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February 24, 2019 
 
Haggai 1:2-13; 2:3-5 
Our Scripture passage for today is select verses from the book of the prophet 
Haggai, which is only two chapters long and covers only 3 months in time.  In 520 
BC, Haggai addressed the Israelites, who 18 years prior had returned from the 
Babylonian exile to the Holy Land.  The purpose of this oracle was the call to 
restore the Temple, which had been destroyed when they were exiled.   
Hear now the word of God: 

2Thus says the Lord of hosts: These people say the time has not yet come to rebuild 
the Lord’s house. 3Then the word of the Lord came by the prophet Haggai, 
saying: 4Is it a time for you yourselves to live in your paneled houses, while this 
house lies in ruins?  

5Now therefore, says the Lord of hosts: Consider how you have fared. 6You have 
sown much, and harvested little; you eat, but you never have enough; you drink, 
but you never have your fill; you clothe yourselves, but no one is warm; and you 
that earn wages do so to put them into a bag with holes.  

7Thus says the Lord of hosts: Consider how you have fared. 8Go up to the hills and 
bring wood and build the house, so that I may take pleasure in it and be honored, 
says the Lord. 

9You have looked for much, and, lo, it came to little; and when you brought it 
home, I blew it away. Why? says the Lord of hosts. Because my house lies in 
ruins, while all of you hurry off to your own houses. 

10Therefore the heavens above you have withheld the dew, and the earth has 
withheld its produce. 11And I have called for a drought on the land and the hills, on 
the grain, the new wine, the oil, on what the soil produces, on human beings and 
animals, and on all their labors. 
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12Then Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel, and Joshua son of Jehozadak, the high priest, 
with all the remnant of the people, obeyed the voice of the Lord their God, and the 
words of the prophet Haggai, as the Lord their God had sent him; and the people 
feared the Lord. 13Then Haggai, the messenger of the Lord, spoke to the people 
with the Lord’s message, saying, I am with you, says the Lord.  

And then a month later, as the building progressed, the Lord spoke through 
Haggai saying: 

3Who is left among you that saw this house in its former glory? How does it look 
to you now? Is it not in your sight as nothing? 4Yet now take courage, O 
Zerubbabel, says the Lord; take courage, O Joshua, son of Jehozadak, the high 
priest; take courage, all you people of the land, says the Lord; work, for I am with 
you, says the Lord of hosts, 5according to the promise that I made you when you 
came out of Egypt. My spirit abides among you; do not fear. 
 
The word of God for the people of God.  Thanks be to God. 
 
Prayer for Illumination 
Lord God of all the ages, the One who is, who was, and who is to come, stir within 
us a longing for your kingdom.  Give us ears to hear your Word for us today, and 
hearts to act upon it.  In your name we pray, Amen.  
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Sermon 
 
One of the greatest accomplishments in my life was building houses in Kenya with 
Habitat-for-Humanity.  At 23 years old, with a fresh graduate degree from 
Clemson in my hands, but a little bit of time before I started my “real world” job, I 
boarded a plane alone to meet an international team of strangers in Nairobi.  From 
there we rode 3.5 hours on a very over-crowded van to a small rural village 
without electricity or running water, which was to be our home for the next 10 
days.   

 
The first full day we were there, we split into teams and started building three 
small houses, each about the size of our church courtyard.  The first day was by far 
the hardest for me.  I didn’t know how to swing a hammer well at all, and there 
was A LOT of nailing to be done.  Being a perfectionist, I was quickly in tears over 
bent nails, many do-overs, and bruised fingers.  It was hard, tiring, and frustrating 
work.   

 
But as the week went on, and as our team, the home owners, and locals helping out 
became a community of one, things became much easier.  By the last day we were 
all swinging hammers like Chip Gaines from Fixer Upper.  We still shed tears, but 
for much happier reasons.  We had built three houses together, and three Kenyan 
families would be able to live in safe, healthy homes.   

 
In the Scripture passage for today, through the prophet Haggai, the Lord calls on 
the Israelites to build.  Their temple had been destroyed when they were exiled to 
Babylonia.  When they first returned to Jerusalem 18 years before the passage we 
read today, they had full intentions of rebuilding the temple.  After all, it was vital 
to their lives as the dwelling place of God, their designated place of worship, and a 
central gathering place for their community of faith.  And yet, it never happened.  

