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Ezra-Nehemiah: Return and Restoration 

“The Promise of Greater Glory” 

Introduction: Throughout our lives, we are reminded in various ways that we as followers of Jesus live 

“in-between the times.” That is, we live after Jesus has come and rescued us from our sin and brought 

us into his kingdom (Col. 1:13), but we also live before that kingdom comes in its fullness, which will not 

happen until he returns. In-between the times we live in the midst of a clash of ages – the present age 

and the age to come – when all does not go well. Illness, war, poverty, racism abound, just to name a 

few! Even though we know this, when challenging circumstances arise, it can cause us to wonder, “If 

God is so good, why are bad things happening?” Or, we cry out with the psalmist, “How long, O Lord?!”  

If this sense of longing taps into your heart, know that you have some kindred spirits who lived in the 

biblical period known as the Second Temple, which began in 538 BC. The Israelites had returned from 

Jerusalem after 70 years in exile in Babylon and had begun to rebuild, both their religious structures as 

well as their community. Not only did they face opposition, as we considered last week, but the temple 

that was emerging from their efforts seemed far less glorious than the first. Beyond that, even though 

the Israelites were back in the land, they remained a tiny, insignificant player on the world stage. Things 

were not definitely going well, or at least, as they thought they should.  

In the midst of such times, God’s promise is that he is at work, that he is with his people, even in the 

valley of the shadows, working his purposes out, promising a greater glory to come. At those times he 

calls us to trust that he has the future, even our future, in his hands. Such a promise comes through a 

fellow named Haggai, one of two prophets that God sent to his people at that time. Over the course of 

four months, Haggai brought four messages to God’s people. Let’s hear the second one and then 

consider how God’s promise of greater glory in the future helps us to persevere and keep working in the 

present. [READ] 

I. A Word of Reproach (1:1-11) 

 A. In the books of the OT, we have record of at least 16 writing prophets, sixteen individuals 

through whom God, in his compassion, calls his people back to himself and urges them on to greater 

faithfulness and participation in his mission. Often such a call begins with a word of reproach, with the 

prophet shining the light on how God’s people had gotten off track. 

Illustration: As a part of the rewiring currently going on at the parsonage, the electrician installed some 

new  lighting fixtures in the basement. Previously, we only had two odd bulbs hung from nails in the 

ceiling beams providing a kind of dull, gloomy light down there to help you get from one end of the 

basement to the other without hurting yourself. But these new fixtures shine incredibly brightly and 

now, not only can I see clearly where I am walking, but I see how incredibly in need of a cleaning the 

basement is! 

B. The word of the prophets is kind of like that. It shines on places that have become gloomy 

and dull, places in our lives that need a good cleaning. Haggai chapter 1 contains this word: 

These people say, “The time has not yet come to rebuild the LORD’s house.” But God says, “Is it 

a time for you yourselves to be living in your paneled houses, while this house remains a ruin?” 
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Recall from last week that the opposition these returnees faced from their neighbors had caused the 

building of the temple to cease for 16 years. During that time, it appears that the people had grown 

distracted. They had spent most of their time and money trying to make themselves comfortable. They 

had been consumed with meeting their physical needs. Trying to work things out with their neighbors 

was simply too difficult or inconvenient. Not only did the temple still lay in ruins, but as we read on, we 

hear that the people were actually living very dissatisfied lives (1:5-6): 

This is what the LORD Almighty says: “Give careful thought to your ways. You have planted 

much, but harvested little. You eat, but never have enough. You drink, but never have your fill. 

You put on clothes, but are not warm. You earn wages, only to put them in a purse with holes. 

These words highlight the fact that, despite all the effort this people had spent on themselves, they 

were far from satisfied and content. Such self-focus had left them empty. In that period of redemptive 

history, the temple served as a symbol of the presence of God. As such, it was a sign of the devotion of 

his people. Having ignored its rebuilding meant that the people had ignored the spiritual practice which 

God had given them to help them put him first. This people did not have its priorities straight and were 

suffering because of it. It reminds me of words Jesus would later speak, in response to the worry people 

have over what they would eat or drink or wear: “Seek first [God’s] kingdom and his righteousness, and 

all these things [what you really need for well-being] will be given to you as well” (Ma. 6:31-33). This 

isn’t a promise for material prosperity but simply for what is necessary for the peace and contentment 

that come when fellowship with God is our priority.  

