Processing Prophecy #18

“Judging a Church By Its Cover”

Haggai 2:1-9

As you were driving to the worship service today, you probably passed at least one church building along the way. What impressed you about that church as you drove by? The first thing you probably noticed was the building itself. Was it impressive in its size, its design, or its attractiveness? Perhaps many cars had already been parked outside the church. Did you wonder what that church had which would attract people to itself?


Maybe you have had the opportunity to visit other churches while on vacation. As you walk into the building, what characteristics left an impression upon you? Was it the color of the carpet, the size of the sanctuary, or the availability of Sunday school classrooms? 


In other words, what makes a church impressive?

For us human beings, we would have to admit that the externals of a church give the first, if not the primary impression. The building and grounds, the cleanliness, decor, functionality and size—these items grab our attention. Many times the decision to attend or not attend a church is based largely on these external issues.


But is that right? Should we judge a church—our church—by its cover? Or is there something more, something deeper, which makes a church impressive to God, and ultimately to others?


Haggai faced this question in his day, and he works through this problem of judging a church by its cover in the first nine verses of the second chapter of his prophecy.

An Unfavorable Comparison


Less than a month after the work resumed to rebuild the temple, discouragement had set in. Haggai was sent by the Lord to deliver a message that would keep the spirits of the people alive.


The instigators of this discouragement were the old men who could remember “the good ol’ days.” By that I mean the days of Solomon’s temple before it had been destroyed by the Babylonians some 66 years before. Ezra records the reminiscing of these elders in Ezra 3:12,

But many of the older priests and Levites and family heads, who had seen the former temple, wept aloud when they saw the foundation of this temple being laid, while many others shouted for joy.


Could you imagine what that must have been like? Ray Stedman supposes,

When they first began rebuilding the temple, a thrill of excitement went through the people as they thought of restoring the Lord’s house to its former glory. But then something happened. Perhaps an elderly nuhdz (that’s a Yiddish word for “meddler”) came down to watch the work. Leaning on his cane, casting a critical eye on the work-in-progress, he might have said, “You call this a temple? Feh! I was just a little boy when the Babylonians destroyed the old temple of Solomon—but I’ll never forget that beautiful building! All silver and gold, beautiful cut stones, tapestries everywhere—oy, now that was a temple!” That’s the way it is with a lot of us older folks—always living in the past!

Hearing the old meddler’s words, the workers may have become discouraged. “You know,” they might have said, “he’s right. We don’t have any gold or silver. We don’t have anything to make this temple beautiful like the temple of Solomon. What’s the use? Why continue working just to build a second-rate temple?” So they quit.


Haggai sensed the mood behind these people and asked them in verse three of Haggai chapter two, “Who of you is left who saw this house in its former glory? How does it look to you now? Does it not seem like nothing?” It is likely that Haggai was a member of the older generation and had seen the temple before it was destroyed, but he certainly didn’t weep with the rest of his peers. He rejoiced that the work on the new temple had begun, and he wanted to see it completed.


The spirit of “the way it was” had dampened the excitement toward the work. The older folks could remember the brilliance and splendor of Solomon’s temple. John Phillips writes,

Solomon’s temple had been one of the unsung wonders of the world. The temple glistened with precious stones and the whole house was overlaid with gold, including the altar, the cherubim, the floor, the front porch, and the holy of holies. Six hundred talents of gold were used to overlay the holy of holies alone. The inner altar was of gold and so were the table, the lampstand, the various utensils, and the nails. The nails alone weighed fifty shekels. If we say that a talent was the equivalent of about 140 pounds and the price of gold is three hundred dollars an ounce, the value of the gold used in the holy of holies would be in the neighborhood of four billion dollars today!
 

(In today’s market, with gold over $1,300 per ounce, that total would be more like $17.3 billion!)
These “senior saints” remembered the spectacular edifice that was the pride of Jerusalem. And this new thing wasn’t in the same league. The new work suffered from an unfavorable comparison with the past ministry.


Unfavorable comparisons can be deadly to building God’s house. When allowed to continue unchecked, this attitude grows. Eventually, all incentive to persevere with the effort needed to get the work completed will be undermined.
 Discouraged workers soon cease to be workers at all. God knows we tend to compare our current circumstances with what went before, and to long for “the good old days.” But He wants us to fix our eyes on Him and the still greater things He has planned for us.

