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“CLEAN HANDS – CLEAN HEART” (Haggai 2:10-23) 

The Lord then moves Haggai to bring his third message. After the Lord had stirred the 50,000 
remnant up to do the work, Haggai rebuked them for working with secret sins in their lives. This 
message will essentially focus on sins that the Lord saw in the lives of the people in Jerusalem. 
He will make clear that such sin contaminates any attempt to engage in spiritual activity.  

There were clearly some of the Jewish people who were willing to help in the rebuilding 
of the temple and thought that it would bring them good fortune. They saw the temple as some 
kind of lucky charm. But outward religious efforts are not enough. The Lord will not bless any 
ministry, no matter how great a ministry it is, if the people involved in it are not holy. 

The Lord used an analogy from the Levitical Law about unclean touching clean things. 
He begins by posing two questions. The first question was intended to show that ceremonial 
cleanness cannot be transferred (v12), whereas the second question was intended to show that 
ceremonial uncleanness can be transferred (v13). In summary, the Lord will teach that holiness is 
incommunicable, but unholiness is very communicable.  
 

 
 

 In the four and twentieth day of the ninth month, in the second year of Darius, came the word of 
the LORD by Haggai the prophet, saying, Thus saith the LORD of hosts; Ask now the priests concerning the 
law, saying, If one bear holy flesh in the skirt of his garment, and with his skirt do touch bread, or pottage, or 

wine, or oil, or any meat, shall it be holy? And the priests answered and said, No. (v10-12) 
 

This third message will follow around 2 months after the second one on the 24 day of the 9th 
month. The Lord poses a simple first question for the priests, who were supposed to be the 
spiritual leaders of the people, “If one bear holy flesh in the skirt of his garment, and with his skirt do touch 
bread, or pottage, or wine, or oil, or any meat, shall it be holy?” This question simply asks if holiness can 
be transferred to unholy things. The answer is it cannot do so. Even the listening priests, were 
able to answer this quickly, “And the priests answered and said, No.” Holiness cannot be passed on 
from a holy source to an unholy source. This was in agreement with the Law of Moses (Lev. 
6:20-27) which made clear the priestly garments are sanctified by touching the holy sacrifices but 
these garments cannot “pass on any holiness.” Hanko makes a powerful application, 
 

“The principle that is illustrated by the this first question and answer applies in other 
everyday circumstances and relationships of life. In marriage between a believer and 
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unbeliever, for example, the believer may have no expectation that his own holiness with 
be transferred to the unbeliever simply by virtue of the fact that they marry. Those who 
sin by marrying unbelievers often justify what they do on the ground that their marrying 
the unbeliever will have a good influence on the unbeliever, but that is a vain hope in 
light of this Word of God. Holiness is not transferred in that way. We learn that same 
principle in the rearing of our children. Our own personal holiness and the holiness of 
godly and pious family life is not automatically transferred to every child who is born in a 
covenant home. Holiness does not come in that way, no more than it did in the case that 
Haggai cites to the priests.” 

 
Then said Haggai, If one that is unclean by a dead body touch any of these, shall it be unclean? And the priests 

answered and said, It shall be unclean. (v13) 
 
The second question follows quickly on from the first, “If one that is unclean by a dead body touch any 
of these, shall it be unclean?” The priests immediately answer in the affirmative, “And the priests 
answered and said, It shall be unclean.” These men knew the law taught this (Lev. 22:4; Num. 5:2; 
9:10). The simple principle is that any unholy person will make anything he or she touches 
unclean or unholy. Sin is contagious. It infects everyone and everything it comes into contact 
with. Steve Cole explains, 
 

“It’s like health and disease. If I am healthy and you have the flu, my coughing in your 
face won’t make you well, but your coughing in my face will make me sick. Health is not 
contagious, but disease is. As we all know, it’s much easier to get sick than it is to stay 
healthy, especially when you have constant contact with sick people. At school, kids pick 
up germs from other kids and then they bring those germs home. It takes a lot of careful 
effort to avoid catching whatever is going around! Sin is like that! You don’t pick up 
“holiness antibodies” by hanging around holy people, but you do pick up “sin viruses” 
by hanging around sinful people. But we tend to think just the opposite. We think that if 
you hang out in church buildings around the “God crowd,” surely some of it will rub off! 
We also tend to think that we can hang out with godless people without any adverse 
effects on us. Wrong on both counts!” 

 
Many of the Jews thought it was enough to please God that they had returned from Babylon to 
Jerusalem and had engaged in sacrifices, and rebuilding the temple. They imagined that now God 
would bless them. But God’s message here is that if our hearts are still wrong, then nothing we 
do is really holy to God. The Lord doesn’t want a big house filled with empty hearts.  

