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 Hello again and welcome to Literature and World of the Hebrew Bible.  Again, 

my name is John Strong and this is session 30.  Today we’re gonna be looking at the 

short prophetic Book of Haggai.  It is short, sweet, direct, and I think fascinating.  One 

of the things I like about the Book of Haggai — and it is just like the Book of Ezekiel in 

the sense that its prophecies are dated and they are dated very specifically, and you 

can see with these dates progression of prophetic thought and the progression of the 

thought of the people, and you can see them responding to historical situations in their 

day.  Again, we have approached and were talking about prophecy as being messages 

from God through God’s intermediaries within history, within that period of time, talking 

about what to do in this situation.  Haggai is a really good picture of that because his 

messages are dated to the day, even.  It’s just fascinating to look at. 

 And again, the other thing that I think is interesting about Haggai is that Haggai 

— Ezekiel we saw when we left off last session was envisioning and hoping for the 

temple to be built.  Haggai talks about the temple being built.  Let’s get this thing done.  

And his prophecies are centered around the temple being built, and you can see how 

Zerubbabel and Joshua the high priest, and then Haggai and Zachariah also, the 

prophets are all working together to try and create the energy needed in the community 

of the returning exiles, the returning Jews, to build this temple and to enact and bring to 

fruition what Ezekiel — and it’s not that they’re referring specifically to Ezekiel, but what 

the hope of the nation was to rebuild the temple and to become a temple state. 

 The historical situation is roughly the year — well, it is.  It’s the year 520 B.C.E.  

What have the returnees and the returning exiles seen and experienced?  Well, in 539 

they experienced Cyrus and the decree to go back to the land and build the temple.  

Then he was succeeded by his son Cambeses.  There was some sort of revolt.  

Darius won.  The first came into power in 522 and continued on into the fifth century.  

But his first couple of years were rather rocky and there was a lot of revolts in the land.  
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Haggai is written at the time and around the period of — well, it’s written at the time of 

520.  So that means written at the time and around the period when Darius had — 

when the revolts against Darius were settling down and were coming to an end.  And 

how clear that may have been to Haggai — maybe Haggai we’ll see at the very end of 

the book had hopes that because of the revolts that they’d seen, maybe there was hope 

that Judah — that this was sort of a sign that Judah was going to also pull away maybe 

successfully and become an independent nation once again.  We’ll see.  

 We’ve also noticed when we talked about Ezra and Nehemiah that — particularly 

in the Book of Ezra.  Remember we talked about a couple of letters, historical 

documents.  There was a reference to a Sheshbazzar.  Sheshbazzar didn’t get any 

press or was not written about or even mentioned by Ezra, but the historical documents 

that Ezra — the Book of Ezra preserved mentioned Sheshbazzar.  It would appear that 

when the returnees came back to the land in 539 with Cyrus’s decree, that at that time 

or sometime thereafter there was a Sheshbazzar who had as a part of his charge — 

maybe he was the governor of the area, but had as part of his charge to rebuild the 

temple.  Didn’t get it done for whatever reason.  Ezra had his explanation.  It was 

those remnants in the land, those people from the north who were not religiously very 

pure.  It was their fault. 

 Well, there were a lot of economic reasons.  You know, we’re gonna see in the 

Book of Haggai and the prophecies of Haggai that the people are struggling.  They are 

struggling to bring in the crops and to feed their family.  Well, if that’s the kind of 

existence you have, maybe getting the energy and the wherewithal together to build a 

temple is not the number one priority.  And so it may be for a lot of economic reasons 

that the temple was not built for those first 19 years and not a whole lot of work 

progressed in the first 19 years of the return. 

 Well, here we are in 520 and Haggai and Zachariah are starting to get to work 
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again.  We saw in the Book of Ezra that there was a political figure, Zerubbabel, and a 

priestly figure, Jeshua — or in Haggai it’s written out as Joshua; either way — a high 

priest or some sort of a priestly figure.  So the political figure, the priestly figure, and 

now you have — and you hear mention in the Book of Ezra and Neamiah of Haggai and 

Zachariah.  Here you have the works of Haggai and Zachariah, prophetic figures who 

are advocating let’s get this temple going, and they were drumming up the energy of the 

people. And so these are the critical figures that we see. 

 Well, let’s take a look at this book.  It’s a short book, but again it’s interesting.  

