Processing Prophecy #20

“Heaven’s Embassy on Earth”

Haggai 2:20-23
We conclude this evening our series entitled “Processing Prophecy.” This is not to say that we have covered all of the prophecies in the Bible; we could spend considerably more time just going through the Minor Prophets, let alone the Major Prophets and the prophecies in the New Testament! It has been my intention to introduce you to not only the content of specific prophecies but also to the character of prophecy itself, and, I hope, a greater understanding and appreciation for what they had to say many years ago.

I find this particular message very appropriate in wrapping up this study, as it presented to me the very challenges the prompted this series of sermons. Step back with me in time almost thirty years ago…

At that time I lived in Winchester, Virginia (about an hour from Washington, DC) in my first pastorate. I had planted the New Hope Alliance Church there, starting from scratch. We met at a volunteer fire house (how ironic!) and looked forward to having a church home of our own. I was preaching through the book of Haggai in a series of messages entitled, “Building God’s House.” The first three sermons came together quite well and were well-received. But the final message, from the last four verses of the book, had me stumped.

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 will shake the heavens and the earth. I will overturn royal thrones and shatter the power of 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.


I can still remember sitting at my desk, surrounded by Bibles, commentaries, and concordances, wondering, “What in the world does this have to do with building God’s house…or anything else, for that matter?” Verses 20-22 are pretty straight-forward: One day God will intervene, turning the tables if you will on all the world powers. In fact, the Lord already said as much earlier in Haggai 2:6. But what does it mean with regard to building God’s house?


I figured the key had to be found in verse 23. My eyes focused on that words “signet ring.” I had to admit that I didn’t know what that meant. I didn’t have a signet ring, I’d never known anyone who did…I’d never seen one before. So I started digging into the concordance (to find out where else this phrase is used in the Bible) and into the commentaries (to discover the historical and cultural significance of it). In doing do, the proverbial light bulb lit up in my mind. It all made sense! After that, I recall that my fingers could not type fast enough as the words seemed to pour from my mind, put there, I am convinced, by the Holy Spirit. That is what I would like to share with you tonight.


This fourth and final message of Haggai came on the same day as the third—”the twenty-fourth day of the month.” J. Vernon McGee rightly translated the month as December but mistakenly took the date as December 24. “On one occasion I was asked why Haggai gave two messages on the same day,” he recalls, “and I replied that probably it was because Haggai wanted to go home for Christmas—so he gave both messages before he left. Well, some folk took me seriously, and I received a ten-page letter explaining that in Haggai’s day they weren’t celebrating Christmas yet! Another letter informed me that no one should ever celebrate Christmas! Well, the fact is that when I don’t have the answer to a question, I generally give some facetious answer. And if you won’t let this word get out, I’ll confess to you that I don’t know why Haggai gave two messages on a particular day—but here they are.”
 That’s a great story, except that this date actually translates to December 18, 520 bc, not December 24!
 


While no one knows why Haggai was given two distinct messages on the same day, we can say that these message had distinct audiences. Haggai’s third message, as recorded in Haggai 2:10-19, was delivered to the people through the priests. This final message is intended for an audience of one, Zerubbabel, the governor of Judah.
Zerubbabel was the grandson of King Jehoiachin (called Jeconiah in Matthew 1:12 and Coniah in Jeremiah 22:24 and 28), and therefore of the royal line of David. But, as Warren Wiersbe points out, “instead of wearing a crown and sitting on a throne, Zerubbabel was the humble governor of a struggling remnant of the Jewish nation, trying to complete the building of a rather inglorious temple. What a discouraging situation for a royal prince to be in!”
 So, God gave a special word of encouragement for the governor.

The Lord told Zerubbabel that he would be a divine signet ring. While this would be significant to anyone (we will see how below), this would have been particularly meaningful to Zerubbabel, whose grandfather Jehoiachin had also been likened to a signet ring…but in a different way. We read in Jeremiah 22:24, “As surely as I live,” declares the Lord, “even if you, Jehoiachin son of Jehoiakim king of Judah, were a signet ring on my right hand, I would still pull you off.” This was the ultimate rejection by God. R. K. Harrison points out, “Nothing can now prevent Jehoiachin’s exile, for in plucking off the signet God has rejected his leadership.”
 Later in that same chapter of Jeremiah, God predicted in Jeremiah 22:30, “Record this man as if childless, a man who will not prosper in his lifetime, for none of his offspring will prosper, none will sit on the throne of David or rule anymore in Judah.” So for Zerubbabel to hear that he would become God’s signet ring must have made his day!

