From Compromise to Conviction

(Latter Glory Pt 2)
What is the meaning of the word “conviction”?  A conviction is a deep and strong opinion or belief.  A feeling of being certain about something.  
What is the opposite?  Compromise.  What is a compromise?  Well, to accept that we will reduce our demands or change our opinion in order to reach an agreement with someone.  Or to allow our principles to be less strong, or our standards or morals to be lower.
We should all be very familiar with these words.    
I had just spent three weeks in Europe with my young children.  We usually have a helper at home, but more recently we have been traveling without help.  Let’s just say it isn’t for the faint of heart.  I had many convictions which were dashed to pieces.  I may have had a conviction to have a good night’s sleep.  I might have had a conviction to go out with my wife for a nice glass of wine.  I may have had a conviction to go watch a theatrical play. Let’s just say all of our convictions turned to compromise quite swiftly.
Today, we’re looking at a different kind of compromise related to the Israelites.
For those who were around last month, I shared a message entitled the “Latter Glory”.   Encourage you to listen to the message.  Basically, Cyrus, the then king of Persia, had issued a decree and Israelites returned after having been in captivity for decades.  By Ezra 3, they had built the Temple foundations, but there was a mix of weeping and shouting.  For them, it was a time to finally restore their national identity, and what better way than to rebuild the Temple which God’s presence had filled decades ago?  
There were basically three points: [Slide #1]

1. Idolising the past

2. Learning to grieve

3. Latter glory

Today I am continuing with that story chronologically.  What happened after they built the Temple foundation?  
The title of this message is “From Compromise to Conviction (Latter Glory Part 2)” [Slide #2].
Haggai 1 [NASB] [Slide #3]
1 In the second year of Darius the king, on the first day of the sixth month, the word of the Lord came by the prophet Haggai to Zerubbabel the son of Shealtiel, governor of Judah, and to Joshua the son of Jehozadak, the high priest, saying, 2 “This is what the Lord of armies [a]says: ‘This people says, “The time has not come, the time for the house of the Lord to be rebuilt.”’”3 Then the word of the Lord came by Haggai the prophet, saying, 4 “Is it time for you yourselves to live in your paneled houses while this house remains desolate?” 5 Now then, the Lord of armies says this: “[b]Consider your ways! 6 You have sown much, only to [c]harvest little; you eat, but there is not enough to be satisfied; you drink, but there is not enough to become drunk; you put on clothing, but there is not enough for [d]anyone to get warm; and the one who earns, earns wages to put into a money bag full of holes.”
7 The Lord of armies says this: “[e]Consider your ways! 8 Go up to the [f]mountains, bring wood, and rebuild the [g]temple, that I may be pleased with it and be honored,” says the Lord. 9 “You [h]start an ambitious project, but behold, it comes to little; when you bring it home, I blow it away. Why?” declares the Lord of armies. “It is because of My house which remains desolate, while each of you runs to his own house. 10 Therefore, because of you the sky has withheld [i]its dew, and the earth has withheld its produce.11 And I called for a drought on the land, on the mountains, on the grain, on the new wine, on the oil, on what the ground produces, on mankind, on cattle, and on all the products of the labor of [j]your hands.”
Haggai prophesied some 20 years after the Temple foundation was built.  It looks like, despite having returned to Israel to rebuild the Temple, it still was not finished some 20 years later.  

Has anyone ever started a project they cannot finish?  

· In the old days before Cadence and I had children, we would each set ourselves a target to learn something new every year.  
· One year we would do rock climbing. 

· Another year I decided that I should learn to ride the motorcycle.  It took me three times before I finally passed.  Let’s just say the roads are safer without me.
· But once we had kids, these lofty aspirations were put to the side.  I think it was an ambition for us to even get a full night’s sleep!

