
On the way into church this morning, you should have received a blank strip of paper and a pen 
or pencil. If you didn’t get those things, that’s okay; you can just do this in your head. Here’s what I want 
you to do: Make a list of your top five priorities in life, a list of the five things that are most important to 
you. And try to arrange them in order of importance. So, if tacos and sleep are the two most important 
things in your life, but if you had a choice, you’re always picking tacos, make tacos number one and 
sleep number two. I’ll give you a minute or so to make that list. 

… 
I’ll stop you there. How many of you were able to come up with a list of five? How many of you 

had tacos and sleep on your list? It’s okay if you didn’t come up with five. It’s okay if you came up with 
more than five. Either way, I bet I can guess some of the things on your list. I bet something like God or 
Jesus or faith is on there. I bet your family and friends made the cut. Maybe something like your work or 
your favorite hobby did, too. Maybe you were really honest and you listed yourself as one of your 
priorities. 

Well, hold onto that list, because we’ll talk more about it later. As I’m sure you’ve guessed 
already, today we’re talking about priorities, and we’ll start that discussion by talking about some 
people whose priorities were messed up. 

I’m talking about the Israelites. Let’s pick up their story in about 586 B.C., so like 2600 years ago, 
600 years before Jesus was born. Let’s say that you are a visitor to Jerusalem in 586 B.C., and a local Jew 
has agreed to give you a tour of the city. First, he leads you to the gates of Jerusalem, the mighty doors 
meant to keep invaders out and citizens safe, but all you see is a pile of rubble. “What happened?” you 
ask, but your guide just shakes his head. Then he leads you around the walls of Jerusalem, but instead of 
seeing a strong, stone ring of protection, you see wide gaps where the wall has been torn down, leaving 
the city defenseless. “What happened?” you ask, but your guide just shakes his head. Then he leads you 
to the temple, the pride of Jerusalem, the dwelling place of God among his people, but all you see are 
broken columns and shattered bricks. “What happened?” you ask. This time, you guide answers, 
“Babylon happened.” 

He explains that the people of Israel were unfaithful to God. They ignored his prophets and 
worshiped idols. He explains that Babylon was their punishment. Nebuchadnezzar, the king of Babylon, 
came with his army and conquered Jerusalem. He took thousands of Jewish captives to live in exile in 
Babylon. All that remains now is a broken city with broken walls and a broken temple. “Has God 
forgotten us?” your guide wonders. 

But God had not forgotten his people. Fast-forward about 50 years into the future. Babylon has 
been conquered by King Cyrus of Persia. God moves the heart of King Cyrus to let the Jewish exiles go 
home to Jerusalem and rebuild their temple. Cyrus even provides them with money and materials to do 
so. Almost 50,000 Jews take him up on the offer. They come to the broken temple, set up an altar, and 
begin making sacrifices. Before long, they have laid the foundations for a new temple. 

But then came the opposition. Some of Israel’s neighbors weren’t too fond of the idea that they 
were rebuilding. So, they spent money in all the right ways to make sure the building of the temple 
stopped. And for fifteen years it worked. For fifteen years, the temple sat unfinished, neglected, 
ignored. 

Then came Haggai. Haggai was a prophet that God sent to his people with a single purpose, to 
tell them to get off their rear ends and to start building the temple again. He was the foreman shouting, 
“Break time is over!” He was the earthquake sent in to shake up their misplaced priorities. Let’s see 
what Haggai had to say in 1:2-4. 

“2This is what the LORD Almighty says: ‘These people say, ‘The time has not yet come for the 
LORD’s house to be built.’’ 

3Then the word of the LORD came through the prophet Haggai, 4‘Is it a time for you yourselves 
to be living in your paneled houses, while this house remains a ruin?’” 