So spurred on by the sword of the Spirit, with God’s word through Haggai shining the light on where and 

how they had gotten off track, a couple of weeks later God’s people got back to work (1:14-15).  

II. A Word of Reassurance (2:1-9) 

 A. A month later, Haggai 2 reveals that the people needed a word of reassurance. The temple, as 

it began to take shape, “seemed like nothing” to those who had remembered what the first temple, the 

one built by King Solomon, had looked. Discouragement was in danger of setting in again. We know the 

feeling. “Things aren’t like they used to be,” we mourn. “What we are doing seems so insignificant,” we 

complain. “We have been pouring our heart out . . . for this?!” we whine. What might God have to say to 

us when we find ourselves heading down those discouraging paths? To Zerubbabel the governor, to 

Joshua the high priest, and to the people under their care, God says, stop your mourning, whining and 

complaining . . .“Be strong and work!” He follows this up by giving two reasons why this is not just a call 

to the self-effort of working harder. 

1. God’s presence and power will be with his people: “For I am with you . . . and my Spirit remains 

among you.” God does not call his people to do something and then leave them on their own to gut it 

out and get it done. His presence, and his power, remains with them to help accomplish what he has 

called them to do. A word from the other prophet of that day, Zechariah, affirms this (4:6-9):  

This is the word of the LORD to Zerubbabel: “Not by might nor by power, but by my Spirit,” says 

the LORD Almighty. “What are you, mighty mountain? Before Zerubbabel you will become level 

ground. Then he will bring out the capstone to shouts of ‘God bless it! God bless it!’ . . . The 

hands of Zerubbabel have laid the foundation of this temple; his hands will also complete it.” 
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It’s a promise that God, by his Spirit, will enable what seem like mountainous obstacles to the rebuilding 

to be leveled and the final stone, the capstone, to be put in place. It takes me to the call of Jesus, that 

his church go into the world and make disciples of all nations. This is a mountainous task! How are we to 

carry out? Jesus, who has authority over all things, will be with us, always (Ma. 28:16-20). 

2. God has the future in his hands; a greater glory lies ahead (2:6-9): 

This is what the LORD Almighty says: “In a little while I will once more shake the heavens and 

the earth, the sea and the dry land. I will shake all nations, and the desired of all nations will 

come, and I will fill this house with glory . . .The glory of this present house will be greater than 

the glory of the former house . . . And in this place, I will grant peace.” 

This promise of peace, of well-being will come because God has promised to bring about a cosmic 

reordering of the universe and to set the world right again, bringing about a new heaven and earth. It is 

a promise that sees a tiny, seemingly insignificant infant being brought into the world and being 

declared to be a light for both Jew and Gentile. This infant grows and as a young boy begins to teach the 

religious leaders in the temple that we learn is his Father’s house. He then grows to declare that he is 

the one the temple has been pointing to all along. He is the one in whom the glory of God dwells, and he 

is the one through whom we come to know and come to be reconciled to, the God of heaven and earth. 

He has erected the temple that is his church, filled it with the Holy Spirit, and promises to return and be 

the light of the temple that will be God’s new creation. It’s a promise that helps fight off discouragement 

by revealing that God is work with us, building far more than we can see, a glorious future for his 

people. 

As the apostle Paul encourages the church in Corinth, in light of the resurrection of Jesus and all that 

event will lead to:   

Therefore, my dear brothers and sisters, stand firm. Let nothing move you. Always give 

yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labor in the Lord is not in 

vain (1 Cor. 15:58).  

As the Israelites, once they finished the temple, began to fill it with their worship, they began by 

celebrating the Passover, remembering the divine power of God that comes alongside, rescues, and 

provides for his people. May we be reminded of that as well, as we go to the table of the Lord and 

celebrate his continued work on our behalf. And may the glorious future that awaits us at his return spur 

us on toward love and good deeds in the present.      