First chapter, just about 15 verses long, and we have a dated prophecy.  This is in the 

second year in the sixth month, first day.  “The word of the Lord came by the prophet 

Haggai to Zerubbabel and to Joshua the high priest: Thus says the Lord of hosts: These 

people say the time has not yet come to rebuild the Lord’s house.  Then the word of the 

Lord came by the prophet Haggai, saying: Is it a time for you yourselves to live in your 

paneled houses, while this house lies in ruins?  Now therefore thus says the Lord of 

hosts: Consider how you have fared.  You have sown much . . . but you haven’t really 

reaped much in your crops,” etc., etc., etc.  And so you all are sitting there in a house 

— he calls it a paneled house.  Whether or not the houses were paneled, but you all 

are sitting there fine.  But, you know, you’re struggling to bring in the crop.  Not much 

is happening.  Why is that? 

 Well, verse 7: “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Consider how you have fared.  Go 

up to the hills and bring wood and build the house, so that I may take pleasure in it.  

You have looked for much and, lo, it came to little; and when you brought it home, I 

blew it away.  Why? Says the Lord of hosts. Because my house lies in ruins, while all of 

you hurry off to your own houses.  Therefore the heavens above you have withheld the 

dew.” 

 Let’s think back to Deuteronomy 30, verses 15 to 20.  If you will be obedient, I 
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will bless you.  If you will not be obedient, if you’ll be disobedient, then there will be 

curses, there’ll be death.  Choose this day, life or death.  We are looking at in the 

prophecy of Haggai the other side of this concept.  Why is it that the people are 

struggling to bring in the crops?  Why is it they are struggling with drought?  Why is it 

they are struggling with bringing home — with the crops really not bringing forth their 

yield?  It’s because they are not serving Yahweh the way they ought to.  They have 

not rebuilt the temple. 

 Think about Ezekiel and what we just looked at — the book that we were just 

looking at.  Ezekiel gave a picture of when Yahweh comes back into the temple, then 

there will be a river flowing from that temple and the land will be filled with life in a 

Garden of Eden.  There’s not a temple yet for Yahweh to inhabit.  There’s not a river of 

fecundity flowing forth from the temple.  And so you’re sitting on the other end of that 

and, of course, the day-to-day struggle for the peasant farmer, whoever it is.  “Gee 

whiz, I’ve got to try and eke out a living for my family.”  Haggai is coming around — and 

Zachariah too is coming around saying, “We need workers.  We need support, 

strength, energy, time, investment, what have you, to rebuild the temple.  And then 

you’re gonna see a whole lot better return on your crops.” 

 Again, think about the prophecy of Hosea.  Hosea says, in chapter 2, in his 

vision of — in this allegory about Israel being a prostitute and not being a faithful wife to 

Yahweh, and instead prostituting herself with the god Baal.  And Yahweh says, “I’m 

going to make you a desert and a wasteland so that you’ll recognize — so you won’t get 

confused and think that it’s Baal that’s blessing you when it’s actually me, and I’m 

gonna make you a wasteland.  Then you’ll come back to your first husband.  This is 

also what is being echoed -- it’s the same ideology that’s being echoed in the Book of 

Haggai. 

 And so then in verse 12, “with all the remnant of the people, obeyed the voice of 
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the Lord their God, and the words of the prophet Haggai. . . . Then Haggai, the 

messenger of the Lord, spoke to the people saying, I am with you, says the Lord.  And 

the Lord stirred up Zerubbabel and Joshua and all the people, and they came and they 

worked on the house of the Lord of hosts, their God, on the twenty-fourth day of the 

month, in the sixth month.”  So about 24 days, about three weeks, they got the people 

together.  They got a work crew together and they started work on the temple. 

 Now we move into the next chapter and the next situation, and here we are in the 

next month about a month later.  Second year, seventh month, twenty-first day.  And 

what’s the situation?  Well, “Who is left among you that saw this house in its former 

glory?”  This is 520 B.C.E.  This is 67 years or so from when the first temple existed, 

from 587.  And so theoretically there could be a few people.  Probably not many, but a 

few who may have seen that first temple.  And they would be looking at what they’re 

trying to rebuild here and said, “Hmmf.  I’m not very impressed.”  Back in my day we” 

— you know, that sort of thing.  “How does it look to you now?  Is it not in your sight as 

nothing?”  And, you know, that could be discouraging.  Apparently, the esprit d’corps is 

something that Haggai and Zachariah, Zerubbabel, Joshua were trying to muster up.  

