
Introduction to Haggai Chapter 2

The Greater Glory, the Shaking of the Nations, the Defiling Touch, and the Signet Ring of 

Zerubbabel

 

Haggai  chapter  2  contains  three  distinct  prophetic  messages,  each  precisely  dated  and  each addressing a different dimension of the community’s need as the temple rebuilding gets underway. Together the three messages of chapter 2 constitute the most theologically rich section of the book, moving from pastoral encouragement for the discouraged builders (verses 1–9), to the diagnostic inquiry about holiness and defilement that addresses the community’s spiritual condition (verses 10–19), to the messianic promise addressed to Zerubbabel personally (verses 20–23). The chapter is the completion of the book’s pastoral arc: the diagnosis and command of chapter 1 are followed by the encouragement, the diagnostic, and the promise of chapter 2.

 

The first message (verses 1–9), delivered on the twenty-first day of the seventh month — the last day of the Feast of Tabernacles, approximately one month after the work began — addresses the discouragement  that  has  set  in  among  the  older  members  of  the  community  who  remember Solomon’s temple and find the present construction painfully inadequate by comparison. The who is left among you who saw this house in its former glory? How does it look to you now? Is it not as nothing in your eyes? is the most honest available acknowledgment of the discouragement that the comparison between the Solomonic splendor and the present poverty has produced. And the response is the most expansive available encouragement: yet now be strong, Zerubbabel; be strong, Joshua; be strong, all you people of the land; work, for I am with you; I will shake the heavens and the earth and the sea and the dry land; and the latter glory of this house shall be greater than the former.

 

The second message (verses 10–19), delivered on the twenty-fourth day of the ninth month, uses the priestly regulations  about  holiness  and defilement to  diagnose the spiritual  condition  of the community that has been experiencing the economic frustration of chapter 1. The ruling from the priests establishes that holiness is not transmitted by contact — the holy thing does not make other things holy  by touching  them  —  but  defilement is transmitted  —  the unclean thing does  make other things unclean by touching them. The community that has been going about its life in a state of covenantal uncleanness has been defiling its offerings rather than sanctifying its ordinary life. The from this day on I will bless you of verse 19 is the promise that the return to the right priority has changed the relationship between the community and the covenant blessing.

 

The third message (verses 20–23), also delivered on the twenty-fourth day of the ninth month, is the messianic oracle addressed to Zerubbabel personally: I will shake the heavens and the earth; I will overthrow the throne of kingdoms and destroy the strength of the kingdoms of the nations; I will take you, O Zerubbabel my servant, the son of Shealtiel, declares the LORD, and make you like a signet ring, for I have chosen you, declares the LORD of hosts. The signet ring is the image of the royal authority and the divine election — the ring that seals the king’s decrees and bears the king’s identity. Zerubbabel is the Davidic governor of the returned community, and the promise of the signet ring is the promise of the Davidic restoration in its incipient form.

Opening Prayer

 

 

Heavenly Father,

 

We come to Haggai chapter 2 as people who have heard the chapter 1 command and have taken up the work, and who now face the discouragement that the comparison between the present poverty and the former glory always produces in the early stages of the obedient response. We have begun to build, and what we are building looks nothing like what was there before. The people who remember the former glory are not encouraging the present builders; they are measuring the present construction against the memory of the Solomonic splendor and finding it painfully inadequate. We need the yet now be strong; work, for I am with you.

 

Lord, let the latter glory being greater than the former be the eschatological vision that sustains the discouraged builders through the early stages of the building that looks inadequate by the standards of the former glory. Let the shaking of the heavens and the earth and the nations be the theological context within which the present poverty of the building is understood not as the permanent condition but as the early stage of the greater glory that is coming. And let the from this day on I will bless you be the promise that changes the relationship between the present obedient community and the covenant blessing.

 

And let the signet ring — the promise of the Davidic restoration in Zerubbabel, the incipient messianic promise that points toward the greater Son of David in whom the signet ring finds its ultimate expression — be the eschatological anchor that holds the entire rebuilding project in its proper theological frame. We are building toward something. The building points to the greater glory. The signet ring points to the King who is coming. Let the vision of the destination sustain the labor of the building.

 

In Jesus’ name, Amen.

 

Haggai 2:1–9

The Greater Glory: Encouragement for the Discouraged Builders and the Shaking of the Nations

 

(1) In the seventh month, in the one and twentieth day of the month,

came the word of the LORD by the prophet Haggai, saying,

(2) Speak now to Zerubbabel the son of Shealtiel,

governor of Judah, and to Joshua the son of Josedech,

the high priest, and to the residue of the people, saying,

(3) Who is left among you that saw this house in her first glory?

and how do ye see it now?

is it not in your eyes in comparison of it as nothing?

(4) Yet now be strong, O Zerubbabel, saith the LORD;

and be strong, O Joshua, son of Josedech, the high priest;

and be strong, all ye people of the land, saith the LORD,

and work: for I am with you, saith the LORD of hosts:

(5) According to the word that I covenanted with you

when ye came out of Egypt,

so my spirit remaineth among you: fear ye not.

(6) For thus saith the LORD of hosts;

Yet once, it is a little while,

and I will shake the heavens, and the earth,

and the sea, and the dry land;

(7) And I will shake all nations,

and the desire of all nations shall come:

and I will fill this house with glory, saith the LORD of hosts.

