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Haggai 2: 1 – 9

I Will Fill This House With Glory


So, when was the last time you picked up your Bible and thought, ‘I really want to read again those familiar words from the book of Haggai?’  I am guessing that has not happened to any of us recently.  How many of us would even know where to find the book of Haggai in the Bible?  How many of us even knew there was a book called Haggai in the Bible?  The prophet Haggai is one of a number of prophets who are sometimes referred to collectively as the Minor Prophets.  Haggai is very minor.  We may be more familiar with other Minor Prophets like Jonah and Micah, but Haggai is rarely mentioned at all.  The book of Haggai is a small one; only two short chapters.  It is easy to skip over Haggai even when you are looking for it.  But if we skip over the words of the prophet Haggai we miss out on a great part of the story of God’s people.  We miss out on some ‘words of the Lord’ that may be just what we need to hear.

This passage from Haggai comes to us at the end of a long summer and fall of reading the prophets of ancient Israel.  We have read big name prophets like Isaiah and Jeremiah, and lesser known prophets like Amos and Hosea, but all along we have been following the story of God’s people as they went from a great nation to a broken people in exile.  When last we checked in with the people of Israel they had just been carried into exile in Babylon, and they were hearing reassuring promises from Jeremiah about how God would one day bring them home.  Haggai does not come on the scene until decades later, so in order to understand this passage we need to catch up a little on what happened in between.  For some undetermined number of years the people of Israel lived in exile in Babylon.  Eventually though, the Babylonian Empire was overthrown by the Persian Empire.  And soon the people of Israel were allowed by the King of Persia to return to their homeland.  When they got back to Israel they found their nation in ruins.  Jerusalem had been destroyed several times over while the people were in exile.  Those who returned from Babylon had to rebuild their homes and their city from the ground up.  And after decades of captivity the people had little money or resources with which to rebuild their lives.  Yet, the people had a strong will and slowing began to make progress putting their city back together.  They had built houses for themselves and a wall around their city, but after several years one important public works project had not yet been started.  The people had done nothing about rebuilding the temple of the Lord.  

Here enters the prophet Haggai.  The message of Haggai is simple: the time has come to honor the Lord by rebuilding the temple.  In chapter one of Haggai the Lord asks the people, is it right “for you yourselves to be living in paneled houses, while [my] house remains in ruins?”  Clearly the people are supposed to answer this question by saying, no! it is not right, Lord, we will get to work right away on rebuilding your house.  And here is where the experience of the prophet Haggai is different from most other prophets, because that is exactly what happens.  The people hear Haggai’s call to rebuild the temple and they drop everything and immediately start working on the Lord’s House.  This kind of response is unheard of in the annals of the prophets.  Haggai is the most effective prophet in the history of God’s people.  He makes one little pronouncement and the people hop right to it.  This is the reason Haggai is such a short book.  Isaiah and Jeremiah go on for chapter after chapter because no one ever listens to them and they have to keep thinking of new ways to convince the people of what God is saying.  But Haggai speaks a few short words and the people obey immediately.  Maybe all that time in exile convinced the people they needed to do a better job listening to their prophets.


So the people set to work rebuilding the Lord’s temple.  But almost immediately they are overcome with frustration.  You see, some of these folks are old enough to remember the glory of Solomon’s temple, the temple that used to stand in Jerusalem and was destroyed.  These folks saw with their own eyes the unbelievable beauty of that colossal structure.  The original temple was built when the nation of Israel was at the height of its wealth and power.  No expense was spared by the king in building a house for the Lord.  Solomon brought in materials and builders and artisans from all over the world and adorned the temple with riches that most ordinary folks could not even imagine.  It was one of the great structures of its day.  The people thought the temple Solomon built for the Lord was worthy of the great and powerful God of Israel.  

But that temple was destroyed decades ago.  And now, in the time of Haggai, the people who are trying to rebuild the temple are just a small group of poor wanderers.  They do not have the resources or the expertise to construct something like what was there before.  No temple they could build could possibly match the old one.  And so the people begin to lose heart.  They know they cannot build anything worthy of their God, they cannot afford to make a glorious temple like the one that used to stand on this spot.  Why should they even bother to build a temple at all when it will never be as good as it was before?  Why should they even try to make a place of worship when it will not be worthy of their God?  The people are frustrated and defeated because they realize their temple will never again be what it once was.

So, does this kind of feeling seem at all familiar?  Does the frustration the people of Israel experienced sound at all like the frustration we ourselves may be feeling?  Some of us are certainly old enough to remember this house of God in its former Glory.  Several people have mentioned to me that when they first came to College Park Presbyterian Church this sanctuary was filled with people every week.  There was a time, decades ago, when this churched teemed with people, particularly young families, and the church budget was overflowing.  There was a time when the faithful people in this church invested in a beautiful new sanctuary and an Education Building and a big parking lot, and they paid off the mortgage.  There was a time when the members of this church were the movers and shakers in College Park, and this church had a big impact on the community.  There was a time when this church was glorious, and some of us still remember that.  Like those people in time of Haggai who remembered Solomon’s temple, we remember the glory of what used to stand on this spot on the corner of Main Street and John Calvin.

