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Three years ago during Advent I started what has become an occasional series on the Minor prophets – then I talked about Christ as “The Prophet” I am now on the final lap, the last 3 books, so just to remind you of a couple of terms and the background to this series and this book

What is a prophet? One who speaks the words that God gives him 
What are the Minor Prophets? The 12 shorter books at the end of the OT that provide us with a record of God’s dealings with his people from the end of Solomon’s reign in about 960BC down to the last scriptures before the New Testament - written around 420BC  - In other words, they were written over a period of about 500 years.

A dominant theme that we have seen over and over again is that God is in control of history. But God didn’t merely do things, he made sure that his people understood what he was doing.

God sent “My servant’s the prophets” to turn the two kingdoms from their wicked ways and to warn them what would happen if they continued in wickedness.  

2Ki 17:13 Yet the LORD warned Israel and Judah by every prophet and every seer, saying, "Turn from your evil ways and keep my commandments and my statutes, in accordance with all the Law that I commanded your fathers, and that I sent to you by my servants the prophets." 

God used the prophets to teach them about who He is - to give His people understanding as what he requires of us. He also used prophets to warn Israel and Judah to be obedient to his laws, his commands and his statutes, to return to him and be saved or … to suffer the consequences. 

God used the prophets to give to His people now the understanding as what he requires of us.

We have now got to number 10 out of 12 in this series on the Minor Prophets. Between the last sermon in August – Zephaniah – and the book of Haggai here a lot has happened. Jerusalem has at last fallen, God’s patience finally ran out. The people did not listen to the prophets "Turn from your evil ways and keep my commandments” God’s holy city fell to the Babylonians. God’s special chosen people were sent into exile and scattered throughout the Babylonian empire.  

One of the main lessons that we heave learned so far is that God is in control of History
God is still in control there – not just in Jerusalem or Judah but over the whole world: (as we read last week) Jeremiah wrote a warning to the people in exile 29:18-20 
I will pursue them with the sword, famine and plague and will make them abhorrent to all the kingdoms of the earth, a curse and an object of horror, of scorn and reproach, among all the nations where I drive them. For they have not listened to my words,” declares the LORD, “words that I sent to them again and again by my servants the prophets. And you exiles have not listened either,” declares the LORD. Therefore, hear the word of the LORD, all you exiles whom I have sent away from Jerusalem to Babylon.
Last time when I preached on Zephaniah; Zephaniah was facing a problem of false values, false ideas which were the results of made-up religions. Made-up-religions can be quite dangerous because often they are partly made up of truth. True ideas mixed up with false ideas all put together in a beguiling mixture. 

We see the same problem today. As an example, many people for quite genuine reasons want to oppose the evil of male domination and cruelty to women so they demand the idea of a Mother God who loves her children, broods over them and cares for them.  
However, like all mothers she finds that her children do not do what they are told. 
She is such a loving mother that she does not – in fact cannot - discipline them – she can only show them by example what love should be like. She is a powerless God.

That is NOT the God of the bible. That is not our God: A lot has happened since my last sermon in this series. 

This God is not powerless: Since my last sermon Jerusalem has at last fallen. The people were sent into exile, just as was prophesied: but as was also prophesied they have been returned to their own country, to the Land of Promise. To emphasise one of the constant lessons from the Minor Prophets: God is in control of History. A Persian King called Cyrus arranged their return in about 536 BC - 70 years after the exile – that he would do so was prophesied about 718 - 180 years earlier. By name! In Isaiah 44-45 I am the Lord … who says of Cyrus, ‘He is my shepherd and will accomplish all that I please; he will say of Jerusalem, “Let it be rebuilt,”  and of the temple, “Let its foundations be laid.”’
180 years earlier God says that Cyrus will send them back to rebuild the temple. This God, Our God, is in charge of History.

They have come back to the Promised Land. How it happened is one of the most exciting stories in the bible, read Ezra and Nehemiah to get the details; all I need say now is that as God had planned,  the exiles have returned to Jerusalem, God’s chosen people are back in God’s holy city. We have passed through Jeremiah, Ezekiel and Daniel and are at the time of Ezra and just before Nehemiah
They have been brought back to the Promised Land by God. But still they haven’t got it right. Their problem no longer is false doctrine but – but what then?

So when are we taking about? 
The prophecies are dated with reference to Darius – he became Emperor of Persia a few years after Cyrus had died in battle

The dates of his four distinct prophecies are accurately given: 

(1) The first (Hag_1:1-15), on the first day of the sixth month of the second year of Darius, 520 BC., reproved the people for their apathy in allowing the temple to lie in ruins and reminded them of their ill success in everything because of their not honouring God as to His house. The result was that twenty-four days afterwards they commenced building under Zerubbabel (governor of the small province of Judah and of the Royal Davidic line) (Hag_1:12-15). 