(8) The silver is mine, and the gold is mine,

saith the LORD of hosts.

(9) The glory of this latter house shall be greater

than of the former, saith the LORD of hosts:

and in this place will I give peace, saith the LORD of hosts.

 

The Context

The twenty-first day of the seventh month — the last day of the Feast of Tabernacles — is a date of  enormous  theological  resonance.  The  Feast  of  Tabernacles  was  the  harvest  festival  of celebration  and  the  commemoration  of  the  wilderness  journey  —  the  annual  reminder  that  the covenant community had lived in temporary shelters during the forty years of the Exodus and had been sustained by the divine provision throughout. The last day of Tabernacles was also, according to later tradition, the day of the great water-pouring ceremony and the day on which Jesus stood in the temple and declared that streams of living water would flow from those who believed in him (John  7:37–39).  The  message  of  encouragement  is  delivered  on  the  day  of  the  feast  that  most directly connects the present community to the Exodus community and to the divine provision that sustained the wilderness journey.

 

The who is left among you who saw this house in its former glory? of verse 3 is the most honest available acknowledgment of the discouragement that the comparison produces. Some of the older members of the community — those who had been taken into exile as children or young adults in 586 BC and were now in their seventies or eighties — had seen the Solomonic temple before its destruction. They were  watching the present  construction with  the memory of that glory as  the standard,  and  the  comparison  was  devastating.  Ezra  3:12  records  that  these  older  people  wept loudly  when  the  foundation  was  laid,  while  the  younger  people  shouted  for  joy.  The discouragement of the comparison is not imaginary or unspiritual; it is the realistic assessment of the difference between what was and what is being built.

 

The yet now be strong of verse 4 — addressed three times to Zerubbabel, to Joshua, and to all the people of the land — is the most pastoral element of the chapter’s first message. The yet now is the pivot from the honest acknowledgment of the discouragement to the command that refuses to be  determined  by  the  discouragement.  The  strength  being  commanded  is  not  the  denial  of  the reality that the present construction looks inadequate; it is the choice to work despite the reality. Be strong… and work: the command pairs the inner disposition (strength) with the outer action (work). The strength  is  not  required before the  work can begin; it is  commanded alongside the work as the condition in which the work is to be done.

 

The my spirit remains in your midst of verse 5 is the most theologically important element of the encouragement section. The divine presence — not the physical gold and silver that adorned the Solomonic temple — is what makes the house glorious. The covenant at the Exodus included the promise of the divine presence: the tabernacle and the temple were the spatial expressions of the divine  dwelling  among  the  covenant  people.  The  spirit  remaining  in  the  midst  of  the  returned community  is  the  continuity  of  the  covenant  presence  from  the  Exodus  through  the  wilderness through  the  Solomonic  temple  through  the  exile  and  into  the  present  building  project.  The community is not starting over; it is continuing the covenant relationship whose presence has never been withdrawn.

 

The yet once, in a little while, I will shake the heavens and the earth of verses 6–7 is the most eschatologically expansive statement in the book. The shaking of the heavens and the earth and the sea and the dry land — the comprehensive cosmic disruption of the day of the LORD language — is  the context  within  which the present  building  project  finds its ultimate significance. The nations will be shaken; the desired of all nations will come; and the LORD will fill this house with glory. The silver is mine and the gold is mine (verse 8) — the resources that the present builders lack  are  entirely  at  the  disposal  of  the  God  who  owns  everything;  the  poverty  of  the  present construction is not the limitation of the divine resources but the temporary condition of the human situation. And the latter glory of this house shall be greater than the former (verse 9) is the most comprehensive available statement of the eschatological reversal of the comparison that has been producing the discouragement: not the denial that the former glory was great, but the promise that the latter glory will be greater.

 

The Epistle to the Hebrews quotes the yet once more I will shake not only the earth but also the heavens  of verse 6 in  Hebrews 12:26–27, applying it to the unshakeable kingdom that  the new covenant community has received: the things that can be shaken will be removed, so that the things that cannot be shaken may remain. The shaking of Haggai 2:6–7 is the eschatological purification that  removes  the  shakeable  so  that  the  unshakeable  remains  —  and  the  glory  that  fills  the unshakeable house is the glory that no comparison with the former can diminish because it is the glory of the divine presence itself.

Plain American English

On October 17 of the second year of King Darius’s reign, the LORD sent this message through the prophet Haggai: “Speak to Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel, governor of Judah, and to Joshua son of Jehozadak, the high priest, and to the remnant of God’s people there in the land. Ask them this: Is there anyone still alive who saw the Temple in its former splendor? How does it look to you now in  comparison?  I  know  it  seems  like  nothing  to  you.  But  now  the  LORD  says:  Be  strong, Zerubbabel. Be strong, Joshua son of Jehozadak, the high priest. Be strong, all you people still left in the land. And now get to work, for I am with you, says the LORD of Armies. My Spirit remains among you, just as I promised when you came out of Egypt. So do not be afraid. For this is what the LORD of Armies says: In just a little while I will again shake the heavens and the earth, the oceans and the dry ground. I will shake all the nations, and the treasures of all the nations will be brought to this Temple. I will fill this place with glory, says the LORD of Armies. The silver is mine,  and  the  gold  is  mine,  says  the  LORD  of  Armies.  The  future  glory  of  this  Temple  will  be greater than its past glory, says the LORD of Armies. And in this place I will bring peace. I, the LORD of Armies, have spoken!”

