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In the fourth year of King Darius, the word of the Lord came to Zechariah on the fourth day of the 
ninth month, which is Chislev. Now the people of Bethel had sent Sharezer and Regem-melech and 
their men, to entreat the favor of the Lord, and to ask the priests of the house of the Lord of hosts 
and the prophets, “Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for 
so many years?” Then the word of the Lord of hosts came to me: Say to all the people of the land 
and the priests: When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month and in the seventh, for these 
seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, do you not eat 
and drink only for yourselves? Were not these the words that the Lord proclaimed by the former 
prophets, when Jerusalem was inhabited and in prosperity, along with the towns around it, and 
when the Negeb and the Shephelah were inhabited? 

The word of the Lord came to Zechariah, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true 
judgments, show kindness and mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the 
alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your hearts against one another. But they refused to 
listen, and turned a stubborn shoulder, and stopped their ears in order not to hear. They made 
their hearts adamant in order not to hear the law and the words that the Lord of hosts had sent by 
his spirit through the former prophets. Therefore great wrath came from the Lord of hosts. Just 
as, when I called, they would not hear, so, when they called, I would not hear, says the Lord of 
hosts, and I scattered them with a whirlwind among all the nations that they had not known. Thus 
the land they left was desolate, so that no one went to and fro, and a pleasant land was made 
desolate. 

Zechariah 7:1-14 
 

 Last week we started our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room,” which you may have 
recognized is a phrase taken from the great Christmas hymn “Joy to the World.” “Let every heart prepare him 
room.” This is our response to the good news of Christmas. But what does it mean to “prepare him room”?  

We’re going a bit off the beaten path in this series, looking at a section of the prophetic Book of Zechariah, 
one of the so-called minor prophets. Shared a good bit last week on some of the history that leads up to Zechariah, 
but the quick recap is that as Israel was returning to their homeland after decades away in exile, they were 
commissioned by God to an especially important task: rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem, which is another way 
of saying, preparing a place for the Lord.  

Last week we found the people of Israel coming to grips with the harsh reality that this would be quite the 
effort. This week, we find some of the people seeking to reinstate some of their former practices. 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. 

Well, I did tell you last week that some of these weeks we’d be asking, “What on earth did we just read 
and what does that have to do with Christmas?” This is one of them. You heard it. Some guys named Sharezer 
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and Regem-melech, then a lot of talk about fasting and abstinence, wrapped up with the wrath of God and a 
desolate land. What does that have to do with Christmas? What does that have to do with Jesus? 

To try to answer that, I’d like to share with you a story about a tree. I know, now you’re thinking, “This 
doesn’t sound promising.” But hang in there. 

250 years ago, there was a tree in a field. Sat outside the servants’ quarters of a great English estate. This 
tree one day noticed that something had started growing on one of its branches. Just a small green plant with white 
berries. Seemed pretty harmless, so the tree didn’t pay it much mind. 

Some time passes, and the tree notices that this small, harmless green plant has gotten bigger. Still, it 
wasn’t hurting the tree. So the tree just kept an eye on it.  Some more time passes, and now the tree notices the 
small, harmless green plant wasn’t so small or harmless anymore. Now it had grown so that it was actually 
piercing into the branch and tapping into the tree itself for nutrients, and that branch was now starting to wither. 
The tree knew that this wasn’t good, so it waited, hoping that some of the servants in the house nearby would 
notice and take care of it.  

Then one day, it seemed like its hopes were answered. Late in December one year, after all the leaves had 
fallen, some servants came out of the house, climbed up the tree, went out to where the green plant was growing, 
and cut a part of the plant off the branch and took it back inside. Guess they’re just coming back for the rest of it 
later, the tree thought, but no one else came.  

Later that night, the tree could see a big party happening in the house, and noticed through a window that 
the very piece the servants had cut off was hanging over a threshold in between rooms. Two by two, people would 
stand underneath this piece of the green plant and steal a quick kiss. Meanwhile the tree shivered in the cold while 
the rest of that green plant slowly sucked the life out of its branches. The end. 

Charming story, I know. But that, in a nutshell is the history of a particular Christmas tradition involving 
a particular green plant with telltale berries, and if you peaked at the sermon title you already know what it is: 
mistletoe. No matter what you might think about that particular tradition—some might find it charming, others 
questionable or outdated—the plant itself isn’t quite so endearing. It’s actually a parasite. It germinates in the 
branch of a tree, and at first it can exist more or less independently, just using the branch for support, but 
eventually it pierces through the bark and starts sucking water and nutrients out of the tree itself. And if it grows 
too long unchecked, it can actually kill a tree altogether.  

And I’m wondering whether Zechariah might think we have too much mistletoe. 

Might not be immediately obvious when we read that passage a minute ago, but what Zechariah is talking 
about is something not that far off from mistletoe. 

Here’s what’s going on. About two years have passed since last week, and it suggests that we are smack 
dab in the middle of rebuilding the temple. In other words, right in the middle of this big effort, preparing a place 
for the Lord. 

The people of a town called Bethel, up north of Jerusalem, sent emissaries to Jerusalem, and they asked, 
“Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for so many years?” Translated, those 
practices are thought to have been fasts and disciplines adopted during the exile focused on hope for rebuilding 
the temple, so what they’re asking is, is it good that we’re doing these pious things as we prepare a place for the 
Lord?  
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Now what about something like mistletoe, or really any of the traditions or practices we might have around 
this season, do we really think of them like mourning or abstinence or fasting? Probably not so much, but think 
about it for a second, and they kind of play a similar role. Whether it’s mistletoe, or decorating a tree, or going 
Christmas caroling, or whatever it might be, these are things we do around this season, getting us into the spirit.  

I remember one in particular from growing up. We used to have this small musical bell painted gold and 
glittery. When you pulled the string in the middle of it, it would play a Christmas song. What we would do is 
hang it up in the threshold between two rooms, and when I was a kid, over and over I would ask my parents to 
lift me up to the bell so that I could pull the string. Over and over I did that over all those years, and honestly if 
that bell had disappeared, I think it wouldn’t have felt quite like Christmas. It would’ve been harder to really get 
into the Christmas spirit.  

That’s kind of the role that these practices seemed to have for the people of Bethel, coming to seek the 
Lord’s favor. These practices, they’d probably say, helped them get into the “temple spirit,” so to speak. So, they 
came to see if they should keep doing them.  

 Now my guess is that it wasn’t really a question. They weren’t really asking whether it was a good thing. 
I think they were just looking for affirmation and acknowledgment of how pious they were being, so the answer 
they get probably surprised them. 

 Zechariah responds with another word from the Lord: “When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month 
and in the seventh, for these seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, 
do you not eat and drink only for yourselves?” Kind of a shot across the bow. They were expecting just a check 
mark from the priest, saying “Carry on, good and faithful people.” Instead they got checked pretty hard. Zechariah 
calls them out: “Have you been doing these things for God, or have you been doing them for yourselves?”  

 Instead, he continues, these are the sorts of practices that would truly be in harmony with this work of 
preparing a place for the Lord: in v. 9, “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true judgments, show kindness and 
mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your 
hearts against one another.” Do that, he seems to be saying, and you will build up this temple in your practices. 

 So a question that comes to mind for me is, what does Zechariah have against mourning or abstinence or 
fasting—and for that matter what does God have against them? Is it wrong for the people to be embracing these 
disciplines, disciplines that we see plenty of positive examples of elsewhere? Why does Zechariah go and bite 
their heads off? 

 And along the same lines, what would Zechariah have against mistletoe, or my glittery gold musical bell? 
I loved that bell. Surely there wouldn’t be anything wrong with it. I mean what are we supposed to do? Just strip 
everything down to the studs when it comes to Christmas? No frills, no adornments, nothing that could possibly 
distract us. Kind of takes the wonder out of the season if you ask me. 

 I had a friend in ministry who took that very approach. He had gotten so fed up (for a number of reasons) 
with all of what he saw to be excess and distraction around Christmas that he and his wife both embraced a pretty 
spartan approach to Advent. For the four weeks of Advent, they didn’t decorate, didn’t put up lights, didn’t hum 
along to Jingle Bells, or any of that stuff. Not until Christmas morning and for the twelve days after it would they 
start to celebrate.  

 When it comes down to it, that is closer to the heritage of Advent. Historically the weeks before Christmas 
were intended to be weeks of preparation and reflection, then the twelve days after Christmas were the days for 
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celebration—that’s where that song “The Twelve Days of Christmas” comes from. So, their approach to Advent 
and Christmas and celebrating Christ’s birth was definitely consistent with liturgical practice for centuries. 

 But short of doing that, of jettisoning any kind of distraction during these weeks of Advent, what are we 
supposed to do about some of these practices, these traditions that hold such a prominent, cherished place in this 
season for us?  

 And that brings us back to mistletoe, because what’s so wrong about it? In short, nothing’s wrong with 
mistletoe, not in and of itself at least; it’s a plant. Nothing wrong with golden musical bells either. Nor is there 
anything wrong with mourning or abstinence or fasting for that matter. The practices, the traditions themselves 
aren’t the issue. It’s the heart behind them. It’s what the traditions point to. It’s the question Zechariah posed to 
them: all those years you’ve been doing these things, were they for God, or were they for you? 

 That same question comes to us, whether it’s mistletoe or golden bells. All those years we’ve been doing 
those things, are they for God, or are they for us?  If they’re for God, it’s like a small mistletoe plant, just perched 
on a branch, not really hurting anything, just a bit of adornment that’s not a distraction but rather a complement 
to the season. And even better can actually guide us to be even more aware of the season’s importance. 

 But if they’re for ourselves, it’s like what happens when mistletoe grows. It pierces into the branch and 
starts to drain and hurt and maybe even kill the very thing that had been giving it life. 

 Last week as our staff were meeting, our Youth Director Kenton Gullion offered a short word from a 
devotional he had been reading from C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia. If you’re not familiar with that series, 
it’s like a fantasy series with Christian themes, with this one featuring a group of children, siblings, finding 
themselves in the magical, wintry land of Narnia.  

 At one point, trouble starts to hit, and they don’t know what to do, until they see a beautiful red robin 
trying to get their attention, seemingly wanting them to follow it, and they don’t know what to do, don’t know 
whether to trust it. And Kenton’s devotional then shared: 

 “All kinds of beautiful robins hop across our path each December; some lead us in the way we should go 
while others end up being just shiny glass or useless sawdust. In Advent, with its consumer bonanza, busy 
schedules, short days, and long nights, we can get disoriented.” And it goes on to say how even good things can 
distract us and may even be detrimental in our walk, in our preparation for the Lord. So how do we know the 
difference? 

 Well, the way we know the difference is asking the same question Zechariah did. These things we do and 
follow, are they for God, or are they for ourselves?  

So as we seek to “prepare him room,” what are some of those cherished things that we do in this season? 
What are they for you? In a lot of those cases, I suspect, absolutely nothing wrong with them. But this week, I 
invite you to take an honest look at them. Do you do them for God, or do you do them for yourselves? Maybe 
another way of asking that would be, do they point you toward the birth of Christ, or toward something else?  

 And if it’s toward something else, maybe think about trimming the branches so that what really gives life 
in this season can thrive and blossom. For when we’re tapped into that, we are truly preparing him room in our 
hearts. 

 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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and Regem-melech, then a lot of talk about fasting and abstinence, wrapped up with the wrath of God and a 
desolate land. What does that have to do with Christmas? What does that have to do with Jesus? 

To try to answer that, I’d like to share with you a story about a tree. I know, now you’re thinking, “This 
doesn’t sound promising.” But hang in there. 

250 years ago, there was a tree in a field. Sat outside the servants’ quarters of a great English estate. This 
tree one day noticed that something had started growing on one of its branches. Just a small green plant with white 
berries. Seemed pretty harmless, so the tree didn’t pay it much mind. 

Some time passes, and the tree notices that this small, harmless green plant has gotten bigger. Still, it 
wasn’t hurting the tree. So the tree just kept an eye on it.  Some more time passes, and now the tree notices the 
small, harmless green plant wasn’t so small or harmless anymore. Now it had grown so that it was actually 
piercing into the branch and tapping into the tree itself for nutrients, and that branch was now starting to wither. 
The tree knew that this wasn’t good, so it waited, hoping that some of the servants in the house nearby would 
notice and take care of it.  

Then one day, it seemed like its hopes were answered. Late in December one year, after all the leaves had 
fallen, some servants came out of the house, climbed up the tree, went out to where the green plant was growing, 
and cut a part of the plant off the branch and took it back inside. Guess they’re just coming back for the rest of it 
later, the tree thought, but no one else came.  

Later that night, the tree could see a big party happening in the house, and noticed through a window that 
the very piece the servants had cut off was hanging over a threshold in between rooms. Two by two, people would 
stand underneath this piece of the green plant and steal a quick kiss. Meanwhile the tree shivered in the cold while 
the rest of that green plant slowly sucked the life out of its branches. The end. 

Charming story, I know. But that, in a nutshell is the history of a particular Christmas tradition involving 
a particular green plant with telltale berries, and if you peaked at the sermon title you already know what it is: 
mistletoe. No matter what you might think about that particular tradition—some might find it charming, others 
questionable or outdated—the plant itself isn’t quite so endearing. It’s actually a parasite. It germinates in the 
branch of a tree, and at first it can exist more or less independently, just using the branch for support, but 
eventually it pierces through the bark and starts sucking water and nutrients out of the tree itself. And if it grows 
too long unchecked, it can actually kill a tree altogether.  

And I’m wondering whether Zechariah might think we have too much mistletoe. 

Might not be immediately obvious when we read that passage a minute ago, but what Zechariah is talking 
about is something not that far off from mistletoe. 

Here’s what’s going on. About two years have passed since last week, and it suggests that we are smack 
dab in the middle of rebuilding the temple. In other words, right in the middle of this big effort, preparing a place 
for the Lord. 

The people of a town called Bethel, up north of Jerusalem, sent emissaries to Jerusalem, and they asked, 
“Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for so many years?” Translated, those 
practices are thought to have been fasts and disciplines adopted during the exile focused on hope for rebuilding 
the temple, so what they’re asking is, is it good that we’re doing these pious things as we prepare a place for the 
Lord?  
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Now what about something like mistletoe, or really any of the traditions or practices we might have around 
this season, do we really think of them like mourning or abstinence or fasting? Probably not so much, but think 
about it for a second, and they kind of play a similar role. Whether it’s mistletoe, or decorating a tree, or going 
Christmas caroling, or whatever it might be, these are things we do around this season, getting us into the spirit.  

I remember one in particular from growing up. We used to have this small musical bell painted gold and 
glittery. When you pulled the string in the middle of it, it would play a Christmas song. What we would do is 
hang it up in the threshold between two rooms, and when I was a kid, over and over I would ask my parents to 
lift me up to the bell so that I could pull the string. Over and over I did that over all those years, and honestly if 
that bell had disappeared, I think it wouldn’t have felt quite like Christmas. It would’ve been harder to really get 
into the Christmas spirit.  

That’s kind of the role that these practices seemed to have for the people of Bethel, coming to seek the 
Lord’s favor. These practices, they’d probably say, helped them get into the “temple spirit,” so to speak. So, they 
came to see if they should keep doing them.  

 Now my guess is that it wasn’t really a question. They weren’t really asking whether it was a good thing. 
I think they were just looking for affirmation and acknowledgment of how pious they were being, so the answer 
they get probably surprised them. 

 Zechariah responds with another word from the Lord: “When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month 
and in the seventh, for these seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, 
do you not eat and drink only for yourselves?” Kind of a shot across the bow. They were expecting just a check 
mark from the priest, saying “Carry on, good and faithful people.” Instead they got checked pretty hard. Zechariah 
calls them out: “Have you been doing these things for God, or have you been doing them for yourselves?”  

 Instead, he continues, these are the sorts of practices that would truly be in harmony with this work of 
preparing a place for the Lord: in v. 9, “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true judgments, show kindness and 
mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your 
hearts against one another.” Do that, he seems to be saying, and you will build up this temple in your practices. 

 So a question that comes to mind for me is, what does Zechariah have against mourning or abstinence or 
fasting—and for that matter what does God have against them? Is it wrong for the people to be embracing these 
disciplines, disciplines that we see plenty of positive examples of elsewhere? Why does Zechariah go and bite 
their heads off? 

 And along the same lines, what would Zechariah have against mistletoe, or my glittery gold musical bell? 
I loved that bell. Surely there wouldn’t be anything wrong with it. I mean what are we supposed to do? Just strip 
everything down to the studs when it comes to Christmas? No frills, no adornments, nothing that could possibly 
distract us. Kind of takes the wonder out of the season if you ask me. 

 I had a friend in ministry who took that very approach. He had gotten so fed up (for a number of reasons) 
with all of what he saw to be excess and distraction around Christmas that he and his wife both embraced a pretty 
spartan approach to Advent. For the four weeks of Advent, they didn’t decorate, didn’t put up lights, didn’t hum 
along to Jingle Bells, or any of that stuff. Not until Christmas morning and for the twelve days after it would they 
start to celebrate.  

 When it comes down to it, that is closer to the heritage of Advent. Historically the weeks before Christmas 
were intended to be weeks of preparation and reflection, then the twelve days after Christmas were the days for 
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celebration—that’s where that song “The Twelve Days of Christmas” comes from. So, their approach to Advent 
and Christmas and celebrating Christ’s birth was definitely consistent with liturgical practice for centuries. 

 But short of doing that, of jettisoning any kind of distraction during these weeks of Advent, what are we 
supposed to do about some of these practices, these traditions that hold such a prominent, cherished place in this 
season for us?  

 And that brings us back to mistletoe, because what’s so wrong about it? In short, nothing’s wrong with 
mistletoe, not in and of itself at least; it’s a plant. Nothing wrong with golden musical bells either. Nor is there 
anything wrong with mourning or abstinence or fasting for that matter. The practices, the traditions themselves 
aren’t the issue. It’s the heart behind them. It’s what the traditions point to. It’s the question Zechariah posed to 
them: all those years you’ve been doing these things, were they for God, or were they for you? 

 That same question comes to us, whether it’s mistletoe or golden bells. All those years we’ve been doing 
those things, are they for God, or are they for us?  If they’re for God, it’s like a small mistletoe plant, just perched 
on a branch, not really hurting anything, just a bit of adornment that’s not a distraction but rather a complement 
to the season. And even better can actually guide us to be even more aware of the season’s importance. 

 But if they’re for ourselves, it’s like what happens when mistletoe grows. It pierces into the branch and 
starts to drain and hurt and maybe even kill the very thing that had been giving it life. 

 Last week as our staff were meeting, our Youth Director Kenton Gullion offered a short word from a 
devotional he had been reading from C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia. If you’re not familiar with that series, 
it’s like a fantasy series with Christian themes, with this one featuring a group of children, siblings, finding 
themselves in the magical, wintry land of Narnia.  

 At one point, trouble starts to hit, and they don’t know what to do, until they see a beautiful red robin 
trying to get their attention, seemingly wanting them to follow it, and they don’t know what to do, don’t know 
whether to trust it. And Kenton’s devotional then shared: 

 “All kinds of beautiful robins hop across our path each December; some lead us in the way we should go 
while others end up being just shiny glass or useless sawdust. In Advent, with its consumer bonanza, busy 
schedules, short days, and long nights, we can get disoriented.” And it goes on to say how even good things can 
distract us and may even be detrimental in our walk, in our preparation for the Lord. So how do we know the 
difference? 

 Well, the way we know the difference is asking the same question Zechariah did. These things we do and 
follow, are they for God, or are they for ourselves?  

So as we seek to “prepare him room,” what are some of those cherished things that we do in this season? 
What are they for you? In a lot of those cases, I suspect, absolutely nothing wrong with them. But this week, I 
invite you to take an honest look at them. Do you do them for God, or do you do them for yourselves? Maybe 
another way of asking that would be, do they point you toward the birth of Christ, or toward something else?  

 And if it’s toward something else, maybe think about trimming the branches so that what really gives life 
in this season can thrive and blossom. For when we’re tapped into that, we are truly preparing him room in our 
hearts. 

 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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but the quick recap is that as Israel was returning to their homeland after decades away in exile, they were 
commissioned by God to an especially important task: rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem, which is another way 
of saying, preparing a place for the Lord.  

Last week we found the people of Israel coming to grips with the harsh reality that this would be quite the 
effort. This week, we find some of the people seeking to reinstate some of their former practices. 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. 

Well, I did tell you last week that some of these weeks we’d be asking, “What on earth did we just read 
and what does that have to do with Christmas?” This is one of them. You heard it. Some guys named Sharezer 
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and Regem-melech, then a lot of talk about fasting and abstinence, wrapped up with the wrath of God and a 
desolate land. What does that have to do with Christmas? What does that have to do with Jesus? 

To try to answer that, I’d like to share with you a story about a tree. I know, now you’re thinking, “This 
doesn’t sound promising.” But hang in there. 

250 years ago, there was a tree in a field. Sat outside the servants’ quarters of a great English estate. This 
tree one day noticed that something had started growing on one of its branches. Just a small green plant with white 
berries. Seemed pretty harmless, so the tree didn’t pay it much mind. 

Some time passes, and the tree notices that this small, harmless green plant has gotten bigger. Still, it 
wasn’t hurting the tree. So the tree just kept an eye on it.  Some more time passes, and now the tree notices the 
small, harmless green plant wasn’t so small or harmless anymore. Now it had grown so that it was actually 
piercing into the branch and tapping into the tree itself for nutrients, and that branch was now starting to wither. 
The tree knew that this wasn’t good, so it waited, hoping that some of the servants in the house nearby would 
notice and take care of it.  

Then one day, it seemed like its hopes were answered. Late in December one year, after all the leaves had 
fallen, some servants came out of the house, climbed up the tree, went out to where the green plant was growing, 
and cut a part of the plant off the branch and took it back inside. Guess they’re just coming back for the rest of it 
later, the tree thought, but no one else came.  

Later that night, the tree could see a big party happening in the house, and noticed through a window that 
the very piece the servants had cut off was hanging over a threshold in between rooms. Two by two, people would 
stand underneath this piece of the green plant and steal a quick kiss. Meanwhile the tree shivered in the cold while 
the rest of that green plant slowly sucked the life out of its branches. The end. 

Charming story, I know. But that, in a nutshell is the history of a particular Christmas tradition involving 
a particular green plant with telltale berries, and if you peaked at the sermon title you already know what it is: 
mistletoe. No matter what you might think about that particular tradition—some might find it charming, others 
questionable or outdated—the plant itself isn’t quite so endearing. It’s actually a parasite. It germinates in the 
branch of a tree, and at first it can exist more or less independently, just using the branch for support, but 
eventually it pierces through the bark and starts sucking water and nutrients out of the tree itself. And if it grows 
too long unchecked, it can actually kill a tree altogether.  

And I’m wondering whether Zechariah might think we have too much mistletoe. 

Might not be immediately obvious when we read that passage a minute ago, but what Zechariah is talking 
about is something not that far off from mistletoe. 

Here’s what’s going on. About two years have passed since last week, and it suggests that we are smack 
dab in the middle of rebuilding the temple. In other words, right in the middle of this big effort, preparing a place 
for the Lord. 

The people of a town called Bethel, up north of Jerusalem, sent emissaries to Jerusalem, and they asked, 
“Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for so many years?” Translated, those 
practices are thought to have been fasts and disciplines adopted during the exile focused on hope for rebuilding 
the temple, so what they’re asking is, is it good that we’re doing these pious things as we prepare a place for the 
Lord?  
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Now what about something like mistletoe, or really any of the traditions or practices we might have around 
this season, do we really think of them like mourning or abstinence or fasting? Probably not so much, but think 
about it for a second, and they kind of play a similar role. Whether it’s mistletoe, or decorating a tree, or going 
Christmas caroling, or whatever it might be, these are things we do around this season, getting us into the spirit.  

I remember one in particular from growing up. We used to have this small musical bell painted gold and 
glittery. When you pulled the string in the middle of it, it would play a Christmas song. What we would do is 
hang it up in the threshold between two rooms, and when I was a kid, over and over I would ask my parents to 
lift me up to the bell so that I could pull the string. Over and over I did that over all those years, and honestly if 
that bell had disappeared, I think it wouldn’t have felt quite like Christmas. It would’ve been harder to really get 
into the Christmas spirit.  

That’s kind of the role that these practices seemed to have for the people of Bethel, coming to seek the 
Lord’s favor. These practices, they’d probably say, helped them get into the “temple spirit,” so to speak. So, they 
came to see if they should keep doing them.  

 Now my guess is that it wasn’t really a question. They weren’t really asking whether it was a good thing. 
I think they were just looking for affirmation and acknowledgment of how pious they were being, so the answer 
they get probably surprised them. 

 Zechariah responds with another word from the Lord: “When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month 
and in the seventh, for these seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, 
do you not eat and drink only for yourselves?” Kind of a shot across the bow. They were expecting just a check 
mark from the priest, saying “Carry on, good and faithful people.” Instead they got checked pretty hard. Zechariah 
calls them out: “Have you been doing these things for God, or have you been doing them for yourselves?”  

 Instead, he continues, these are the sorts of practices that would truly be in harmony with this work of 
preparing a place for the Lord: in v. 9, “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true judgments, show kindness and 
mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your 
hearts against one another.” Do that, he seems to be saying, and you will build up this temple in your practices. 

 So a question that comes to mind for me is, what does Zechariah have against mourning or abstinence or 
fasting—and for that matter what does God have against them? Is it wrong for the people to be embracing these 
disciplines, disciplines that we see plenty of positive examples of elsewhere? Why does Zechariah go and bite 
their heads off? 

 And along the same lines, what would Zechariah have against mistletoe, or my glittery gold musical bell? 
I loved that bell. Surely there wouldn’t be anything wrong with it. I mean what are we supposed to do? Just strip 
everything down to the studs when it comes to Christmas? No frills, no adornments, nothing that could possibly 
distract us. Kind of takes the wonder out of the season if you ask me. 

 I had a friend in ministry who took that very approach. He had gotten so fed up (for a number of reasons) 
with all of what he saw to be excess and distraction around Christmas that he and his wife both embraced a pretty 
spartan approach to Advent. For the four weeks of Advent, they didn’t decorate, didn’t put up lights, didn’t hum 
along to Jingle Bells, or any of that stuff. Not until Christmas morning and for the twelve days after it would they 
start to celebrate.  

 When it comes down to it, that is closer to the heritage of Advent. Historically the weeks before Christmas 
were intended to be weeks of preparation and reflection, then the twelve days after Christmas were the days for 
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celebration—that’s where that song “The Twelve Days of Christmas” comes from. So, their approach to Advent 
and Christmas and celebrating Christ’s birth was definitely consistent with liturgical practice for centuries. 

 But short of doing that, of jettisoning any kind of distraction during these weeks of Advent, what are we 
supposed to do about some of these practices, these traditions that hold such a prominent, cherished place in this 
season for us?  

