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Lesson Summary 

Main Passages
Haggai 1:1-4,7-15; 2:15-23

Session Outline
1. Wrong Priorities (Haggai 1:1-4)
2. God’s Instructions (Haggai 1:7-15)
3. Promised Blessing (Haggai 2:15-23)

Theological Theme
When God’s people put Him first, they experience the blessings of the Lord. 
When they focus on selfish endeavors first, they are never satisfied.

Call to Action
In the brokenness of our past, we can look to the One who redeems our past 
and give us hope in Him for the future.
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Teaching Plan
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King Darius
The king named Darius is 
Darius I (522–486 BC), not 
the earlier Darius the Mede 
(Dn 5:31; 6:1, 6, 9) or the 
later Darius II Nothus (Neh 
12:12). Zerubbabel is listed 
as the governor because 
under Persian control Judah 
(Hb Yehud) had no Hebrew 
king. His father Shealtiel 
was the son of the Davidic 
king Jehoiachin (1Ch 3:17). 
As leaders, Zerubbabel and 
Joshua … the high priest 
(1Ch 6:14–15; Ezr 3:2) carried 
the responsibility of guiding 
the people, so the word 
of the Lord was directed 
specifically to them. The 
date was August 29, 520 
BC.

 Voices from 
Church History
TBD

 Voices from 
the Church
TBD

99  Essential 
Christian Doctrines
TBD

Introduction
Anyone who has ever worked on a renovation or rebuilt something knows 
these efforts can get discouraging. Most of the time when you attempt to 
renovate a house or rebuild a structure, you find there are more issues and 
time-consuming things that throw your schedule off balance. You realize 
that what you thought was going to be a brand-new, redone kitchen in 
two months is now on month three without much light at the end of the 
tunnel. 

When things go wrong, it can be frustrating to the point that you want to 
throw in the towel. Today, we are studying a book of the Bible in which 
the people of God were given the task to rebuild their devastated city of 
Jerusalem and the temple. This task was overwhelming, and they got their 
priorities out of order just like we do at times.

When have you ever experienced a renovation or rebuild 
with issues that delayed the timeline?

How does it make you feel to see your plans changed and 
prolonged?

What helps you stay focused on the task at hand and not 
get overwhelmed by discouragement?

Session Summary
Everyone struggles with priorities at some time or another. The Israelites 
had finally returned home to Jerusalem from exile and began rebuilding. 
After years with no progress in constructing the temple, Haggai was given 
a word from the Lord to confront the people and steer them back the right 
way. 

Haggai
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The Israelites had put themselves first. They justified their actions and 
made excuses about why they had neglected the temple, but God knew 
the real issue. He said that no matter what they did, built, or planted they 
would never be satisfied until they got their priorities in line. This reminds 
us that a focus on self is not the answer, and that obeying God leads to a 
life of blessing. 

1. Wrong Priorities (Haggai 1:1-4)
To glean the most possible from this book of the Bible, it is important to 
know as much as possible about the day and time in which it occurred. 
Cyrus the Great was king of Persia, and he allowed a group of Israelites to 
return to Jerusalem and rebuild the temple. The high priest of the day was 
Jeshua or Joshua and Zerubbabel was the local ruler in Judah. These were 
the main men leading the people in the rebuilding efforts as they worked 
to reestablish their city, land, and people. 

Haggai was a minor prophet who spoke the words of the Lord to the 
people of Judah. A biblical prophet is considered minor due to the length 
of the books written, not because of a diminished message from God. 
Haggai’s message was directed to the returned exiles, about seventy years 
after the exile began. The people were committed to rebuilding, and it 
was a difficult endeavor following the devastation of their land by the 
Babylonians. Haggai began with specific historical references that place 
these happenings around September of 520 BC.

What struggles would you expect the people to have as 
they faced the rebuilding process after exile?

Imagine the struggle of these people who returned to rubble instead of 
glorious buildings and only a remnant in place of a mighty nation. It was a 
tough time for all those in Judah and God gave Haggai words of challenge 
and encouragement to the people. They were supposed to have been 
rebuilding the temple and yet the work had been stopped for fourteen 
years. Confronted with their neglect of the temple work, the people made 
excuses, even trying to justify with spiritual reasons. 