 

Key Observations

“Who is left among you that saw this house in her first glory? and how do ye see it now? is it not in your eyes in comparison of it as nothing?”: This signifies The Honest Acknowledgment of the Discouragement That the Comparison Produces Is the Pastoral Starting Point — the Community’s Grief Over the Gap Between the Former Glory and the Present Poverty Is Named Before It Is Addressed. The who saw this house in its former glory? is the most honest available acknowledgment that the discouragement of the comparison is real and legitimate. The prophet does not dismiss the grief of the older members of the community who remember Solomon’s temple; he names it with the most direct  available  language:  in  your  eyes,  is  it  not  as  nothing?  The  comparison  that  has  been producing the discouragement is named and validated before it is addressed. The pastoral wisdom of the passage is the wisdom of the one who does not rush to the encouragement before the grief has been named: the discouragement is real, the comparison is real, and the present construction does look inadequate by the standards of the former glory. The encouragement that follows is the more credible for having named the discouragement honestly first.

“Yet now be strong, O Zerubbabel… be strong, O Joshua… be strong, all ye people of the land… and work: for I am with you”: This signifies The Triple Be Strong Is the Most Comprehensive Available Encouragement — Addressed to the Civil Leader, the Religious Leader, and the Whole People, with the Work Command Paired with the I Am with You That Is the Only Ground of the Strength. The yet now is the pivot that refuses to be determined by the discouragement while not denying it. The threefold be strong addressed to Zerubbabel, Joshua, and all the people is the comprehensive encouragement that the comprehensive discouragement requires: the civil authority, the religious authority,  and  the  whole  people  have  all  been  affected  by  the  comparison  and  all  need  the encouragement. And the and work  — the command that pairs the inner strength  with  the outer action — is the most important element of the encouragement, because the strength that does not express itself in the work is the strength that remains in the domain of the feeling and does not produce the building. The be strong and work are inseparable. And the I am with you — repeated from chapter 1:13 — is the only ground on which the strength commanded can be sustained: not the  assessment  of  the  present  construction  as  adequate,  not  the  dismissal  of  the  comparison  as unimportant, but the divine presence that makes the inadequate building the place of the divine dwelling.

“The silver is mine, and the gold is mine, saith the LORD of hosts”: This signifies The Divine Ownership of All the Resources That the Present Builders Lack Is the Most Comprehensive Available Statement That the Poverty of the Present Construction Is Not the Limitation of the Divine Provision but the Temporary Condition of the Human Situation.

The silver is mine and the gold is mine is the most direct available response to the comparison that has  been  producing  the  discouragement:  the  poverty  of  the  present  construction  relative  to  the Solomonic splendor is not the evidence that the LORD has reduced his investment in the project. All the silver and gold that adorned Solomon’s temple belonged to the LORD then; all the silver and gold that does not adorn the present construction belongs to the LORD now. The resources are not absent from the divine economy; they are absent from the present human situation. The LORD who owns all the silver and gold will fill this house with glory in the time and manner that corresponds  to  His  eschatological  purposes.  The  present  poverty  is  the  human  condition;  the greater latter glory is the divine promise.

“The glory of this latter house shall be greater than of the former, saith the LORD of hosts: and in this place will I give peace”: This signifies The Greater Latter Glory Is the Eschatological Reversal of the Comparison That Has Produced the Discouragement — Not the Denial of the Former Glory but the Promise That the Latter Will Exceed It. The  latter  glory  of  this  house  shall  be  greater  than  the  former  is  the  most  theologically comprehensive  statement  in  the  first  message  and  the  one  that  most  directly  addresses  the discouragement of the comparison. It does not deny that the former glory was great — the is it not as nothing in your eyes? has already acknowledged that the comparison is real. It promises that the latter glory will exceed the former — that the eschatological fulfillment of the temple’s purpose will  be  greater  than  any  of  its  historical  expressions,  including  the  Solomonic.  The  New Testament’s identification of Jesus as the fulfillment of the temple — the one in whom the divine glory dwells bodily (Colossians 2:9), the temple that was destroyed and raised in three days (John 2:19–21), the presence that is greater than the temple (Matthew 12:6) — is the most comprehensive available expression of what the latter glory greater than the former means.

 

What This Means for Us Today

1.  Practice  the  Pastoral  Wisdom  of  Naming  the  Discouragement  Before  Offering  the Encouragement — the Is It Not as Nothing in Your Eyes? Is the Necessary First Step of the Encouragement That Takes the Grief Seriously: The prophetic pastoral model of verses 3–4 is the model for every form of ministry to the discouraged community that has begun the obedient response and found the present reality painful by comparison with the former glory or the expected outcome. The encouragement that rushes past the grief to the promise has not earned the credibility that the honest naming of the grief makes possible. The is it not as nothing in your eyes? names the grief before the yet now be strong addresses it — and the yet now is more credible for having come after the honest acknowledgment.

2. Receive the Silver Is Mine and the Gold Is Mine as the Standing Corrective to Every Form of  the  Discouragement  That  Attributes  the  Poverty  of  the  Present  Construction  to  the Inadequacy of the Divine Provision: The divine ownership of all the resources that the present builders lack is the most direct available corrective to the discouragement that reads the poverty of the present situation as the evidence of the divine disinvestment. The LORD who owns all the silver and the gold has not reduced his investment in the project; the poverty is the human condition of the present moment, not the permanent limit of the divine provision. Let the silver is mine and the  gold  is  mine  be  the  standing  corrective  to  the  discouragement  that  measures  the  divine commitment by the present human resources.