 So, again, through Haggai, the LORD rebukes his people for not building the temple, and he 
highlights two bad things they were doing. 
 First, they were giving excuses. “The time isn’t right to build the temple,” they said. And can you 
think of the other excuses that went along with that? Probably things like, “My life is busy right now 
with kids and work. Besides, I don’t think I’m the right person for the job. Aren’t there other people who 
can help? Plus, the weather hasn’t been the greatest. I haven’t been feeling the greatest, either. And, I 
don’t know if you heard, but my parents aren’t doing too well, and they need a lot of help. And, 
honestly, I don’t think we have the right leadership right now; maybe things will be different under the 
next guy. But, right now, the time just isn’t right to build the temple.” 
  Excuses like that are easy to make. Proof of that is how easily we make them when it comes 
time for us to build God’s house. Have you been the person offering excuses to your pastor or your 
church leaders as to how you can’t help because your life has taken precedent over God’s kingdom? 
Have you been the person receding into the background of church life, happy to be part of the group, 
but not to build the group? Have you been the person who thinks bitterly that you have done enough, 
and someone else should take responsibility? These are hard and potentially painful questions, I know. 
 The thing about excuses, though, is that excuses often cover up a deeper problem. For the 
people Haggai spoke to, that problem was selfishness. They were saying that the time wasn’t right to 
build the temple, and meanwhile they were living in paneled houses. A paneled house is just the 
equivalent of a really nice house. So, they had enough time to build beautiful houses for themselves, but 
apparently no time to build God’s house. It was selfishness. 
 I don’t know if you noticed this, but twice in the reading from Haggai God said, “Give careful 
thought to your ways” (1:5,7). Right now is an excellent opportunity to do just that. Give careful thought 
to your ways, brothers and sisters. Is selfishness producing excuses as to why you can’t build God’s 
house? Is that why we have the same volunteers doing the same things over and over again? Is that why 
our pews look empty? Is it really just that we’re growing older and we’re busy and culture is becoming 
less religious, or is it because Satan works hard to make you love your precious, paneled house, your 
precious paneled life more than God’s house? Again, these are hard and potentially painful questions; 
these are questions that only you and God can answer. 
 And if these questions have opened a wound, if they’ve made you angry at me for asking them 
or at yourself for your answers, if they’ve made you very aware of your own failure to make God a 
priority, to love the Lord your God with all your heart and all your soul and all your mind, if that’s 
happened, then I need you to look to the temple that God was so eager for his people to build, because 
there’s something special there for you to see. 
 So, let’s join our Jewish tour guide again, this time before the temple was destroyed. First, he 
leads you into the courtyard of the temple, and there you see an altar, a big one. He explains that, every 
day, priests sacrifice animals on that altar to atone for the sins of the people. “Here,” he says, “God 
teaches us that forgiveness requires blood and death.” 

Then he leads you to a giant basin of water. He explains that, every day, priests draw water from 
this basin to wash themselves. “Here,” he says, “God teaches us that we need to be washed clean of sin 
to stand in his presence.”  

Then he leads you to the temple structure itself, but he explains that you can’t go in, because 
neither of you are priests. He tells you about a room inside the temple called the Holy of Holies. The 
high priest is allowed to go there only once a year, on the Day of Atonement. There he stands in the 
presence of God and makes a sacrifice for the sins of all the people. “Here,” your guide says, “God 
teaches us that we need someone to stand before him and be our substitute.” 
 Do you see what God was teaching his people through the temple? God was teaching them 
about Jesus. That’s why the temple was so important. It contained pictures of the salvation that God 
would bring for his people. And five hundred years after the Jews finally rebuilt that temple, that 



salvation finally came. Not far from the temple itself, a sacrifice was placed on a very crude altar, a 
cross. On that final Day of Atonement, Jesus took the sins of the people, of all people, of all time, and 
suffered for them. He took your sins, all of them, of all time, no matter how ugly, no matter how often 
repeated, and he suffered for them. He was and is the Lamb of God, the final sacrifice who takes away 
the sin of the world.  
 And now, brothers and sisters, if you would, pull out the list of priorities that I had you write 
down at the beginning of the sermon. Before considering your list, though, a question: If Jesus had 
written a list of his top five priorities, if God had written such a list, what do you think would be number 
one? Knowing what we do about what God gave up to save us, can the answer be anything else other 
than you, me, all of us? You are God’s number one priority. 
 Now look at your list. What’s not on your list that could be there? Did you save a spot for God’s 
temple on earth, for the physical, visible church? Can you make our church home more of a priority in 
your life? Can you volunteer or use your gifts or share your faith? The excuses that Satan throws at you, 
and maybe is throwing at you right now, toss them aside. The selfish sinful nature that says, “More time 
for God means less time for me,” ignore it. After all, you already have your paneled house, your 
beautiful mansion. Jesus is getting it ready for you right now. 
 The point, of course, is that there’s only one true priority for the soul that has been redeemed 
by the blood of the Lamb. It’s the God who saved you. For the people of Haggai’s day, that meant 
putting their time, talents, and resources toward rebuilding the temple. For you, that means putting 
your time, talents, and resources toward building God’s kingdom in your home, in your church, in your 
community, in your life. 
 So, I’ll leave you with a though that I’d not only like you to think about, but also to act on: Each 
day you have the opportunity to write a new list of priorities. How can you make your God and his 
kingdom your number one priority today, tomorrow, and every day? Amen. 
  
 


