Processing Prophecy #17

“Why Not The Best?”

Haggai 1:1-15
The job of the prophet (or the preacher) is to “afflict the comfortable and comfort the afflicted.”
 We like to be comforted or complimented; we don’t like so much to be challenged. Being challenged can make us feel uncomfortable, and many folks don’t want to feel that way. Hence some preachers only preach messages to comfort—which is a good thing in itself—but when people become complacent and comfortable, they need to be challenged.
Former President Jimmy Carter relates a challenging experience from his naval career that helped shape his life:

I had applied for the nuclear submarine program, and Admiral Rickover was interviewing me for the job. It was the first time I met Admiral Rickover, and we sat in a large room by ourselves for more than two hours… 

Finally he asked me a question and I thought I could redeem myself. He said, “How did you stand in your class at the Naval Academy?” …I had done very well, and I swelled my chest with pride and answered, “Sir, I stood fifty-ninth in a class of 820!” I sat back to wait for congratulations—which never came. Instead the question, “Did you do your best?” I started to say, “Yes, sir,” but I remembered who this was, and recalled several of the many times when I could have learned more about our allies, our enemies, weapons, strategy, and so forth. I was just human. I finally gulped and said, “No, sir, I didn’t always do my best.”

He looked at me for a long time, and then turned his chair around to end the interview. He asked me one final question, which I have never been able to forget—or to answer. He said, “Why not?”


That haunting question, “Why Not The Best?” became the title of Carter’s autobiography and the theme for his presidential campaign. He was not made to feel comfortable, but rather challenged to do his best in every endeavor.


This same theme can be seen in the opening chapter of the book of Haggai. This so-called minor prophet—his book is the second shortest in the Old Testament with two brief chapters—challenged the people of his day, and that challenge echoes into our own day. As commentator Frank E. Gaebelein writes, “Few prophets have succeeded in packing into such brief compass so much spiritual common sense as Haggai did.”
 The theme of his message was “Building God’s House”—a very appropriate one for our church family as we endeavor to restore our historic building—but we will see that this theme goes far beyond bricks and mortar and lumber.


To understand the context the book of Haggai, turn to the historical book of Ezra. Ezra was a contemporary of Haggai, and he records the circumstances surrounding the prophet’s ministry.


Ezra begins his book with the crucial edict of King Cyrus of Persia in 539 B.C.:

“The Lord, the God of heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the earth and he has appointed me to build a temple for him at Jerusalem in Judah. Anyone of his people among you--may his God be with him, and let him go up to Jerusalem in Judah and build the temple to the Lord, the God of Israel, the God who is in Jerusalem. And the people of any place where survivors may now be living are to provide him with silver and gold, with goods and livestock, and with freewill offerings for the temple of God in Jerusalem.”

Ezra chapter two states that over 42,000 Jewish exiles returned to Judah in response to the king’s edict. They brought about 1,100 pounds of gold and three tons of silver with them. They had quite a beginning in the rebuilding of the Temple!


According to the third chapter, the people first rebuilt the altar used for sacrifices, and then they began to rebuild the Temple itself. But trouble soon followed.


In chapter four, Ezra describes the tactics of the enemies of the Jewish exiles—the Samaritans. They tried to infiltrate the ranks and become part of the body, but the leadership discerned their intentions and forbade them. Their true colors appear in verses four and five of that chapter:

Then the peoples around them set out to discourage the people of Judah and make them afraid to go on building. They hired counselors to work against them and frustrate their plans during the entire reign of Cyrus king of Persia and down to the reign of Darius king of Persia.


The remainder of chapter four details these efforts that successfully halted the work. Verse 24 concludes, “Thus the work on the house of God in Jerusalem came to a standstill until the second year of the reign of Darius king of Persia.” For about fifteen years, no work was done on the Temple. It sat unfinished.


This becomes the dominant issue in Haggai’s ministry. His message can be described in a simple five-word sentence: “Finish what has been started.”
 Doesn’t that hit home to us today? Each one of us can probably think of something—or several somethings—that we began but never completed. We are all big on getting things started, but weak on getting things finished.
 


At this point Ezra introduces Haggai the prophet in chapter five,

Now Haggai the prophet and Zechariah the prophet, a descendant of Iddo, prophesied to the Jews in Judah and Jerusalem in the name of the God of Israel, who was over them.


Haggai and Zechariah (whose book immediately follows in our Bibles) ministered at the same time. Tradition states that Haggai was an old man—perhaps in his eighties at this time—while Zechariah was a young man. Their styles were very different, yet God used them both to call the returned exiles to Himself.