3. Hold the Greater Latter Glory as the Eschatological Vision That Sustains the Discouraged Builders Through the Early Stages of the Building That Looks Inadequate: The latter glory greater than the former is the eschatological anchor of the building project that looks inadequate in its early stages. The community that is building in the present poverty needs the vision of the greater glory that the building is pointing toward — not the denial of the present poverty but the promise  that  the  destination  exceeds  every  historical  expression  of  the  covenant  purpose.  The Haggai promise finds its fullest expression in the person of Jesus, the temple not made with hands, the Emmanuel whose presence makes the latter glory greater than any Solomonic splendor.

 

How This Relates to Today

The latter glory of this house shall be greater than the former has been the most frequently quoted verse  in  the  book  for  the  contemporary  church’s  engagement  with  the  building  projects,  the institutional renewals, and the missional commitments that look inadequate in their early stages by comparison with the remembered former glories of the tradition. The pastoral application is direct: the community that is building in the early stages of the obedient response and finding the present construction inadequate by comparison with the former glory needs the eschatological vision of the greater latter glory to sustain the discouraged builders through the poverty of the present stage. The  silver  is  mine  and  the  gold  is  mine  is  the  theological  foundation  for  the  vision:  the  divine resources are not exhausted by the Solomonic expression of the covenant purpose.

 

The Hebrews 12:26–27 application of the yet once more I will shake is the New Testament’s most comprehensive interpretation of the Haggai cosmic shaking. The shaking removes the shakeable so  that  the  unshakeable  remains  —  and  the  community  of  faith  that  receives  the  unshakeable kingdom is the community that does not need the gold and silver of the Solomonic construction to sustain  its  confidence  in  the  divine  presence.  The  glory  of  the  latter  house  is  the  glory  of  the unshakeable divine presence that fills the temple of the new covenant community — the people in whom the Spirit dwells, the community in whom Emmanuel is present. Key Lesson: *The first message of the chapter is the most pastoral in the book: the honest naming of the discouragement that the comparison between the former glory and the present construction produces,  followed  by  the  triple  be  strong  and  work  that  refuses  to  be  determined  by  the discouragement, sustained by the I am with you and my spirit remains in your midst, and anchored in the eschatological promise that the latter glory of this house shall be greater than the former — a promise that finds its fulfillment in the One who is greater than the temple.*

 

Haggai 2:10–19

The Priestly Ruling on Holiness and Defilement: The Diagnostic of the Community’s Spiritual Condition and the Promise of Blessing

 

(10) In the four and twentieth day of the ninth month,

in the second year of Darius,

came the word of the LORD by Haggai the prophet, saying,

(11) Thus saith the LORD of hosts;

Ask now the priests concerning the law, saying,

(12) If one bear holy flesh in the skirt of his garment,

and with his skirt do touch bread, or pottage,

or wine, or oil, or any meat,

shall it be holy?

And the priests answered and said, No.

(13) Then said Haggai,

If one that is unclean by a dead body touch any of these,

shall it be unclean?

And the priests answered and said, It shall be unclean.

(14) Then answered Haggai, and said,

So is this people, and so is this nation before me, saith the LORD;

and so is every work of their hands;

and that which they offer there is unclean.

(15) And now, I pray you, consider from this day and upward,

from before a stone was laid upon a stone in the temple of the LORD:

(16) Since those days were, when one came to an heap of twenty measures,

there were but ten:

when one came to the pressfat for to draw out fifty vessels,

there were but twenty.

(17) I smote you with blasting and with mildew and with hail

in all the labours of your hands;

yet ye turned not to me, saith the LORD.

(18) Consider now from this day and upward,

from the four and twentieth day of the ninth month,

even from the day that the foundation of the LORD’s temple was laid,

consider it.

(19) Is the seed yet in the barn?

yea, as yet the vine, and the fig tree,

and the pomegranate, and the olive tree, hath not brought forth:

from this day will I bless you.

 

The Context

The  second  message  of  chapter  2  opens  with  a  priestly  inquiry  —  a  legal  question  about  the transmission of holiness and defilement — that Haggai uses as the diagnostic framework for the community’s spiritual condition. The priestly ruling is straightforward and well-established in the Levitical tradition: holiness is not contagious upward through indirect contact, but defilement is contagious  downward through any contact.  The holy  flesh  in  the garment  does  not  sanctify the bread that the garment touches; but the corpse-defiled person does defile everything he touches. The two rulings  together establish the  asymmetry of holiness  and defilement:  holiness  requires direct, intentional contact with the holy; defilement spreads through any contact, however indirect.

 

The  application  of  the  priestly  ruling  to  the  community  in  verse  14  is  one  of  the  most  incisive diagnostic moves in the book: so is this people, and so is this nation before me, declares the LORD, and so is every work of their hands; and what they offer there is unclean. The community that has been going about its daily life in a state of covenantal uncleanness — the uncleanness produced by the sixteen years of the misplaced priority, the running to one’s own house, the time has not yet come rationalization — has not been sanctifying its offerings by bringing them to the altar. It has been defiling its offerings because the defilement spreads outward from the unclean community to everything it touches, including its offerings. The altar cannot sanctify the offering of the defiled community; the defiled community defiles even its altar offerings.