· Since then our schedule keeps getting filled up.  We keep starting small projects which never get finished.  For example, my children keep receiving lego gifts which never get built, despite us having an earnest determination to start building them.  The biggest one is the Home Alone lego set of 4000 pieces which we received as a gift last Christmas and we still haven’t started! 
However, the project to rebuild the Temple, was obviously more serious – because it was the Lord who commanded them to do so, and it was made legal by Cyrus.  In my last sermon, I explained how Cyrus’ edict is actually a historical artifact housed in the British Musem [Slide #4].  We went to the Museum two weeks ago and it is amazing how much of the history there complements the history described in Scripture.
Haggai, however, was very disappointed with the Israelites’ failure to continue building the House of the Lord.  Haggai observed that the Israelites worked on their own homes whilst the House of the Lord remained desolate.  He said that twice in this accusation – the House is desolate, whilst the Israelites worked on their own houses, their own homes, their own ambitious projects.  The word “paneled” houses likely meant walls and ceilings covered with cedar word.  Such decoration was a sign of prosperity in a land where wood was scarce.  
If you remember from the last message, resources were scarce.  They were already using limited gold and funds, with limited people, to rebuild the Temple.  Much fewer people returned to rebuild Temple.  Much less gold and rare materials were available.  Despite this lack of funds and resources, what led the Israelites to spend so lavishly on their own homes whilst neglecting the Temple?

Maybe they thought that they can delay the rebuilding project.  Maybe they felt that they had heard God wrong.  Whatever their excuse, the result of them neglecting God’s house was significant.  

Unlike my rather trivial examples of not finishing our own small projects, the Israelites’ decision to stop obeying God actually had a real impact that manifested into the withholding of blessing.  

Because of YOU the sky has withheld its dew, the earth has withheld its produce.  And God called for a drought on the land, on the mountains, on the grain, on the new wine, on the oil, on what the ground produces, on mankind, on cattle, and on all the products of the labor of your hands.  
Now it is very easy for me to make this a simple sermon.  
· Well Jacky what you really want to say is that we should stop working on our lives and personal projects and just commit to serving this church, sign up to some ministry, join a house church, and all will be dandy and God will be pleased with me?  
· Well, frankly, NO.  That is not the purpose of today’s message.  It is NOT a call to action, nor a call to sign up, nor a call to find a HC.  These are all important of course, but today, that’s not my point.
The point is, how did it come to this?  After last month’s message about grieving, realising the Temple is just a building, that they need God’s presence and the Holy Spirit, surely they would have then worked at building the rest of the Temple with the right heart and mind?  How did it come to this?
1: Discouragement and Fear [Slide #5]
After the foundation was rebuilt, they wept and shouted aloud.  The great shout was heard from far away.  The rebuilding project attracted people from afar.
What happened afterwards is that in Ezra 4:4-5 and 11-16 [Slide #6], it said: 
“4 Then the people of the land [a]discouraged the people of Judah, and frightened them from building, 5 and bribed advisers against them to frustrate their advice all the days of Cyrus king of Persia, even until the reign of Darius king of Persia.”

…

And now 11 this is a copy of the letter which they sent to him:
“To King Artaxerxes: Your servants, the men of the region beyond the Euphrates River; and now 12 let it be known to the king that the Jews who came up from you have come to us at Jerusalem; they are rebuilding the rebellious and evil city and are finishing the walls and repairing the foundations. 13 Now let it be known to the king, that if that city is rebuilt and the walls are finished, they will not pay tribute, custom tax, or toll, and it will [h]be detrimental to the revenue of the kings. 14 Now because we [i]are in the service of the palace, and it is not fitting for us to see the king’s shame, for this reason we have sent word and informed the king, 15 so that a search may be conducted in the record books of your fathers. And you will discover in the record books and learn that that city is a rebellious city and detrimental to kings and provinces, and that they have revolted within it in past days; for this reason that city was laid waste. 16 We are informing the king that if that city is rebuilt and the walls finished, then as a result of this you will have no possession in the province beyond the Euphrates River.”
Instead of inquiring with the Israelites, or checking Cyrus’ previous decree, the new King basically stopped their work.  He made it illegal to rebuild the Temple.  He also threatened them with military force if they disobeyed the new decree.  This new decree clearly had nothing to do with God.  
This was the moment where the Israelites had two choices – to stand firm on God’s word which was expressed through Cyrus and contest this new decree, or fold in and decide that perhaps it was all not worth it.  Basically, a dichotomy – do we obey God or do we disobey Him and comply with the circumstances of the day?  
Actually, the Israelites made a third choice.  They decided to re-interpret God’s word into something more palatable.  Haggai recounted their explanation for not rebuilding the Temple: “The time has not come, the time for the house of the LORD to be rebuilt”.  
Basically, they are saying, well, technically, we are not disobeying God.  We just think we heard Him wrong when He told us to rebuild the Temple.  He didn’t really specify a time did He?  In that case, why don’t I work on rebuilding my own life first.  Isn’t that also important?  Wouldn’t God want me to work on myself first, rather than work on His Temple?
What led the Israelites to make this choice of saying that the Lord’s command can be re-interpreted or delayed?  There is no biblical record of any prophet saying to them that the rebuilding project can be put off.  The only explanation is that the Israelites quite literally wanted their cake and to eat it.  They wanted to believe they were still doing God’s mission, even if it meant putting it off until the circumstances are better.  They wanted to believe they were not disobeying God or walking in sin.
But the true root of the issue?  It is in the verse itself.  They were discouraged by their neighbours.  They were frightened by their neighbours.  The combination of worldly discouragement and worldly fear is a potent mix.  And that, my brothers and sisters, is often the key reason for making compromises pertaining to our walks with God.  
Funnily enough, re-interpreting God’s commands is the choice almost all of us make.  We never openly admit that we have disobeyed God.  Rather, we would always have a very legitimate reason for not obeying.  The Israelites’ explanation wasn’t “Well, I knew I had to build the Temple.  Sorry for not doing it in time.  My bad!”. Rather, they said, “now is not the time, but I will do it as soon as the time is ripe”.  Or, “Why don’t you stand in my shoes and try to do it?  Do you not realise how hard it is to obey God literally?  Don’t you think He meant it symbolically?”. Or “Well, I did try, why don’t you appreciate how we have already built the Temple foundations?  Why don’t you appreciate how I was one of the 50,000 who returned at least!  Why don’t you take note of that?” 

