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Reluctant Rebuilders 
Haggai 1:1-15 

15 November 2020 | Grace Bible Church Corinda | Ben Shannon 

Big Idea:  God redirects our misplaced priorities back to himself. 

Big Question:  What are our greatest priorities? 

Introduction 

Well, this year certainly didn’t turn out the way any of us expected. 

It’s been a hard and difficult year for a lot of people. 

Isolation, separation from family, the loss of missed opportunities and loss of income to 

name a few. 

As we get closer to the end of the year, it’s easy to want to see the back of it. 

 

And yet there’s also been many opportunities. 

Many of the things that we take for granted have been challenged in good ways and all kinds 

of new possibilities about how we live have opened up. 

Necessity is the mother of all invention and people have found new and better ways of doing 

some things. 

Others took the opportunity to start new things – like taking up a hobby – and stopped doing 

others. 

 

Some people – wisely, I think – have suggested that this year has given us one of those 

once in a lifetime moments. 

With so many regular things stopping, one of the gifts of 2020 has been the opportunity to 

reflect and re-evaluate. 

Asking questions like:  What’s important?  What do I want to do with my life?  What have I 

taken for granted?  What new opportunities are there? 

Even as we celebrate restrictions being eased again, for some of us, perhaps many of us, 

the best thing won’t be to just race back to the old normal. 

If we’re too quick to just “go back”, we can easily miss many of the good things that might 

come from the struggle of this year. 

Was the old normal best or are there things that should change? 

That’s the opportunity that this moment gives us. 

Series Introduction 

The book of Haggai is set at a time that was also a once in a lifetime moment for the people 

of Israel. 



~ 2 ~ 

I’m working on the assumption that at best, most of us have read through this book a few 

times in our Bible reading, but that we’re probably not all that familiar with it. 

And that’s one of the reasons for preaching through it. 

You may not even know where to find it in the Bible. 

Haggai is the second shortest book in the Old Testament, tucked amongst those other small 

books that we call the Minor Prophets. 

If you go to the gospel of Matthew and then turn back a few pages, you’ll come to Haggai. 

 

Haggai’s a bit different to the other minor prophets. 

Most prophecies are written in a poetic form, but this one’s different because it’s written in 

prose. 

Haggai – along with Zechariah – is one of the two books that contain prophecies from the 

time AFTER God’s people came back from exile. 

 

The Southern Kingdom of Israel was conquered by the world’s first superpower – the 

Babylonian Empire under the leadership of King Nebuchadnezzar – in 605 B.C. because of 

their idolatry and injustice. 

To make sure that there wouldn’t be any trouble, at first just the rulers and warriors were 

taken away to Babylon as prisoners. 

A puppet king was put in charge, but he decided to rebel against his new masters and so in 

either 587 or 586 B.C., the Babylonians came and destroyed Jerusalem and took just about 

everyone off as prisoners. 

 

It was a dark day in the history of Israel. 

They were cut off from God because the temple was destroyed. 

And they were being carried off into a foreign land – along with all the gear used in the 

temple to make sacrifices. 

There was no hope of God returning any time soon and with no temple, they couldn’t have 

their sins forgiven. 

 

Psalm 137 was made famous with a boppy tune by Boney M, but really it speaks about how 

sad it was to go into exile. 

You might like to read it later, it starts by saying, 

Psalm 137:1 NIV11  1 By the rivers of Babylon we sat and wept when we 

remembered Zion. 

It goes on to talk about how their captors teased them by asking them to sing about how 

great Jerusalem is. 
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And then it goes on to talk about how they would never forget God’s city, no matter how long 

they were in captivity. 

 

But of course many of them did soon forget about going home. 

The prophet Jeremiah told them that they weren’t meant to rebel in Babylon while they were 

in exile but to seek the welfare of the city.1 

Many of the exiles prospered so much in Babylon that they never wanted to go home to 

Israel. 

 

But just a couple of verses later in that same prophecy, God promised that they’d be able to 

return to the Promised Land after seventy years.2 

One superpower was replaced by another – the Babylonians were overpowered by the 

Persians in 539 B.C. 

The Persians had different ideas about running their empire and so they allowed people to 

go back to their homeland and worship their gods in the hope that those gods would help 

them. 

Cyrus, the king of Persia, made a decree in 538 B.C. that the people of Israel could go home 

with the purpose of building the temple.3 

 

This was their moment: they were finally allowed to go home, but only a small group wanted 

to leave. 

They set off home from Babylon, back to the Promised Land…  the exile was being 

reversed! 

They were getting another chance, a fresh start. 

They were expecting to return to the glory days of before. 