 

The consider from this day and upward of verse 15 is the invitation to the retrospective analysis of the economic experience before the work began — the same consider your ways of chapter 1:5, now applied to the specific data of the agricultural losses. The heap that should have had twenty measures  had  ten;  the  winepress  that  should  have  yielded  fifty  had  twenty.  Half  the  expected harvest, less than half the expected vintage. And the I smote you with blight and with mildew and with hail in all your labors of verse 17 is the active divine agency in the agricultural frustration — the same active agency that chapter 1:11 described as calling for the drought. But the most striking element of verse 17 is the echo of the Amos 4:9 language: yet you did not return to me, declares the LORD. The Haggai community has been experiencing the same covenant discipline that the Amos community experienced and refusing the same return that the Amos community refused.

 

The from this day I will bless you of verse 19 is the most direct available statement of the covenant economy’s transformation that the obedient response has produced. The twenty-fourth day of the ninth month is the date on which the foundation of the LORD’s temple is being laid in a renewed way — the day on which the community’s relationship to the covenant blessing changes from the discipline of the before-building season to the blessing of the after-building season. The is the seed still in the barn? is the acknowledgment that there is nothing yet to show for the change: the vine, the fig tree, the pomegranate, and the olive tree have not yet borne fruit. But from this day I will bless you. The blessing is declared before it is visible. The promise precedes the evidence.

Plain American English

 

On December 18 of the second year of King Darius’s reign, the LORD sent this message to the prophet Haggai: “This is what the LORD of Armies says. Ask the priests this question about the law: If one of you is carrying some meat from a holy sacrifice in his robes and his robe happens to brush against some bread, stew, wine, olive oil, or any other food, will it make that food holy?” The priests replied, “No.” Then Haggai asked, “If someone who has been touching a dead person comes and touches any of these foods, will they be defiled?” And the priests answered, “Yes.” Haggai responded, “This is how it is with this people and this nation before me, says the LORD. Everything  they  do  and  everything  they  offer  here  is  defiled  by  their  sin.  Look  at  what  was happening to you before you began to lay the foundation of the LORD’s Temple. When you hoped for a twenty-bushel harvest, you got only ten. When you expected to draw fifty gallons from the winepress,  you  found  only  twenty.  I  sent  blight  and  mildew  and  hail  to  destroy  everything  you worked so hard to produce. Even so, you refused to return to me, says the LORD. Think about this eighteenth day of December — the day when the foundation of the LORD’s Temple was laid. Think carefully. I am giving you a promise now while the seeds are still in the barn. You have not yet harvested your grain, and your grapevines, fig trees, pomegranates, and olive trees have not yet produced their crops. But from this day onward I will bless you.”

 

Key Observations

“So is this people, and so is this nation before me, saith the LORD; and so is every work of their hands; and that which they offer there is unclean”: This signifies The Application of the Defilement Ruling to the Community Is the Most Incisive Diagnostic in the Chapter — the Community That Has Been Unclean Cannot Sanctify Its Offerings; the Defilement Spreads from the Person to the Offering Rather Than the Holiness Spreading from the Altar to the Person.

The so is this people is the most theologically precise element of the second message. The priestly ruling has established that defilement spreads outward through any contact while holiness requires direct,  intentional  contact  with  the  holy.  The  community  that  has  been  in  a  state  of  covenantal uncleanness — the uncleanness produced by the misplaced priority and the rationalization of the inaction — has been bringing offerings to the altar in the expectation that the altar’s holiness will sanctify the offerings. The priestly ruling reverses this expectation: the defilement of the person spreads to the offering, not the holiness of the altar to the defiled offerer. The offering of the defiled community is defiled. The altar cannot fix the problem; only the return to the right priority can.

“I smote you with blasting and with mildew and with hail in all the labours of your hands; yet ye turned not to me, saith the LORD”: This signifies The Echo of the Amos 4:9 Language Establishes the Continuity of the Covenant Discipline Across the Centuries — the Same Divine Acts, the Same Refrain, the Same Invitation to the Return. The yet you did not return to me is the Amos 4:9 refrain applied to the post-exilic community of Haggai’s day. The same covenant theology that produced the fivefold yet you did not return of the pre-exilic period has been operating in the post-exilic period: the community that was carried into exile precisely because it refused to return to the LORD has come back from exile and replicated the same refusal in the new context. The Haggai community has not learned the lesson that the exile was designed to teach; it has returned to the land and returned to the pattern of the misplaced priority and the rationalized inaction. The yet you did not return to me is the most honest available assessment of the continuity of the covenant failure across the generations.

“From this day will I bless you”: This signifies The Promise of the Blessing Declared Before the Evidence Is Visible Is the Most Direct Available Statement of the Covenant Economy’s Transformation — the From This Day Changes the Relationship Before Anything Has Changed in the Visible Agricultural Reality. The from this day I will bless you is the covenant promise at its most direct and most unconditional: the  transformation  of  the  relationship  between  the  community  and  the  covenant  blessing  is declared at the moment of the right priority being restored, before any evidence of the blessing has appeared. The seed is still in the barn; the vine and the fig tree and the pomegranate and the olive tree have not yet produced their crops. Nothing has changed in the visible agricultural reality. But the from this day changes everything at the level of the covenant relationship: the community that has restored the right priority has moved from the sphere of the covenant discipline into the sphere of the covenant blessing. The blessing will be visible when the harvest comes; the declaration of the blessing is now.