I remember doing the same after Cadence and I got married.  You know one thing that we got good at as a married couple?  

Here’s an image to give you a taste:

[Blame comic image] [Slide #7]
Now we weren’t blaming each other.  Don’t mistake me.  What we did, however, was that we blamed our circumstances.  

· Share story of Watermark Church 14 years ago.  We felt called to join the new church.  Stronger teaching, maybe be part of the teaching team, etc.  
· Share story of being critical of sermons / arriving to sermons late, etc.
· Share story of downloading sermons / listening

· Holy Spirit hit us when we came to SP.  We realised we were sinning.  We realised we were compromising on our faith and we didn’t even know it.  

When I think back about what had happened, I realised that it was also around that time that we got married and became very busy with work.  I was still training and was an NQ in a law firm.  My wife was as well.  We worked hard on our career and developing credibility and fending off toxic work environments etc.  We were constantly filled with fear, dread, and discouragement on a daily basis.  It was a tough period for us as we had sleepless nights and Sundays became less and less of a priority.  We were overwhelmed by our circumstances.  
Even more so for the Israelites – they were discouraged and frightened by their circumstances.  Throughout the Scripture, facing such discouragement and fear was very common:-
· Discouragement and fear are the reason Adam and Eve justified themselves into eating from the tree of good and evil.  They were fearful that God was withholding from them.  They re-interpreted God’s command to not eat of the tree to a command where, maybe God didn’t really mean to withhold even this one thing from us?  Why wouldn’t He wants us to decide good and evil for ourselves?
· Discouragement and fear are the reason that when the 12 spies went to spy on the land of Canaan, the majority came back saying it was filled with Giants who could not be conquered.  They only saw the impossibilities instead of God’s possibilities. They thought, maybe we made a mistake?  Maybe we heard God wrong and Canaan wasn’t the right place?  Maybe God will open a door for us to settle elsewhere.
· Discouragement and fear are the reason King Saul was jealous of David.  Instead of imitating David’s quality as a man after God’s own heart, Saul wanted to snub David out of existence.  Maybe God still honours my role as king!  Surely David is the one who is being rebellious and I’m the righteous one?
There are many stories I’ve heard as HC leader of people being overwhelmed by circumstances, facing discouragement and fear as well.

· Perhaps your original conviction was that you would follow God to Hong Kong in your current job, role, or ministry, with the expectation that God would develop your career, develop your relationship, develop your friendships, your romance, and maybe those aspects are spiralling out of your control due to many unforeseen circumstances, overwhelming nature of work, being exhausted by life.  

