
Return to Me
Zech 1.1-6

Opening Illustration
I read this article online several months ago, and it’s been haunting me ever since. 
You heard Fr. Lyle reference it last week, too. It’s titled “Listening to Young Atheists: 
Lessons for a Stronger Christianity”, and it was published in the Atlantic. The reason 
why it’s been spiraling in my mind is because it describes the experience of a lot of 
my friends. The author interviews dozens of young people from across the country 
who claim atheism as their worldview, and just asks what led them to their position. 

You would think the reason for atheism would have something to do with reading 
work from famous atheists like Richard Dawkins or Christopher Hitches, but they’re 
not mentioned. Not once. Instead, their reasons for de-conversion were inevitably 
emotional decisions based off what they experienced in churches. You see, all of 
them had attended Christian churches. They weren’t muslim or buddhist… but former 
Christians.

Why did they leave the church? 

1. The message of the church was vague. 

2. The church offered superficial answers to life’s difficult questions.

3. Their ministers didn’t take the Bible seriously. That’s right, these now atheists 
attribute a portion of their unbelief to hypocritical ministers. That should be a 
chilling thought to those of us who teach God’s word. My suspicion is that the 
ministers didn’t live like the Gospel is real.

Transition.  I start off mentioning this article for a couple reasons. First, this article 
describes many of our friends and loved ones, am I right? The second reason is 
because today’s Old Testament reading speaks quite clearly into the state of apathy 
sweeping our country.

Open your Bibles or orders of service to today’s reading from Zechariah. We’re going 
to hear a story about a time when God’s people who were on the verge of forgetting 
their God and losing track of their mission.



Context of Zechariah: The Need for Hope
Let’s talk about Zechariah’s place in the history of God’s people. I don't know about 
you, but I grew up in a church that didn't talk much about the Jewish people beyond 
the life of David, which is pretty is pretty sad since there’s a lot more in the Bible after 
David, you know?

Part of the reason is probably because after David, things got pretty nasty for the 
Jews. There were generations and generations of them worshiping other gods, 
neglecting the poor, and going to war against each other. God allowed the temple to 
be destroyed and exiled them to foreign lands, where they worked as slaves. This 
time of exile was a dark era for the Jews, many of whom thought that God had cut 
them off completely. And because the people of God had broken their covenant with 
him on numerous accounts, the Lord was at full liberty to do so. But as we New 
Testament people know, God doesn’t stop pursuing his people.

Coming back to Promised Land
After decades, the Jews were eventually freed from their bondage and allowed to 
come back to their home. The first order of business was to rebuild their beloved 
temple and therefore restore their rituals of worship to Yahweh. Under the leadership 
of Nehemiah, they were able to rebuild the foundation of the temple, which was no 
doubt a tremendous accomplishment. But then a new king came to town: King 
Darius, and he loved to tax the Jews. So much so, that the Jews had barely enough 
resources to feed their families, let alone fund the temple reconstructions. And so, the 
temple foundation just sat there, neglected for years.

By Zechariah’s day, hope was rare. Imagine the whiplash they must have felt. First, 
they’re allowed to come back to their homeland and even make some progress. They 
rebuilt the foundation of the temple, but then encounter a huge roadblock. In this 
light, it isn’t too difficult to see why many people believed that God had cut them off 
for good. Their zeal quickly waned, and they lost sight of the country’s vision and 
purpose.

Now, why do I think the context of Zechariah is so important? Their state of spiritual 
despair isn't too unlike our current day. Remember the critiques against the church 
from the young atheists? [Atheist say church = vague and shallow.] After years of 
neglect, the mission of the Jews had grown vague and foggy. While there were still a 
few faithful ministers, most of the priests had given up. It's no wonder that apathy was 
the norm, which in my opinion, spiritual apathy is the norm in many American 
churches as well.