 

What This Means for Us Today

1. Apply the Priestly Ruling on Holiness and Defilement as the Theological Framework for Understanding the Direction of Spiritual Influence — the Defilement of the Unclean Spreads More Readily Than the Holiness of the Sacred: The asymmetry of the priestly ruling — holiness not contagious through indirect contact, defilement contagious through any contact — is one of the  most  practically  important  theological  observations  in  the  passage  for  the  contemporary community  of  faith.  The  community  that  expects  the  holiness  of  its  religious  observances  to sanctify the rest of its life without the direct, intentional engagement with the holy that holiness requires  has  misread  the  direction  of  the  spiritual  influence.  The  defilement  of  the  covenant unfaithfulness spreads to the offerings; the holiness of the altar does not automatically purify the defiled  offerer.  The  return  to  the  right  priority  must  precede  the  expectation  of  the  sanctified offering.

2. Receive the From This Day I Will Bless You as the Covenant Promise That Changes the Relationship  Before  the  Evidence  Appears  —  and  Let  the  Promise  Sustain  the  Obedient Community Through the Period Between the  Declaration and the Visible Fruit: The from this day I will bless you declared before the seed has sprouted, before the vine has fruited, before any evidence of the blessing has appeared, is the most important element of the second message for the community that has made the obedient response and is waiting for the visible evidence of the covenant blessing. The promise precedes the evidence. The transformation of the relationship is declared at the moment of the right priority being restored. The community that has turned from the  rationalization  to  the  obedience  has  already  crossed  the  threshold  from  the  sphere  of  the discipline to the sphere of the blessing, even if nothing visible has changed yet.

 

How This Relates to Today The so is this people, and so is every work of their hands, and what they offer there is unclean is one of the most searching pastoral diagnostics in the book for the contemporary church’s worship life. The community that has been conducting its worship — its offerings, its prayers, its services, its music — in the state of the covenantal unfaithfulness produced by the misplaced priority has not been sanctifying its life through the worship; it has been defiling its worship through the life. The altar cannot fix the problem that the daily orientation of the running to one’s own house has created. Only the restoration of the right priority — the go up to the mountain, bring timber, build the house — can change the relationship between the community and the covenant blessing that the worship is supposed to express.

Key Lesson: *The second message uses the priestly ruling on holiness and defilement to deliver the most incisive diagnostic in the book: the community’s covenantal uncleanness has been defiling its  offerings  rather  than  being  sanctified  by  its  altar;  the  Amos  fivefold  refrain  yet  you  did  not return to me is applied to the post-exilic context; and the from this day I will bless you declares the transformation of the covenant relationship at the moment of the restored priority, before any evidence of the blessing is visible in the agricultural reality.*

 

Haggai 2:20–23

The Signet Ring of Zerubbabel: The Messianic Promise and the Davidic Restoration

 

(20) And again the word of the LORD came unto Haggai

in the four and twentieth day of the month, saying,

(21) Speak to Zerubbabel, governor of Judah, saying,

I will shake the heavens and the earth;

(22) And I will overthrow the throne of kingdoms,

and I will destroy the strength of the kingdoms of the heathen;

and I will overthrow the chariots, and those that ride in them;

and the horses and their riders shall come down,

every one by the sword of his brother.

(23) In that day, saith the LORD of hosts,

will I take thee, O Zerubbabel, my servant,

the son of Shealtiel, saith the LORD,

and will make thee as a signet ring:

for I have chosen thee, saith the LORD of hosts.

 

The Context

The third message of chapter 2 is the most theologically compact and the most eschatologically significant in the book. It is also delivered on the same day as the second message — the twenty-fourth day of the ninth month — establishing that the twenty-fourth day of the ninth month in the second  year  of  Darius  is  the  most  theologically  concentrated  day  in  the  book:  the  priestly diagnostic, the from this day I will bless you, and the signet ring promise to Zerubbabel are all delivered on the same day. The density of the theological content is proportional to the significance of  the  day:  the  day  on  which  the  covenant  blessing  is  restored  and  the  messianic  promise  is declared.

 

The I will shake the heavens and the earth of verse 21 is the repetition of the cosmic shaking from verses 6–7, but now applied to the specifically political dimension: the overthrowing of the throne of  kingdoms  and  the  destruction  of  the  strength  of  the  nations.  The  military  imagery  —  the overthrown  chariots,  the  fallen  riders,  the  horses  brought  down,  the  mutual  destruction  by  the sword of brother against brother — is the imagery of the comprehensive dismantling of the military power of the nations that oppose the covenant community and its LORD. The shaking is not merely cosmic; it is political and military — the comprehensive destabilization of the world powers that stand between the covenant community and the restored Davidic kingdom.

 

The signet ring of verse 23 is the most theologically loaded image in the book. In the ancient Near Eastern world, the signet ring was the instrument by which the king sealed his royal decrees — the ring that bore the king’s name and image was pressed into the wax to authenticate the document as the genuine expression of the royal will. To be made like a signet ring was to be designated as the  bearer  of  the  royal  identity  and  the  instrument  of  the  royal  authority.  The  theological significance of the image is  deepened by its  contrast  with  Jeremiah 22:24,  in  which the LORD declared of Coniah (Jehoiachin,  the last  reigning Davidic king  before the exile) that  even if he were the signet ring on the LORD’s right hand, the LORD would pull him off. The Coniah whom the  LORD  said  He  would  pull  off  the  divine  hand  like  a  signet  ring  has  a  descendant  named Zerubbabel — grandson of Jehoiachin (Coniah) according to the genealogy — who is declared by the LORD to be made like a signet ring and chosen.

