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Rebuilding the Ruins 
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N the movie Elf, there’s a scene at a publishing house when it’s 

discovered that the fiscal quarter’s big book release is missing the last 

few pages. The editor doesn’t care so he authorizes to ship them out. The 

big wigs find out and can’t believe it because how will the kids know what 

happens with the puppy? Every story needs an end. Last time we were in 

the story of the Old Testament we finished Daniel. But what happened 

next? It feels like we’re missing a few pages at the end! 

After 70 years of Babylonian exile, the LORD raised up Cyrus the 

Persian to defeat the Babylonians. Ezra 1–4 records his decree in 538BC 

that the Jews could return to the desolated Promised Land and rebuild 

the ruins of the Lord’s temple and how this began under the leadership 

of Zerubbabel as governor, who was in the line of David (1 Chron. 3:19), 

and Joshua as high priest. But when there was opposition to this the 

people stopped. It’s now 18 year later in 520BC and the Jews aren’t 

rebuilding the LORD’s house; they’re building their own instead. It was 
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then that the word of the LORD came by the hand of Haggai the prophet 

to the same Zerubbabel and to the same Joshua (v. 1) to rebuild the ruins 

of the LORD’s house, the temple. 

The Complacency in Not Rebuilding (vv. 2–4) 
Haggai first confronts the complacency of not rebuilding in verses 2–4. 

“Thus says the LORD of hosts” (v. 1) is code for “you’re in for a rebuke of 

the law!” It’s used fourteen times in Haggai and over two hundred times 

elsewhere expressing the LORD’s kingly right as LORD of the heavenly 

armies who therefore judges disobedience. The LORD of hosts rebukes 

Israel by calling them “these people.” What did you expect him to call 

them? “My people,” right? This is also a sign of his displeasure. It’s like a 

husband who hears his wife saying to someone, “That husband of mine.” 

You know she’s not speaking fondly! Children, if you hear your mom or 

dad say to one another, “That Caiden did it again,” or, “That child of 

yours,” you know they’re upset.  

“These people” had become complacent: “the time has not yet 

come to rebuild the house of the LORD” (v. 2). So the LORD asks them, 

“Is it a time for you yourselves to dwell in your paneled houses, while 
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this house lies in ruins?” (v. 4) Why were they complacent? They had 

misplaced priorities. They were selfishly prioritizing their own houses 

before the LORD’s. So complacency is a result of selfish priorities. And 

what’s another word for selfishness? Idolatry! 

Now, the application is not that we need to begin a building search 

or a building project. The temple in the New Covenant is the people; it’s 

us. So the application is that God rebukes any of you who are complacent 

regarding Christ’s church. God has given you a congregation warts and all 

that cares about the things God cares about: preaching, sacraments, 

prayer, discipline, shepherding your lives, and creating a loving 

atmosphere to edify you. How are you applying these blessings so that 

you might serve others, welcome others, and convert others? Some of you 

are getting up in years and you’re complacent by thinking, “it’s not time 

to build; I’ve done my time; now it’ about me.” Others of you are so 

focused on yourselves that you have no idea what’s going on in the lives 

of others right here today. Complacency is a sin. What did Jesus tell the 

Ephesian church that had lost its first love? He would remove its 

lampstand. Think about that here the next time you are complacent. 
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The Curse for Not Rebuilding (vv. 5–6, 9–11) 
That led to Haggai pronouncing the curse for not rebuilding in verses 

5–6 and 9–11. While “these people” were complacent the LORD said, 

“Consider your ways” (v. 5). This is a call to wake up! Your outward non-

action about God’s house reveals the priorities of your inner heart, which 

is focused on self, which is idolatry! The curse for this comes right from 

the law in Deuteronomy 28: poor harvest, insufficient food, and drought: 

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. (v. 6)  

And this curse is summarized in verses 9 and 11 in a pun, a play on 

words, that sound alike. While the LORD’s house lies in ruins, charav (v. 

9), the LORD called for a drought, chorev, 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 (v. 11). 

Note this well. Complacency is characterized by consumerism. 

Contrary to the old snickers slogan—“Snickers really satisfies—focusing 

on yourself and your priorities leads to emptiness. These Israelites had a 
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philosophy similar to many of ours: “Work hard. Play harder.” But they 

never had enough. Instead of viewing their lives as members of a church 

family who exist to serve the LORD and others, in their complacency they 

became like sponges, sitting around and just receiving, soaking up 

whatever was around them. Over time, what happens to a wet sponge? It 

gets mildew and needs to be thrown out. Like sponges that are saturated 

with the Word, we need to be wrung out, saturating others for their good. 

