
Sweat Equity and God's House 5–25-08
text: Haggai 2.1-9

This place doesn't feel like home.  
Before we moved here, we lived in a big city and had all the niceties of the big city.  

But here, in this little Podunk place, there a'int nothing.  
We've come to this little out of the way place, and the older folks around here seem to 
have a weird affection for it.  

But I don't understand it.  
They talk about how things around here used to be booming and how things used to be so 
good.  But all I can see when I look around, are the dried-up husks of what used to be.  

Maybe they're right.  
Maybe this used to be a place you could be proud of, but I didn't grow up here.  

I was born up north, went to school there, and I just can't get used to the idea that this 
is supposed to be my home.  

I mean, if I was born in Babylon, 
went to school in Babylon, 
all my friends were in Babylon, 

how am I supposed to feel affection for a place like this city?  

Mom and Dad used to tell stories of how things used to be before we were taken up north.  
They would try and describe what Solomon's temple looked like and then they'd smile 
and get this distant look in their eyes.  

But that temple is no longer here and here we are trying to build another one.  

That prophet Haggai seems to be pretty optimistic about the LORD being with us.  
But I remember all the impressive buildings back in Babylon, 

I remember the festivals they held there... 
and then I look at the foundations of this temple we are building here... 
...and I think how hard we're all working here... 
...and have to think, “Will we ever get there?”  

Are we just kidding ourselves?  Will the LORD's house ever reach its former glory?

Does anyone think there might be any similarities to the life situation of these returned exiles 
and our situation here in Danville?  

When the LORD tells Haggai to ask the people, 
“Who is left who saw this house in its former glory?” 

does that strike a chord in anyone else's heart?  

Most of us have been a part of a church body that, to any outside observer, was more glorious 



than this one... different programs to suit your family... 
...multiple staff members... 
...maybe an extremely gifted preacher.  

Now how about the LORD's follow-up questions “How does it look to you now? Does it not 
seem to you like nothing?”  

And that's kind of where we are, right?  
 We have had to move a couple times.  
 We have had some families move out of town, 
 and we aren't able to support a full-time minister any more.  

So how does it look to you now?  

So this particular scripture, this particular prophecy from Haggai is all about encouragement 
for God's people during a time of re-building.  

God is telling us that we are not to be afraid of how things appear, and that we are to 
work in light of His promised presence and coming glory.

Now the first thing the LORD tells us is that His people are not to live in fear because of how 
things appear to be.  And he speaks this loud and clear through Haggai to these returned 
exiles.  

God recognizes that this return from exile didn't really look like what they had 
expected.  

 Zerubbabel was from the line of David, but he was only governor and not their king.  
 Joshua was their high priest but many of the priests and Levites couldn't serve in the 

temple because their family histories had been lost during the exile.  
 And also keep in mind that not all the Jews returned from exile.  Many had become 

comfortable in Babylon or Egypt and had decided to not return.  

By all appearances, this group of God's people was weak and not destined for greatness.  

And that's kind of where we are here at Christ presbyterian.  
We are a small group of Christians who believe that the LORD has called us out of exile 
through Jesus Christ.  

And while we do have a king seated on the throne, 
if you don't look with the eyes of faith, then by all appearances we will 
have just a couple ordinary men trying to be leaders.  

We are a group of Christians who, because of our union with Christ, we are part of the 
priesthood of all believers... 

...a priesthood who has the right to enter the presence of a holy God in heaven 
and offer sacrifices of praise and thanksgiving as well as offer prayers on behalf 
of those in need.  



But without the eyes of faith, by all appearances 
we look like a group of people who's personal histories and weak conditions make us 
unfit to take care of our own much less reach out to others.  

But that is “BY ALL APPEARANCES” and not according to the eyes of faith.  

We come to Haggai this morning and the LORD tells us through him 
“Be strong”... “Do not fear”... “For I am with you”.  

And if this message was intended as encouragement for God's people who were building 
God's house, how much more so can it be for us  among whom God himself came and 
tabernacled.  

Jesus Christ came as the Word made flesh and announced the same words, “I am with 
you, even unto the ends of the age.”  

If you can imagine how the LORD's words were a comfort to the returned exiles of Haggai's 
day,... 

...imagine how these words sounded when Jesus spoke them to the disciples after his 
resurrection.  
... Imagine how these words sounded to the Huguenots in the 1600's in France who had 
to meet in secret and in limited numbers to avoid Roman Catholic persecution.  
... Imagine how these words sound to Christ's church in China    or   Iran today.  
... Imagine how the words, “Be strong. Do not fear... For I am with you” 

sound to the fellowship of the wounded and suffering... 
...to the fellowship of those in dark days of doubt and crisis.  

