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Well, we are here for our Homecoming Service today, our homecoming after a long period of 
being away from this building. And because of COVID and the construction project, a long 
period of being away from each other. 
 
And so our service today made me think about coming home. I love traveling, but there’s 
always something special about coming home. And that feeling of homecoming usually starts 
for me the moment the airline pilot says, “Ladies and gentlemen, we are now beginning our 
final descent…” That phrase means you are almost home. 
 
Then I love what comes next. I love going through the arrival gates and seeing my family there. 
Reunions are special. 
 
I don’t know if you’ve seen those videos on the internet where servicemen or women surprise 
their family members. The marine who turns up at his son’s basketball game. The military mom 
who surprises her little boy at a baseball game. And, of course, there are lots of surprise 
reunions between husbands and wives. Coming home should feel like that – pure joy and love.  
 
There’s a video where a serviceman comes home and surprises his dog. And the dog just loses 
it, to see his best friend again. 
 
So that is where we’re at today. A day of coming home, a day of returning, and a day of great 
joy, I hope! 
 
All summer long as a church we have been anticipating this day, and thinking about what it 
means to return, and preparing ourselves to return. To help us do that, we’ve been learning 
from a part of the history of God’s people when they experienced a long period of separation, 
and a long period away from home. They have lessons to teach us, so why don’t we pray that 
God would speak to us now as we open the Bible? 
 
Our heavenly Father, be with us now as we open your word. Speak to us and teach us how to 
return to you in this season of new beginnings. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen  
 
Former Glory 
 
Our Bible passage takes us back to the 6th century BC. God’s people, Israel, had been conquered 
by the Babylonian empire and taken away from their homeland, and resettled in Babylonia – 
modern day Iraq. And for 70 years, or close to it, the Israelites were unable to return to the 
Promised Land. Perhaps worse, the Babylonians had destroyed the temple in Jerusalem, the 



 2 

symbol of God’s presence with his people. It’s as if their whole way of life had been destroyed 
in just a matter of a few years… 
 
It was a dark period for God’s people.  
 
But just like the sun rises every morning, the darkness didn’t last forever. 
 
A new empire rose to power – the Persians. They overthrew the Babylonians, and the Persian 
King allowed the Israelites to return home after 70 years in exile. 
 
But it wasn’t a homecoming like we see in the videos. The Israelites came home to a country 
laid waste. Jerusalem was a pile of rubble, and the great temple of Solomon lay in ruins. 
 
And the rubble and the ruin was so bad, that for the next 16 years, the temple lay untouched, 
like a symbol of failure right in the midst of God’s people.  
 
It’s not enough to return. You have to rebuild. 
 
And that’s where our Bible passage for today comes in. God speaks to a man named Haggai – 
BTW I’m pretty sure he was Scottish with a name like that. Not really. God uses Haggai to bring 
a message to his people, a message of hope among the ruins. 
 

the word of the Lord came through the prophet Haggai: 2 “Speak to Zerubbabel […], 
governor of Judah, to Joshua son of […] the high priest, and to the remnant of the 
people. Ask them, 3 ‘Who of you is left who saw this house in its former glory? How 
does it look to you now? Does it not seem to you like nothing?’ (Haggai 2:1-3) 

 
After 70 years of exile, only the oldest of God’s people would have remembered the temple the 
way it used to be, this shining beacon built at the highest point of Jerusalem so that it loomed 
over everything, adorned with riches, and the focal point of the Jewish religion, the place where 
the festivals took place and the whole nation gathered multiple times throughout the year. 
 
Some of you might remember when the church was like that in this country. A time when it 
seemed like everyone went to church, Sunday School classes literally had hundreds of kids in 
them. That was just ‘normal’ back then. 
 
But that’s not normal anymore, and certainly not where we live. The San Francisco Bay area has 
the least number of people in the entire country who are connected to a church, or actively 
involved in a church. The Bay Area also has the highest number of people who have left the 
church, and walked away. 
 
In some ways, the church today lies in ruins, like the temple in 520BC. Its former glory seems to 
be gone.  
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And many Christians throw up their hands and say, what can we do? It’s too hard. How can we 
make headway in the least Christian area in the entire United States? 
 
Well, listen to what God tells his people through the prophet Haggai. 
 