 
They had actually prepared the foundation of the temple their very first year back 
from exile, and then they had not touched it for 17 years.  It seems they were too 
distracted by getting their own lives back in order to worry about the temple.  They 
wanted to build their own homes first.  Then they started earning wages and didn’t 
have extra time to work on the house of the Lord.   
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It was at this point, 18 years after their return, with still no temple in sight, that 
God sent Haggai to call them to task—to reestablish their priorities.  Haggai laid it 
on the line, calling them to account for the way they were living, by essentially 
saying: 

You live in nice comfortable homes.  You spend your time on things that 
reward you like eating and drinking to excess, wasting time and blowing your 
money on frivolous things…all to the neglect of the house of the Lord.  The 
moment has come for you to refocus your time, your resources, and your 
energy on building for God instead of yourselves.  The Lord calls you to 
build.  The time is now. 

 
Either they knew they were in the wrong, or Haggai’s message was especially 
inspiring or motivating, or all of the above, because miraculously—and unlike 
practically every other group who was reprimanded by a prophet in the Old 
Testament—these people both listened and acted immediately upon the word of the 
Lord.  They started building!  Even the governor and the high priest pitched in.    

 
But they did not get very far along before the people began to get discouraged.  
The older Israelites remembered the grand previous temple, and this one looked 
nothing like that one.  They adopted a defeatist attitude and said, “If this temple is 
going to pale in comparison to the last one, then why are we even bothering to 
rebuild it?  Why waste our time if we can’t make it as glorious as it used to be?” 

 
At this point, the Lord acknowledged that it was hard to move on for those who 
remembered the temple in its former glory.  However, God prodded them to go 
forward nonetheless.  Three times the Lord said, “Take courage!”  And then, the 
Lord issues an imperative, “WORK!”  This is an unusual command for the Lord.  
Most of the time the Lord is declaring things like, “Fear not, or Rest, or Be Still or 
Listen.”  Things a little more comforting than the urgent command “Work!” 

 
Notice in this instance that God does not stipulate passive actions like Think or 
Talk or Contemplate.  These are super important and there is a time and place for 
them.  But in this instance, God very clearly says, “Work, build, go, do!”  He was 
saying to them:  stop lounging around in your comfortable houses, get off your 
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donkeys, turn away from yourself, towards me, and work!  I know it’s hard to 
build, particularly when it doesn’t look anything like you’ve envisioned in your 
mind.  I know it takes blood, sweat, tears, sacrifices.  Do it anyway.  I command 
you, and I call you to this work.   

 
And yet, not a breath goes by before God continues, “For I am with you.”  I am the 
same God that marched your ancestors out of Egypt.  I was with your people then 
and I will be with you now and forevermore to come.  I may call you to do hard 
things, but I will never abandon you.  My spirit abides among you; do not fear.  
Take courage.  You are called to build, and I promise to be with you through it all. 

 
Today, this very same ever-present God, calls us to build too.  God calls us to 
reprioritize our lives and focus on acting upon our faith.  It is true that we may be 
called to build physical structures like houses, such as our current, lovely Habitat-
sponsored home in town that we started just this week.  Or the good and important 
rebuilding work that Presbyterian Disaster Assistance provides after catastrophic 
events. 
 
And at the same time, we are called to build more intangible things like our 
relationships, our community, our families, our church, our spiritual lives, our 
character, and one another. 

 
And though these words were addressed to a people over 2,500 years ago, they 
sound like they could have been written for us this very day.  Like the Israelites, 
many of us realize that we need to reprioritize our lives for the Lord.  We come to 
worship here, and we are eager to contribute to the life of the church and 
community.  But the church service ends, and then in a matter of minutes, in the 
little bit of time it takes to walk out to our cars, the secular world woos us back in 
and away from God.   

 
Everywhere we go, we are bombarded with advertisements telling us what we just 
can’t live without.  People or organizations telling us what activities we must sign 
up to do.  The secular world models that we should turn away from God and turn 
toward our own interests, to things that focus primarily on our own desires and 
self-preservation.   
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It is not that the Lord rebukes anyone for taking care of themselves by seeking the 
necessities, or even occasional luxuries of shelter, food, clothing and wages.  
Rather God admonishes folks who do not do anything with what they have beyond 
satisfying their own needs and desires.   

 
The temple, the primary place where the Israelites go to meet God, was once the 
center of their lives as a community.  Now it seems they barely missed it as they 
went throughout their daily routines.  They had not even attempted to rebuild it in 
over 17 years.   

 
Many of us know what this feels like.  We spin our wheels day in and day out.  
And what do we have to show for it at the end of most days except exhaustion?  
We push away or neglect our time with God because life is just too busy and too 
difficult.  What is it that has made us blind to God as we are caught up in the 
busyness and cycle of our desires?  Scripture says the Israelites lived in paneled 
houses and therefore they obviously knew how to build, yet what kept them from 
building up the house of the Lord?  What keeps us from building for God in our 
lives? 

