June 1 
Lesson 1 
Obey the Lord

Devotional Reading: Luke 19:41-48
Background Scripture: Haggai 1:1-11
Haggai 1:1-11
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1 In the second year of Darius the king, in the sixth month, in the first day of the month, came the word of the Lord by Haggai the prophet unto Zerubbabel the son of Shealtiel, governor of Judah, and to Joshua the son of Josedech, the high priest, saying,

2 Thus speaketh the Lord of hosts, saying, This people say, The time is not come, the time that the Lord's house should be built.

3 Then came the word of the Lord by Haggai the prophet, saying,

4 Is it time for you, O ye, to dwell in your cieled houses, and this house lie waste?

5 Now therefore thus saith the Lord of hosts; Consider your ways.

6 Ye have sown much, and bring in little; ye eat, but ye have not enough; ye drink, but ye are not filled with drink; ye clothe you, but there is none warm; and he that earneth wages earneth wages to put it into a bag with holes.

7 Thus saith the Lord of hosts; Consider your ways.

8 Go up to the mountain, and bring wood, and build the house; and I will take pleasure in it, and I will be glorified, saith the Lord.

9 Ye looked for much, and, lo, it came to little; and when ye brought it home, I did blow upon it. Why? saith the Lord of hosts. Because of mine house that is waste, and ye run every man unto his own house.

10 Therefore the heaven over you is stayed from dew, and the earth is stayed from her fruit.

11 And I called for a drought upon the land, and upon the mountains, and upon the corn, and upon the new wine, and upon the oil, and upon that which the ground bringeth forth, and upon men, and upon cattle, and upon all the labour of the hands.

Key Verse

Then came the word of the Lord by Haggai the prophet, saying, Is it time for you, O ye, to dwell in your cieled houses, and this house lie waste? —Haggai 1:3, 4
Lesson Aims

After participating in this lesson, each student will be able to:

1. Summarize the Lord's message to the people through Haggai.

2. Explain why the people had not made the rebuilding of the temple a priority after its reconstruction was halted following the return from exile.

3. Identify one ministry that needs to have a higher priority in his or her life and make a plan to change.
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Introduction

A. Sleeping Through Life

"Rip Van Winkle" is American author Washington Irving's humorous short story about a man who hikes to the mountains one day to get away from his nagging wife. He lies down to take a nap—and doesn't wake up until 20 years have passed! When Rip returns home, he finds that his wife has died, his children have grown, and many other changes have taken place. Eventually, he realizes what has happened and that he has indeed slept through 20 years of his life.

The focus of the ministries of Haggai and Zechariah was to challenge God's people to wake up from 16 years of spiritual slumber, years that had left God's house unfinished and the people themselves unfulfilled. Thus their problem (unlike that of Rip Van Winkle) was not that of confronting changes that had occurred during that time; rather, their problem was that nothing had changed because they had neglected to make the completion of God's house a priority.

B. Lesson Background

Haggai and Zechariah lived in the post-exilic period of Old Testament history. The "exilic" part of this phrase refers to the tragedy of the Babylonian exile. That deportation occurred in stages, culminating in 586 BC when the Babylonians under King Nebuchadnezzar destroyed the city of Jerusalem. Palestine had been under Babylonian domination for some two decades preceding that tragedy (example: Daniel 1).

In 539 BC, Cyrus of Persia conquered the Babylonians, and Persia became the dominant power in the ancient Near East. Soon afterward, Cyrus issued a decree that allowed Jews who so desired to return home and rebuild their house of worship (2 Chronicles 36:22, 23, same as Ezra 1:1-3). It is worth noting that the prophet Isaiah had predicted the rise of Cyrus (by name) and described what that king would do on behalf of God's people (Isaiah 44:24-45:6). That was about 150 years before Cyrus ever appeared on the stage of world history!

So in 538 BC some 50,000 Jews traveled to Judah to begin the task of rebuilding the temple (Ezra 2:64, 65). Within two years of their arrival, they had completed the important step of setting the foundation in place.

But then opposition to the rebuilding effort surfaced, and the people's enthusiasm began to wane. This opposition originated with those who already resided in the territory when the Jews arrived back—people who had moved in and taken up residence in the land after God's people were exiled. They did not welcome the return of God's people, so these opponents "weakened the hands of the people of Judah, and troubled them in building, and hired counsellors against them, to frustrate their purpose... Then ceased the work of the house of God which is at Jerusalem. So it ceased unto the second year of the reign of Darius king of Persia" (Ezra 4:4, 5, 24).