Be strong, all you people of the land,’ declares the Lord, ‘and work. For I am with you,’ 
declares the Lord Almighty. (Haggai 2:4) 

 
Be strong, and work.  
 
You see it’s not enough to return. You have to rebuild.  
 
We’re lucky that someone has rebuilt the physical building for us, but the building is not the 
church. The church is God’s people, gathered together. And God is putting us to work to rebuild 
the church. To rebuild the ministry. To rebuild Kids Church. To rebuild community work. To 
rebuild the reputation of the church, and ultimately to rebuild the reputation of the Lord 
Almighty in Yountville and Napa and St Helena and Calistoga, and wherever this message goes 
out to. That’s the mission of every church – to make followers of Jesus Christ who help to build 
God’s kingdom on earth as it is in heaven… 
 
So that’s the first big idea from our passage today. God is sending us to work, sending us to 
rebuild his church. 
 
And that might seem like a daunting task, especially here of all places.  
 
But it’s not a job that God wants us to do on our own. Listen to the next part of the passage. 
 

Be strong, all you people of the land,’ declares the Lord, ‘and work. For I am with you,’ 
declares the Lord Almighty. 5 ‘This is what I covenanted with you when you came out of 
Egypt. And my Spirit remains among you. Do not fear.’ (Haggai 2:4-5) 

 
When the odds look overwhelming, God wants us to remember that he is with us. 
 
Even when it seems like the world is laying in ruins around us, God wants you to know that you 
are never alone. The words he spoke back then, he is speaking to us today. I am with you, 
declares the Lord Almighty. 
 
I don’t know what’s going on in your life right now, but I do know that all of us face different 
challenges, and it can be lonely. 
 
A couple of nights ago we had a concert here, with Grammy award winning Christian 
singer/songwriter Zach Williams. He told the story of how he found his life crashing down 
around him, and in the middle of that difficult time, that’s when he found Jesus. There was 
Jesus, as his song goes. And when he found Jesus, that’s when he understood that we never 
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walk alone when we’re walking with God. He’s always there for us, in the fire and in the flood, 
on the mountains and in the valleys, no matter what is going on in your life, God is with us. 
 
Just like he was with his people when he brought them out of Egypt and when he led them 
through the Red Sea on dry ground, God has promised in every generation to do the same. 
 
‘This is what I covenanted with you…’ says God. It’s his solemn vow and promise. A contract 
that God has committed to. An unbreakable agreement, to be with his people always. 
 
And so even though the physical temple was destroyed, God’s spirit remained with his people. 
And the same is true today. Even if the church looks like it is ruins, God has not left the building. 
He is with us, by his Holy Spirit, just like Jesus promised: 
 

“And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” (Matthew 28:20) 
 
Greater Glory To Come 
 
So that brings us to our second big idea, which is that no matter how things might look right 
now, there is greater glory to come. 
 
You might have noticed from my accent that I’m not originally from around here. I was born in 
Sydney, Australia, and lived there all my life until God called me to this church as the pastor 
almost 2 years ago. Part of the hiring process was that the Board invited my whole family to 
come and visit for 3 weeks, back in April 2019, just in time for Easter.  
 
I was introduced to the small but faithful congregation which was meeting in the Sunday School 
rooms right next door. I got to see this building for the first time, and it was nothing but a shell, 
it was stripped back to the studs and the rafters. 
 
You know in real estate, they say: potential, potential, potential. This was a church with 
potential. But also a lot of potential pitfalls. 
 
So why would anyone go through with the bother of renovating this building? And the 
expense? Why would we try to rebuild a church in the least churched area of the entire United 
States? Why would anyone join team Jesus, when team Jesus seems to be flagging and failing 
by human standards? 
 
The answer is in the next part of our passage. Because no matter how things might look right 
now, there is greater glory to come. 
 

6 “This is what the Lord Almighty says: ‘In a little while I will once more shake the 
heavens and the earth, the sea and the dry land. 7 I will shake all nations, and what is 
desired by all nations will come, and I will fill this house with glory,’ says 
the Lord Almighty. (Haggai 2:6-7) 
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You see, even in the midst of the ruins, God promised to shake things up and to restore his 
glory on earth. 
 