 
Sometimes, it’s simply knowing where to begin.  A quote I like is “Dream Big. 
Start Small. Act Now.”1  One way is to start small is by asking, "How can I make 
someone else's life better? What could I do to help?" Then go and do that. These 
pieces of advice have the common denominator of doing, of acting upon your faith.  
Of not getting stymied trying to get everything just right before you begin.  Rather 
just focusing on getting it going.  You can figure the details out as you go along.  
Just like God was telling the Israelites in this passage - go, do, work, build…now.  
To put it in modern day terms – Just Do It.     
 
If you’re like me, you might have thousands of ideas of things that you think 
would be fabulous ways to help others, but you have no idea how to choose which 
one to focus upon or how to start.  I even had a professor one time who told me I 
was the most frustrating student he’d ever advised in all his years.  But I was 
                                                        
1 Robin S. Sharma.  https://quotefancy.com/quote/953368/Robin-S-Sharma-Dream-Big-Start-
small-Act-now  
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having a hard time figuring out what I wanted to do because I loved and was 
interested in so many different things.  Yet even when we don’t know exactly 
which direction to go, but we do know that God is calling us to do something with 
our gifts, then we have to take action. 
 
Pastor Rob Bell refers to this as our Eucharistic calling.  He says the sacrifice of 
Jesus, symbolized by the bread and wine, are God’s good gift to us.  When we 
receive this gift, we are to go into this world and share this gift with others.  To 
follow this calling, we need to ask, “How are we going to be broken and poured 
out?  What is it that we see in this world and think, ‘Who’s going to do something 
about that?’  He said the answer is most likely, ‘No one but you.’”2   
 
And so today I challenge you to consider these questions: “What is your 
Eucharistic calling?  What is God calling you to build in your life and community 
right now?  What small steps do you need to take this very week to begin?” 

There is a bridge in China nicknamed Suicide Bridge3.  Up to 1,000 people are 
believed to have died by jumping off it.  One man decided to do something about 
it.  Mr. Chen gets up early every weekend and travels by bus to the bridge. He 
looks for those who seem depressed.   He carries a poster which features a red 
heart in the middle.   His message is simple: "You only have one life, please give 
yourself a chance. The sun is bound to shine brighter tomorrow."  Because of this 
one man’s simple action, the bridge has seen a dramatic reduction in the number of 
deaths.  This is an ordinary man who took small steps to answer God’s call and 
made an extraordinary difference. 

Habitat for Humanity founder Millard Fuller in his book The Theology of the 
Hammer stated, “Our Christian faith mandates that we do more than just talk about 
faith and sing about love.  We must put faith and love into action to make them 
real, to make them come alive for people.  Faith must be incarnated…it must 
become more than a verbal proclamation or an intellectual assent.”4 
 
                                                        
2 http://divinity.duke.edu/initiatives-centers/lifelong-learning/convocation-pastors-school  
3 http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-pacific/4149229.stm  
4 Fuller, Millard.  The Theology of the Hammer, p7.  Smyth & Helwys Publishing, Inc., Macon, 
Georgia, 1994. 
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Our family likes to watch a cartoon called Story Bots.  At the end, the supervisor 
typically says to his workers, “Quit dilly-dallying and get back to work!”  Our 
favorite line was actually the episode when he said, “Quit dilly-dallying doing 
diddly squat!”  (We like to use that on our kids.)  And when someone asked him 
what time it was, he replied, “Leave o’clock.” 
 
I can imagine God chuckling, thinking, “Yes, that’s what I was challenging the 
Israelites, and my people today, to do – quit dilly dallying and get to work!  
Refocus, reprioritize.  Get off your donkeys.  It’s Leave O’Clock, time to get 
motivated and moving.  Go, build, the time has come!” 

Another favorite quote of mine that applies to this is “You make a living by what 
you get.  You make a life by what you give.”5 

In our passage today, the rebuilding of the temple was a visible sign of the 
Israelites’ determination to put God first in their lives, finally putting their faith 
into action.  And just like the hot and frustrating days for me in Kenya, building for 
God doesn’t always come easily, but it is always worth it, and we can take courage 
that our Lord is with us through it all. 
 
Go, do, work, build, my friends, because I cannot wait to see what you create.   
 
All glory be to God our Creator, Sustainer and Redeemer, Amen. 
 

                                                        
5 Churchill, Winston.  http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/w/winstonchu131192.html  


