Liturgy:
Reading : Zech. 1, 1 – 17 

Text       : Zech. 1, 3

Ps.   105 : 1,3

Ps.     65 : 2

Hy.    11 : 1 (after the reading of Scripture)

Ps.     89 : 7

Ps.  126 : 1,2 (collection + closing song)

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

In the series of sermons on the ABC of faith we have come to the letter ‘R’, to which I have allocated the active verb ‘to repent’. In have chosen this verb, since the subject of repentance is crucial in the covenant relationship we have with the LORD. One only has to think of the fact that whenever the Word of God is proclaimed to us it always comes with the command to repent and believe, i.e. with the call to turn away from sin to living a life in accordance with God’s commandments, to put off the old nature and to put on the new nature, and this out of thankfulness for all that we have received in Christ. It is in this way that indeed every sermon comes to us with the call to repent. This call goes out not just to some members living in sin, but each Sunday again to each everyone us, young and old alike.
Why is this? Why do we need to hear this summons each Sunday again. The reason is, beloved, despite all the good intention we might have, God knows how easily we as His children slip back in sinful attitudes. So often when this happens, we say to ourselves, “Tomorrow I will do better!” However, in ,most instances it doesn’t take long, and sinful habits take over again. It remains a constant battle. Hence the reason for this continuous call: repent!
There is saying, which says, “Man learns by his mistakes!” However, with respect to sinful habits and attitudes, we are often very slow learners, as the Scripture itself also teaches it. One only has to read through the history of the OT to see the evidence of this among God’s people. It’s like the pendulum of the clock. Think of the book of Judges, many times we read about living in sin, next punishment follows, and then redemption. But instead of having learned from it, often one generation later the whole process starts all over again. It is repetitive throughout the whole OT.

However, beloved, let us not think that today things are different, as if we would be immune to this. We see it also in recent church history. When the church has gone through a church battle, often new enthusiasm causes life in the church to flourish, but when the generation that went through this battle has died, things are challenged again and often deformation sets it. 

Hence to be on the alert for this, it is good on a regular basis to hear the call for repentance, the call for self- examination, whereby we should ask ourselves this question, “Do I really want to live my life in accordance with all God’s commandments?” And this not as a burden, but out of thankfulness for all that we have received from the LORD by grace alone.
It’s for this reason, beloved, that in the series of sermons on the ABC of faith I have chosen for the letter ‘R’ the active verb ‘to repent’, with as text a small portion of the prophecies of Zechariah. The historical context of this small portion places us back in the time just after the Israelites had returned from exile. A new beginning – and yet straightaway also here we read the call to repent. Why is this?
When reading the prophecies of Haggai, who was a contemporary of Zechariah, we are informed how upon their return from Babylon the Israelites had made the rebuilding of the temple a first priority. The initial enthusiasm had been great. Yet in the prophecies of Haggai we also read that this enthusiasm did not last long. True zeal for the Lord was quickly fading again. 
It’s this element in particular that receives attention in the prophecies of Zechariah. From his prophecies we learn that it was not simply lack of enthusiasm for rebuilding the temple that was at stake. To understand this we should consider that the rebuilding of the temple was a symbol of God’s willingness to once again dwell among His people. For this reason, it was not just the outward temple building that had to be addressed. More importantly the people had to turn their hearts to the LORD. Only then, there would real enthusiasm to rebuild the temple, an enthusiasm that would come from the heart. Hence the call: “Repent! Return to Me, says the LORD of hosts, and I will return to you…” The LORD, beloved, asks our heart. After all, this is central to the covenant relationship: true love from an undivided heart. Where this true love is lacking, beloved, the LORD says – also to us this morning – “Repent!”
I minister the Word of God to you under the following heading,

