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Mighty David                      takes on                  Tiny Haggai
A (Humble) Bible Student Looks at the Minor Prophet

By Dave Konkol

January 26, 2003

(I have a timeline in Excel that will not paste properly in this space.  Sorry you won’t get to see it.)

Map of the Babylonian Empire
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Topical Outline of the Book

Nine of the 12 minor prophets lived and preached before the captivity.  Haggai was the first of the last three to speak after the return from captivity.  His words were delivered to a discouraged people who had lost their sense of priorities.  Haggai spoke at a time when, according to Matthew Henry, the building of the temple “ was both retarded by its enemies and neglected by its friends.”  

One Word – Four Messages – One Declaration

Haggai's prophecies are dated and are composed of four distinct messages, all four being delivered within 4 months' time in the year 520 BC: 

I. First Message:  Get your building priorities straight (1:2-3)

A. Israel’s futile focus on worldly things (1:5-6)

B. God’s word to refocus (1:7-8)

C. The consequences of neglect of the temple (1:9-11)

D. The response of the leaders (1:12)

II. Second Message:  I will be with you (1:13)

A. Leaders stirred to action (1:14)

B. People begin the work (1:15

III. Third Message:  Remember and be encouraged (2: 1- 5)

A. The glory of the Lord will return (2:6-9a)

B. Peace will return (2: 9b)

IV. Fourth Message:  I want reconsecration not just reconstruction (2:10-19)

A. Holiness is not contagious but evil is (2:10-14)

B. Consequences of disobedience (2:15-17)

C. Fruit of obedience (2:18-19)

V. The Declaration:  God’s promise to Zerubbabel

A. I will judge the nations (2:20-22)

B. You will be my significant servant (2:23)

Character Study

The Hebrew word translated Haggai means “festive”.  It may be that the prophet was born on a festival day, since Hebrew proper names were sometimes formed in this manner. Specifically, the name may be a shortened form of Haggiah (1 Chronicles 6:30), meaning "festival of Yahweh." Like Malachi he bears the name of "Yahweh's messenger" (Hag 1:13; compare Malachi 3:1). 

We know little of his personal history, but we do know that he lived soon after the captivity, being the first of the prophets of the Restoration period.  From Haggai 2:3 it is inferred by many that he had seen the first temple, which was destroyed in 586 BC.  If so, he must have prophesied when he was a comparatively old man, for we know the exact date of his prophecies, 520 BC.  

According to Ezra 5:1; 6:14, he was a contemporary of Zechariah, and was associated with him in the work of rebuilding the temple. According to Jewish tradition, he was a member of the Great Synagogue. Some believe that as honored members of the new community in Jerusalem Haggai and Zechariah had several Psalms introduced into the temple-service on their recommendation. (e.g. Psalms 111, 125, 126, 137, 145,146; 147; 148).

While we don’t know much about him, we do know that he was effective.  Marcus Dods writes, “No prophet ever appeared at a more critical juncture in the history of the people, and, it may be added, no prophet was more successful"  

Historical Background

612 Fall of the Assyrian Empire with the capture of Ninevah by the Medes

550 Beginning of first Persian Archaemenian Empire

559-529 Reign of Cyrus II the Great

549 Cyrus defeats the Medes

539 Cyrus welcomed into Babylon

538 Cyrus permits Jews to return to their homeland

530-522 Cambyses II

522-486 Reign of Darius I

Cyrus II inherited the Persian kingdom in the Median empire from his father Cambyses I in 559 BC. In October 539, almost 20 years into his reign, Cyrus took Babylon, the ancient capital of an oriental monarchy covering modern Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, and Israel. He reigned for another 10 years.  Darius the Great became king of Persia in 522.  The messages of Haggai were given during a four-month period in 520 during the second year of his reign.

Babylon was the ancient world's capital of scholarship and science.  She was also the busiest center of trade at this time connecting Egypt, Phoenicia, and Syria to Cyprus, Asia Minor, and Elam. The capture of Babylon meant the birth of a true world empire. The Persian Empire was to last for more than two centuries, until it was divided by the successors of the Macedonian king Alexander the Great. 

Many aliens had been living in Babylonia, not just the exiled Jews.  They were intermarrying and being assimilated or forming their own self-governing communities. There were Elamites, Persians, Medes, Cilicians, Jews, Ionians, and most numerous of all, Egyptians. Most aliens worshiped their own gods and the Babylonian gods as well.

The king usually gave prisoners of war over to the temples to be used as slaves. However, the Jews were not enslaved but had been settled near Nippur to work land that had been neglected. 

Cyrus expanded the Persian empire in the east to the edge of India.  On one particular campaign to gain more land, Cyrus received the following message from a queen whose army was about to be attacked.  You can almost imagine this type of letter being sent today from Saddam Hussein to President Bush.  