Now turn to the book of Haggai itself. We read in Haggai 1:1,

In the second year of King Darius, on the first day of the sixth month, the word of the Lord came through the prophet Haggai to Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel, governor of Judah, and to Joshua son of Jehozadak, the high priest: 

We are introduced to four people in this verse. The first is King Darius, by which this book can be dated. Haggai is more precise and chronological in his dating than any other prophet.
 Many prophets give a year, but Haggai provides a day and month as well! Jack Finegan writes in his landmark work, Handbook of Biblical Chronology,
The second regnal year of Darius I was 520/519 bc. In that year in the sixth month, on the first day of the month, the prophet Haggai exhorted Zerubbabel to rebuild the house of the Lord. This date was Aug 29, 520. The beginning of the work was in the sixth month, on the twenty-fourth day of the month. This was Sept 21, 520. In the same year in the eighth month the first address of Zechariah was given (Zech 1:1). This was in Oct/Nov 520. The completion of the rebuilding of the temple was on the third day of the month of Adar in the sixth year of the reign of Darius (Ezra 6:15). The date was Mar 12, 515.

(Oh that all the authors of Scripture wrote with such chronological precision!)


This day would have been significant for the returned exiles because the first day of each month was a holy day of special offering to the Lord when the people would have gathered around the altar, according to Numbers 28:11–13. This time was appropriate for the prophet to address the people. A fast had occurred during the fifth month to mourn the destruction of the temple in 586 b.c., so thoughts of the temple would have been fresh in the minds of the people.
 

This was also an important date because, for the first time in the post-exilic era (meaning after the exiles had returned from seventy years in Babylon), the divinely-inspired voice of prophecy was heard.


Quickly looking over the book, we discover that Haggai spoke four messages to the people, within a period of three months. The first of these messages might be summarized by the title of Jimmy Carter’s book, “Why Not the Best?” Haggai asks this question on behalf of the people, then turns it around and asks it of the people themselves.

The Problem Experienced


When Haggai began his ministry, the returned exiles were facing some real difficulties. These are mentioned in Haggai 1:9-11,

“You expected much, but see, it turned out to be little. What you brought home, I blew away…Therefore, because of you the heavens have withheld their dew and the earth its crops. I called for a drought on the fields and the mountains, on the grain, the new wine, the oil and whatever the ground produces, on men and cattle, and on the labor of your hands.”


The people were lacking in the necessities of life. There was a drought in the land, and the basic elements of their agricultural economy were in short supply. Just two years ago, our own country was hit with a drought that devastated much of the crops of our farmers. Even now in some parts of the country, those whose earnings are dependent upon agriculture are in danger of losing everything because of a lack of rain. This is the situation in which the Jewish people found themselves. Haggai uses a pun in Hebrew, as Walter Kaiser points out, “The temple lay in ‘ruins’ (hareb, 1:4) become to Yahweh that He called for a ‘drought’ (horeb, 1:11) on their crops.”


But there is another, more indicative problem described in verses 5-6,

Now this is what the sovereign Lord says: “Give careful thought to your ways. You have planted much, but have 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.”


More than a lack of necessities, the exiles were not satisfied with what they did have! Notice Haggai states that they have food and drink, clothes and wages, but they are never enough. It is reminiscent of the 1960’s song, “I Can’t Get No Satisfaction.” And while some in our society today might feel the effects of a drought literally, many more are suffering from this lack of satisfaction and fulfillment with what they have. Warren Wiersbe observes, “Measured by Third World standards, Christians in the Western world are living in luxury, yet their giving is low and their debts are high because their wealth is being used for things that really don’t matter.”


A few centuries before Haggai’s day, King Solomon wrote in his book of Ecclesiastes how this lack of satisfaction can occur when there is plenty of opportunity for wealth and pleasure. He writes in chapter two, verses 10-11,

I denied myself nothing that my eyes desired; I refused my heart no pleasure. My heart took delight in all my work, and this was the reward for all my labor. Yet when I surveyed all that I had done, and what I toiled to achieve, everything was meaningless, a chasing after the wind; nothing was gained under the sun.


The problem experienced by the people was a lack of necessities and a dissatisfaction with what they did have. Haggai began verse five with the phrase, “Give careful thought to your ways.” In other words, he says, “Think about this!” He is getting the people to ask the question of God, “Why not the best? Why are we not experiencing fulfillment of life?”


God answers by asking the same question of them.

The Priority Expected


In answering the question “Why not the best?” with regard to the problem experienced by the people, we are given a clue in the words of the Lord as recorded in verse 9-10. The Lord says, “What you brought home, I blew away,” taking personal responsibility for the severe conditions. Later He says, “Because of you the heavens have withheld their dew…” Something in the relationship between God and His people was causing these problems to occur. That “something” is identified in verse 9, “Because of my house, which remains a ruin, while each of you is busy with his own house.”

The problem is priorities, and the Lord is asking the people, “Why not your best?” This situation is described in more detail in verses 2-4 of chapter one,

This is what the Lord Almighty says, “These people say, ‘The time has not yet come for the Lord’s house to be built.’“ Then the word of the Lord came through the prophet Haggai: “Is it a time for you yourselves to be living in your paneled houses, while this house [the Temple] remains a ruin?”