 

The reversal is theologically profound: the signet ring that was pulled off the divine hand in the judgment of the Davidic dynasty is now restored to the divine hand in the promise to the Davidic heir  who  has  led  the  community  in  the  obedient  restoration  of  the  right  priority.  The  Davidic covenant, which appeared to have been terminated in the judgment of Coniah, has been renewed in Zerubbabel. And the Matthew 1 genealogy includes both Jeconiah (Coniah) and Zerubbabel in the Davidic lineage that leads to Jesus — establishing the messianic reading of the Haggai signet ring promise as the canonical intention of the text. The signet ring promise to Zerubbabel is the incipient  messianic  promise  that  points  toward  the  greater  Son  of  David  in  whom  the  Davidic restoration is fully accomplished.

 

Plain American English

The  LORD  sent  Haggai  this  second  message  on  the  same  day,  December  18:  “Speak  to Zerubbabel, governor of Judah, and tell him: I am about to shake the heavens and the earth. I will overthrow royal thrones and destroy the power of foreign kingdoms. I will overturn their chariots and their drivers. The horses and their riders will fall, and they will kill each other. But when this happens, says the LORD of Armies, I will honor you, Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel, my servant. I will make you like a signet ring on my finger, says the LORD, for I have specifically chosen you. I, the LORD of Armies, have spoken!”

Key Observations

“Will I take thee, O Zerubbabel, my servant, the son of Shealtiel, saith the LORD, and will make thee as a signet ring: for I have chosen thee”: This signifies The Signet Ring Promise Is the Reversal of the Jeremiah 22:24 Pulling-Off of Coniah — the Davidic Covenant That Was Apparently Terminated in the Judgment of the Last Reigning King Is Renewed in the Davidic Heir Who Has Led the Obedient Response. The signet ring promise to Zerubbabel is the most theologically dense image in the book precisely because of its canonical connection to Jeremiah 22:24. The Coniah of Jeremiah 22 was the last reigning Davidic king before the exile; the LORD declared that even if Coniah were the signet ring on the divine hand, He would pull him off. The exile was the pulling-off of the Davidic signet ring. And now, in the post-exilic context of the renewed temple building, the LORD declares to Zerubbabel — the Davidic heir, the grandson of the pulled-off Coniah — that He will make him like a signet ring, for I have chosen you. The reversal is the promise of the Davidic restoration: the covenant that appeared to have been terminated in the judgment is renewed in the heir. And the Matthew 1 genealogy that includes both Jeconiah and Zerubbabel in the line that leads to Jesus establishes  the  messianic  trajectory  of  the  promise:  the  signet  ring  that  the  LORD  restores  to Zerubbabel  finds  its  ultimate  expression  in  the  Son  of  David  who  is  the  full  expression  of  the Davidic covenant.

“I will overthrow the throne of kingdoms, and I will destroy the strength of the kingdoms of the heathen”: This signifies The Political and Military Shaking Is the Comprehensive Dismantling of the World Powers That Stand Between the Covenant Community and the Restored Davidic Kingdom — the LORD Is Acting in History to Clear the Way for the Messianic Restoration.

The overthrowing of the throne of kingdoms and the destruction of the strength of the nations is the political dimension of the cosmic shaking that verse 6 announced in cosmological terms. The nations whose military power has been the context of the covenant community’s vulnerability and exile will be overturned by the divine action that clears the way for the restoration. The mutual destruction of verse 22  —  each one by the sword of his  brother  —  is  the image of the nations destroying  themselves  in  the  absence  of  the  divine  order  that  the  covenant  community’s faithfulness was meant to embody. The shaking of the nations is not the arbitrary display of divine power; it is the historical expression of the same divine sovereignty that produced the exile and is now producing the restoration.

“For I have chosen thee, saith the LORD of hosts”: This signifies The Divine Election of Zerubbabel Is the Renewal of the Davidic Election — the Language of the Covenant Election Applied to the Davidic Heir in the Post-Exilic Context as the Incipient Promise of the Messianic Restoration.

The for I have chosen you is the language of the covenant election — the same language used for the choosing of Israel (Deuteronomy 7:6), of the Davidic king (Psalm 89:3), and of the servant who  will  restore  the  covenant  (Isaiah  42:1).  The  choosing  of  Zerubbabel  is  the  renewal  of  the Davidic election in the post-exilic context: the LORD who pulled Coniah off the divine hand like a  signet  ring  has  chosen  Zerubbabel  to  be  restored  as  the  signet  ring.  The  choosing  is  not  the endorsement of Zerubbabel’s personal worthiness; it is the renewal of the divine commitment to the  Davidic  covenant  that  the  exile  appeared  to  have  terminated.  The  I  have  chosen  you  is  the divine word that sustains the Davidic hope through the post-exilic poverty of the present situation and points toward the fullness of the Davidic restoration in the One who is fully and finally the LORD’s chosen servant, the Davidic king in whom the signet ring finds its ultimate expression.

