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“The Two Books”

In the Jules Vern novel “The Mysterious Island” the author tells 
a story about five men who escaped from a prison by hijacking a hot air 
balloon.  As the balloon rose into the air, the wind blew it toward the ocean.  
As the hours passed, the balloon began to sink.  It began to get closer and 
closer to the surface of the ocean and the men realized that if they didn’t 
get rid of some of the weight they had on board, they weren’t going to make 
it to land.  So they began to throw all their non-essentials overboard, their 
shoes, overcoats, the weapons they had stolen.  The balloon rose, but only 
slightly and only temporarily.  Soon again, they were once close to the 
surface.  This time they tossed over their food and their water.  They 
figured better to be in the air and hungry than drown with a full stomach.  
But that solution was also only temporary.  But soon, they were once again 
very close to the wave tops.  One of the prisoners got an idea, they could 
tie the ropes that held the passenger car, and they could sit on the ropes.  
That way they could cut away the basket beneath them; as they did that 
very thing, and dropped what they were standing on, the balloon rose and 
not a minute too soon.  They then spotted land and they landed on an 
island.

When I heard that story; it occurred to me that the prisoners balloon 
voyage was a powerful word picture of the need to get our priorities right.  
So long as were safe and secure, the things we surround ourselves with 
seem important and essential.  When life seems to be sinking towards 
catastrophe those things we thought we couldn’t live without, seem trivial.

Today, were going to continue our sermon series on stewardship and 
we are going to talk about refocusing our priorities.  I’m anticipating three 
different kinds of reactions to this sermon.  Some of you already know that 
your priorities are out of focus and as you think about this sermon you’re 
afraid.  Your afraid of what God might ask you to do of what implications 
rearranging your priorities might mean to how your living today.  Your afraid 
a change in your priorities might cause a conflict, maybe in your marriage 
or cause you to do without things that you really enjoy.  



Others feel pretty good about where their priorities are, but they know 
that there’s always room for improvement.  They’ve worked hard to align 
their priorities with the teachings of the Bible, but they also know that 
keeping their priorities focused is a process and our priorities can drift 
gradually away from God’s plan.  So even though they feel confident about 
where their priorities are right now, they’re also open to re-examining them 
to fine tuning those priorities in any way.  

And finally, there will be some who are totally convinced that their 
priorities are just fine and don’t need any re-evaluation.  Some might even 
be feeling a little defensive because they feel like they’re just doing fine in 
this area.  To those who fit in this third category, God’s message to us 
today is to be humble and open.  To not be so proud as to think that we 
have life all figured out, to be open to re-focusing to taking new steps of 
faith and trying new things.  

So where do we begin?  Well, were going to begin by diagnosing 
misplaced priorities and we’re going to go to Haggai Chapter one, our Old 
Testament reading to see how to diagnose misplaced priorities.  This is 
what Haggai has to say.  “Thus says the Lord of Hosts: “These people say, 
‘the time has not yet come to rebuild the house of the Lord,’” and the word 
of the Lord came by the hand of Haggai the prophet, “Is it time for you 
yourselves to dwell in your paneled houses while this house lies in ruin?”  
When we look at this we see that our true priorities are revealed in how we 
spend our time and money.  

Now a little background here on Haggai, the people in Jerusalem had 
returned from exile, they had been in Babylon for seventy years.  When 
they came back, they began to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem under the 
leadership of Nehemiah.  They also laid the foundation for the Jewish 
temple underneath the leadership of the Jewish priest Ezra, but that was 
sixteen years before Haggai.  The people had started out strong, but 
something happened they lost their focus.  They kept saying the time has 
not yet come to rebuild the temple.  They didn’t deny that it was their 
responsibility, but they kept putting it off for another day.  Now, when we 
look at those sixteen years, we know that they were filled with economic 
struggle, they were starting out all over again, they were filled with political 
instability and they had neighbors around them who were against them 
coming back and against them building this temple.  So to put off building 



the temple probably made sense from a human perspective, yet God 
knows that the real problem wasn’t the economy, wasn’t their leadership, 
wasn’t the people around them, the real problem was misplaced priorities 
among God’s people.  That’s why God asked them, “Is it a time for you to 
be living in paneled houses while the temple remains ruined?”  Despite 
their financial struggles, they had found the time and the money to panel 
their homes, which was an extravagance at that time.  You know each 
week, they’d gone down to Lowe’s and picked up what they needed and 
they went about their home improvement project.  But all the while they 
were fixing their house, God’s temple was no more than a foundation and a 
pile of rubble.  

Now, let me just make mention here that as Christians we need to 
think about how this passage applies to us today.  Clearly there is no literal 
temple today because God no longer limits himself to a physical structure 
made of brick and mortar. So it would be wrong for us to say that this 
building or any church building for that matter is the equivalent of the Old 
Testament Temple.  According to the New Testament, it says that since 
Jesus Christ came to the world, the true temple of God is now the Christian 
Community. God dwells within us.  According to First Corinthians 3:16, we 
ourselves as a congregation are God’s Temple.  So the equivalent of 
building the temple for us today, is not constructing a physical building, but 
it’s investing our lives in to building the Christian Community.  Are we really 
doing that?  Far too often, we are like the people of Haggai’s generation.  
We claim everything’s fine with our priorities but our actions betray us.  Our 
date book shows how much we really value our marriage, our family and 
our time with our churches ministry.  Our checkbook reveals how much we 
really care about the poor, or our congregations’ vision for reaching people.  