(2) The second, on the twenty-first day of the seventh month (Hag_2:1-9), predicts that the glory of the new temple would be greater than that of Solomon’s, so that the people need not be discouraged by the inferiority in outward splendour of the new, as compared with the old temple, which had so moved to tears the elders who had remembered the old (Ezr_3:12, Ezr_3:13). Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel had implied the same prediction, whence some had doubted whether they ought to proceed with a building so inferior to the former one; but Haggai shows wherein the superior glory was to consist, namely, in the presence of Him who is the “desire of all nations” (Hag_2:7). 

(3) The third, on the twenty-fourth day of the ninth month (Hag_2:10-19), refers to a period when building materials had been collected, and the workmen had begun to put them together, from which time forth God promises His blessing; it begins with removing their past error as to the efficacy of mere outward observances to cleanse from the taint of disobedience as to the temple building. 

(4) The fourth (Hag_2:20-23), on the same day as the preceding, was addressed to Zerubbabel and we will have a look at it later
The Jews’ adversaries, on the resumption of the work under Zerubbabel, Haggai, and Zechariah, tried to set Darius against it; but that monarch confirmed Cyrus’ decree and ordered all help to be given to the building of the temple (Ezr_5:3, etc.; Ezr_6:1, etc.). So the temple was completed in the sixth year of Darius’ reign 516-515 BC. (Ezr_6:14).

The prophecies in Haggai are all so brief as to suggest that they are only a summary of the original discourses. The space occupied is just three months from the first to the last - 1st day of the 6th month to the 24th day of the 9th month in 520 BC and is the beginning of the process of rebuilding the temple - which was completed by 515 BC
They have been returned to the Promised Land and their problem no longer is false doctrine but – but what is it then? What is this all about?
It doesn’t seem to be working out right. The wonder and excitement and exaltation of the return has worn off and everything is a bit ordinary. Life is still the same old struggle. They have become apathetic. I think we often go through the same ups and downs. 

The wonder and joy of conversion is often followed by a time of depression when the world doesn’t seem so wonderful as it did a few weeks ago and the daily grind rears its ugly head and seems more important - and more boring than ever. 

The relaxation and joy of holidays is followed by the grind of getting back to work. You have probably heard of SAD Seasonal Adjustment Syndrome – people getting depressed during the autumn. Some have said that the decreasing daylength and lower quality of light are to blame – and there is probably something in that. But others have suggested that it is the let-down of having to work after a time of holiday.

The joy of getting married is followed by the hard grind of two fallen people learning to live with each other. And while I mention that, do not forget that we as a congregation have promised to pray for those whose marriages we witnessed – Joel and Catherine, Ruth and Mike, Gordon and Sarah, Mike and Abby, Marta and Danny, and many others – we have promised to pray for them – that means you and I individually 
Another example is the joy of a new baby – followed by nappies and teething

Life seems to consist of these ups and downs if we let it do so.

These people have come back to their Holy city – especially to build the temple and yet daily life seems more important and they are discouraged and have lost their way.

So God sends them a prophet “Snap out of it and build my house – that’s what I sent you back here to do”

They get all keen and begin do it – just look at how quick they were to respond… the whole book takes place in just 3 months …

An upper; but then comes another downer. “it is not going to look much is it?” (Remember the original – a hint here about the timing of the book, some of the greybeards can remember Solomon’s temple – they really have come back to where they were. For others it’s a return to the land of their fathers and the stories of their elders - Zerubbabel is mentioned – his name means “born in Babylon” – so he is one of the people who is living on stories of the past. The result is another encouraging message from God via Haggai – The Lord says “This is the place where I will provide peace” (2:9)
So what is this book really about?