· Perhaps you were extremely convicted that God would heal and that God heals today, but as you prayed for healing for a friend, for a neighbour, for your pet, but sadly the healing did not come and you are overwhelmed by the lack of fruit in your prayers, you started telling yourself that there is little point in praying for healing anymore.  

· Perhaps you had once had a strong conviction to be a parent but you are filled with fear due to financial pressure, your age, lack of time, and have decided against it.  

Sadly these stories are common.  I’ve heard many and multiple variations of these in our 10+ years of HC leading in this church.  

By now it should be obvious that when I talk about these spiritual compromises, it is just a way to soften the blow of God telling us that we are, actually, committing a sin.  The only difference between one compromise, and committing to such compromise, is that such compromises become our very identity and character.  Very soon, we have allowed fear and discouragement to continue to impact us, and become part of our Christian identity.  We regularly question God’s commands and re-interpret them according to what fits our circumstances, our personality, our ability.  We never take God’s commands on face value.  

Unsurprisingly, as Haggai as said, decisions borne out of such fear and discouragements actually bear no fruit.  God does not bless these actions, and we are stuck in a cycle of further fears and discouragements.  Even every little moment of victory feels dry and spent.
I’m not saying that we are necessarily walking in disobedience just because we have not stuck to our original God-ordained convictions.  But what I am saying is, what is the REASON for changing our courses of action, to one which suit our circumstances more comfortably?  
2. Facing our disappointments and fears [Slide #8]
One of my favourite passages in Scripture is Matthew 6:25.  Jesus tells us not to be anxious, not to be fearful, about our life, what we will eat, or what we will drink, nor about our body, what we will put on.  Isn’t this such an apt phrase to address what the Israelites were going through in the time of Ezra and Haggai?  It’s like Jesus is saying, don’t be fearful of your neighbours.  Don’t try to build your own paneled houses.  O ye of little faith!  As it then says in Matthew 6:33 – “But seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you.”
Here, Jesus is acknowledging that we are creatures who are prone to face disappointment.  We are creatures who are prone to be fearful.  It is as if Jesus is saying that many of our decisions are indeed driven by these powerful factors.  

Isn’t that so refreshing?  Jesus isn’t mincing words.  He isn’t allowing us, or the Israelites, the choice to justify ourselves.  He isn’t allowing us to re-interpret God’s command, or God’s character.  He is looking at each of us straight in the eye, and basically saying, admit it!  Admit that many of our choices are made on the back of such disappointments and fears!  Admit that any justification of delaying our obedience, of blaming our circumstances, of not being given the right opportunities, of not serving according to our first love or our God-ordained original convictions are all but smokes and mirrors.  The reality is that we all became fearful and disappointed along the way!
What God wants us to do is NOT to re-interpret His commands according to our circumstances.  Rather, He wants us to come to Him with our Fears, Discouragements, Disappointments.  He wants us to be honest with Him.  Because only then can He be our physicians and speak to us in a way that actually addresses our anxieties and our concerns.  
That is exactly what Haggai did with the Israelites.  He told them the consequences of their actions.  He told them that they were walking in sin.  He told them that they were compromising and had wrongly re-interpreted God’s command.  But, more importantly, at Haggai 1:13 he said this: “I am with you, declares the Lord”.  Four simple words.  I am with you.  Just as Jesus is Immanuel, God with us, so Haggai is saying the same thing – that God’s presence with us is enough to turn discouragement to hope, turn the fear of man into the fear of the Lord, turn our heart of chaos into the heart of peace, despite the overwhelming circumstances we may be in.
Do you know what this means?

3. God is with us [Slide #9]
When the conversation starts with He is with us, you know what happens?  Everything changes.  It means that we no longer need to tremble in fear and discouragement in the face of evils, the toxicity, the pressures, and the anxieties which this world offers.  It means that, instead, our identity and our choices, and our vision, are molded by the first and fundamental fact that He is with us.  

