Sunday 7 December 2014 : Haggai 2 : 1-9  
I don’t imagine you will have heard too many sermons preached out of the book of Haggai, and in case you wondered, Haggai is NOT the plural of haggis! We don’t know much about him, except he’s one of the 12 so-called minor prophets, but that only means that his book is shorter than the likes of Isaiah or Jeremiah. Haggai wrote the book round about 520 years before the birth of Jesus, at a time when God’s people had not long returned to Jerusalem after years of exile in Babylon.

In the context of its own time and place, this book is about encouraging the people to get on with rebuilding the Temple of the Lord, which the Babylonian invaders had trashed when Jerusalem was captured. The rebuilding work had been subject to a lot of opposition from the neighbours – and you thought planning and building consent regulations were a modern invention – so the people had instead got on with building up their own homes and businesses, forgetting about having a place to worship God. 

The Lord spoke through Haggai to remind the folks that shoving God to one side is what had got them into the mess in the first place, and if they repeated their mistake all over again, things were unlikely to go well. Haggai made much the same point, in a different way, as a much more recent sage, Albert Einstein, whose definition of insanity was to do the same thing over again and expect a different result. 

But if this text was only about a building project in the Middle East 2,500 years ago, it would be of – at best – limited academic interest to us now. For me, it has a whole other layer of meaning and significance. It looks forward 500 years to the coming of Jesus. In v.4, God promises His people :  I am with you. This is what I covenanted with you when you came out of Egypt, and my Spirit remains among you. Do not fear.

God reminds the people of His covenant promise : I am with you. If anyone here today is going through a tough time, whatever the problem may be, the promise from God is : I am with you. Even if you feel as if everyone else has turned their backs on you and left you to stew in your own juice, God hasn’t, and God never will. When God makes a promise, He sticks to it, whatever. I am with you is non-negotiable, unconditional, has no sell-by date. You are His precious child. Nothing changes that.

And for us New Testament people, the promise has a whole new dimension, in that we know God kept that promise in a physical, visible, tangible way, at Christmas. One of the titles given to Jesus is Emmanuel, God with us. Jesus knows what it’s like to be human, to be hungry and thirsty. Jesus knows what it’s like to be disappointed by the behaviour of others He trusted, even to the point of desertion and denial.

Jesus knows what it’s like to experience pain – physical, mental, emotional, spiritual. As we recall from our study of Hebrews, in Jesus we do not have a high priest who is unable to feel sympathy for our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are – yet he did not sin. 
Because he himself suffered when he was tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted. In other words, there are no no-go areas with Jesus. There is no secret so dark that we can’t discuss it with Him. There is no problem so severe that He can’t help us overcome it. Impossible is not in his dictionary. And the very things we simply can’t talk about even to the people closest to us, because we’re not sure they can handle such vulnerability on our part, we can most certainly take to Him. 
We won’t scare Jesus off. He’s already been through the worst that humanity can do, the horrific events of His passion, and pronounced forgiveness for it. He doesn’t have an agenda, other than to save, heal, bless, prosper, deliver, restore anyone humble enough to admit to having a need and to come to talk it over with Him. 

And if you’re facing a situation today that seems too big for you, you’re waiting for word from the hospital about some mysterious aches and pains and you didn’t like the look on your doctor’s face, or the assurance he didn’t give, when he referred you ; or if you’re not looking forward to Christmas because the bills are piling in faster than the pennies to pay them, the same promise comes down through the centuries, loud and clear : I am with you. This is what I covenanted with you when you came out of Egypt, and my Spirit remains among you. Do not fear. 
That whole business of fear is such a big deal. Every news bulletin gives dastardly warnings of the latest terrorism threat, the latest deadly virus, the latest meltdown in the financial market. It’s so easy to let it all get on top of you, but here’s the real deal. We’re not in this thing called life by ourselves. As Christ-followers, as heirs to every promise of the Kingdom, we know our Dad is ultimately responsible for our affairs.

The buck does not stop with us. Whatever hassle gets flung at us, our response should be : my Dad’s bigger than your dad! We have God’s own promises, in the Book, for us to take to the Royal Bank of Blessing and cash in. With all his abundant wealth through Christ Jesus, my God will supply all your needs. [Philippians 4.19]