IN VIEW OF FADING ENTHUSIASM FOR THE LORD AND HIS SERVICE
ZECHARIAH CALLS GOD’S PEOPLE TO REPENTANCE

He does do by highlighting the significance of the covenant with its two parts
Obligation + Promise
I
As I mentioned it already, beloved, Haggai and Zechariah were contemporaries, who together as prophets worked among God’s people after Israel’s return from exile. Though contemporaries, Haggai had started his work slightly earlier than Zechariah. From Ch. 1 of Haggai’s prophecies we also learn that his prophetic ministry had born fruit among God’s people. I may refer you to what it says in Haggai 1, 12, “…” Next we read in vs. 13, “…” Thus in view of the repentance of the people, mentioned in vs. 12, God assured them, “I am with you!” Isn’t it wonderful to read all this, beloved? Preaching that bears fruit! 
Taking all data into account, all this had taken place two months before Zechariah took up his prophetic ministry. So the rebuilding had already started again and yet Zechariah still calls for repentance. Is this not a bit strange? Had there been no consultation between these two prophets? Was Zechariah totally unaware of what had taken place just two months before? People were busy again at the place where the temple had to be rebuilt, active in serving the LORD. It indeed looked great, great from the outside. 
However, beloved, serving the LORD involves more than just outward obedience. I may refer to the sermon I delivered in connection with the letter ‘O’ – O for obeying. The text for that sermon was taken from the first book of Samuel, Ch. 15, 22 + 23. Let me just quote vs. 22, to bring the message home again. King Saul thought he had done well in the eyes of the LORD by defeating the Amalekites. But then Samuel says to Saul, “…” 

Well, beloved, Zechariah basically comes with the same message. True, the people had started rebuilding the temple. Hence, there was reason for thankfulness. Yet this now also had to work through in other areas of life. True repentance, beloved, consists of more than making just some amendments in a specific area of life. For example, where it concerns attending the Bible Study Club – “Okay, I will go then!” True repentance involves much more. It’s giving your heart to the LORD so that there is an earnest desire – Answer 114 HC – to begin to live not only according to some but to all the commandments of God and this with love and delight. 
In addition, once this desire has grown in us, let us never think that we have arrived, that from now on we are okay so to speak. For all of us, it remains a constant battle to live this way each day anew. Hence we should never feel offended when we are called to repent, especially in view of the fact that so easily we slip back again in sinful habits.
Well, it is this matter, beloved, to which Zechariah draws attention, when in our text he calls God’s people to repentance. Return to the LORD, he says, even though they had given heed to God’s command by in making a new start rebuilding the temple. After all, there were other areas of life where they still lived in sin. One can read this also in the second chapter of the prophecies of Haggai. This chapter records a prophecy dated a month prior to the words we read in our text. From this prophecy we learn that despite their outward obedience the people had not seen the deeper issue at stake – their defilement before holy God. Haggai had mixed among the people and had noticed that their heart was not in the work or rebuilding the temple. They saw this work simply as a job, which they tried to finish as soon as possible. Get it over and done with then we can rest again, pay attention to our own business again, our own houses as they had done before. It was all outward obedience. Their heart was not really in it. Hence, the words of our text!