This way we are useful over and over again. Hear me clearly: in Christ 

we’re not under the curses of the Old Covenant; but what we call the 

general equity principle remains: we reap what we sow. 

The Command to Rebuild (vv. 7–8) 
Everything I just said is the law. Are you feeling a little 

uncomfortable? A little convicted? Good! The Holy Spirit uses the law to 

these people and us to humble so that they and we would “consider 

[their] ways” (v. 7). Haggai then gives the command to rebuild in verses 7–8.  

Look at the verbs in verse 8: “go up . . . bring . . . build.” This is a 

call to repentance. True repentance begins in the same heart that is 

idolatrous. And just like their idolatry manifested itself in complacency so 
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too repentance is a change from the inside outside. Good works are the 

evidence of true repentance. And the humiliated hearts of genuine 

servants would bring the glory due their King’s name through their action 

of rebuilding. Notice how verse 8 says the result of their repentance was 

the Lord’s “tak[ing] pleasure in it and that I may be glorified.” What a 

beautiful description of that question and answer we know so well: “What 

is the chief and highest end of man?” “Man’s chief and highest end is to 

glorify God, and fully to enjoy him forever” (WLC, Q&A 1). Israel thought 

they existed for their own sakes. But they had to learn the truth. Friends, 

you are not king; you are not master; you do not exist for yourself; you are 

not a sponge and the church is not here to satisfy you—it is here to bring 

pleasure and glory to God alone. And here’s the great thing about that: in 

bringing pleasure and glory to God, we begin in this life to enjoy God, 

and we will have that enjoyment perfected in eternity. 

The Commitment to Rebuild (1:12, 14–15)  
We see Israel’s repentance that led to good works in the commitment 

to rebuild in verses 12 and 14–15. Everyone, from Zerubbabel the governor 

to Joshua the high priest to all the remnant of the people obeyed the 
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voice of the LORD their God; everyone feared the LORD (v. 12); everyone 

worked on the house of the LORD of hosts, their God (v. 14). What a 

change! From disobedience to obedience; from selfishness to service; 

from building their homes to rebuilding God’s! What was the key to this 

change? The LORD stirred up the spirit of everyone (v. 14). What we see 

here is the Holy Spirit using Haggai’s preaching of the Law to cast down 

the faithful causing in them repentance and fear of the Lord. One writer 

said fearing the Lord is valuing God’s smile and frown to be of greater 

value than the smiles and frowns of men. Simply, fearing God is to 

acknowledge your sin, to turn from it in true repentance, and to commit 

yourself to following God’s Word. This is how Paul says it to us: 

Besides this you know the time, that the hour has come for you to 
wake from sleep. For salvation is nearer to us now than when we 
first believed. The night is far gone; the day is at hand. So then let 
us cast off the works of darkness and put on the armor of light. Let 
us walk properly as in the daytime, not in orgies and drunkenness, 
not in sexual immorality and sensuality, not in quarreling and 
jealousy. But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision 
for the flesh, to gratify its desires (Rom. 13:11–14). 

The Lord is nearer this morning than he was last night! Turn from 

hypocrisy to loyalty! Turn from serving the flesh to fearing God! 
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The Comfort While Rebuilding (1:13)  
Finally, pay attention to verse 13: the comfort while rebuilding. After 

Israel was humbled by the law, inwardly moved to repentance, and began 

living in obedience as they worked on the house of the LORD, they heard 

a word of comfort, a word of Gospel: “I am with you” (v. 13). This was the 

same promise Israel heard in the wilderness. This was the same promise 

the patriarchs heard in their wanderings. Now as hands lifted up planks 

and stones in heartfelt good works the Lord says he was with them! 

Here is the wonderful thing for us. While the Israelites rebuilt the 

ruined house of the LORD, this was not really the last few pages of the 

story. Remember, they were only rebuilding a type and shadow. Children 

this means that the Israelites were building something like a child’s 

model of a temple. And just as you know that a model is not really the 

thing, but only an example of something much great, so too there was a 

much greater temple to come. Our Lord said he would rebuild the temple 

in his resurrection. He is the manifestation of the presence of God in 

human flesh that would be destroyed in death yet rebuilt. Brothers and 

sisters, because we are united to Christ as God’s temple, he says to you, 

“Stop being complacent, selfish, and idolatrous.” He commands you and 
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I, “Turn from self and turn to me.” He calls to us, “Commit yourselves to 

the people of this church and serve each others’ needs as evidence of 

your commitment to me.” And he comforts us with those last few pages of 

his story when we will live together as an eternal city wherein there is no 

temple, because the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb are its temple. 


