HAGGAI

TITLE

The prophecy bears the name of its author.  Because his name means “festal one,” it is suggested that Haggai was born on a feast day.  Haggai is only quoted once in the New Testament in Hebrews 12:26.

CONTENT

Four oracles encouraging God’s people to rebuild the temple in Jerusalem.

AUTHOR AND DATE

Little is known about Haggai apart from this short prophecy.  He is mentioned briefly in Ezra 5:1 and 6:14, on both occasions in conjunction with the prophet Zechariah.  The lists of refugees in Ezra mention nothing of Haggai.  There are no indications of his parentage or tribal ancestry, nor does history provide any record of his occupation. He is the only person in the Old Testament with the name, although similar names occur (Genesis 46:16; Numbers 26:15; 2 Samuel 3:4; 

 1 Chronicles 6:30).  Haggai 2:3 may suggest that he too had seen the glory of Solomon’s temple before it was destroyed, making him at least 70 years of age when writing this prophecy.

There is no ambiguity or controversy about the date of the prophecy.  The occasion of each of the four prophecies is clearly specified (1:1; 2:1; 2:10; 2:20), occurring within a four month span of time in the second year (c. 520BC) of Persian king Darius Hystaspes (c. 521–486BC). Haggai most likely had returned to Jerusalem from Babylon with Zerubbabel 18 years earlier in 538BC.

BACKGROUND AND SETTING

In 538BC, as a result of the proclamation of Cyrus the Persian (cf. Ezra 1:1-4), Israel was allowed to return from Babylon to her homeland under the civil leadership of Zerubbabel and the spiritual guidance of Joshua, the high priest (cf. Ezra 3:2).  About 50,000 Jews returned.  In 536BC, they began to rebuild the temple (cf. Ezra 3:1-4; 5) but opposition from neighbours and indifference by the Jews caused the work to be abandoned (cf. Ezra 4:1-24).  Sixteen years later Haggai and Zechariah were commissioned by the Lord to stir up the people to not only rebuild the temple, but also to reorder their spiritual priorities (cf. Ezra 5:1 – 6:22).  As a result, the temple was completed four years later (c. 516BC cf. Ezra 6:15).

586BC Jerusalem and the Temple are destroyed by the Babylonian invaders

539BC Fall of Babylon. The Persian Empire, led by Cyrus becomes the world power

538BC God moves Cyrus to issue a decree permitting and encouraging the Jews to return to their 

            homeland (Ezra 1:1-4)

536BC First return of the Jews under Zerubbabel (Ezra 1:5 -2:70). About 50,000 return (Ezra 2:64-67)

536-535BC Altar for burnt offerings built on the site of the Temple ruins in Jerusalem.
            Feast of Tabernacles celebrated and sacrifices made (Ezra 3:1-6)

            Foundations of the Temple laid (Ezra 3:1-6)

535-534BC Opposition to the Temple project by the neighbouring Samaritans (Ezra 4:1-5)
534BC Work on the Temple ceases (Ezra 4:24)

536-520BC Israel’s ruler is governor Zerubbabel, who represents the king of Persia. Joshua is the

                   High Priest

520BC Haggai and Zechariah’s prophetic period (Ezra 5:1; Haggai 1:1). As a result, Temple project is

            resumed (Ezra 5:2; Haggai 1:14,15)

516BC Temple finished (Ezra 6:14,15)

EMPHASES

God’s people need to rebuild the temple as the place of God’s presence and of their worship;  current hardships stem from failure in this matter; a glorious future awaits the people of God and Zerubbabel (and so David’s kingly line).

OVERVIEW

Haggai, the tenth book of the Twelve, consists of reports of four “words” addressed to Zerubbabel the governor, Joshua the priest, and the people in Jerusalem. His main concern is to encourage the people to get on with rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem.

Haggai’s first “word” (1:1 –11) announces that recent droughts and poor harvests (part of the curses for covenant disobedience: Deuteronomy 28:20-48) are connected to the returned exiles’ failure to build God’s house, though they had already built their own houses.  The people appear to have responded favourably (1:12–15).  A month and a half later, the second “word” encourages them to continue the work, promising that the glory of the new temple would surpass that of the first (2:1-9).  Priestly rulings on defilement serve as the basis for the third “word” 

(vs.10-19), where God promises to bless them “from this day on.”  The final “word” (vs.20-23) is addressed to Zerubabbel, assuring him that God will be with him.