King of the Medes, I advise you to abandon this enterprise,
for you cannot know if in the end it will do you any good.
Rule your own people, and try to bear the sight of me ruling mine.
But of course you will refuse my advice;
as the last thing you wish for is to live in peace.
Religious Influence 

Zoroastrianism was founded by Zarathushtra (Zoroaster) (1000 B.C.) in Persia.  He preached a monotheism with a single supreme god, Ahura Mazda.  Zoroastrians believe in the dualism of good and evil as either a cosmic one between Ahura Mazda and an evil spirit of violence and death, Angra Mainyu, or as an ethical dualism within the human consciousness. The Zoroastrian holy book is called the Avesta, which includes sacred poetry directed towards the worship of the One God, understanding of righteousness and cosmic order, promotion of social justice, and individual choice between good and evil. The rest of the Avesta was written at a later date and deals with rituals, practice of worship, and other traditions of the faith.

In the Biblical record of the first decree to permit the Jews to return to their homeland, (Ezra 1: 1-8) Cyrus, the Zoroastrian, speaks as though he were almost a Hebrew with these words, “All the kingdoms of the earth the Lord, the God of heaven, has given to me, and he has also charged me to build him a house in Jerusalem, which is in Judah. Whoever, therefore, among you belongs to any part of his people, let him go up, and may his God be with him!” 

In the Persian record (Kurash Prism) of this same event this is how it “went down.” -

I am Kurash [ "Cyrus" ], King of the World, Great King, Legitimate King, King of Babilani, King of Kiengir and Akkade, King of the four rims of the earth, Son of Kanbujiya, Great King, King of Hakhamanish, Grandson of Kurash, Great king, King of Hakhamanish, descendant of Chishpish, Great king, King of Hakhamanish, of a family which always exercised kingship; whose rule Bel and Nebo love, whom they want as king to please their hearts. When I entered Babilani as a friend and when I established the seat of the government in the palace of the ruler under jubilation and rejoicing, Marduk, the great lord, induced the magnanimous inhabitants of Babilani to love me, and I was daily endeavoring to worship him.... As to the region from as far as Assura and Susa, Akkade, Eshnunna, the towns Zamban, Me-turnu, Der as well as the region of the Gutians, I returned to these sacred cities on the other side of the Tigris the sanctuaries of which have been ruins for a long time, the images which used to live therein and established for them permanent sanctuaries. I also gathered all their former inhabitants and returned them to their habitations. Furthermore, I resettled upon the command of Marduk, the great lord**, all the gods of Kiengir and Akkade whom Nabonidus had brought into Babilani to the anger of the lord of the gods, unharmed, in their former temples, the places which make them happy.

**In Mesopotamian religion, Marduk was the chief god of the city of Babylon and the national god of Babylonia. He began as a god of thunderstorms, and according to legend he became lord of all the gods after conquering the monster of primeval chaos, Tiamat. Representations of his star, the planet Jupiter, and his sacred animals - horses, dogs, and a dragon with a forked tongue – would have adorned Babylon's walls at the time of Haggai.

Cyrus, the “singularly noble and just monarch” authorized the return of the Jews during his first year, a fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy given some 150 years earlier.  See Isa. 41:2 and 44:28.  Darius’ later decision to allow the remaining Jews to return to Jerusalem was not so much a kind gesture or an effort to complete a process that had begun some 15 years earlier, or even a spiritual act of obedience to the Babylonian god Marduk or even Yahweh.   It could simply have been consistent with the Persian policy to repatriate conquered people.  This policy was exactly the opposite of that of the Assyrians and Babylonians.  

So, during the short reign of King Darius the last of three returns from captivity was set in motion.  In God’s sovereign plan, He worked within the established policies of two foreign nations first to take His people into Babylon as deported captives and then to bring them back from conquered Babylon as repatriated exiles by the conquering Persian king.

“In the 2nd year of King Darius, 

on the first day of the sixth month” 

Haggai would have known:

that the work of rebuilding the temple had been interrupted for 16 years 

that no prophet of God had spoken since the earlier return of the exiles

that the Jews had became indifferent, and had begun to build  "ceiled houses" 

that Darius was busy putting down rebellion and revolt in the provinces 

that a literal shaking of the nations was happening all around them

Type of Literary Expression(s) the author uses

Haggai is written in the prose style, the basic form of communication.  It is a speech using questions to invite the audience to be personally engaged in the receiving of the message.  The writer uses the poetic tool of parallelism, in this case the use of repetition of the same idea for emphasis, especially in the repeated use of "the word of Yahweh came" (Haggai 1:1,3; 2:1,10,20) to drive home his point.   

The book’s reference to Yahweh's "shaking" the nations (2:6,7,21,22) is apocalyptic in that it could be referring not only to the current political instability surrounding them at the time but to a future shaking of nations in the end times, in preparation for the Messiah’s coming.
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Hey!  This little guy is NOT going to intimidate ME!





The Babylonian Empire just prior to rise of the Persian Empire.





After his successful campaign against the Babylonians in 539 BC, Cyrus established a large empire stretching from the Mediterranean in the west to eastern Iran, and from the Black Sea in the north to Arabia.