The Text
So now we have a rough understanding of the context of this passage. The Jews are 
in a state of despair and they’re afraid that the Lord has left them. But, in the eighth 
month in the second year of Darius, the word of the Lord broke into their lives and 
spoke to the grandson of a priest, Zechariah. 

v2: Angry
And what does the Lord say? Does he use flowery language to coddle and affirm the 
Jews? Actually, no…. “The Lord was very angry with your fathers.” Our english 
translation here doesn’t cut it. In Hebrew, this sentence both begins and ends with the 
word “Angry.” ANGRY, THE LORD WAS WITH YOUR FATHERS ANGRY!!” 

Wow, so we’re all listening now, Zechariah. 

v3: Yahweh’s grace
Through Z, the Lord says, “Return to me and I will return to you.” Oh my. This word, 
return, is a favorite of the prophets. The older prophets, Jeremiah and Isaiah, used it 
all the time. The word is SHUV, and it means return or repent, and its packed with 
meaning. When God uses it, it means he wants them to turn from their wicked deeds 
and reestablish their original status with him. Much in the same way a broken but 
hopeful husband might call to his unfaithful wife, “Come back to me. Stop what your 
doing and come back to me.” 

Now that we can understand. We humans know that we need to return, but look at 
verse 3 again. “Return to me, and I will return to you.” We understand why the Jews 
would have to return… but why does God say he will return, too? God hans’t done 
anything wrong. God doesn’t repent. Well, God is saying that he will remove the 
punishment from the Jews. If the Jews turn from their lethargy and stubbornness, 
Yahweh will turn back his wrath.

In other words, this generation is being given another opportunity to stop what 
they’re doing and return back to God.

The Lord doesn’t have to be this way. Just like a spouse can legally divorce his 
unfaithful wife. The Jews know that they not only deserved the exile, but according to 
the law of Moses, they deserve to be cut off forever. The fact that the word of the Lord 
came and called them to return is a tremendous act of grace and mercy.

v4-5: History lesson
Then comes the history lesson from the God of the universe. “Do not be like your 
fathers.... They did not listen or pay attention to me, declares the Lord,” he says. And 



God doesn’t go into great detail here. He doesn’t have to recount the stories of 
apostasy because it’s still fresh in their minds. Instead, God just asks them… 

v5: “Where are are your fathers now? Do they live forever?” 

The answer is obviously, they’re definitely not here anymore. Those people died as 
slaves in far off lands. 

And then, just in case there’s still some confusion about what happened, God says, 
“My words and my statutes, didn’t they overcome your fathers?” 

What? I thought they died of hard labor or starvation. Not so, says God. They were 
overcome by his words and statutes.

That word overcome is actually a term used in hunting and battle, when the strong 
person is overpowering the victim. It implies that there was a struggle that eventually 
led to the death of a victim. It’s an eery and violent word. In Duet 28:15, this word is 
used to describe the curses contained in the law catching up to evildoers. 

v6b: Reaction of the Jews
Now let’s look at how the Jews reacted to the word of the Lord, announced by 
Zechariah. The second half of verse six is a bit tricky to make sense of, and you can 
see that come through in our English versions. The ESV says it this way, “As the LORD 
of hosts purposed to deal with us for pour ways and deeds, so has he dealt with us.” 
The NIV streamlines it a bit and says it this way: “The Lord Almighty has done to us 
what our ways and practices deserve, just as he determined to do.” The gist of it is 
this: The people affirm that what God intended to do, he did. And in light of seeing 
the power and will of God, the people returned to the Lord. 

Do you see halfway through verse six, where is say “they repented”? That’s actually 
the same word we talked about earlier, SHUV. The Lord called the people to repent, 
and they repented. Thanks be to God.

Now we Americans might find this passage a bit hard to swallow. One might think 
that the last thing the Jews needed to hear was a harsh word about the failures of 
their fathers. But I think as any leader or parent knows, sometimes you need to remind 
your staff or your children about your authority. My Dad once told me, “You know 
Rick, you’re not called to be your kid’s best buddy. It’s ok for them to have a healthy 
fear and respect of you.” 