UNDERSTANDING HAGGAI

Ezra 1 – 6 serves as background for the words of Haggai recorded here.  After a large group of exiles returned in 538BC, under the edict of Cyrus, they immediately rebuilt the altar and laid the foundation for the temple (Ezra 3).  Then the work stopped as the people built their homes and worked their farms.  Now, some 19 years later, the work on the temple has gone no further.  Meanwhile, they have regularly experienced drought and poor harvests.  Through Haggai, Yahweh calls attention to the connection between these two realities and encourages them to return to the task of rebuilding the temple. 

Several features distinguish the book of Haggai:

(1) his oracles are not given in poetic form, but a kind of rhythmic prose

(2) they are most often carried on by way of questions (cf. Malachi) which lead to God’s word to the people (1:4,9; 2:3,12,13,19).
(3) he also makes effective us of repetitions – “Give careful thought” occurs twice in the first and third oracles (1:5,7; 2:15,18).  “I am with you” occurs in the first and second (1:13; 2:4).  That God will “shake the heavens and the earth” occurs in the second and fourth (2:6,21).  In language echoing Joshua 1:6,7,9,19; leaders and people are three times exhorted to “be strong”  (2:4).
While there is obvious progression in the four “words,” there is also a clear correspondence between the first and third (the covenant curse is now to be overturned by covenant blessing), and between the second and fourth (encouraging Zerubbabel as leader).

Since the central issue of Haggai is the rebuilding of the temple, it is important to remember the significant role the temple played in the life of Israel, which served as both the place of God’s special presence (marking off Israel from all other peoples) and the place of proper worship.  Haggai 2:5 “my Spirit remains among you” is written from this context.

The specific days and dates given for these oracles are worth noting.  The first (August 29th, 520BC) is given on the first day of the lunar month, and so in the setting of a New Moon festival (Numbers 10:10; 28:11) and at the time of the full maturing of the grain.  The second (October 17th, 520BC) comes at the end of the Feast of Tabernacles (Israel’s harvest festival).  The third and fourth (December 18th, 520BC) are during the growing season for spring harvest.  All of these were periods when people had no excuse that they were too busy to pay attention to the temple.

The frequent tension found in the prophetic tradition between present realities and the glorious future of God is obvious in Haggai.  The one, the present hope, is spoken in light of the other, future glory.  This occurs both regarding the temple (2:1-5,6-9) and Zerubbabel (2:20-22,23), both being marked by God’s eschatological shaking of the heavens and the earth.

These notes have drawn heavily on “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.252-254) and to a lesser extent:

· “The MacArthur Bible Handbook” by J. MacArthur (Thomas Nelson Publishers 2003, pp.263-266)

· “Jensen’s Survey of the Old Testament” by I.L. Jensen (Moody Bible Institute 1978, pp.453-462)

HAGGAI
1:1 – 15  The Call to Rebuild the Temple

This “word” begins with the setting (v.1) of God’s complaint with His people (v.2), and the primary question (v.3) – failure to build God’s house, even though the returned exiles have built their own. At the peak of the growing season, God calls them to start building His house. This is followed by two “give careful thought to your ways” oracles about the present drought and the reasons for it (vs.5,6,7-11; drought is one of the curses for breaking covenant: Deuteronomy 28:38-40)

2:1 – 9  The Glory of the Second Temple
The people are encouraged to “be strong” because in time the second temple will exceed the glory of the first (fulfilled finally when Jesus assumes the role of the temple while standing in the courts of this temple [John 2:13-22])

2:10 – 19  A Defiled People Purified and Blessed
Two questions about defilement/undefilement (vs.10-13) are used by way of analogy (vs.14-19b) to repeat the essence of 1:8-11 (their land is “defiled” because the people are “defiled”) while 2:19c reverses the curse – from this day on God will bless them

2:20 – 23  A Message to Zerubbabel
Zerubbabel, heir of David’s throne but a vassal governor of Judea under Persian rule, is promised a future overthrow of the worldly powers and that he will become God’s “signet ring” (official seal cf. Jeremiah 22:24,25 where the last king of Judah was a “signet ring” to be discarded) – a word also pointing forward to the time of David’s greater Son
These notes are a full summary of “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D .Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.254-255)
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