An Unshakable Confidence


Before this discouragement can take a firm grip on the workers, Haggai is sent with another message from the Lord. The first message Haggai brought to the people challenged them to finish what they had started. This word, as we shall see, gives an unshakable confidence to continue the Lord’s work because He promises to finish what He started.


The theme of this sermon actually begins in verse three, where Haggai speaks of “this house in its former glory.” He does not mention “the old temple” in comparison with a totally new one. Rather, Haggai considers Zerubbabel’s temple as a continuation of Solomon’s temple, which had been destroyed over sixty years before. “Instead of contrasting the two structures,” Haggai is saying, “think of this as one temple that has the same purpose.” He encourages them in verses 4-5, 

“But now, be strong, O Zerubbabel,” declares the Lord. “Be strong, O Joshua son of Jehozadak, the high priest. 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. Any my Spirit remains among you. Do not fear.”


The Hebrew word translated, “be strong,” means quite literally “to fasten upon, to seize.” The thought is that of being strong in the sense of tenacity of purpose. It is that word tenacity which, perhaps perfectly, conveys the thought of the original term.


The Lord is telling the people not to be discouraged, because His presence is with them. Regardless of the expectations of others among them, regardless of the opposition from those on the outside, the Lord is with them. That was encouraging for the people of Haggai’s day.


Another person in the work of building God’s house needed similar encouragement. In 1 Chronicles 28:20 it is recorded, “David also said to his son Solomon, ‘Be strong and courageous, and do the work. Do not be afraid or discouraged, for the Lord God, my God, is with you. He will not fail you or forsake you until all the work for the service of the temple of the Lord is finished.’”


Solomon, who built the temple that was held in such high esteem by the elders in Haggai’s time, needed these words of courage. David assured him that the Lord would not let him down as long as he persevered in building God’s church. This must have greatly encouraged Solomon. It also ought to encourage us as well. As Baldwin writes, “The personal presence of the Lord gives courage, determination, and the conviction that He will not permit His cause to fail.” 

Haggai picked an important day on which to deliver his message: October 17, the last day of the Feast of Tabernacles. This feast was devoted to praising God for the harvest and for remembering Israel’s pilgrim days in the wilderness. But even more important about the date was this: it was during the Feast of Tabernacles that King Solomon had dedicated the original temple, and Haggai wanted the people to think about that. This new building had nothing of the splendor of Solomon’s temple, but it was still God’s house, built according to His plan and for His glory. The same ministry would be performed at its altars and the same worship presented to the Lord. Haggai was saying, in essence, “Times change, but ministry goes on.”


We need that reminder today. Jesus said to the disciples in Matthew 16:18—“I will build my church, and the gates of Hades shall not stand against it.” We can be encouraged by the fact that the Lord wants His work to go forth even more than we do! When we are building God’s house in God’s way for God’s glory, God will not allow it to fail! This does not mean that there will never be difficulties, or that God’s workers will not make mistakes that hinder the ministry. But we can be assured that the Lord will never leave or forsake the ministry of His house. 

An Ultimate Commendation


After promising never to lift His presence from the people, God provides the ultimate commendation for the temple they were building. He speaks through Haggai in verses 6-9,

This is what the Lord Almighty says: “In a little while I will once more shake the heavens and the earth, the sea and the dry land. I will shake all nations, and the desired of all nations will come, and I will fill this house again with glory,” says the Lord Almighty. “The silver is mine and the gold is mine,” declares the Lord Almighty. “The glory of this present house will be greater than the glory of the former house,” says the Lord Almighty. “And in this place I will grant peace,” says the Lord Almighty.


It may seem that Haggai is being terribly repetitive with his constant insertion of “the Lord Almighty.” In fact, of the 300 times that title is used in the Old Testament, 82% occur in the prophets, and 30% are found in the books of Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi. Fourteen times Haggai speaks of “the Lord Almighty,” and with good reason. This title speaks of the strength and invincibility of God. No one is going to defeat God or His purposes. 


First, the Lord speaks of the permanence of His work. Someday the whole world will be shaken to its very foundations. We are told elsewhere in Scripture that catastrophic earthquakes and natural disasters are going to cause a tremendous amount of damage to the earth. Eventually the earth and sky itself will be destroyed. But God’s house remains.