It is by declaring first that He is with us, that we suddenly recognise we have been dominated by our circumstances.  
It is by declaring first that He is with us, that we realise we have wrongly thought that He was absent in our prayers. 
It is by declaring first that He is with us, no matter how impossible, how difficult His command, that He will be helping us to walk with Him.  
It is by declaring first that He is with us, that even if we are in the bottom of a pit, morally, mentally, ethically, physically, He has not and will never abandon us, and we are always given the opportunity to be filled with the divine strength to endure and overcome what is to come.  
It is by declaring that He is with us that even if we are like the rebellious Prodigal Son, miring in the pigs’ den full of sweat, mud, and faeces, the fact that we recognise God is right there with me in that sweat, mud, faeces, then we have the catalyst to believe that we can return to Him without shame or guilt, and we can walk with Him in confidence today despite whatever compromises we have made in the past.  
It is by declaring He is with us first in my own life, that I have stories to share of how I was able to walk with Cadence in foster care; work with clients, colleagues, and barristers who are notoriously difficult; overcome what appeared to be career disappointments only to realise God had something better at a later time; or better yet, still be a HC leader after 10 years!  
4. Living the Latter Glory Today [Slide #10]
In the last sermon I ended on the “latter glory”.  

We looked at Haggai 2.  There, he said in chapter 2:5 – My Spirit remains in your midst.  Fear not.  Then at v 7, he says I will shake all nations, so that the treasures of all nations shall come in, and I will fill this house with glory.  V 9 – the latter glory of this house shall be greater than the former, and in this place I will give peace.

Do you know what it looks like to live in this latter glory?  Do we know what the Israelites did after they received these words of encouragement from Haggai – that God is with us, that the Spirit is in our midst, that we need not fear, that there is a promise all these things will be given to us if we pursue His Kingdom and His righteousness first?
We do actually.  Because fast forward many more years, the Israelites have not only completed God’s Temple, but they are now rebuilding Jerusalem’s walls.  
Like the Israelites in Ezra and Haggai’s day, their descendants during the time of Nehemiah also faced opposition when they were rebuilding Jerusalem’s Walls.  They also faced neighbours who would smear them, create obstacles for them, create hardship for them, try to cause them fear and discouragement.  But you know what happened?  The Israelites were not filled with fear or discouragement.   Nehemiah 4:16, we learn that half the Israelites worked on construction, and half held spears, shields, bows and coats of mail to fend off the enemies.  
In other words, in the course of their obedience to God’s commands, they were fully aware that more hardship, more obstacles, and more discouragements and fears may come, but that does not take away from God’s presence with us right here, right now.  
· Share example of changing to the Bar.  The hardships faced.  

· “Psalm 20:7-8    [7] Some trust in chariots and some in horses, but we trust in the name of the LORD our God.  [8] They collapse and fallbut we rise and stand upright.”

· I declared God is with me.  Doesn’t mean there are no more hardships!  

[Worship team]
CS Lewis: Mental pain is less dramatic than physical pain, but it is more common and also more hard to bear. The frequent attempt to conceal mental pain increases the burden: it is easier to say “My tooth is aching” than to say “My heart is broken”. [Slide #11]
By accepting that fears/disappointments are common in our walks, this allows God to speak to us where we are, and take us to a greater faith as He helps us – in our time and in our weaknesses – to overcome our present circumstances.  Do we believe in His promises?  Do we believe that, by putting Him first, by seeing the world through the lens of being loved by God, that we can also experience new wine, new fruit, new oil, new life, as He has promised?  
Brothers and sisters – the path from conviction to compromise can easily be identified when we realise how many of our decisions are driven by disappointments and fears.  Yet, the journey back from compromise to conviction starts not with self-help, or will-power, or making new resolutions or new convictions.  No.  The journey back starts with recognising that God has never left you.  God will never leave you.  God will always be with us.  So long as Jesus is Immanuel, God with us, so long as we can look upon this cross, we will always be reminded of how God loved us even as we compromised and even openly sinned against Him.
Today is a time to bask in God’s presence, and be brutally honest about how disappointed we have been with life, how discouraged we have been, how filled with fear we have been.  Be brutally honest about how our decisions made up to this day have been built on the back of such fears and discouragements.  
It is in that context of that honest admission that we must then declare that God has never left us.  God is with us!  It is a time to allow God’s presence to fully affect our lives, our decisions, and our way forward.  It is a time to live a life of glory now.  Not later.  Not when *we* are ready.  Not when we have overcome our disappointments and discouragements and fears with our own power.  Not when our personality has changed enough to take those steps of faith.  He is our Saviour today, and He is ready to save us today and He will help us to thrive today. 
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