Brothers and sisters, none of us are professional Christians 
and all of us have to play this game wounded.  

Sin has come into our lives and we all have black marks on our record.  
All of us are beggars and lepers.  

If you think you don't really need to hear the words “Fear not for I am with you”, then there 
is nothing for you here this morning.  

But if you are a part of the fellowship of the exhausted...
the fellowship of the ashamed and downtrodden, 

then these words are the very breath of life.  

But God doesn't breathe the breath of life into us for us to sit back and have a faith that does 
not put its hands to the plow.  

He does not give us a creed without ethics... 
...a confession of faith without a faith that works.  



At the very center of our passage, near the end of verse 4, is the LORD's command to “work”. 
But that leaves us with the question, “Work on what?”  

To Haggai and his audience it is the LORD's house.  
The word “house” appears 11 times between chapter 1 verse 1 and the end of our 
passage today.  But there is a double meaning to this word house.  

The most obvious and primary meaning for Haggai's audience is referring to the temple in 
Jerusalem.  And all the stuff in our passage this morning... 

all the gold, the silver, the desired of all the nations... 
...all that stuff that references that coming glory of that actual temple was 
eventually and literally fulfilled.  

If the ancient accounts of this rebuilt temple are to be believed, then Herod's final expansions 
of the temple made the temple something like no other temple before it.  

By the time Jesus was born, Herod had turned the Temple in Jerusalem into what 
amounts to one of the wonders of the ancient world.

But a secondary meaning, the one that has overtaken the original significance as history has 
progressed, 

and the one that is most meaningful for the church today is the meaning of 'house' that 
refers to God's people.  

We no longer seek to build a bricks-and-boards temple today so that God will have a place to 
dwell among us.  Christ came as the presence of God among His people.  

He is the presence of God and we are the LORD's house.  
God dwells in His church in a special way, 

and there is no where else on Earth that has any claim to His special presence 
other than His church.  

Yes, it is true that we as individuals are temples of the Holy Spirit, 
but it is the Church that Paul says is the body of Christ...

... and it is the Church that Peter said is being built into a spiritual house.

Yes, we believe that God is present everywhere and yes His Spirit fills each individual who 
believes in Christ as Lord and Savior...

...but you cannot access the special presence of God that belongs to the church alone 
when you commune with God in nature or try and have church at home with one of 
the many TV preachers out there.  

In order to have that special presence of being in the body of Christ, 
you must be in the body of Christ.    



And building up the body of Christ... building God's house, 
is not merely some leisurely activity like going to the country club to play 18 holes.  

 Building God's house is a martial exercise.  
 Building the Church is like digging trenches and setting up machine gun nests and 

sending out recon platoons and securing supply trains.  
Building Christ's church is like holy war.  

Think about it.  What other man in the Old Testament was told 
“Be strong and courageous for I am with you”?  That's right, Joshua.  

And what was Joshua and the people of Israel preparing to do when the LORD spoke those 
words to him?  

They were preparing to conquer their promised land and drive out those people who 
had set up shop during their time in slavery in Egypt.  

And what are the Israelites of Haggai's day preparing to do?  
If we can see their return from Babylon to their promised land as a new exodus, 

then re-building the temple and re-institution of Yahweh worship was the 
beginning of a re-conquest of the Jews inheritance.  

If you think the connections I am making here might be stretching the text a bit, look at the 
end of verse 4 and the beginning of verse 5.  

Pay special attention to the name that is used of God in the first 4 and a half verses.  
Every time it is “the LORD”.  

But then right after He says “and work.  For I am with you” the LORD changes his self-
reference to the “LORD Almighty” 

which in many translations is the “LORD of Hosts”.  
The LORD of Hosts is the one who commands all the armies of the holy angels.  

The LORD of Hosts is the LORD of battles.  

God changes how He refers to himself and uses a title that has military overtones, and he uses 
that title through the end of this oracle.  

And verse 5 even alludes to the LORD's words to Joshua and the people of Israel in 
Joshua chapter 1.  

So it will begin to help us view our task of building up God's House if we can see our efforts 
as an army involved in holy war.  

But the LORD has a funny way of waging war, doesn't He?  

His people return from exile and the first act of war He wants them to commit is worship.  
To the LORD of Hosts, holy war starts with worship.  

That sounds strange to our modern ears, but it's the pattern we see all throughout the Bible.  