“Hang in there.  This is gonna turn out okay.  It doesn’t look like much now but hang in 

there.” 

 Verse 4: “Yet now take courage, O Zerubbabel.  Take courage, O Joshua.  

Take courage all you people of the land.  Work, for I am with you, says the Lord of 

hosts.”  And “according to the promise that I made you when you came out of Egypt.  

My spirit abides among you; do not fear.”  And we come in to verse 6 through 9 and 

there’s a promise of great splendor in the future.   “Once again, in a little while, I will 

shake the heavens and the earth and the sea and the dry land; and I will shake all the 

nations, so that the treasure of all nations shall come, and I will fill this house with 

splendor.”   
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 And again, the ideology of the Davidic dynasty, the royal theology and even the 

hope of Josiah and the Deuteronomists was that Jerusalem was the temple and the site 

of the great king Yahweh who defeated all powers of chaos, who would protect the 

nation, who would bring prosperity to the nation.  It is from that royal theology, that 

ideology, that David apparently exercised control over vassal nations, subservient 

nations, who paid him tribute: Ammon, Moab, Edom, Aram or Syria. 

 As the Davidic dynasty in the northern kingdom weakened, they couldn’t control 

that kind of subservience.  They couldn’t demand that sort of taxation from these other 

nations.  They couldn’t demand that kind of loyalty from vassal states.  They lost it.  

Josiah envisioned a day and the Deuteronomists envisioned a day when maybe that 

would be restored like the days of David.  Haggai is envisioning that same day.  It’s a 

promise of future splendor. 

 The images of the Assyrian kingdom was — for example, there’s the famous 

image of Jehu paying homage and kissing the feet of the Assyrian king and paying 

tribute to him.  The northern kingdom of Israel was a vassal state.  It had to pay 

tribute.  We read in the text about Hezekiah having to pay tribute to Sennacherib, the 

Assyrian king.  And so all nations sort of had this vision of being imperial and 

imperialistic, and other nations paying tribute and taxation, and they would gain the 

wealth from those nations.  Haggai is saying the day is going to come when this is 

happening.  Again it’s an attempt to try and bolster up the esprit d’corps. 

 When an athletic coach is going out and recruiting to build up their team — they 

had a losing record last season.  They’re trying to recruit that blue chip player and 

they’re saying, “Look, you come and play for me.  We’ll win a national championship or 

we’ll win the conference, or whatever.”  And they are promising future success.  That’s 

what Haggai is doing. 

 Let’s take a look at Chapter 2, verses 10 through 19.  “On the twenty-fourth day 
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of the ninth month” — and so here you have a couple of months later — “in the second 

year of Darius, the word of the Lord came by the prophet Haggai saying: Thus says the 

Lord of hosts: Ask the priests for a ruling.”  Here what we’re dealing with is not the 

building of the temple, but we’re dealing with purity issues.  And there is a division of 

clean and unclean.  Ask the priests.  If you’re walking along and you have some 

consecrated holy bread with you but you touch something unclean, doesn’t that make it 

unclean?  Well, yeah, it does.  He’s advocating let’s make sure that we abide by and 

build this temple according to the rules of purity, according to the rules of separation 

between what is sacred and profane.  Again, it is the idea that we need — if we’re 

going to reestablish this nation, according to the laws of the priests, according to the 

laws of purity, and make it successful so that we don’t repeat the abominations 

envisioned in Ezekiel 8 — if we can do that, then, we’ll succeed and we’ve got to do it 

here at the foundational level as we build the temple. 

 And so it says, “If one carries consecrated meat in the fold of one’s garment, and 

with the fold touches bread, or stew, or wine, or oil, or any kind of food, does it become 

holy?  The priests answered, ‘No.’” In other words, this meat here because it’s holy 

doesn’t make whatever out there that’s profane holy.  It goes the other way.  “If one 

who is unclean by contact with a dead body touches any of these, does it become 

unclean?”  Yeah, well, it does.  “Then Haggai said, So is it with these people, and this 

nation before me, says the Lord; and so with every work of their hands; and what they 

offer there is unclean.  But now, consider what will come to pass from this day on.” 

