direct available form of the prophetic instruction: go up to the hill country, bring timber, build the house. There is no complexity, no prerequisite, no waiting for the right moment. The command is concrete  and  immediate:  the  action  that  has  been  deferred  for  sixteen  years  can  begin  with  the specific action of going up to the mountain to bring timber.

 

The I will take pleasure in it and will be glorified is the most important motivational statement in the  command.  The  building  of  the  house  is  not  merely  the  practical  restoration  of  a  religious facility; it is the act that produces the divine pleasure and the divine glory. The temple is the place of the divine dwelling among the covenant people — the specific, material, spatial expression of the covenant presence that the entire Old Testament covenant theology has been building toward. To build it is to provide the space in which the divine pleasure finds its expression and the divine glory is displayed. The motivation is not institutional or practical but theological: the house exists for  the  LORD’s  pleasure  and  the  LORD’s  glory,  and  its  building  is  the  act  that  serves  those purposes.

 

The I blew it away of verse 9 is the most arresting image in the section. The community brought the  harvest  home;  the  LORD  blew  on  it  and it  dissipated.  The  divine  breath  that  dissipates  the harvest  is  the  image  of  the  active  divine  role  in  the  economic  frustration  —  not  the  passive withdrawal of the blessing but the active dissipation of what the community has managed to gather. And the divine question — Why? says the LORD of hosts — is the most direct available form of the  invitation  to  the  theological  reading  of  the  experience:  why  has  this  been  happening?  The LORD Himself asks the question and immediately provides the answer: because my house lies in ruins while each of you runs to his own house.

 

The called for a drought of verse 11 is the most explicit available statement of the active divine role in the covenant discipline. The drought is not a natural disaster that has coincidentally affected the returned community; it is the divine summons to the drought, the LORD calling for the drought as the specific instrument of the discipline that corresponds to the specific covenant violation. The comprehensive scope of the drought — upon the land, the mountains, the grain, the new wine, the oil,  the  ground’s  produce,  the  people,  the  cattle,  and  all  the  labor  of  the  hands  —  is  the comprehensive scope of the covenant discipline applied to every dimension of the community’s agricultural and economic life. Nothing is untouched; nothing falls outside the reach of the drought that the LORD has called.

 

Plain American English

This is what the LORD of Armies says: Look at what’s happening to you! Go up into the hills, bring down timber, and build my house. Then I will take pleasure in it and be honored, says the LORD. You hoped for rich harvests, but they were poor. And when you brought your harvest home, I blew it all away. Why? Because my house lies in ruins, says the LORD of Armies, while each of you is busy building his own fine house. That is why the heavens have withheld the dew and the earth has withheld its crops. I have called for a drought on your fields and hills — a drought to wilt the grain and grapes and olive trees and all your other crops, a drought to starve you and your livestock and to ruin everything you have worked so hard to get.

 

Key Observations

“Go up to the mountain, and bring wood, and build the house; and I will take pleasure in it, and I will be glorified”: This signifies The Most Direct Available Form of the Prophetic Command Is the Antidote to the Perpetual Deferral — the Action Required Is Concrete, Immediate, and Theologically Motivated by the Divine Pleasure and the Divine Glory. The go up to the mountain, bring timber, build the house is the prophetic command that breaks through the perpetual deferral of the it is not yet time with the most direct available alternative: the time is now, the action is this, and the motivation is the divine pleasure and the divine glory. The command does not ask the community to resolve its theological discernment about whether the time is right; it tells the community what to do and why: build the house so that I will take pleasure  in  it  and  be  glorified.  The  motivation  is  entirely  theocentric:  the  building  serves  the LORD’s  pleasure  and  the  LORD’s  glory,  not  the  community’s  institutional  development  or cultural prestige. The house exists for the LORD. Build it for Him.

“Why? saith the LORD of hosts. Because of mine house that is waste, and ye run every man unto his own house”: This signifies The Divine Self-Answer to the Divine Question Is the Most Direct Available Statement of the Causal Relationship Between the Misplaced Priority and the Economic Frustration — my house in ruins, your house well-supplied; the inversion is the cause of the discipline.