And since we remember that it is understandable that we might feel a little frustrated about the church we have now?  These days we just have a small group of people in worship.  We would probably only fill up three or four pews if we dared to sit close to one another.  These days we have tiny budget, and most months we are spending more than we are taking in.  These days we don’t have any of the young families we would like to have, mostly we have older folks who don’t get around the way they used.  The church we have today is not as successful as it once was.  Now, it is not my intention to depress anyone here, but I think when we are honest we know this is how many of us feel.  The only reason I mention these things this morning is to suggest that we might actually have a lot in common with this small group of exiles who were trying to rebuild the house of the Lord.  What can we possibly build that would rival what came before?  What kind of church could we possibly have that would not pale in comparison to the glory of the past?  Maybe some of us here are asking these questions, maybe others of us are afraid to ask them.  But when we are honest I think we can identify strongly with the frustration of these ancient Israelites, trying to rebuild a temple they know will never be like it was before.

And yet, in the book of Haggai, just as the people of Israel are on the verge of giving up, the Word of the Lord comes to them again.  The Lord says to the frustrated people, ‘Be strong, all you people of the land, be strong and work, for I am with you.  My Spirit remains among you.  Do not fear . . . In a little while I will once more shake the heavens and the earth . . . and I will fill this house with glory . . . The silver is mine and the gold is mine.  The glory of this present house will be greater than the glory of the former house.  And in this place I will grant peace,’ declares the Lord Almighty.” . . . 
Whow!  Now that is what I call the word of the Lord (thanks be to God).  Brother Haggai knew how to preach.  In the midst of a frustrated people, a people who feel they cannot build anything worthy of their God, Haggai brings these words of encouragement.  The Lord calls the people to be strong and not to fear, and to keep working on the house of the Lord.  God assures them that the Spirit is still with them, and that one day soon God will fill this house with glory.  These words are a gentle reminder from God that the frustrated people are missing the point.  You see, the old temple was not glorious because of how it was constructed, the old temple was not glorious because of the work of the builders and the artists, the old temple was glorious because the presence of the Lord was there.  And according to Haggai the presence of the Lord will also be in the new temple.  No matter what kind of temple the people build, it is the Lord who will fills the house with glory.  Were the Most High to dwell in a cardboard box it would be the most glorious structure the world had ever seen.  The Lord has more than enough silver and gold.  God does not need a temple decked out with precious metals.  It is the presence of the Lord that will fill the temple with glory.  The people got caught up in thinking the temple needed to look impressive, but God reminds them it is the Spirit that will make the temple beautiful.  The Lord even goes so far as to claim that “the glory of this present house will be greater than the glory of the former house.”  According to Haggai, this small group of faithful exiles is going to build a temple greater than the one Solomon built.  They are going to construct a house where the God of the universe will dwell and where the Lord will bring peace.  
My guess is that after this word the people got immediately back to work on the temple.  It is hard to imagine their frustration continuing.  The Spirit of the Lord is with them, and ultimately that is all that matters.  God does not need a temple in order to be with the people, God is there already.  The call to build the temple is a reminder to the people of what is really important.  What is important is not how big the temple is or how much cedar or silver or gold it contains.  What is important is that the God of the universe is living in the midst of the people.  As long as the Lord is present nothing else matters.  No amount of impressive architecture or beautiful art means anything compared with the presence of the Lord.  Whether it is St. Peter’s Basilica in the Vatican or the lowliest tin shack church in central Africa, wherever God’s people gather in the presence of the Spirit is the most glorious place in the world.  Anywhere God dwells with the people is glorious beyond measure. 
Even College Park Presbyterian Church.  This passage from the forgotten book of Haggai is also God’s word to us.  It may seem like our little church today will never be as glorious as the one that used to be here, but that is not true.  The Spirit of the Lord is here now just like before.  God does not need silver and gold, when the Lord is here we have all the glory we ever need.  The Lord does not need a sparkling new building or a full parking lot.  The Lord only needs a small group of faithful people who dare to believe that power of the Most High is in their midst.  We may not be able to build a church like the one that used to be here, but it is the presence of the Lord that will make this place glorious again, not anything we do.  These words from Haggai speak about the Lord making this present house even greater than the former house.  Could this promise be for us as well?  Can we imagine a church that is greater than the one that was here in the fifties and sixties?  Can we dare to believe that God might honor our work and our faith and do a new thing in our midst that is even greater than what went before?  The Spirit of the Lord is with us and nothing is impossible for God.  
There are numerous books filled with stories about small churches just like ours with whom God has done amazing things.  There are countless examples of God revitalizing old churches into something wonderful, something even more glorious than what went before.  It has happened before and it can happen again.  If God can create a glorious temple out of the labors of a few poor exiles, then God can certainly create a thriving church out of a few retired folks, a bunch of immigrants, and a crazy young pastor.  The Lord can take our best efforts and turn them into something beyond our imagination.  The Lord can indeed make this house even more glorious than the former house.  The Lord can once again fill this house with glory.  May the words of the prophet Haggai be God’s word to us today.  Come Holy Spirit, come and fill your church with glory.  Amen. 
