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A timeless lesson from the book of Haggai:  God's house comes first! 
 

 This is what the LORD Almighty says: “These people say, ‘The time has not yet come to 
rebuild the LORD’s house.’” 
 Then the word of the LORD came through the prophet Haggai:  “Is it a time for you 
yourselves to be living in your paneled houses, while this house remains a ruin?” 
 Now this is what the LORD Almighty says: “Give careful thought to your ways.  You have 
planted much, but harvested little. You eat, but never have enough. You drink, but never have 
your fill. You put on clothes, but are not warm. You earn wages, only to put them in a purse 
with holes in it.” 
 This is what the LORD Almighty says: “Give careful thought to your ways.  Go up into the 
mountains and bring down timber and build my house, so that I may take pleasure in it and be 
honored,” says the LORD.     (Haggai 1:2-8) 

 
 
There's always plenty of bad news to go around, so let's start this morning with some good 
news:  extreme poverty around the world has enormously declined.  Based on statistics used 
by the World Bank, extreme poverty (currently defined at $1.90 of income per day) has 
declined from 36% of the world's population in 1990 to just 10% in 2016.  So that is certainly 
good news.  (Of course, as others rightly point out, this doesn't come without any cost--
pollution, extinctions and environmental problems have all become worse since that time as 
well.) 
 
How about spiritual consequences?  I suppose that depends as well.  In theory, when 
people's financial lives improves, it should lead them to thankfulness and gratitude toward 
their Creator and Presever, as the psalm writer once did:  "You open your hand and satisfy 
the desires of every living thing."  (Psalm 145:16)  But of course that doesn't always happen.  
We have to confess, perhaps from experience, that it often leads us to more worries about 
keeping or caring for what we have, more pressure not to "fall behind", or even worse 
things like pride in ourselves, or failing to realize that we are still constantly dependent on 
God. 
 
How does God feel about all this, and what would he have us do?  Today we get a vivid 
example from another of the Bible's often-forgotten books, the Old Testament book of 
Haggai.    
 
Like several other of the books we've covered, Haggai lived at the time after God brought 
his people back from their 70-year exile in Babylon to the land of Israel.  Unlike Nehemiah 



and Esther, though, Haggai lived in Israel.  He was one of God's prophets to the group of 
people that came back and began the task of rebuilding what had been destroyed by 
Babylon. 
 
The process started out well.  It seems like only a matter of months after the first group of 
exiles had returned, they started out trying to rebuild the temple of God, on the same spot 
where Solomon's incredible golden temple had stood.  They built the burnt offering altar 
and laid the foundations of the temple itself.  The book of Ezra tells us that there were tears 
of joy as the people gathered to celebrate the beginning of this rebuilding process. 
 
But then--everything stopped.  For about the next 15 years, it seems like there was almost no 
progress made on rebuilding the rest of the temple.  Why did they stop?  The people may 
have had the reasons why they thought this had happened, but God who could see their 
hearts knew the real reason.  And that's what the book of Haggai is all about.    Let's hear 
what God had to say to the people in some of the opening verses of this short book of 
prophecy:   
 

This is what the LORD Almighty says: “These people say, ‘The time has not yet come to 
rebuild the LORD’s house.’”   Then the word of the LORD came through the prophet 
Haggai:  “Is it a time for you yourselves to be living in your paneled houses, while this 
house remains a ruin?” 

 
I'm sure that the people would have had all kinds of answers if we had asked them, "Why 
did you stop building the temple?"  I bet that one of the big reasons would be, "We want to 
make sure that it's done right!  We don't want to build God a shack; we're replacing 
Solomon's temple!  We want to make sure we are prepared to do it right.  And besides," the 
people would go on, "times have been tight lately.  Harvests have been poor.  It's hard 
starting out from scratch.  But as soon as we have the assets to do it right, we'll definitely 
get working on it." 
 
God, however, sees through this sort of pious whitewashing.  He says:  the real reason why 
you haven't been building my house is that you've been too busy building your own.  "Is it a 
time for you yourselves to be living in your paneled houses, while this house remains a ruin?"  
Your heart isn't right, therefore your priorities aren't right.  You've been spending all your 
effort to enrich yourselves and make your lives pleasant, and my house has been an 
afterthought.  
 
