Building God’s House #4

“The Purpose of the Church”

Haggai 2:20-23

As you know, I prefer to preach in series of sermons, often taking a book of the Bible and preaching through it. One of the advantages of this method is that I am forced to preach on texts or topics that I may not otherwise address. One of the disadvantages is that I am forced to preach on texts that initially I have no clue what it’s talking about!

I can vividly remember this happening in my first pastoral ministry, planting a new church in Winchester, Virginia. I felt led by the Holy Spirit to preach a series of sermons from the minor prophet Haggai. In reading the brief book, I discovered that Haggai delivered four messages from the Lord that are very clearly delineated in the two chapters. I also found that all of Haggai’s messages centered on one theme: Building God’s House. My first three sermons in this series came together quite nicely.

Then I came to the fourth message of Haggai, found in Haggai 2:20-23,

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.

For me it was like running into a brick wall. I thought to myself, “What in the world is he talking about? And how does this relate to building God’s house?” For the better part of that week I was stumped.

Then on Friday—two days before I was to preach the sermon—the figurative light bulb went on in my head. As I studied the significance of the one object in this passage I didn’t really know much about, I saw the connection. And, to this day, I can remember typing the sermon on an old IBM Selectric typewriter, and my fingers literally could not keep up with the thoughts coming together in my mind! I couldn’t wait to preach that sermon for it brought together the truths of the first three into clearer focus. In this fourth and final message of Haggai, I believe we see the purpose of God’s House.

The Sovereign Authority of the Almighty

Haggai 2:20-22 speaks of the sovereign authority of the Almighty,

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. Interestingly, Haggai uses a Hebrew term translated as “overthrow” in English that was used in reference to the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah.
 While God always has this power and does, at times, shake up the powers that be on the earth, this prophecy seems to be pointing to a monumental event in the future.
 Throughout the Old Testament it is called “the Day of the Lord.”

I believe this is the same event described in Revelation 19:11-21,

I saw heaven standing open and there before me was a white horse, whose rider is called Faithful and True. With justice he judges and makes war. His eyes are like blazing fire, and on his head are many crowns. He has a name written on him that no one knows but he himself. He is dressed in a robe dipped in blood, and his name is the Word of God. The armies of heaven were following him, riding on white horses and dressed in fine linen, white and clean. Out of his mouth comes a sharp sword with which to strike down the nations. “He will rule them with an iron scepter.” He treads the winepress of the fury of the wrath of God Almighty. On his robe and on his thigh he has this name written: king of kings and lord of lords.

And I saw an angel standing in the sun, who cried in a loud voice to all the birds flying in midair, “Come, gather together for the great supper of God, so that you may eat the flesh of kings, generals, and mighty men, of horses and their riders, and the flesh of all people, free and slave, small and great.” 

Then I saw the beast and the kings of the earth and their armies gathered together to make war against the rider on the horse and his army. But the beast was captured, and with him the false prophet who had performed the miraculous signs on his behalf. With these signs he had deluded those who had received the mark of the beast and worshiped his image. The two of them were thrown alive into the fiery lake of burning sulfur. The rest of them were killed with the sword that came out of the mouth of the rider on the horse, and all the birds gorged themselves on their flesh. 

The same God who created all there is and will someday set everything straight again was the sovereign in Haggai’s day and in our day as well. This may have been particularly comforting to Zerubbabel, who, once he had been stirred by Haggai’s call, seems to have been the driving force behind the rebuilding. By doing this he jeopardized his official position of governor as appointed by the Persian government. So he received a special promise of protection. (Notice that Joshua, the high priest, had nothing to lose, everything to gain by the rebuilding, so he is not mentioned).

This ought to be comforting to us as well. As we see our world seem to unravel politically, economically, socially, and spiritually, remember that God is still in control. F. Crossley Morgan writes,  

Does the outlook in the world today fill the heart with fear and foreboding? Then take the uplook! Focus the eyes upon God and the attention upon that which God has revealed to us of His plan and programme for the future. The surest antidote to fear is a quiet, sane contemplation of that revelation. He that disturbed the heavens and the earth, will yet again break into earth’s history, for He Who came, comes!