The writer to the Hebrews even made this section of Haggai the basis of one of his messages. He said in Hebrews 12:26–28, “Now he has promised ‘Yet once more I shake not only the earth, but also heaven.’ Now this, ‘Yet once more,’ indicates the removal of those things that are being shaken, as of things that are made, that the things which cannot be shaken may remain. Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom which cannot be shaken, let us have grace, by which we may serve God acceptably with reverence and godly fear.” That ought to convince us to hold on to that which cannot be shaken. All that can be shaken, the transitory, we ought to hold on to loosely.


This does not mean that the literal temple will last forever. In fact, this temple that was rebuilt in Haggai’s day was completely destroyed in 70 a.d., and has never been rebuilt. But God’s house—the place in which His worship is given—remains.


One day all of the beautiful church buildings that grace our land will come to an end. The spectacular cathedrals of Europe, the enormous structures of Russia, and churches of every size and shape that an be found all over the globe will be gone. But God’s house will never be destroyed.


This is because God’s house is not a literal building. Not to demean the necessity of having a church building in which believers gather to worship the Lord, but we must realize that the ministry of the local church is not ultimately a building. As Peter writes in 1 Peter 2:5, “You also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.”


The church of Jesus Christ is made up of souls—those who place their faith in Him—and souls are eternal. The permanence of building God’s church will be evidenced in the lives that will dwell in Heaven for eternity because someone told them how to be saved. Building God’s house is commendable in its permanence.


Secondly, God gives the ultimate commendation to this work in His presence. “I will fill this house with glory,” the Lord says in verse 7. We ought not to judge a church by looking at the impressive building. The measurement ought to be the presence of God’s Spirit within that church which makes it commendable. Because of the presence of God’s Spirit, verse 9 can state, “The glory of this present house will be greater than the glory of the former house.” At first, the older Jews must have laughed and said, “This sorry excuse of a temple will be more glorious than Solomon’s beautiful building?” The answer is yes.

“Glory” could, in this case, refer to material splendor, for verse 8 reminds us, “‘The silver is Mine, and the gold is Mine,’ says the Lord Almighty.” The earth belongs to the Lord and all that is in it. He is in a good position, then, to lavish upon His house an abundance of material splendor.

Equally well, however, “glory” could refer to the personal presence of the Lord. His presence alone would be more than enough to compensate for all the perceived inadequacies of the second temple as compared to Solomon’s temple. Verse 9 supports the translation of “glory” as the Lord’s personal presence.


Some see this entirely fulfilled in the future, when God will bring His children into His dwelling place for eternity. But I think God is saying that Zerubbabel’s temple will be more glorious because His presence will be there—unlike Solomon’s temple prior to its destruction. As Joyce Baldwin writes, “It is not just that everything will turn out right in the end, but that the unchanging God is working out His purposes now.”

 
God speaks of His glory departing the temple in Ezekiel ten, and at that point—regardless of the beauty of the building and its contents—the temple of Solomon lost its true magnificence. Unfortunately, many churches today are like Solomon’s temple. They are beautiful on the outside, spacious and functional on the inside, but the glory of God has departed. Other churches may have small buildings—or no building at all—and yet be blessed by God because His work is done His way for His glory. The presence of God is an ultimate commendation upon any church.


Finally, Zerubbabel’s temple is commended as a place of peace. “Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is peace.” So goes the modern chorus, and so it is in fact. When God’s house is built in a community, it is to be a place of peace. It is a place where people can find the peace of God that they have never before experienced in their lives. It is also a place of peace between God’s children. Many unbelievers are still in that state today because they do not see peace in the church. But where the peace of God rules, where the Spirit of God is in control not only of programs but of people, there the ministry will flourish. What a commendation for a church to have!


Some of us may right now being feeling discouraged about building God’s house in our community. We may be suffering from an unfavorable comparison with other churches we have seen. Don’t judge a church by its cover! Don’t be discouraged if one church doesn’t quite measure up to others in superficial areas! As David Hubbard challenges, “Believe that God’s work is greater than it looks. His presence makes the difference.”

That is the question we must face as a congregation: Is God’s presence really with us as we seek to build God’s house? If so, we can be encouraged that He will never leave us nor will He allow His work to fail. “God’s work done in God’s way will never lack in splendor, eternal significance, or the personal presence of our Lord.”
 That is the true measure of a church!
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