But what does it mean to us?

The Significance of the Signet

While it may not mean much to us, the signet ring was a common object in Haggai’s time. The signet (or seal) was an engraved surface that would leave a distinct impression upon wax or clay. It was an object of worth and care in the ancient world. Its stamp was a mark of honor and authority. It represented the owner, who wore it always, usually on the finger or around the neck on a chain. It was his prized possession.
 
Ancient kings used a signet ring to seal a document much like a governor or president signs a bill into law. The word “signet” is very similar to the word “signature,” and that was the significance of the signet in those days. Engraved signets were in use among the Hebrews in early times, as is evident in the description of the high priest’s breastplate (Exodus 28:11, 36; 39:6); and the work of the engraver is mentioned as a distinct occupation (Ecclesiasticus 38:27).
 

The significance of the signet is seen in three ways. The first is association. The signet ring was like an identification card or badge in the ancient world, as seen with Judah and Tamar in Genesis 38.
 The signet could be used much like a brand on animals, to denote the ownership of an item. 
The second significance of the signet ring is authority. “The signet ring was the official mark of supreme authority.”
 Whoever possessed the signet ring carried with him the authority of the owner of that ring. Twice in the Old Testament a king gave his signet ring (or seal) to another person, vesting in that official the power to enact laws with royal authority. (Joseph was so honored by Pharaoh in Genesis 41:42, and in this manner the wicked Haaman was able to legislate the genocide of Jews in Esther 3:10).

The third significance of a signet is authenticity. A signet ring was used to make a mark stamped on clay, wax, or some similar substance, which was first of all a mark of ownership, and then a means of authentication.

The Symbolism of the Signet


The signet was also used symbolically throughout Scripture, corresponding with the significance mentioned above. 


The signet or seal as an object of association is seen in Song of Songs 8:6, “Place me like a seal over your heart, like a seal on your arm.” This phrase speaks of ownership and oneness between the bride and groom in this context. G. L. Carr comments, “The engraved stone or metal seal was used to mark possession or ownership. Since they were, in part, the “signature” of the owner, possession of another’s seal was tantamount to having free access to all of his or her possessions.”

In the New Testament, the Holy Spirit is called the “seal” of the Christian first in 2 Corinthians 1:22, where God “set his seal of ownership on us, and put his Spirit in our hearts as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come.” Later, in Ephesians 1:13-14, Paul writes, “Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit.” The presence of the Spirit in our lives marks our association with God as His child.


Several similar symbols of authority in many New Testament passages. Perhaps none is more powerful than Jesus’ words to the disciples in Matthew 16:19, “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.”
Many misunderstand this statement of Jesus, but He is actually using the same imagery as in Isaiah 22:22, in which the authority of God was being given to a certain individual chosen by the Lord. In that passage it says, “what he opens no one can shut, and what he shuts no one can open.” This gives us the meaning of “binding and loosing.” It speaks of opportunity of entrance. We have been given the key to the kingdom of heaven. We can open the door for those on the outside by sharing the Gospel of Christ with them, and no one can shut that door. But if we, as a church, shut the door of the kingdom by our silence, no one will ever be able to open it. That is the authority and responsibility we have as those belonging to God.

Third, the signet was a symbol of authenticity. Even as our signature today gives authenticity to a check or a contract, so the signet was used in the ancient world. Paul speaks of the Christians at Corinth as the “seal” of his ministry in 1 Corinthians 9:2. Leon Morris writes, “The Corinthians had been won for Christ by Paul, and they were thus the sign that attested his apostleship. Their very existence as Christians proved his point.”

As believers, our lives ought to be the authentication of our message. I am convinced that an unbeliever needs to see Jesus before he hears about Jesus. By that I mean that the non-Christian looks for the authentic nature of Christ in our daily living before he will believe what we say. Perhaps that is why so many are not responding to the message—they cannot believe that the messengers are authentic!

The Suggestion of the Signet

So now we understand the significance and the symbolism of the signet in the ancient world and throughout Scripture. But, thirty years ago in my study, I was still stuck as to how this is relevant for the Christian in the modern world. 


Then the light bulb went on in my mind.


Before I began my ministry in Virginia, I had never visited our nation’s capitol. Many of my family and friends had not, either, so whenever I had visitors I would take them to Washington. I had mapped out a route to hit the highlights of the city in one day, and before long I felt rather comfortable acting as tour guide.


