
 

 

Chapter 19: The Return Home 
 
 
Timeless Truth: God’s grace always provides a fresh start. 

 

Teacher’s Background Notes 
 

The Persian King Cyrus overthrew the Babylonian King Belshazzar in 539 B.C. The 
Persian rulers were far more benevolent than the Babylonian or the Assyrian oppressors. 
They were sympathetic to the religious needs of the various people groups they ruled. 
King Cyrus encouraged all foreigners in Babylon to return to their homelands, set up 
their gods, and pay their taxes. It would have taken several months to prepare for the 
journey and several months to make the journey with the young and the elderly. So in 
537 B. C. about 50,000 exiles left Babylon to return to their homeland and rebuild the 
temple in Jerusalem.  
 

These Israelites must have experienced a wide range of bittersweet emotions as they 
arrived to find overgrown fields, neglected roads, demolished homes, and a destroyed 
temple. The precious hope of a Promised Land flowing with milk and honey was a distant 
memory. The startling reality that lay before them was one of hours of hard work. 
Everywhere they looked they could see evidence of the divine judgment brought on by 
their unbelieving, disobedient forefathers. For a few survivors, memories of the 
Babylonian siege, the unyielding famine, disease, and death must have flashed before 
their eyes daily. 
 

The hope of Promised Land blessings quickly turned into confusion, fear, and 
discouragement from opposition of the local people. These local people were probably 
the Samaritans. The Assyrian invasion of 722 B.C. led to this mixed-breed group of 
people. The Assyrians intermarried with the Jews, and their offspring became known as 
the Samaritans. Joshua the high priest and Zerubbabel rejected their attempts to “help” in 
the temple work. But the Samaritans were successful at discouraging the Israelites from 
completing their work. After the foundation and altar were built, the temple remained 
untouched for sixteen years.  
 

The temple was more than a building. It was the center of Jewish worship. It had been the 
dwelling place of the visible presence of God whose glory slowly departed without notice 
between the second and third sieges (597-586 BC), as recorded by Ezekiel. The temple 
was the only allowable location for their sacrifices and sacred feasts. While the Jews 
were in exile in Babylon, they could not worship as the Law prescribed because they had 
no temple. Like Daniel, many faithful Jews prayed privately and perhaps even publicly. It 
was during this period in Babylon that the synagogue system was established to gather 
for the reading of the Torah and to worship God informally. 
 

Therefore, the stalled temple work was outward evidence of an inward problem. It was 
more than just a stalled building project; it was evidence that their own pleasure and 

 



 
comfort had taken precedence over pleasing God. Haggaigai rebuked them for living in 
the paneled houses while God’s house remained in ruins. Preparing adequate shelter was 
certainly an understandable need, but they had gone far beyond “need,” so God began to 
withhold His blessings. The temple worship was required for full obedience to the 
Mosaic Law; thus the unfinished work revealed their growing spiritual apathy. They were 
experiencing drought, poor harvest, and slow reproduction. Their problem was misplaced 
priorities. It is a problem we all experience regardless of time or location. The Hebrews 
put their interests above honoring the LORD. The prophet Haggaigai’s rebuke was simple 
and to the point: get right with the LORD and get back to work! His message is as relevant 
to us now as it was to the returning Israelites then. “Give careful thought to your ways.” 
Solomon said much the same thing in Proverbs: “The wisdom of the prudent is to give 
thought to their ways, but the folly of fools is deception” (Proverbs 14:8). 
 

