The Extraordinary God at Work in the Ordinary

Three studies in Haggai
Haggai 1 – Better Homes and Gardens

The temple was initially built by the Israelites in the time of King Solomon. It was a magnificent building that was the centrepoint of their worship and relationship with God. However the Israelites fell away from God until – as his prophets had predicted – Israel was invaded by the Babylonians. The Babylonians destroyed the temple and took the Israelites as captives to Babylon for seventy years.

The Babylonian empire was then destroyed by the Medes and the Persians. Under the Persian King Cyrus, some of the Israelites were allowed to come back from Babylon specifically to rebuild the temple. 

This story is told in Ezra where we learn they rightly rejected help from the nations around them to rebuild the temple. These nations then conspired against them and complained to the Babylonian kings that the Israelites were rebellious. One of the kings, Artaxerxes I, went along with the complaints and wrote back forbidding the Israelites to continue building the temple until he said otherwise. Israel was forcibly stopped from building the temple. (See Ezra 4 and 5.) 

The prophets Haggai and Zechariah spoke for God when Artaxerxes had just died and there was a new chance to work on the temple under a new king.
What can we say about the people Haggai and Zechariah are addressing?

Read Deuteronomy 12:5-14 
The temple is the place that God chose. Why was the temple so significant for Israel? Why would rebuilding it be so important?

Read Haggai 1:1-11 
What strikes you from the passage?

What does the new king mean for Israel? (see v1)

What is the Israelite’s attitude towards the temple in Haggai? (see v2, 4)

How has God dealt with Israel?

Where have the Israelites focused their efforts? (see v4, 6)

What are our focuses in this life? Are we in any way like the Israelites, getting distracted by our things?

What does Haggai tell Israel to do? (v7-8)

What reasons does God give for working on the temple?

Read Haggai 1:12-15
What is the response to Haggai’s message?

What aid does God give Israel as they begin work on the temple?

God being with Israel did not mean that they would not experience further opposition. Again the nations around them complained to the King. However this time the response was different. Not only were the nations’ complaints rejected, but the King provided funding so that the work would not stop and there could be sacrifices. (See Ezra 6-7).

Do we experience God's presence when we work for him?

Read Ephesians 2:19-22
Now that Jesus has come, where is the temple?

What role do we have in building the temple?

How do we feel about being “joined together” and “built together”? (v21-22)

How do our lives reflect that we are a part of the household of God, the living temple?

Haggai's call to the Israelites is to “Give careful thought to your ways.” When we consider our own ways, what do we find?  Where do we need to change them?

Suggested prayer points:
· Give thanks that we are part of God’s household

· Pray that we would seek to grow in unity with other Christians

· Pray for the areas where we think we need to change our ways. 
Haggai 2 – Temple Improvement
Read Haggai 2:1-9
What stands out to you from the passage?

The second temple of Haggai's day was built on the same land as the first temple (built by Solomon), but the second temple was much less impressive. It had little or no ornamentation. Some of the precious metal objects that had been taken from the temple were gradually returned by various Persian rulers. Herod the Great, who ruled parts of Israel when Jesus was alive, expanded the temple precinct and made the buildings much grander. By the time Jesus began preaching to Israel the temple was once again magnificent.
Read Haggai 2:1-3
Why might the new temple be disappointing? How might the people feel about the temple?

Have you ever felt disappointed in your work for God? 

Should you have felt that way?

Read Haggai 2:4-5
Who is commanded to be strong? Why?

How has building the temple changed God's relationship with Israel? What reasons for ongoing confidence does God give?

What does God mention about Israel's past? Why does he bring this up?

Where do we need reassurance from God? 

We have the Spirit living in us. How does this give us certainty that God is with us?

Do we experience certainty in our knowledge of our salvation? How do we grow in our confidence in this?

Read Haggai 2:6-9
What does God promise?

Does it matter to God how impressive the temple looks? What makes the temple glorious?

