
SINCE GOD IS WITH US
Haggai 1:15b-2:9
David B. Keller
Luke 20:27-38
November 10, 2019
TEXT: Haggai 2:4 “Yet now take courage . . . all you people of the land, says the Lord; work, for I am with
you, says the Lord.”  
PURPOSE: To invite us to find courage to accomplish daunting tasks for the sake of the mission God has for
us because God is with us, stirring our spirits and bringing unexpected resources.  
______________________________________________________________________________

Many of you know that we follow a schedule of scripture readings called the
Lectionary which many other churches follow.  The two readings we just heard are
appointed for today.  I wonder how many preachers have found a way to preach that
passage from Luke.  I know I won’t be basing this sermon on it, and to the best of my
recollection, I’ve never preached on it.  Just figuring it out requires quite a bit of
explanation.  Suffice to say that Luke set this conversation among the stories of
conflicts Jesus had with various religious groups during the week between his
triumphal entry into Jerusalem and his death.  The Sadducees, which were the most
conservative of those groups, were posing the dilemma about marriage in the
resurrection to bait Jesus.  They weren’t interested in getting an answer; they were
interested in getting Jesus to fumble.  That said, Jesus chose to dignify their trick
question with an honest answer, and that answer indicates that resurrected life is so
totally different from mortal life that it’s impossible to apply our understanding of life
to life in the resurrection.  

It’s the message from the prophet Haggai which inspires my message today. 
The record of Haggai’s prophecy consists of  four precisely dated messages covering a
span of about three and a half months.  The messages address God’s people during the
period following the exile in Babylon. When Babylon defeated Israel in war, it
destroyed Jerusalem and its temple, and took Israel’s leadership classes into exile.  But
after about forty years, Persia defeated Babylon, and granted the exiles permission to
go home.  Many did, and soon after their return, they commenced rebuilding the
temple.  But the project was abandoned, and apparently, the people focused their
energies on fixing up their homes and farms.  

When I read Haggai’s very short book this week, I thought his prophecies
sounded a lot like modern day memos.  See if they say something to you if you hear
them in that form.  Here’s the first message, which we didn’t hear read from the Bible,
set as a memo.  

MEMO: TO: Governor Zerubbabel and Joshua the high priest.  
FROM: God.  
DATE: the second year of the reign of Darius king of Persia, the first day of the sixth
month.  
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RE: The Temple Project.  
“Listen up, you guys!  I brought you and the others back from exile.  It wasn’t
just geopolitics; it was me working through the nations for your sake.  And how
did you respond?  You gave me a nod of thanks, and then set about fixing up
your own houses while you left my temple in ruins.  ‘Now isn’t the right time to
be working on the temple,’ you said.  And how’s that been working for you? 
Things haven’t gone so well, have they?  Your crops have done poorly, and
your economy is a mess.  For the record, that’s been me at work, trying to get
your attention.  So, get back to work on the temple, and see if your fortunes
improve.  Reorient your priorities to honoring me first.”  (Haggai 1:1-11)  

Between this memo and the next one, Haggai’s book reports that two things
happened.  First, the people “obeyed the voice of the Lord their God.” (Haggai 1:12) 
They restarted the temple project.  Second, “the Lord stirred up the spirit” of the
governor, the high priest, and the people.  (Haggai 1:14)  Apparently, it was God who
brought about their refreshed enthusiasm.  

Here’s the next memo, coming about seven weeks after the first one, based on
the passage from the Bible that we did hear read today: 

MEMO: TO: the governor, the high priest, and this time, the people. FROM: God.  
DATE: Second year of the reign of Darius king of Persia, 
the twenty-first day of the seventh month.  
RE: I am with you.   

“I see you’ve started work on the temple.  Good for you.  It’s hard, isn’t it,
especially for those of you who remember how glorious was the temple that the
Babylonians destroyed.  But, take courage!  I am with you.  I’ve never
abandoned you, and I won’t.  Sometimes it may have seemed like I’ve turned
against you, but those were times when you’ve turned away from me.  I made a
promise to your ancestors when I brought them out of Egypt, and I’m keeping
that same promise now in the aftermath of your exile.  You do your part for this
temple project, and I guarantee you that I’ll do mine.  You will see that your
future will be brighter than your past. If you continue to glorify me, you can be
sure that your best days are yet to come.”  (Haggai 2:1-9)  

Haggai’s book doesn’t say this, but we do know that the temple was rebuilt. 
There is no doubt that Haggai’s ministry inspired the effort (Ezra 5:1 and 6:14). Which
is to say that it took a word from the Lord, a word of challenge– “take courage!
Work!” And a word of assurance-- “for I am with you,” and God’s stirring up the



spirits of the leaders and the people, in order that the people would take up the huge
task of rebuilding the temple.  Certainly rebuilding the temple involved a great deal of
perspiration.  But there wouldn’t have been any perspiration if there hadn’t been
inspiration.  It took a word from the Lord to energize the work of the people.  

