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Pre-sermon

Happy New Year!

I’m praying for a great new year for this church and for everyone in this church.

I love it when New Year’s is on a Sunday because that means that there’s church on the
first day of the year.

I’m sure we have different reactions to New Year’s Day.

Some of us stayed up until midnight. Others were already asleep by midnight. I’m sure
some of us make resolutions and look at New Year’s Day as a fresh start.

For others, it’s just another day.

But I think it’s good to acknowledge the new year.

When Jesus walked the earth, January 1 was already viewed as the first day of the year
in the Roman calendar.

In the Old Testament, before the Exodus and before the Passover, the Lord had told the
Israelites that the month of the Passover would be the first month of their year.

Exodus 12:1-2:

The Lord said to Moses and Aaron in the land of Egypt, 2 “This month shall be for
you the beginning of months. It shall be the first month of the year for you.

That was in the spring time.

Over time, the celebration of the Jewish New Year became associated with the fall
festivals.



It’s fitting that the Jewish new year falls 10 days before the Day of Atonement. As the
year begins, it’s a time of preparation for being reminded of our need for atonement and
the slate being wiped clean.

The good news of the gospel is that Jesus gives us a fresh start. He gives us a new
beginning. He washes away our sin.

The Bible says that God’s mercies are new everyday.

And what good news that is.

And everyday is a day to enjoy the mercies of God.

And everyday is also an opportunity for change, for reformations of the heart, for new or
renewed commitment to the Lord.

But when it’s the first day of a new year, it can be an especially fitting time to ask the
type of person and the type of Christian we want to be.

And today can be a turning point.

Perhaps you’ve read the stats on how the vast majority of people don’t achieve their
New Year’s Resolutions. I’ve read that anywhere from 80-90% of New Year’s
Resolutions fail. That’s certainly a high percentage.

But I’m optimistic. And that means 10-20% of people’s New Year’s Resolutions
succeed.

In a moment, I’m going to read our passage.

It’s from the Book of Haggai. It’s actually a passage I’ve preached on before, but I love
this passage for New Year’s Day, because I think it’s such an important picture of
people who let time pass by without prioritizing their relationship with God.

With that, we’ll look at Haggai chapter 1:1-11:

Text

In the second year of Darius the king, in the sixth month, on the first day of the month, the
word of the Lord came by the hand of Haggai the prophet to Zerubbabel the son of



Shealtiel, governor of Judah, and to Joshua the son of Jehozadak, the high priest: 2 “Thus
says the Lord of hosts: These people say the time has not yet come to rebuild the house of
the Lord.”3 Then the word of the Lord came by the hand of Haggai the prophet, 4 “Is it a
time for you yourselves to dwell in your paneled houses, while this house lies in ruins? 5

Now, therefore, thus says the Lord of hosts: Consider your ways.

6 You 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 he who earns
wages does so to put them into a bag with holes.

7 “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Consider your ways. 8 Go up to the hills and bring wood and
build the house, that I may take pleasure in it and that I may be glorified, says the Lord. 9

You looked for much, and behold, it came to little. And when you brought it home, I blew it
away. Why? declares the Lord of hosts. Because of my house that lies in ruins, while each of
you busies himself with his own house. 10 Therefore the heavens above you have withheld
the dew, and the earth has withheld its produce. 11 And I have called for a drought on the
land and the hills, on the grain, the new wine, the oil, on what the ground brings forth, on
man and beast, and on all their labors.”

Introduction

Suppose I were to present you with a slice of your favorite kind of cake and a bowl of broccoli.
If you could pick one of those things to have right now, which would you choose? The cake or
the broccoli? And before you vote, let me just remind you...that you are in a church.

How many of you would choose the broccoli?

Thank you.

How many of you would choose the cake?

Thank you.

It's not just with desserts that we make choices that aren't the best for us. Maybe you have a habit
of spending more money than you would like. Maybe you have a hobby you easily get inundated
with and can spend lots of time pursuing. Maybe you stay up later than you’d like.



If we're not being careful, it can also be easy to choose a tv show over reading the Bible, or
sleeping in over coming to church.

We so often do the things we want to do in the moment instead of the things that are better for us,
like choosing cake over broccoli.

In psychology, there's this idea called present bias.

We're living in the moment. And we want to do what we want to do. So a thing gets put off
because YOU don't have to deal with that. The future you has to deal with it. So we stay up too
late, we put off a project, we eat too many Oreos because it’s not our problem.

It’s future you’s problem.

And there’s no bigger enemy to future you than present you.

In our passage today, God's people had neglected to rebuild the temple in Jerusalem. And
through the prophet Haggai, the rulers in the community are being called out.

The ultimate point of this text is that God must be our first priority.

This passage talks about the house of man and the house of God.

Passage context

I’ve talked a lot about the temple in the Old Testament.

When the Israelites go to the Promised Land, they built the temple under the reign of
King Solomon.