Haggai says of Jerusalem and particularly the temple, “In this place I will grant peace” (Hag. 2:9) How and when does God give this peace?

The inner room in the temple was the place where God’s glory dwelt. It was known as the Holy of Holies and was hidden by a curtain from the rest of the temple. Only the high priest would go in to it once a year, after certain sacrifices and then with a rope around his leg so if he died the other priests could drag him out without going in.
Read Matthew 27:50-54
What happens in this moment?

What does the curtain breaking show us about what Jesus' death has done? How has the temple become more glorious?

In Haggai 2:9 we read that God promises, “In this place, I will give peace.” In the first study we saw that since Jesus' resurrection the temple is the community of believers built on Christ. How has God given peace in this new temple?

How do we experience God's peace in our lives? Do we accept that God has done everything we need for salvation?

Are there areas where we still work hard to prove that we deserve saving? How can we change?

Suggested prayer points:
· Thank God for giving us peace and unity with him through Jesus

· Pray for the things that we are anxious about that God would give us more of his peace

· For patience and trust that God can work through ordinary events and people

· That the Spirit would give us assurance of our salvation
Haggai 2:10-23 – The Man in the Plan
Read Haggai 2:10-19
What stands out to you from the passage?

Part of the priests' job was to know and interpret the law for the people. The laws on cleanliness showed the people how to be in relationship with a holy God. This was not a right, but a gift and a privilege. If they did not relate to Him in the right way, rather than God bringing blessings and  good things, he had promised to curse  them with bad things.

These questions remind them that to be in places where the holy God was considered present, the people had to be clean. Generally cleanliness cannot be passed on by contact. It is not 'contagious'. But uncleanness, being excluded from God’s presence, is contagious and the temple is the central focus of God’s presence among the Israelites.
This was a particular problem among the Israelites at that time. They were supposed to stand out as separate from the people’s around them as God’s people. However their identity was being constantly compromised by marriages with the people around them who worshipped other Gods. (See Ezra 9-10, Nehemiah 10:28-30, 13:23-28)
How does Haggai apply the laws on cleanliness to the people? Why is it such a problem?

Have you felt unworthy or too unclean to come to God?

What did Israel experience?

What difference does building the temple make? Why?

In Haggai how does God solve this problem? Is it through any merit of the people?

How will God bless the Israelites?

Vines and fig trees blossoming were general signs of prosperity at that time. At that time God brought blessing out of the opposition of their neighbours. (See Ezra 6-7).

Did Israel notice when God acted in their lives?

Do we always notice when God acts? Are we too quick to think he has forgotten us?

Read Haggai 2:20-23

What did you notice most from the passage?

What does God promise Zerubbael?

How do we feel about God's action of judgement here?

Signet rings were used by kings to put their seal of authority on orders. Jeremiah 22:24 reads: “Even if you Jehoiachin son of Jehoiakim king of Judah, were a signet ring on my right hand, I would pull you off.”

What does the signet ring represent for Zerubbabel and Israel? Why is this an important change? 

Zerubbabel the son of Shealtiel shows up in both of Jesus’ genealogies, showing his descent from King David. 

Matthew 1:12-13: “And after the deportation to Babylon: Jechoniah was the father of Shealtiel, and Shealtiel the father of Zerubbabel, and Zerubbabel the father of Abiud”

Luke 3:27: “The son of Rhesa, the son of Zerubbabel, the son of Shealtiel, the son of Neri”

What was Zerubbabel's part in God’s plan?

How does God's plan deal with our uncleanness?

How does the arrival of Jesus help us to understand this passage?

Suggested prayer points:
· Thank God that he has cleansed us by the Spirit allowing us to serve him without fear

· Praise Jesus for being the ruler we can always trust 

· Pray that we would notice more of God acting in the ordinary things in life

Picture on the cover is an artist's reconstruction of the temple after Herod the Great's building program.
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