The temple remained unfinished for 16 years. As time passed, it became easier and easier to let the task remain undone. It seemed more practical for the people to focus on rebuilding their own homes and pursue their own interests.

The prophets Haggai and Zechariah appeared on the scene in the midst of the people's complacency (Ezra 5:1). These men were raised up by the Lord to shake the people out of their lethargy, to stir them to act in order to finish rebuilding the temple. Although the book of Haggai is placed within the Minor Prophets because of its length (only Obadiah is shorter), Haggai played a major role in conveying God's message to a people who had become indifferent to His work.

How to Say It

Babylonian Bab-ih-low-nee-un.

Cyrus Sigh-russ.

Darius Hystaspes Duh-rye-us Hiss-tas-pus.

Habakkuk Huh-back-kuk.

Haggai Hag-eye or Hag-ay-eye.

Josedech Jahss-uh-dek.

Nebuchadnezzar Neb-yuh-kud-nez-er.

Obadiah O-buh-dye-uh.

Persia Per-zhuh.

Shealtiel She-al-tee-el.

Zechariah Zek-uh-rye-uh.

Zerubbabel Zeh-rub-uh-bul.

I. Setting

(Haggai 1:1, 2)

A. Date (v. 1)

1. In the second year of Darius the king, in the sixth month, in the first day of the month, came the word of the Lord by Haggai the prophet unto Zerubbabel the son of Shealtiel, governor of Judah, and to Joshua the son of Josedech, the high priest, saying.

Not all prophetic books begin with such precise dating information! The Darius mentioned in this regard is Darius I (also called Darius Hystaspes or Darius the Great). Reigning from 522 to 486 BC, he is the third ruler during the Persian period. Combining the second year of Darius the king (compare Ezra 4:24) with the first day of the sixth month yields a date of August 29, 520 BC.

The timing of the word of the Lord as it comes to Haggai is important in various ways. The sixth month is important because this is the time of year when certain crops are harvested; the problems the people have been having in this regard is a topic Haggai will address shortly. The first day of a month is the day of the new moon, a day for special sacrifices (Numbers 28:11-15). First Samuel 20:18-24 records a feast marking the occasion, and some students find it noteworthy that Haggai, whose name means "festival," receives his prophetic revelation on a festival day. Furthermore, 2 Kings 4:22, 23 indicates that the first of the month (new moon) is considered an appropriate time to consult a prophet. Thus the time is right for a prophet to come forward and speak the Word of God.

The recipients of the Lord's word, the governor and the high priest, are also mentioned. These men are the two primary leaders of God's people during the first return of captives from Babylon (Ezra 5:2). Each man has a specific role to fill: Zerubbabel as governor is the political leader, and Joshua as high priest is the spiritual leader.

B. Dilemma (v. 2)

2. Thus speaketh the Lord of hosts, saying, This people say, The time is not come, the time that the Lord's house should be built.

Haggai gets to the heart of the Lord's message right away. The Lord's words begin by quoting the people's words: The time is not come, the time that the Lord's house should be built. As noted in the Lesson Background, 16 years have now elapsed since the foundation of the temple was laid by those who first returned from exile in Babylon. The enthusiasm that characterized the beginning of this noble task has long ago been replaced by an apathetic "It's just not the right time to build" attitude.

What Do You Think?
How do we recognize when strategic delay has become procrastination in the church today? How do we overcome this problem or prevent it from happening in the first place?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
In changing/updating a program or format

In adding a staff member

In starting a new Bible study class

Other

Getting Used to It?
When I was a youngster, our house had a porch that wasn't really a porch. It was merely a rectangle of cinder blocks of about 3&apos; x 5&apos;, with the rectangle being filled with sand. For some reason, no concrete slab had been poured on top of it. One had to walk across the sand to get into the house. In the process, of course, sand was tracked in.

We had a long rug just inside the doorway, and naturally that rug bore the brunt of what was tracked in. It was often my job to hang that rug over a clothesline and beat it to get the sand out. But no matter how much I beat it, there was always more sand in it. I would finally give up, take the rug back inside, and repeat the process some other time.

When I was in high school, my dad had a contractor pour the needed slab. By that time we had lived there almost 15 years! It's amazing what one gets used to over time. A job delayed, an unsightly nuisance—but that's just "how it is." Yet when we get around to correcting the problem, we ask ourselves, "Why didn't I do this sooner?" Regarding issues of the Lord, that's a question we best ask ourselves before God does!—J. B. N.