Now this is not some radical new teaching by Haggai. It was well known to the Jewish 
people. Indeed, the priests were quick to answer Haggai on the matter. The Psalmist made clear 
that blessing only comes to those who are holy inwardly and outwardly, 
 

Who shall ascend into the hill of the LORD? or who shall stand in his holy place? 
He that hath clean hands, and a pure heart; who hath not lifted up his soul unto 
vanity, nor sworn deceitfully. He shall receive the blessing from the LORD, and 
righteousness from the God of his salvation. (Psalm 24:3-5) 

 
Isaiah taught that the heart of the problem is the problem of the heart, 
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For thus saith the high and lofty One that inhabiteth eternity, whose name is 
Holy; I dwell in the high and holy place, with him also that is of a contrite and 
humble spirit, to revive the spirit of the humble, and to revive the heart of the 
contrite ones. (Isaiah 57:15; cf. Psa. 51:17) 

 
The Lord Jesus made the same point in Matthew 5:23-24 that a holy life must accompany any act 
of worship or God will reject it. 
 

Therefore if thou bring thy gift to the altar, and there rememberest that thy 
brother hath ought against thee; Leave there thy gift before the altar, and go thy 
way; first be reconciled to thy brother, and then come and offer thy gift. 

 
Jesus made clear that only once your heart is right will your gift will be accepted and you will be 
blessed. 
 

 
 
Then answered Haggai, and said, So is this people, and so is this nation before me, saith the LORD; and so is 

every work of their hands; and that which they offer there is unclean. (v14) 
 
Haggai then turns from this question and answer session to make his direct application from this 
Levitical insights to the lives of the people of Israel, to explain to them why God had not blessed 
them, ‘So is this people, and so is this nation before me, saith the LORD; and so is every work of their hands; 
and that which they offer there is unclean.” It is not enough for any individual to simply put God’s 
work first. It must be put first by those who are also living a holy life. If not, the Lord declares, 
“that which they offer there is unclean.” It is not that some part of it is holy and acceptable. All of it is 
declared unholy and unacceptable to God. Their sin had caused their good works and their 
offerings to be rejected. The rebuilding of the temple was the most important work for God on 
the earth at that time. But even this great work could not be done by unholy people. 

The same is true for us. God desires that we offer our bodies as living sacrifices, holy, 
acceptable and pleasing to God (Romans 12:1-2). His great cause is the building of His church in 
our day. But this act of worship must be from a heart that is clean inwardly. Only when our 
hearts are inwardly clean can we worship God acceptably. And only then will He bless us.  
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And now, I pray you, consider from this day and upward, from before a stone was laid upon a stone in the temple 
of the LORD: Since those days were, when one came to an heap of twenty measures, there were but ten: when one 
came to the pressfat for to draw out fifty vessels out of the press, there were but twenty. I smote you with blasting 

and with mildew and with hail in all the labours of your hands; yet ye turned not to me, saith the LORD. (v15-
17) 

 
The Lord explained why He could not bless them because of their uncleanness during the 
preceding 15 years. But He now explains further that this unholiness caused Him to chastise 
them. The Lord makes abundantly clear that there was a direct correlation between their 
misplaced priorities and their unholy hearts and the difficult circumstances they had faced in the 
past few years. He gave the example of how He had reduced their harvests, “Since those days were, 
when one came to an heap of twenty measures, there were but ten: when one came to the pressfat for to draw out 
fifty vessels out of the press, there were but twenty.” They lost 50% of one expected crop and 40% of 
another. The Lord explained one way He had directly done this, “I smote you with blasting and with 
mildew and with hail in all the labours of your hands.” These people had calculated on a productive 
harvest, but they encountered only frustration and disappointment. Who overturned their plans 
by reducing the harvest? God himself.  

The Jews stubbornly continued in this state of sin and chastisement, “yet ye turned not to 
me, saith the LORD.” Often we don’t learn from our chastisements for a long time. God’s 
discipline doesn’t necessarily bring us closer to God. We are stubborn and stiff necked in our 
resistance to His will. Pritchard points out the same is true for us, 

 
So many of us waste hours, days, weeks, months, and even years blaming others for our 
problems. But after you are through blaming the world for the mess you are in, you still 
have deal with God. And the quicker you deal with God, the quicker you can get better 
and move on with your life. It’s a wonderful thing when you approach life with the 
knowledge that even in the worst moments God is not out to get you or to hurt you, he 
simply wants to bring you to a new and deeper relationship with himself. 

 
Consider now from this day and upward, from the four and twentieth day of the ninth month, even from the day 
that the foundation of the LORD's temple was laid, consider it. Is the seed yet in the barn? yea, as yet the vine, 
and the fig tree, and the pomegranate, and the olive tree, hath not brought forth: from this day will I bless you. 

(v18-19) 
 
The Lord calls on His people to reflect and audit their lives, “Consider now from this day and 
upward.” God’s work must be done God’s way. It was the sins of the Jews that had led them to 
be taken into captivity in the first place. And God was making it clear that their sins were still 
bringing God’s judgment. Obedience is easy in theory but difficult in practice. But thankfully the 
Jews had begun to repent for their indifference and unholy lives. For God will speak now to 
more blessed days to come.  