The Why? says the LORD of hosts is the divine self-interrogation that invites the community to receive the theological explanation of what it has been experiencing as random misfortune. And the answer — because my house lies in ruins while each of you runs to his own house — is the most precise available statement of the causal relationship between the misplaced priority and the economic  discipline.  The  running  to  one’s  own  house  is  the  image  of  the  community’s  daily orientation:  every  morning,  every  decision,  every  allocation  of  the  resources  and  the  energy  is directed toward one’s own house. The LORD’s house lies in ruins not because nobody had the resources or the time but because everybody ran to their own house first, second, and always. The running to one’s own house is the physical expression of the misplaced priority that the paneled houses revealed.

“I have called for a drought upon the land, and upon the mountains, and upon the corn, and upon the new wine, and upon the oil, and upon all the labour of the hands”: This signifies The Comprehensive Scope of the Called Drought Is the Most Direct Available Statement of the Active Divine Role in the Covenant Discipline — the LORD Does Not Merely Withdraw the Blessing but Actively Calls for the Drought That Corresponds to the Specific Covenant Violation.

The I have called for a drought is the most theologically precise statement in the section because it establishes the active divine agency in the economic discipline. The drought is not the passive consequence of the covenant violation — the simple withdrawal of the blessing that the violation has  forfeited.  It  is  the  positive  divine  act:  the  LORD  has  called  for  the  drought,  summoned  it, directed it against the specific dimensions of the community’s agricultural and economic life. And the comprehensive scope — the land, the mountains, the grain, the wine, the oil, the people, the cattle, all the labor of the hands — is the comprehensive scope of the divine engagement with the discipline: the God who blessed the community in every dimension of its life when the covenant was  honored  disciplines  the  community  in  every  dimension  of  its  life  when  the  covenant  is violated.

 

What This Means for Us Today

1. Receive the Go Up to the Mountain, Bring Timber, Build the House as the Model for the Prophetic  Command  That  Breaks  Through  the  Perpetual  Deferral  with  the  Concrete, Immediate,  Theologically  Motivated  Action: The  prophetic  antidote  to  the  it  is  not  yet  time rationalization is not the theological argument that the time has in fact arrived; it is the concrete command for the action that needs to be taken. The community of faith that has been deferring the covenant priority — the specific building, the specific investment, the specific engagement that the LORD is calling for — needs the go up to the mountain, bring timber, build the house: the specific  action,  the  specific  resource,  the  specific  construction  that  the  deferral  has  been preventing. The motivation is  the divine pleasure and the divine glory. The command does  not wait for the right moment; it creates it.

2. Apply the Because of Mine House That Is Waste, and Ye Run Every Man Unto His Own House as the Diagnostic of Every Community That Has Allowed the Covenant Priority to Remain Unaddressed While the Personal and Institutional Comfort Is Well-Supplied: The running  to  one’s  own  house  while  the  LORD’s  house  lies  in  ruins  is  the  image  of  the  daily orientation  that  the  community’s  decisions  express  more  clearly  than  its  stated  values.  The diagnostic  question  is  not  what  the  community  says  it  values  but  where  the  resources  and  the attention and the energy actually go at the end of every day. If the LORD’s house lies in ruins while the community’s own institutional comfort is well-supplied, the running to one’s own house has been the daily decision that the community has been making without necessarily noticing it.

 

How This Relates to Today

The I blew it away is one of the most theologically arresting images in the chapter for its picture of the active divine role in the frustration of the community’s economic efforts. The contemporary church  that  has  been  experiencing  the  bag-with-holes  economy  —  the  working  without accumulation,  the  giving  without  the  sense  of  the  resources  growing,  the  planning  without  the plans bearing the fruit that was expected — should hear the Haggai question: Why? And should be willing to receive the Haggai answer: because the LORD’s house lies in ruins while each of us runs  to  our  own  house.  The  active  divine  involvement  in  the  economic  frustration  of  the community  that  has  misplaced  the  covenant  priority  is  not  the  arbitrary  punishment  of  the vindictive deity; it is the covenant discipline of the God who loves the community enough to make the bag-with-holes experience the instrument of the return to the right priority. Key Lesson: *The command-and-consequence section establishes the theological framework for the obedience that the chapter’s conclusion will describe: the concrete command to go up, bring timber, build the house for the divine pleasure and the divine glory; the divine self-answer to the divine  question  that  names  the  running  to  one’s  own  house  as  the  causal  explanation  of  the economic frustration; and the I have called for a drought that establishes the active divine agency in the comprehensive covenant discipline.*

 

Haggai 1:12–15

The People Obeyed and Feared the LORD: The Response, the Assurance, and the Work Begun

 

(12) Then Zerubbabel the son of Shealtiel,

and Joshua the son of Josedech, the high priest,

with all the remnant of the people,

obeyed the voice of the LORD their God,

and the words of Haggai the prophet,

as the LORD their God had sent him,

and the people did fear the LORD.