II. Failing

(Haggai 1:3-6)

A. Ungodly Priorities (vv. 3, 4)

3, 4. Then came the word of the Lord by Haggai the prophet, saying, Is it time for you, O ye, to dwell in your cieled houses, and this house lie waste?

Haggai confronts the people by drawing attention to their actions. They seem to have plenty of time to build their cieled houses. They have invested much time and expense to make sure their homes look their best. The word cieled brings to mind the word ceiling; the Hebrew word means "cover" and may refer either to covering a house with a roof or paneling its sides. Whatever the specific reference, it is clear that the people's houses are finished while the Lord's house—the temple—is not.

Of course, the issue here is not really a matter of having the time to complete the temple; it is, rather, a matter of being willing to make the time to do so. If the people had really wanted to complete the Lord's house, they would have done so long before now. The problem is simply one of misplaced priorities. The people's own houses are completed because that is where the people's priorities have been focused.

What Do You Think?
How do you determine which tasks are most important? What role do others have in helping you set priorities?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Regarding personal needs (Matthew 6:33)

Regarding the needs of immediate family members (1 Timothy 5:8)

Regarding the needs of fellow Christians (Luke 6:42; Acts 6:1-4)

Regarding the needs of the congregation as a whole (Revelation 3:1-3)

B. Unhappy People (vv. 5, 6)

5. Now therefore thus saith the Lord of hosts; Consider your ways.

Haggai proceeds to offer the Lord's message to the people about an issue that goes much deeper than the houses to which the prophet has referred. The challenge is brief but compelling: Consider your ways. The Hebrew for this phrase is most insightful: literally, it may be rendered as "Set your heart upon your ways." It is repeated in verse 7, and the command to simply "set your heart" (literal Hebrew) is given in Haggai 2:15, 18. The problem is the condition of the people's hearts. Their hearts are not passionate about the Lord's work. Their hearts are consumed by the pursuit of their own agendas rather than the Lord's.

What Do You Think?
How do we instill passion for the Lord's work? What will be your part in doing so?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
The role of prayer

The role of Scripture

The role of the Holy Spirit

The role of teaching and preaching

Other

6. Ye have sown much, and bring in little; ye eat, but ye have not enough; ye drink, but ye are not filled with drink; ye clothe you, but there is none warm; and he that earneth wages, earneth wages to put it into a bag with holes.

Since the people are so concerned with the material side of life, Haggai challenges them to consider whether that aspect of life is really worth the priority time and attention that the people have been giving it. The prophet observes that the peoples' investment in the necessities of life (food, drink, and clothing) has yielded inadequate returns—they have sown much but bring in little. Haggai's words describe the condition of all too many today who are doing the same. Isaiah addresses this issue as well: "Wherefore do ye spend ... your labour for that which satisfieth not?" (Isaiah 55:2).

In addition, whatever wages the people receive from their labors is used up so quickly that it seems as if each person's bag has holes in it. We can identify with owning purses or wallets that seem to have such holes! There is a specific reason for these circumstances in Haggai's time, which the prophet addresses in the next section.

Forgetting the Fundamentals
The late 1990s saw rapid growth of the Internet, and market values for technology stocks soared in tandem. Then the bubble burst early in the year 2000, and market values of technology stocks plummeted. Investors' losses were heavy.

A similar thing happened in the U.S. housing market. Fueled by easy credit, low down-payments, and subprime loans, housing prices seemed to be on an ever-upward trajectory. Many bought houses they could not really afford. People turned their houses into virtual ATM machines as they borrowed against their homes' increasing market value.

But then the bubble began to burst in 2007. Home values fell, people lost jobs, and many found themselves stuck with payments they could not afford on houses that were worth less than what was owed. Massive foreclosures followed, and the downward spiral continued. Some areas of the U.S. saw housing values drop by 50 percent.

Both cases above started out as "feeding frenzies" as people jumped on board with little regard for the time-tested fundamentals of those markets. Forgetting or ignoring such fundamentals is always fraught with peril. Over the course of many years, Haggai's audience also had disregarded the most vital of all fundamentals: the need to focus first on God. How does God figure into your financial planning?—J. B. N.

III. Finishing

(Haggai 1:7-11)

A. Rethinking Priorities (vv. 7, 8)

7, 8. Thus saith the Lord of hosts; Consider your ways. Go up to the mountain, and bring wood, and build the house; and I will take pleasure in it, and I will be glorified, saith the Lord.