 When Abraham was called out of Ur, the LORD told him to go throughout the land 
that the LORD as giving him and set up altars, set up places of worship.  

 After the Jews were freed from slavery in Egypt and before they started toward the 
promised land, they stopped at Mount Sinai where they received the law and the 
blueprints for the Tabernacle and they worshiped.  

 Then that generation rebelled and all died in the wilderness (except Joshua and Caleb), 
so when Joshua first led the second generation of God's people across the Jordan River, 
what did they do?  They set up a memorial altar, received the sign of circumcision, and 
celebrated Passover.  Their conquest began with a worship service.  

 When the people of God returned to their promised land after being in exile in 
Babylon, what did they do?  They laid the foundations of the temple and set up the 
altar of burnt offering. They began worship as the start of their re-conquest of the land. 

We need to not see worship as preceding the onset of war.  
We need to view worship as the first act of war.  

Because what does Satan hate the most?  
When God receives worship that is done in Spirit and in truth.  

And so what was our church's first activity once Tre' and his family got here four years ago?  
Was it handing out evangelistic tracts?  Was it serving the poor through acts of mercy?  

No.  We began to worship the living God through His Son Jesus Christ.  
And the weapons of our holy war have been such violent instruments as 
the Word and prayer all according to the power of the Holy Spirit.  

So holy war begins with worship, and whether the Church catholic and its members view it 
as such or not, it is the pattern the LORD has worked into His people.

But the problem that is faced in Haggai is not that the people were not worshiping, 
it was that they had become content with impoverished worship because they were too 
busy with building their own houses and attending to their own needs.  

So the word of God through Haggai stirs up the people and they finish the 
temple, but the finished product doesn't look like much.  

The vendors outside Jerusalem are having a hard time getting the tourists 
to buy their t-shirts, and the people are discouraged.  

And so God sends his word through Haggai again and that's where we get the command at 
the end of verse 4, “work”.  

But God never leaves us with just a command.  

Like the perfect Father that He is, he gives us promises and encouragement.  
It's like He is saying, “Don't be afraid.  I am going to be right here beside you the whole 



time.  As a matter of fact, once you get started, I am going to make sure that I bring you 
some really great stuff from all sorts of people to help you do this.  

And one day you are going to look at what is here and be blown away.  
And I have chosen you to join me in what I am already doing here.”

Do you understand, brothers and sisters?  Can you envision this church, 
this part of Christ's body as God's house?  

It's like the house that isn't much to look at when you buy it, but over the course of years you 
put in a lot of elbow grease and fresh paint and sweat and tears and new landscaping and call 
your contractor friends to come and help you install some new windows and put down a new 
kitchen floor.  

You do all that and raise the appearance and value of the home through what some 
folks call sweat equity.  

Well Christ has called us to come to this house that He is building.  

And we are not much to look at, but He has chosen us to get in on the work the He has 
already started.  

And He says to us, “Get to work, but don't be afraid.  
I am going to be right here beside you the whole time.  
As a matter of fact, when you get started, I am going to make sure that I bring 
you some really great stuff from all sorts of people to help you do this.  

And one day you are going to look at what is here and be blown away.”

Brothers and sisters, we so often forget God's good promises when life is hard.  
We so often forget God's good promises when we are ashamed or our hearts are in 
pain.  
We so often forget God's good promises when our expectations don't seem to match up 
with our reality.  

Or when we don't forget His promises and what we expect isn't what we see, we look at 
God's promises and say 

“I hear and read your promises but I just don't believe it right now.”  
And that's not an unhealthy place to be.  

Struggling and wrestling with our heavenly Father through honest prayer is good, 
and Christ can take those prayers prayed in a bitter spirit and sanctify them with His 
blood.  
And often times He takes those prayers and uses them as the ties to bind us even closer 
to Him, because then we know we can trust Jesus, our High Priest, 

with our missed expectations and our shame and our pain.  



And then we can hear him say, 
“I know this war is hard.  

I have walked where you are walking.  
I myself have asked my Father 'Why have you forsaken me?'  

But don't be afraid.  I am with you.  My Spirit has not left you.  

Continue to work to build up my house.  
Your heart may have wandered from my promises, but my promises haven't changed.  

I promise that I will fill this house, I will fill my body with glory, 
and in this place, this church, this community 

I will bring the war to an end.  I will end this holy war and in this place I will grant peace.”

Do you hear His words this morning?  
If you hear his words, then let us all heed the LORD's command to build up His house, 

but let us do so in light of His promised presence and coming glory.         