The Lord has not abdicated His throne, nor has He left us alone. As Jesus told His disciples in John 16:33, “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.” The sovereign authority of the Almighty ought to bring us peace.
The Selected Assignment as the Ambassador 

We move on now to Haggai 2:23, which was both the biggest obstacle in my understanding this passage and the biggest key to unlocking its meaning. The verse states, 

“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.
The key thought here is “signet ring,” something of which most of us may not be familiar. The signet ring, engraved with the king’s seal, was used to endorse all official documents. It was so precious that, to guard it against theft, it was usually worn on the king’s person,
 worn either on a finger of the right hand or hung on a cord around the neck. Song of Solomon 8:6 combines both, illustrating the preciousness of the seal.

The use of seals in marking property and documents was well known in the ancient Near East. In Genesis 38:18, Judah gives his signet (called a “seal”) to Tamar as a guarantee of future payment. In Genesis 41:42, Pharaoh takes his signet and gives it to Joseph, making him the second highest official in the kingdom. In Esther 3:10, King Xerxes does the same with Haman. That signet was used to authorize Haman’s plot to annihilate the Jews in Persia, making it the law of the land. The signet ring was no doubt the royal insignia which was used in authorizations and authentications of the power and prestige of that government.
 And in Haggai 2:23 God likens Zerubbabel as his own signet ring, as though God’s name were stamped as a verification of his office.

This would have been very meaningful to Zerubbabel personally, for in Jeremiah 22:24 we read, “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.” Zerubbabel was Jehoiachin’s grandson. This was a picturesque was of showing that God had rejected his leadership.
 Furthermore, Jehoiachin received the curse that none of his descendants would ever rule on David’s throne in Jeremiah 22:30. Yet in Matthew 1:12, Jeconiah (another name for Jehoiachin) appears in Christ’s genealogy along with Zerubbabel.
 God is reversing the curse on Jehoiachin in the life of Zerubbabel.

“So, what’s the key that unlocks the meaning of this passage?” you may be wondering. As I pondered how the signet ring appeared in other Scriptures, it struck me that a person possessing a signet had all the power and authority of the owner of the signet. Joseph had the authority of Pharaoh; Haman had the authority of Xerxes. Each was the official representative of the king, much like an ambassador in our own times.

That’s when the light went on! Zerubbabel was the selected assignment of ambassador in his day, with the authority of God to do His work. Webster defines the word ambassador as “a minister of the highest rank accredited to a foreign government or sovereign as the official representative of his own government or sovereign.”
 Ambassadors serve as official messengers representing their home country to a foreign government.

And where do ambassadors live? In the nation’s embassy. At that time I lived only an hour from Washington, DC, where upwards of 180 foreign embassies stood. “Embassy Row” referred to a stretch of Massachusetts Avenue extending out from Dupont Circle, toward the National Cathedral, where 53 of foreign embassies were located. In addition to this, another dozen embassies are found along a four-block stretch of New Hampshire Avenue off Dupont Circle.

This led me to the conclusion that God’s house—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.


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! Jesus defines this assignment 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. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” 

He has the authority, and has authorized us to represent Him as His ambassadors on earth. 

The Spiritual Application of the Assignment

I close with the spiritual application of the assignment. From this imagery of God’s ambassadors and heaven’s embassy on earth, I see three truths emerge.

The first is that an ambassador has access. Whenever an ambassador is in need of something, he does not approach the foreign government where he is staying for the need, but rather contacts the leaders of his home nation. The ambassador has access to his own country.


So God’s ambassadors have access to Him. In the Song of Solomon, this imagery is used in chapter eight, verse six: “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.”


This is certainly true of the Christian. Jesus says in Matthew 7:7-11, 

Ask and it shall be given to you; seek and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened. Which of you, if his son asks for bread, will give him a stone? Or if he asks for a fish, will give him a snake? If you then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give good gifts to those who ask him!


We have access to all that God has because of our relationship with Him. But do we benefit from God’s blessings? Do we live as though we represented Almighty God, or do we fit into the description of James 4:2, “You have not because you do not ask.” As heaven’s embassy on earth, are we properly representing Almighty God as a local church?


The second truth 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 the ring. As we have seen, 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. 


Such authority has been given to the Church by Christ. Many New Testament passages speak of the authority of God vested in the body of believers, but 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 ambassadors of Christ with an official message for the people outside God’s kingdom.


Thirdly, an ambassador must possess authenticity. When an ambassador brings an important message to another government, it is essential that the message bear the marks of authenticity so that the recipients can know that the contents are valid. Paul speaks of the Christians at Corinth as the “seal” of his ministry in 1 Corinthians 9:2. 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!


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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