Zechariah 7:4-10
2048


Then the Word of the Lord Almighty came to me: 
“Ask all the people of the land and the priests, ‘When you fasted and mourned in the fifth and seventh months for the past seventy years, was it really for Me that you fasted? 
And when you were eating and drinking, were you not just feasting for yourselves? 
Are these not the words the Lord proclaimed through the earlier prophets when Jerusalem and its surrounding towns were at rest and prosperous, and the Negev and the western foothills were settled?’”



And the Word of the Lord came again to Zechariah: 
“This is what the Lord Almighty says: ‘Administer true justice; show mercy and compassion to one another. 
Do not oppress the widow or the fatherless, the alien or the poor. In your hearts do not think evil of each other.’”


For five weeks now we have been hearing the long sixth chapter of John’s Gospel.  Jesus miraculously fed the five thousand with five small barley loaves and two small fish, multiplying the food so that all had enough to eat, with twelve basketfuls of leftovers.  Jesus and His disciples then went to Capernaum, with Jesus walking on the water part of the way.  The next day, the people He had fed were hungry again, and they followed Jesus to Capernaum, looking for more of that miraculous food.  Jesus told them, “I am the Bread of Life. He who comes to Me will never go hungry, and he who believes in Me will never be thirsty.” Jn6v35.  They reminded Jesus that Moses had provided them with manna for forty years in the wilderness, but Jesus assured them that He is the Bread of Life.  Finally, as we heard today, many turned away from Jesus, and Peter confessed, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life.” Jn6v68.

At one point, Jesus had used very strong words with them, saying, “Whoever eats My flesh and drinks My blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day.” Jn6v54.  He identifies eating and faith.  In the por​tion before us today from the Old Testament prophet Zechariah, not eating and faith are identified, and then that identification is questioned.  He leads us to ask if we are always expressing our faith in Jesus in the ways in which we have chosen to express our faith in Jesus?


The particular practice in which they had begun expressing faith is called fasting, a word that we don’t use much any more, except each mor​ning.  When you get up in the morning, one of the first things you do is to break your fast.  You have not been eating all night, that is, you have been fasting all night, and in the morning you stop doing that because you break your fast, that is, you eat breakfast.  Shirley and I will be staying at a bed and breakfast in Ancaster, Ontario, the same one we stayed at two years ago.  Our hosts are Larry and Shirley Woods, and that Shirley does specialize in breakfast.  We definitely will be breaking our fast when we sit down to her breakfasts Monday and Tuesday morning.


I can think if two other times when people sometimes fast, that is, go without eating.  Some diets can involve no food at all, although the popular diets for some time now have involved eating larger amounts of some foods, to make up for eating nothing of other foods.  There is a blood test my car​dio​logist orders for me once a year which involves eating nothing from mid​night on.  It’s amazing how much I think about food that morning before the test!


Many years ago, people gave more attention to fasting than they do today.  Part of Luther’s Small Catechism on the Lord’s Supper speaks about fasting, so we talk about it in Confirmation Class each year.  Luther asks, “Who, then, is properly prepared to receive” the Lord’s Supper?  He an​swers, “Fasting and other outward preparations may serve a good purpose, but he is properly prepared who believes these words, ‘Given and poured out for you for the forgiveness of sins.’”  He says that “fasting” “may serve a good purpose,” so we talk about that.  Some peo​ple over the years have found great benefit in fasting before receiving the Lord’s Supper.  In other words, they don’t eat breakfast, as they normally would, on Sunday morning before receiving communion.  They find that the hunger in their stomach helps to focus their mind on what Jesus is giving us.  I encourage the confirmands each year to try that fasting sometime, not the first time they receive the Lord’s Supper, but some time later.  Maybe it will also “serve a good purpose” for them.


God does not command us to fast.  God did not command them to fast “in the fifth and seventh months.”  They chose to do that.  They made that up themselves.  That does not automatically make it wrong.  However, the Lord did question their purpose in fasting.  They may have begun with a good purpose, but they had forgotten why they were fasting, and it was no longer serving a good purpose.