 So the purpose of building the temple is to purify the nation so that what they 

offer Yahweh will be clean and pure.  The problem again is the people aren’t 

prospering.  Why?  The temple is not built.  When the temple is built, the nation can 

be clean.  What they do offer Yahweh will be acceptable.  And so at the very end of 

verse 19, “From this day on I will bless you.”  And the blessings will be in the form of 
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prosperity.  The nation is reconstituting itself. 

 Now, very curious — a few verses come next.  This is Haggai 2:20 through 23, 

and it is a vision of Zerubbabel has the signet ring.  It raises a lot of interesting issues 

and it’s a fun few verses to look at.  “The word of the Lord came a second time to 

Haggai on the twenty-fourth day of the month.  Speak to Zerubbabel, governor of 

Judah, saying, I am about to shake the heavens and the earth, and to overthrow the 

throne of kingdoms.”  Hmm.  Sounds like Darius should be in trouble.  “I am about to 

destroy the strength of the kingdoms of the nations, and overthrow the chariots and their 

riders; and the horses and their riders shall fall, every one by the sword of a comrade.  

On that day, says the Lord of hosts, I will take you, O Zerubbabel my servant, sone of 

Shealtiel, says the Lord, and make you like a signet ring, for I have chosen you, says 

the Lord of hosts.” 

 Let’s look at this image of the signet ring.  If you look at Jeremiah 22 through 24, 

you see a reference to Jehoiakim or Coniah as it’s stated in that text as Yahweh’s signet 

ring.  The king is understood to be Yahweh’s signet.  Now, what’s a signet ring?  A 

signet ring is — and we’ve talked about this in regard to boundary stele and we’ve 

talked about this in regard to the name of Yahweh in Exodus 3 and 6.  The name is, to 

a certain extent, a hypostasis for the deity or it could be the hypostasis for the king, or 

whatever.  Or any person.  They have a signet.  They have their name on it and it 

stands for that person.  It is a seal of approval.  It is like a presidential seal or 

something, or a notary’s seal here in our society.  If a notary notarizes that and puts his 

or her seal on that form and impresses upon that form with their seal, then it says “I 

have looked at this and it is up to snuff.”  And it represents the person — the being of 

the king or if the king — if it’s referred to the king as a signet, that king represents the 

deity.  It is as if that deity or that king is there in person.  A signet is a representation of 

the person themselves.  Signets were used — they were very common in ancient 
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Israel.  There was a collection of them found at Arad.  They seemed to be associated 

with a particular office and have official use, and so that’s very interesting. 

 Let me just pause for a moment and show you just some images and pictures of 

some signet rings.  At any rate, that should give you a picture of what signets looked 

like and how they were used.  In Jeremiah 22 through 24 we see that the king 

represented Yahweh.  So what Haggai is envisioning here in 2:23 is that Zerubbabel is 

going to become the signet of Yahweh and it seems to represent a picture of the 

success and the autonomy and the eventual reconstitution of the full nation.  It is a 

picture of hope. 

 However, it didn’t work out that way because we never really hear anything of 

Zerubbabel after the Book of Haggai and after Ezra and these folks.  Zerubbabel 

seems to have fallen off the face of the earth.  Why?  Well, it may even be that Darius 

got wind of this and said, “Look.  This isn’t gonna happen.  I’ve been working for all 

these years, putting down revolts, and there’s certainly not gonna be a revolt in Judah.  

Zerubbabel, you’ve been identified as a possible successor.  I’m not gonna put up with 

it.”  Maybe just killed him.  Who knows?  But Zerubbabel falls off the face of the earth.  

We know that the nation of Judah, the temple state of Judah, never reconstituted itself 

as an independent nation under the Persians.  It wasn’t until after the coming of 

Alexander the Great in about 330 B.C.E. that — and really it was 63, 64 B.C.E. that — 

well, it was earlier than that.  In the second century that for a short period of time Judah 

was an independent nation but nothing in Haggai’s day. 

 And this raises a very interesting question because you have a prophesy here.  