(13) Then spake Haggai the LORD’s messenger

in the LORD’s message unto the people, saying,

I am with you, saith the LORD.

(14) And the LORD stirred up the spirit of Zerubbabel

the son of Shealtiel, governor of Judah,

and the spirit of Joshua the son of Josedech, the high priest,

and the spirit of all the remnant of the people;

and they came and did work in the house of the LORD of hosts,

their God,

(15) In the four and twentieth day of the sixth month,

in the second year of Darius the king.

 

The Context

The then Zerubbabel… and Joshua… with all the remnant of the people obeyed the voice of the LORD their God of verse 12 is one of the most gratifying responses to a prophetic word in the Old Testament.  The  community  that  in  verse  2  was  this  people  —  the  distancing  language  of  the community whose rationalization had placed it at a remove from  the covenant  identity  —  is in verse 12 the people who obeyed and feared the LORD. The shift from this people to the people who obeyed is the shift that the prophetic word has accomplished. The word has done what words in  the  book  of  Amos  never  managed  to  do  in  the  prophet’s  own  lifetime:  it  has  produced  the obedient response.

 

The comprehensiveness of the obedience is emphasized by the three-part subject: Zerubbabel (the civil leader), Joshua (the religious leader), and all the remnant of the people. The obedience is not confined to the leadership or to the spiritual enthusiasts; it is the comprehensive response of the entire  returned  community.  Civil  government,  religious  establishment,  and  the  whole  people together hear the prophetic word, receive it as the word of the LORD, and respond with the fear of the LORD that the covenant relationship requires.

 

The I am with you of verse 13 is the shortest and the most important message in the book. The LORD’s  messenger  in  the  LORD’s  message  —  the  emphasis  on  the  mediated  nature  of  the prophetic word, the double LORD that establishes that the word is the LORD’s word delivered through  the  LORD’s  messenger  —  delivers  the  five-word  assurance  that  is  the  theological foundation of everything that follows: I am with you. The community that has heard the diagnosis of its misplaced priority, the command to build, the explanation of the covenant discipline, now hears the covenant promise that grounds the obedience in the divine presence. You are not building alone.  The  I  am  with  you  is  the  Emmanuel  promise  applied  to  the  specific  moment  of  the community’s obedient response to the prophetic command.

The LORD stirred up the spirit of verse 14 is the most important theological observation in the closing section. The obedience of verse 12 is genuine human obedience; the stirring of verse 14 is the  divine  enabling  of  that  obedience.  The  two  are  not  in  tension;  they  are  the  complementary dimensions  of  the  covenant  relationship  in  which  the  divine  initiative  and  the  human  response work together. The LORD stirred the spirit of Zerubbabel, the spirit of Joshua, and the spirit of all the remnant of the people — the same comprehensive subject as the obedience of verse 12. And they  came  and  worked  on  the  house  of  the  LORD  their  God.  The  stirred  spirits  produced  the physical labor. The divine enabling produced the human work.

 

The  twenty-fourth  day  of  the  sixth  month  of  verse  15  closes  the  chapter  with  the  date  that completes the twenty-three-day arc from the first day of the sixth month (verse 1) to the twenty-fourth day. The prophetic word was delivered on the first day; the work began on the twenty-fourth day.  Twenty-three  days  —  less  than  a  month  —  from  the  word  to  the  work.  The  speed  of  the community’s response is the measure of the effectiveness of the prophetic word when it is received as the word of the LORD.