Okay, what if God sent memos to us right now?  What would God have to say
to the leaders and the people of this church?  Let’s imagine:  

MEMO: TO: Mary the President, Pat the Senior Deacon, David the pastor, and the
people of the South Newbury Union Church 
FROM: God.  
DATE: in the third year of President Trump, in the ninth month, on the twenty-ninth
day.  RE: What’s happening?  

“Hey, gang, it looked to me like you were on a roll not so long ago.  You were
working together to realize a vision for ministry in the spirit of Christ to the
glory of God, as you expressed it in your mission statement.  What happened?  I
know: it got complicated, and overwhelming, and you came up short, and you
got tired and worried.  And I know this too: there’s been some pretty heavy stuff
going on in your personal lives.  But when the fire of the vision started fizzling,
things got sort of stagnant, didn’t they?  Not so many new people have been
getting involved, and some beloved folks kind of drifted away, and it’s been
looking like most of what’s getting done is being done by the same old people. 
Do you remember what Jesus taught, that if you first invested in God’s realm
and God’s righteousness, all the other things that concern you would be
addressed?  (Matthew 6:33)  Hey, I am with you.  I really am.  I’m even stirring
up your spirit, which you’d realize  if you’d just believe.  So take courage, and
get to work, and see what comes of that.” 

 
Next memo, six weeks later, just like Haggai’s second memo:  

TO: the president, the senior deacon, the pastor and the people 
of the South Newbury Union Church.  
FROM: God
DATE: In the third year of President Trump, on the 10th day of the 11th month.  That
would be, today.  
RE: Good going! Now keep it up!  

“Wow!  You sure did make something of me stirring up your spirits.  Look at all
you brought to the table, thanks to your creative stewardship campaign.  You’ve
renewed you commitment to your vision of becoming a center for healthy
community life in Newbury.  You’ve offered your Friendship House for
community use, and your neighbors are taking notice.  But it’s not easy, is it? 
You wonder, don’t you, if all your effort will amount to anything, or whether



you’re going to come up short and lose your enthusiasm.  Well, listen up!  Keep
at it, because I am with you all the way.  Take courage, and get to work!  Here’s
what you can expect from me:  I will bring resources to the effort that you aren’t
expecting, resources that you can’t imagine.  Most important, I’ll keep stirring
up your spirit.  And, as long as you keep working in the spirit of Christ to the
glory of God, you can be confident that your future will be brighter than your
past.”  

The word from the Lord for us is the same as the word was for the people in
Haggai’s day: “Work, for I am with you.”  The word is not just “work,” nor is it just “I
am with you.”  It is one indivisible word composed of challenge and assurance.  If the
word was only “work,” it wouldn’t be long before we did what Israel did: working on
our own houses and focusing our energy on our personal stuff would leave little time
or energy for working on church stuff.  But if the word was only “I am with you,” that
would give us a nice cozy feeling, but it would not move us to act in response to divine
presence.  The two go together.  Do we believe that God is with us, as a community of
faith?  If we do, then it follows that God has work for us.  And also, that it is when we
take up that work that we experience God stirring our spirits to keep on working.  

So, one more memo, just for us:  
MEMO: TO: the leaders and the people of the South Newbury Union Church.  
FROM: God.  
RE: What this work really is about.  

“It’s good that you’ve been inviting people to bring not only their money, but
their time and their talents to the table.  But that’s not the work I’m asking of
you.  It’s good that you’re laying the groundwork for a restart of your capital
campaign with a focus on turning your Friendship House into a facility that
truly can serve as a center for community life.  But that’s not the work I’m
asking of you.  It’s good that you’re inviting people and organizations to use
your facility.  But that’s not the work I’m asking of you.  The work I want you
to do is to honor and glorify me by following my Son, Jesus Christ.  What you
are doing: inviting generosity, embracing vision, and practicing hospitality, all
serve the purpose of honoring and glorifying God.  That’s why I am stirring up
your spirits.  That’s why you can count on me to bring resources you can’t
imagine to support the work I’m asking you to do.  Just as the temple was not an
end in itself, but served the purpose of glorifying God, so your work for this
church serves the purpose of glorifying God. The more you focus on that basic
task of faith, the more courage I’ll give you for tackling the particular task at
hand.  Yes, I am with you, says the Lord.  I am with you because I love you, and
I have plans for you, plans that contribute to my plan for establishing my realm
on earth as it is in heaven.  So get to work for me, and be amazed at what I
make with the work you do.”  