It’s been written down, it’s been preserved, it’s been canonized.  It was authoritative for 

the community that treasured it.  But here’s a prophecy about Zerubbabel that didn’t 

come true.  Go figure.  What does that mean?  What that means, from my perspective 

at any rate, is that for the community what this prophecy held and talked about was a 
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hope, a hope of independence.  Didn’t work out with Zerubbabel and that apparently 

wasn’t a big deal to the community.  They could’ve forgotten about this book.  They 

could’ve thrown it away.  They could’ve said, “Hmph.  Haggai didn’t know what he was 

talking about.  We’ll go off to another prophet maybe who did.”  They didn’t do that.  

And so apparently to the community that preserved this book, there was — this book 

and this prophecy about Zerubbabel — it didn’t really matter that it didn’t come true in 

detail.  What did matter was, I would argue, would be that the hope that it maintained 

was out there.  It hoped for autonomy and independence. 

 If you look at the priestly material — and we’ve looked at the thesis — they 

hoped that they as the priests could bring an autonomous, independent, political entity.  

Reconstitute a new nation.  They hoped for that.  Ezekiel seemed to hope for 

independence and reconstitution of the nation.  And so there was this hope out there 

and the nation continued to hope for that.  Certainly, at least, circles hoped for that.  

The fact that it didn’t quite come true with Zerubbabel didn’t seem to deter them. 

 It’s worthwhile considering Ezekiel, Chapter 29, verses 17 through 20 — a short 

little passage — and it seems to be — if you go back and you read Ezekiel — and we’re 

not gonna go back and look at that in detail — but Chapters 26, 27 and 28 talk about 

oracles against Tyre and say you’re gonna get scraped off the face of the rock.  It’s 

gonna be just nothing.  And it was a prediction that Nebuchadnezzar and Babylon were 

going to totally wipe out Tyre.  That’s what Ezekiel predicted in 26, 27 and 28 — those 

chapters.  In 29, however, after a 13-year siege it apparently didn’t happen.  

Something like a truce or fighting to a standstill, or Nebuchadnezzar got tired or said this 

siege isn’t gonna work.  Let’s just give up.  Or maybe he exacted some sort of tribute 

or some kind of a truce.  At any rate, the writers in the circles and Ezekiel himself may 

have felt the need to kind of explain what went on.  Because in 29, 17 through 20, 

there’s a prophecy saying okay.  Babylon and Nebuchadnezzar have worked hard and 
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they have really worn down their shoulders pressing up against Tyre, and now it’s time 

to reward them.  We’ll give them booty and that is a fulfillment.  But what it tells us is 

that Ezekiel’s oracles, in 26, 27 and 28, didn’t quite come true at least to the extent that 

they — they didn’t come true literally. 

 Now, it would’ve been easy for the circles that treasured Ezekiel just to forget 

that or throw that scroll away or cut that part out of the book.  But they didn’t.  They 

kept the oracles of Tyre.  And what it tells us is that the precise fulfillment of prophecy 

was not all that crucial or all that important to the circles.  Because they kept 

prophecies and they treasured them and they studied them and they copied them at 

great extent and great price and great expense, is the word I’m looking for.  They kept 

those in spite of the fact that they didn’t come true to the very letter, didn’t come true 

literally.  Nevertheless, they maintained those prophecies.  And here we see another 

example in Haggai. 

 What we seem to be seeing, then, is that the community treasured these as 

documents that communicated a message, communicated hope, communicated a 

certain amount of energy, and energized the community that read them and studied 

them and gave them a message of here’s how we can go forward in obedience and 

hope for the future.  And so that seems to be — to give us a picture of how ancient 

Israel used this literature. 

 Let’s summarize Haggai and sort of what Haggai is trying to establish here.  

He’s trying to establish, number one, the rebuilding of the temple.  He’s trying to 

energize the people and the authorities there to rebuild the temple.  He’s trying to say 

once that rebuilding of the temple is done and completed, prosperity will return to the 

land.  He is on the other side of this picture of prosperity saying here’s why you’re 

struggling with prosperity.  But it’s the same fundamental ideology that we saw in 

Deuteronomistic literature and the priestly literature and in ancient Israel: that this 
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temple will bring purity to the people and to the land, and that’s what’s needed for the 

nation in its hope for independence, political independence, in which there will be a 

signet established, a signet ring of Yahweh established in the person of Zerubbabel. 

That is a picture of the Book of Haggai, an interesting little book and significant in the 

time of the post-exilic reconstruction. 

 Thank you again for your attention today.  I look forward to seeing you next 

lesson. 