Oh, and about those hard years you say you've been having?  God says:  I know all about 
those too.  But you've got your cause and effect turned around.  You say, the reason we 
haven't been building God's house is because we have too much economic hardship.  I say, 
the reason you're having economic hardship is because you haven't been building my house.  
“Give careful thought to your ways.  You have planted much, but harvested little. You eat, but 
never have enough. You drink, but never have your fill. You put on clothes, but are not warm. 
You earn wages, only to put them in a purse with holes in it.”  I'm not going to sit by and do 



nothing while you enrich yourselves at the expense of my honor and my name, God says.  
I'm trying to wake you up!  Repent of your sins, and show your repentance by getting to 
work on my temple!  This is what the LORD Almighty says: “Give careful thought to your 
ways.  Go up into the mountains and bring down timber and build my house, so that I may 
take pleasure in it and be honored,” says the LORD.   
 
 
In a book like this, where God doesn't beat around the bush, it isn't hard at all to see God's 
point, nor do I think it's hard to see how God would apply that truth to us.  God still says to 
you and me:  I command you to put my house first! 
 
But what is God's house?  Of course the first thing we think of is this building.  Dedicated to 
God's glory and his worship, at no little expense, it certainly does give us an opportunity to 
honor him.  And certainly shame would be on us if we allowed this beautiful building to fall 
into disrepair, or fail to finish paying for it either! 
 
But this building is not the temple of God.  The Bible makes it clear that in the New 
Testament church there is a new temple of God, and it's not a physical building with four 
walls and a roof.  It's the gathering of believers, the Holy Christian Church.  Peter writes, 
"You also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood."  (1 
Peter 2:5)   Paul told the Corinthians, "God's temple is holy, and you are that temple."  (1 Cor. 
3:17)   
 
God told his Old Testament people:  stop making excuses and build my house!  And God just 
as clearly says to his New Testament church:  build my house!  And since that house is made 
up of people and not bricks and mortar, the real lesson from Haggai is God's call to his 
church, "Go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation."  (Mark 16:15)  "Go 
and make disciples."  (Matt. 28:19)  Make this your priority!    
 
"Give careful thought to your ways," God says (in fact, he said it twice in these verses).  
God's words and the story of Haggai call for some real introspection for all of us.  No one 
else can do that for you.  I certainly am not about to go around to individuals and families 
and start telling them, "Let me rearrange your family budget for you."  Or to say, "Between 
work and recreation you clearly are crowding God out of your schedule."  Who am I to judge 
such things in your life?  But God absolutely calls each one of you and me to do that very 
thing for ourselves.  He wants you to ask those questions.  He wants you to make a sincere, 
from-the-heart commitment to putting him first in your giving and your living! 
 
The God who calls us to do this is a merciful God.  He is patient with sinners.  He responds to 
our sin not with quick destruction but with a call to repentance and even more with the 
sending of his Son to be our Savior.  When it comes to building God's temple, God himself 
has laid Jesus Christ as the cornerstone upon which we are built, otherwise there would be 
no temple at all!   It is in the forgiveness won by Jesus that we find the greatest reason to 
put God first.  As we sang a moment ago, It's when we survey the wondrous cross that we 



see what paltry things our own riches are compared to the ones that Jesus earned for us 
with such a terrible, painful sacrifice. 
 
 
Conclusion 
Haggai's call, God's call to the people produced a good result!  We're told a few verses later, 
"The whole remnant of the people obeyed the voice of the Lord their God and the message of 
the prophet Haggai, because the Lord their God had sent him.  And the people feared the 
Lord."  (Haggai 1:12)  It still was a three or four-year project before the temple was 
completed, but inspired by God's Word it did happen and the temple was rebuilt.  It would 
serve God's people for hundreds of years--really (with some renovations) all the way up to 
the time of Jesus.   
 
God is going to make sure his house, his temple, his Church is built one way or another.  Our 
slowness isn't going to prevent God from getting his word to the people he wants to save!  
But what a horrible shame it would be if we didn't want to be a part of this building project, 
if we thought that our own short-term priorities were more important than God's 2000-year 
building project!  Rather, we should say:  how awesome it is that God wants me to be a part 
of it, that he can use my words, my offerings, my encouragements to build a house that is far 
more beautiful than Solomon's golden temple, because it's made up of PEOPLE, souls that 
Jesus shed his blood to save. 
 
Forgive us, Lord, and then guide us and give us your Holy Spirit so that we do what you have 
called us to do.  Teach us from these words of Haggai to put your house first!  Amen. 
 
   
 
    