They could rebuild the temple and start worshipping Yahweh again. 

 

Haggai is about getting the rebuilding work of the temple underway. 

No temple was a travesty not just because it was a pile of stones but because it showed the 

absence of God. 

And without the temple, there was no place to atone for sin. 

 

I’ve called this series, “Renovation Rescue.” 

You might remember a rather dodgy TV show with the same name from the mid-naughties. 

It was one of those early renovation shows when people were still wowed by how fast things 

could be done. 
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They’d find someone with a deserving situation and they’d get professional tradespeople 

brought in who’d renovate the whole house in just two days. 

It was all about transformation. 

 

Haggai was sent by God to rescue the renovation of the temple and get it back on track. 

But perhaps more importantly Haggai was sent to renovate God’s people so that they could 

be rescued. 

It’s often dangerous to read the Old Testament prophets because they were usually sent by 

God to challenge them, and that’s exactly what Haggai did. 

However, he also came to offer them hope and restore their faith. 

God speaks to his people to restore the temple in Jerusalem and restore hope that Yahweh 

hasn’t abandoned them. 

 

The big idea of the series is that God speaks hope to renovate his people. 

 

The book breaks up into five different sections, which we’ll look at over the next few weeks. 

The first two sections make up chapter one and are all about the temple, which was lying in 

ruins. 

The second oracle deals with glory. 

And finally, there’s two oracles given on the same day about the foundation of the temple. 

Outline 

This week, we’re going to cover the first two oracles, looking at the temple. 

Big Idea:  God redirects our misplaced priorities back to himself. 

The passage breaks down into two movements: 

 A house and lives in ruins (1:1-11) 

 A house and lives rebuilt (1:12-15) 

A house and lives in ruins (1:1-11) 

Haggai spoke the word of God in the second year of Darius’ reign. 

He’s a real stickler for dates and so we know the exact day that he gave this prophecy – the 

first day of the sixth month or 29 August 520 B.C. 

His whole ministry lasted for a little bit over four months. 

 

When you work the dates out, it’s about eighteen years after God’s people began returning 

to the Promised Land. 
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Haggai’s sent to speak on God’s behalf to two of the leaders – Zerubbabel and Joshua. 

There’s a problem:  God’s people are in a rut and they reckon that the time hasn’t come to 

rebuild the temple. 

Verse two: 

Haggai 1:2 NIV11  2 This is what the LORD Almighty says: “These people say, ‘The 

time has not yet come to rebuild the LORD’S house.’ ” 

 

Life was good in Babylon and not many people took up the offer, but a small remnant 

returned with Ezra and Nehemiah. 

Those that returned came full of expectation and they started off really well. 

They set up the altar and began offering sacrifices to God once again. 

There was even a celebration when the foundations of the temple were laid. 

But then there was a forced stoppage when their neighbours – strong and powerful people 

who felt threatened and were determined to use their political connections – complained to 

stop the temple being rebuilt. 

 

Eighteen years later, it seems like they really weren’t expecting anything to happen. 

It’s not that anyone was AGAINST the idea of building the temple, everyone thought it’d be a 

good thing to do. 

It’s just that they didn’t think that THIS was the time to do it. 

We’ll get to it at some point, just not today.  Now’s not the time.  

Time was drifting past and there was no urgency for God’s temple. 

 

We can come up with lots of reasons why they might’ve said this. 

The sixth month was harvest time and there was lots of work to do. 

Perhaps they were waiting until Jeremiah’s seventy years were up. 

Life was hard and they were just trying to get by and didn’t have the physical resources to 

start such a massive project. 

What’s clear is all of the initial enthusiasm was more or less gone by the time Haggai speaks 

to them and they certainly weren’t expecting God to do anything particularly special. 

 

We can find ourselves doing exactly the same thing today. 

It’s not that we’re against serving the Lord, it’s just that now isn’t quite the time to do it. 

I’ll serve the Lord when the kids grow up – I just need to get them through school. 

We’ll dedicate ourselves to God’s kingdom when we’ve got ourselves financially established. 
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We’ll give ourselves more to God when work settles down a bit. 

It’s not that I don’t think it’s important, it’s just now’s not the time. 

 

Everyone goes through seasons of life where they’re less able to serve the Lord. 

Eighteen years is a more than just a season though. 

Every season of life has its challenges and if we’re not careful, that season can become our 

whole life. 

That’s what the Israelites faced. 

 

Next, God speaks again through Haggai, but this time it’s to the people in general. 

They’re living in panelled houses while the temple is still lying in ruins. 