 And that brings us back to mistletoe, because what’s so wrong about it? In short, nothing’s wrong with 
mistletoe, not in and of itself at least; it’s a plant. Nothing wrong with golden musical bells either. Nor is there 
anything wrong with mourning or abstinence or fasting for that matter. The practices, the traditions themselves 
aren’t the issue. It’s the heart behind them. It’s what the traditions point to. It’s the question Zechariah posed to 
them: all those years you’ve been doing these things, were they for God, or were they for you? 

 That same question comes to us, whether it’s mistletoe or golden bells. All those years we’ve been doing 
those things, are they for God, or are they for us?  If they’re for God, it’s like a small mistletoe plant, just perched 
on a branch, not really hurting anything, just a bit of adornment that’s not a distraction but rather a complement 
to the season. And even better can actually guide us to be even more aware of the season’s importance. 

 But if they’re for ourselves, it’s like what happens when mistletoe grows. It pierces into the branch and 
starts to drain and hurt and maybe even kill the very thing that had been giving it life. 

 Last week as our staff were meeting, our Youth Director Kenton Gullion offered a short word from a 
devotional he had been reading from C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia. If you’re not familiar with that series, 
it’s like a fantasy series with Christian themes, with this one featuring a group of children, siblings, finding 
themselves in the magical, wintry land of Narnia.  

 At one point, trouble starts to hit, and they don’t know what to do, until they see a beautiful red robin 
trying to get their attention, seemingly wanting them to follow it, and they don’t know what to do, don’t know 
whether to trust it. And Kenton’s devotional then shared: 

 “All kinds of beautiful robins hop across our path each December; some lead us in the way we should go 
while others end up being just shiny glass or useless sawdust. In Advent, with its consumer bonanza, busy 
schedules, short days, and long nights, we can get disoriented.” And it goes on to say how even good things can 
distract us and may even be detrimental in our walk, in our preparation for the Lord. So how do we know the 
difference? 

 Well, the way we know the difference is asking the same question Zechariah did. These things we do and 
follow, are they for God, or are they for ourselves?  

So as we seek to “prepare him room,” what are some of those cherished things that we do in this season? 
What are they for you? In a lot of those cases, I suspect, absolutely nothing wrong with them. But this week, I 
invite you to take an honest look at them. Do you do them for God, or do you do them for yourselves? Maybe 
another way of asking that would be, do they point you toward the birth of Christ, or toward something else?  

 And if it’s toward something else, maybe think about trimming the branches so that what really gives life 
in this season can thrive and blossom. For when we’re tapped into that, we are truly preparing him room in our 
hearts. 

 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Mistletoe” 

Dr. Jay Howell 
December 5, 2021 

 

In the fourth year of King Darius, the word of the Lord came to Zechariah on the fourth day of the 
ninth month, which is Chislev. Now the people of Bethel had sent Sharezer and Regem-melech and 
their men, to entreat the favor of the Lord, and to ask the priests of the house of the Lord of hosts 
and the prophets, “Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for 
so many years?” Then the word of the Lord of hosts came to me: Say to all the people of the land 
and the priests: When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month and in the seventh, for these 
seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, do you not eat 
and drink only for yourselves? Were not these the words that the Lord proclaimed by the former 
prophets, when Jerusalem was inhabited and in prosperity, along with the towns around it, and 
when the Negeb and the Shephelah were inhabited? 

The word of the Lord came to Zechariah, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true 
judgments, show kindness and mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the 
alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your hearts against one another. But they refused to 
listen, and turned a stubborn shoulder, and stopped their ears in order not to hear. They made 
their hearts adamant in order not to hear the law and the words that the Lord of hosts had sent by 
his spirit through the former prophets. Therefore great wrath came from the Lord of hosts. Just 
as, when I called, they would not hear, so, when they called, I would not hear, says the Lord of 
hosts, and I scattered them with a whirlwind among all the nations that they had not known. Thus 
the land they left was desolate, so that no one went to and fro, and a pleasant land was made 
desolate. 

Zechariah 7:1-14 
 

 Last week we started our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room,” which you may have 
recognized is a phrase taken from the great Christmas hymn “Joy to the World.” “Let every heart prepare him 
room.” This is our response to the good news of Christmas. But what does it mean to “prepare him room”?  

We’re going a bit off the beaten path in this series, looking at a section of the prophetic Book of Zechariah, 
one of the so-called minor prophets. Shared a good bit last week on some of the history that leads up to Zechariah, 
but the quick recap is that as Israel was returning to their homeland after decades away in exile, they were 
commissioned by God to an especially important task: rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem, which is another way 
of saying, preparing a place for the Lord.  

Last week we found the people of Israel coming to grips with the harsh reality that this would be quite the 
effort. This week, we find some of the people seeking to reinstate some of their former practices. 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. 

Well, I did tell you last week that some of these weeks we’d be asking, “What on earth did we just read 
and what does that have to do with Christmas?” This is one of them. You heard it. Some guys named Sharezer 
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and Regem-melech, then a lot of talk about fasting and abstinence, wrapped up with the wrath of God and a 
desolate land. What does that have to do with Christmas? What does that have to do with Jesus? 

To try to answer that, I’d like to share with you a story about a tree. I know, now you’re thinking, “This 
doesn’t sound promising.” But hang in there. 

250 years ago, there was a tree in a field. Sat outside the servants’ quarters of a great English estate. This 
tree one day noticed that something had started growing on one of its branches. Just a small green plant with white 
berries. Seemed pretty harmless, so the tree didn’t pay it much mind. 

Some time passes, and the tree notices that this small, harmless green plant has gotten bigger. Still, it 
wasn’t hurting the tree. So the tree just kept an eye on it.  Some more time passes, and now the tree notices the 
small, harmless green plant wasn’t so small or harmless anymore. Now it had grown so that it was actually 
piercing into the branch and tapping into the tree itself for nutrients, and that branch was now starting to wither. 
The tree knew that this wasn’t good, so it waited, hoping that some of the servants in the house nearby would 
notice and take care of it.  

Then one day, it seemed like its hopes were answered. Late in December one year, after all the leaves had 
fallen, some servants came out of the house, climbed up the tree, went out to where the green plant was growing, 
and cut a part of the plant off the branch and took it back inside. Guess they’re just coming back for the rest of it 
later, the tree thought, but no one else came.  

Later that night, the tree could see a big party happening in the house, and noticed through a window that 
the very piece the servants had cut off was hanging over a threshold in between rooms. Two by two, people would 
stand underneath this piece of the green plant and steal a quick kiss. Meanwhile the tree shivered in the cold while 
the rest of that green plant slowly sucked the life out of its branches. The end. 

Charming story, I know. But that, in a nutshell is the history of a particular Christmas tradition involving 
a particular green plant with telltale berries, and if you peaked at the sermon title you already know what it is: 
mistletoe. No matter what you might think about that particular tradition—some might find it charming, others 
questionable or outdated—the plant itself isn’t quite so endearing. It’s actually a parasite. It germinates in the 
branch of a tree, and at first it can exist more or less independently, just using the branch for support, but 
eventually it pierces through the bark and starts sucking water and nutrients out of the tree itself. And if it grows 
too long unchecked, it can actually kill a tree altogether.  

And I’m wondering whether Zechariah might think we have too much mistletoe. 

Might not be immediately obvious when we read that passage a minute ago, but what Zechariah is talking 
about is something not that far off from mistletoe. 

Here’s what’s going on. About two years have passed since last week, and it suggests that we are smack 
dab in the middle of rebuilding the temple. In other words, right in the middle of this big effort, preparing a place 
for the Lord. 

The people of a town called Bethel, up north of Jerusalem, sent emissaries to Jerusalem, and they asked, 
“Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for so many years?” Translated, those 
practices are thought to have been fasts and disciplines adopted during the exile focused on hope for rebuilding 
the temple, so what they’re asking is, is it good that we’re doing these pious things as we prepare a place for the 
Lord?  
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Now what about something like mistletoe, or really any of the traditions or practices we might have around 
this season, do we really think of them like mourning or abstinence or fasting? Probably not so much, but think 
about it for a second, and they kind of play a similar role. Whether it’s mistletoe, or decorating a tree, or going 
Christmas caroling, or whatever it might be, these are things we do around this season, getting us into the spirit.  

I remember one in particular from growing up. We used to have this small musical bell painted gold and 
glittery. When you pulled the string in the middle of it, it would play a Christmas song. What we would do is 
hang it up in the threshold between two rooms, and when I was a kid, over and over I would ask my parents to 
lift me up to the bell so that I could pull the string. Over and over I did that over all those years, and honestly if 
that bell had disappeared, I think it wouldn’t have felt quite like Christmas. It would’ve been harder to really get 
into the Christmas spirit.  

That’s kind of the role that these practices seemed to have for the people of Bethel, coming to seek the 
Lord’s favor. These practices, they’d probably say, helped them get into the “temple spirit,” so to speak. So, they 
came to see if they should keep doing them.  

 Now my guess is that it wasn’t really a question. They weren’t really asking whether it was a good thing. 
I think they were just looking for affirmation and acknowledgment of how pious they were being, so the answer 
they get probably surprised them. 

 Zechariah responds with another word from the Lord: “When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month 
and in the seventh, for these seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, 
do you not eat and drink only for yourselves?” Kind of a shot across the bow. They were expecting just a check 
mark from the priest, saying “Carry on, good and faithful people.” Instead they got checked pretty hard. Zechariah 
calls them out: “Have you been doing these things for God, or have you been doing them for yourselves?”  

 Instead, he continues, these are the sorts of practices that would truly be in harmony with this work of 
preparing a place for the Lord: in v. 9, “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true judgments, show kindness and 
mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your 
hearts against one another.” Do that, he seems to be saying, and you will build up this temple in your practices. 

 So a question that comes to mind for me is, what does Zechariah have against mourning or abstinence or 
fasting—and for that matter what does God have against them? Is it wrong for the people to be embracing these 
disciplines, disciplines that we see plenty of positive examples of elsewhere? Why does Zechariah go and bite 
their heads off? 

 And along the same lines, what would Zechariah have against mistletoe, or my glittery gold musical bell? 
I loved that bell. Surely there wouldn’t be anything wrong with it. I mean what are we supposed to do? Just strip 
everything down to the studs when it comes to Christmas? No frills, no adornments, nothing that could possibly 
distract us. Kind of takes the wonder out of the season if you ask me. 

 I had a friend in ministry who took that very approach. He had gotten so fed up (for a number of reasons) 
with all of what he saw to be excess and distraction around Christmas that he and his wife both embraced a pretty 
spartan approach to Advent. For the four weeks of Advent, they didn’t decorate, didn’t put up lights, didn’t hum 
along to Jingle Bells, or any of that stuff. Not until Christmas morning and for the twelve days after it would they 
start to celebrate.  

 When it comes down to it, that is closer to the heritage of Advent. Historically the weeks before Christmas 
were intended to be weeks of preparation and reflection, then the twelve days after Christmas were the days for 
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celebration—that’s where that song “The Twelve Days of Christmas” comes from. So, their approach to Advent 
and Christmas and celebrating Christ’s birth was definitely consistent with liturgical practice for centuries. 

 But short of doing that, of jettisoning any kind of distraction during these weeks of Advent, what are we 
supposed to do about some of these practices, these traditions that hold such a prominent, cherished place in this 
season for us?  

 And that brings us back to mistletoe, because what’s so wrong about it? In short, nothing’s wrong with 
mistletoe, not in and of itself at least; it’s a plant. Nothing wrong with golden musical bells either. Nor is there 
anything wrong with mourning or abstinence or fasting for that matter. The practices, the traditions themselves 
aren’t the issue. It’s the heart behind them. It’s what the traditions point to. It’s the question Zechariah posed to 
them: all those years you’ve been doing these things, were they for God, or were they for you? 

 That same question comes to us, whether it’s mistletoe or golden bells. All those years we’ve been doing 
those things, are they for God, or are they for us?  If they’re for God, it’s like a small mistletoe plant, just perched 
on a branch, not really hurting anything, just a bit of adornment that’s not a distraction but rather a complement 
to the season. And even better can actually guide us to be even more aware of the season’s importance. 

 But if they’re for ourselves, it’s like what happens when mistletoe grows. It pierces into the branch and 
starts to drain and hurt and maybe even kill the very thing that had been giving it life. 

 Last week as our staff were meeting, our Youth Director Kenton Gullion offered a short word from a 
devotional he had been reading from C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia. If you’re not familiar with that series, 
it’s like a fantasy series with Christian themes, with this one featuring a group of children, siblings, finding 
themselves in the magical, wintry land of Narnia.  

 At one point, trouble starts to hit, and they don’t know what to do, until they see a beautiful red robin 
trying to get their attention, seemingly wanting them to follow it, and they don’t know what to do, don’t know 
whether to trust it. And Kenton’s devotional then shared: 

 “All kinds of beautiful robins hop across our path each December; some lead us in the way we should go 
while others end up being just shiny glass or useless sawdust. In Advent, with its consumer bonanza, busy 
schedules, short days, and long nights, we can get disoriented.” And it goes on to say how even good things can 
distract us and may even be detrimental in our walk, in our preparation for the Lord. So how do we know the 
difference? 

 Well, the way we know the difference is asking the same question Zechariah did. These things we do and 
follow, are they for God, or are they for ourselves?  

So as we seek to “prepare him room,” what are some of those cherished things that we do in this season? 
What are they for you? In a lot of those cases, I suspect, absolutely nothing wrong with them. But this week, I 
invite you to take an honest look at them. Do you do them for God, or do you do them for yourselves? Maybe 
another way of asking that would be, do they point you toward the birth of Christ, or toward something else?  

 And if it’s toward something else, maybe think about trimming the branches so that what really gives life 
in this season can thrive and blossom. For when we’re tapped into that, we are truly preparing him room in our 
hearts. 

 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Mistletoe” 

Dr. Jay Howell 
December 5, 2021 

 

In the fourth year of King Darius, the word of the Lord came to Zechariah on the fourth day of the 
ninth month, which is Chislev. Now the people of Bethel had sent Sharezer and Regem-melech and 
their men, to entreat the favor of the Lord, and to ask the priests of the house of the Lord of hosts 
and the prophets, “Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for 
so many years?” Then the word of the Lord of hosts came to me: Say to all the people of the land 
and the priests: When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month and in the seventh, for these 
seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, do you not eat 
and drink only for yourselves? Were not these the words that the Lord proclaimed by the former 
prophets, when Jerusalem was inhabited and in prosperity, along with the towns around it, and 
when the Negeb and the Shephelah were inhabited? 

The word of the Lord came to Zechariah, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true 
judgments, show kindness and mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the 
alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your hearts against one another. But they refused to 
listen, and turned a stubborn shoulder, and stopped their ears in order not to hear. They made 
their hearts adamant in order not to hear the law and the words that the Lord of hosts had sent by 
his spirit through the former prophets. Therefore great wrath came from the Lord of hosts. Just 
as, when I called, they would not hear, so, when they called, I would not hear, says the Lord of 
hosts, and I scattered them with a whirlwind among all the nations that they had not known. Thus 
the land they left was desolate, so that no one went to and fro, and a pleasant land was made 
desolate. 

Zechariah 7:1-14 
 

 Last week we started our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room,” which you may have 
recognized is a phrase taken from the great Christmas hymn “Joy to the World.” “Let every heart prepare him 
room.” This is our response to the good news of Christmas. But what does it mean to “prepare him room”?  

We’re going a bit off the beaten path in this series, looking at a section of the prophetic Book of Zechariah, 
one of the so-called minor prophets. Shared a good bit last week on some of the history that leads up to Zechariah, 
but the quick recap is that as Israel was returning to their homeland after decades away in exile, they were 
commissioned by God to an especially important task: rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem, which is another way 
of saying, preparing a place for the Lord.  

Last week we found the people of Israel coming to grips with the harsh reality that this would be quite the 
effort. This week, we find some of the people seeking to reinstate some of their former practices. 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. 

Well, I did tell you last week that some of these weeks we’d be asking, “What on earth did we just read 
and what does that have to do with Christmas?” This is one of them. You heard it. Some guys named Sharezer 
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and Regem-melech, then a lot of talk about fasting and abstinence, wrapped up with the wrath of God and a 
desolate land. What does that have to do with Christmas? What does that have to do with Jesus? 

To try to answer that, I’d like to share with you a story about a tree. I know, now you’re thinking, “This 
doesn’t sound promising.” But hang in there. 

250 years ago, there was a tree in a field. Sat outside the servants’ quarters of a great English estate. This 
tree one day noticed that something had started growing on one of its branches. Just a small green plant with white 
berries. Seemed pretty harmless, so the tree didn’t pay it much mind. 

Some time passes, and the tree notices that this small, harmless green plant has gotten bigger. Still, it 
wasn’t hurting the tree. So the tree just kept an eye on it.  Some more time passes, and now the tree notices the 
small, harmless green plant wasn’t so small or harmless anymore. Now it had grown so that it was actually 
piercing into the branch and tapping into the tree itself for nutrients, and that branch was now starting to wither. 
The tree knew that this wasn’t good, so it waited, hoping that some of the servants in the house nearby would 
notice and take care of it.  

Then one day, it seemed like its hopes were answered. Late in December one year, after all the leaves had 
fallen, some servants came out of the house, climbed up the tree, went out to where the green plant was growing, 
and cut a part of the plant off the branch and took it back inside. Guess they’re just coming back for the rest of it 
later, the tree thought, but no one else came.  

Later that night, the tree could see a big party happening in the house, and noticed through a window that 
the very piece the servants had cut off was hanging over a threshold in between rooms. Two by two, people would 
stand underneath this piece of the green plant and steal a quick kiss. Meanwhile the tree shivered in the cold while 
the rest of that green plant slowly sucked the life out of its branches. The end. 

Charming story, I know. But that, in a nutshell is the history of a particular Christmas tradition involving 
a particular green plant with telltale berries, and if you peaked at the sermon title you already know what it is: 
mistletoe. No matter what you might think about that particular tradition—some might find it charming, others 
questionable or outdated—the plant itself isn’t quite so endearing. It’s actually a parasite. It germinates in the 
branch of a tree, and at first it can exist more or less independently, just using the branch for support, but 
eventually it pierces through the bark and starts sucking water and nutrients out of the tree itself. And if it grows 
too long unchecked, it can actually kill a tree altogether.  

And I’m wondering whether Zechariah might think we have too much mistletoe. 

Might not be immediately obvious when we read that passage a minute ago, but what Zechariah is talking 
about is something not that far off from mistletoe. 

Here’s what’s going on. About two years have passed since last week, and it suggests that we are smack 
dab in the middle of rebuilding the temple. In other words, right in the middle of this big effort, preparing a place 
for the Lord. 

The people of a town called Bethel, up north of Jerusalem, sent emissaries to Jerusalem, and they asked, 
“Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for so many years?” Translated, those 
practices are thought to have been fasts and disciplines adopted during the exile focused on hope for rebuilding 
the temple, so what they’re asking is, is it good that we’re doing these pious things as we prepare a place for the 
Lord?  
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Now what about something like mistletoe, or really any of the traditions or practices we might have around 
this season, do we really think of them like mourning or abstinence or fasting? Probably not so much, but think 
about it for a second, and they kind of play a similar role. Whether it’s mistletoe, or decorating a tree, or going 
Christmas caroling, or whatever it might be, these are things we do around this season, getting us into the spirit.  

I remember one in particular from growing up. We used to have this small musical bell painted gold and 
glittery. When you pulled the string in the middle of it, it would play a Christmas song. What we would do is 
hang it up in the threshold between two rooms, and when I was a kid, over and over I would ask my parents to 
lift me up to the bell so that I could pull the string. Over and over I did that over all those years, and honestly if 
that bell had disappeared, I think it wouldn’t have felt quite like Christmas. It would’ve been harder to really get 
into the Christmas spirit.  

That’s kind of the role that these practices seemed to have for the people of Bethel, coming to seek the 
Lord’s favor. These practices, they’d probably say, helped them get into the “temple spirit,” so to speak. So, they 
came to see if they should keep doing them.  

 Now my guess is that it wasn’t really a question. They weren’t really asking whether it was a good thing. 
I think they were just looking for affirmation and acknowledgment of how pious they were being, so the answer 
they get probably surprised them. 

 Zechariah responds with another word from the Lord: “When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month 
and in the seventh, for these seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, 
do you not eat and drink only for yourselves?” Kind of a shot across the bow. They were expecting just a check 
mark from the priest, saying “Carry on, good and faithful people.” Instead they got checked pretty hard. Zechariah 
calls them out: “Have you been doing these things for God, or have you been doing them for yourselves?”  

 Instead, he continues, these are the sorts of practices that would truly be in harmony with this work of 
preparing a place for the Lord: in v. 9, “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true judgments, show kindness and 
mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your 
hearts against one another.” Do that, he seems to be saying, and you will build up this temple in your practices. 

 So a question that comes to mind for me is, what does Zechariah have against mourning or abstinence or 
fasting—and for that matter what does God have against them? Is it wrong for the people to be embracing these 
disciplines, disciplines that we see plenty of positive examples of elsewhere? Why does Zechariah go and bite 
their heads off? 

 And along the same lines, what would Zechariah have against mistletoe, or my glittery gold musical bell? 
I loved that bell. Surely there wouldn’t be anything wrong with it. I mean what are we supposed to do? Just strip 
everything down to the studs when it comes to Christmas? No frills, no adornments, nothing that could possibly 
distract us. Kind of takes the wonder out of the season if you ask me. 

 I had a friend in ministry who took that very approach. He had gotten so fed up (for a number of reasons) 
with all of what he saw to be excess and distraction around Christmas that he and his wife both embraced a pretty 
spartan approach to Advent. For the four weeks of Advent, they didn’t decorate, didn’t put up lights, didn’t hum 
along to Jingle Bells, or any of that stuff. Not until Christmas morning and for the twelve days after it would they 
start to celebrate.  

 When it comes down to it, that is closer to the heritage of Advent. Historically the weeks before Christmas 
were intended to be weeks of preparation and reflection, then the twelve days after Christmas were the days for 
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celebration—that’s where that song “The Twelve Days of Christmas” comes from. So, their approach to Advent 
and Christmas and celebrating Christ’s birth was definitely consistent with liturgical practice for centuries. 

 But short of doing that, of jettisoning any kind of distraction during these weeks of Advent, what are we 
supposed to do about some of these practices, these traditions that hold such a prominent, cherished place in this 
season for us?  

 And that brings us back to mistletoe, because what’s so wrong about it? In short, nothing’s wrong with 
mistletoe, not in and of itself at least; it’s a plant. Nothing wrong with golden musical bells either. Nor is there 
anything wrong with mourning or abstinence or fasting for that matter. The practices, the traditions themselves 
aren’t the issue. It’s the heart behind them. It’s what the traditions point to. It’s the question Zechariah posed to 
them: all those years you’ve been doing these things, were they for God, or were they for you? 

 That same question comes to us, whether it’s mistletoe or golden bells. All those years we’ve been doing 
those things, are they for God, or are they for us?  If they’re for God, it’s like a small mistletoe plant, just perched 
on a branch, not really hurting anything, just a bit of adornment that’s not a distraction but rather a complement 
to the season. And even better can actually guide us to be even more aware of the season’s importance. 

 But if they’re for ourselves, it’s like what happens when mistletoe grows. It pierces into the branch and 
starts to drain and hurt and maybe even kill the very thing that had been giving it life. 

 Last week as our staff were meeting, our Youth Director Kenton Gullion offered a short word from a 
devotional he had been reading from C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia. If you’re not familiar with that series, 
it’s like a fantasy series with Christian themes, with this one featuring a group of children, siblings, finding 
themselves in the magical, wintry land of Narnia.  

 At one point, trouble starts to hit, and they don’t know what to do, until they see a beautiful red robin 
trying to get their attention, seemingly wanting them to follow it, and they don’t know what to do, don’t know 
whether to trust it. And Kenton’s devotional then shared: 

 “All kinds of beautiful robins hop across our path each December; some lead us in the way we should go 
while others end up being just shiny glass or useless sawdust. In Advent, with its consumer bonanza, busy 
schedules, short days, and long nights, we can get disoriented.” And it goes on to say how even good things can 
distract us and may even be detrimental in our walk, in our preparation for the Lord. So how do we know the 
difference? 

 Well, the way we know the difference is asking the same question Zechariah did. These things we do and 
follow, are they for God, or are they for ourselves?  

So as we seek to “prepare him room,” what are some of those cherished things that we do in this season? 
What are they for you? In a lot of those cases, I suspect, absolutely nothing wrong with them. But this week, I 
invite you to take an honest look at them. Do you do them for God, or do you do them for yourselves? Maybe 
another way of asking that would be, do they point you toward the birth of Christ, or toward something else?  

 And if it’s toward something else, maybe think about trimming the branches so that what really gives life 
in this season can thrive and blossom. For when we’re tapped into that, we are truly preparing him room in our 
hearts. 

 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Mistletoe” 

Dr. Jay Howell 
December 5, 2021 

 

In the fourth year of King Darius, the word of the Lord came to Zechariah on the fourth day of the 
ninth month, which is Chislev. Now the people of Bethel had sent Sharezer and Regem-melech and 
their men, to entreat the favor of the Lord, and to ask the priests of the house of the Lord of hosts 
and the prophets, “Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for 
so many years?” Then the word of the Lord of hosts came to me: Say to all the people of the land 
and the priests: When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month and in the seventh, for these 
seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, do you not eat 
and drink only for yourselves? Were not these the words that the Lord proclaimed by the former 
prophets, when Jerusalem was inhabited and in prosperity, along with the towns around it, and 
when the Negeb and the Shephelah were inhabited? 

The word of the Lord came to Zechariah, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true 
judgments, show kindness and mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the 
alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your hearts against one another. But they refused to 
listen, and turned a stubborn shoulder, and stopped their ears in order not to hear. They made 
their hearts adamant in order not to hear the law and the words that the Lord of hosts had sent by 
his spirit through the former prophets. Therefore great wrath came from the Lord of hosts. Just 
as, when I called, they would not hear, so, when they called, I would not hear, says the Lord of 
hosts, and I scattered them with a whirlwind among all the nations that they had not known. Thus 
the land they left was desolate, so that no one went to and fro, and a pleasant land was made 
desolate. 

Zechariah 7:1-14 
 

 Last week we started our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room,” which you may have 
recognized is a phrase taken from the great Christmas hymn “Joy to the World.” “Let every heart prepare him 
room.” This is our response to the good news of Christmas. But what does it mean to “prepare him room”?  

We’re going a bit off the beaten path in this series, looking at a section of the prophetic Book of Zechariah, 
one of the so-called minor prophets. Shared a good bit last week on some of the history that leads up to Zechariah, 
but the quick recap is that as Israel was returning to their homeland after decades away in exile, they were 
commissioned by God to an especially important task: rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem, which is another way 
of saying, preparing a place for the Lord.  