 

What This Means for Us Today

1. Receive the Signet Ring Promise as the Theological Declaration That the Davidic Covenant Has Not Been Terminated by the Judgment but Renewed in the Obedient Heir — and as the Incipient  Messianic  Promise  That  Finds  Its  Fullest  Expression  in  Jesus: The  canonical trajectory  of  the  signet  ring  promise  —  from  the  pulling-off  of  Coniah  in  Jeremiah  22  to  the restoration of the signet ring in Zerubbabel in Haggai 2 to the Davidic lineage of Jesus in Matthew 1  —  is  the most important  canonical  connection  in  the book. The contemporary  community of faith that reads the signet ring promise in Haggai must read it in its canonical context: the promise to  Zerubbabel  is  the  incipient  messianic  promise  that  the  New  Testament  understands  to  be fulfilled in the greater Son of David who is the final and full expression of the Davidic election. The LORD chose Zerubbabel; the LORD chose Jesus. The signet ring is ultimately the sign of the messianic king whose kingdom will not be shaken.

2. Hold the Shaking of the Nations as the Eschatological Context Within Which the Poverty of the Present Covenant Community’s Situation Is Understood Not as the Final Condition but as the Penultimate Stage Before the Messianic Restoration: The I will shake the heavens and the earth and overthrow the throne of kingdoms is the eschatological context that makes the present poverty of the covenant community comprehensible as the penultimate stage rather than the final condition. The nations whose military and political power seems overwhelming in the present moment are the nations that the LORD will overthrow in the eschatological shaking. The community that reads the present situation through the eschatological context is the community that can sustain the obedient response through the present poverty toward the greater latter glory.

 

How This Relates to Today

The signet ring promise to Zerubbabel is one of the most important messianic texts in the Minor Prophets for its canonical connection to the Jeremiah 22 pulling-off of Coniah and the Matthew 1 inclusion of both Jeconiah and Zerubbabel in the Davidic lineage of Jesus. The Davidic covenant that appeared to have been terminated in the exile is renewed in the post-exilic obedient response, and the renewal points toward the fuller restoration in the One who is the ultimate expression of the  Davidic  election.  The  contemporary  community  of  faith  that  reads  the  Haggai  signet  ring promise in its canonical context finds the messianic trajectory: the LORD who made Zerubbabel like a signet ring has made Jesus the seal of the new covenant, the One in whom the I have chosen you finds its ultimate expression.

 

The  for  I  have  chosen  you  is  also  one  of  the  most  encouraging  words  in  the  book  for  the contemporary community of faith that has been obedient in its response to the prophetic word and is  now in  the early stages of the building  that looks inadequate. The  chosen community  —  the community that has received the covenant and has responded with the obedience that the covenant requires — is the community to which the signet ring promise is addressed. The poverty of the present  construction  does  not  negate  the  election;  it  is  the  context  within  which  the  election  is being  expressed  as  the  obedient  faithfulness  that  the  chosen  community  maintains  through  the penultimate stages of the greater glory that is coming.

Key  Lesson: *The  third  message  is  the  most  theologically  compact  in  the  book  and  the  most eschatologically significant: the shaking of the heavens and the earth applied to the political and military dismantling of the world powers, and the signet ring promise to Zerubbabel as the renewal of the Davidic election — the reversal of the Jeremiah 22 pulling-off of Coniah, the I have chosen you that renews the covenant commitment to the Davidic restoration, and the incipient messianic promise that the canonical trajectory of Matthew 1 and the lineage of Jesus brings to its fullest expression.*

 

Closing Prayer and Theological Synthesis of the Book of Haggai

 

Heavenly Father,

 

We close Haggai chapter 2 — and with it the entire book — having traveled from the is it time for you to dwell in paneled houses while my house lies in ruins? of chapter 1 to the I will make you like a signet ring, for I have chosen you of chapter 2. We have received the diagnosis of the misplaced priority and the command to build and the twenty-three-day arc from the word to the work. We have received the pastoral encouragement of the be strong, be strong, be strong and the I am with you and the latter glory greater than the former. We have received the priestly diagnostic that the defilement of the community has been defiling its offerings and the from this day I will bless you that declares the transformation before the evidence appears. And we have received the signet ring promise that the Davidic covenant is not terminated but renewed in the obedient heir who points toward the greater Son of David in whom the promise finds its fullest expression.

 

Lord, let the whole arc of the book be received as the single theological argument it is: the community that has placed its own comfort before the covenant priority is the community that has stepped outside the sphere of the covenant blessing and into the sphere of the covenant discipline; the return to the right priority is the restoration of the covenant relationship; and the from this day I will bless you is the declaration that the return has been recognized and the blessing has been restored. The latter glory of this house shall be greater than the former. The signet ring has been restored. I have chosen you.

 

Let us live as the community that has heard the Haggai word and obeyed it — that has made the twenty-three-day turn from the rationalization to the obedience, that has received the I am with you and the my spirit remains in your midst, that has moved from the sphere of the discipline to the sphere of the blessing by the restoration of the right priority. And let the eschatological vision of the greater latter glory and the shaking of the nations and the signet ring of the chosen servant sustain the obedient community through the poverty of the present stage toward the fullness of the restoration that the greater Son of David has accomplished.

 

In Jesus’ name — in the name of the One who is greater than the temple, the Emmanuel whose presence is the greater latter glory, the Davidic king in whom the signet ring finds its ultimate expression and the I have chosen you its fullest meaning — Amen.

 

Soli Deo Gloria

Glory to God Alone