That happened 500 years later, with the birth of a little baby in a stable in Bethelehem. Jesus, 
the Son of God, God himself born in human flesh, came to live amongst his people – to walk 
with them and eat with them, to laugh with them, to cry with them, to face death just like each 
of us will face death… 
 
Because the glory of God is not a temple, or a building. It’s the promise of God’s presence with 
us. And in Jesus Christ, God’s glorious presence was with us in a way that people could see and 
touch and believe. 
 
The Apostle John wrote this about Jesus: 
 

1 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 
14 The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the 
glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth. (John 
1:1,14) 

 
God’s glory appeared when Jesus was on earth. 
 
And God’s glorious presence is still with us by his Holy Spirit, just as Jesus promised. Just as God 
promised through the prophet Haggai 500 years earlier. God is with us, and there is still greater 
glory to come. 
 
I will fill this house with glory, says the Lord Almighty… 
 
I don’t know if you’ve ever been to the Palace of Versailles, just outside of Paris in France. It 
was the palace of Louis XIV, in the late 1600s. It’s this exquisite castle built on a hill, surrounded 
by manicured gardens and a pond that is reminiscent of the Mirror Lake at the Capitol in DC. 
The castle itself is decorated with all the opulence of the French monarchy (before the 
Revolution anyway), with gold and silver and no expense spared. You can only imagine what it 
must have been like in its heyday. 
 
For those who remembered Solomon’s temple before its destruction, it would have been 
something like the Palace of Versailles. And so you could imagine that God’s people pictured 
the rebuilt temple being adorned in gold and silver, just like it once had been.  
 
And Haggai’s prophecy makes it sound like that would be the case: 
 
[SLIDE] 
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I will fill this house with glory,’ says the Lord Almighty. 8 ‘The silver is mine and the 
gold is mine,’ declares the Lord Almighty. 9 ‘The glory of this present house will be 
greater than the glory of the former house,’ says the Lord Almighty. (Haggai 2:7-8) 

 
But it’s funny when you think of Jesus. He was not like Louis XIV. He was the son of a carpenter, 
of humble background, essentially spent the last 3 years of his life homeless, and died a 
criminal’s death. The glory of Jesus wasn’t seen in earthly riches and silver and gold. 
 
He gathered a different type of riches to himself. People, from all the nations of the earth. 
Treasures that will last forever.  
 
There’s a beautiful picture in the last book of the Bible, in Revelation chapter 7, a picture of 
heaven, where there is a crowd of people around the throne of Jesus, this multitude from every 
nation, tribe, people and language. And they’re all praising Jesus with one voice.1 
 
And that’s what Haggai’s prophecy alludes to. The glory of the present house of God is greater 
than the glory of the former house, because the house of Jesus will last forever. The glory of the 
church is not buildings, but lives changed as people hear about God’s mercy. It’s God being 
glorified as people from every walk of life turn back to him. 
 
That’s why our mission here at Yountville Community Church is to share the hope of Jesus in 
the Napa Valley and beyond. We are part of God’s mission to fill his house with glory, to bring 
in the silver and gold – to gather the precious treasures that God has placed in the communities 
around us, his people who may not yet even know Jesus. It’s our task to seek for these precious 
ones, to pray for them, to engage them in spiritual conversation, to gently share the hope that 
we have of eternal life in Jesus alone. 
 
That might be you today. This might be your first time in church in a long time – don’t worry, 
you’re in good company. I’m a pastor and I haven’t been in a church since March last year ;-) 
Perhaps you’ve never really thought about religion but something was prompting you to come 
along today. Maybe you came along today because you want more from life, or more from 
God. Perhaps you’re searching for answers.  
 
If you did, then you came to the right place. Church is a great way to start a spiritual journey, to 
have a new beginning with God, and perhaps even a new beginning for your life. 
 
Perhaps you’re someone with a vintage faith. Like a good wine, faith matures and develops 
over time, and it’s so important for a church to have that old wine alongside the new wine in 
our church family. 
 
Whoever you are today, I want to invite you to join us as we rebuild this church. As we return to 
church after a long hiatus. As we learn about Jesus together in the coming months and years. 

 
1 Revelation 7:9-12 
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And as we pray for God to shake the world once again, to send his Holy Spirit amongst us, as he 
gathers the treasures from every corner of the earth into his kingdom. 
 
Will you join me in praying for that? 
 
 