Last week we found the people of Israel coming to grips with the harsh reality that this would be quite the 
effort. This week, we find some of the people seeking to reinstate some of their former practices. 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. 

Well, I did tell you last week that some of these weeks we’d be asking, “What on earth did we just read 
and what does that have to do with Christmas?” This is one of them. You heard it. Some guys named Sharezer 
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and Regem-melech, then a lot of talk about fasting and abstinence, wrapped up with the wrath of God and a 
desolate land. What does that have to do with Christmas? What does that have to do with Jesus? 

To try to answer that, I’d like to share with you a story about a tree. I know, now you’re thinking, “This 
doesn’t sound promising.” But hang in there. 

250 years ago, there was a tree in a field. Sat outside the servants’ quarters of a great English estate. This 
tree one day noticed that something had started growing on one of its branches. Just a small green plant with white 
berries. Seemed pretty harmless, so the tree didn’t pay it much mind. 

Some time passes, and the tree notices that this small, harmless green plant has gotten bigger. Still, it 
wasn’t hurting the tree. So the tree just kept an eye on it.  Some more time passes, and now the tree notices the 
small, harmless green plant wasn’t so small or harmless anymore. Now it had grown so that it was actually 
piercing into the branch and tapping into the tree itself for nutrients, and that branch was now starting to wither. 
The tree knew that this wasn’t good, so it waited, hoping that some of the servants in the house nearby would 
notice and take care of it.  

Then one day, it seemed like its hopes were answered. Late in December one year, after all the leaves had 
fallen, some servants came out of the house, climbed up the tree, went out to where the green plant was growing, 
and cut a part of the plant off the branch and took it back inside. Guess they’re just coming back for the rest of it 
later, the tree thought, but no one else came.  

Later that night, the tree could see a big party happening in the house, and noticed through a window that 
the very piece the servants had cut off was hanging over a threshold in between rooms. Two by two, people would 
stand underneath this piece of the green plant and steal a quick kiss. Meanwhile the tree shivered in the cold while 
the rest of that green plant slowly sucked the life out of its branches. The end. 

Charming story, I know. But that, in a nutshell is the history of a particular Christmas tradition involving 
a particular green plant with telltale berries, and if you peaked at the sermon title you already know what it is: 
mistletoe. No matter what you might think about that particular tradition—some might find it charming, others 
questionable or outdated—the plant itself isn’t quite so endearing. It’s actually a parasite. It germinates in the 
branch of a tree, and at first it can exist more or less independently, just using the branch for support, but 
eventually it pierces through the bark and starts sucking water and nutrients out of the tree itself. And if it grows 
too long unchecked, it can actually kill a tree altogether.  

And I’m wondering whether Zechariah might think we have too much mistletoe. 

Might not be immediately obvious when we read that passage a minute ago, but what Zechariah is talking 
about is something not that far off from mistletoe. 

Here’s what’s going on. About two years have passed since last week, and it suggests that we are smack 
dab in the middle of rebuilding the temple. In other words, right in the middle of this big effort, preparing a place 
for the Lord. 

The people of a town called Bethel, up north of Jerusalem, sent emissaries to Jerusalem, and they asked, 
“Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for so many years?” Translated, those 
practices are thought to have been fasts and disciplines adopted during the exile focused on hope for rebuilding 
the temple, so what they’re asking is, is it good that we’re doing these pious things as we prepare a place for the 
Lord?  
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Now what about something like mistletoe, or really any of the traditions or practices we might have around 
this season, do we really think of them like mourning or abstinence or fasting? Probably not so much, but think 
about it for a second, and they kind of play a similar role. Whether it’s mistletoe, or decorating a tree, or going 
Christmas caroling, or whatever it might be, these are things we do around this season, getting us into the spirit.  

I remember one in particular from growing up. We used to have this small musical bell painted gold and 
glittery. When you pulled the string in the middle of it, it would play a Christmas song. What we would do is 
hang it up in the threshold between two rooms, and when I was a kid, over and over I would ask my parents to 
lift me up to the bell so that I could pull the string. Over and over I did that over all those years, and honestly if 
that bell had disappeared, I think it wouldn’t have felt quite like Christmas. It would’ve been harder to really get 
into the Christmas spirit.  

That’s kind of the role that these practices seemed to have for the people of Bethel, coming to seek the 
Lord’s favor. These practices, they’d probably say, helped them get into the “temple spirit,” so to speak. So, they 
came to see if they should keep doing them.  

 Now my guess is that it wasn’t really a question. They weren’t really asking whether it was a good thing. 
I think they were just looking for affirmation and acknowledgment of how pious they were being, so the answer 
they get probably surprised them. 

 Zechariah responds with another word from the Lord: “When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month 
and in the seventh, for these seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, 
do you not eat and drink only for yourselves?” Kind of a shot across the bow. They were expecting just a check 
mark from the priest, saying “Carry on, good and faithful people.” Instead they got checked pretty hard. Zechariah 
calls them out: “Have you been doing these things for God, or have you been doing them for yourselves?”  

 Instead, he continues, these are the sorts of practices that would truly be in harmony with this work of 
preparing a place for the Lord: in v. 9, “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true judgments, show kindness and 
mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your 
hearts against one another.” Do that, he seems to be saying, and you will build up this temple in your practices. 

 So a question that comes to mind for me is, what does Zechariah have against mourning or abstinence or 
fasting—and for that matter what does God have against them? Is it wrong for the people to be embracing these 
disciplines, disciplines that we see plenty of positive examples of elsewhere? Why does Zechariah go and bite 
their heads off? 

 And along the same lines, what would Zechariah have against mistletoe, or my glittery gold musical bell? 
I loved that bell. Surely there wouldn’t be anything wrong with it. I mean what are we supposed to do? Just strip 
everything down to the studs when it comes to Christmas? No frills, no adornments, nothing that could possibly 
distract us. Kind of takes the wonder out of the season if you ask me. 

 I had a friend in ministry who took that very approach. He had gotten so fed up (for a number of reasons) 
with all of what he saw to be excess and distraction around Christmas that he and his wife both embraced a pretty 
spartan approach to Advent. For the four weeks of Advent, they didn’t decorate, didn’t put up lights, didn’t hum 
along to Jingle Bells, or any of that stuff. Not until Christmas morning and for the twelve days after it would they 
start to celebrate.  

 When it comes down to it, that is closer to the heritage of Advent. Historically the weeks before Christmas 
were intended to be weeks of preparation and reflection, then the twelve days after Christmas were the days for 
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celebration—that’s where that song “The Twelve Days of Christmas” comes from. So, their approach to Advent 
and Christmas and celebrating Christ’s birth was definitely consistent with liturgical practice for centuries. 

 But short of doing that, of jettisoning any kind of distraction during these weeks of Advent, what are we 
supposed to do about some of these practices, these traditions that hold such a prominent, cherished place in this 
season for us?  

 And that brings us back to mistletoe, because what’s so wrong about it? In short, nothing’s wrong with 
mistletoe, not in and of itself at least; it’s a plant. Nothing wrong with golden musical bells either. Nor is there 
anything wrong with mourning or abstinence or fasting for that matter. The practices, the traditions themselves 
aren’t the issue. It’s the heart behind them. It’s what the traditions point to. It’s the question Zechariah posed to 
them: all those years you’ve been doing these things, were they for God, or were they for you? 

 That same question comes to us, whether it’s mistletoe or golden bells. All those years we’ve been doing 
those things, are they for God, or are they for us?  If they’re for God, it’s like a small mistletoe plant, just perched 
on a branch, not really hurting anything, just a bit of adornment that’s not a distraction but rather a complement 
to the season. And even better can actually guide us to be even more aware of the season’s importance. 

 But if they’re for ourselves, it’s like what happens when mistletoe grows. It pierces into the branch and 
starts to drain and hurt and maybe even kill the very thing that had been giving it life. 

 Last week as our staff were meeting, our Youth Director Kenton Gullion offered a short word from a 
devotional he had been reading from C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia. If you’re not familiar with that series, 
it’s like a fantasy series with Christian themes, with this one featuring a group of children, siblings, finding 
themselves in the magical, wintry land of Narnia.  

 At one point, trouble starts to hit, and they don’t know what to do, until they see a beautiful red robin 
trying to get their attention, seemingly wanting them to follow it, and they don’t know what to do, don’t know 
whether to trust it. And Kenton’s devotional then shared: 

 “All kinds of beautiful robins hop across our path each December; some lead us in the way we should go 
while others end up being just shiny glass or useless sawdust. In Advent, with its consumer bonanza, busy 
schedules, short days, and long nights, we can get disoriented.” And it goes on to say how even good things can 
distract us and may even be detrimental in our walk, in our preparation for the Lord. So how do we know the 
difference? 

 Well, the way we know the difference is asking the same question Zechariah did. These things we do and 
follow, are they for God, or are they for ourselves?  

So as we seek to “prepare him room,” what are some of those cherished things that we do in this season? 
What are they for you? In a lot of those cases, I suspect, absolutely nothing wrong with them. But this week, I 
invite you to take an honest look at them. Do you do them for God, or do you do them for yourselves? Maybe 
another way of asking that would be, do they point you toward the birth of Christ, or toward something else?  

 And if it’s toward something else, maybe think about trimming the branches so that what really gives life 
in this season can thrive and blossom. For when we’re tapped into that, we are truly preparing him room in our 
hearts. 

 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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In the fourth year of King Darius, the word of the Lord came to Zechariah on the fourth day of the 
ninth month, which is Chislev. Now the people of Bethel had sent Sharezer and Regem-melech and 
their men, to entreat the favor of the Lord, and to ask the priests of the house of the Lord of hosts 
and the prophets, “Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for 
so many years?” Then the word of the Lord of hosts came to me: Say to all the people of the land 
and the priests: When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month and in the seventh, for these 
seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, do you not eat 
and drink only for yourselves? Were not these the words that the Lord proclaimed by the former 
prophets, when Jerusalem was inhabited and in prosperity, along with the towns around it, and 
when the Negeb and the Shephelah were inhabited? 

The word of the Lord came to Zechariah, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true 
judgments, show kindness and mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the 
alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your hearts against one another. But they refused to 
listen, and turned a stubborn shoulder, and stopped their ears in order not to hear. They made 
their hearts adamant in order not to hear the law and the words that the Lord of hosts had sent by 
his spirit through the former prophets. Therefore great wrath came from the Lord of hosts. Just 
as, when I called, they would not hear, so, when they called, I would not hear, says the Lord of 
hosts, and I scattered them with a whirlwind among all the nations that they had not known. Thus 
the land they left was desolate, so that no one went to and fro, and a pleasant land was made 
desolate. 

Zechariah 7:1-14 
 

 Last week we started our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room,” which you may have 
recognized is a phrase taken from the great Christmas hymn “Joy to the World.” “Let every heart prepare him 
room.” This is our response to the good news of Christmas. But what does it mean to “prepare him room”?  

We’re going a bit off the beaten path in this series, looking at a section of the prophetic Book of Zechariah, 
one of the so-called minor prophets. Shared a good bit last week on some of the history that leads up to Zechariah, 
but the quick recap is that as Israel was returning to their homeland after decades away in exile, they were 
commissioned by God to an especially important task: rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem, which is another way 
of saying, preparing a place for the Lord.  

Last week we found the people of Israel coming to grips with the harsh reality that this would be quite the 
effort. This week, we find some of the people seeking to reinstate some of their former practices. 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. 

Well, I did tell you last week that some of these weeks we’d be asking, “What on earth did we just read 
and what does that have to do with Christmas?” This is one of them. You heard it. Some guys named Sharezer 



2 
 

and Regem-melech, then a lot of talk about fasting and abstinence, wrapped up with the wrath of God and a 
desolate land. What does that have to do with Christmas? What does that have to do with Jesus? 

To try to answer that, I’d like to share with you a story about a tree. I know, now you’re thinking, “This 
doesn’t sound promising.” But hang in there. 

250 years ago, there was a tree in a field. Sat outside the servants’ quarters of a great English estate. This 
tree one day noticed that something had started growing on one of its branches. Just a small green plant with white 
berries. Seemed pretty harmless, so the tree didn’t pay it much mind. 

Some time passes, and the tree notices that this small, harmless green plant has gotten bigger. Still, it 
wasn’t hurting the tree. So the tree just kept an eye on it.  Some more time passes, and now the tree notices the 
small, harmless green plant wasn’t so small or harmless anymore. Now it had grown so that it was actually 
piercing into the branch and tapping into the tree itself for nutrients, and that branch was now starting to wither. 
The tree knew that this wasn’t good, so it waited, hoping that some of the servants in the house nearby would 
notice and take care of it.  

Then one day, it seemed like its hopes were answered. Late in December one year, after all the leaves had 
fallen, some servants came out of the house, climbed up the tree, went out to where the green plant was growing, 
and cut a part of the plant off the branch and took it back inside. Guess they’re just coming back for the rest of it 
later, the tree thought, but no one else came.  

Later that night, the tree could see a big party happening in the house, and noticed through a window that 
the very piece the servants had cut off was hanging over a threshold in between rooms. Two by two, people would 
stand underneath this piece of the green plant and steal a quick kiss. Meanwhile the tree shivered in the cold while 
the rest of that green plant slowly sucked the life out of its branches. The end. 

Charming story, I know. But that, in a nutshell is the history of a particular Christmas tradition involving 
a particular green plant with telltale berries, and if you peaked at the sermon title you already know what it is: 
mistletoe. No matter what you might think about that particular tradition—some might find it charming, others 
questionable or outdated—the plant itself isn’t quite so endearing. It’s actually a parasite. It germinates in the 
branch of a tree, and at first it can exist more or less independently, just using the branch for support, but 
eventually it pierces through the bark and starts sucking water and nutrients out of the tree itself. And if it grows 
too long unchecked, it can actually kill a tree altogether.  

And I’m wondering whether Zechariah might think we have too much mistletoe. 

Might not be immediately obvious when we read that passage a minute ago, but what Zechariah is talking 
about is something not that far off from mistletoe. 

Here’s what’s going on. About two years have passed since last week, and it suggests that we are smack 
dab in the middle of rebuilding the temple. In other words, right in the middle of this big effort, preparing a place 
for the Lord. 

The people of a town called Bethel, up north of Jerusalem, sent emissaries to Jerusalem, and they asked, 
“Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for so many years?” Translated, those 
practices are thought to have been fasts and disciplines adopted during the exile focused on hope for rebuilding 
the temple, so what they’re asking is, is it good that we’re doing these pious things as we prepare a place for the 
Lord?  
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Now what about something like mistletoe, or really any of the traditions or practices we might have around 
this season, do we really think of them like mourning or abstinence or fasting? Probably not so much, but think 
about it for a second, and they kind of play a similar role. Whether it’s mistletoe, or decorating a tree, or going 
Christmas caroling, or whatever it might be, these are things we do around this season, getting us into the spirit.  

I remember one in particular from growing up. We used to have this small musical bell painted gold and 
glittery. When you pulled the string in the middle of it, it would play a Christmas song. What we would do is 
hang it up in the threshold between two rooms, and when I was a kid, over and over I would ask my parents to 
lift me up to the bell so that I could pull the string. Over and over I did that over all those years, and honestly if 
that bell had disappeared, I think it wouldn’t have felt quite like Christmas. It would’ve been harder to really get 
into the Christmas spirit.  

That’s kind of the role that these practices seemed to have for the people of Bethel, coming to seek the 
Lord’s favor. These practices, they’d probably say, helped them get into the “temple spirit,” so to speak. So, they 
came to see if they should keep doing them.  

 Now my guess is that it wasn’t really a question. They weren’t really asking whether it was a good thing. 
I think they were just looking for affirmation and acknowledgment of how pious they were being, so the answer 
they get probably surprised them. 

 Zechariah responds with another word from the Lord: “When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month 
and in the seventh, for these seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, 
do you not eat and drink only for yourselves?” Kind of a shot across the bow. They were expecting just a check 
mark from the priest, saying “Carry on, good and faithful people.” Instead they got checked pretty hard. Zechariah 
calls them out: “Have you been doing these things for God, or have you been doing them for yourselves?”  

 Instead, he continues, these are the sorts of practices that would truly be in harmony with this work of 
preparing a place for the Lord: in v. 9, “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true judgments, show kindness and 
mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your 
hearts against one another.” Do that, he seems to be saying, and you will build up this temple in your practices. 

 So a question that comes to mind for me is, what does Zechariah have against mourning or abstinence or 
fasting—and for that matter what does God have against them? Is it wrong for the people to be embracing these 
disciplines, disciplines that we see plenty of positive examples of elsewhere? Why does Zechariah go and bite 
their heads off? 

 And along the same lines, what would Zechariah have against mistletoe, or my glittery gold musical bell? 
I loved that bell. Surely there wouldn’t be anything wrong with it. I mean what are we supposed to do? Just strip 
everything down to the studs when it comes to Christmas? No frills, no adornments, nothing that could possibly 
distract us. Kind of takes the wonder out of the season if you ask me. 

 I had a friend in ministry who took that very approach. He had gotten so fed up (for a number of reasons) 
with all of what he saw to be excess and distraction around Christmas that he and his wife both embraced a pretty 
spartan approach to Advent. For the four weeks of Advent, they didn’t decorate, didn’t put up lights, didn’t hum 
along to Jingle Bells, or any of that stuff. Not until Christmas morning and for the twelve days after it would they 
start to celebrate.  

 When it comes down to it, that is closer to the heritage of Advent. Historically the weeks before Christmas 
were intended to be weeks of preparation and reflection, then the twelve days after Christmas were the days for 
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celebration—that’s where that song “The Twelve Days of Christmas” comes from. So, their approach to Advent 
and Christmas and celebrating Christ’s birth was definitely consistent with liturgical practice for centuries. 

 But short of doing that, of jettisoning any kind of distraction during these weeks of Advent, what are we 
supposed to do about some of these practices, these traditions that hold such a prominent, cherished place in this 
season for us?  

 And that brings us back to mistletoe, because what’s so wrong about it? In short, nothing’s wrong with 
mistletoe, not in and of itself at least; it’s a plant. Nothing wrong with golden musical bells either. Nor is there 
anything wrong with mourning or abstinence or fasting for that matter. The practices, the traditions themselves 
aren’t the issue. It’s the heart behind them. It’s what the traditions point to. It’s the question Zechariah posed to 
them: all those years you’ve been doing these things, were they for God, or were they for you? 

 That same question comes to us, whether it’s mistletoe or golden bells. All those years we’ve been doing 
those things, are they for God, or are they for us?  If they’re for God, it’s like a small mistletoe plant, just perched 
on a branch, not really hurting anything, just a bit of adornment that’s not a distraction but rather a complement 
to the season. And even better can actually guide us to be even more aware of the season’s importance. 

 But if they’re for ourselves, it’s like what happens when mistletoe grows. It pierces into the branch and 
starts to drain and hurt and maybe even kill the very thing that had been giving it life. 

 Last week as our staff were meeting, our Youth Director Kenton Gullion offered a short word from a 
devotional he had been reading from C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia. If you’re not familiar with that series, 
it’s like a fantasy series with Christian themes, with this one featuring a group of children, siblings, finding 
themselves in the magical, wintry land of Narnia.  

 At one point, trouble starts to hit, and they don’t know what to do, until they see a beautiful red robin 
trying to get their attention, seemingly wanting them to follow it, and they don’t know what to do, don’t know 
whether to trust it. And Kenton’s devotional then shared: 

 “All kinds of beautiful robins hop across our path each December; some lead us in the way we should go 
while others end up being just shiny glass or useless sawdust. In Advent, with its consumer bonanza, busy 
schedules, short days, and long nights, we can get disoriented.” And it goes on to say how even good things can 
distract us and may even be detrimental in our walk, in our preparation for the Lord. So how do we know the 
difference? 

 Well, the way we know the difference is asking the same question Zechariah did. These things we do and 
follow, are they for God, or are they for ourselves?  

So as we seek to “prepare him room,” what are some of those cherished things that we do in this season? 
What are they for you? In a lot of those cases, I suspect, absolutely nothing wrong with them. But this week, I 
invite you to take an honest look at them. Do you do them for God, or do you do them for yourselves? Maybe 
another way of asking that would be, do they point you toward the birth of Christ, or toward something else?  

 And if it’s toward something else, maybe think about trimming the branches so that what really gives life 
in this season can thrive and blossom. For when we’re tapped into that, we are truly preparing him room in our 
hearts. 

 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Mistletoe” 

Dr. Jay Howell 
December 5, 2021 

 

In the fourth year of King Darius, the word of the Lord came to Zechariah on the fourth day of the 
ninth month, which is Chislev. Now the people of Bethel had sent Sharezer and Regem-melech and 
their men, to entreat the favor of the Lord, and to ask the priests of the house of the Lord of hosts 
and the prophets, “Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for 
so many years?” Then the word of the Lord of hosts came to me: Say to all the people of the land 
and the priests: When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month and in the seventh, for these 
seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, do you not eat 
and drink only for yourselves? Were not these the words that the Lord proclaimed by the former 
prophets, when Jerusalem was inhabited and in prosperity, along with the towns around it, and 
when the Negeb and the Shephelah were inhabited? 

The word of the Lord came to Zechariah, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true 
judgments, show kindness and mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the 
alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your hearts against one another. But they refused to 
listen, and turned a stubborn shoulder, and stopped their ears in order not to hear. They made 
their hearts adamant in order not to hear the law and the words that the Lord of hosts had sent by 
his spirit through the former prophets. Therefore great wrath came from the Lord of hosts. Just 
as, when I called, they would not hear, so, when they called, I would not hear, says the Lord of 
hosts, and I scattered them with a whirlwind among all the nations that they had not known. Thus 
the land they left was desolate, so that no one went to and fro, and a pleasant land was made 
desolate. 

Zechariah 7:1-14 
 

 Last week we started our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room,” which you may have 
recognized is a phrase taken from the great Christmas hymn “Joy to the World.” “Let every heart prepare him 
room.” This is our response to the good news of Christmas. But what does it mean to “prepare him room”?  

We’re going a bit off the beaten path in this series, looking at a section of the prophetic Book of Zechariah, 
one of the so-called minor prophets. Shared a good bit last week on some of the history that leads up to Zechariah, 
but the quick recap is that as Israel was returning to their homeland after decades away in exile, they were 
commissioned by God to an especially important task: rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem, which is another way 
of saying, preparing a place for the Lord.  

Last week we found the people of Israel coming to grips with the harsh reality that this would be quite the 
effort. This week, we find some of the people seeking to reinstate some of their former practices. 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. 

Well, I did tell you last week that some of these weeks we’d be asking, “What on earth did we just read 
and what does that have to do with Christmas?” This is one of them. You heard it. Some guys named Sharezer 
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and Regem-melech, then a lot of talk about fasting and abstinence, wrapped up with the wrath of God and a 
desolate land. What does that have to do with Christmas? What does that have to do with Jesus? 

To try to answer that, I’d like to share with you a story about a tree. I know, now you’re thinking, “This 
doesn’t sound promising.” But hang in there. 

250 years ago, there was a tree in a field. Sat outside the servants’ quarters of a great English estate. This 
tree one day noticed that something had started growing on one of its branches. Just a small green plant with white 
berries. Seemed pretty harmless, so the tree didn’t pay it much mind. 

Some time passes, and the tree notices that this small, harmless green plant has gotten bigger. Still, it 
wasn’t hurting the tree. So the tree just kept an eye on it.  Some more time passes, and now the tree notices the 
small, harmless green plant wasn’t so small or harmless anymore. Now it had grown so that it was actually 
piercing into the branch and tapping into the tree itself for nutrients, and that branch was now starting to wither. 
The tree knew that this wasn’t good, so it waited, hoping that some of the servants in the house nearby would 
notice and take care of it.  

Then one day, it seemed like its hopes were answered. Late in December one year, after all the leaves had 
fallen, some servants came out of the house, climbed up the tree, went out to where the green plant was growing, 
and cut a part of the plant off the branch and took it back inside. Guess they’re just coming back for the rest of it 
later, the tree thought, but no one else came.  

Later that night, the tree could see a big party happening in the house, and noticed through a window that 
the very piece the servants had cut off was hanging over a threshold in between rooms. Two by two, people would 
stand underneath this piece of the green plant and steal a quick kiss. Meanwhile the tree shivered in the cold while 
the rest of that green plant slowly sucked the life out of its branches. The end. 

Charming story, I know. But that, in a nutshell is the history of a particular Christmas tradition involving 
a particular green plant with telltale berries, and if you peaked at the sermon title you already know what it is: 
mistletoe. No matter what you might think about that particular tradition—some might find it charming, others 
questionable or outdated—the plant itself isn’t quite so endearing. It’s actually a parasite. It germinates in the 
branch of a tree, and at first it can exist more or less independently, just using the branch for support, but 
eventually it pierces through the bark and starts sucking water and nutrients out of the tree itself. And if it grows 
too long unchecked, it can actually kill a tree altogether.  

And I’m wondering whether Zechariah might think we have too much mistletoe. 

Might not be immediately obvious when we read that passage a minute ago, but what Zechariah is talking 
about is something not that far off from mistletoe. 

Here’s what’s going on. About two years have passed since last week, and it suggests that we are smack 
dab in the middle of rebuilding the temple. In other words, right in the middle of this big effort, preparing a place 
for the Lord. 

The people of a town called Bethel, up north of Jerusalem, sent emissaries to Jerusalem, and they asked, 
“Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for so many years?” Translated, those 
practices are thought to have been fasts and disciplines adopted during the exile focused on hope for rebuilding 
the temple, so what they’re asking is, is it good that we’re doing these pious things as we prepare a place for the 
Lord?  
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Now what about something like mistletoe, or really any of the traditions or practices we might have around 
this season, do we really think of them like mourning or abstinence or fasting? Probably not so much, but think 
about it for a second, and they kind of play a similar role. Whether it’s mistletoe, or decorating a tree, or going 
Christmas caroling, or whatever it might be, these are things we do around this season, getting us into the spirit.  

I remember one in particular from growing up. We used to have this small musical bell painted gold and 
glittery. When you pulled the string in the middle of it, it would play a Christmas song. What we would do is 
hang it up in the threshold between two rooms, and when I was a kid, over and over I would ask my parents to 
lift me up to the bell so that I could pull the string. Over and over I did that over all those years, and honestly if 
that bell had disappeared, I think it wouldn’t have felt quite like Christmas. It would’ve been harder to really get 
into the Christmas spirit.  

That’s kind of the role that these practices seemed to have for the people of Bethel, coming to seek the 
Lord’s favor. These practices, they’d probably say, helped them get into the “temple spirit,” so to speak. So, they 
came to see if they should keep doing them.  