That’s a double standard that God calls them on by asking a convicting question in verse 

four: 

Haggai 1:4 NIV11  4 “Is it a time for you yourselves to be living in your panelled 

houses, while this house remains a ruin?” 

 

Why does he have such a beef with panelled houses? 

The word for panelling is quite rare. 

It’s only used four more times in the Old Testament and all four of them are used to describe 

the temple.4 

In their minds, now’s the time to have houses like a temple – with wood panelling – but 

God’s house is a pile of rubble. 

Do you get the irony?  They’re investing in their homes as if they’re the temple. 

Now is the time for that but meanwhile, God’s house, God’s temple, which they were sent by 

Cyrus to repair is in ruins. 

 

King David felt guilty about living in a palace but while God was still living in a tent.5 

Solomon only worked on his palace AFTER the temple was built.6 

The problem wasn’t resources or outside influences because they could build their own 

homes. 

The problem was their priorities. 

 

God, speaking through Haggai, changes direction again. 

He adds a second piece of information. 

God wants them to see and reflect on what’s going on around them. 
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So much so, that he repeats the same words in verses five and seven: 

Haggai 1:5 NIV11  5 Now this is what the LORD Almighty says: “Give careful thought 

to your ways. 

 

When they came back from exile, they must’ve thought: 

Gee, but it’s great to be back home, 

Home is where I want to be 

I’ve been on the road so long, my friend 

And if you came along 

I know you couldn’t disagree7 

But their experience wasn’t even close to a return to the glory days. 

No matter how hard they work, they never have enough. 

They drink and don’t have fill, clothes that don’t keep them warm and their money just seems 

to slip through their fingers. 

 

They’ve returned to the Promised Land – a land that was described as flowing with milk and 

honey. 

When their ancestors first came into the land, it was prosperous. 

As they’ve returned from Babylon, they did so full of hope, but instead they’ve experienced 

frustration. 

Verse six: 

Haggai 1:6 NIV11  6 You have planted much, but harvested little. You eat, but never 

have enough. You drink, but never have your fill. You put on clothes, but are not 

warm. You earn wages, only to put them in a purse with holes in it.” 

That last phrase is a very graphic way of describing inflation. 

The name ‘Haggai’ means ‘feast,’ but the returned exiles’ experience of life in the Land was 

anything but. 

 

Why is that? 

It wasn’t a poor work ethic or bad farm management. 

Maybe you could blame it on the weather – this was just a bad season. 

Perhaps it was the economic climate? 

We know that King Darius dramatically increased taxes that caused massive inflation so that 

the money you earned today was almost worthless tomorrow. 

 

The reason life was hard was because God was making it hard, verse nine. 
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God gives the answer that it was his discipline. 

Their present, practical difficulties are related to their spiritual ones. 

It’s because they’ve been happily working on their own houses for the best part of twenty 

years and haven’t been working on the temple. 

Haggai 1:9b NIV11  Why?” declares the LORD Almighty. “Because of my house, 

which remains a ruin, while each of you is busy with your own house. 

 

Their lack of concern about God’s house shows a lack of concern about worship. 

And a lack of concern about worship shows a lack of concern about God himself. 

God, who ought to have been at the centre, had been pushed to the margins. 

Their love for God gone off the boil. 

This was a matter of the heart. 

 

If you go back to the book of Deuteronomy, you find that these are exactly the kind of curses 

that God promised for anyone who breaks his covenant.8 

It’s because of their neglect of the temple that the rains didn’t come, verse ten. 

God sent a drought, verse eleven, so that nothing would grow. 

That might seem harsh, but the neglect was that serious. 

 

The solution is an obvious one: get building the temple. 

In verse eight, God tells them that they need to go into the mountains and start harvesting 

timber, just like David did: 

Haggai 1:8 NIV11  8 Go up into the mountains and bring down timber and build my 

house, so that I may take pleasure in it and be honoured,” says the LORD. 

The reason for doing this is important though. 

It wasn’t so that they could have a beautiful building – the temple wasn’t really magnificent 

because of the beautiful architecture. 

It was magnificent because God was there. 

 

And they’re not to build just so that they can avoid the curses. 

Haggai doesn’t say that you should build the temple to gain blessing. 

This isn’t a prosperity gospel – take care of God’s house so that you can be blessed. 

They’re to do it for God’s glory, according to verse eight. 

So that he can take pleasure in it and so that the living God can be honoured. 
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This was a wake-up call from the Lord to see that he wasn’t being honoured as he should. 

Take worship of God seriously and the time is now. 

They’d lost far more than food or drink or money. 

They’d lost God himself and we have no hope if we’re separated from God. 

 

Life without God is banal and wearisome and no amount of adventure is able to fill the void. 