God referring to the people as “these people” instead of “my people” was 
not good. The people were not acting like God’s people at the time, so He 
addressed them accordingly. God called out the excuses the people had 
been using for several years to drag out what they were supposed to do. 
Even when we cushion excuses in spiritual language like these people did, 
it is still disobedience before the Lord. They claimed that the timing was 
not right, but God saw past this excuse.
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What are some ways we might try and make spiritual 
sounding excuses for disobedience to the Lord? How can 
we assess these moments soberly?

God confronted the excuses of the people through Haggai and identified 
their reasoning as misplaced priorities. He pointed out that they had put 
the time and effort into building their own homes but neglected the house 
of the Lord. There was not anything wrong with the people investing in 
their own homes, but they had been so focused on their own comfort and 
protection that they neglected the house of God. Their priority to live in 
personal comfort luxury while disregarding that God’s temple was in ruins 
demonstrated how far off their priorities had gone.

Application: How can you discern where your priorities truly 
lie? How can you invite others in to help you in this process?

2. God’s Instructions (Haggai 1:7-15)
After calling out their misplaced priorities and excuses for disobedience, 
God gave Haggai words of instruction. God doesn’t just call out our sin, 
He also gives the steps we need to take to be restored. Because the Lord 
cares that our priorities are in line with His will, He leads us to fix the 
issue just as He did with the Israelites. 

What stands out to you from what Haggai said to the 
people on God’s behalf?

God called His people to get to work. Often there is hard work involved 
in serving and obeying the Lord. It is work that can be strengthened by 
prayer, but it is also real work that shouldn’t be neglected with spiritual 
sounding excuses or pretend spiritual service. It was time for the people to 
get busy doing what the Lord commanded and focus on Him over their 
own physical comforts. This is a message for the church today as much 
as it was for the Israelites in that day. We are to be about the work of the 
ministry and reaching the lost world more than our own comfort and 
luxury.

What are some ways you see the church of today struggling 
with the same misplaced priorities as the Israelites? How 
do you struggle with these things personally?

God pointed out that when their priorities were out of line, even though 
their work may seem successful it wouldn’t satisfy them. Even when we 
accomplish certain things like building houses, finding success at work, or 
making money, if we neglect the Lord in the process, the satisfaction will 
fall short. 
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Another consequence for their disobedience was a season of drought. 
While they thought the drought was an attack of the enemy, it was 
brought about by God to draw attention to their misplaced priorities. 
The problem wasn’t the enemy but their own choices and priorities.

In response, the leaders of the day listened to the Lord and used their 
influence and position for the good of the people. Setting the example of 
obedience, Zerubbabel and Joshua led the people to realign their priorities 
and live in obedience to the voice of the Lord as expressed through Haggai 
the prophet. This is a reminder that God often speaks through His Word, 
His Spirit, and His people. Our job is to listen to the Lord and obey Him 
as the people did in this passage. 

Verse 13 records God’s response to the people’s obedience. God was with 
them to encourage and strengthen them for the task just as He is with us 
to strengthen and encourage us as we follow Him. The Lord doesn’t just 
command us to do things, but He also strengthens and empowers us to 
carry out what He instructs. The Lord stirred up the spirit of the leaders 
and the people. And God still works among His people today to stir us to 
obedience before Him.

Application: Where do you need the Lord to stir up your 
spirit with His encouragement and strength today? 

3. Promised Blessing (Haggai 2:15-23)
These verses remind us difficulties don’t automatically draw us closer to 
God. How we respond to times of chastening either bring us closer to God 
or not. God promised to bless the people if they would put their priorities 
in the right order with Him first. This was a challenge for that day and 
today. We easily get caught up in life and less important matters while 
letting our relationship with the Lord slide away. 

How have you experienced difficulties bringing you closer 
to God or pulling you further away according to your 
response?

Although the blessings Haggai spoke of might not be immediate, the Lord 
promised they would come, and the people should not get discouraged but 
trust in Him. With the history of their ancestors, the Israelites had ample 
evidence that God always fulfills His promises. They heard the stories 
and had seen God work in their own lives through the captivity. Those 
experiences were meant to grow trust God even when it was hard. 



6 Leader Guide

Haggai also stressed that trusting in the Lord was the right choice to make 
because He is the power above all powers and nothing on earth or in the 
heavens is beyond the scope of His rule. The Lord promised to fight for 
His people, and He would be victorious. 

When have you trusted that you were on the winning side 
with the Lord even if it didn’t appear so at the time? When 
have you failed to trust this?