Zechariah, enlightened by the LORD, pricks through this attitude. He does not say, “Well done, nice that you are back again at the job!” Instead he says, vs. 3, “…” This verse clearly shows, beloved, God’s command to repentance includes our whole life. Hence we should be careful never to become complacent in the service of the LORD. Like those citizens in Jerusalem, who thought we are doing what the Lord asked us to do, so we are okay.  But then they hear out of the mouth of God’s prophet, “You are not okay, repent! Return to the LORD! Make sure that also you heart is in the work you are doing for the LORD. After all, building the temple involves more than just laying bricks, so to speak. The LORD wants true zeal for Him and His service and not just outward obedience.
Beloved, in all this is a lesson also for us. Let us heed the warning which our text contains: the warning against complacency in serving the LORD, thinking we are doing okay. I give my fixed voluntary contributions. I faithfully attend the worship services on Sunday. Throughout the week I attend the Bible Study club. Occasionally I even make prep. study. So what is there to complain? 
But now imagine that this week on the annual home visit the ward-elder would say to you, “It’s time that you repent, time that you return to the LORD.” In response we might mention all the things we do for the LORD, how active we are. But now the question is our heart also in it, or does our heart still cling too much to material things, so that, for example, the new house we are building is still a higher priority than the service of the LORD.
The text of this morning, asks all us to examine ourselves, whether there is true zeal for the LORD, so that it will not be said of us, as the LORD had to say it concerning the congregation in Sardis, “You have a name that you are alive, but you are dead.” Hence, repent!
No I don’t want to picture things too dark this morning. Yet the text of this morning teaches us not to split our life up in two compartments: a compartment for the LORD (the religious compartment) and a compartment for ourselves, where basically the LORD has no say, but we do what we want, e.g. in our leisure time, in spending money, and other personal areas of life. Beloved, the covenant relationship we have with the LORD does not allow for this. In this relationship the LORD wants our whole life, everything included: total self-denying love out of thankfulness for the love the LORD showed us first. If this is lacking in your life, the LORD says also to you this morning, repent, return to Me!
II
“Thus says the LORD of hosts, ‘Return to Me’, says the Lord of hosts, ‘and I will return to you,’ says the LORD of hosts.”
The LORD of hosts – LORD with capital letters, which refers to God’s covenant Name. The name LORD of hosts is a reference to God as the One, who has the heavenly armies and the host of all created things at His call.  Well, the demand of such a King should indeed be taken very seriously. Moreover, the fact that this name is mentioned three times in our text is not a wearisome repetition, but as solemn an assurance as can possibly be made of the fact that this is indeed God’s supreme demand. 
In vs. 4 this is underlined with a lesson from history. It reads there, “…” That’s why we read in vs. 2 about God’s anger with the fathers. Instead of God’s clear command not to serve the idols, repeatedly God’s people wilfully went their own way, serving others gods, making carved images to which they brought sacrifices and for which they knelt down. And all this, despite the love God had shown to them. In the prophecies of Jeremiah we read how strange all this was. I point you to Jeremiah 2, 9 – 11, “…” In vs. 13 it reads, “…”
No wonder that God was very angry with the fathers, especially in view of the fact that the call for repentance had been so to speak a keynote, ringing through all the preaching of the prophets, who not just generally called for repentance, but who – when necessary – did not hesitate to mention the sins also by name.  Time and again, serious warnings went out; however, always extended in love! After all, beloved, the LORD does not want the death of the sinner, but that he may turn to Him and live. Yet Israel did not listen, which finally left God no other option than to do what He had said already through Moses. I now think of the curses mentioned in Deut. 28, amongst which we also read that God had said, “If you become disobedient and do not repent, in the end you will be scattered among the nations.” That’s why the fathers had been sent into exile.
Well, says Zechariah, have you not learned from this. Don’t be like your fathers, but instead repent and return to the LORD, give Him the love of your heart.

Again, beloved, in all this is a lesson also for us. We too have this lesson of history as we can read it in Scripture. The question now is also for us: what are we doing with it? Do we heed the call? The call as we hear it every time when a baby is baptized and the Form for Baptism is read, the call to cleave to the Triune God – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – to trust Him and to love Him with all our whole heart, soul, and mind, and with all our strength; the call not to love the world, but to putt off our old nature and lead a God-fearing life. Familiar words – but do they still penetrate our heart? After all, these words describe in a very precise way what true repentance is all about.
We belong to God’s covenant, by grace we are children of God, born anew by the Holy Spirit. This is God’s work in your life, beloved. Yet let it never become a pillow on which you fall asleep, simply thinking I will be okay. God wants this love of His also to work through in your life in daily repentance from evil works. Hence the call extended also to us today, “Return to Me!” In practical terms this means, where there are sins in your life, break with them now. Return to Me, for then so says the LORD, “I will return to you.” This is same message we also read in the NT. I think of what it reads in James 4, 7 – 10, “…”