That’s the message of the Preacher in Ecclesiastes: even if they had everything except for 

God, they’d be dissatisfied. 

The punishment was the crime. 

By not focusing on God, they missed out on the blessing of knowing him. 

Focusing on the blessing meant that they missed God and so they missed out on the 

benefits of the blessing as well. 

 

You and I are in a moment, just like the Israelites. 

This’s been a really tough year and we feel the pull of just wanting it to be over and get back 

to normal. 

That’s what the Israelites wanted too. 

Just like returning to the land was for them, returning to “normal” is an opportunity for us to 

think about our own lives and priorities. 

A key question, in light of this passage, is, “Are you building God’s house or are you 

completely focused on the building of your own house to the neglect of his?” 

 

So, as we apply this, we need to think about exactly what the temple is. 

Our first and natural response might be to say that the temple was the place where people 

worshipped God in the Old Testament and the church building is the place where we 

worship God in the New Testament. 

I think that the application here isn’t necessarily that we need to spend more time working on 

the church building. 

Though, of course, some more help with that would be great, that’s not the main point. 

This passage is also often trotted out to justify a building campaign. 

And in just over a year and a bit, Lord willing, we’ll be able to buy this building to provide a 

permanent home for our church. 

While that would be a great thing to invest in and prioritise, that’s not the main point either. 
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Other people would also say that the main application is that Christians should be working to 

rebuild the temple in Jerusalem. 

Use you financial and political power to make that happen. 

Remove the mosque and restore the temple mount. 

 

The problem with going straight from temple to church building is that we miss Jesus. 

This side of the cross, we need to make sure that we understand how HE thought of the 

temple. 

He’s the one that the temple pointed to. 

According to John 2, Jesus is God’s true temple. 

Jesus says he’ll rebuild the temple… 

John 2:21 NIV11  21 But the temple he had spoken of was his body. 

 

We don’t go to the temple to make sacrifices for sin. 

That’s because Jesus IS the sacrifice for sin. 

Jesus died on the cross so that our sin and rebellion could be forgiven. 

If you want your sins to be forgiven, then you need to come to him,  not go to the temple in 

Jerusalem. 

Hebrews 10 tells us that we don’t have to keep making sacrifices for sin because Jesus, our 

high priest, has made perfect sacrifice for sin. 

 

United with Jesus, we’re part of his temple. 

And we don’t need to go to the temple to meet with God because God is with us. 

He dwells in Christian believers by his Holy Spirit. 

We’re people who could never earn, demand or deserve God’s presence and yet he gives it 

to us. 

1 Corinthians 3:16 NIV11  16 Don’t you know that you yourselves are God’s temple 

and that God’s Spirit dwells in your midst? 

 

So, what does it mean to build the temple this side of the cross? 

It means investing in the kingdom of God and not just the kingdom of self. 

Which will look like a whole host of things.  I’m going to list a few, but I’m sure you can come 

up with a whole heap more. 

It means serving others in practical ways to show them the love of Jesus rather than just 

looking after yourself. 
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It means sharing the good news of forgiveness with others rather than just keeping it to 

yourself. 

It means not flogging yourself out so much at work that you don’t ever get to church. 

It means that you don’t just come to church at the last minute and heading for the hills 

straight afterwards so that you can be served rather than to serve. 

It means investing the gospel in other people’s kids and not just in your own. 

 

God calls us to make his kingdom a real priority in our lives. 

That’s what it means to love and live for him. 

You might be paralysed by the thought that, if you do that, how are your practical needs 

going to be met? 

That’s a real concern and this isn’t a call to be reckless, but it is a call to trust Jesus and put 

our hope in him. 

The irony for us is that if we focus on these things, we won’t find the blessing we’re after. 

In Matthew 6, Jesus promises. 

Matthew 6:33 NIV11  33 But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all 

these things will be given to you as well. 

 

Haggai shows us a house and life in ruins, but he doesn’t end there. 

A house and lives rebuilt (1:12-15) 

We see a house and life rebuilt in the last four verses. 

God reaches out to his people with his Word to restore his people back into relationship with 

him. 

 

How did the people respond to this message from Haggai? 

Maybe you are thinking that what you’ve heard so far seems a little bit harsh to you and that 

perhaps they might’ve felt the same way. 

Well, they were convicted by what God said. 

They listened to God’s Word, verse twelve and they recognised his voice. 

 

Did you notice how much it comes through that this was God’s word doing the work? 

“The word of the LORD came…” verse one. 

“This is what the LORD Almighty says…” verse two. 

“Then the word of the LORD came through the prophet Haggai…” verse three. 



