A Fearless For ecast

by Steve Zeidler

"Trust and Obey " thetitle of awdl known hymn highlights the essentia business and great chalenge of what it
means to be a Chrigtian. Those words also summarize the message of the prophet Haggal whose book we began to
sudy last week. | have afriend who thinks that one of the great chalenges of the Chritian lifeisto be able to find
the book of Hagga in the Bible. If you are like him you will want to turn to the first book in the NewTestament

and go back three books. There it isthe third to last book in the Old Testament the book of Haggai.

In Hag.1 we learned of Haggai's cdl to the exiles who had returned from the seventy years of captivity in Babylon.
There the prophet directed them to obeyto begin to do the thing that God had clearly indicated they ought to do-
which was to rebuild the temple which had lain desolate and in ruins for decades. They had procrastinated for
eighteen years until Haggai's word findly gavanized them to action. They repented of seeking first their own
interests and began as they ought to have done in the firgt place to seek firgt the things of God: the kingdom of
God, and his righteousness. So we could say that the theme of Hag.1 is obedience. The exiles were caled to obey
the Lord and do the work he had caled them to do.

Chapter 2 of the book highlights the exiles need to trust God even though trusting him may seem foolish even
though dl the visible evidence might make such trust in God seem frightening. They were to stretch themsdaves
out on the promises of God and deny the gainsayers the whisperings and the pressure to trust someone ese. The
theme of Hag.2 therefore is trugt, having faith in God, believing hisword. Here we will see that God looks
redidicdly at the difficulty we have in trugting him. He knows our wesknessin this areaour to go it done yet he
encourages us to move forward and trust him anyway. Hag.2:1:

On thetwenty-first of the seventh month, theword of the L ord came by Haggai the prophet saying, " Speak now
to Zerubbabel the son of Shealtiel, governor of Judah, and to Joshua the son of Jehozadak, the high priest, and to
theremnant of the people saying, "Who isleft among you who saw thistemplein itsformer glory? And how do
you seeit now? Doesit not seem to you like nothing in comparison? But now take courage.' " Zer ubbabel "
declarestheLord, " take cour age also, Joshua son of Jehozadak, the high priest, and all you people of theland
take courage,” declaresthelLord, " work; for | am with you," saystheLord of hosts. " Asfor the promisewhich |
made you when you came out of Egypt, My Spirit isabiding in your midst; do not fear!" For thussaysthelLord

of hosts, " Oncemorein alittlewhile, | am going to shake the heavensand the earth, the sea also and thedry
land. And | will shakeall the nations; and they will comewith thewealth of all nations; and | will fill thishouse
with glory,” saystheLord hosts. " Thesilver isMine, and thegold isMine," declarestheLord of hosts. " The

latter glory of thishouse will be greater than theformer," saystheLord of hosts, " and in thisplace| shall give
peace," declarestheLord of hosts.

The question God raises in Hag.2:3 recognizes one of the main problems that confronted the exiles. They were
about to begin rebuilding the temple but they had to work with inferior materias, including broken rocks, scarred
timber, and other |eftovers from the previous temple. A group of old-timers who had seen the glory of Solomon's
temple before the exile to Babylon were questioned "Who is|eft among you who saw thistemplein its former
glory? And how do you see it now? Does it not seem to you like nothing in comparison?* Evidently these old-
timers were kibitzing as the work begancommenting on how ordinary dull and inadequate was the new temple by
comparison. If the returned exiles could only have seen Solomon's temple, they said, built by the finest craftamen
of hisday, built with the great wedlth that Solomon controlled they would be ashamed of the current verson they
were trying to erect.