 

Plain American English

Then Zerubbabel  son  of  Shealtiel  and Joshua  son of  Jehozadak, the high priest,  and the whole remnant of God’s people began to obey the message from the LORD their God. When they heard the words of the prophet Haggai, whom the LORD their God had sent, the people feared the LORD. Then Haggai, the LORD’s messenger, brought them this message from the LORD: “I am with you, says the LORD!” So the LORD sparked the enthusiasm of Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel, governor of Judah, and the enthusiasm of Joshua son of Jehozadak, the high priest, and the enthusiasm of the whole remnant of God’s people. They began to work on the house of their God, the LORD of Armies, on September 21 of the second year of King Darius’s reign.

 

Key Observations

“Zerubbabel… and Joshua… with all the remnant of the people obeyed the voice of the LORD their God, and the words of Haggai the prophet… and the people did fear the LORD”: This signifies The Comprehensive Obedience of the Civil Leader, the Religious Leader, and All the People Is the Most Gratifying Available Response to a Prophetic Word in the Old Testament — the This People Who Were Rationalizing Have Become the People Who Obeyed and Feared.

The  shift  from  this  people  (verse  2)  to  the  people  who  obeyed  and  feared  (verse  12)  is  the transformation  that  the  prophetic  word  has  accomplished  in  less  than  a  month.  The  distancing language of the rationalization has been replaced by the covenant language of the obedience and the fear. The civil authority and the religious authority and the whole remnant of the people have responded  together  —  the  comprehensive,  leadership-to-laity  obedience  that  the  covenant community requires when the prophetic word is received as the word of the LORD. The obeyed the voice of the LORD their God and the words of Haggai the prophet as the LORD their God had sent him — the careful identification of the prophetic word as the LORD’s word, the prophet as the LORD’s sent messenger — is the community’s acknowledgment of the theological character of what they have received: not the opinion of a professional religious commentator but the word of the God who sent him.

“I am with you, saith the LORD”: This signifies The Five-Word Assurance Is the Theological Foundation of Everything That Follows — the Emmanuel Promise Applied to the Specific Moment of the Obedient Response, the Covenant Presence Declared for the Community That Has Turned from the Rationalization to the Obedience. The I am with you is the covenant promise in its most compressed and most powerful form. It is the promise of the divine presence applied to the specific situation of the community that has just made  the  decision  to  obey  —  the  assurance  that  the  obedience  will  not  be  met  with  the abandonment but with the presence. The Emmanuel character of the promise — God with us — is the theological foundation of the entire Haggai message: the house is being built not for an absent God who will inspect the completed work from a distance but for the God who is with the builders in the building. The I am with you is the motivational ground for the work that has not yet begun: you are not building alone; the One for whom you are building is with you in the building.

“The LORD stirred up the spirit of Zerubbabel… and the spirit of Joshua… and the spirit of all the remnant of the people; and they came and did work in the house of the LORD of hosts, their God”: This signifies The Divine Stirring and the Human Working Are the Complementary Dimensions of the Covenant Obedience — the LORD’s Initiative Enabling the People’s Response Without Replacing It. The  LORD  stirred  up  the  spirit  and  they  came  and  worked  is  the  most  important  theological observation  in  the  closing  section  because  it  holds  together  the  divine  enabling  and  the  human response in their proper relationship. The stirring is the LORD’s act; the working is the people’s act. Neither replaces the other; each requires the other. The community that waited for the divine stirring before taking up the tools would have been waiting for the wrong thing — the stirring is the divine enabling of the obedience that the community has already chosen, not the substitute for the  human  decision.  And  the  community  that  took  up  the  tools  in  its  own  strength  without  the divine stirring would have been attempting the covenant work in a way that the covenant theology consistently  identifies  as  insufficient.  The  stirred  spirits  and  the  physical  labor  are  the  two dimensions of the one obedient response.

 

What This Means for Us Today

1. Receive the Twenty-Three-Day Arc from the Word to the Work as the Most Encouraging Available Evidence That the Prophetic Word Can Produce the Obedient Response in a Very Short Time When It Is Received as the Word of the LORD: The first of the sixth month to the twenty-fourth of the sixth month is the most encouraging timeline in the prophetic tradition. The community that was rationalizing on the first day was working on the twenty-fourth day. Twenty-three days from the diagnosis of the misplaced priority to the beginning of the corrective action. The community of faith that has been saying the time has not yet come for months or years needs the encouragement that the Haggai timeline provides: the gap between the word and the work can be  as  short  as  twenty-three  days  when  the  word  is  received  as  the  word  of  the  LORD  and  the community chooses to obey.