The point is that God needed to remind the Jews who he is. 



Character of God
What does this passage tell us about the character of God?

1. God continues to reveal himself as a God who cannot tolerate sin. When his people 
rebel and bow down to other gods, he allows the laws curses to overcome them. 
Paul describes this in Romans when he says that the wicked are turned over to their 
sinful desired. In other words, the effects of sin become their own punishment.

2. Concomitant with that is the fact that God is the same yesterday, today, and 
tomorrow. “Remember what happened to your forefathers?” God says. “The same 
thing can happen today.”

3. Thirdly, God is good. He is patient and graciously calls us back into relationship 
with him. He is always available to the faithful. In Exodus, when Moses goes up to 
the mountain to meet with God, God tells Moses who he is: “The Lord, is merciful 
and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, 
keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, 
but who will be no means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the 
children and the children’s children, to the third and fourth generation.” The Jews in 
Zechariah’s time have found that ancient description of the Lord to be especially 
true in their midst.

Need for Remembrance
What we’ve seen today is that the post-exile Jews had grown lethargic and lost sight 
of their mission because of high taxes and the fact that no one had worked on the 
temple for decades. They were in a state of laziness and apathy. On a more 
fundamental level, they simply forgot who God is. God had to come down into their 
midst and remind them that he is the God who takes sin very seriously, but so deeply 
wants them to turn from their apathy and come back into his fellowship. They forgot 
who he is.

And those young atheists I was talking about earlier – the ones who said their 
churches were vague and shallow – I suspect that those individuals, and possibly the 
churches they describe, had forgotten who God is, too. 

So here’s my question for you today. How do we make sure this doesn’t happen to us?   
How do you make sure you don’t fall into apathy and despair? 

Thankfully, the answer is in our text. We need to be a people who God is and what he 
has done in the past. When the apathy, despair, and doubt creep into our lives, we 
need to pull on the reservoir of memories of what he has done.



God is constantly telling his people to remember the past. Over and over he tells his 
people, “I am the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. I brought you out of the hands 
of slavery and into the land flowing with milk and honey. I defeated your enemies and 
gave you peace.” God knows we are a forgetful people, and frequently calls us to 
remember.

Conclusion
Are you talking about God? Are you remembering what he has done in your life? Are 
you sharing this with others? There are lots of ways to do this. I suggest sitting down 
sometime this week with a pad of paper, and write out the story of God moving in 
your life. Pray that he will bring things to light, both big and small. You’ll be surprised 
at what happens.

And then share it! Talking about what God has done personally in your life would be 
great to do over coffee, around the dinner table or in your community groups. 
Perhaps you can spend the evening or afternoon just sharing stories of how God has 
shown up in your life. Because here’s the fun thing about the church: we worship the 
same God. If I am going through a rough time, and I hear how God is moving in your 
life, it elevates me. I want to praise the Lord. 

Illustration. Example of the PEAR USA retreat.

What did we learn on that retreat? God is healer, provider, and reconciler. Hearing 
those stories evaporated doubt and sent us into praise. Brothers and sisters, we are a 
story telling people: Jesus Christ freed us from death and brought us into his 
kingdom, and he still moves in our lives! This is glorious news!

If we ever become a church that isn’t talking about our God, then we will be in just as 
much danger as the Jews in Zechariah’s day. The best way to fight against apathy and 
despair is to be talking about him, reminding each other what he has done, and lifting 
up his name. And don’t forget – the stakes are high. Don’t do this simply for your own 
sake, but for the sake of your friends, children, and our church as a whole. 

Please pray with me.
Lord Jesus, you are the living God who is worthy of our praise. You sit on the throne 
and yet you stoop down and visit your people. Help us never to forget the ways in 
which you have moved in our lives. We want to people a people who lift up your 
name for the sake of your kingdom.


