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Thus says the Lord of hosts: Let your hands be strong—you that have recently been hearing these 
words from the mouths of the prophets who were present when the foundation was laid for the 
rebuilding of the temple, the house of the Lord of hosts. For before those days there were no wages 
for people or for animals, nor was there any safety from the foe for those who went out or came 
in, and I set them all against one another. But now I will not deal with the remnant of this people 
as in the former days, says the Lord of hosts. For there shall be a sowing of peace; the vine shall 
yield its fruit, the ground shall give its produce, and the skies shall give their dew; and I will cause 
the remnant of this people to possess all these things. Just as you have been a cursing among the 
nations, O house of Judah and house of Israel, so I will save you and you shall be a blessing. Do 
not be afraid, but let your hands be strong. 

Zechariah 8:9-13 

 
 
 On this final Sunday of Advent before Christmas itself, we continue in this series “Prepare Him Room.” 
If you’ve been with us, you’ll remember that we’ve been spending these weeks in the Book of Zechariah, one of 
the so-called minor prophets. Looming in the background of all of these words is something that we might not 
immediately think of as being all that pertinent to Advent or Christmas, and that is the rebuilding of the temple in 
Jerusalem. That’s what God had commissioned the people of Israel to do when they returned to their homeland 
after decades in exile. We might think, well, it’s just a construction project, but it meant a lot more than that. 
When they were rebuilding the temple, they were rebuilding God’s house, where God lived among them, in their 
midst, and that was a big, big deal.  

Another way of saying that is, they were preparing a place for the Lord, much like we seek to do during a 
season like Advent, just instead of a building, we look at Christ himself, God indwelled in human form, living 
among us, now by his Spirit living within us, and promising to come again.  

And in this final week before Christmas, we find Zechariah offering, or rather the Lord offering through 
Zechariah, a call to courage and a call to work. Let’s go to God’s Word together. 

[Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the 
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

This particular handful of verses, as you might have noticed, are bookended by a particular phrase. It’s 
also, if you happened to look, the title of the sermon, so you might have picked up on it. But on two different 
instances, in v. 9 and in v. 13, the Lord calls upon the people: “Let your hands be strong.” Just in the way that 
phrase is used, not just here but throughout the Old Testament, on one hand it’s another way of saying “Keep 
your head up, keep your courage.” On the other, it’s a literal call and challenge to stay strong in your hands, in 
what your hands are doing, in your work, your labor.  



2 
 

If you were with us last week, you’ll remember that God had just offered this vision of a renewed city 
with young and old alike running once more through the bustling streets of Jerusalem, something that definitely 
wasn’t the case in what they were all looking at, at the time. The city was in shambles, and the construction they 
were doing, not just on the temple but throughout the city, was a long and arduous process.  

So into that space in which discouragement could easily find a foothold came a word of hope, and now, 
right on its heels another word: a call to courage and to keep up your strength in your work.  

Notice who this is directed to. In v. 9, “you that have recently been hearing these words from the mouths 
of the prophets who were present when the foundation was laid for the rebuilding of the temple.” In other words, 
all you people who have had to endure the seemingly endless babbling of someone talking in front of you for a 
long time—y’all wouldn’t know anything about that would you—all you people who have been a part of this 
thing from the get go, hang in there.  

Because imagine if you had been in Jerusalem at the time, and not just at that moment, but throughout this 
whole process. Sure you’ve seen some progress, the construction is ongoing, but more than progress you’ve seen 
just how extensive and daunting an effort this would be, and the whole time you’re getting the words of these 
prophets saying, “Prepare yourselves! Ready yourselves!” It’s to those people that these words come, “Let your 
hands be strong” Keep up your courage, and keep up your strength in your work. 

Easier said than done, right, especially when they toil and toil and work and work and give and give, and 
sure they might see a bit of progress, but really it doesn’t seem like much is bearing fruit. 

That’s some of the imagery God uses, isn’t it? V. 12: “For there shall be a sowing of peace; the vine shall 
yield its fruit, the ground shall give its produce, and the skies shall give their dew.” Imagery of things growing. 
But it doesn’t quite speak into all the work and toil it sometimes takes to get something to grow. 

They don’t always tell you about that part. Every so often you hear about someone trying to plant a 
vegetable garden or flowers or some other plants, and there are plenty of people who successfully tend to and 
raise up these fruitful plants and trees, but for those who aren’t quite so invested, you might end up with a bunch 
of pots and beds full of either dead plants or loads of weeds. Takes work. 

I learned about a certain kind of plant, one that’s pertinent to this season. It’s called a “Christmas Cactus.” 
Maybe some of you have heard of them or given or received them as presents. Just to hear the name, you think, 
“Who would want one of those?” A cactus is one of those prickly plants that grow out in the desert right? You 
know, the sort of thing that Wile E. Coyote falls onto all the time. Doesn’t seem entirely applicable to Christmas, 
not unless you’re Ebenezer Scrooge or something.  

But that’s not what a Christmas Cactus is, not exactly. First, it’s not all that prickly. No giant spines 
coming off of it. Second, it doesn’t grow in the desert. It’s actually tropical originally. 

But the reason it’s called a Christmas Cactus is because when it’s grown in the Northern Hemisphere, it 
only blooms for just a short stretch of time, right around Christmas, and even then, only if it’s tended to in just 
the right way.  