Lesson Plan: Give Careful Thought to Your Ways 
 

In the recent hit movie Marley and Me, the real-life struggles of John and Jenny Grogan 
resonate with every American family. The crazy, unruly, and unpredictable golden 
Labrador serves as a metaphor for all the crazy, unruly, and unpredictable messiness of 
family life. Like each of us, this couple struggles to make career choices, housing 
choices, and family decisions. The film genuinely captures the reality of setting priorities. 
John Grogan’s career choices are different from those of his single friend, whom he 
envies just a bit. Jenny Grogan struggles to balance work with a new baby. The crime rate 
in his neighborhood drives John Grogan to seek a new neighborhood for his family. 
Together they have to figure out how to make ends meet and meet the needs of their 
growing family. After realizing she is not doing her work or her parenting to the best of 
her ability, Jenny says, “If I have to give up something, it’s not going to be this.” In the 
end, John says to Jenny, “None of this was part of the plan.” Jenny replied, “No. But it’s 
so much better.” The Grogans real-life choices based on the priorities of family and 
responsibility rather than self-centered and empty wants. Oftentimes, the consequences of 
right priorities are hard, requiring self-sacrifice.  
 

A priority is the thing that gets done first. It is the most urgent or most critical for 
success. It is the driving force of our thinking and our actions. It is not the same as a 
response to immediate demands around us. Sadly, many of us fail to analyze what 
controls our choices. We confuse the tyranny of the urgent with what is most important 
for reaching our goals. The prophet Haggaigai challenged the leaders and the people of 
Jerusalem to reset their priorities. He challenges us today to “give careful thought to our 
ways” as we juggle our daily Lower Story responsibilities with the Upper Story priorities 
of serving and honoring God.  

 

I. The People’s Problem: Misplaced Priorities 
A. Misplaced priorities sent them into exile in the first place. For years the 

Israelites failed to honor YHWH as the only true God. They worshiped idols 
and trampled on the Law. So God disciplined them using a foreign power and 
expelled them from His Promised Land. Throughout the seventy-year 
captivity in Babylon, the Israelites had become comfortable in their new 

 



 
home. By that time, most exiles had actually been born in Babylon and had 
only the stories of the Promised Land passed down from their grandparents. 
Then in 539 B.C., Persian King Cyrus conquered Babylonian King Belshazzar 
and changed the foreign policy for all exiles. A year later he issued a decree 
that allowed all ex-patriots to return to their homelands (which were now 
within the Persian empire), restore their gods, and enjoy a good deal of 
autonomy—as long as they didn’t forget to pay their taxes and pray to their 
gods for the king! 

B. Misplaced priorities allowed many Judeans to stay in Babylon instead of 
returning to Jerusalem. Many of the exiles knew nothing of their Promised 
Land. Their only experience was life in Babylon. When King Cyrus gave 
them the freedom to return to Jerusalem to rebuild their temple, only about 
50,000 chose to do so. Why would God’s people not return to their Promised 
Land? Though the Bible does not specifically state their reasons, a few ideas 
come to mind. 
1. Comfort. Life in Babylon was pretty good. People had jobs and homes, 

families and friends. If it’s not broken, why fix it? 
2. Fear of the unknown. They only knew Babylon; why leave the known 

for the unknown? 
3. Too much work. Jerusalem had been destroyed. The temple had been 

razed. Those who returned would have to overcome so much. Daily living 
would be difficult. 

4. Spiritual apathy. Some exiles failed to learn from their past mistakes. 
They continued to undervalue those things that God values, like the 
Promised Land and the temple.  

C. Misplaced priorities distracted the discouraged temple builders. When the 
exiles returned to Jerusalem under the leadership of Zerubbabel, they began 
by taking care of their essential needs. The city was in ruins, so they took 
several months to prepare appropriate housing for themselves. Then they 
began their temple rebuilding project. So far, so good. But when the local 
people—most likely Samaritans, a mixed people, half Israelite and half 
Assyrian—discouraged and frightened them, their building project stalled. 
There were so many other pressing needs that the people were vulnerable to 
paralyzing fear. Their fields were overgrown from years of disuse; their roads, 
buildings, and houses needed repairs. Their original priority of worshiping 
God in a rebuilt temple quickly took a backseat to the struggles of daily life. 
The altar and foundation were laid, but the remaining work went undone for 
sixteen years.  
 