In address to Zerubbabel, God spoke of the signet ring that was a symbol 
of royal authority and power. Zerubbabel was from the tribe of Judah 
and in the lineage of Christ. His line was established, and he was in the 
blood lineage of Mary the mother of Jesus, as well as the legal lineage of 
Joseph, the earthly father of Jesus. The Lord had chosen this line from the 
beginning and Zerubbabel was included in the plans of God. 

In the brokenness of their past that led to exile, God was working to bring 
His people home and restore them fully. God is still working to restore His 
people to right relationship with Him. The Israelites learned to keep their 
priorities straight, obey God, and experience the blessings of righteous 
choices. We are called to do the same.

Application: Where are you most challenged or encourage 
by the passages we’ve studied today?

Conclusion
Haggai was a minor prophet tasked with encouraging the Israelites 
after they returned from captivity and began rebuilding. Although they 
finished their own homes, they fell short of rebuilding the house of the 
Lord. Haggai confronted the people with the reminder that no matter 
what they worked for in their fields or homes, unless their priorities were 
in the right order, they would remain in disobedience and dissatisfaction.

The right thing to do was obey God and get their priorities in line. Until 
they focused on what was most important, God would withhold His 
blessing. At first the Israelites made excuses about why the work on the 
temple had been neglected. Even though they used spiritual sounding 
phrases, the truth was they were more focused on their own comfort 
and luxury than they were on obeying the instruction of the Lord. God 
encouraged them that when they readjusted and chose obedience, He 
would be with them and empower them for the task at hand. The result 
would be better than anything they had planned for themselves.
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What tempts you to lose focus on the Lord and give your 
attention to things of less importance?

How can we as a group help keep each other focused on 
the things God has called us to daily?

How do right priorities and focus on the Lord make us more 
attentive to opportunities for gospel conversations with 
others?

Prayer of Response
Thank the Lord for His presence with you. Confess the ways you have 
made excuses and delayed your obedience while also committing to 
realigning your priorities with His Will.

Additional Resources
• Exalting Jesus in Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi by 

Micah Fries, Stephen Rummage, Robby Gallaty
• Be Heroic by Warren Wiersbe
• Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, & Malachi by 

Stephen Miller

Memory Verse
The Lord of Armies says this: “Think carefully about your ways. Go up 
into the hills, bring down lumber, and build the house; and I will be 
pleased with it and be glorified,” says the Lord. - Haggai 1:7-8
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Purpose
Through his messages Haggai tried to persuade his audience to glorify God by rebuilding the 
temple. He argues that one should not: (1) focus on one’s own needs (1:4), (2) be discouraged 
because the temple was not as glorious as Solomon’s (2:3), (3) be unclean and unholy (2:10–14), 
nor (4) feel useless and powerless (2:20–23).

Author
There is no statement that strictly identifies who wrote this book, but the words recorded are 
repeatedly connected to what God spoke to the prophet Haggai (1:1, 3, 13; 2:1, 10, 14, 20).

Setting
Throughout the Bible, there is a call and a reminder to place God first. The period following the 
return from exile was no exception. Haggai’s challenge was to call the postexilic community of 
Jews living in Jerusalem not simply to focus on their own creature comforts but to honor God. This 
commitment would be reflected in their work on the temple. Haggai’s call was later reflected in the 
words of Jesus: “Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be 
provided for you” (Mt 6:33).

Special Features
Haggai challenged the discouraged people in Jerusalem to examine the way they were living and 
to set new priorities that would please God. They must remember that God was with them; he 
controls their future and wants his people to be holy.

Historical Context of Haggai
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Haggai 1-2
Instruction to Build (1:1–15)
The quotation in 1:2 shows how the people had been rationalizing their lack of concern for the 
Lord’s affairs. The Lord’s oracle and the response to it is given.

The Lord asked a rhetorical question that revealed their selfishness and the emptiness of their 
rationalization. Although God’s house lay desolate, their own houses were finished. In the context of 
the Mosaic covenant and Israel’s restoration according to divine prophecy, they should have been able 
to discern God’s displeasure with them by the trying circumstances they were experiencing. After 
pointing this out to them, the Lord commanded them to build His house for His pleasure and glory.