That is one of the problems that assails the life of faith and the Lord is very redistic about it. Every generation
fedsthe weight of the success of previous generations of their fathers and their leaders and those who taught them.
Every generation struggles with this

An examplein our day of this phenomenon (young people sensing their own failure when compared to previous
generations) would be the experience of parenting. Y ou may have taken out the old family photo dbums at
Chrigtmas and were chalenged by the snapshots of the great extended families of a generation or two ago of the
greybearded grandfathers, the grandmothers, parents, children and grandchildren of another era. Y oulooked at
pictures of mothers who stayed home with their children because they took parenting very serioudymothers who
did not have to face the tremendous pressure this generation faces to not give the job of parenting top priority in
their lives Their success as parents puts a tremendous weight on today's parents who live in aworld of
extraordinary economic and cultura pressuressuch as the pressure to place children in day-care centers, etc. It
would seem that their successes belittle the work of today's parents. We are afraid that our children will turn out to
be emotionaly stunted, that they will miss out on opportunity, thet this generation's inadequate parenting will be
our greatest shame. | talk to people of my age dl the time who battle that feding. Whether it be the economics of
the day the feminist movement or for whatever congtellation of reasons, today's parents fear failure; they look at
other generations and fed weighed down. They are congtantly reminded by the old people kibitzing from the
sddines"We never did it that way; parenting wasn't like that in our age.” All of usin every generaion hear voices
from the past which make us fed inadequate, discouraged, failures.

That was how the exiles felt as Haggal preached to them. The problem was that in their case it was not merely a
psychologicd trip, it was true: the temple they were building was crummy compared to Solomon's. The building
materids were less expensive; the workmanship was shoddy by comparison. This could not be shrugged off as
some kind of psychological trauma; it was afact. They somehow had to be able to ded with that and ill be
faithful to the Lord, gill be able to trust the Lord, given the fact that their work was less than the work of an earlier
age. So the Lord said some exciting things to minigter to them in this time of seeming failure. | hope that God's
encouraging words will be exciting for us too, that they will strengthen us for the task of trugting him in the midst

of our circumstances.

Having perceived their problem, God's word to the exiles was, "Take courageand work; for | am with you," says
the Lord of hogts. "Asfor the promise which | made you when you came out of Egypt, My Spirit is abiding in your
midst; do not fear!" " God harkens back to the time of the Exodus, the time of the birth of Isradl as a nation, when
he promised that he would be with his people. He goes dl the way back to the earliest generation, and says, in
effect, "I am with you in your age, fighting your bettles as surdly as | ever was with Moses in the Exodus, or
Solomon in building his temple. However far back you want to go, | am with you as completely now as| ever was
in the past. | am committed to you. | know what you are going through. | know that this age has different

pressures, fears and demands than past ages. But take courage. Don't be afraid. I'm with you just as | was with the
spiritud giants of yesterday. Do what | tell you to do; accept the priorities that | am giving you at thistime; work

on the work that | have called you to because | am with you."

Secondly, God reminds the exiles, asthey are hearing of the glories of Solomon's temple, that our God isaworld
shaker. He makes things happen in dramatic, unexpected ways. Merely because things appear to be in a particular
way a the moment is no guarantee that they will remain that way. Hagga 2:6:

For thussaysthelLord, " Once morein alittlewhile, | am going to shakethe heavens, the earth, the sea, thedry
land. And | will shakeall the nations; and they will comewith thewealth of nations; and | will fill thishouse[the
one they were working on] with glory," saystheLord of hosts.



This promise was fulfilled in aremarkable way afew years before the birth of Chrit. Then, aviolent, evil man,
Herod the Great, spent asmal fortune expanding, refurbishing and making beautiful again the work thet they had
begun in 520 BC. Herod fulfilled the promise of Hag.2:7, that "the wedlth of al nations' would be brought to the
temple. Herod was the son of Arabian and Edomite people. He ruled at the behest of the power of Rome. His
wedth camein part from taxes raised in Egypt, Syria, and the nations surrounding Israel, so he represented the
wedth of the nations of hisday. God led Herod, an unrighteous man, to expand on the work of the exiles so that
what they began did in fact later result in amagnificent building.