Cast all your anxieties on Him, because He cares for you. [1 Peter 5.7] God did not even keep back his own Son, but offered him for us all! He gave us his Son—will he not also freely give us all things? [Romans 8.32]  Seek the Kingdom of God above all else, and live in His righteousness, and he will give you everything you need. [Matthew 6.33]. These promises aren’t just for the so-called super-saints, they are for you and me as rank-and-file believers, actually as sons and daughters of God. 
Haggai 2.8 : The silver is mine and the gold is mine, declares the LORD Almighty. With the greatest respect to Bill Gates, Richard Branson, Lord Sugar etc, in real terms they own nothing. And those gentlemen, happily, are wise enough to have worked that out! They, like the rest of us, are stewards for a time of this world’s resources, not outright owners. I find that thought very comforting, because it means that God is both willing and able to shuffle the pack of this world’s possessions to bring about what He wants to do. The earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it, wrote the Psalmist. 
The Kingdom of God that Jesus came into this world that first Christmas to begin involves, in the wisdom of God, a double wealth transfer to fulfil His purpose. You may think, as you look at how the world is presently ordered, that it’s a long way off. It appears, as we read in Psalm 73.12 : This is what the wicked are like – always free of care, they go on amassing wealth. But appearances can be deceptive.

Creflo Dollar, a pastor in Atlanta GA, remembers an incident outside the airport one day when an extremely rich but notoriously crooked businessman jumped the queue for a cab, virtually sweeping Creflo to the ground in the process. Creflo opened the door for the businessman and wished him a nice day. The person behind Creflo in the queue remarked : He was so rude to you. How could you be so nice to him? 

Don’t worry, retorted Creflo, I don’t mind. He’s working for me. Now, what did he mean by that odd remark? Proverbs 13.22 : the wealth of the sinner finds its way eventually into the hands of the righteous, for whom it was laid up. Think about this. To elevate the ways of the kingdoms of this world to the level of the Kingdom of God will take money. Money to feed the hungry, clothe the poor, house the homeless, provide education, sanitation, health care. These things need paid for.

God’s not daft. He knows who’s good at making money, and unfortunately at present

it’s not usually church folk because we’ve been brainwashed by centuries of religious tradition into thinking that wealth is wrong. So he lets the greedy and godless do it, and then when the time is right, He transfers that money from the greedy and godless to the righteous and the generous. And do you know how, more often than not, He does that? He gets the rich sinner saved. The Zacchaeus principle! Easy-peasy!
When Jesus came into this world, He was undoubtedly a friend to the poor and to the people on the margins, but He also ministered to the rich, offering to them the joy and fulfilment of partnering with Him in His ministry. Zacchaues was up for it. Good shout, Zac! The rich young ruler wasn’t. Bad call, buster! It is horse-feathers to say that Jesus somehow showed partiality toward the poor and rubbished the rich. 

Jesus sought to meet the needs of both. The needs of poor people were obvious and immediate. The needs of rich people were less obvious, but no less urgent. It was the need to change their way of thinking, to re-order their priorities, to find fulfilment not in getting cash but in giving it away. May I respectfully remind each one of us that, in the great scheme of things worldwide, we all fall squarely into the category of rich?
Jesus offers us the privilege of having our needs met as we partner with Him in meeting the needs of others, and as we do we find that God will honour our obedient heart by making resources come to us for that purpose. God needs faithful stewards. The silver and gold is His. And so are we. What a team we will make – God, us, and His unlimited resources – as we obey Him in seeking to eliminate human need. Has it ever occurred to you that your weekly tithes and offerings make you partners with Jesus in changing lives forever? What a privilege to be able to give to the Kingdom!
One final point, v.9 : ‘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,' declares the LORD Almighty." At the time of Haggai, the people were living under the Old Covenant, the Law, and the Temple in Jerusalem was the focus of that way of life and worship. It was the best available at the time, but it wasn’t God’s best.
God’s best was, and is, the New Covenant of grace that came about when He sent Jesus into the world at Christmas. The people of Haggai’s time thought of the Temple as God’s house, and we sometimes use that expression too of the church building, which is OK up to a point. But in fact God’s house now is God’s household, His family, His sons and daughters who live by faith and promise. We are His house.

God’s house is not essentially bricks and mortar, but flesh and blood. And the fact that we are now temples of His Holy Spirit, God Himself living in our human form, able to relate to Him personally, in fulfilment of the visions of the prophets but even more in fulfilment of the sacrifice of Jesus, is a far better and more wonderful deal than anything Haggai or any of the other Old Testament worthies ever experienced.

The New Covenant of grace is infinitely more glorious than the Old Testament of law because it is, as we’ve learned from Hebrews, founded on better promises. If you’re building a house, you want your foundations solid and reliable against anything that could come against it. In your life, you want your foundation to be the unbreakable promises of your God, not the unpredictable performance of yourself, right?
You want a proof text for this, just to finish? It’s a revision exercise, Hebrews 3.3-4 : Jesus deserves far more glory than Moses, just as a person who builds a house deserves more praise than the house itself. For every house has a builder, but the one who built everything is God. The Bible itself tells us that the New Testament gospel of grace, the unearned, unmerited favour of God, is far more glorious than the Old Testament system of law and human effort, and it is grace that brings the peace beyond all human understanding that we need and that Jesus came to give us. 