~ 12 ~ 

“This is what the LORD Almighty says…” again in verses five and seven. 

“… says the LORD.” verse eight. 

“… declares the LORD Almighty.” verse nine. 

 

The first thing worth noticing about this is that the people DID respond. 

That’s noteworthy because usually prophets were sent and nobody much paid attention. 

Their message was largely ignored, but that’s not what happened here. 

The call to action was answered. 

They didn’t just listen and say, “Yeah.  Whatever.” 

God helped them to see their own unfaithfulness. 

 

They were convinced and convicted by God’s word so that fear was their response. 

I don’t mean that they felt fearful of the repercussions of not following the Lord. 

These are the remnant, God’s people who’d survived judgment and they knew exactly where 

a failure to fear God led – to exile. 

And so they respected him. 

 

But it’s more than that – verse 13. 

God hadn’t finished speaking to them at all. 

Haggai 1:13 NIV11  13 Then Haggai, the LORD’S messenger, gave this message of 

the LORD to the people: “I am with you,” declares the LORD. 

I am with you. 

Aren’t those amazing words? 

By saying them, they knew that they were on God’s side. 

There was immediate restoration of the relationship. 

God tells them that they don’t have to go this alone, he is with them. 

 

They did this on the 24th day of the sixth month. 

The response was quite quick, but not immediate. 

If you look back up at verse one, you’ll see that they started on the first day of the month. 

So, this took three and a half weeks. 

 

They didn’t drop everything to respond. 
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There were likely preparations to be made and the harvest needed to be brought in. 

The important thing wasn’t how quickly they responded, but that their hearts were changed. 

But we’re told in verse fourteen that their hearts were stirred. 

True conviction will result in action as God stirred their spirits within them and they began 

working on his house. 

 

This was a major change for God’s people. 

Getting the temple rebuilt was important, but them being rebuilt was even more important. 

Growing them in their resolve was critical. 

 

If you’re here today thinking I just need to do more for Jesus, then please be careful since 

that’s a dangerous road. 

You need to be convicted and convinced by God’s word because that’s the only thing that 

will renovate your heart. 

Otherwise you might make a great start, but you’re going to fizzle out quite quickly. 

God’s house is rebuilt only when our hearts are rebuilt. 

Conclusion 

We are at a point in history where we have a moment. 

How, friend, are you going to use it? 

How will you align your priorities to serving the Lord and his kingdom, building up his 

temple? 

Not because you’re afraid of the consequences from NOT doing that, but because you are 

stirred in your desire for his glory. 

Lord Jesus, please do a great work in us. 

1 Jeremiah 29:7. 
2 Jeremiah 29:10.  See also Jeremiah 25:11-12. 
3 2 Chronicles 36:23. 
4 1 Kings 6:9, 15; 7:3, 7. 
5 2 Samuel 7 
6 1 Kings 7 
7 Paul Simon, Keep the Customer Satisfied 
8 Deuteronomy 28:38-40. 

                                                



 

Reluctant Rebuilders 
Haggai 1:1-15 
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Big Idea:  God redirects our misplaced priorities back to himself. 

Big Question:  What are our greatest priorities? 

Discussion Questions 

1. How has this year presented us with a significant “moment”? 

2. What does it mean to be “in exile” and why is Haggai called a “post-exilic prophet”? 

3. What were some of the expectations, challenges and opportunities for the exiles  

returning home to the Promised Land? 

4. Why did God speak to his people through the prophet Haggai? 

5. What was life like for the Israelites in the 520s B.C.?  What was the cause of this?  

6. “There are some seasons of life when you can't serve the Lord.”  Do you agree or 

disagree?   

7. Were the Israelites just in a hard season or was something else at play? 

8. What was the motivation for them to rebuild?  Why does getting this motivation right 

matter? 

9. How did Jesus understand the temple (John 2:13-22; 1 Corinthians 3:16-17; 6:19-20)?  

How does this shape how we should understand the role of the temple this side of the 

cross? 

10. What does it look like for Christians today to prioritise building the temple? 

11. Do you think this passage teaches that if you build God’s temple, then he will bless you?  

Why or why not? 

12. What did they gain by starting to rebuild? 

13. Haggai is very specific about dates.  Why do you think he gives the date in verse fifteen? 

Timeline 

Put these events in the right order on the timeline: 

A. Almost all of Judah are taken into exile 

B. Haggai begins prophesying 

C. The first exiles return to Jerusalem 

D. Jerusalem falls to King Nebuchadnezzar 

E. King Cyrus decrees that the Israelites can return 

 

605BC 586/587BC 539BC      538BC 520BC 
 