The most penetrating statement of that section isthe last phrase in Hag.2:9. Not only will the house itsdlf be
beautiful again, but "in this place | shal give peace," declaresthe Lord of hosts. "In that temple, made beautiful by
Herod, the curtain that forever sood between God and man, between the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies, was
torn asunder by the death of Christ. Every obstacle that had ever existed between God and the sons and daughters
of Adam was taken away the day Christ was crucified. Our Lord shakes things, changes things, overturns powers
and rattles the most secure foundations of our behaf. If you fed that the enterprise given to you is small compared
to that given the spiritua giants who went before you, if you find it hard to believe that the work you have been
cdled to do isimportant compared to great onesin other ages and other aress, then this message isfor you. "Take
courage for | am with you." And God is with his people in every age. Heis aworld shaker. Who can know the
outcome of choices we are making? How can we possibly guess at what he will do, how he will take what we have
accomplished as he has directed us and what he might make of it? There is no way to anticipate that.

Next, Haggai goes on to speak of other discouraging pressures that bear on us because we are required to trust
God. Hag.2:10:

On thetwenty-fourth of the ninth month, in the second year of Darius, theword of the Lord cameto Haggai the
prophet saying, " ThussaystheLord of hosts, 'Ask now the priestsfor aruling: If aman carriesholy meat in the
fold of hisgarment, and touches bread with thisfold, or cooked food, wine, ail, or any other food, will it become
holy?" And the priestsanswered and said, " No." Then Haggai said, " If onewho isunclean from a cor pse
touches any of these, will the latter become unclean?" And the priestsanswered and said, " It will become
unclean." Then Haggai answered and said, "'Soisthispeople. And soisthisnation before Me," declaresthe
Lord, "and soisevery work of their hands; and what they offer thereisunclean. But now, do consider from this
day onward: before one sonewas pl aced on ancther in thetemple of the L ord, from that timewhen one cameto
agrain heap of twenty measures, therewould be only ten; and when one cameto thewinevat to draw fifty
measur es, therewould be only twenty. | smoteyou and every work of your handswith blasting wind, mildew,

and hail; yet you did not come back tome," declarestheLord. " Do consider from thisday onward, from the
twenty-fourth day of the ninth month; from the day when the temple of the Lord wasfounded, consider: Isthe
seed still in thebarn? Even including the vine, thefig tree, the pomegranate, and the olivetree, it hasnot borne
fruit. Yet from thisday on | will blessyou."”

Here the prophet highlights two things in this somewhat obscure (to us) language. Firg, he asks for atheologica
ruling from the priests. He says, "Suppose a priest is carrying holy mest in the fold of his garment and brushes
againg oil or wine or some other thing, can holiness be transmitted?' The priests respond, "No, it cannot.” "What
about defilement, then?' asks Haggal. " Suppose one who is unclean from a corpse touches these things, can
defilement be tranamitted?' They answer, "Y es. Defilement is easly tranamitted.”

Here the Lord isrecognizing that one of the great difficulties for us aswe are cdled to trust him, to live the life of
faith, isthat the momentum is dl downhill. Wickedness seemsto spreed like wildfire. Temptation grows at a

touch. It is very easy to learn evil from someone, to respond to the influence of others to do wrong. The human
race is prone to this. Righteousness, however, requires that a battle be fought every time. Every act of trust in God
must be made on an individua bass. Every choice to believe him results from an act of the will, and that choice
must be repeated again and again. Y ou can catch disease from someone but you cannot catch hedth from him. You
cannat hitchhike on somebody ese's righteous behavior. Romans 1 traces the terrible decline and fal of Adam's



race. What began with ingratitude ended up with perversty, violence and defilement on every sde. And it comes
S0 eadly, S0 naturdly. God recognizes very clearly that heis calling usto trust him and to believe hisword in an
age when dl the momentum would seek to easily sweep us downhill, avay from God. The race of man, begun so
glorioudy in agarden, will end in abloodbath on the plain of Armageddon. Everything points downhill, to decline,
Thisfliesin the face of our ability to trust God. How easy it would be for usto follow the declining dope and go
with the momentum.