 Now my guess is that it wasn’t really a question. They weren’t really asking whether it was a good thing. 
I think they were just looking for affirmation and acknowledgment of how pious they were being, so the answer 
they get probably surprised them. 

 Zechariah responds with another word from the Lord: “When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month 
and in the seventh, for these seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, 
do you not eat and drink only for yourselves?” Kind of a shot across the bow. They were expecting just a check 
mark from the priest, saying “Carry on, good and faithful people.” Instead they got checked pretty hard. Zechariah 
calls them out: “Have you been doing these things for God, or have you been doing them for yourselves?”  

 Instead, he continues, these are the sorts of practices that would truly be in harmony with this work of 
preparing a place for the Lord: in v. 9, “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true judgments, show kindness and 
mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your 
hearts against one another.” Do that, he seems to be saying, and you will build up this temple in your practices. 

 So a question that comes to mind for me is, what does Zechariah have against mourning or abstinence or 
fasting—and for that matter what does God have against them? Is it wrong for the people to be embracing these 
disciplines, disciplines that we see plenty of positive examples of elsewhere? Why does Zechariah go and bite 
their heads off? 

 And along the same lines, what would Zechariah have against mistletoe, or my glittery gold musical bell? 
I loved that bell. Surely there wouldn’t be anything wrong with it. I mean what are we supposed to do? Just strip 
everything down to the studs when it comes to Christmas? No frills, no adornments, nothing that could possibly 
distract us. Kind of takes the wonder out of the season if you ask me. 

 I had a friend in ministry who took that very approach. He had gotten so fed up (for a number of reasons) 
with all of what he saw to be excess and distraction around Christmas that he and his wife both embraced a pretty 
spartan approach to Advent. For the four weeks of Advent, they didn’t decorate, didn’t put up lights, didn’t hum 
along to Jingle Bells, or any of that stuff. Not until Christmas morning and for the twelve days after it would they 
start to celebrate.  

 When it comes down to it, that is closer to the heritage of Advent. Historically the weeks before Christmas 
were intended to be weeks of preparation and reflection, then the twelve days after Christmas were the days for 
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celebration—that’s where that song “The Twelve Days of Christmas” comes from. So, their approach to Advent 
and Christmas and celebrating Christ’s birth was definitely consistent with liturgical practice for centuries. 

 But short of doing that, of jettisoning any kind of distraction during these weeks of Advent, what are we 
supposed to do about some of these practices, these traditions that hold such a prominent, cherished place in this 
season for us?  

 And that brings us back to mistletoe, because what’s so wrong about it? In short, nothing’s wrong with 
mistletoe, not in and of itself at least; it’s a plant. Nothing wrong with golden musical bells either. Nor is there 
anything wrong with mourning or abstinence or fasting for that matter. The practices, the traditions themselves 
aren’t the issue. It’s the heart behind them. It’s what the traditions point to. It’s the question Zechariah posed to 
them: all those years you’ve been doing these things, were they for God, or were they for you? 

 That same question comes to us, whether it’s mistletoe or golden bells. All those years we’ve been doing 
those things, are they for God, or are they for us?  If they’re for God, it’s like a small mistletoe plant, just perched 
on a branch, not really hurting anything, just a bit of adornment that’s not a distraction but rather a complement 
to the season. And even better can actually guide us to be even more aware of the season’s importance. 

 But if they’re for ourselves, it’s like what happens when mistletoe grows. It pierces into the branch and 
starts to drain and hurt and maybe even kill the very thing that had been giving it life. 

 Last week as our staff were meeting, our Youth Director Kenton Gullion offered a short word from a 
devotional he had been reading from C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia. If you’re not familiar with that series, 
it’s like a fantasy series with Christian themes, with this one featuring a group of children, siblings, finding 
themselves in the magical, wintry land of Narnia.  

 At one point, trouble starts to hit, and they don’t know what to do, until they see a beautiful red robin 
trying to get their attention, seemingly wanting them to follow it, and they don’t know what to do, don’t know 
whether to trust it. And Kenton’s devotional then shared: 

 “All kinds of beautiful robins hop across our path each December; some lead us in the way we should go 
while others end up being just shiny glass or useless sawdust. In Advent, with its consumer bonanza, busy 
schedules, short days, and long nights, we can get disoriented.” And it goes on to say how even good things can 
distract us and may even be detrimental in our walk, in our preparation for the Lord. So how do we know the 
difference? 

 Well, the way we know the difference is asking the same question Zechariah did. These things we do and 
follow, are they for God, or are they for ourselves?  

So as we seek to “prepare him room,” what are some of those cherished things that we do in this season? 
What are they for you? In a lot of those cases, I suspect, absolutely nothing wrong with them. But this week, I 
invite you to take an honest look at them. Do you do them for God, or do you do them for yourselves? Maybe 
another way of asking that would be, do they point you toward the birth of Christ, or toward something else?  

 And if it’s toward something else, maybe think about trimming the branches so that what really gives life 
in this season can thrive and blossom. For when we’re tapped into that, we are truly preparing him room in our 
hearts. 

 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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In the fourth year of King Darius, the word of the Lord came to Zechariah on the fourth day of the 
ninth month, which is Chislev. Now the people of Bethel had sent Sharezer and Regem-melech and 
their men, to entreat the favor of the Lord, and to ask the priests of the house of the Lord of hosts 
and the prophets, “Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for 
so many years?” Then the word of the Lord of hosts came to me: Say to all the people of the land 
and the priests: When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month and in the seventh, for these 
seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, do you not eat 
and drink only for yourselves? Were not these the words that the Lord proclaimed by the former 
prophets, when Jerusalem was inhabited and in prosperity, along with the towns around it, and 
when the Negeb and the Shephelah were inhabited? 

The word of the Lord came to Zechariah, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true 
judgments, show kindness and mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the 
alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your hearts against one another. But they refused to 
listen, and turned a stubborn shoulder, and stopped their ears in order not to hear. They made 
their hearts adamant in order not to hear the law and the words that the Lord of hosts had sent by 
his spirit through the former prophets. Therefore great wrath came from the Lord of hosts. Just 
as, when I called, they would not hear, so, when they called, I would not hear, says the Lord of 
hosts, and I scattered them with a whirlwind among all the nations that they had not known. Thus 
the land they left was desolate, so that no one went to and fro, and a pleasant land was made 
desolate. 

Zechariah 7:1-14 
 

 Last week we started our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room,” which you may have 
recognized is a phrase taken from the great Christmas hymn “Joy to the World.” “Let every heart prepare him 
room.” This is our response to the good news of Christmas. But what does it mean to “prepare him room”?  

We’re going a bit off the beaten path in this series, looking at a section of the prophetic Book of Zechariah, 
one of the so-called minor prophets. Shared a good bit last week on some of the history that leads up to Zechariah, 
but the quick recap is that as Israel was returning to their homeland after decades away in exile, they were 
commissioned by God to an especially important task: rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem, which is another way 
of saying, preparing a place for the Lord.  

Last week we found the people of Israel coming to grips with the harsh reality that this would be quite the 
effort. This week, we find some of the people seeking to reinstate some of their former practices. 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. 

Well, I did tell you last week that some of these weeks we’d be asking, “What on earth did we just read 
and what does that have to do with Christmas?” This is one of them. You heard it. Some guys named Sharezer 
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and Regem-melech, then a lot of talk about fasting and abstinence, wrapped up with the wrath of God and a 
desolate land. What does that have to do with Christmas? What does that have to do with Jesus? 

To try to answer that, I’d like to share with you a story about a tree. I know, now you’re thinking, “This 
doesn’t sound promising.” But hang in there. 

250 years ago, there was a tree in a field. Sat outside the servants’ quarters of a great English estate. This 
tree one day noticed that something had started growing on one of its branches. Just a small green plant with white 
berries. Seemed pretty harmless, so the tree didn’t pay it much mind. 

Some time passes, and the tree notices that this small, harmless green plant has gotten bigger. Still, it 
wasn’t hurting the tree. So the tree just kept an eye on it.  Some more time passes, and now the tree notices the 
small, harmless green plant wasn’t so small or harmless anymore. Now it had grown so that it was actually 
piercing into the branch and tapping into the tree itself for nutrients, and that branch was now starting to wither. 
The tree knew that this wasn’t good, so it waited, hoping that some of the servants in the house nearby would 
notice and take care of it.  

Then one day, it seemed like its hopes were answered. Late in December one year, after all the leaves had 
fallen, some servants came out of the house, climbed up the tree, went out to where the green plant was growing, 
and cut a part of the plant off the branch and took it back inside. Guess they’re just coming back for the rest of it 
later, the tree thought, but no one else came.  

Later that night, the tree could see a big party happening in the house, and noticed through a window that 
the very piece the servants had cut off was hanging over a threshold in between rooms. Two by two, people would 
stand underneath this piece of the green plant and steal a quick kiss. Meanwhile the tree shivered in the cold while 
the rest of that green plant slowly sucked the life out of its branches. The end. 

Charming story, I know. But that, in a nutshell is the history of a particular Christmas tradition involving 
a particular green plant with telltale berries, and if you peaked at the sermon title you already know what it is: 
mistletoe. No matter what you might think about that particular tradition—some might find it charming, others 
questionable or outdated—the plant itself isn’t quite so endearing. It’s actually a parasite. It germinates in the 
branch of a tree, and at first it can exist more or less independently, just using the branch for support, but 
eventually it pierces through the bark and starts sucking water and nutrients out of the tree itself. And if it grows 
too long unchecked, it can actually kill a tree altogether.  

And I’m wondering whether Zechariah might think we have too much mistletoe. 

Might not be immediately obvious when we read that passage a minute ago, but what Zechariah is talking 
about is something not that far off from mistletoe. 

Here’s what’s going on. About two years have passed since last week, and it suggests that we are smack 
dab in the middle of rebuilding the temple. In other words, right in the middle of this big effort, preparing a place 
for the Lord. 

The people of a town called Bethel, up north of Jerusalem, sent emissaries to Jerusalem, and they asked, 
“Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for so many years?” Translated, those 
practices are thought to have been fasts and disciplines adopted during the exile focused on hope for rebuilding 
the temple, so what they’re asking is, is it good that we’re doing these pious things as we prepare a place for the 
Lord?  
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Now what about something like mistletoe, or really any of the traditions or practices we might have around 
this season, do we really think of them like mourning or abstinence or fasting? Probably not so much, but think 
about it for a second, and they kind of play a similar role. Whether it’s mistletoe, or decorating a tree, or going 
Christmas caroling, or whatever it might be, these are things we do around this season, getting us into the spirit.  

I remember one in particular from growing up. We used to have this small musical bell painted gold and 
glittery. When you pulled the string in the middle of it, it would play a Christmas song. What we would do is 
hang it up in the threshold between two rooms, and when I was a kid, over and over I would ask my parents to 
lift me up to the bell so that I could pull the string. Over and over I did that over all those years, and honestly if 
that bell had disappeared, I think it wouldn’t have felt quite like Christmas. It would’ve been harder to really get 
into the Christmas spirit.  

That’s kind of the role that these practices seemed to have for the people of Bethel, coming to seek the 
Lord’s favor. These practices, they’d probably say, helped them get into the “temple spirit,” so to speak. So, they 
came to see if they should keep doing them.  

 Now my guess is that it wasn’t really a question. They weren’t really asking whether it was a good thing. 
I think they were just looking for affirmation and acknowledgment of how pious they were being, so the answer 
they get probably surprised them. 

 Zechariah responds with another word from the Lord: “When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month 
and in the seventh, for these seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, 
do you not eat and drink only for yourselves?” Kind of a shot across the bow. They were expecting just a check 
mark from the priest, saying “Carry on, good and faithful people.” Instead they got checked pretty hard. Zechariah 
calls them out: “Have you been doing these things for God, or have you been doing them for yourselves?”  

 Instead, he continues, these are the sorts of practices that would truly be in harmony with this work of 
preparing a place for the Lord: in v. 9, “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true judgments, show kindness and 
mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your 
hearts against one another.” Do that, he seems to be saying, and you will build up this temple in your practices. 

 So a question that comes to mind for me is, what does Zechariah have against mourning or abstinence or 
fasting—and for that matter what does God have against them? Is it wrong for the people to be embracing these 
disciplines, disciplines that we see plenty of positive examples of elsewhere? Why does Zechariah go and bite 
their heads off? 

 And along the same lines, what would Zechariah have against mistletoe, or my glittery gold musical bell? 
I loved that bell. Surely there wouldn’t be anything wrong with it. I mean what are we supposed to do? Just strip 
everything down to the studs when it comes to Christmas? No frills, no adornments, nothing that could possibly 
distract us. Kind of takes the wonder out of the season if you ask me. 

 I had a friend in ministry who took that very approach. He had gotten so fed up (for a number of reasons) 
with all of what he saw to be excess and distraction around Christmas that he and his wife both embraced a pretty 
spartan approach to Advent. For the four weeks of Advent, they didn’t decorate, didn’t put up lights, didn’t hum 
along to Jingle Bells, or any of that stuff. Not until Christmas morning and for the twelve days after it would they 
start to celebrate.  

 When it comes down to it, that is closer to the heritage of Advent. Historically the weeks before Christmas 
were intended to be weeks of preparation and reflection, then the twelve days after Christmas were the days for 
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celebration—that’s where that song “The Twelve Days of Christmas” comes from. So, their approach to Advent 
and Christmas and celebrating Christ’s birth was definitely consistent with liturgical practice for centuries. 

 But short of doing that, of jettisoning any kind of distraction during these weeks of Advent, what are we 
supposed to do about some of these practices, these traditions that hold such a prominent, cherished place in this 
season for us?  

 And that brings us back to mistletoe, because what’s so wrong about it? In short, nothing’s wrong with 
mistletoe, not in and of itself at least; it’s a plant. Nothing wrong with golden musical bells either. Nor is there 
anything wrong with mourning or abstinence or fasting for that matter. The practices, the traditions themselves 
aren’t the issue. It’s the heart behind them. It’s what the traditions point to. It’s the question Zechariah posed to 
them: all those years you’ve been doing these things, were they for God, or were they for you? 

 That same question comes to us, whether it’s mistletoe or golden bells. All those years we’ve been doing 
those things, are they for God, or are they for us?  If they’re for God, it’s like a small mistletoe plant, just perched 
on a branch, not really hurting anything, just a bit of adornment that’s not a distraction but rather a complement 
to the season. And even better can actually guide us to be even more aware of the season’s importance. 

 But if they’re for ourselves, it’s like what happens when mistletoe grows. It pierces into the branch and 
starts to drain and hurt and maybe even kill the very thing that had been giving it life. 

 Last week as our staff were meeting, our Youth Director Kenton Gullion offered a short word from a 
devotional he had been reading from C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia. If you’re not familiar with that series, 
it’s like a fantasy series with Christian themes, with this one featuring a group of children, siblings, finding 
themselves in the magical, wintry land of Narnia.  

 At one point, trouble starts to hit, and they don’t know what to do, until they see a beautiful red robin 
trying to get their attention, seemingly wanting them to follow it, and they don’t know what to do, don’t know 
whether to trust it. And Kenton’s devotional then shared: 

 “All kinds of beautiful robins hop across our path each December; some lead us in the way we should go 
while others end up being just shiny glass or useless sawdust. In Advent, with its consumer bonanza, busy 
schedules, short days, and long nights, we can get disoriented.” And it goes on to say how even good things can 
distract us and may even be detrimental in our walk, in our preparation for the Lord. So how do we know the 
difference? 

 Well, the way we know the difference is asking the same question Zechariah did. These things we do and 
follow, are they for God, or are they for ourselves?  

So as we seek to “prepare him room,” what are some of those cherished things that we do in this season? 
What are they for you? In a lot of those cases, I suspect, absolutely nothing wrong with them. But this week, I 
invite you to take an honest look at them. Do you do them for God, or do you do them for yourselves? Maybe 
another way of asking that would be, do they point you toward the birth of Christ, or toward something else?  

 And if it’s toward something else, maybe think about trimming the branches so that what really gives life 
in this season can thrive and blossom. For when we’re tapped into that, we are truly preparing him room in our 
hearts. 

 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Mistletoe” 

Dr. Jay Howell 
December 5, 2021 

 

In the fourth year of King Darius, the word of the Lord came to Zechariah on the fourth day of the 
ninth month, which is Chislev. Now the people of Bethel had sent Sharezer and Regem-melech and 
their men, to entreat the favor of the Lord, and to ask the priests of the house of the Lord of hosts 
and the prophets, “Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for 
so many years?” Then the word of the Lord of hosts came to me: Say to all the people of the land 
and the priests: When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month and in the seventh, for these 
seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, do you not eat 
and drink only for yourselves? Were not these the words that the Lord proclaimed by the former 
prophets, when Jerusalem was inhabited and in prosperity, along with the towns around it, and 
when the Negeb and the Shephelah were inhabited? 

The word of the Lord came to Zechariah, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true 
judgments, show kindness and mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the 
alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your hearts against one another. But they refused to 
listen, and turned a stubborn shoulder, and stopped their ears in order not to hear. They made 
their hearts adamant in order not to hear the law and the words that the Lord of hosts had sent by 
his spirit through the former prophets. Therefore great wrath came from the Lord of hosts. Just 
as, when I called, they would not hear, so, when they called, I would not hear, says the Lord of 
hosts, and I scattered them with a whirlwind among all the nations that they had not known. Thus 
the land they left was desolate, so that no one went to and fro, and a pleasant land was made 
desolate. 

Zechariah 7:1-14 
 

 Last week we started our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room,” which you may have 
recognized is a phrase taken from the great Christmas hymn “Joy to the World.” “Let every heart prepare him 
room.” This is our response to the good news of Christmas. But what does it mean to “prepare him room”?  

We’re going a bit off the beaten path in this series, looking at a section of the prophetic Book of Zechariah, 
one of the so-called minor prophets. Shared a good bit last week on some of the history that leads up to Zechariah, 
but the quick recap is that as Israel was returning to their homeland after decades away in exile, they were 
commissioned by God to an especially important task: rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem, which is another way 
of saying, preparing a place for the Lord.  

Last week we found the people of Israel coming to grips with the harsh reality that this would be quite the 
effort. This week, we find some of the people seeking to reinstate some of their former practices. 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. 

Well, I did tell you last week that some of these weeks we’d be asking, “What on earth did we just read 
and what does that have to do with Christmas?” This is one of them. You heard it. Some guys named Sharezer 
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and Regem-melech, then a lot of talk about fasting and abstinence, wrapped up with the wrath of God and a 
desolate land. What does that have to do with Christmas? What does that have to do with Jesus? 

To try to answer that, I’d like to share with you a story about a tree. I know, now you’re thinking, “This 
doesn’t sound promising.” But hang in there. 

250 years ago, there was a tree in a field. Sat outside the servants’ quarters of a great English estate. This 
tree one day noticed that something had started growing on one of its branches. Just a small green plant with white 
berries. Seemed pretty harmless, so the tree didn’t pay it much mind. 

Some time passes, and the tree notices that this small, harmless green plant has gotten bigger. Still, it 
wasn’t hurting the tree. So the tree just kept an eye on it.  Some more time passes, and now the tree notices the 
small, harmless green plant wasn’t so small or harmless anymore. Now it had grown so that it was actually 
piercing into the branch and tapping into the tree itself for nutrients, and that branch was now starting to wither. 
The tree knew that this wasn’t good, so it waited, hoping that some of the servants in the house nearby would 
notice and take care of it.  

Then one day, it seemed like its hopes were answered. Late in December one year, after all the leaves had 
fallen, some servants came out of the house, climbed up the tree, went out to where the green plant was growing, 
and cut a part of the plant off the branch and took it back inside. Guess they’re just coming back for the rest of it 
later, the tree thought, but no one else came.  

Later that night, the tree could see a big party happening in the house, and noticed through a window that 
the very piece the servants had cut off was hanging over a threshold in between rooms. Two by two, people would 
stand underneath this piece of the green plant and steal a quick kiss. Meanwhile the tree shivered in the cold while 
the rest of that green plant slowly sucked the life out of its branches. The end. 

Charming story, I know. But that, in a nutshell is the history of a particular Christmas tradition involving 
a particular green plant with telltale berries, and if you peaked at the sermon title you already know what it is: 
mistletoe. No matter what you might think about that particular tradition—some might find it charming, others 
questionable or outdated—the plant itself isn’t quite so endearing. It’s actually a parasite. It germinates in the 
branch of a tree, and at first it can exist more or less independently, just using the branch for support, but 
eventually it pierces through the bark and starts sucking water and nutrients out of the tree itself. And if it grows 
too long unchecked, it can actually kill a tree altogether.  

And I’m wondering whether Zechariah might think we have too much mistletoe. 

Might not be immediately obvious when we read that passage a minute ago, but what Zechariah is talking 
about is something not that far off from mistletoe. 

Here’s what’s going on. About two years have passed since last week, and it suggests that we are smack 
dab in the middle of rebuilding the temple. In other words, right in the middle of this big effort, preparing a place 
for the Lord. 

The people of a town called Bethel, up north of Jerusalem, sent emissaries to Jerusalem, and they asked, 
“Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for so many years?” Translated, those 
practices are thought to have been fasts and disciplines adopted during the exile focused on hope for rebuilding 
the temple, so what they’re asking is, is it good that we’re doing these pious things as we prepare a place for the 
Lord?  
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Now what about something like mistletoe, or really any of the traditions or practices we might have around 
this season, do we really think of them like mourning or abstinence or fasting? Probably not so much, but think 
about it for a second, and they kind of play a similar role. Whether it’s mistletoe, or decorating a tree, or going 
Christmas caroling, or whatever it might be, these are things we do around this season, getting us into the spirit.  

I remember one in particular from growing up. We used to have this small musical bell painted gold and 
glittery. When you pulled the string in the middle of it, it would play a Christmas song. What we would do is 
hang it up in the threshold between two rooms, and when I was a kid, over and over I would ask my parents to 
lift me up to the bell so that I could pull the string. Over and over I did that over all those years, and honestly if 
that bell had disappeared, I think it wouldn’t have felt quite like Christmas. It would’ve been harder to really get 
into the Christmas spirit.  

That’s kind of the role that these practices seemed to have for the people of Bethel, coming to seek the 
Lord’s favor. These practices, they’d probably say, helped them get into the “temple spirit,” so to speak. So, they 
came to see if they should keep doing them.  

 Now my guess is that it wasn’t really a question. They weren’t really asking whether it was a good thing. 
I think they were just looking for affirmation and acknowledgment of how pious they were being, so the answer 
they get probably surprised them. 

 Zechariah responds with another word from the Lord: “When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month 
and in the seventh, for these seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, 
do you not eat and drink only for yourselves?” Kind of a shot across the bow. They were expecting just a check 
mark from the priest, saying “Carry on, good and faithful people.” Instead they got checked pretty hard. Zechariah 
calls them out: “Have you been doing these things for God, or have you been doing them for yourselves?”  

 Instead, he continues, these are the sorts of practices that would truly be in harmony with this work of 
preparing a place for the Lord: in v. 9, “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true judgments, show kindness and 
mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your 
hearts against one another.” Do that, he seems to be saying, and you will build up this temple in your practices. 

 So a question that comes to mind for me is, what does Zechariah have against mourning or abstinence or 
fasting—and for that matter what does God have against them? Is it wrong for the people to be embracing these 
disciplines, disciplines that we see plenty of positive examples of elsewhere? Why does Zechariah go and bite 
their heads off? 

 And along the same lines, what would Zechariah have against mistletoe, or my glittery gold musical bell? 
I loved that bell. Surely there wouldn’t be anything wrong with it. I mean what are we supposed to do? Just strip 
everything down to the studs when it comes to Christmas? No frills, no adornments, nothing that could possibly 
distract us. Kind of takes the wonder out of the season if you ask me. 

 I had a friend in ministry who took that very approach. He had gotten so fed up (for a number of reasons) 
with all of what he saw to be excess and distraction around Christmas that he and his wife both embraced a pretty 
spartan approach to Advent. For the four weeks of Advent, they didn’t decorate, didn’t put up lights, didn’t hum 
along to Jingle Bells, or any of that stuff. Not until Christmas morning and for the twelve days after it would they 
start to celebrate.  

 When it comes down to it, that is closer to the heritage of Advent. Historically the weeks before Christmas 
were intended to be weeks of preparation and reflection, then the twelve days after Christmas were the days for 
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celebration—that’s where that song “The Twelve Days of Christmas” comes from. So, their approach to Advent 
and Christmas and celebrating Christ’s birth was definitely consistent with liturgical practice for centuries. 

 But short of doing that, of jettisoning any kind of distraction during these weeks of Advent, what are we 
supposed to do about some of these practices, these traditions that hold such a prominent, cherished place in this 
season for us?  

 And that brings us back to mistletoe, because what’s so wrong about it? In short, nothing’s wrong with 
mistletoe, not in and of itself at least; it’s a plant. Nothing wrong with golden musical bells either. Nor is there 
anything wrong with mourning or abstinence or fasting for that matter. The practices, the traditions themselves 
aren’t the issue. It’s the heart behind them. It’s what the traditions point to. It’s the question Zechariah posed to 
them: all those years you’ve been doing these things, were they for God, or were they for you? 

 That same question comes to us, whether it’s mistletoe or golden bells. All those years we’ve been doing 
those things, are they for God, or are they for us?  If they’re for God, it’s like a small mistletoe plant, just perched 
on a branch, not really hurting anything, just a bit of adornment that’s not a distraction but rather a complement 
to the season. And even better can actually guide us to be even more aware of the season’s importance. 

 But if they’re for ourselves, it’s like what happens when mistletoe grows. It pierces into the branch and 
starts to drain and hurt and maybe even kill the very thing that had been giving it life. 

 Last week as our staff were meeting, our Youth Director Kenton Gullion offered a short word from a 
devotional he had been reading from C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia. If you’re not familiar with that series, 
it’s like a fantasy series with Christian themes, with this one featuring a group of children, siblings, finding 
themselves in the magical, wintry land of Narnia.  

 At one point, trouble starts to hit, and they don’t know what to do, until they see a beautiful red robin 
trying to get their attention, seemingly wanting them to follow it, and they don’t know what to do, don’t know 
whether to trust it. And Kenton’s devotional then shared: 

 “All kinds of beautiful robins hop across our path each December; some lead us in the way we should go 
while others end up being just shiny glass or useless sawdust. In Advent, with its consumer bonanza, busy 
schedules, short days, and long nights, we can get disoriented.” And it goes on to say how even good things can 
distract us and may even be detrimental in our walk, in our preparation for the Lord. So how do we know the 
difference? 

 Well, the way we know the difference is asking the same question Zechariah did. These things we do and 
follow, are they for God, or are they for ourselves?  

So as we seek to “prepare him room,” what are some of those cherished things that we do in this season? 
What are they for you? In a lot of those cases, I suspect, absolutely nothing wrong with them. But this week, I 
invite you to take an honest look at them. Do you do them for God, or do you do them for yourselves? Maybe 
another way of asking that would be, do they point you toward the birth of Christ, or toward something else?  