Zechariah was speaking to the people who had returned from the Ba​by​lonian Captivity, roughly five centuries before Christmas.  They had be​gun the fasts shortly after they had arrived in Babylon for reasons that mean little to us, and meant little to them now that they had returned to Jerusalem.  But when they first arrived in Babylon, they thought that just one year ago Nebuchadnezzar had marched his army against Jerusalem, and they decided not to eat for one day to commemorate that.  Not long after that, they rea​lized that just one year earlier, Nebuchadnezzar’s armies had destroyed Je​ru​salem and burned the temple to the ground, and they decided not to eat for another day to commemorate that.  By the way, when they fasted, they would usually not eat during the day at all, but only eat in the evening, after the day’s work was done.


So for seventy years, they remembered the destruction Nebuchad​nezzar, the Babylonian king, had brought on their homeland.  And now they were back in Jerusalem, trying to rebuild things, and still thinking that they had to fast “in the fifth and seventh months.”  What they had started doing long ago, which had once “served a good purpose,” no longer served any pur​pose at all—but they kept on doing it because they always had!  Sound familiar?


So the Lord asked them, “When you fasted and mourned in the fifth and seventh months for the past seventy years, was it really for Me that you fasted? And when you were eating and drinking, were you not just feasting for yourselves?”  The answer had to be, No, for much of that time they were not fasting for the Lord, but just going through the motions.  When they weren’t fasting, they weren’t remembering the Source of their food, but they were just scarfing it down like pigs.  They themselves had made a connection between eating/not eating and worship of God, and then they neglected that connection.  So Jesus also made that connection when He said, “I am the Bread of Life.”


Zechariah continues, “Are these not the words the Lord pro​claimed through the earlier prophets when Jerusalem and its sur​roun​ding towns were at rest and prosperous, and the Negev and the western foothills were settled?”  The “earlier prophets” were Elijah and Isaiah and even Jeremiah, who had brought God’s Word to the people before the Baby​lonians had come to visit, before the Assyrians had come to visit, when Jerusalem was still “at rest and prosperous” and the rest of the land still had people.  These “earlier prophets” had warned them that just these things would happen.  At first they said that if the people didn’t repent, God would bring oppressor nations against them.  Later, especially through Jere​miah, God told them that even if they did repent, He was still going to bring the Babylonians against them.  Now that had all happened.  Shouldn’t they have paid attention to God’s fulfilled prophecies?


Shouldn’t we?  Destruction came on them, just as God had foretold it would.  Our Savior came and lived and died and rose again, just as God had foretold He would.  There are wars and rumors of wars and drastic storms and diseases and horrendous false teachings, just as Jesus said there would be before the end of the world.  Shouldn’t we believe God’s fulfilled prophecies?  Shouldn’t we pay attention to all of His words?


We also have some self-invented ways of worshiping God, just as they did in their fasts “in the fifth and seventh months.”  These things can also serve a good purpose, if we use these things to help us remember Jesus.  We have national holidays, such as Labor Day and Memorial Day and the Fourth of July, which can certainly serve a good purpose.  Thanksgiving Day is a national holiday that works very well as a religious holiday as well, especially if we remember to thank God for more than that our stomach doesn’t actually explode.  There is no command in Scripture for us to ob​serve Christmas, since we don’t actually know when Jesus was born, but Christmas can certainly serve a good purpose.  Doesn’t it serve a good pur​pose when we observe Maundy Thursday, Good Friday, and Easter Sunday each year?  Or are these just times to take a vacation?


The Lord does not outright disapprove of our special ways of wor​shiping Him.  Rather, He directs our attention to His Ten Commandments.  Rather than make up ways to serve Him, here are the ways that He has Himself chosen for us to serve Him.  We should give our attention to them.  This is what He says, “This is what the Lord Almighty says: ‘Administer true justice; show mercy and compassion to one another. Do not op​press the widow or the fatherless, the alien or the poor. In your hearts do not think evil of each other.’”  That is just a restating of some of the Ten Commandments.


The Lord is never pleased when we go through the motions of wor​ship.  Parents are not pleased when children go through the motions of obe​dience; spouses are not pleased when spouses go through the motions of love.  The Lord is concerned about our hearts.  He wants our hearts to be re​pen​tant over our many sins.  He wants our hearts to be filled with the Lord Jesus, who has washed away all of our sins with His blood shed for us.  He wants our hearts filled with thanks to Jesus, filled with the desire to serve Him in all that we do, just as our Lord Jesus has served us with all that He did.  Amen.
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