II. The Prophet’s Prompt: Reconsider Your Priorities 
A. The prophet prompted them to set a new priority: to please God and honor 

Him (Haggai. 1:8). After sixteen years of unfinished temple work, the LORD 
raised up the prophet Haggaigai to speak to Zerubbabel and the people of 
Jerusalem. The people procrastinated temple building presumably because 
they lacked the financial resources, and the drought had caused further 

 



 
hardship (p. 266, or Haggai 1:7-11). They had wrongfully concluded that 
these were legitimate reasons to forego the work of the LORD. 

B. However, the prophet told them that these were precisely the reasons that they 
should rebuild the temple. Realigning their priorities to reflect God’s 
priorities would result in pleasing God and giving Him glory. The drought 
and the financial struggles were divine consequences for their misplaced 
priorities. GOD was behind their poor harvest and their dwindling livestock 
population. 
1. God spelled out His reason for wanting the temple built: “so that I may 

take pleasure in it and be honored” (p. 266, Haggai 1:8). To do God’s will 
and His work in spite of opposition, fear and struggles is an act of faith. 
And without faith, it is impossible to please God (Hebrews 11:6). 

2. These Jews were still living under the covenant of the Law. They were to 
understand the divine blessings and consequences of obedience and 
disobedience.  
a. If you do not obey the LORD your God and do not carefully follow all               

his commands and decrees I am giving you today, all these curses will             
come upon you and overtake you:…the LORD will strike you           
with…scorching heat and drought and…the LORD will turn the rain of            
your country into dust and powder; it will come down from the skies             
until you are destroyed.  

–Deuteronomy 28:15, 22-24 
b. You will sow much seed in the field but you will harvest little because              

locusts will devour it. You will plant vineyards and cultivate them but            
you will not drink the wine or gather the grapes, because worms will             
eat them. You will have olive tress throughout your country but you            
will not use the oil, because the olives will drop off. 

–Deuteronomy 28:38-40 
 

III. The Proper Perspective: Response and Realignment 
A. The people responded by faith: they believed the Word of the LORD from the 

mouth of Haggai. They obeyed because they feared the LORD—they had 
reverential awe of Him. Unlike their forefathers, who largely ignored and 
disbelieved the prophets, this generation of returning exiles listened to the 
prophet and believed him. 

B. They realigned their priorities based upon God’s will and Word. They acted 
upon the prophet’s prompt and within three short weeks, the temple 
construction was back under way. They did not just say they believed him; 
their outward actions demonstrated their inward priorities (p. 266).  

C. By prompting the people toward new priorities, Haggai motivated them to 
action that secured the believers’ religious identity, strengthened leadership 
and most importantly glorified God. 

D. The LORD, not the prophet, was responsible for stirring the hearts of the 
leaders Zerubbabel and Joshua, as well as the spirits of the people. The 
prophet brought the message, but only God can change hearts! 

 



 
E. Once again the people were disappointed with the results of their efforts. The 

artistry, size and glory of this temple could not compare to the grandeur of 
Solomon’s gold-covered masterpiece. Once again the people were ready to 
quit in discouragement. But God’s word through Haggai encouraged them to 
continue on in obedience and to work (p. 267, Haggai 2:4). The people 
struggled to see the Upper Story. They were focused on the Lower Story. But 
God had a plan to glorify His temple by displaying His sovereignty over the 
foreign powers. All the earth’s wealth is the LORD’s. He filled His house with 
gold and silver when King Darius ordered governor Tattenai to do so (p. 
271-273, Ezra 6).  

F. The Lord reminded them of His presence, just as when they came out of 
Egypt. His presence should alleviate their fears. Their responsibility was to 
respond by faith and realign their priorities to His.  

G. We, like the returning exiles, are to “give careful thought to” our ways. 
1. Teach us to number our days aright, that we may gain a heart of wisdom. 

–Psalm 90:1-2 
2. Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise but as wise, making the              

most of every opportunity.  
–Ephesians 5:15-16 

 

IV. Implications and Applications 
A. It would be nice if the Bible gave us a list or an order of priorities so that we 

could follow a cookbook plan. But it does not. It gives us principles that we 
have to then apply individually. It is easy to become too legalistic, too 
simplistic or too lackadaisical in our approach to prioritizing our lives. As the 
seasons in our lives change, the outworking of our priorities may look 
different, but the core principles should remain aligned to the will of God.  
1. The Bible makes clear that our relationship with the LORD should be our 

first priority. But how does that play out in our daily lives? How much 
Bible study time or prayer time or service time demonstrates that God 
comes first?  