I think it is an encouragement to keep on keeping on. The ups and the downs are our emotional problem; they are not true reality. The true reality is that God is with us.
Hag 2:4-5  Be strong, all you people of the land,’ declares the LORD, ‘and work. For I am with you,’ declares the LORD Almighty.  ‘This is what I covenanted with you when you came out of Egypt. And my Spirit remains among you. Do not fear.’
A covenant promise: We have just celebrated Christmas – the ultimate reminder that God is with us. “My spirit remains among you” Emmanuel means “God with us”
When he left this earth Jesus told us to make disciples and that he would be with us always – even to the end of the world “My spirit remains among you”
We didn’t read the 4th Prophecy to Zerubbabel – given to him later in the same day as the third prophecy. Zerubbabel – as I said, his name means born in Babylon – is the governor of Judah under Darius. He is of the royal line of David and occurs in the genealogies of Jesus given by Matthew and Luke. In some ways this prophecy looks like it is an answer to a question that Zerubbabel had asked about the earlier prophecies. It is a confirmation that the God is in control of History. Let me just read it
Hag 2:20-24 The word of the LORD came to Haggai a second time on the twenty-fourth day of the month: “Tell Zerubbabel governor of Judah that I am going to shake the heavens and the earth.  I will overturn royal thrones and shatter the power of the foreign kingdoms. I will overthrow chariots and their drivers; horses and their riders will fall, each by the sword of his brother. “‘On that day,’ declares the LORD Almighty, ‘I will take you, my servant Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel,’ declares the LORD, ‘and I will make you like my signet ring, for I have chosen you,’ declares the LORD Almighty.”
What we are looking at here is a two-fold confirmation: 
Firstly, that God is still in control of history and the small thing they are doing has far wider consequences than Zerubbabel or anyone else at that time realised:  
Secondly that the things that Zerubbabel was doing were significant / Zerubbabel not just a cog in God’s machine. Zerubbabel is chosen and is significant. In the same way, we are chosen and the things that we do in obedience to God are also significant in God’s history
The point is, this is not just about rebuilding the Temple in Jerusalem after the exile nor about rebuilding St Peters here or any other building - it is about building God’s church – as Acts 15, which we read, tells us what James said
Acts 15:14 -17 Simon has described to us how God first intervened to choose a people for his name from the Gentiles. The words of the prophets are in agreement with this, as it is written: 

“‘After this I will return and rebuild David’s fallen tent. Its ruins I will rebuild, and I will restore it, that the rest of mankind may seek the Lord, even all the Gentiles who bear my name, says the Lord, who does these things’ - things known from long ago.

In Acts 15 they were living when the temple in Jerusalem, Herod’s Temple, was probably at its most beautiful. A building covered with gold which dominated the city and could be seen glittering in the sunlight from many miles away. So much gold that when the city was sacked and burned some 30 years later the gold melted and ran down between the stones and the Roman Soldiers literally took it apart so that – as Jesus had prophesied – not one stone was left standing upon another. 
But James was wiser than to think that the church of God is a building. 

The Bible describes the church in all sorts of ways, but the simplest way of describing a Christian church is a group of people who are in a relationship with God through Jesus Christ. That can include all of God's people through all time although more usually it refers to a particular group of people who gather together week by week to worship God and encourage each other.

God’s church is not the IPC: it is not St Peters: Its us, it is you and me. It is all the Christians in this village. It is all the Christians in this country. It is all the Christians in the world. It is all the Christians everywhere and at every time. It is people. And particularly in the context of our NT reading it is all those who are seeking the Lord and called by his name.

As James said in Acts: That is the church we are to be rebuilding 
My message today is not about this building here. Any building built on this earth is subject to moth and rust and decay. This building has been here only a few hundred years and it needs repair – yes. But God’s church endures forever and nothing can corrupt the true church, God’s church, the people called by his name. The gates of hell can not prevail against it 

Jesus said that nothing can corrupt the true church. People within it can be corrupted, indeed people can themselves be corrupt; but the church itself stands eternal against time and all the attempts of the deceiver - for the church is people and those people are known to God, those people are called by his name. Those people are his treasured possession. 
The prophets told his people back then what God required of them, to turn from their wicked ways and obey him NB: “what God requires of his people” – is not so much that what God requires but what a relationship with God requires.  And for us it is our loving obedience to him. 
Obedience to do what? Go out and bring people in. To Build Gods church in this age. Not everyone is gifted to do that as a full time ministry, but we can all do our part and we can all properly support by prayer and money those who do work full time. 

The fabric of the church is people not stones and mortar. People are more important than stones.  Michel Quoist – help me be a good brick
This is the message of Haggai - Let us have in our minds God’s priorities not our own

And it will not always seem easy. Not always joyful. A brick low down in the wall Sometimes it will be a grind of obedience. And often we will look at our endeavour and think that it is a small thing that we are doing – nothing like the massive revival we hoped for and indeed long for. 

The message of Haggai is

“keep on keeping on” for our assessment of how well we are doing is too subjective to be very valuable. God’s assessment is the one to look at
“keep on keeping on” for if we are obedient then at least we know that we are going in the right direction. God’s direction is the right direction
“keep on keeping on” for this God who controls all of history is with us – among us – “even to the end of the world” Our God is among us
Prayer: 

Thank you for the covenant promises made so long ago. That you would be our God. That we would be your People. That you would dwell among us.
Thank your for the bible that tells us about you. Thank you for all the evidences in history that you are that kind of God. Most especially we thank you for the coming of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.

We thank you that that is not the end of your involvement but in one sense the beginning of something else new and wonderful. The beginning of the End. 
We thank you that you are a “God among us” and pray that your Holy Spirit would encourage us each day  and put an end to the doldrums we so often feel that we are living in.
We look forward to your completing our history and we pray Lord “Come quickly”
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