III
Beloved, whoever in true repentance turns to the LORD will indeed find once again God’s face shining upon him in love. That’s what the LORD says also in our text, “and I will return to you…” These words point to promise of the covenant, this promise: when we lay our weak lives in God’s hand, fully trusting God and with due obedience listening to His voice, God will be there for us always. In our text we read, if in this way you amend your life and truly repent, returning to Me, I will return to you, says the LORD of hosts.
Of course this does not mean that by our actions we can win God’s favour. After all, also repentance is a work of God, and yet this does not undo our responsibility in turning to God. I may refer here to the Canons of Dort, which speak in very balanced way about these two aspects of repentance. Recently we focussed on this in depth, when in the preaching we dealt with the Canons of Dort.
Just to refresh your mind I like to mention just one article. After in Ch. III/IV, Art. 11, it has been mentioned that it is God who works conversion by making what was dead alive, which was stubborn obedient, it reads in Art.  16 of this same chapter, “…”  For the Scriptural foundation of this confession I like to point to two texts. First to Eph. 2, 10, where we read the following, “…” So it is all God’s work, yet we are to walk in it. With respect to the subject matter of this morning this means, repentance is fully God’s work and God’s work alone. Yet God still calls us to repentance. How are we to gel the two together?  The answer to this question we read in Phil. 2, 12b + 13, “…”  Thus God’s sanctifying work in us (God’s work!), still calls for obedience from our side. At the same time, in this obedience God Himself is at work again!

Summarizing all this in simple terms, it means we must look away from ourselves. Not thinking, “I will do this and I will do that!”, but instead turn to God to find strength to make this commitment. For from ourselves we can do nothing. Turn to Me, says the LORD, and I will give you rest; rest in being there for you always as your heavenly Father in Jesus Christ.

The subject matter we are dealing with this morning, beloved is the call for repentance. With this call the LORD claims our whole life, every area of our life without any exception. This may sound quite a demand. 
However, now look at the promise! Beloved, when in this way you indeed commit your whole life to the LORD, the LORD says to you this morning: you will be richly blessed in every respect; blessed in that each day again you may rejoice in God’s wonderful grace, which gives strength to cope in all circumstances of life.
For an example of this blessing I like to refer to vs. 17 of the chapter of our text.  In visionary language, first we receive a picture of the hopelessness of God’s people. But then in the second part of this vision we read that the LORD will take action, vs. 14, “…” Yes, vs. 17, “…” This verse shows the abundance of God’s blessing. God’s people will be overflowing with prosperity. That’s what we are heading for as God’s children. If only we would always be focussed on this. So often we look at the here and now, forgetting about what God has in store for us, an inheritance beyond imagination so rich. Beloved, you wouldn’t like to miss out on this rich inheritance, would you? But this then also means today we ought to live accordingly, i.e. out of God’s hand, trusting Him.

I like to highlight still another aspect of vs. 17, namely the word ‘again’, which points to the miracle of all this, i.e. the miracle that God will still do this for His people, despite all that has happened. Again, I will comfort Zion, despite all the disobedience of His people God had to put up with during the time of the OT. Yet they are still my people, says the LORD. I still want to comfort them and grant them My salvation.

Well, the same the LORD says to us today. For, beloved, let us be honest, how much sin is there every day again also in our life. And yet the LORD says it to you and me this morning as well, “If you in true repentance turn to Me, I will turn to you, comforting you and still granting you salvation, despite all the sins there have been. See there the unfailing faithfulness of our covenant God.
Despite the many sins there often are also in our life, His love still goes out to us. His mercies are new every morning again. Then we can only marvel at so great a love towards us sinners.
Well, beloved, that’s what true repentance is all about! It means marvelling at God’s never ending grace, entrusting your life to God. May that be the fruit also of this morning’s sermon, heeding the call for repentance, turning to God, committing our whole life to Him. If you do so, beloved, the LORD assures you this morning, “I will bless you, not because of you, but for Christ’s sake!” Yes, blest are the people who acclaim Him as their King. They go their way with joy, as we will with the words of Psalm 89.  Beloved, as fruit of our daily repentance, may the LORD fill the lives of all us with that wonderful joy each day anew.
Amen.
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