It’s apparently not hard to care for, otherwise. If you just want to keep it alive, there’s not that much you 
have to worry about. Just a little water and light every now and then, and the thing will truck along without much 
trouble. But if you want to actually see it bloom, it takes a lot of work. You have to water it just so, not too little, 
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not too much. You have to give it sunlight, but not direct sunlight. You have to control the humidity and 
temperature, a certain range during the day, and then another certain range at night. You have to give it resting 
periods, two resting periods a year—I never knew there were plants you had to give resting periods to. And you 
have to do this for months, if you want it to bloom around Christmas time.  

What all that means is that it’s entirely possible—and I don’t know if we have any successful Christmas 
cactus growers among us, we very well might—but it means it’s entirely possible that you could spend months 
tending to this plant, but if you didn’t do it right, you could get to Christmas, and nothing happens. All that work, 
all that time and attention, and nothing blooms. And you know this going in to it, which means lingering in the 
back of your mind, if you’re raising a Christmas cactus, you’re thinking, might this all just be a big waste of time? 

And that uncertainty, that insecurity, is something like what the people in Jerusalem must have been 
thinking. All this work, all this toil, all this time and attention rebuilding the temple, but somewhere in the back 
of their minds—or at least it’d be in the back of my mind—they’re thinking, “Is this all going to pay off? Is this 
going to turn into something? Am I going to see any results? Or is it all just a waste of time?” 

Hard to blame them. We deal with that every day. We face the toil of our work, our daily labor, the grind, 
whatever it might be.  

You could be neck deep in studies, working toward high school graduation, a college diploma, or some 
other advanced degree or certification, and as you’re poring over yet another book, writing yet another paper, or 
completing yet another project, you wonder, “Is this all going to be worth it? Will this all amount to something 
in the end?” 

You could be dialed in on your career, working toward growth and excellence or even advancement in 
your professional life, and as you try to wrap up one more calendar year or care for one more patient or grade one 
more paper or close one more deal, you wonder, “Is this all going to be worth it? Will this all amount to something 
in the end?” 

You could be caring for or raising a family, trying to deepen relationships and foster closer connection, 
and as you shuttle a child to yet another activity, or make yet another doctor’s appointment with an ailing parent, 
or offer yet another word of earnest guidance to a child of any age who won’t listen, or have yet another hard 
conversation with a struggling sibling, or change yet another diaper, you wonder, “Is this all going to be worth 
it? Will this all amount to something in the end?” 

Or you could recognize that you’re perhaps in the latter years of your life, and you look back on the sum 
of it, your studies, your career, your family, whatever it might be, and you wonder, “Was it all worth it? Did this 
all amount to anything in the end?” 

To some degree it’s pretty easy for that insecurity to creep in, no matter what stage in life we might be. 
We work and toil and grind, and at some point we wonder, “Does this even matter? Is this going to make any 
kind of difference?” Are we raising Christmas cactuses, excuse me, cacti, that will never bloom? 

I love some of the imagery God offers through his prophet. Circling back to it in v. 12, God says, “For 
there shall be a sowing of peace; the vine shall yield its fruit, the ground shall give its produce, and the skies shall 
give their dew; and I will cause the remnant of this people to possess all these things.” I love it for a few reasons. 
First, there’s the promise of a sowing of peace, that’s the planting part, that’s the first part, and peace, well, it’s 
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not just the absence of conflict that we’re talking about here, it’s the flourishing of everything, of things coming 
into bloom, if you will.  

Then, when he talks about the vine yielding fruit, the ground giving produce, and skies giving dew, I love 
that one of them, the skies giving dew, have absolutely nothing to do with what we do. The other two, though, 
the vines yielding fruit and the ground giving produce, include somewhere in the process the work and daily toil 
of whoever plants, whoever tends, whoever harvests, but ultimately it’s not the planter or the tender or the 
harvester that brings about the yield, but in the words of the Apostle Paul, “God gives the growth.” 

There’s this interplay here, and not just here but throughout Scripture, between the providence of God and 
the agency of his people, between what God provides and what God’s people do. It pulls and pushes on us. Should 
we think, eh, God’s going to do everything, I don’t need to do anything, then God’s saying, “Tend to your vines, 
whatever they may be, for it is your work that I will use to bring all of this about.” Or should we think, it all 
depends on me, I have to make this worth it, then God’s saying, “Tend to your vines, whatever they may be, for 
it is I who gives the growth.” Or should we think, none of this even matters, no matter how much I toil and grind, 
nothing’s going to come of it, then God’s saying, “Tend to your vines, whatever they may be, for no work done 
in my name is done for nothing.” 

Put another way, “Do not be afraid, but let your hands be strong.” 

As we’re in this season of preparation, preparation for the coming of the Lord, not just of remembrance 
of Christ coming as a child long ago, but in hopeful anticipation of his coming anew. And that preparation, if 
these words of letting your hands be strong mean anything, means work and toil, preparing a place for the Lord, 
preparing for a sowing of peace, of flourishing. All along the way, though, all throughout whatever work and toil 
we may be about, whatever vines we may be tending, we can slip into thinking, “What difference will this make?”  

To you friends, comes this promise and this challenge, that the work done in preparing a place for the 
Lord, preparing for the coming of the Lord, has a place and an impact in the coming kingdom of God. What 
growth might God bring about through the seeds you’re planting today, in your studies, in your work, in your 
families? What growth might God have already brought about throughout your life that you don’t even know 
about? You who may wonder what difference that kind word, that generous gift, that unrecognized service could 
ever make, to you God is saying, “Tend to your vines, whatever they may be, for the seeds sown in faith will 
never be sown in vain.” “Do not be afraid, but let your hands be strong.” 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 