Next, in andyzing the Situation, Haggai asks some questions about the resources which the builders had on hand.
The voices from the past bdlittle and discourage them; the momentum toward the future thrusts them to where they
do not want to go; and by measuring the current and present resources they are aso discouraged. Haggai says,

"Y ou go to take twenty measures of grain and you find only ten; you go to take fifty measures of wine and thereis
only twenty. You survey the fields, hoping that the new crop will sustain you, and you discover that the seed is il
in the barn. When you measure

the resources on hand there is nothing to encourage you.” Y ou may fed that way about your life. Y ou may have
looked at your resourcesyour finances, your socid ability, your charisma, your background, your educationand
measured dl that you possess againg the tasks set before you by God and felt the same lack. "The seed isdlill in
the barn." Haggai's analysisisvery redigtic. God is not fooled. God is not asking us to trust him, not knowing what
we are up againg.

Yet dl through this passage the statement is repeated, "But consider from today onward” Findly, in Hag.2:19, God
completes the sentence, "Consider from this day on, | will blessyou." Not because they could expect it, not
because they had any right to it, not because they had earned it, but because God said so. In hisirresstible grace,
God determined to bless us, not because the circumstances would indicate that it ought to happen, but purely
because he determined to bring life where there was degth, to

bring hope where there was hopel essness, to give where there was lack. There was only one condition that God
determined to do it. He is cdlling us to trust him because he will act to bless usin spite of what our measurements
would indicate the future holds for us.

Let ussummarize what Haggal is getting at in these verses. He has heard the voices from the past commenting on

the current Stuation. But God knows that it is discouraging to measure ourselves againg the grest. faithful ones

who have gone before. What about the present then? Was there any hope as they measured their present resources?
No, there was no hope there ether. Then he asks, "What about the momentum for the future?' That's no good

ather; it is discouraging when we "look at how easly defilement is tranamitted.” Y e, in the midst of dl this

redism, God says, "Trust me anyway. Trust me because | am with you. Don't be afraid. Trust me because I'm a
world shaker. Y ou can never anticipate my actions. Trust me, because when | determine to bless there will be
blessng." "Trust me" isthe heart of this message.

The most remarkable section in the whole book comes at the end. Here again the theme is trust in God. Hag.2:20:

Then theword of the Lord came a second timeto Haggai on the twenty-fourth day of the month saying, " Speak
to Zerubbabel, governor of Judah saying, ‘| am going to shakethe heavensand the earth. And | will overthrow
thethrones of kingdoms and destroy the power of the kingdoms of the nations; and | will overthrow the chariots
and their riders, and the horsesand their riderswill go down, every one by the sword of ancther. On that day,"
declarestheLord of hosts, " | will take you, Zer ubbabel, son of Shealtidl, my servant," declaresthelLord,"and |
will makeyou likeasignet ring, for | have chosen you," declarestheLord of hosts.

This last message of the prophet does not come to the people as awhole; it comes to one man only. Here God has a
word for one individua, Zerubbabd, the politica leader of his people at this time, who was charged with the
respongibility to lead them in the difficult work God had caled them to do.



Y ou may have noticed a curious literary feature about this book as we read through it: every time this man,
Zerubbabel is mentioned, except once, heis given atitle. Y ou would think that in a short two-chapter book that
once he had been identified the writer would have proceeded to cal Zerubbabe by his proper name, or even by a
shortened verson. Haggal did not need to keep retitling him al the time. But the prophet ingsts on giving this man
atitle each time he mentions him. In Hag.2:21, God says, " Speak, Zerubbabel

governor of Judah” (that isthefirst of histitles); then in Hag.2, God says, "On that day | will take you, Zerubbabd,
son of Shedltid (that is his other title) my servant, and make you like asignet ring." Whet is happening in this last
paragraph isthat God is taking the man, Zerubbabe, of the fird title and changing his name to the man,
Zerubbabd, of the second title. God is saying, "I will take you, governor of Judah, and make you Zerubbabdl, son
of Shedltid.”