Once more the prophet offers the challenge given in verse 5: Consider your ways. Here the challenge is followed by an action step that God's people need to take in order to reverse the frustrating circumstances highlighted in verse 6. The task of rebuilding the Lord's house, which the people originally set out to do with such zeal, must be resumed and completed.
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Visual for Lesson 1. Keep this chart posted throughout the first unit of the quarter to give your learners a chronological perspective.
No mention is made of bringing any stone for the project, probably because stone is available locally. Solomon had to import wood from Lebanon for constructing the first temple (1 Kings 5), but locally available wood may suffice now since the second temple will not be as grandiose. Nehemiah 8:15 refers to various trees that are available locally during the post-exilic period to provide wood for constructing booths in observance of the Feast of Tabernacles. Clearly, the resources for finishing the temple are accessible; the people simply need to take the time and go get them.

The Lord then declares through Haggai a result of the rebuilding efforts: when the house of the Lord is completed, He will take pleasure in it and will be glorified. Completing the temple will ultimately be an act honoring the Lord. In reaching that milestone, the people will discover the fulfillment that has eluded them for so long.

It is important to note that God's desire for being honored and glorified is not a selfish desire on His part. He knows that honoring Him allows us to experience to the fullest degree the purpose for which the people exist as beings created in His image. When we ignore that aspect of who we are, then not only do our purses and wallets have holes in them but our souls do as well.

B. Remembering the Lord (vv. 9-11)

9. Ye looked for much, and, lo, it came to little; and when ye brought it home, I did blow upon it. Why? saith the Lord of hosts. Because of mine house that is waste, and ye run every man unto his own house.

Haggai elaborates on the frustrations described previously in verse 6. Why have these situations occurred? This is not a matter of "bad luck" or a random "bad year" for crops. It is, rather, because God's people have not made His house a priority; instead, each of them has been preoccupied with his own house.

It is noteworthy that Haggai pictures the people as "running" (literal Hebrew) to their own homes. This captures the sense of urgency with which the people have been treating their own affairs. "Let's get the work on our houses done; let's not waste a minute's time" is their attitude. But concerning the Lord's house, their pace is zero.

What Do You Think?
How do Haggai's indicators of wrong priorities apply to our situation? How do we address this problem?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Reasons vs. excuses

Thinking vs. feeling

Blind spots

Other

10. Therefore the heaven over you is stayed from dew, and the earth is stayed from her fruit.

Words such as because in verse 9 and therefore in this verse highlight the cause-and-effect relationship between the people's failure to make God's work a priority and the failure of their crops. Such a relationship is tied to the special covenant that exists between God and these people. They are His "holy nation" (Exodus 19:5, 6). God has promised material blessings to His people if they obey Him faithfully (Deuteronomy 28:1-6). But He also has promised to discipline them by withholding those same blessings if they turn from Him in rebellion and disobedience (28:15-19).

Haggai's description of how the heaven and the earth are being affected seems to be a fulfillment of Deuteronomy 28:23: "And thy heaven that is over thy head shall be brass, and the earth that is under thee shall be iron." The fact that heaven and earth are hindered from providing what the people need also seems to be tied to Moses' words in Deuteronomy 30:19, where he declares to the Israelites, "I call heaven and earth to record this day against you, that I have set before you life and death, blessing and cursing: therefore choose life, that both thou and thy seed may live" (compare 4:26). Now, declares Haggai, heaven and earth are speaking by their silence in not providing dew and fruit. This testifies to the failure of God's people to honor and obey Him.

11. And I called for a drought upon the land, and upon the mountains, and upon the corn, and upon the new wine, and upon the oil, and upon that which the ground bringeth forth, and upon men, and upon cattle, and upon all the labour of the hands.

Here Haggai notes specific crops that have been affected by a drought that the Lord has brought about. Corn refers to various grains that grow in the valleys, while grapes used to produce the new wine and olives used to produce the oil grow on the mountains. In Deuteronomy 7:13, corn, wine, and oil are all mentioned in a promise of blessing, while in Joel 1:10 these three are pictured as being in scarce supply within a description of the Lord's judgment.

Ultimately, the people suffer in every aspect of their lives as a consequence of neglecting the Lord's work. A curse on the ground followed sin in the Garden of Eden (Genesis 3:17-19), and the series of events noted by Haggai is tied to the people's disobedience to the covenant between God and Israel. The good news in the midst of all of this distress is that the God of the covenant can and will reverse the conditions of His people. But first, the people must reverse their priorities. The covenant promises of blessing have not been revoked! There is hope—but the people will have to make serious changes.