But the Isrealites continued to sin. In 586 B.C. the southern kingdom of Israel was
conquered by the Babylonians. The temple, which had been so integral to religious life
in Israel, was destroyed.

48 years after that, the Babylonians themselves would be conquered by the Persians and the
Persians would actually allow the Jewish people to return to the Holy Land for the purpose of
rebuilding the temple.

This is actually where the book of Ezra begins…

"In the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, that the word of the Lord by the mouth of
Jeremiah might be fulfilled, the Lord stirred up the spirit of Cyrus king of Persia, so that
he made a proclamation throughout all his kingdom and also put it in writing:



“Thus says Cyrus king of Persia: The Lord, the God of heaven, has given me all the
kingdoms of the earth, and he has charged me to build him a house at Jerusalem, which is
in Judah. Whoever is among you of all his people, may his God be with him, and let him go
up to Jerusalem, which is in Judah, and rebuild the house of the Lord.

So the Jewish people are allowed to go back to Jerusalem to rebuild their temple.  They had lost
their land, and now they’ve been freed.

And we begin in Haggai, and 20 years have past since the Israelites returned to Jerusalem.

First part of verse 1:

In the second year of Darius the king, in the sixth month, on the first day of the month,

It’s referring to Darius I who was the king of Persia from 522-486 BC. And the book says it’s in
the second year of his reign.

Rest of verse 1:

the word of the Lord came by the hand of Haggai the prophet to Zerubbabel the son of
Shealtiel, governor of Judah, and to Joshua the son of Jehozadak, the high priest:

Zerubbabel is the leader in Judah. If you study his lineage, you discover that he is a descendant
of David. Joshua is the High Priest. Haggai is the prophet who is addressing God’s message to
these two men here.

Verse 2:

2 “Thus says the Lord of hosts: These people say the time has not yet come to rebuild the
house of the Lord.”

Listen to that again: “These people say “the time has not yet come.”

They have been delivered from slavery! They had been given back the land. They have been
freed and permitted to rebuild their temple. It’s been almost 20 years and the people are saying
“it’s not the right time yet.”

We’ll start building the temple tomorrow.

We’ll get to that next week.

We’ll start building next year.



3 Then the word of the Lord came by the hand of Haggai the prophet, 4 “Is it a time for you
yourselves to dwell in your paneled houses, while this house lies in ruins?

And here we begin to see the issue.

“Is it a time for yourselves to be living in your paneled houses?”

They haven’t built God’s house, God’s temple. But they have built homes for themselves. It’s not
time, in 20 years, to build God’s house, but there was time to build their own houses.

And based on the wording, it’s not just that the people had built any sort of dwelling places for
themselves. The Hebrew word that is translated as “panel” here is always used to refer to lavish
houses. For the leaders, it’s not just that they were waiting and had thrown up a couple of tents.
They were living well.

And all the while, they were making God’s will take a backseat.

They were procrastinating.

5 Now, therefore, thus says the Lord of hosts: Consider your ways.

Consider your ways. Think about exactly what it is that you guys are doing. Think about your
lives, think about the values that you’re representing.

Verse 6 starts to get into the situation for the people in Jerusalem.

6 You 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 he who earns
wages does so to put them into a bag with holes.

What the people are doing is not working. They are not flourishing. Their lives are in disarray.
And it’s because they’re not starting with God.

They’re just spinning their wheels.

In prophetic literature, these types of events are often times seen as judgment. Nothing is
working for the people. They keep trying to do things to take care of themselves and it’s never
quite enough.

And there’s only one thing to do.

7 “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Consider your ways. 8 Go up to the hills and bring wood and
build the house, that I may take pleasure in it and that I may be glorified, says the Lord.



That’s the second time we’ve heard this phrase. Consider your ways. All of the work that the
people are doing for themselves is worthless.

What God wants them to do is to build the temple.

The temple will be pleasing to God. Even though the people have waited for 20 years, it will still
be pleasing to God for them to reconstruct it. It’s always the right time to honor God. (It’s always
the right time for the right decision. And the people responding to this prophecy from Haggai
and taking the initiative to rebuild the temple will honor God.

The passage continues in verse 9:

you looked for much, and behold, it came to little. And when you brought it home, I blew it
away. Why?

It’s similar to what has already been said in this passage, but then it asks a rhetorical question.

Why?

They expected much, didn’t happen. What they had, God blew away. Why?

The end of verse 9 answers the question:

Because of my house that lies in ruins, while each of you busies himself with his own house.

This leaves no doubt that the reason for why the people are struggling here is in the fact that they
have neglected the temple.

When the first temple was destroyed, a key element of the faith for the Jewish people was that
the temple would eventually be rebuilt. The Temple is the holy place where the one true God is
with his people. And they have been miraculously freed. But even in spite of all of that, they
don’t start building.

Verses 10-11:

10 Therefore the heavens above you have withheld the dew, and the earth has withheld its
produce.11 And I have called for a drought on the land and the hills, on the grain, the new
wine, the oil, on what the ground brings forth, on man and beast, and on all their labors.”