 And if it’s toward something else, maybe think about trimming the branches so that what really gives life 
in this season can thrive and blossom. For when we’re tapped into that, we are truly preparing him room in our 
hearts. 

 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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Dr. Jay Howell 
December 5, 2021 

 

In the fourth year of King Darius, the word of the Lord came to Zechariah on the fourth day of the 
ninth month, which is Chislev. Now the people of Bethel had sent Sharezer and Regem-melech and 
their men, to entreat the favor of the Lord, and to ask the priests of the house of the Lord of hosts 
and the prophets, “Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for 
so many years?” Then the word of the Lord of hosts came to me: Say to all the people of the land 
and the priests: When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month and in the seventh, for these 
seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, do you not eat 
and drink only for yourselves? Were not these the words that the Lord proclaimed by the former 
prophets, when Jerusalem was inhabited and in prosperity, along with the towns around it, and 
when the Negeb and the Shephelah were inhabited? 

The word of the Lord came to Zechariah, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true 
judgments, show kindness and mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the 
alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your hearts against one another. But they refused to 
listen, and turned a stubborn shoulder, and stopped their ears in order not to hear. They made 
their hearts adamant in order not to hear the law and the words that the Lord of hosts had sent by 
his spirit through the former prophets. Therefore great wrath came from the Lord of hosts. Just 
as, when I called, they would not hear, so, when they called, I would not hear, says the Lord of 
hosts, and I scattered them with a whirlwind among all the nations that they had not known. Thus 
the land they left was desolate, so that no one went to and fro, and a pleasant land was made 
desolate. 

Zechariah 7:1-14 
 

 Last week we started our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room,” which you may have 
recognized is a phrase taken from the great Christmas hymn “Joy to the World.” “Let every heart prepare him 
room.” This is our response to the good news of Christmas. But what does it mean to “prepare him room”?  

We’re going a bit off the beaten path in this series, looking at a section of the prophetic Book of Zechariah, 
one of the so-called minor prophets. Shared a good bit last week on some of the history that leads up to Zechariah, 
but the quick recap is that as Israel was returning to their homeland after decades away in exile, they were 
commissioned by God to an especially important task: rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem, which is another way 
of saying, preparing a place for the Lord.  

Last week we found the people of Israel coming to grips with the harsh reality that this would be quite the 
effort. This week, we find some of the people seeking to reinstate some of their former practices. 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. 

Well, I did tell you last week that some of these weeks we’d be asking, “What on earth did we just read 
and what does that have to do with Christmas?” This is one of them. You heard it. Some guys named Sharezer 
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and Regem-melech, then a lot of talk about fasting and abstinence, wrapped up with the wrath of God and a 
desolate land. What does that have to do with Christmas? What does that have to do with Jesus? 

To try to answer that, I’d like to share with you a story about a tree. I know, now you’re thinking, “This 
doesn’t sound promising.” But hang in there. 

250 years ago, there was a tree in a field. Sat outside the servants’ quarters of a great English estate. This 
tree one day noticed that something had started growing on one of its branches. Just a small green plant with white 
berries. Seemed pretty harmless, so the tree didn’t pay it much mind. 

Some time passes, and the tree notices that this small, harmless green plant has gotten bigger. Still, it 
wasn’t hurting the tree. So the tree just kept an eye on it.  Some more time passes, and now the tree notices the 
small, harmless green plant wasn’t so small or harmless anymore. Now it had grown so that it was actually 
piercing into the branch and tapping into the tree itself for nutrients, and that branch was now starting to wither. 
The tree knew that this wasn’t good, so it waited, hoping that some of the servants in the house nearby would 
notice and take care of it.  

Then one day, it seemed like its hopes were answered. Late in December one year, after all the leaves had 
fallen, some servants came out of the house, climbed up the tree, went out to where the green plant was growing, 
and cut a part of the plant off the branch and took it back inside. Guess they’re just coming back for the rest of it 
later, the tree thought, but no one else came.  

Later that night, the tree could see a big party happening in the house, and noticed through a window that 
the very piece the servants had cut off was hanging over a threshold in between rooms. Two by two, people would 
stand underneath this piece of the green plant and steal a quick kiss. Meanwhile the tree shivered in the cold while 
the rest of that green plant slowly sucked the life out of its branches. The end. 

Charming story, I know. But that, in a nutshell is the history of a particular Christmas tradition involving 
a particular green plant with telltale berries, and if you peaked at the sermon title you already know what it is: 
mistletoe. No matter what you might think about that particular tradition—some might find it charming, others 
questionable or outdated—the plant itself isn’t quite so endearing. It’s actually a parasite. It germinates in the 
branch of a tree, and at first it can exist more or less independently, just using the branch for support, but 
eventually it pierces through the bark and starts sucking water and nutrients out of the tree itself. And if it grows 
too long unchecked, it can actually kill a tree altogether.  

And I’m wondering whether Zechariah might think we have too much mistletoe. 

Might not be immediately obvious when we read that passage a minute ago, but what Zechariah is talking 
about is something not that far off from mistletoe. 

Here’s what’s going on. About two years have passed since last week, and it suggests that we are smack 
dab in the middle of rebuilding the temple. In other words, right in the middle of this big effort, preparing a place 
for the Lord. 

The people of a town called Bethel, up north of Jerusalem, sent emissaries to Jerusalem, and they asked, 
“Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for so many years?” Translated, those 
practices are thought to have been fasts and disciplines adopted during the exile focused on hope for rebuilding 
the temple, so what they’re asking is, is it good that we’re doing these pious things as we prepare a place for the 
Lord?  
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Now what about something like mistletoe, or really any of the traditions or practices we might have around 
this season, do we really think of them like mourning or abstinence or fasting? Probably not so much, but think 
about it for a second, and they kind of play a similar role. Whether it’s mistletoe, or decorating a tree, or going 
Christmas caroling, or whatever it might be, these are things we do around this season, getting us into the spirit.  

I remember one in particular from growing up. We used to have this small musical bell painted gold and 
glittery. When you pulled the string in the middle of it, it would play a Christmas song. What we would do is 
hang it up in the threshold between two rooms, and when I was a kid, over and over I would ask my parents to 
lift me up to the bell so that I could pull the string. Over and over I did that over all those years, and honestly if 
that bell had disappeared, I think it wouldn’t have felt quite like Christmas. It would’ve been harder to really get 
into the Christmas spirit.  

That’s kind of the role that these practices seemed to have for the people of Bethel, coming to seek the 
Lord’s favor. These practices, they’d probably say, helped them get into the “temple spirit,” so to speak. So, they 
came to see if they should keep doing them.  

 Now my guess is that it wasn’t really a question. They weren’t really asking whether it was a good thing. 
I think they were just looking for affirmation and acknowledgment of how pious they were being, so the answer 
they get probably surprised them. 

 Zechariah responds with another word from the Lord: “When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month 
and in the seventh, for these seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, 
do you not eat and drink only for yourselves?” Kind of a shot across the bow. They were expecting just a check 
mark from the priest, saying “Carry on, good and faithful people.” Instead they got checked pretty hard. Zechariah 
calls them out: “Have you been doing these things for God, or have you been doing them for yourselves?”  

 Instead, he continues, these are the sorts of practices that would truly be in harmony with this work of 
preparing a place for the Lord: in v. 9, “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true judgments, show kindness and 
mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your 
hearts against one another.” Do that, he seems to be saying, and you will build up this temple in your practices. 

 So a question that comes to mind for me is, what does Zechariah have against mourning or abstinence or 
fasting—and for that matter what does God have against them? Is it wrong for the people to be embracing these 
disciplines, disciplines that we see plenty of positive examples of elsewhere? Why does Zechariah go and bite 
their heads off? 

 And along the same lines, what would Zechariah have against mistletoe, or my glittery gold musical bell? 
I loved that bell. Surely there wouldn’t be anything wrong with it. I mean what are we supposed to do? Just strip 
everything down to the studs when it comes to Christmas? No frills, no adornments, nothing that could possibly 
distract us. Kind of takes the wonder out of the season if you ask me. 

 I had a friend in ministry who took that very approach. He had gotten so fed up (for a number of reasons) 
with all of what he saw to be excess and distraction around Christmas that he and his wife both embraced a pretty 
spartan approach to Advent. For the four weeks of Advent, they didn’t decorate, didn’t put up lights, didn’t hum 
along to Jingle Bells, or any of that stuff. Not until Christmas morning and for the twelve days after it would they 
start to celebrate.  

 When it comes down to it, that is closer to the heritage of Advent. Historically the weeks before Christmas 
were intended to be weeks of preparation and reflection, then the twelve days after Christmas were the days for 
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celebration—that’s where that song “The Twelve Days of Christmas” comes from. So, their approach to Advent 
and Christmas and celebrating Christ’s birth was definitely consistent with liturgical practice for centuries. 

 But short of doing that, of jettisoning any kind of distraction during these weeks of Advent, what are we 
supposed to do about some of these practices, these traditions that hold such a prominent, cherished place in this 
season for us?  

 And that brings us back to mistletoe, because what’s so wrong about it? In short, nothing’s wrong with 
mistletoe, not in and of itself at least; it’s a plant. Nothing wrong with golden musical bells either. Nor is there 
anything wrong with mourning or abstinence or fasting for that matter. The practices, the traditions themselves 
aren’t the issue. It’s the heart behind them. It’s what the traditions point to. It’s the question Zechariah posed to 
them: all those years you’ve been doing these things, were they for God, or were they for you? 

 That same question comes to us, whether it’s mistletoe or golden bells. All those years we’ve been doing 
those things, are they for God, or are they for us?  If they’re for God, it’s like a small mistletoe plant, just perched 
on a branch, not really hurting anything, just a bit of adornment that’s not a distraction but rather a complement 
to the season. And even better can actually guide us to be even more aware of the season’s importance. 

 But if they’re for ourselves, it’s like what happens when mistletoe grows. It pierces into the branch and 
starts to drain and hurt and maybe even kill the very thing that had been giving it life. 

 Last week as our staff were meeting, our Youth Director Kenton Gullion offered a short word from a 
devotional he had been reading from C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia. If you’re not familiar with that series, 
it’s like a fantasy series with Christian themes, with this one featuring a group of children, siblings, finding 
themselves in the magical, wintry land of Narnia.  

 At one point, trouble starts to hit, and they don’t know what to do, until they see a beautiful red robin 
trying to get their attention, seemingly wanting them to follow it, and they don’t know what to do, don’t know 
whether to trust it. And Kenton’s devotional then shared: 

 “All kinds of beautiful robins hop across our path each December; some lead us in the way we should go 
while others end up being just shiny glass or useless sawdust. In Advent, with its consumer bonanza, busy 
schedules, short days, and long nights, we can get disoriented.” And it goes on to say how even good things can 
distract us and may even be detrimental in our walk, in our preparation for the Lord. So how do we know the 
difference? 

 Well, the way we know the difference is asking the same question Zechariah did. These things we do and 
follow, are they for God, or are they for ourselves?  

So as we seek to “prepare him room,” what are some of those cherished things that we do in this season? 
What are they for you? In a lot of those cases, I suspect, absolutely nothing wrong with them. But this week, I 
invite you to take an honest look at them. Do you do them for God, or do you do them for yourselves? Maybe 
another way of asking that would be, do they point you toward the birth of Christ, or toward something else?  

 And if it’s toward something else, maybe think about trimming the branches so that what really gives life 
in this season can thrive and blossom. For when we’re tapped into that, we are truly preparing him room in our 
hearts. 

 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Mistletoe” 

Dr. Jay Howell 
December 5, 2021 

 

In the fourth year of King Darius, the word of the Lord came to Zechariah on the fourth day of the 
ninth month, which is Chislev. Now the people of Bethel had sent Sharezer and Regem-melech and 
their men, to entreat the favor of the Lord, and to ask the priests of the house of the Lord of hosts 
and the prophets, “Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for 
so many years?” Then the word of the Lord of hosts came to me: Say to all the people of the land 
and the priests: When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month and in the seventh, for these 
seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, do you not eat 
and drink only for yourselves? Were not these the words that the Lord proclaimed by the former 
prophets, when Jerusalem was inhabited and in prosperity, along with the towns around it, and 
when the Negeb and the Shephelah were inhabited? 

The word of the Lord came to Zechariah, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true 
judgments, show kindness and mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the 
alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your hearts against one another. But they refused to 
listen, and turned a stubborn shoulder, and stopped their ears in order not to hear. They made 
their hearts adamant in order not to hear the law and the words that the Lord of hosts had sent by 
his spirit through the former prophets. Therefore great wrath came from the Lord of hosts. Just 
as, when I called, they would not hear, so, when they called, I would not hear, says the Lord of 
hosts, and I scattered them with a whirlwind among all the nations that they had not known. Thus 
the land they left was desolate, so that no one went to and fro, and a pleasant land was made 
desolate. 

Zechariah 7:1-14 
 

 Last week we started our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room,” which you may have 
recognized is a phrase taken from the great Christmas hymn “Joy to the World.” “Let every heart prepare him 
room.” This is our response to the good news of Christmas. But what does it mean to “prepare him room”?  

We’re going a bit off the beaten path in this series, looking at a section of the prophetic Book of Zechariah, 
one of the so-called minor prophets. Shared a good bit last week on some of the history that leads up to Zechariah, 
but the quick recap is that as Israel was returning to their homeland after decades away in exile, they were 
commissioned by God to an especially important task: rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem, which is another way 
of saying, preparing a place for the Lord.  

Last week we found the people of Israel coming to grips with the harsh reality that this would be quite the 
effort. This week, we find some of the people seeking to reinstate some of their former practices. 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. 

Well, I did tell you last week that some of these weeks we’d be asking, “What on earth did we just read 
and what does that have to do with Christmas?” This is one of them. You heard it. Some guys named Sharezer 
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and Regem-melech, then a lot of talk about fasting and abstinence, wrapped up with the wrath of God and a 
desolate land. What does that have to do with Christmas? What does that have to do with Jesus? 

To try to answer that, I’d like to share with you a story about a tree. I know, now you’re thinking, “This 
doesn’t sound promising.” But hang in there. 

250 years ago, there was a tree in a field. Sat outside the servants’ quarters of a great English estate. This 
tree one day noticed that something had started growing on one of its branches. Just a small green plant with white 
berries. Seemed pretty harmless, so the tree didn’t pay it much mind. 

Some time passes, and the tree notices that this small, harmless green plant has gotten bigger. Still, it 
wasn’t hurting the tree. So the tree just kept an eye on it.  Some more time passes, and now the tree notices the 
small, harmless green plant wasn’t so small or harmless anymore. Now it had grown so that it was actually 
piercing into the branch and tapping into the tree itself for nutrients, and that branch was now starting to wither. 
The tree knew that this wasn’t good, so it waited, hoping that some of the servants in the house nearby would 
notice and take care of it.  

Then one day, it seemed like its hopes were answered. Late in December one year, after all the leaves had 
fallen, some servants came out of the house, climbed up the tree, went out to where the green plant was growing, 
and cut a part of the plant off the branch and took it back inside. Guess they’re just coming back for the rest of it 
later, the tree thought, but no one else came.  

Later that night, the tree could see a big party happening in the house, and noticed through a window that 
the very piece the servants had cut off was hanging over a threshold in between rooms. Two by two, people would 
stand underneath this piece of the green plant and steal a quick kiss. Meanwhile the tree shivered in the cold while 
the rest of that green plant slowly sucked the life out of its branches. The end. 

Charming story, I know. But that, in a nutshell is the history of a particular Christmas tradition involving 
a particular green plant with telltale berries, and if you peaked at the sermon title you already know what it is: 
mistletoe. No matter what you might think about that particular tradition—some might find it charming, others 
questionable or outdated—the plant itself isn’t quite so endearing. It’s actually a parasite. It germinates in the 
branch of a tree, and at first it can exist more or less independently, just using the branch for support, but 
eventually it pierces through the bark and starts sucking water and nutrients out of the tree itself. And if it grows 
too long unchecked, it can actually kill a tree altogether.  

And I’m wondering whether Zechariah might think we have too much mistletoe. 

Might not be immediately obvious when we read that passage a minute ago, but what Zechariah is talking 
about is something not that far off from mistletoe. 

Here’s what’s going on. About two years have passed since last week, and it suggests that we are smack 
dab in the middle of rebuilding the temple. In other words, right in the middle of this big effort, preparing a place 
for the Lord. 

The people of a town called Bethel, up north of Jerusalem, sent emissaries to Jerusalem, and they asked, 
“Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for so many years?” Translated, those 
practices are thought to have been fasts and disciplines adopted during the exile focused on hope for rebuilding 
the temple, so what they’re asking is, is it good that we’re doing these pious things as we prepare a place for the 
Lord?  
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Now what about something like mistletoe, or really any of the traditions or practices we might have around 
this season, do we really think of them like mourning or abstinence or fasting? Probably not so much, but think 
about it for a second, and they kind of play a similar role. Whether it’s mistletoe, or decorating a tree, or going 
Christmas caroling, or whatever it might be, these are things we do around this season, getting us into the spirit.  

I remember one in particular from growing up. We used to have this small musical bell painted gold and 
glittery. When you pulled the string in the middle of it, it would play a Christmas song. What we would do is 
hang it up in the threshold between two rooms, and when I was a kid, over and over I would ask my parents to 
lift me up to the bell so that I could pull the string. Over and over I did that over all those years, and honestly if 
that bell had disappeared, I think it wouldn’t have felt quite like Christmas. It would’ve been harder to really get 
into the Christmas spirit.  

That’s kind of the role that these practices seemed to have for the people of Bethel, coming to seek the 
Lord’s favor. These practices, they’d probably say, helped them get into the “temple spirit,” so to speak. So, they 
came to see if they should keep doing them.  

 Now my guess is that it wasn’t really a question. They weren’t really asking whether it was a good thing. 
I think they were just looking for affirmation and acknowledgment of how pious they were being, so the answer 
they get probably surprised them. 

 Zechariah responds with another word from the Lord: “When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month 
and in the seventh, for these seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, 
do you not eat and drink only for yourselves?” Kind of a shot across the bow. They were expecting just a check 
mark from the priest, saying “Carry on, good and faithful people.” Instead they got checked pretty hard. Zechariah 
calls them out: “Have you been doing these things for God, or have you been doing them for yourselves?”  

 Instead, he continues, these are the sorts of practices that would truly be in harmony with this work of 
preparing a place for the Lord: in v. 9, “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true judgments, show kindness and 
mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your 
hearts against one another.” Do that, he seems to be saying, and you will build up this temple in your practices. 

 So a question that comes to mind for me is, what does Zechariah have against mourning or abstinence or 
fasting—and for that matter what does God have against them? Is it wrong for the people to be embracing these 
disciplines, disciplines that we see plenty of positive examples of elsewhere? Why does Zechariah go and bite 
their heads off? 

 And along the same lines, what would Zechariah have against mistletoe, or my glittery gold musical bell? 
I loved that bell. Surely there wouldn’t be anything wrong with it. I mean what are we supposed to do? Just strip 
everything down to the studs when it comes to Christmas? No frills, no adornments, nothing that could possibly 
distract us. Kind of takes the wonder out of the season if you ask me. 

 I had a friend in ministry who took that very approach. He had gotten so fed up (for a number of reasons) 
with all of what he saw to be excess and distraction around Christmas that he and his wife both embraced a pretty 
spartan approach to Advent. For the four weeks of Advent, they didn’t decorate, didn’t put up lights, didn’t hum 
along to Jingle Bells, or any of that stuff. Not until Christmas morning and for the twelve days after it would they 
start to celebrate.  

 When it comes down to it, that is closer to the heritage of Advent. Historically the weeks before Christmas 
were intended to be weeks of preparation and reflection, then the twelve days after Christmas were the days for 
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celebration—that’s where that song “The Twelve Days of Christmas” comes from. So, their approach to Advent 
and Christmas and celebrating Christ’s birth was definitely consistent with liturgical practice for centuries. 

 But short of doing that, of jettisoning any kind of distraction during these weeks of Advent, what are we 
supposed to do about some of these practices, these traditions that hold such a prominent, cherished place in this 
season for us?  

 And that brings us back to mistletoe, because what’s so wrong about it? In short, nothing’s wrong with 
mistletoe, not in and of itself at least; it’s a plant. Nothing wrong with golden musical bells either. Nor is there 
anything wrong with mourning or abstinence or fasting for that matter. The practices, the traditions themselves 
aren’t the issue. It’s the heart behind them. It’s what the traditions point to. It’s the question Zechariah posed to 
them: all those years you’ve been doing these things, were they for God, or were they for you? 

 That same question comes to us, whether it’s mistletoe or golden bells. All those years we’ve been doing 
those things, are they for God, or are they for us?  If they’re for God, it’s like a small mistletoe plant, just perched 
on a branch, not really hurting anything, just a bit of adornment that’s not a distraction but rather a complement 
to the season. And even better can actually guide us to be even more aware of the season’s importance. 

 But if they’re for ourselves, it’s like what happens when mistletoe grows. It pierces into the branch and 
starts to drain and hurt and maybe even kill the very thing that had been giving it life. 

 Last week as our staff were meeting, our Youth Director Kenton Gullion offered a short word from a 
devotional he had been reading from C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia. If you’re not familiar with that series, 
it’s like a fantasy series with Christian themes, with this one featuring a group of children, siblings, finding 
themselves in the magical, wintry land of Narnia.  

 At one point, trouble starts to hit, and they don’t know what to do, until they see a beautiful red robin 
trying to get their attention, seemingly wanting them to follow it, and they don’t know what to do, don’t know 
whether to trust it. And Kenton’s devotional then shared: 

 “All kinds of beautiful robins hop across our path each December; some lead us in the way we should go 
while others end up being just shiny glass or useless sawdust. In Advent, with its consumer bonanza, busy 
schedules, short days, and long nights, we can get disoriented.” And it goes on to say how even good things can 
distract us and may even be detrimental in our walk, in our preparation for the Lord. So how do we know the 
difference? 

 Well, the way we know the difference is asking the same question Zechariah did. These things we do and 
follow, are they for God, or are they for ourselves?  

So as we seek to “prepare him room,” what are some of those cherished things that we do in this season? 
What are they for you? In a lot of those cases, I suspect, absolutely nothing wrong with them. But this week, I 
invite you to take an honest look at them. Do you do them for God, or do you do them for yourselves? Maybe 
another way of asking that would be, do they point you toward the birth of Christ, or toward something else?  

 And if it’s toward something else, maybe think about trimming the branches so that what really gives life 
in this season can thrive and blossom. For when we’re tapped into that, we are truly preparing him room in our 
hearts. 

 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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Dr. Jay Howell 
December 5, 2021 

 

In the fourth year of King Darius, the word of the Lord came to Zechariah on the fourth day of the 
ninth month, which is Chislev. Now the people of Bethel had sent Sharezer and Regem-melech and 
their men, to entreat the favor of the Lord, and to ask the priests of the house of the Lord of hosts 
and the prophets, “Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for 
so many years?” Then the word of the Lord of hosts came to me: Say to all the people of the land 
and the priests: When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month and in the seventh, for these 
seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, do you not eat 
and drink only for yourselves? Were not these the words that the Lord proclaimed by the former 
prophets, when Jerusalem was inhabited and in prosperity, along with the towns around it, and 
when the Negeb and the Shephelah were inhabited? 

The word of the Lord came to Zechariah, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true 
judgments, show kindness and mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the 
alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your hearts against one another. But they refused to 
listen, and turned a stubborn shoulder, and stopped their ears in order not to hear. They made 
their hearts adamant in order not to hear the law and the words that the Lord of hosts had sent by 
his spirit through the former prophets. Therefore great wrath came from the Lord of hosts. Just 
as, when I called, they would not hear, so, when they called, I would not hear, says the Lord of 
hosts, and I scattered them with a whirlwind among all the nations that they had not known. Thus 
the land they left was desolate, so that no one went to and fro, and a pleasant land was made 
desolate. 

Zechariah 7:1-14 
 

 Last week we started our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room,” which you may have 
recognized is a phrase taken from the great Christmas hymn “Joy to the World.” “Let every heart prepare him 
room.” This is our response to the good news of Christmas. But what does it mean to “prepare him room”?  

We’re going a bit off the beaten path in this series, looking at a section of the prophetic Book of Zechariah, 
one of the so-called minor prophets. Shared a good bit last week on some of the history that leads up to Zechariah, 
but the quick recap is that as Israel was returning to their homeland after decades away in exile, they were 
commissioned by God to an especially important task: rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem, which is another way 
of saying, preparing a place for the Lord.  

Last week we found the people of Israel coming to grips with the harsh reality that this would be quite the 
effort. This week, we find some of the people seeking to reinstate some of their former practices. 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. 

Well, I did tell you last week that some of these weeks we’d be asking, “What on earth did we just read 
and what does that have to do with Christmas?” This is one of them. You heard it. Some guys named Sharezer 
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and Regem-melech, then a lot of talk about fasting and abstinence, wrapped up with the wrath of God and a 
desolate land. What does that have to do with Christmas? What does that have to do with Jesus? 

To try to answer that, I’d like to share with you a story about a tree. I know, now you’re thinking, “This 
doesn’t sound promising.” But hang in there. 

250 years ago, there was a tree in a field. Sat outside the servants’ quarters of a great English estate. This 
tree one day noticed that something had started growing on one of its branches. Just a small green plant with white 
berries. Seemed pretty harmless, so the tree didn’t pay it much mind. 

Some time passes, and the tree notices that this small, harmless green plant has gotten bigger. Still, it 
wasn’t hurting the tree. So the tree just kept an eye on it.  Some more time passes, and now the tree notices the 
small, harmless green plant wasn’t so small or harmless anymore. Now it had grown so that it was actually 
piercing into the branch and tapping into the tree itself for nutrients, and that branch was now starting to wither. 
The tree knew that this wasn’t good, so it waited, hoping that some of the servants in the house nearby would 
notice and take care of it.  

Then one day, it seemed like its hopes were answered. Late in December one year, after all the leaves had 
fallen, some servants came out of the house, climbed up the tree, went out to where the green plant was growing, 
and cut a part of the plant off the branch and took it back inside. Guess they’re just coming back for the rest of it 
later, the tree thought, but no one else came.  

Later that night, the tree could see a big party happening in the house, and noticed through a window that 
the very piece the servants had cut off was hanging over a threshold in between rooms. Two by two, people would 
stand underneath this piece of the green plant and steal a quick kiss. Meanwhile the tree shivered in the cold while 
the rest of that green plant slowly sucked the life out of its branches. The end. 