Conclusion

A. Room for Caution

Today's study notes the link between obedience to God and material prosperity that was a vital part of the covenant relationship that existed between God and Old Testament Israel. We should be cautious about carrying over such a link and applying it to God's people today (Christians). Nowhere does the New Testament establish the kind of strong connection between obedience and material prosperity that we see evidenced, for example, in today's text from Haggai.

As with many such topics, balance seems to be a worthy goal. Yes, God will take care of His people (example: Matthew 6:33). But we are also told that "all that will live godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer persecution" (2 Timothy 3:12). The lack of material prosperity rather than its abundance may, in some cases, be an indication that one is serving God faithfully. Even so, the issue of priorities still confronts us today (Luke 17:7, 8).

What Do You Think?
Are there any negative circumstances today that Christians can safely say are a result of God's withholding of blessings? How does Hebrews 12:3-13 relate to this issue, if at all?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Matthew 5:3-12, 45
Luke 13:1-5
John 9:1-3
James 2:5; 4:2
Revelation 2:9
Other

B. Prayer

Father, the unbelieving world beckons us with so many urgencies that at times it becomes difficult to make spiritual matters a priority. May each of us consider our ways and seek to align our priorities with Yours. In Jesus' name, amen.

C. Thought to Remember

Now is the right time to do what God desires.

Visuals for These Lessons

The visual pictured in each lesson (example: page 346) is a small reproduction of a large, full-color poster included in the Adult Resources packet for the Summer Quarter. That packet also contains the very useful Presentation Helps on a CD for teacher use. Order No. 020049214 from your supplier.

Involvement Learning

Some of the activities below are also found in the helpful student book, Adult Bible Class.
Don’t forget to download the free reproducible page from www.standardlesson.com to enhance your lesson!

Into the Lesson

Before learners arrive, write on the board some either/or preference choices of approximately equal cost. Examples: hot beverages or cold? light-colored clothing or dark? ketchup or mustard? Pair off learners as they arrive to discuss their preferences.

After allowing some to share their choices, ask learners to consider one more choice: read your Bible or watch TV? Don't ask for a response; instead ask, "How is this choice different from the others on the board?" Discuss the difference between preferences and priorities. Then say, "The people in today's lesson were making wrong choices in their life priorities. Let's see what Haggai had to say to them."

Into the Word

Deliver a short lecture on the Lesson Background to introduce the historical information relevant to the lessons in the first unit. Option: Before the lecture, say, "There will be a quiz afterward, so please listen closely." After the lecture, distribute copies of the "This or That?" activity from the reproducible page, which you can download. Have learners work on it quickly, individually or in pairs. Then form three groups and distribute the following assignments, one each.

The Rebuke Group: Read Haggai 1:1-4. 1. Whom did the Lord rebuke through Haggai? 2. What did the Lord quote the people as saying? 3. What had they been doing instead of building the temple? 4. Why might they have made that choice?

The Results Group: Read Haggai 1:5, 6, 9-11. 1. What problems had the people experienced related to the weather? their harvest? their physical comfort? 2. What illustration did the Lord use to explain their disappearing wages? 3. Why had all this happened? 4. How should this information have encouraged them to change their ways?

The Requirement Group: Read Haggai 1:5, 7, 8. 1. What was the advice the Lord gave twice? 2. If the people followed the Lord's advice, how would they change their priorities? 3. What were the practical instructions the Lord gave? 4. In what two ways would those actions benefit the Lord?

Follow this activity by leading the class in discussing the following questions: 1. In what important way did the people have their priorities in the wrong place? 2. What may have caused them to make that wrong choice? 3. How were they suffering as a result of their mixed-up priorities? 4. What did they need to do to make things right with the Lord?

Into Life

Introduce the following two scenarios either verbally to the class as a whole or on handouts to groups. Ask learners to suggest how the individuals can better prioritize their lives and the possible consequences if they don't.

A. Between running a home business, chauffeuring her three teens to various activities, and overseeing the church's benevolence program, Gina rarely has a minute to herself. Her husband is concerned that she's not taking good care of herself and is overcommitted. Since Gina enjoys all of her activities, it's hard for her to see how she can change her life.

B. Derek is a gifted athlete who devotes much of his spare time to playing various sports, refereeing soccer games, and coaching a Little League team. However, his wife is unhappy that he isn't spending more time with her. Derek really enjoys everything he is doing and is glad for the opportunity to mentor young boys, but he also doesn't want his wife to be unhappy.

Option: Distribute copies of the "Good, Better, Best" activity from the reproducible page. Have learners pair off to use this as a discussion starter regarding their own struggles with setting priorities. If you think this exercise is too personal for your class, distribute it as a take-home activity.
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