Zerubbabd was the governor of Judah in that he was the servant of Darius, emperor of Persa. Assuch, hewasa
Persgan vassa. He held his position tenuoudy, and had to perform successfully to keep it; he had to answer to the
big boss back in the capital. Zerubbabd could not afford to fail. His title was derived from who the world said he
was, in essence. The name, "son of Shedltid," however, was the name which God had given him at birth, the one
which God reiterates in this prophecy. If we investigate Zerubbabel's ancestry we find that he was a descendant of
David. Therefore, in fact, Zerubbabel ought to have been king in Jerusdlem, not the vassal governor of the Pergan
emperor. He ought to have been the most important man in the world in his day, because, as a descendent of
David, the progenitor of the Messiah, he ought to have been king of the nation which pointed the rest of the world
toward righteousness. He ought to have received dl the glory and honor that went with being son of David, son of
Shedtid.

The problem which Zerubbabel faced as aleaderthe problem which most of us face as wellwas to determine what
was hisred identity. That iswhy this prophecy is so important. God was saying to Zerubbabd, in effect, "I am
going to gtrike out the name the world has given you. | am going to make sure you are known only by the namel
gveyou. Your identity is based on who | say you are, not on who the world says you are.”

Think for amoment about having to derive your identity from your performance in the world. Y our identity is
given you because of some combination of physica beauty, socid charm, job status, persona wedth, leve of
education, etc. The most successful person in this room is ranked below somebody ese, however, while al of us
have people ranked below us, some of them lean and hungry, anxious to claw their was to the top. We are dways
in danger of losing satus, of faling further behind. We have to fight to get ahead, or even maintain, our postion;
we haveto earn it day in and day out, we have to perform davishly to retain the identity which the world has given
LS.

We can get even more persond. Maybe you are the son or daughter who was always less favored by your parents,
some of you have had to live with that. Maybe you are the husband or wife who was rejected in a marriage;
someone with whom you had been intimate set you aside. Maybe you are the ex-jock who never quite made it.
Perhaps you are the dave of acohoal, of lust or of prgudice, and the world knows you by that title. Perhaps you are
the employee who was passed over for promotion and are branded by those around you as such. Perhaps you are
the physica body that used to be beautiful, or healthy; perhaps you are the physica body that never was either of
those things. Perhaps you are alongstanding member of the "out" crowd, one who has dways looked longingly at
the inner circle of popular people but never could join. Zerubbabe, the governor of Judah, Zerubbabd, the vassal
of Darius, Zerubbabd, the servant of men: place your own name there and give yoursdf the title which the world
has given you.

Y et, Haggai's word to Zerubbabel was that God would shake everything that required shaking, would burst apart
every power gructure, would overthrow every hand raised againgt him in order to ingst that Zerubbabe redize



and believe just who he was in God's eyes. Zerubbabeland we tooare God's servants, his sons and daughters,
fdlow-hers with Chrigt, aholy priesthood, aroyd nation, the light of the world. That iswho God says we are;
those are the titles by which he knows us.

The criticd issue hereis one of identity. Who do you believe you are? How do you react to circumstancesin life?
Do you believe you are the sons and daughters of God? Do you believe you are the younger brothers and sisters of
Jesus Chrigt? Or do you wear the labdl the world gives you, the one you have to earn every day, the one you have
to puff up and promote to sustain? The issueis, do we trust God? God is saying that he has a name, atitle, for us,
but we have got to believe him when he sayswho we are in fact. We have got to resist believing what the world
says about us. Thisiscriticd. If we can believe that our identity isin Jesus Chrig, in the righteousness of God in
Chrigt, then we can believe God for everything e se too; we can trust him for dl the other things he has called usto
trust him for. But it is crucid for usto redize that God is bound and determined to shake and overcome every
power that would keep us from redlizing, believing and living on the basis of the identity that he has givento usin
our Lord.

The book of Haggai talks about obeying and trusting God. The criticd thing we have to believe iswhat God says
not merely about our past, present or future measurable resources, but what he says about us and who we are.
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