Charming story, I know. But that, in a nutshell is the history of a particular Christmas tradition involving 
a particular green plant with telltale berries, and if you peaked at the sermon title you already know what it is: 
mistletoe. No matter what you might think about that particular tradition—some might find it charming, others 
questionable or outdated—the plant itself isn’t quite so endearing. It’s actually a parasite. It germinates in the 
branch of a tree, and at first it can exist more or less independently, just using the branch for support, but 
eventually it pierces through the bark and starts sucking water and nutrients out of the tree itself. And if it grows 
too long unchecked, it can actually kill a tree altogether.  

And I’m wondering whether Zechariah might think we have too much mistletoe. 

Might not be immediately obvious when we read that passage a minute ago, but what Zechariah is talking 
about is something not that far off from mistletoe. 

Here’s what’s going on. About two years have passed since last week, and it suggests that we are smack 
dab in the middle of rebuilding the temple. In other words, right in the middle of this big effort, preparing a place 
for the Lord. 

The people of a town called Bethel, up north of Jerusalem, sent emissaries to Jerusalem, and they asked, 
“Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for so many years?” Translated, those 
practices are thought to have been fasts and disciplines adopted during the exile focused on hope for rebuilding 
the temple, so what they’re asking is, is it good that we’re doing these pious things as we prepare a place for the 
Lord?  
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Now what about something like mistletoe, or really any of the traditions or practices we might have around 
this season, do we really think of them like mourning or abstinence or fasting? Probably not so much, but think 
about it for a second, and they kind of play a similar role. Whether it’s mistletoe, or decorating a tree, or going 
Christmas caroling, or whatever it might be, these are things we do around this season, getting us into the spirit.  

I remember one in particular from growing up. We used to have this small musical bell painted gold and 
glittery. When you pulled the string in the middle of it, it would play a Christmas song. What we would do is 
hang it up in the threshold between two rooms, and when I was a kid, over and over I would ask my parents to 
lift me up to the bell so that I could pull the string. Over and over I did that over all those years, and honestly if 
that bell had disappeared, I think it wouldn’t have felt quite like Christmas. It would’ve been harder to really get 
into the Christmas spirit.  

That’s kind of the role that these practices seemed to have for the people of Bethel, coming to seek the 
Lord’s favor. These practices, they’d probably say, helped them get into the “temple spirit,” so to speak. So, they 
came to see if they should keep doing them.  

 Now my guess is that it wasn’t really a question. They weren’t really asking whether it was a good thing. 
I think they were just looking for affirmation and acknowledgment of how pious they were being, so the answer 
they get probably surprised them. 

 Zechariah responds with another word from the Lord: “When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month 
and in the seventh, for these seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, 
do you not eat and drink only for yourselves?” Kind of a shot across the bow. They were expecting just a check 
mark from the priest, saying “Carry on, good and faithful people.” Instead they got checked pretty hard. Zechariah 
calls them out: “Have you been doing these things for God, or have you been doing them for yourselves?”  

 Instead, he continues, these are the sorts of practices that would truly be in harmony with this work of 
preparing a place for the Lord: in v. 9, “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true judgments, show kindness and 
mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your 
hearts against one another.” Do that, he seems to be saying, and you will build up this temple in your practices. 

 So a question that comes to mind for me is, what does Zechariah have against mourning or abstinence or 
fasting—and for that matter what does God have against them? Is it wrong for the people to be embracing these 
disciplines, disciplines that we see plenty of positive examples of elsewhere? Why does Zechariah go and bite 
their heads off? 

 And along the same lines, what would Zechariah have against mistletoe, or my glittery gold musical bell? 
I loved that bell. Surely there wouldn’t be anything wrong with it. I mean what are we supposed to do? Just strip 
everything down to the studs when it comes to Christmas? No frills, no adornments, nothing that could possibly 
distract us. Kind of takes the wonder out of the season if you ask me. 

 I had a friend in ministry who took that very approach. He had gotten so fed up (for a number of reasons) 
with all of what he saw to be excess and distraction around Christmas that he and his wife both embraced a pretty 
spartan approach to Advent. For the four weeks of Advent, they didn’t decorate, didn’t put up lights, didn’t hum 
along to Jingle Bells, or any of that stuff. Not until Christmas morning and for the twelve days after it would they 
start to celebrate.  

 When it comes down to it, that is closer to the heritage of Advent. Historically the weeks before Christmas 
were intended to be weeks of preparation and reflection, then the twelve days after Christmas were the days for 
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celebration—that’s where that song “The Twelve Days of Christmas” comes from. So, their approach to Advent 
and Christmas and celebrating Christ’s birth was definitely consistent with liturgical practice for centuries. 

 But short of doing that, of jettisoning any kind of distraction during these weeks of Advent, what are we 
supposed to do about some of these practices, these traditions that hold such a prominent, cherished place in this 
season for us?  

 And that brings us back to mistletoe, because what’s so wrong about it? In short, nothing’s wrong with 
mistletoe, not in and of itself at least; it’s a plant. Nothing wrong with golden musical bells either. Nor is there 
anything wrong with mourning or abstinence or fasting for that matter. The practices, the traditions themselves 
aren’t the issue. It’s the heart behind them. It’s what the traditions point to. It’s the question Zechariah posed to 
them: all those years you’ve been doing these things, were they for God, or were they for you? 

 That same question comes to us, whether it’s mistletoe or golden bells. All those years we’ve been doing 
those things, are they for God, or are they for us?  If they’re for God, it’s like a small mistletoe plant, just perched 
on a branch, not really hurting anything, just a bit of adornment that’s not a distraction but rather a complement 
to the season. And even better can actually guide us to be even more aware of the season’s importance. 

 But if they’re for ourselves, it’s like what happens when mistletoe grows. It pierces into the branch and 
starts to drain and hurt and maybe even kill the very thing that had been giving it life. 

 Last week as our staff were meeting, our Youth Director Kenton Gullion offered a short word from a 
devotional he had been reading from C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia. If you’re not familiar with that series, 
it’s like a fantasy series with Christian themes, with this one featuring a group of children, siblings, finding 
themselves in the magical, wintry land of Narnia.  

 At one point, trouble starts to hit, and they don’t know what to do, until they see a beautiful red robin 
trying to get their attention, seemingly wanting them to follow it, and they don’t know what to do, don’t know 
whether to trust it. And Kenton’s devotional then shared: 

 “All kinds of beautiful robins hop across our path each December; some lead us in the way we should go 
while others end up being just shiny glass or useless sawdust. In Advent, with its consumer bonanza, busy 
schedules, short days, and long nights, we can get disoriented.” And it goes on to say how even good things can 
distract us and may even be detrimental in our walk, in our preparation for the Lord. So how do we know the 
difference? 

 Well, the way we know the difference is asking the same question Zechariah did. These things we do and 
follow, are they for God, or are they for ourselves?  

So as we seek to “prepare him room,” what are some of those cherished things that we do in this season? 
What are they for you? In a lot of those cases, I suspect, absolutely nothing wrong with them. But this week, I 
invite you to take an honest look at them. Do you do them for God, or do you do them for yourselves? Maybe 
another way of asking that would be, do they point you toward the birth of Christ, or toward something else?  

 And if it’s toward something else, maybe think about trimming the branches so that what really gives life 
in this season can thrive and blossom. For when we’re tapped into that, we are truly preparing him room in our 
hearts. 

 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Mistletoe” 

Dr. Jay Howell 
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In the fourth year of King Darius, the word of the Lord came to Zechariah on the fourth day of the 
ninth month, which is Chislev. Now the people of Bethel had sent Sharezer and Regem-melech and 
their men, to entreat the favor of the Lord, and to ask the priests of the house of the Lord of hosts 
and the prophets, “Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for 
so many years?” Then the word of the Lord of hosts came to me: Say to all the people of the land 
and the priests: When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month and in the seventh, for these 
seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, do you not eat 
and drink only for yourselves? Were not these the words that the Lord proclaimed by the former 
prophets, when Jerusalem was inhabited and in prosperity, along with the towns around it, and 
when the Negeb and the Shephelah were inhabited? 

The word of the Lord came to Zechariah, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true 
judgments, show kindness and mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the 
alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your hearts against one another. But they refused to 
listen, and turned a stubborn shoulder, and stopped their ears in order not to hear. They made 
their hearts adamant in order not to hear the law and the words that the Lord of hosts had sent by 
his spirit through the former prophets. Therefore great wrath came from the Lord of hosts. Just 
as, when I called, they would not hear, so, when they called, I would not hear, says the Lord of 
hosts, and I scattered them with a whirlwind among all the nations that they had not known. Thus 
the land they left was desolate, so that no one went to and fro, and a pleasant land was made 
desolate. 

Zechariah 7:1-14 
 

 Last week we started our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room,” which you may have 
recognized is a phrase taken from the great Christmas hymn “Joy to the World.” “Let every heart prepare him 
room.” This is our response to the good news of Christmas. But what does it mean to “prepare him room”?  

We’re going a bit off the beaten path in this series, looking at a section of the prophetic Book of Zechariah, 
one of the so-called minor prophets. Shared a good bit last week on some of the history that leads up to Zechariah, 
but the quick recap is that as Israel was returning to their homeland after decades away in exile, they were 
commissioned by God to an especially important task: rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem, which is another way 
of saying, preparing a place for the Lord.  

Last week we found the people of Israel coming to grips with the harsh reality that this would be quite the 
effort. This week, we find some of the people seeking to reinstate some of their former practices. 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. 

Well, I did tell you last week that some of these weeks we’d be asking, “What on earth did we just read 
and what does that have to do with Christmas?” This is one of them. You heard it. Some guys named Sharezer 
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and Regem-melech, then a lot of talk about fasting and abstinence, wrapped up with the wrath of God and a 
desolate land. What does that have to do with Christmas? What does that have to do with Jesus? 

To try to answer that, I’d like to share with you a story about a tree. I know, now you’re thinking, “This 
doesn’t sound promising.” But hang in there. 

250 years ago, there was a tree in a field. Sat outside the servants’ quarters of a great English estate. This 
tree one day noticed that something had started growing on one of its branches. Just a small green plant with white 
berries. Seemed pretty harmless, so the tree didn’t pay it much mind. 

Some time passes, and the tree notices that this small, harmless green plant has gotten bigger. Still, it 
wasn’t hurting the tree. So the tree just kept an eye on it.  Some more time passes, and now the tree notices the 
small, harmless green plant wasn’t so small or harmless anymore. Now it had grown so that it was actually 
piercing into the branch and tapping into the tree itself for nutrients, and that branch was now starting to wither. 
The tree knew that this wasn’t good, so it waited, hoping that some of the servants in the house nearby would 
notice and take care of it.  

Then one day, it seemed like its hopes were answered. Late in December one year, after all the leaves had 
fallen, some servants came out of the house, climbed up the tree, went out to where the green plant was growing, 
and cut a part of the plant off the branch and took it back inside. Guess they’re just coming back for the rest of it 
later, the tree thought, but no one else came.  

Later that night, the tree could see a big party happening in the house, and noticed through a window that 
the very piece the servants had cut off was hanging over a threshold in between rooms. Two by two, people would 
stand underneath this piece of the green plant and steal a quick kiss. Meanwhile the tree shivered in the cold while 
the rest of that green plant slowly sucked the life out of its branches. The end. 

Charming story, I know. But that, in a nutshell is the history of a particular Christmas tradition involving 
a particular green plant with telltale berries, and if you peaked at the sermon title you already know what it is: 
mistletoe. No matter what you might think about that particular tradition—some might find it charming, others 
questionable or outdated—the plant itself isn’t quite so endearing. It’s actually a parasite. It germinates in the 
branch of a tree, and at first it can exist more or less independently, just using the branch for support, but 
eventually it pierces through the bark and starts sucking water and nutrients out of the tree itself. And if it grows 
too long unchecked, it can actually kill a tree altogether.  

And I’m wondering whether Zechariah might think we have too much mistletoe. 

Might not be immediately obvious when we read that passage a minute ago, but what Zechariah is talking 
about is something not that far off from mistletoe. 

Here’s what’s going on. About two years have passed since last week, and it suggests that we are smack 
dab in the middle of rebuilding the temple. In other words, right in the middle of this big effort, preparing a place 
for the Lord. 

The people of a town called Bethel, up north of Jerusalem, sent emissaries to Jerusalem, and they asked, 
“Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for so many years?” Translated, those 
practices are thought to have been fasts and disciplines adopted during the exile focused on hope for rebuilding 
the temple, so what they’re asking is, is it good that we’re doing these pious things as we prepare a place for the 
Lord?  
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Now what about something like mistletoe, or really any of the traditions or practices we might have around 
this season, do we really think of them like mourning or abstinence or fasting? Probably not so much, but think 
about it for a second, and they kind of play a similar role. Whether it’s mistletoe, or decorating a tree, or going 
Christmas caroling, or whatever it might be, these are things we do around this season, getting us into the spirit.  

I remember one in particular from growing up. We used to have this small musical bell painted gold and 
glittery. When you pulled the string in the middle of it, it would play a Christmas song. What we would do is 
hang it up in the threshold between two rooms, and when I was a kid, over and over I would ask my parents to 
lift me up to the bell so that I could pull the string. Over and over I did that over all those years, and honestly if 
that bell had disappeared, I think it wouldn’t have felt quite like Christmas. It would’ve been harder to really get 
into the Christmas spirit.  

That’s kind of the role that these practices seemed to have for the people of Bethel, coming to seek the 
Lord’s favor. These practices, they’d probably say, helped them get into the “temple spirit,” so to speak. So, they 
came to see if they should keep doing them.  

 Now my guess is that it wasn’t really a question. They weren’t really asking whether it was a good thing. 
I think they were just looking for affirmation and acknowledgment of how pious they were being, so the answer 
they get probably surprised them. 

 Zechariah responds with another word from the Lord: “When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month 
and in the seventh, for these seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, 
do you not eat and drink only for yourselves?” Kind of a shot across the bow. They were expecting just a check 
mark from the priest, saying “Carry on, good and faithful people.” Instead they got checked pretty hard. Zechariah 
calls them out: “Have you been doing these things for God, or have you been doing them for yourselves?”  

 Instead, he continues, these are the sorts of practices that would truly be in harmony with this work of 
preparing a place for the Lord: in v. 9, “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true judgments, show kindness and 
mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your 
hearts against one another.” Do that, he seems to be saying, and you will build up this temple in your practices. 

 So a question that comes to mind for me is, what does Zechariah have against mourning or abstinence or 
fasting—and for that matter what does God have against them? Is it wrong for the people to be embracing these 
disciplines, disciplines that we see plenty of positive examples of elsewhere? Why does Zechariah go and bite 
their heads off? 

 And along the same lines, what would Zechariah have against mistletoe, or my glittery gold musical bell? 
I loved that bell. Surely there wouldn’t be anything wrong with it. I mean what are we supposed to do? Just strip 
everything down to the studs when it comes to Christmas? No frills, no adornments, nothing that could possibly 
distract us. Kind of takes the wonder out of the season if you ask me. 

 I had a friend in ministry who took that very approach. He had gotten so fed up (for a number of reasons) 
with all of what he saw to be excess and distraction around Christmas that he and his wife both embraced a pretty 
spartan approach to Advent. For the four weeks of Advent, they didn’t decorate, didn’t put up lights, didn’t hum 
along to Jingle Bells, or any of that stuff. Not until Christmas morning and for the twelve days after it would they 
start to celebrate.  

 When it comes down to it, that is closer to the heritage of Advent. Historically the weeks before Christmas 
were intended to be weeks of preparation and reflection, then the twelve days after Christmas were the days for 
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celebration—that’s where that song “The Twelve Days of Christmas” comes from. So, their approach to Advent 
and Christmas and celebrating Christ’s birth was definitely consistent with liturgical practice for centuries. 

 But short of doing that, of jettisoning any kind of distraction during these weeks of Advent, what are we 
supposed to do about some of these practices, these traditions that hold such a prominent, cherished place in this 
season for us?  

 And that brings us back to mistletoe, because what’s so wrong about it? In short, nothing’s wrong with 
mistletoe, not in and of itself at least; it’s a plant. Nothing wrong with golden musical bells either. Nor is there 
anything wrong with mourning or abstinence or fasting for that matter. The practices, the traditions themselves 
aren’t the issue. It’s the heart behind them. It’s what the traditions point to. It’s the question Zechariah posed to 
them: all those years you’ve been doing these things, were they for God, or were they for you? 

 That same question comes to us, whether it’s mistletoe or golden bells. All those years we’ve been doing 
those things, are they for God, or are they for us?  If they’re for God, it’s like a small mistletoe plant, just perched 
on a branch, not really hurting anything, just a bit of adornment that’s not a distraction but rather a complement 
to the season. And even better can actually guide us to be even more aware of the season’s importance. 

 But if they’re for ourselves, it’s like what happens when mistletoe grows. It pierces into the branch and 
starts to drain and hurt and maybe even kill the very thing that had been giving it life. 

 Last week as our staff were meeting, our Youth Director Kenton Gullion offered a short word from a 
devotional he had been reading from C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia. If you’re not familiar with that series, 
it’s like a fantasy series with Christian themes, with this one featuring a group of children, siblings, finding 
themselves in the magical, wintry land of Narnia.  

 At one point, trouble starts to hit, and they don’t know what to do, until they see a beautiful red robin 
trying to get their attention, seemingly wanting them to follow it, and they don’t know what to do, don’t know 
whether to trust it. And Kenton’s devotional then shared: 

 “All kinds of beautiful robins hop across our path each December; some lead us in the way we should go 
while others end up being just shiny glass or useless sawdust. In Advent, with its consumer bonanza, busy 
schedules, short days, and long nights, we can get disoriented.” And it goes on to say how even good things can 
distract us and may even be detrimental in our walk, in our preparation for the Lord. So how do we know the 
difference? 

 Well, the way we know the difference is asking the same question Zechariah did. These things we do and 
follow, are they for God, or are they for ourselves?  

So as we seek to “prepare him room,” what are some of those cherished things that we do in this season? 
What are they for you? In a lot of those cases, I suspect, absolutely nothing wrong with them. But this week, I 
invite you to take an honest look at them. Do you do them for God, or do you do them for yourselves? Maybe 
another way of asking that would be, do they point you toward the birth of Christ, or toward something else?  

 And if it’s toward something else, maybe think about trimming the branches so that what really gives life 
in this season can thrive and blossom. For when we’re tapped into that, we are truly preparing him room in our 
hearts. 

 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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In the fourth year of King Darius, the word of the Lord came to Zechariah on the fourth day of the 
ninth month, which is Chislev. Now the people of Bethel had sent Sharezer and Regem-melech and 
their men, to entreat the favor of the Lord, and to ask the priests of the house of the Lord of hosts 
and the prophets, “Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for 
so many years?” Then the word of the Lord of hosts came to me: Say to all the people of the land 
and the priests: When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month and in the seventh, for these 
seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, do you not eat 
and drink only for yourselves? Were not these the words that the Lord proclaimed by the former 
prophets, when Jerusalem was inhabited and in prosperity, along with the towns around it, and 
when the Negeb and the Shephelah were inhabited? 

The word of the Lord came to Zechariah, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true 
judgments, show kindness and mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the 
alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your hearts against one another. But they refused to 
listen, and turned a stubborn shoulder, and stopped their ears in order not to hear. They made 
their hearts adamant in order not to hear the law and the words that the Lord of hosts had sent by 
his spirit through the former prophets. Therefore great wrath came from the Lord of hosts. Just 
as, when I called, they would not hear, so, when they called, I would not hear, says the Lord of 
hosts, and I scattered them with a whirlwind among all the nations that they had not known. Thus 
the land they left was desolate, so that no one went to and fro, and a pleasant land was made 
desolate. 

Zechariah 7:1-14 
 

 Last week we started our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room,” which you may have 
recognized is a phrase taken from the great Christmas hymn “Joy to the World.” “Let every heart prepare him 
room.” This is our response to the good news of Christmas. But what does it mean to “prepare him room”?  

We’re going a bit off the beaten path in this series, looking at a section of the prophetic Book of Zechariah, 
one of the so-called minor prophets. Shared a good bit last week on some of the history that leads up to Zechariah, 
but the quick recap is that as Israel was returning to their homeland after decades away in exile, they were 
commissioned by God to an especially important task: rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem, which is another way 
of saying, preparing a place for the Lord.  

Last week we found the people of Israel coming to grips with the harsh reality that this would be quite the 
effort. This week, we find some of the people seeking to reinstate some of their former practices. 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. 

Well, I did tell you last week that some of these weeks we’d be asking, “What on earth did we just read 
and what does that have to do with Christmas?” This is one of them. You heard it. Some guys named Sharezer 
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and Regem-melech, then a lot of talk about fasting and abstinence, wrapped up with the wrath of God and a 
desolate land. What does that have to do with Christmas? What does that have to do with Jesus? 

To try to answer that, I’d like to share with you a story about a tree. I know, now you’re thinking, “This 
doesn’t sound promising.” But hang in there. 

250 years ago, there was a tree in a field. Sat outside the servants’ quarters of a great English estate. This 
tree one day noticed that something had started growing on one of its branches. Just a small green plant with white 
berries. Seemed pretty harmless, so the tree didn’t pay it much mind. 

Some time passes, and the tree notices that this small, harmless green plant has gotten bigger. Still, it 
wasn’t hurting the tree. So the tree just kept an eye on it.  Some more time passes, and now the tree notices the 
small, harmless green plant wasn’t so small or harmless anymore. Now it had grown so that it was actually 
piercing into the branch and tapping into the tree itself for nutrients, and that branch was now starting to wither. 
The tree knew that this wasn’t good, so it waited, hoping that some of the servants in the house nearby would 
notice and take care of it.  

Then one day, it seemed like its hopes were answered. Late in December one year, after all the leaves had 
fallen, some servants came out of the house, climbed up the tree, went out to where the green plant was growing, 
and cut a part of the plant off the branch and took it back inside. Guess they’re just coming back for the rest of it 
later, the tree thought, but no one else came.  

Later that night, the tree could see a big party happening in the house, and noticed through a window that 
the very piece the servants had cut off was hanging over a threshold in between rooms. Two by two, people would 
stand underneath this piece of the green plant and steal a quick kiss. Meanwhile the tree shivered in the cold while 
the rest of that green plant slowly sucked the life out of its branches. The end. 

Charming story, I know. But that, in a nutshell is the history of a particular Christmas tradition involving 
a particular green plant with telltale berries, and if you peaked at the sermon title you already know what it is: 
mistletoe. No matter what you might think about that particular tradition—some might find it charming, others 
questionable or outdated—the plant itself isn’t quite so endearing. It’s actually a parasite. It germinates in the 
branch of a tree, and at first it can exist more or less independently, just using the branch for support, but 
eventually it pierces through the bark and starts sucking water and nutrients out of the tree itself. And if it grows 
too long unchecked, it can actually kill a tree altogether.  

And I’m wondering whether Zechariah might think we have too much mistletoe. 

Might not be immediately obvious when we read that passage a minute ago, but what Zechariah is talking 
about is something not that far off from mistletoe. 

Here’s what’s going on. About two years have passed since last week, and it suggests that we are smack 
dab in the middle of rebuilding the temple. In other words, right in the middle of this big effort, preparing a place 
for the Lord. 

The people of a town called Bethel, up north of Jerusalem, sent emissaries to Jerusalem, and they asked, 
“Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for so many years?” Translated, those 
practices are thought to have been fasts and disciplines adopted during the exile focused on hope for rebuilding 
the temple, so what they’re asking is, is it good that we’re doing these pious things as we prepare a place for the 
Lord?  
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Now what about something like mistletoe, or really any of the traditions or practices we might have around 
this season, do we really think of them like mourning or abstinence or fasting? Probably not so much, but think 
about it for a second, and they kind of play a similar role. Whether it’s mistletoe, or decorating a tree, or going 
Christmas caroling, or whatever it might be, these are things we do around this season, getting us into the spirit.  

I remember one in particular from growing up. We used to have this small musical bell painted gold and 
glittery. When you pulled the string in the middle of it, it would play a Christmas song. What we would do is 
hang it up in the threshold between two rooms, and when I was a kid, over and over I would ask my parents to 
lift me up to the bell so that I could pull the string. Over and over I did that over all those years, and honestly if 
that bell had disappeared, I think it wouldn’t have felt quite like Christmas. It would’ve been harder to really get 
into the Christmas spirit.  

That’s kind of the role that these practices seemed to have for the people of Bethel, coming to seek the 
Lord’s favor. These practices, they’d probably say, helped them get into the “temple spirit,” so to speak. So, they 
came to see if they should keep doing them.  

 Now my guess is that it wasn’t really a question. They weren’t really asking whether it was a good thing. 
I think they were just looking for affirmation and acknowledgment of how pious they were being, so the answer 
they get probably surprised them. 

 Zechariah responds with another word from the Lord: “When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month 
and in the seventh, for these seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, 
do you not eat and drink only for yourselves?” Kind of a shot across the bow. They were expecting just a check 
mark from the priest, saying “Carry on, good and faithful people.” Instead they got checked pretty hard. Zechariah 
calls them out: “Have you been doing these things for God, or have you been doing them for yourselves?”  

 Instead, he continues, these are the sorts of practices that would truly be in harmony with this work of 
preparing a place for the Lord: in v. 9, “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true judgments, show kindness and 
mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your 
hearts against one another.” Do that, he seems to be saying, and you will build up this temple in your practices. 

 So a question that comes to mind for me is, what does Zechariah have against mourning or abstinence or 
fasting—and for that matter what does God have against them? Is it wrong for the people to be embracing these 
disciplines, disciplines that we see plenty of positive examples of elsewhere? Why does Zechariah go and bite 
their heads off? 

 And along the same lines, what would Zechariah have against mistletoe, or my glittery gold musical bell? 
I loved that bell. Surely there wouldn’t be anything wrong with it. I mean what are we supposed to do? Just strip 
everything down to the studs when it comes to Christmas? No frills, no adornments, nothing that could possibly 
distract us. Kind of takes the wonder out of the season if you ask me. 

 I had a friend in ministry who took that very approach. He had gotten so fed up (for a number of reasons) 
with all of what he saw to be excess and distraction around Christmas that he and his wife both embraced a pretty 
spartan approach to Advent. For the four weeks of Advent, they didn’t decorate, didn’t put up lights, didn’t hum 
along to Jingle Bells, or any of that stuff. Not until Christmas morning and for the twelve days after it would they 
start to celebrate.  

 When it comes down to it, that is closer to the heritage of Advent. Historically the weeks before Christmas 
were intended to be weeks of preparation and reflection, then the twelve days after Christmas were the days for 
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celebration—that’s where that song “The Twelve Days of Christmas” comes from. So, their approach to Advent 
and Christmas and celebrating Christ’s birth was definitely consistent with liturgical practice for centuries. 

 But short of doing that, of jettisoning any kind of distraction during these weeks of Advent, what are we 
supposed to do about some of these practices, these traditions that hold such a prominent, cherished place in this 
season for us?  