The pronoun you is repeated in the Hebrew, so adding emphasis: “Is it a time for you, you I say, to dwell in your roofed-in houses?”
 The people were building beautiful, lavish houses for themselves, but were unwilling to do anything for the house of God. Why? They claimed that it was not the right time. In our terminology, “It’s not God’s will.” This was, in fact, a flippant excuse, really a way of really blaming God for not having prospered them more so that they could erect the temple.
 It is never God’s will that we neglect His work and worship—never! We must give the Lord priority over our own personal pleasures. 
God’s words are a fitting reply to all those who have time for anything and everything except building the Lord’s house in this present evil world. They have room for pleasure and business, time for family and friends. They willingly devote long hours every day to the study of secular subjects in order to achieve their ambitions in art, science, or industry. But they have no room, no resources, and no time to devote to the kingdom of God.


“Show me your checkbook,” challenges David Hubbard, “and I’ll tell you something about your faith…. Nothing announces our priorities more than the way we open our wallets and checkbooks.”
 If we are truly interested in building God’s church, it must be given priority. 


Unfortunately, many times “we feel that if we can get our circumstances under control, then, whatever we have left over, we can devote to the Lord.”
 But God is not pleased with leftovers! I am convinced this is the underlying theme in the story of Cain and Abel. Genesis 4:3-5 records,

After some time, Cain brought some of his harvest and gave it as an offering to the Lord. Then Abel brought the first lamb born to one of his sheep, killed it, and gave the best parts of it as an offering. The Lord was pleased with Abel and his offering, but he rejected Cain and his offering. Cain became furious, and he scowled in anger. [Good News Bible]

Some preachers say that God rejected Cain’s offering because it was food while Abel’s was a blood sacrifice. I disagree, for God did accept—and even command—food offerings to be given. The problem was the quality of the sacrifice. Cain gave “some,” while Abel gave “the best.”


The same might be said about the way we give of our money, or time, or energies. Do we wait until we have paid everyone else, pleased ourselves, and then give to the Lord’s work? Is that sacrifice? Do we find that we are too tired or too busy for working for the Lord because we are devoting all of our time to ourselves first? What kind of commitment to the Lord is that?


God does not want all of your money, time, and efforts. But He does want—He demands—that we give Him priority in these areas. If we do call Him “Lord,” then it should be reflected in what we do with what we have.


Our attitude is also important. Consider David’s attitude toward the Lord’s work in Psalm 132:1-5, “I will not enter my house or go to my bed—I will allow no sleep to my eyes, no slumber to my eyelids, till I find a dwelling place for the Lord, a dwelling for the Mighty One of Jacob.”


His top priority was the building of God’s church! He knew the meaning of commitment and sacrifice, and it was evident in his attitude toward the Lord’s work. Can we say the same about ourselves? The people of Haggai’s day could not.

The Promise Explained


Haggai’s first message did not fall upon deaf ears. We read in Haggai 1:12, 

Then Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel, Joshua son of Jehozadak, the high priest, and the whole remnant of the people obeyed the voice of the Lord their God and the message of the prophet Haggai, because the Lord their God had sent him. And the people feared the Lord.

Here we read of two more important names in this book. Zerubbabel, grandson of King Jehoiachin, who had been taken captive to Babylon in 597 bc, was the heir apparent to the throne of David. He had been appointed governor over Judah by Darius. Joshua the son of Jehozadak, who was taken captive in 587, was a descendant of Zadok and thus he came as high priest, to be responsible for spiritual life in Jerusalem. There is no reason to doubt the impression given in Ezra 3:1–13 that Zerubbabel and Joshua came to Jerusalem with the first caravan to return in the reign of Cyrus.


There was a revival, which began by repentance from their sinful attitudes and actions and led to obedience to the command of the Lord. We must put God’s work first if you expect God’s blessing.
 How close this comes to Matthew 6:33, “Seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things [essentials of life] will be added unto you.” 

When we do this, we are given a promise by the Lord. Haggai preaches perhaps the shortest sermon ever in verse 12: “I am with you,” declares the Lord. When we are serious about building God’s church, He promises to be with us every step of the way. Even as God promised Joshua, “Never will I leave you or forsake you,” we can be assured of His presence with us as we do His work.


And when we give God our best, we will find that God will give what is best for us. Jumping ahead to verse 19 of chapter two, “From this day on I will bless you.”

Building God’s house calls for commitment and sacrifice. We must give God priority in our time, our energies, and our financial resources if we are to see the Lord honored in our local church.


Perhaps we should heed the advice of Haggai: “Give careful thought to your ways.” Are we suffering from a lack of satisfaction with what the Lord has given us? Perhaps we are even lacking the very things we need. Could it be that we are not honoring the Lord by what we are devoting to Him? Is He the top priority in our lives? Are we giving our best for Him? If not, then we are not receiving His best for us. When first things are first, however, we can find great satisfaction in little, and we can find delight in much, if that is God’s blessing on our lives, because He is first.


But the choice is ours. We can take the easy, comfortable route, and His house will never be established. Or we can take the route of commitment and sacrifice, and we will see the Lord’s presence and power as we build His church in this community.
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