Hence, the title of the sermon today, “The Two Books”, and today we 
are going to focus on our date books, our calendar.  Regardless of what we 
say, how we actually use our time and our money diagnoses our true 
priorities, which brings us to the second half of our Old Testament reading.  
Listen to what God says, just after He finishes saying, “Is it a time for you 
yourselves to dwell in your paneled houses while this house lies in ruin? He 
then continues and says, “Now therefore, thus says the Lord of Host, 
Consider your ways, you have sown much and harvested little, you eat but 
you never have enough, you drink but you never have your fill, you clothe 
yourselves but no one is warm and he who earns wages does so to put 
them into a bag with holes.”



The first command God gives the people is to spend time in self-
reflection and evaluation.  Haggai is trying to help the people see the cause 
and effect relationship between their misplaced priorities and the problems 
that they’re having.  Because their priorities were wrong they were 
struggling.  They had un-met expectations.  They expect a lot each time 
they plant their seed, yet when the harvest time came, they were 
continually disappointed with a smaller crop than they wanted.  They were 
unsatisfied in their personal lives, they’d eat but they were never really full, 
or there was always something better to eat.  They’d drink but it was never 
really enough or it wasn’t exactly what they wanted and they were broke.  
They’d make money, but as soon as they cashed their check it seemed to 
be gone.  They’d never had enough to meet their needs.  In fact, it’s 
because of this struggle that they’re saying, “It’s not yet time for us to 
rebuild the temple.”  How can they rebuild the temple when they harvest so 
little? They’re unsatisfied and their broke, surely things will turn around 
soon and then maybe they’ll think about rebuilding the temple.  This is 
another example of making God, a God of our convenience.  When it’s 
comfortable for us, we fit Him in.  But Haggai says they’ve got it all wrong. 
The ultimate cause of their trouble isn’t just a bad economy or bad luck or 
bad weather, but the cause of their problems is actually their misplaced 
priorities.  God is the One whose caused their crops to be smaller than 
expected, God has caused their economy to struggle and until they get 
their priorities straight, life will continue not working for them.  So the Lord 
continues, thus says the Lord of Hosts, “Consider your ways, go up to the 
hills and bring wood and build the house that I may take pleasure in it and 
that I may be glorified says the Lord, you looked for much and behold it 
became little, and when you brought it home it blew away, why? Declares 
the Lord of Host, because of my house that lies in ruins while each of you 
busies himself with his own house.”  The Lord says, “It’s time to reflect, 
consider your ways and the action that’s needed, build my house so that I 
may be glorified and then he ends with a warning of history, you pursued 
your way and it didn’t work, as long as you put me in second place this will 
happen.  God’s glory was being obscured by His people’s misplaced 
priorities.  The Bible clearly tells us that God wants to make His glory 
visible to all people so they can come to know Him personally.  But when 
God’s people have misplaced priorities, God’s glory is hidden and 
obscured.



We have hundreds of excuses for why we hedge God’s priorities out 
of our lives, but in the end we pay a steep price, we rob ourselves of the life 
God wants for us.  Instead of having enough resources to meet our needs, 
we find that there is never enough.  Instead of taking pleasure in His 
church, we find God’s heart grieved.  Instead of the Church revealing God’s 
glory to a lost world, God’s glory is obscured and shrouded by the 
misplaced priorities of everyday Christians.  When people in the world look 
at the Christian Community, they see a bunch of people who are pretty 
much the same as they are and have the same priorities as they do.  It’s 
been said, “Christianity has not so much been tried and found wanting, as 
it’s been found difficult and left untried.”  That statement is nowhere more 
true than when it comes to this issue of how we use our time.  The New 
Testament teaching about stewardship and giving has not so much been 
tried and found wanting, as it’s been found difficult and left untried.  Just 
like the people of Haggai’s generation, when we edge out God’s priorities, 
life stops working for us, and God’s ministry stagnates.  So what’s the
solution?  Well it’s found in our Gospel.  Jesus tells us to store up for 
ourselves treasures in Heaven.  These are the ones that last.  How do we 
store up for ourselves treasures in heaven?  We follow Haggai’s advice, we 
reflect, we consider our way and then we take action.  What kind?  First of 
all you look at your time. Does your date book or your calendar show where 
your heart is?  Are you active in worship, In Bible study and in prayer? All 
three of those are very wonderful components and all three are essential, 
but they are all focused on yourself and your own faith growing.  The 
second thing we have to do is really reflect and ask, do we have time in our 
calendar set aside for doing God’s work, for building God’s house?  I’m 
going to get very specific here.  Everyone has received a volunteer usage 
form, please, please, please do not fill it out with what you have been 
doing.  I challenge each person here to check at least one aspect of 
volunteering that they’ve not done in the past, to add something.  If each 
person here did that, we’d have over one hundred new volunteers in 
ministry this next year.  So instead of just coming to Bible Study, lead one. 
Instead of just praying for the growth of the church, volunteer to do 
something about it.  Join the evangelism group.  Support our youth, feed 
them one time a month and come down, see what’s going with our youth 
on Monday nights, or Thursday nights.  In a nutshell, make a date with 
God, give Him His time, and support His ministry, by being His minister.  

In our Savior’s name, Amen.


