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Haggai

Following the Babylonian exile, the 50,000 or so Jews who returned to the broken-down city of Jerusalem faced the difficult task of rebuilding the Temple, and re-establishing the pure worship of Jehovah that had been lost some 70 years before.

Though just a remnant, God did not leave this important group of His people without a witness. The prophets that close the Old Testament canon were a challenging and encouraging voice to the post-exile people of God.

The first of these post-exile prophets is Haggai. Little is known of his family or background, and his book is the smallest, other than Obadiah. His name is from the Hebrew word hagh, which means “festival” or the “pilgrim to a festival”. Haggai is “one who has been on the pilgrimage”

“Haggai was the first prophet who rose up after the exile in the midst of the congregation of Judah that had returned from Babylon, to proclaim to it the will and saving purposes of its God.”

-C.F. Keil

Though there was initial excitement with the return to Jerusalem, and the laying of the foundation of the new Temple, the work had ceased due to opposition and fear. The message of the Prophet Haggai stirred the hearts of the people about the urgency of completing God’s work and complying with God’s will.

“This second temple is often called Zerubbabel’s temple. It could have been called Haggai’s temple because, almost single-handedly, he initiated the work and gave it the impetus needed for successful completion.”

-Ralph L. Smith

In surveying the brief book of Haggai, we note first of all:

I. HAGGAI’S PRIMARY MISSION

Haggai’s prophecy consists of four brief addresses, delivered over the duration of four months. Each of these sections is marked off by the record of specific dates (1:1-15; 2:1-9; 2:10-19; 2:20-23).

While there are four clear sections, they all relate back to the central focus of the prophet Haggai – the rebuilding of the Temple in Jerusalem. This was the central desire and design of Haggai’s ministry.

Like the man who would later rebuild the walls, Nehemiah, Haggai was singularly focused on the immediate task of reconstruction. In the opening chapter, Haggai’s primary mission becomes clear. 

His mission was:


A. To indict the people

The people had returned to Jerusalem, and had rebuilt their homes, but the Temple had been left with only a foundation and an altar. 

In verse 2, Haggai records the popular feeling of the people regarding the Temple. “This people say, The time is not come, the time that the LORD'S house should be built.”

For some reason (possibly a misunderstanding of prophecy), a spirit of procrastination had kept the people from going forward with the construction of the Temple.

In verse 4, God’s message to the people was clear. He said, “Is it time for you, O ye, to dwell in your cieled houses, and this house lie waste?”

The first 11 verses of Haggai record a powerful, hard-hitting sermon preached by the prophet. The heart of the sermon was an indictment against the people for selfishly caring for their houses and their homes, while letting the Temple, the House of God, lie in ruins.

“…for sixteen years no work was done on the temple. Suddenly, on the first day of the sixth month of the second year of Darius, king of Persia, the prophet Haggai preached a powerful message to the governor and the high priest in Jerusalem. He admonished them to get busy rebuilding the temple.”

-Ralph L. Smith

Haggai’s primary mission was not only to indict the people, but it was also:


B. To inspire the people

The hard, direct preaching of Haggai had an immediate impact upon the leadership in Jerusalem. Verse 12 of chapter 1 records that, “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 before the LORD.”

Supernaturally, the Spirit of God used the man of God to move the hearts of the people of God, and they began to fulfill the work of God. 

As soon as the people submitted to the will of God, they were met with encouragement. Verse 13 says, “Then spake Haggai the LORD'S messenger in the LORD'S message unto the people, saying, I am with you, saith the LORD.”

“This penitential state of mind on the part of the people and their rulers was met by the Lord with the promise of His assistance, in order to elevate this disposition into determination and deed.”

-C.F. Keil
The second address of Haggai is taken up with encouraging the people in the midst of their difficult task. Some of the workers were discouraged by the lessened grandeur of the new Temple, and to them Haggai offered them the encouragement of God’s faithfulness (2:5), and His promises (2:6-9).

Haggai reminds us of the dual ministry of God’s messengers. They are to reprove and exhort, confront and comfort, indict and inspire. Preachers must apply the rod of correction when appropriate, as well as the soothing balm of encouragement when it is needed.

Haggai wanted the work of God to be accomplished, and with that overarching goal in mind, he proclaimed and applied the Word of God.

Notice not only Haggai’s primary mission, but notice also further:

II. HAGGAI’S PROPHETIC MESSAGE

Some have criticized Haggai for lacking the truly prophetic element of his pre-exile counterparts. They have claimed that Haggai was only concerned with getting a building built, and that his message lacks the spiritual element of true prophecy. 

Those criticisms are unfair and unfounded when you consider that of the 38 verses of Haggai’s brief prophecy, Jehovah’s name appears some 34 times. Haggai repeatedly affirms the spiritual and divine nature of his message with phrases such as, “thus saith the Lord of hosts” or “the word of the Lord”.

With this in mind, it is clear that much like the other prophetic writers, while Haggai’s message had a clear and immediate meaning for post-exile Jerusalem; it also carries within in it an eschatological significance that is much larger than its ancient context.

What is Haggai’s prophetic message? First of all, he predicted:


A. A future revival

As Haggai sought to encourage the remnant in their rebuilding, he prophesies a day of renewed glory for the Temple, and the worship of Jehovah. In chapter 2, verse 7, the Lord promises that, “…I will fill this house with glory, saith the LORD of hosts.” In verse 9, the prophecy continues and says, “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.”

All of this spiritual revival will occur following a “shaking” of the nations of the world that causes them to contribute their riches to the Temple and its worship. 

History makes it clear that Zerubbabel’s Temple never lived up to these prophecies, and they await their complete fulfillment in a day that is yet to come. Once again, the reader is left anticipating a consummating day in which all of God’s promises find their realization in a Messianic, millennial kingdom.

In light of these promises Haggai challenges the people to live and serve in purity (2:10-19). The promises of God and the guarantees of His Word are by no means license for His people to live carelessly or loosely. His promises should serve as impetus for obedience and holiness.

Haggai’s prophetic message involved not only a future revival, but also:


B. A future ruler

The fourth and final address from Haggai begins in verse 20, and is addressed to Zerubbabel, the governor who spearheaded the work in Jerusalem. While the message applied immediately to Zerubbabel, it also spoke of another, greater Leader that was yet to come.

Verse 23 says, “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: for I have chosen thee, saith the LORD of hosts.”

The idea of becoming a “signet” indicated a place of authority and rule. Because Zerubbabel’s lineage was Davidic, the implications of this promise are Messianic.

“…quite evidently, it looks far beyond him to the ultimate consummation of the Davidic line in the coming reign of Christ. It should be carefully grasped that Zerubbabel is here addressed as the representative of the Davidic line…Christ, the greater Son and wonderful Antitype of David and Zerubbabel, will be Jehovah’s signet whereby He shall impress and imprint upon all nations His own majesty, His own will and ways, His own perfect ideal, and His own very image.”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

The ministry of Haggai is continued and expanded by Zechariah who immediately followed him historically, and biblically. The singular significance of Haggai lies in the way God used him to motivate a complacent people in post-exile Jerusalem, and in the way He is used, still today, to point an expectant people to the promise of the new Jerusalem, and the glory it will hold.
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