2.  Hold the I  Am with  You  as  the Most Important Assurance Available  for the Covenant Community  That  Has  Made  the  Decision  to  Obey  and  Faces  the  Enormity  of  the  Work Ahead: The I am with you is the word that the community needs the moment it has decided to obey but has not yet begun to work. The gap between the decision and the first action is the gap most vulnerable to the second thoughts, the renewed rationalizations, the fresh calculations of the cost and the difficulty. The I am with you fills that gap with the most important available truth: the One for whom the work is being done is with the workers in the doing. The covenant presence does not wait for the completion of the work to show up; it is declared at the moment of the decision to begin.

3. Receive the LORD Stirred Up the Spirit as the Model for the Relationship Between the Divine Enabling and the Human Response in the Covenant Work — Neither Passive Waiting Nor  Self-Sufficient  Striving  but  the  Obedient  Action  That  the  Divine  Enabling  Makes Possible: The theology of the stirred spirits is one of the most practically important theological observations  in  the  chapter  for  the  contemporary  community  of  faith  that  is  asking  how  the covenant work gets done. It is done by the divine stirring of the human spirit, which then expresses itself in the physical labor of the building. The community does not wait passively for the stirring before deciding to obey; nor does it take up the work in its own strength while forgetting the divine enabling. It makes the decision to obey, receives the I am with you, and finds its spirit stirred for the work that the LORD has prepared it to do.

 

How This Relates to Today

The they came and did work in the house of the LORD of hosts, their God is one of the most simple and most encouraging sentences in the prophetic tradition. The community that was this people in verse 2 has become the community that works on the house of the LORD their God in verse 14. The possessive — their God — is the restoration of the covenant identity that the this people of verse 2 had placed in question: they are, once again, the community whose God is the LORD. The obedience has restored the covenant relationship; the working on the house is the expression of the  restored  relationship.  And  the  date  —  the  twenty-fourth  day  of  the  sixth  month  —  is  the timestamp of the moment when the word became the work, when the rationalization became the action, when the deferred priority became the present one. Key  Lesson: *The  closing  section  of  the  chapter  is  the  most  encouraging  in  the  book:  the comprehensive  obedience  of  the  civil  leader,  the  religious  leader,  and  all  the  people;  the  most compressed and most powerful assurance in the prophetic tradition — I am with you; the divine stirring of the human spirit that enables the human labor; and the precise date that timestamps the moment when the twenty-three-day arc from the word to the work was completed and they came and did work in the house of the LORD of hosts, their God.*

 

Closing Prayer

 

Heavenly Father, We close Haggai chapter 1 having received the most direct available prophetic diagnosis of the misplaced priority, the most concrete available prophetic command for the corrective action, and the most encouraging available prophetic account of the obedient response. We have heard the is it time for you to dwell in paneled houses while this house lies in ruins? and we have recognized ourselves in the returned exiles whose sixteen years of the time has not yet come has become the settled comfortable accommodation with the unfinished state. We have heard the consider your ways and the go up to the mountain, bring timber, build the house. And we have heard the I am with you.

 

Lord, let the I am with you be the word that breaks through the last layer of the rationalization. We have heard the diagnosis of the misplaced priority. We have heard the command for the corrective action. We have considered our ways and we understand the covenant relationship between the misplaced priority and the bag with holes. Now we need the I am with you that tells us we are not building alone — that the One for whom the house is being built is present in the building of it, that the stirred spirit and the physical labor are the expression of the divine enabling that the obedient decision has made available.

 

Let the twenty-three-day arc from the word to the work be the timeline that shapes the community’s response. Not the indefinite future action of the it is not yet time, but the specific, concrete, immediate action of the go up to the mountain, bring timber, build. This week. This month. The twenty-fourth day. Let us not still be rationalizing when the twenty-fourth day arrives. Let us be working on the house of the LORD of hosts, our God.

 

In Jesus’ name — in the name of the One who is the fulfillment of the temple, the living presence of the I am with you, the Emmanuel whose dwelling among us is the ultimate expression of what the house of the LORD was always pointing toward — Amen.

 

Soli Deo Gloria

Glory to God Alone