This passage ends with God again reiterating the reason for the plight of the people. The labor of
the people is not being blessed.

Meditation
What do you do with a text like this?



I think that this passage is very applicable. Obviously we aren’t supposed to go out and build a
temple. But that’s not ultimately the most important part of this passage.

The significance is that the people are choosing their own interests and desires over God.
They’re choosing their own house over the house of God. They’re choosing their own way over
the will of God.

With the exception of Jesus that is a story that has repeated itself in the every person who has
ever lived.

We put faith off. Instead of building God’s house, we want to build our own houses first.

Instead of God’s kingdom, we want to pursue our own kingdom’s first.

We can feel like we want to get all of our ducks in a row before we can make time for faith.
There are always excuses to not pursue God. There are always things that come up, difficulties
we have. If we wait until everything is perfect before we do something, I promise you, it will
never happen.

Until things settle down at work. Until things settle down at home. Until you get through a
procedure coming up.

Or I’m too busy right now. Just have to get through the first of the year.

Or we might have an area of our life where we know we're falling short and we don't feel like we
can be as serious about faith.  We might think "I can't do it now. I drink way too much." Or I
can’t do it right now, I have too many anger issues, I have this area that is out of control.

But it's not about taking care of ourselves first and then developing faith. God meets you where
you are. No matter what struggles you're in, no matter what imperfections of your life or places
of darkness you have, God wants you to pursue him. this. moment.

I think a lot of people get it backwards. Someone might know that he or she wants to get more
involved in church or to get more committed to faith and it doesn’t happen. Or you’re coming to
church but you know there’s no passion in your faith. For some of us, we haven’t picked up the
Bible in weeks. For others, we haven’t really prayed to God on our own in months. Maybe
months. Maybe ever.

And I’m not saying this to make people feel shame. It’s really hard sometimes. Sometimes we
are less inclined to pursue God because of a deep hurt. But so often, I think it’s just that we get
complacent. We do believe in the gospel. We do know that Jesus died for us. But we get caught
up in the busy-ness of life and we focus on other things. When we have the time to focus on
faith, a million other distractions compete for our time. It’s always going to be easier to turn on



the tv or the computer. It’s always going to be easier to pick up a cell phone than to pick up the
Bible.

The Greatest command in the Bible is to love the Lord your God with all of your heart, soul,
strength, and mind and to love your neighbor as yourself. To love God with everything you have.
Faith was never meant to be a passive thing that we do on the side.

For several years in my life, faith wasn’t my biggest priority. I’d go to church sometimes or read
a couple chapters in the Bible occasionally.

Maybe there’s a part of you that knows that you’re not pursuing God like you should. You know
that you have the gifts to grow with God and to love and serve others and to build up God’s
Church, but you just can’t seem to get started. You look to that future you and know you’d be
happier, you know it’s what God wants.

But you’re never going to get to that point if you don’t start making God your priority. You will
never wake up having become something you have not already been becoming.

When we put other things above our relationship with God, then necessarily, our relationship
with God won’t be what it could be. If you’re married and you’re not working on loving your
spouse, knowing them, growing with them, how will you ever have a great marriage? How will it
be good if it’s not allowed to develop? It’s the same way with faith.

For Haggai’s audience, they decided to put their own needs ahead of their faith, and their
relationships with God and so they got neither. Sometimes, God will allow a struggle to show the
total dependence that can be found in him. It’s not always easy to come to faith when everything
is going great.

But any worldly success or prosperity is ultimately short-lived compared to the eternal
relationship that is to be found with God.

Even in spite of the people’s disobedience, God was still gracious. He sent prophets warning the
people and pointing them to truth. He caused draughts and hardships to show them his will, to
show his displeasure with what they were doing, and to show them a better way.

Conclusion
I have a final thought.

God takes you as you are. It isn't about fixing yourself up and then turning to him. It’s about
trusting his son Jesus and the life that is found in him. It’s about knowing that true purpose and
joy was never meant to be found in our houses, or careers, or sports teams. It’s about being found
in God.

It’s the beginning of 2023.



Many of us have New Year’s Resolutions. Maybe it’s to exercise more, or to do a better job of
getting enough sleep, or to save more money, or to read more books.

Any number of resolutions we can set would be beneficial.

But the reason why we make New Year’s resolutions is because there are areas in our lives where
we know we need change.

Maybe it's something we've tried and failed at before, but that’s in the past. It’s a new day, a new
week, a new month, a new year. It’s a new chapter.

It’s a day that could be one of the most significant days in your lifetime.

There is no better day than today. If you know that there are areas of weakness in your
relationship with God, or you know that you've neglected getting to know him, make that your
first priority as we enter this New Year.

A daily pursuit of God is the only new year’s resolution that truly matters. Let’s make that our
first resolution for 2023.

To follow him, to serve him, to love others.