2. Some people have suggested that our checkbooks and our calendars reveal 
our true priorities. But the same outward result could be motivated by very 
different causes. For example, the man who works two jobs or long hours 
could either be avoiding his wife and children, driven by greed for 
material wealth, or providing for the legitimate needs of his family so that 
his wife can be a stay-home mother. Nevertheless, the checkbook and 
calendar/day-planner do provide a tangible tool to help us really assess 
where we put our resources.  

3. Priorities begin with the motivation of the heart. The man who spends 
every Saturday and Sunday on the golf course instead of with his family 
and in worship, and the woman who continues to max out her credit cards 
and blow the family budget have self-centered priorities that are out of line 
with God’s clear principles in His Word. Self-centeredness is always 
contradictory to God.  

 



 
4. Circumstances and life changes affect our priorities. The addition of a 

newborn baby changes our checkbooks and calendars. The chronic illness 
or death of a loved one changes our checkbooks and calendars. Life 
happens, and the practical results of our inward priorities are constantly 
fluid. Every believer struggles to balance the Upper Story priorities with 
the Lower Story of daily life. 

B. We should discourage comparisons when doing the Lord’s work. The key is 
to stop listening to ourselves and to listen to the Lord. He is responsible to 
take our “fishes and loaves” and to multiply them to His glory. 

C. I should not procrastinate doing the Lord’s work. But if I do, I should get back 
to work quickly when I realize my mistake.  

D. Those who plan to give to God once they have enough for themselves will 
never actually get there.  

E. I should expect opposition, obstacles and struggles when I serve the LORD. 
The LORD’s enemies are always at work against Him and me. I should 
persevere anyway. 

F. I should align my priorities to the Lord’s will when I hear and know it.  
G. What we do with our time reveals what we value (with the cautions noted 

above).  
H. How we spend our money reveals what we value (with the cautions noted 

above). 
I. Good things can become the worst enemy of the best things. The Israelites’ 

personal wants superseded the best thing—doing the will of God. 
J. The Word of God and other believers can help us keep a proper perspective on 

priorities if we allow ourselves to be accountable.  
K. Unbelievers have a different value system and are therefore not good 

accountability partners for godly priorities. 
L. It is wise to prayerfully ask the LORD whether your problems are the cause or 

the result of misplaced priorities. Then listen for His answer and respond 
appropriately. 

M. Like Haggai, we have a responsibility to lovingly question another believer’s 
actions if they appear to be harmful to his or her relationship with the LORD or 
others. 
 

Learning Activity: What Are Your Priorities? 
 

Materials needed for each group or individual: 
● Priority cards (cut from the following worksheet) 

 

Give each individual or table a set of priority cards to put in order. Allow the class 
sufficient time to discuss their reasons behind their ordering.  

● Why did you order them in this fashion? 
● How are these priorities played out practically in your daily life? Does your 

calendar and checkbook reflect these as priorities? 
● Would your spouse or closest friends agree that these are your priorities? 
● Is your life congruent with what you say is most important to you? 

 



 
● Where do you need to make some changes? 
● How have you and your priorities/values system changed over time? 

 



 
 

 

 

 
 

Relationship with God 
 

 

 
 

Service for God 
(time and money) 

 
 

Spouse 
 
 

 
 

Children 

 
 

My Work/Career 
 
 

 
 

Extended Family 

 
 

My Health 
 
 

 
 

Recreation/Hobbies 

 
 

Non-family Relationships 
(friends, neighbors) 

 

 
 

Financial Security 
(short-term) 

 
 
 

Material Needs 
 

 

 
 

Material Wants 
 

 
Financial Security 

(long-term/retirement) 
 

 
 

Other ___________________ 
 
 