Being the nation’s capitol, Washington, DC is home to embassies from about 180 nations around the globe. One particular stretch of Massachusetts Avenue extending out from Dupont Circle toward the National Cathedral houses 53 embassies, thus earning the nickname “Embassy Row.” Another dozen embassies are located along a four-block stretch of New Hampshire Avenue off Dupont Circle.
 And for each country represented there, an American embassy is located in their capitol city.

Embassies serve as the homes and offices of ambassadors. These ambassadors serve as official messengers representing their home country to a foreign government. The land on which an embassy sits is considered property of that country, so that an attack on an embassy is considered and act of war against the country it represents.

As we close our study of Haggai on the theme, “Building God’s House,” this image of an ambassador is used to describe the child of God in this life. In short, the church is heaven’s embassy on earth! Christians within that local congregation are ambassadors—official representatives and spokesmen of God—to the community in which they live.

Haggai does not use the term, “ambassador,” but the apostle Paul does in 2 Corinthians 5:20, “We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us.” The church is therefore heaven’s embassy on earth, and we have been given the task of being official messengers of God Himself.

But just what does being “God’s ambassadors” mean to us? To be an ambassador means to represent someone or something. Haggai 2:20-22 speaks of whom we represent to the world around us:

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 will shake the heavens and the earth. I will overturn royal thrones and shatter the power of foreign kingdoms. I will overthrow chariots and their drivers; horses and their riders will fall, each by the sword of his brother.”

This picture the Lord presents of Himself speaks of His power and sovereignty. He claims to have the might to overturn governments and kingdoms, rulers and powers. As His ambassadors, we represent the King of Kings and Lord of Lords, the mightiest King of history, who, according to Revelation 19:11-16, will someday come and rule the world! And to think that we as Christians are the official representatives of Him! We are Christ’s ambassadors!

As ambassadors, we have an assignment, defined by Jesus in Matthew 28:18-20,

Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.” 

The apostle Paul further describes this assignment in 2 Corinthians 5:18-20,

All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God. 

Our assignment is to take God’s message of salvation to a lost world. We have a message to bring, representing the King! Like Zerubbabel, we are God’s signet ring, the symbol of His kingdom on earth. Let’s consider those three specific applications of this symbolism as we close.

First, as heaven’s embassy on earth, we show an association with God. His seal marks us as His possession. Paul challenged the Corinthians in 1 Corinthians 6:19-20, “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God? You are not your own; you were bought at a price. Therefore honor God with your body.”
The local body is not the pastor’s church, it is not even the congregation’s church. It is God’s church. We must remember that we are to build God’s house in God’s way for God’s glory. Anything less will doom our efforts.

Second, as heaven’s embassy on earth we carry the authority of God. The basis of Christ’s Great Commission was the authority He was given, and He has delegated that authority to us, just as a king delegated his authority by giving someone his signet ring. We have been entrusted with a message to deliver to a foreign nation—the kingdom of darkness—and we must act with all the authority heaven provides.

Third, as heaven’s embassy on earth, our lives are to authenticate God and His Word. Our lives should correlate to our message. When it does not, we are in danger of losing our ministry, much like a dishonorable ambassador being recalled by his home government. I am not speaking of anyone losing his salvation—the recalled diplomat does not lose his citizenship—but we may lose the special place in God’s plan to reach the world for Christ.


Remember King Jehoichin—Zerubbabel’s grandfather—about whom God said, “If you were my signet ring, I would take you off”? The same is true for a church. Jesus spoke to the Ephesian church in Revelation 2:5, “Remember the height from which you have fallen! Repent and do the things you did at first. If you do not repent, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place.” In case you are wondering what “lampstand” means, look to Revelation 1:20 which concludes, “the seven lampstands are the seven churches.” This congregation of believers was being told, “If you do not repent, and represent the Lord authentically, you will lose your church!” Many church doors then and since have closed for this very cause.

As heaven’s embassy on earth, the local church is to represent the King of Kings and Lord of Lords, who will someday return to earth to establish His eternal kingdom. In the meantime, we have been sent with an official message to bring to the inhabitants of this kingdom—the kingdom of earth. Than message is the good news of salvation as found only in Jesus Christ. We have been given access to all of God’s provisions in order to fulfill our task, we have been granted authority to present this message, and we are called to authenticate the claims of Christianity in our lives. No small task! But this is what building God’s house is all about.
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