 And that brings us back to mistletoe, because what’s so wrong about it? In short, nothing’s wrong with 
mistletoe, not in and of itself at least; it’s a plant. Nothing wrong with golden musical bells either. Nor is there 
anything wrong with mourning or abstinence or fasting for that matter. The practices, the traditions themselves 
aren’t the issue. It’s the heart behind them. It’s what the traditions point to. It’s the question Zechariah posed to 
them: all those years you’ve been doing these things, were they for God, or were they for you? 

 That same question comes to us, whether it’s mistletoe or golden bells. All those years we’ve been doing 
those things, are they for God, or are they for us?  If they’re for God, it’s like a small mistletoe plant, just perched 
on a branch, not really hurting anything, just a bit of adornment that’s not a distraction but rather a complement 
to the season. And even better can actually guide us to be even more aware of the season’s importance. 

 But if they’re for ourselves, it’s like what happens when mistletoe grows. It pierces into the branch and 
starts to drain and hurt and maybe even kill the very thing that had been giving it life. 

 Last week as our staff were meeting, our Youth Director Kenton Gullion offered a short word from a 
devotional he had been reading from C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia. If you’re not familiar with that series, 
it’s like a fantasy series with Christian themes, with this one featuring a group of children, siblings, finding 
themselves in the magical, wintry land of Narnia.  

 At one point, trouble starts to hit, and they don’t know what to do, until they see a beautiful red robin 
trying to get their attention, seemingly wanting them to follow it, and they don’t know what to do, don’t know 
whether to trust it. And Kenton’s devotional then shared: 

 “All kinds of beautiful robins hop across our path each December; some lead us in the way we should go 
while others end up being just shiny glass or useless sawdust. In Advent, with its consumer bonanza, busy 
schedules, short days, and long nights, we can get disoriented.” And it goes on to say how even good things can 
distract us and may even be detrimental in our walk, in our preparation for the Lord. So how do we know the 
difference? 

 Well, the way we know the difference is asking the same question Zechariah did. These things we do and 
follow, are they for God, or are they for ourselves?  

So as we seek to “prepare him room,” what are some of those cherished things that we do in this season? 
What are they for you? In a lot of those cases, I suspect, absolutely nothing wrong with them. But this week, I 
invite you to take an honest look at them. Do you do them for God, or do you do them for yourselves? Maybe 
another way of asking that would be, do they point you toward the birth of Christ, or toward something else?  

 And if it’s toward something else, maybe think about trimming the branches so that what really gives life 
in this season can thrive and blossom. For when we’re tapped into that, we are truly preparing him room in our 
hearts. 

 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Mistletoe” 

Dr. Jay Howell 
December 5, 2021 

 

In the fourth year of King Darius, the word of the Lord came to Zechariah on the fourth day of the 
ninth month, which is Chislev. Now the people of Bethel had sent Sharezer and Regem-melech and 
their men, to entreat the favor of the Lord, and to ask the priests of the house of the Lord of hosts 
and the prophets, “Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for 
so many years?” Then the word of the Lord of hosts came to me: Say to all the people of the land 
and the priests: When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month and in the seventh, for these 
seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, do you not eat 
and drink only for yourselves? Were not these the words that the Lord proclaimed by the former 
prophets, when Jerusalem was inhabited and in prosperity, along with the towns around it, and 
when the Negeb and the Shephelah were inhabited? 

The word of the Lord came to Zechariah, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true 
judgments, show kindness and mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the 
alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your hearts against one another. But they refused to 
listen, and turned a stubborn shoulder, and stopped their ears in order not to hear. They made 
their hearts adamant in order not to hear the law and the words that the Lord of hosts had sent by 
his spirit through the former prophets. Therefore great wrath came from the Lord of hosts. Just 
as, when I called, they would not hear, so, when they called, I would not hear, says the Lord of 
hosts, and I scattered them with a whirlwind among all the nations that they had not known. Thus 
the land they left was desolate, so that no one went to and fro, and a pleasant land was made 
desolate. 

Zechariah 7:1-14 
 

 Last week we started our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room,” which you may have 
recognized is a phrase taken from the great Christmas hymn “Joy to the World.” “Let every heart prepare him 
room.” This is our response to the good news of Christmas. But what does it mean to “prepare him room”?  

We’re going a bit off the beaten path in this series, looking at a section of the prophetic Book of Zechariah, 
one of the so-called minor prophets. Shared a good bit last week on some of the history that leads up to Zechariah, 
but the quick recap is that as Israel was returning to their homeland after decades away in exile, they were 
commissioned by God to an especially important task: rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem, which is another way 
of saying, preparing a place for the Lord.  

Last week we found the people of Israel coming to grips with the harsh reality that this would be quite the 
effort. This week, we find some of the people seeking to reinstate some of their former practices. 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. 

Well, I did tell you last week that some of these weeks we’d be asking, “What on earth did we just read 
and what does that have to do with Christmas?” This is one of them. You heard it. Some guys named Sharezer 
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and Regem-melech, then a lot of talk about fasting and abstinence, wrapped up with the wrath of God and a 
desolate land. What does that have to do with Christmas? What does that have to do with Jesus? 

To try to answer that, I’d like to share with you a story about a tree. I know, now you’re thinking, “This 
doesn’t sound promising.” But hang in there. 

250 years ago, there was a tree in a field. Sat outside the servants’ quarters of a great English estate. This 
tree one day noticed that something had started growing on one of its branches. Just a small green plant with white 
berries. Seemed pretty harmless, so the tree didn’t pay it much mind. 

Some time passes, and the tree notices that this small, harmless green plant has gotten bigger. Still, it 
wasn’t hurting the tree. So the tree just kept an eye on it.  Some more time passes, and now the tree notices the 
small, harmless green plant wasn’t so small or harmless anymore. Now it had grown so that it was actually 
piercing into the branch and tapping into the tree itself for nutrients, and that branch was now starting to wither. 
The tree knew that this wasn’t good, so it waited, hoping that some of the servants in the house nearby would 
notice and take care of it.  

Then one day, it seemed like its hopes were answered. Late in December one year, after all the leaves had 
fallen, some servants came out of the house, climbed up the tree, went out to where the green plant was growing, 
and cut a part of the plant off the branch and took it back inside. Guess they’re just coming back for the rest of it 
later, the tree thought, but no one else came.  

Later that night, the tree could see a big party happening in the house, and noticed through a window that 
the very piece the servants had cut off was hanging over a threshold in between rooms. Two by two, people would 
stand underneath this piece of the green plant and steal a quick kiss. Meanwhile the tree shivered in the cold while 
the rest of that green plant slowly sucked the life out of its branches. The end. 

Charming story, I know. But that, in a nutshell is the history of a particular Christmas tradition involving 
a particular green plant with telltale berries, and if you peaked at the sermon title you already know what it is: 
mistletoe. No matter what you might think about that particular tradition—some might find it charming, others 
questionable or outdated—the plant itself isn’t quite so endearing. It’s actually a parasite. It germinates in the 
branch of a tree, and at first it can exist more or less independently, just using the branch for support, but 
eventually it pierces through the bark and starts sucking water and nutrients out of the tree itself. And if it grows 
too long unchecked, it can actually kill a tree altogether.  

And I’m wondering whether Zechariah might think we have too much mistletoe. 

Might not be immediately obvious when we read that passage a minute ago, but what Zechariah is talking 
about is something not that far off from mistletoe. 

Here’s what’s going on. About two years have passed since last week, and it suggests that we are smack 
dab in the middle of rebuilding the temple. In other words, right in the middle of this big effort, preparing a place 
for the Lord. 

The people of a town called Bethel, up north of Jerusalem, sent emissaries to Jerusalem, and they asked, 
“Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for so many years?” Translated, those 
practices are thought to have been fasts and disciplines adopted during the exile focused on hope for rebuilding 
the temple, so what they’re asking is, is it good that we’re doing these pious things as we prepare a place for the 
Lord?  
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Now what about something like mistletoe, or really any of the traditions or practices we might have around 
this season, do we really think of them like mourning or abstinence or fasting? Probably not so much, but think 
about it for a second, and they kind of play a similar role. Whether it’s mistletoe, or decorating a tree, or going 
Christmas caroling, or whatever it might be, these are things we do around this season, getting us into the spirit.  

I remember one in particular from growing up. We used to have this small musical bell painted gold and 
glittery. When you pulled the string in the middle of it, it would play a Christmas song. What we would do is 
hang it up in the threshold between two rooms, and when I was a kid, over and over I would ask my parents to 
lift me up to the bell so that I could pull the string. Over and over I did that over all those years, and honestly if 
that bell had disappeared, I think it wouldn’t have felt quite like Christmas. It would’ve been harder to really get 
into the Christmas spirit.  

That’s kind of the role that these practices seemed to have for the people of Bethel, coming to seek the 
Lord’s favor. These practices, they’d probably say, helped them get into the “temple spirit,” so to speak. So, they 
came to see if they should keep doing them.  

 Now my guess is that it wasn’t really a question. They weren’t really asking whether it was a good thing. 
I think they were just looking for affirmation and acknowledgment of how pious they were being, so the answer 
they get probably surprised them. 

 Zechariah responds with another word from the Lord: “When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month 
and in the seventh, for these seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, 
do you not eat and drink only for yourselves?” Kind of a shot across the bow. They were expecting just a check 
mark from the priest, saying “Carry on, good and faithful people.” Instead they got checked pretty hard. Zechariah 
calls them out: “Have you been doing these things for God, or have you been doing them for yourselves?”  

 Instead, he continues, these are the sorts of practices that would truly be in harmony with this work of 
preparing a place for the Lord: in v. 9, “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true judgments, show kindness and 
mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your 
hearts against one another.” Do that, he seems to be saying, and you will build up this temple in your practices. 

 So a question that comes to mind for me is, what does Zechariah have against mourning or abstinence or 
fasting—and for that matter what does God have against them? Is it wrong for the people to be embracing these 
disciplines, disciplines that we see plenty of positive examples of elsewhere? Why does Zechariah go and bite 
their heads off? 

 And along the same lines, what would Zechariah have against mistletoe, or my glittery gold musical bell? 
I loved that bell. Surely there wouldn’t be anything wrong with it. I mean what are we supposed to do? Just strip 
everything down to the studs when it comes to Christmas? No frills, no adornments, nothing that could possibly 
distract us. Kind of takes the wonder out of the season if you ask me. 

 I had a friend in ministry who took that very approach. He had gotten so fed up (for a number of reasons) 
with all of what he saw to be excess and distraction around Christmas that he and his wife both embraced a pretty 
spartan approach to Advent. For the four weeks of Advent, they didn’t decorate, didn’t put up lights, didn’t hum 
along to Jingle Bells, or any of that stuff. Not until Christmas morning and for the twelve days after it would they 
start to celebrate.  

 When it comes down to it, that is closer to the heritage of Advent. Historically the weeks before Christmas 
were intended to be weeks of preparation and reflection, then the twelve days after Christmas were the days for 
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celebration—that’s where that song “The Twelve Days of Christmas” comes from. So, their approach to Advent 
and Christmas and celebrating Christ’s birth was definitely consistent with liturgical practice for centuries. 

 But short of doing that, of jettisoning any kind of distraction during these weeks of Advent, what are we 
supposed to do about some of these practices, these traditions that hold such a prominent, cherished place in this 
season for us?  

 And that brings us back to mistletoe, because what’s so wrong about it? In short, nothing’s wrong with 
mistletoe, not in and of itself at least; it’s a plant. Nothing wrong with golden musical bells either. Nor is there 
anything wrong with mourning or abstinence or fasting for that matter. The practices, the traditions themselves 
aren’t the issue. It’s the heart behind them. It’s what the traditions point to. It’s the question Zechariah posed to 
them: all those years you’ve been doing these things, were they for God, or were they for you? 

 That same question comes to us, whether it’s mistletoe or golden bells. All those years we’ve been doing 
those things, are they for God, or are they for us?  If they’re for God, it’s like a small mistletoe plant, just perched 
on a branch, not really hurting anything, just a bit of adornment that’s not a distraction but rather a complement 
to the season. And even better can actually guide us to be even more aware of the season’s importance. 

 But if they’re for ourselves, it’s like what happens when mistletoe grows. It pierces into the branch and 
starts to drain and hurt and maybe even kill the very thing that had been giving it life. 

 Last week as our staff were meeting, our Youth Director Kenton Gullion offered a short word from a 
devotional he had been reading from C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia. If you’re not familiar with that series, 
it’s like a fantasy series with Christian themes, with this one featuring a group of children, siblings, finding 
themselves in the magical, wintry land of Narnia.  

 At one point, trouble starts to hit, and they don’t know what to do, until they see a beautiful red robin 
trying to get their attention, seemingly wanting them to follow it, and they don’t know what to do, don’t know 
whether to trust it. And Kenton’s devotional then shared: 

 “All kinds of beautiful robins hop across our path each December; some lead us in the way we should go 
while others end up being just shiny glass or useless sawdust. In Advent, with its consumer bonanza, busy 
schedules, short days, and long nights, we can get disoriented.” And it goes on to say how even good things can 
distract us and may even be detrimental in our walk, in our preparation for the Lord. So how do we know the 
difference? 

 Well, the way we know the difference is asking the same question Zechariah did. These things we do and 
follow, are they for God, or are they for ourselves?  

So as we seek to “prepare him room,” what are some of those cherished things that we do in this season? 
What are they for you? In a lot of those cases, I suspect, absolutely nothing wrong with them. But this week, I 
invite you to take an honest look at them. Do you do them for God, or do you do them for yourselves? Maybe 
another way of asking that would be, do they point you toward the birth of Christ, or toward something else?  

 And if it’s toward something else, maybe think about trimming the branches so that what really gives life 
in this season can thrive and blossom. For when we’re tapped into that, we are truly preparing him room in our 
hearts. 

 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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Dr. Jay Howell 
December 5, 2021 

 

In the fourth year of King Darius, the word of the Lord came to Zechariah on the fourth day of the 
ninth month, which is Chislev. Now the people of Bethel had sent Sharezer and Regem-melech and 
their men, to entreat the favor of the Lord, and to ask the priests of the house of the Lord of hosts 
and the prophets, “Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for 
so many years?” Then the word of the Lord of hosts came to me: Say to all the people of the land 
and the priests: When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month and in the seventh, for these 
seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, do you not eat 
and drink only for yourselves? Were not these the words that the Lord proclaimed by the former 
prophets, when Jerusalem was inhabited and in prosperity, along with the towns around it, and 
when the Negeb and the Shephelah were inhabited? 

The word of the Lord came to Zechariah, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true 
judgments, show kindness and mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the 
alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your hearts against one another. But they refused to 
listen, and turned a stubborn shoulder, and stopped their ears in order not to hear. They made 
their hearts adamant in order not to hear the law and the words that the Lord of hosts had sent by 
his spirit through the former prophets. Therefore great wrath came from the Lord of hosts. Just 
as, when I called, they would not hear, so, when they called, I would not hear, says the Lord of 
hosts, and I scattered them with a whirlwind among all the nations that they had not known. Thus 
the land they left was desolate, so that no one went to and fro, and a pleasant land was made 
desolate. 

Zechariah 7:1-14 
 

 Last week we started our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room,” which you may have 
recognized is a phrase taken from the great Christmas hymn “Joy to the World.” “Let every heart prepare him 
room.” This is our response to the good news of Christmas. But what does it mean to “prepare him room”?  

We’re going a bit off the beaten path in this series, looking at a section of the prophetic Book of Zechariah, 
one of the so-called minor prophets. Shared a good bit last week on some of the history that leads up to Zechariah, 
but the quick recap is that as Israel was returning to their homeland after decades away in exile, they were 
commissioned by God to an especially important task: rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem, which is another way 
of saying, preparing a place for the Lord.  

Last week we found the people of Israel coming to grips with the harsh reality that this would be quite the 
effort. This week, we find some of the people seeking to reinstate some of their former practices. 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. 

Well, I did tell you last week that some of these weeks we’d be asking, “What on earth did we just read 
and what does that have to do with Christmas?” This is one of them. You heard it. Some guys named Sharezer 
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and Regem-melech, then a lot of talk about fasting and abstinence, wrapped up with the wrath of God and a 
desolate land. What does that have to do with Christmas? What does that have to do with Jesus? 

To try to answer that, I’d like to share with you a story about a tree. I know, now you’re thinking, “This 
doesn’t sound promising.” But hang in there. 

250 years ago, there was a tree in a field. Sat outside the servants’ quarters of a great English estate. This 
tree one day noticed that something had started growing on one of its branches. Just a small green plant with white 
berries. Seemed pretty harmless, so the tree didn’t pay it much mind. 

Some time passes, and the tree notices that this small, harmless green plant has gotten bigger. Still, it 
wasn’t hurting the tree. So the tree just kept an eye on it.  Some more time passes, and now the tree notices the 
small, harmless green plant wasn’t so small or harmless anymore. Now it had grown so that it was actually 
piercing into the branch and tapping into the tree itself for nutrients, and that branch was now starting to wither. 
The tree knew that this wasn’t good, so it waited, hoping that some of the servants in the house nearby would 
notice and take care of it.  

Then one day, it seemed like its hopes were answered. Late in December one year, after all the leaves had 
fallen, some servants came out of the house, climbed up the tree, went out to where the green plant was growing, 
and cut a part of the plant off the branch and took it back inside. Guess they’re just coming back for the rest of it 
later, the tree thought, but no one else came.  

Later that night, the tree could see a big party happening in the house, and noticed through a window that 
the very piece the servants had cut off was hanging over a threshold in between rooms. Two by two, people would 
stand underneath this piece of the green plant and steal a quick kiss. Meanwhile the tree shivered in the cold while 
the rest of that green plant slowly sucked the life out of its branches. The end. 

Charming story, I know. But that, in a nutshell is the history of a particular Christmas tradition involving 
a particular green plant with telltale berries, and if you peaked at the sermon title you already know what it is: 
mistletoe. No matter what you might think about that particular tradition—some might find it charming, others 
questionable or outdated—the plant itself isn’t quite so endearing. It’s actually a parasite. It germinates in the 
branch of a tree, and at first it can exist more or less independently, just using the branch for support, but 
eventually it pierces through the bark and starts sucking water and nutrients out of the tree itself. And if it grows 
too long unchecked, it can actually kill a tree altogether.  

And I’m wondering whether Zechariah might think we have too much mistletoe. 

Might not be immediately obvious when we read that passage a minute ago, but what Zechariah is talking 
about is something not that far off from mistletoe. 

Here’s what’s going on. About two years have passed since last week, and it suggests that we are smack 
dab in the middle of rebuilding the temple. In other words, right in the middle of this big effort, preparing a place 
for the Lord. 

The people of a town called Bethel, up north of Jerusalem, sent emissaries to Jerusalem, and they asked, 
“Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for so many years?” Translated, those 
practices are thought to have been fasts and disciplines adopted during the exile focused on hope for rebuilding 
the temple, so what they’re asking is, is it good that we’re doing these pious things as we prepare a place for the 
Lord?  
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Now what about something like mistletoe, or really any of the traditions or practices we might have around 
this season, do we really think of them like mourning or abstinence or fasting? Probably not so much, but think 
about it for a second, and they kind of play a similar role. Whether it’s mistletoe, or decorating a tree, or going 
Christmas caroling, or whatever it might be, these are things we do around this season, getting us into the spirit.  

I remember one in particular from growing up. We used to have this small musical bell painted gold and 
glittery. When you pulled the string in the middle of it, it would play a Christmas song. What we would do is 
hang it up in the threshold between two rooms, and when I was a kid, over and over I would ask my parents to 
lift me up to the bell so that I could pull the string. Over and over I did that over all those years, and honestly if 
that bell had disappeared, I think it wouldn’t have felt quite like Christmas. It would’ve been harder to really get 
into the Christmas spirit.  

That’s kind of the role that these practices seemed to have for the people of Bethel, coming to seek the 
Lord’s favor. These practices, they’d probably say, helped them get into the “temple spirit,” so to speak. So, they 
came to see if they should keep doing them.  

 Now my guess is that it wasn’t really a question. They weren’t really asking whether it was a good thing. 
I think they were just looking for affirmation and acknowledgment of how pious they were being, so the answer 
they get probably surprised them. 

 Zechariah responds with another word from the Lord: “When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month 
and in the seventh, for these seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, 
do you not eat and drink only for yourselves?” Kind of a shot across the bow. They were expecting just a check 
mark from the priest, saying “Carry on, good and faithful people.” Instead they got checked pretty hard. Zechariah 
calls them out: “Have you been doing these things for God, or have you been doing them for yourselves?”  

 Instead, he continues, these are the sorts of practices that would truly be in harmony with this work of 
preparing a place for the Lord: in v. 9, “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true judgments, show kindness and 
mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your 
hearts against one another.” Do that, he seems to be saying, and you will build up this temple in your practices. 

 So a question that comes to mind for me is, what does Zechariah have against mourning or abstinence or 
fasting—and for that matter what does God have against them? Is it wrong for the people to be embracing these 
disciplines, disciplines that we see plenty of positive examples of elsewhere? Why does Zechariah go and bite 
their heads off? 

 And along the same lines, what would Zechariah have against mistletoe, or my glittery gold musical bell? 
I loved that bell. Surely there wouldn’t be anything wrong with it. I mean what are we supposed to do? Just strip 
everything down to the studs when it comes to Christmas? No frills, no adornments, nothing that could possibly 
distract us. Kind of takes the wonder out of the season if you ask me. 

 I had a friend in ministry who took that very approach. He had gotten so fed up (for a number of reasons) 
with all of what he saw to be excess and distraction around Christmas that he and his wife both embraced a pretty 
spartan approach to Advent. For the four weeks of Advent, they didn’t decorate, didn’t put up lights, didn’t hum 
along to Jingle Bells, or any of that stuff. Not until Christmas morning and for the twelve days after it would they 
start to celebrate.  

 When it comes down to it, that is closer to the heritage of Advent. Historically the weeks before Christmas 
were intended to be weeks of preparation and reflection, then the twelve days after Christmas were the days for 
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celebration—that’s where that song “The Twelve Days of Christmas” comes from. So, their approach to Advent 
and Christmas and celebrating Christ’s birth was definitely consistent with liturgical practice for centuries. 

 But short of doing that, of jettisoning any kind of distraction during these weeks of Advent, what are we 
supposed to do about some of these practices, these traditions that hold such a prominent, cherished place in this 
season for us?  

 And that brings us back to mistletoe, because what’s so wrong about it? In short, nothing’s wrong with 
mistletoe, not in and of itself at least; it’s a plant. Nothing wrong with golden musical bells either. Nor is there 
anything wrong with mourning or abstinence or fasting for that matter. The practices, the traditions themselves 
aren’t the issue. It’s the heart behind them. It’s what the traditions point to. It’s the question Zechariah posed to 
them: all those years you’ve been doing these things, were they for God, or were they for you? 

 That same question comes to us, whether it’s mistletoe or golden bells. All those years we’ve been doing 
those things, are they for God, or are they for us?  If they’re for God, it’s like a small mistletoe plant, just perched 
on a branch, not really hurting anything, just a bit of adornment that’s not a distraction but rather a complement 
to the season. And even better can actually guide us to be even more aware of the season’s importance. 

 But if they’re for ourselves, it’s like what happens when mistletoe grows. It pierces into the branch and 
starts to drain and hurt and maybe even kill the very thing that had been giving it life. 

 Last week as our staff were meeting, our Youth Director Kenton Gullion offered a short word from a 
devotional he had been reading from C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia. If you’re not familiar with that series, 
it’s like a fantasy series with Christian themes, with this one featuring a group of children, siblings, finding 
themselves in the magical, wintry land of Narnia.  

 At one point, trouble starts to hit, and they don’t know what to do, until they see a beautiful red robin 
trying to get their attention, seemingly wanting them to follow it, and they don’t know what to do, don’t know 
whether to trust it. And Kenton’s devotional then shared: 

 “All kinds of beautiful robins hop across our path each December; some lead us in the way we should go 
while others end up being just shiny glass or useless sawdust. In Advent, with its consumer bonanza, busy 
schedules, short days, and long nights, we can get disoriented.” And it goes on to say how even good things can 
distract us and may even be detrimental in our walk, in our preparation for the Lord. So how do we know the 
difference? 

 Well, the way we know the difference is asking the same question Zechariah did. These things we do and 
follow, are they for God, or are they for ourselves?  

So as we seek to “prepare him room,” what are some of those cherished things that we do in this season? 
What are they for you? In a lot of those cases, I suspect, absolutely nothing wrong with them. But this week, I 
invite you to take an honest look at them. Do you do them for God, or do you do them for yourselves? Maybe 
another way of asking that would be, do they point you toward the birth of Christ, or toward something else?  

 And if it’s toward something else, maybe think about trimming the branches so that what really gives life 
in this season can thrive and blossom. For when we’re tapped into that, we are truly preparing him room in our 
hearts. 

 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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In the fourth year of King Darius, the word of the Lord came to Zechariah on the fourth day of the 
ninth month, which is Chislev. Now the people of Bethel had sent Sharezer and Regem-melech and 
their men, to entreat the favor of the Lord, and to ask the priests of the house of the Lord of hosts 
and the prophets, “Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for 
so many years?” Then the word of the Lord of hosts came to me: Say to all the people of the land 
and the priests: When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month and in the seventh, for these 
seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, do you not eat 
and drink only for yourselves? Were not these the words that the Lord proclaimed by the former 
prophets, when Jerusalem was inhabited and in prosperity, along with the towns around it, and 
when the Negeb and the Shephelah were inhabited? 

The word of the Lord came to Zechariah, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true 
judgments, show kindness and mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the 
alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your hearts against one another. But they refused to 
listen, and turned a stubborn shoulder, and stopped their ears in order not to hear. They made 
their hearts adamant in order not to hear the law and the words that the Lord of hosts had sent by 
his spirit through the former prophets. Therefore great wrath came from the Lord of hosts. Just 
as, when I called, they would not hear, so, when they called, I would not hear, says the Lord of 
hosts, and I scattered them with a whirlwind among all the nations that they had not known. Thus 
the land they left was desolate, so that no one went to and fro, and a pleasant land was made 
desolate. 

Zechariah 7:1-14 
 

 Last week we started our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room,” which you may have 
recognized is a phrase taken from the great Christmas hymn “Joy to the World.” “Let every heart prepare him 
room.” This is our response to the good news of Christmas. But what does it mean to “prepare him room”?  

We’re going a bit off the beaten path in this series, looking at a section of the prophetic Book of Zechariah, 
one of the so-called minor prophets. Shared a good bit last week on some of the history that leads up to Zechariah, 
but the quick recap is that as Israel was returning to their homeland after decades away in exile, they were 
commissioned by God to an especially important task: rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem, which is another way 
of saying, preparing a place for the Lord.  