God is a God who delights to bless His children. He isn’t cynical or miserly in His 
attitudes towards us. Chastisement is good for us because it often changes us for the better, 
“Before I was afflicted I went astray: but now have I kept thy word.” (Psa. 119:67) This year would be 
different. They now understood why their previous harvests had failed for 16 years and had 
repented. The repentance and obedience of God’s people always results in God blessing them. 
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The Lord makes clear to Israel that He wants to shower them with His goodness, “from this day 
will I bless you.” Pritchard points out, 

 
“Notice that the same phrase is repeated twice: “From this day on.” It’s as if God is 
saying, “The past is the past and we can’t change that. But things are going to be 
different from now on.”  
 
The Lord queries, “Is the seed yet in the barn?’ It was now late December and they had 

already ploughed the fields for the winter harvests. Now the Lord is calling them to trust Him 
for a blessed future harvest. God still today often blesses His people with material blessings. But 
the greatest blessings for the child of God is in eternity. Steve Cole is right to note, 
 

“…the greatest blessings are not temporal blessings that quickly vanish, but the abiding 
joy and satisfaction that God’s obedient servants will know throughout eternity in 
heaven. While God often blesses His obedient servants on earth with material things (as 
He here promised the Jews), His greatest blessings are reserved for us in heaven.” 
 

It is always worth obeying the Lord. We will be blessed both in this life and in the life to come.  
 

 
 

 And again the word of the LORD came unto Haggai in the four and twentieth day of the month, 
saying, Speak to Zerubbabel, governor of Judah, saying, I will shake the heavens and the earth; And I will 
overthrow the throne of kingdoms, and I will destroy the strength of the kingdoms of the heathen; and I will 

overthrow the chariots, and those that ride in them; and the horses and their riders shall come down, every one by 
the sword of his brother. In that day, saith the LORD of hosts, will I take thee, O Zerubbabel, my servant, the 
son of Shealtiel, saith the LORD, and will make thee as a signet: for I have chosen thee, saith the LORD of 

hosts. (v20-23) 
 

The 4th and final message immediately follows on from the third one. It was a personal message 
of encouragement for Zerubbabel. The first and third messages are more messages of rebuke 
whereas the second and fourth are more messages of encouragement.  
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 It was easy for this small remnant of Jews surrounded by large and mighty empires to be 
discouraged. The small and plain temple building magnified this insignificance. But the Lord 
wanted Zerubbabel and the Jews to know that He had great plans for them. He revealed, “I will 
shake the heavens and the earth; And I will overthrow the throne of kingdoms, and I will destroy the strength of 
the kingdoms of the heathen…” The Lord reminds them that these Gentile kingdoms might look big 
and powerful to them but they were nothing compared to their God. The Lord uses the personal 
pronoun “I” to emphasise that He will deal with these big shots! Their armies might seem 
awesome but God assures that He will handle them, “and I will overthrow the chariots, and those that 
ride in them; and the horses and their riders shall come down, every one by the sword of his brother. 

Zerubbabel was born in the Babylonian exile. He was a descendant of the royal line of 
David and in the direct line of the ancestry of Jesus (Luke 3:27; Matt. 1:12). He led the returning 
Jewish remnant on the long journey back from exile. Zerubbabel was appointed the governor of 
Jerusalem. He would govern the nation for at least 2 decades. Jewish tradition claims that he was 
well educated and a friend of King Darius.   

Zerubbabel led the returning Jews to erect an altar to the Lord and then to lay the 
foundation of the temple. This was no easy task for Jerusalem was a wasteland and there were 
many enemies. When the compromised Samaritans wanted to join them in the rebuilding, 
Zerubbabel rejected their offer because they did not fully follow the God of Israel (Ezra 4). All 
through the work he occupied a prominent place and led from the front. Indeed, many Jewish 
historians designated the second Temple as “Zerubbabel’s Temple.” Four years after this final 
message, Zerubbabel put the capstone in place, signifying the Temple was finished (Ezra 6:13–
18; Zech. 4:7–10). This temple stood for centuries.  

God  noted the labours of this man and called him, “O Zerubbabel, my servant.” He 
promised that He had sovereignly chosen this man, “and will make thee as a signet: for I have chosen 
thee, saith the LORD of hosts.” The signet ring was the instrument that the king used to seal all 
official documents. It was a symbol of the King’s authority (1 Kings 21:8) and guarantee its 
promises would be fulfilled (Genesis 38:18).  

This must have been a great encouragement to Zerubbabel. He was the direct  
descendant of King David. By right he should be king over the mighty Empire that David set up. 
He should be ruling from David’s royal Palace and leading the worship in Solomon’s golden 
temple. But now he is the governor of a mere handful of people in a small city.  

The Bible makes clear that the Lord will shake this whole world in the future. The Lord 
Jesus Christ will descend to the city of Jerusalem. When his feet touch the Mount of Olives, 
there’s going to be an earthquake, and the whole mountain is going to split in two (Zechariah 
14:4). The Jewish people will be saved from their enemies and their sins. Both Zerubbabel and 
the remnant of the Jews are encouraged to look forward into the future and bless God in faith 
for that glorious prospect.  

Jesus shall reign where’er the sun 
Doth his successive journeys are run; 

His Kingdom spread from shore to shore 
Till moons shall wax and wane no more. (Isaac Watts) 

 
 