Accepting Haggai’s authority as God’s spokesman and encouraged by the Lord, Judah’s leaders led 
the “remnant” to begin work in the fear of God. The first message ends as it began—with a date, 
showing that twenty-three days after Haggai’s message the rebuilding was underway again (the order 
in the Hebrew text of 1:15—day, month, year—is the mirror image of 1:1, showing the two dates to 
be part of the same section and stressing the comparison between the days). If God’s earlier prophets 
had received such positive response, the temple would never have been destroyed!

God’s Presence, Glory, and Peace (2:1–9)
The second message was given during the Feast of Tabernacles (see Lev. 23:33–43), three weeks 
after the work began. The following day was the anniversary of Solomon’s dedicating the newly built 
temple in 959 b.c. (2 Chr. 7:8–10). The message unfolds in two parts, divided by the announcement 
of God’s word in verse 6. The Lord asked another rhetorical question that recognized the people’s 
discouragement over the apparent disparity between the glory of Solomon’s temple and the simplicity 
of the one under construction (v. 3; see Ezra 3:10–13). Then the Lord exhorted them to work, 
remembering His faithfulness in the past and His presence with them in the present (vv. 4–5). God’s 
command to “be strong” and not fear probably reminded Judah’s leaders of earlier times when God 
had enabled His servants to complete the tasks He had given them (Deut. 31:6–7, 23; Josh. 1:6–9, 
18; 1 Chr. 22:13; 28:10, 20; 2 Chr. 15:7; 32:7; Isa. 35:4; 41:10–14; 51:7–16; Zeph. 3:16; see Dan. 
10:19; Zech. 8:9, 13; Eph. 6:10).

Having motivated them to work by pointing to past events and present realities, the Lord also 
encouraged the remnant in verses 6–9 with promises of the future. The terms used are typical of 
theophanies, where the Lord is described as appearing on the earth, usually in judgment against 
His enemies (see Judg. 5:4–5; 2 Sam. 22:7–16; Pss. 68:7–8; 77:15–20; Isa. 13:13; Jer. 10:10; Ezek. 
38:20; Joel 2:10; 3:16; Nah. 1:5; Hag. 2:21–22; see Heb. 12:26–27). These verses describe the day 
of the Lord when the wicked will be removed and the nations shall be made subject to Him and 
will bring tribute to His temple (see Ezra 6:8–12; 7:15–20; Isa. 60:4–14). Thus its glory will exceed 
that of Solomon’s temple, especially because the Lord Himself will be there. It is hard not to see a 
preliminary fulfillment of these verses in the appearance of Jesus at Herod’s temple (see Matt. 2:11; 
21:12–15; 27:51; Luke 2:32; John 1:14; 2:19–21; Heb. 1:3).

Extended Commentary
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Cleansing and Blessing (2:10–19)
In this message the Lord announces His determination to change Judah’s deprivation to blessing 
because they have dedicated themselves to Him. The date is three months after the temple work 
began, just after the fall planting, which explains why there is no seed left in the barn. After the 
introduction comes a dialogue with the priests that functions like a parable. The essence of the 
parable is that although holiness cannot be transmitted by touch, defilement can be. Then the 
parable is applied in verses 14–19. Israel, originally set apart for the Lord, had become defiled by 
sin and unbelief so that all they did was unacceptable to God, including offerings and temple 
building. Only God’s grace in response to their humble dedication could cleanse them again. This 
He had done (see Ps. 51). Thus they are assured that God would turn their curse of deprivation 
into blessing, and they would have a plentiful harvest.

Gentile Overthrow and Davidic Restoration (2:20–23)
Here the Lord promises that He will destroy the kingdoms of this world and will establish a 
new kingdom ruled by a Davidic descendant, the Messiah (see Ezek. 39:19–23; Dan. 2:44). The 
messianic servant is named David in Ezekiel 34:23–24 and 37:24 because He is the Davidic seed, 
the fulfillment of the Davidic covenant. The Messiah will also be a descendant of Zerubbabel (see 
Matt. 1:12–13). The “signet ring” is appropriate as a messianic metaphor because it was jealously 
guarded as a symbol of one’s authority and was used to sign official documents (see Esth. 8:8). As 
God had cast off king Jehoiachin, so He had placed his grandson Zerubbabel on His finger (Jer. 
22:24).1

1.  E. Ray Clendenen, “The Minor Prophets,” in Holman Concise Bible Commentary, ed. David S. 
Dockery (Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1998), 381–383.
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