Last week we found the people of Israel coming to grips with the harsh reality that this would be quite the 
effort. This week, we find some of the people seeking to reinstate some of their former practices. 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. 

Well, I did tell you last week that some of these weeks we’d be asking, “What on earth did we just read 
and what does that have to do with Christmas?” This is one of them. You heard it. Some guys named Sharezer 
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and Regem-melech, then a lot of talk about fasting and abstinence, wrapped up with the wrath of God and a 
desolate land. What does that have to do with Christmas? What does that have to do with Jesus? 

To try to answer that, I’d like to share with you a story about a tree. I know, now you’re thinking, “This 
doesn’t sound promising.” But hang in there. 

250 years ago, there was a tree in a field. Sat outside the servants’ quarters of a great English estate. This 
tree one day noticed that something had started growing on one of its branches. Just a small green plant with white 
berries. Seemed pretty harmless, so the tree didn’t pay it much mind. 

Some time passes, and the tree notices that this small, harmless green plant has gotten bigger. Still, it 
wasn’t hurting the tree. So the tree just kept an eye on it.  Some more time passes, and now the tree notices the 
small, harmless green plant wasn’t so small or harmless anymore. Now it had grown so that it was actually 
piercing into the branch and tapping into the tree itself for nutrients, and that branch was now starting to wither. 
The tree knew that this wasn’t good, so it waited, hoping that some of the servants in the house nearby would 
notice and take care of it.  

Then one day, it seemed like its hopes were answered. Late in December one year, after all the leaves had 
fallen, some servants came out of the house, climbed up the tree, went out to where the green plant was growing, 
and cut a part of the plant off the branch and took it back inside. Guess they’re just coming back for the rest of it 
later, the tree thought, but no one else came.  

Later that night, the tree could see a big party happening in the house, and noticed through a window that 
the very piece the servants had cut off was hanging over a threshold in between rooms. Two by two, people would 
stand underneath this piece of the green plant and steal a quick kiss. Meanwhile the tree shivered in the cold while 
the rest of that green plant slowly sucked the life out of its branches. The end. 

Charming story, I know. But that, in a nutshell is the history of a particular Christmas tradition involving 
a particular green plant with telltale berries, and if you peaked at the sermon title you already know what it is: 
mistletoe. No matter what you might think about that particular tradition—some might find it charming, others 
questionable or outdated—the plant itself isn’t quite so endearing. It’s actually a parasite. It germinates in the 
branch of a tree, and at first it can exist more or less independently, just using the branch for support, but 
eventually it pierces through the bark and starts sucking water and nutrients out of the tree itself. And if it grows 
too long unchecked, it can actually kill a tree altogether.  

And I’m wondering whether Zechariah might think we have too much mistletoe. 

Might not be immediately obvious when we read that passage a minute ago, but what Zechariah is talking 
about is something not that far off from mistletoe. 

Here’s what’s going on. About two years have passed since last week, and it suggests that we are smack 
dab in the middle of rebuilding the temple. In other words, right in the middle of this big effort, preparing a place 
for the Lord. 

The people of a town called Bethel, up north of Jerusalem, sent emissaries to Jerusalem, and they asked, 
“Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for so many years?” Translated, those 
practices are thought to have been fasts and disciplines adopted during the exile focused on hope for rebuilding 
the temple, so what they’re asking is, is it good that we’re doing these pious things as we prepare a place for the 
Lord?  
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Now what about something like mistletoe, or really any of the traditions or practices we might have around 
this season, do we really think of them like mourning or abstinence or fasting? Probably not so much, but think 
about it for a second, and they kind of play a similar role. Whether it’s mistletoe, or decorating a tree, or going 
Christmas caroling, or whatever it might be, these are things we do around this season, getting us into the spirit.  

I remember one in particular from growing up. We used to have this small musical bell painted gold and 
glittery. When you pulled the string in the middle of it, it would play a Christmas song. What we would do is 
hang it up in the threshold between two rooms, and when I was a kid, over and over I would ask my parents to 
lift me up to the bell so that I could pull the string. Over and over I did that over all those years, and honestly if 
that bell had disappeared, I think it wouldn’t have felt quite like Christmas. It would’ve been harder to really get 
into the Christmas spirit.  

That’s kind of the role that these practices seemed to have for the people of Bethel, coming to seek the 
Lord’s favor. These practices, they’d probably say, helped them get into the “temple spirit,” so to speak. So, they 
came to see if they should keep doing them.  

 Now my guess is that it wasn’t really a question. They weren’t really asking whether it was a good thing. 
I think they were just looking for affirmation and acknowledgment of how pious they were being, so the answer 
they get probably surprised them. 

 Zechariah responds with another word from the Lord: “When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month 
and in the seventh, for these seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, 
do you not eat and drink only for yourselves?” Kind of a shot across the bow. They were expecting just a check 
mark from the priest, saying “Carry on, good and faithful people.” Instead they got checked pretty hard. Zechariah 
calls them out: “Have you been doing these things for God, or have you been doing them for yourselves?”  

 Instead, he continues, these are the sorts of practices that would truly be in harmony with this work of 
preparing a place for the Lord: in v. 9, “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true judgments, show kindness and 
mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your 
hearts against one another.” Do that, he seems to be saying, and you will build up this temple in your practices. 

 So a question that comes to mind for me is, what does Zechariah have against mourning or abstinence or 
fasting—and for that matter what does God have against them? Is it wrong for the people to be embracing these 
disciplines, disciplines that we see plenty of positive examples of elsewhere? Why does Zechariah go and bite 
their heads off? 

 And along the same lines, what would Zechariah have against mistletoe, or my glittery gold musical bell? 
I loved that bell. Surely there wouldn’t be anything wrong with it. I mean what are we supposed to do? Just strip 
everything down to the studs when it comes to Christmas? No frills, no adornments, nothing that could possibly 
distract us. Kind of takes the wonder out of the season if you ask me. 

 I had a friend in ministry who took that very approach. He had gotten so fed up (for a number of reasons) 
with all of what he saw to be excess and distraction around Christmas that he and his wife both embraced a pretty 
spartan approach to Advent. For the four weeks of Advent, they didn’t decorate, didn’t put up lights, didn’t hum 
along to Jingle Bells, or any of that stuff. Not until Christmas morning and for the twelve days after it would they 
start to celebrate.  

 When it comes down to it, that is closer to the heritage of Advent. Historically the weeks before Christmas 
were intended to be weeks of preparation and reflection, then the twelve days after Christmas were the days for 
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celebration—that’s where that song “The Twelve Days of Christmas” comes from. So, their approach to Advent 
and Christmas and celebrating Christ’s birth was definitely consistent with liturgical practice for centuries. 

 But short of doing that, of jettisoning any kind of distraction during these weeks of Advent, what are we 
supposed to do about some of these practices, these traditions that hold such a prominent, cherished place in this 
season for us?  

 And that brings us back to mistletoe, because what’s so wrong about it? In short, nothing’s wrong with 
mistletoe, not in and of itself at least; it’s a plant. Nothing wrong with golden musical bells either. Nor is there 
anything wrong with mourning or abstinence or fasting for that matter. The practices, the traditions themselves 
aren’t the issue. It’s the heart behind them. It’s what the traditions point to. It’s the question Zechariah posed to 
them: all those years you’ve been doing these things, were they for God, or were they for you? 

 That same question comes to us, whether it’s mistletoe or golden bells. All those years we’ve been doing 
those things, are they for God, or are they for us?  If they’re for God, it’s like a small mistletoe plant, just perched 
on a branch, not really hurting anything, just a bit of adornment that’s not a distraction but rather a complement 
to the season. And even better can actually guide us to be even more aware of the season’s importance. 

 But if they’re for ourselves, it’s like what happens when mistletoe grows. It pierces into the branch and 
starts to drain and hurt and maybe even kill the very thing that had been giving it life. 

 Last week as our staff were meeting, our Youth Director Kenton Gullion offered a short word from a 
devotional he had been reading from C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia. If you’re not familiar with that series, 
it’s like a fantasy series with Christian themes, with this one featuring a group of children, siblings, finding 
themselves in the magical, wintry land of Narnia.  

 At one point, trouble starts to hit, and they don’t know what to do, until they see a beautiful red robin 
trying to get their attention, seemingly wanting them to follow it, and they don’t know what to do, don’t know 
whether to trust it. And Kenton’s devotional then shared: 

 “All kinds of beautiful robins hop across our path each December; some lead us in the way we should go 
while others end up being just shiny glass or useless sawdust. In Advent, with its consumer bonanza, busy 
schedules, short days, and long nights, we can get disoriented.” And it goes on to say how even good things can 
distract us and may even be detrimental in our walk, in our preparation for the Lord. So how do we know the 
difference? 

 Well, the way we know the difference is asking the same question Zechariah did. These things we do and 
follow, are they for God, or are they for ourselves?  

So as we seek to “prepare him room,” what are some of those cherished things that we do in this season? 
What are they for you? In a lot of those cases, I suspect, absolutely nothing wrong with them. But this week, I 
invite you to take an honest look at them. Do you do them for God, or do you do them for yourselves? Maybe 
another way of asking that would be, do they point you toward the birth of Christ, or toward something else?  

 And if it’s toward something else, maybe think about trimming the branches so that what really gives life 
in this season can thrive and blossom. For when we’re tapped into that, we are truly preparing him room in our 
hearts. 

 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Mistletoe” 

Dr. Jay Howell 
December 5, 2021 

 

In the fourth year of King Darius, the word of the Lord came to Zechariah on the fourth day of the 
ninth month, which is Chislev. Now the people of Bethel had sent Sharezer and Regem-melech and 
their men, to entreat the favor of the Lord, and to ask the priests of the house of the Lord of hosts 
and the prophets, “Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for 
so many years?” Then the word of the Lord of hosts came to me: Say to all the people of the land 
and the priests: When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month and in the seventh, for these 
seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, do you not eat 
and drink only for yourselves? Were not these the words that the Lord proclaimed by the former 
prophets, when Jerusalem was inhabited and in prosperity, along with the towns around it, and 
when the Negeb and the Shephelah were inhabited? 

The word of the Lord came to Zechariah, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true 
judgments, show kindness and mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the 
alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your hearts against one another. But they refused to 
listen, and turned a stubborn shoulder, and stopped their ears in order not to hear. They made 
their hearts adamant in order not to hear the law and the words that the Lord of hosts had sent by 
his spirit through the former prophets. Therefore great wrath came from the Lord of hosts. Just 
as, when I called, they would not hear, so, when they called, I would not hear, says the Lord of 
hosts, and I scattered them with a whirlwind among all the nations that they had not known. Thus 
the land they left was desolate, so that no one went to and fro, and a pleasant land was made 
desolate. 

Zechariah 7:1-14 
 

 Last week we started our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room,” which you may have 
recognized is a phrase taken from the great Christmas hymn “Joy to the World.” “Let every heart prepare him 
room.” This is our response to the good news of Christmas. But what does it mean to “prepare him room”?  

We’re going a bit off the beaten path in this series, looking at a section of the prophetic Book of Zechariah, 
one of the so-called minor prophets. Shared a good bit last week on some of the history that leads up to Zechariah, 
but the quick recap is that as Israel was returning to their homeland after decades away in exile, they were 
commissioned by God to an especially important task: rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem, which is another way 
of saying, preparing a place for the Lord.  

Last week we found the people of Israel coming to grips with the harsh reality that this would be quite the 
effort. This week, we find some of the people seeking to reinstate some of their former practices. 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. 

Well, I did tell you last week that some of these weeks we’d be asking, “What on earth did we just read 
and what does that have to do with Christmas?” This is one of them. You heard it. Some guys named Sharezer 
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and Regem-melech, then a lot of talk about fasting and abstinence, wrapped up with the wrath of God and a 
desolate land. What does that have to do with Christmas? What does that have to do with Jesus? 

To try to answer that, I’d like to share with you a story about a tree. I know, now you’re thinking, “This 
doesn’t sound promising.” But hang in there. 

250 years ago, there was a tree in a field. Sat outside the servants’ quarters of a great English estate. This 
tree one day noticed that something had started growing on one of its branches. Just a small green plant with white 
berries. Seemed pretty harmless, so the tree didn’t pay it much mind. 

Some time passes, and the tree notices that this small, harmless green plant has gotten bigger. Still, it 
wasn’t hurting the tree. So the tree just kept an eye on it.  Some more time passes, and now the tree notices the 
small, harmless green plant wasn’t so small or harmless anymore. Now it had grown so that it was actually 
piercing into the branch and tapping into the tree itself for nutrients, and that branch was now starting to wither. 
The tree knew that this wasn’t good, so it waited, hoping that some of the servants in the house nearby would 
notice and take care of it.  

Then one day, it seemed like its hopes were answered. Late in December one year, after all the leaves had 
fallen, some servants came out of the house, climbed up the tree, went out to where the green plant was growing, 
and cut a part of the plant off the branch and took it back inside. Guess they’re just coming back for the rest of it 
later, the tree thought, but no one else came.  

Later that night, the tree could see a big party happening in the house, and noticed through a window that 
the very piece the servants had cut off was hanging over a threshold in between rooms. Two by two, people would 
stand underneath this piece of the green plant and steal a quick kiss. Meanwhile the tree shivered in the cold while 
the rest of that green plant slowly sucked the life out of its branches. The end. 

Charming story, I know. But that, in a nutshell is the history of a particular Christmas tradition involving 
a particular green plant with telltale berries, and if you peaked at the sermon title you already know what it is: 
mistletoe. No matter what you might think about that particular tradition—some might find it charming, others 
questionable or outdated—the plant itself isn’t quite so endearing. It’s actually a parasite. It germinates in the 
branch of a tree, and at first it can exist more or less independently, just using the branch for support, but 
eventually it pierces through the bark and starts sucking water and nutrients out of the tree itself. And if it grows 
too long unchecked, it can actually kill a tree altogether.  

And I’m wondering whether Zechariah might think we have too much mistletoe. 

Might not be immediately obvious when we read that passage a minute ago, but what Zechariah is talking 
about is something not that far off from mistletoe. 

Here’s what’s going on. About two years have passed since last week, and it suggests that we are smack 
dab in the middle of rebuilding the temple. In other words, right in the middle of this big effort, preparing a place 
for the Lord. 

The people of a town called Bethel, up north of Jerusalem, sent emissaries to Jerusalem, and they asked, 
“Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for so many years?” Translated, those 
practices are thought to have been fasts and disciplines adopted during the exile focused on hope for rebuilding 
the temple, so what they’re asking is, is it good that we’re doing these pious things as we prepare a place for the 
Lord?  
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Now what about something like mistletoe, or really any of the traditions or practices we might have around 
this season, do we really think of them like mourning or abstinence or fasting? Probably not so much, but think 
about it for a second, and they kind of play a similar role. Whether it’s mistletoe, or decorating a tree, or going 
Christmas caroling, or whatever it might be, these are things we do around this season, getting us into the spirit.  

I remember one in particular from growing up. We used to have this small musical bell painted gold and 
glittery. When you pulled the string in the middle of it, it would play a Christmas song. What we would do is 
hang it up in the threshold between two rooms, and when I was a kid, over and over I would ask my parents to 
lift me up to the bell so that I could pull the string. Over and over I did that over all those years, and honestly if 
that bell had disappeared, I think it wouldn’t have felt quite like Christmas. It would’ve been harder to really get 
into the Christmas spirit.  

That’s kind of the role that these practices seemed to have for the people of Bethel, coming to seek the 
Lord’s favor. These practices, they’d probably say, helped them get into the “temple spirit,” so to speak. So, they 
came to see if they should keep doing them.  

 Now my guess is that it wasn’t really a question. They weren’t really asking whether it was a good thing. 
I think they were just looking for affirmation and acknowledgment of how pious they were being, so the answer 
they get probably surprised them. 

 Zechariah responds with another word from the Lord: “When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month 
and in the seventh, for these seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, 
do you not eat and drink only for yourselves?” Kind of a shot across the bow. They were expecting just a check 
mark from the priest, saying “Carry on, good and faithful people.” Instead they got checked pretty hard. Zechariah 
calls them out: “Have you been doing these things for God, or have you been doing them for yourselves?”  

 Instead, he continues, these are the sorts of practices that would truly be in harmony with this work of 
preparing a place for the Lord: in v. 9, “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true judgments, show kindness and 
mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your 
hearts against one another.” Do that, he seems to be saying, and you will build up this temple in your practices. 

 So a question that comes to mind for me is, what does Zechariah have against mourning or abstinence or 
fasting—and for that matter what does God have against them? Is it wrong for the people to be embracing these 
disciplines, disciplines that we see plenty of positive examples of elsewhere? Why does Zechariah go and bite 
their heads off? 

 And along the same lines, what would Zechariah have against mistletoe, or my glittery gold musical bell? 
I loved that bell. Surely there wouldn’t be anything wrong with it. I mean what are we supposed to do? Just strip 
everything down to the studs when it comes to Christmas? No frills, no adornments, nothing that could possibly 
distract us. Kind of takes the wonder out of the season if you ask me. 

 I had a friend in ministry who took that very approach. He had gotten so fed up (for a number of reasons) 
with all of what he saw to be excess and distraction around Christmas that he and his wife both embraced a pretty 
spartan approach to Advent. For the four weeks of Advent, they didn’t decorate, didn’t put up lights, didn’t hum 
along to Jingle Bells, or any of that stuff. Not until Christmas morning and for the twelve days after it would they 
start to celebrate.  

 When it comes down to it, that is closer to the heritage of Advent. Historically the weeks before Christmas 
were intended to be weeks of preparation and reflection, then the twelve days after Christmas were the days for 
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celebration—that’s where that song “The Twelve Days of Christmas” comes from. So, their approach to Advent 
and Christmas and celebrating Christ’s birth was definitely consistent with liturgical practice for centuries. 

 But short of doing that, of jettisoning any kind of distraction during these weeks of Advent, what are we 
supposed to do about some of these practices, these traditions that hold such a prominent, cherished place in this 
season for us?  

 And that brings us back to mistletoe, because what’s so wrong about it? In short, nothing’s wrong with 
mistletoe, not in and of itself at least; it’s a plant. Nothing wrong with golden musical bells either. Nor is there 
anything wrong with mourning or abstinence or fasting for that matter. The practices, the traditions themselves 
aren’t the issue. It’s the heart behind them. It’s what the traditions point to. It’s the question Zechariah posed to 
them: all those years you’ve been doing these things, were they for God, or were they for you? 

 That same question comes to us, whether it’s mistletoe or golden bells. All those years we’ve been doing 
those things, are they for God, or are they for us?  If they’re for God, it’s like a small mistletoe plant, just perched 
on a branch, not really hurting anything, just a bit of adornment that’s not a distraction but rather a complement 
to the season. And even better can actually guide us to be even more aware of the season’s importance. 

 But if they’re for ourselves, it’s like what happens when mistletoe grows. It pierces into the branch and 
starts to drain and hurt and maybe even kill the very thing that had been giving it life. 

 Last week as our staff were meeting, our Youth Director Kenton Gullion offered a short word from a 
devotional he had been reading from C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia. If you’re not familiar with that series, 
it’s like a fantasy series with Christian themes, with this one featuring a group of children, siblings, finding 
themselves in the magical, wintry land of Narnia.  

 At one point, trouble starts to hit, and they don’t know what to do, until they see a beautiful red robin 
trying to get their attention, seemingly wanting them to follow it, and they don’t know what to do, don’t know 
whether to trust it. And Kenton’s devotional then shared: 

 “All kinds of beautiful robins hop across our path each December; some lead us in the way we should go 
while others end up being just shiny glass or useless sawdust. In Advent, with its consumer bonanza, busy 
schedules, short days, and long nights, we can get disoriented.” And it goes on to say how even good things can 
distract us and may even be detrimental in our walk, in our preparation for the Lord. So how do we know the 
difference? 

 Well, the way we know the difference is asking the same question Zechariah did. These things we do and 
follow, are they for God, or are they for ourselves?  

So as we seek to “prepare him room,” what are some of those cherished things that we do in this season? 
What are they for you? In a lot of those cases, I suspect, absolutely nothing wrong with them. But this week, I 
invite you to take an honest look at them. Do you do them for God, or do you do them for yourselves? Maybe 
another way of asking that would be, do they point you toward the birth of Christ, or toward something else?  

 And if it’s toward something else, maybe think about trimming the branches so that what really gives life 
in this season can thrive and blossom. For when we’re tapped into that, we are truly preparing him room in our 
hearts. 

 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Mistletoe” 

Dr. Jay Howell 
December 5, 2021 

 

In the fourth year of King Darius, the word of the Lord came to Zechariah on the fourth day of the 
ninth month, which is Chislev. Now the people of Bethel had sent Sharezer and Regem-melech and 
their men, to entreat the favor of the Lord, and to ask the priests of the house of the Lord of hosts 
and the prophets, “Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for 
so many years?” Then the word of the Lord of hosts came to me: Say to all the people of the land 
and the priests: When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month and in the seventh, for these 
seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, do you not eat 
and drink only for yourselves? Were not these the words that the Lord proclaimed by the former 
prophets, when Jerusalem was inhabited and in prosperity, along with the towns around it, and 
when the Negeb and the Shephelah were inhabited? 

The word of the Lord came to Zechariah, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true 
judgments, show kindness and mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the 
alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your hearts against one another. But they refused to 
listen, and turned a stubborn shoulder, and stopped their ears in order not to hear. They made 
their hearts adamant in order not to hear the law and the words that the Lord of hosts had sent by 
his spirit through the former prophets. Therefore great wrath came from the Lord of hosts. Just 
as, when I called, they would not hear, so, when they called, I would not hear, says the Lord of 
hosts, and I scattered them with a whirlwind among all the nations that they had not known. Thus 
the land they left was desolate, so that no one went to and fro, and a pleasant land was made 
desolate. 

Zechariah 7:1-14 
 

 Last week we started our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room,” which you may have 
recognized is a phrase taken from the great Christmas hymn “Joy to the World.” “Let every heart prepare him 
room.” This is our response to the good news of Christmas. But what does it mean to “prepare him room”?  

We’re going a bit off the beaten path in this series, looking at a section of the prophetic Book of Zechariah, 
one of the so-called minor prophets. Shared a good bit last week on some of the history that leads up to Zechariah, 
but the quick recap is that as Israel was returning to their homeland after decades away in exile, they were 
commissioned by God to an especially important task: rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem, which is another way 
of saying, preparing a place for the Lord.  

Last week we found the people of Israel coming to grips with the harsh reality that this would be quite the 
effort. This week, we find some of the people seeking to reinstate some of their former practices. 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. 

Well, I did tell you last week that some of these weeks we’d be asking, “What on earth did we just read 
and what does that have to do with Christmas?” This is one of them. You heard it. Some guys named Sharezer 
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and Regem-melech, then a lot of talk about fasting and abstinence, wrapped up with the wrath of God and a 
desolate land. What does that have to do with Christmas? What does that have to do with Jesus? 

To try to answer that, I’d like to share with you a story about a tree. I know, now you’re thinking, “This 
doesn’t sound promising.” But hang in there. 

250 years ago, there was a tree in a field. Sat outside the servants’ quarters of a great English estate. This 
tree one day noticed that something had started growing on one of its branches. Just a small green plant with white 
berries. Seemed pretty harmless, so the tree didn’t pay it much mind. 

Some time passes, and the tree notices that this small, harmless green plant has gotten bigger. Still, it 
wasn’t hurting the tree. So the tree just kept an eye on it.  Some more time passes, and now the tree notices the 
small, harmless green plant wasn’t so small or harmless anymore. Now it had grown so that it was actually 
piercing into the branch and tapping into the tree itself for nutrients, and that branch was now starting to wither. 
The tree knew that this wasn’t good, so it waited, hoping that some of the servants in the house nearby would 
notice and take care of it.  

Then one day, it seemed like its hopes were answered. Late in December one year, after all the leaves had 
fallen, some servants came out of the house, climbed up the tree, went out to where the green plant was growing, 
and cut a part of the plant off the branch and took it back inside. Guess they’re just coming back for the rest of it 
later, the tree thought, but no one else came.  

Later that night, the tree could see a big party happening in the house, and noticed through a window that 
the very piece the servants had cut off was hanging over a threshold in between rooms. Two by two, people would 
stand underneath this piece of the green plant and steal a quick kiss. Meanwhile the tree shivered in the cold while 
the rest of that green plant slowly sucked the life out of its branches. The end. 

Charming story, I know. But that, in a nutshell is the history of a particular Christmas tradition involving 
a particular green plant with telltale berries, and if you peaked at the sermon title you already know what it is: 
mistletoe. No matter what you might think about that particular tradition—some might find it charming, others 
questionable or outdated—the plant itself isn’t quite so endearing. It’s actually a parasite. It germinates in the 
branch of a tree, and at first it can exist more or less independently, just using the branch for support, but 
eventually it pierces through the bark and starts sucking water and nutrients out of the tree itself. And if it grows 
too long unchecked, it can actually kill a tree altogether.  

And I’m wondering whether Zechariah might think we have too much mistletoe. 

Might not be immediately obvious when we read that passage a minute ago, but what Zechariah is talking 
about is something not that far off from mistletoe. 

Here’s what’s going on. About two years have passed since last week, and it suggests that we are smack 
dab in the middle of rebuilding the temple. In other words, right in the middle of this big effort, preparing a place 
for the Lord. 

The people of a town called Bethel, up north of Jerusalem, sent emissaries to Jerusalem, and they asked, 
“Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for so many years?” Translated, those 
practices are thought to have been fasts and disciplines adopted during the exile focused on hope for rebuilding 
the temple, so what they’re asking is, is it good that we’re doing these pious things as we prepare a place for the 
Lord?  
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Now what about something like mistletoe, or really any of the traditions or practices we might have around 
this season, do we really think of them like mourning or abstinence or fasting? Probably not so much, but think 
about it for a second, and they kind of play a similar role. Whether it’s mistletoe, or decorating a tree, or going 
Christmas caroling, or whatever it might be, these are things we do around this season, getting us into the spirit.  

I remember one in particular from growing up. We used to have this small musical bell painted gold and 
glittery. When you pulled the string in the middle of it, it would play a Christmas song. What we would do is 
hang it up in the threshold between two rooms, and when I was a kid, over and over I would ask my parents to 
lift me up to the bell so that I could pull the string. Over and over I did that over all those years, and honestly if 
that bell had disappeared, I think it wouldn’t have felt quite like Christmas. It would’ve been harder to really get 
into the Christmas spirit.  

That’s kind of the role that these practices seemed to have for the people of Bethel, coming to seek the 
Lord’s favor. These practices, they’d probably say, helped them get into the “temple spirit,” so to speak. So, they 
came to see if they should keep doing them.  

 Now my guess is that it wasn’t really a question. They weren’t really asking whether it was a good thing. 
I think they were just looking for affirmation and acknowledgment of how pious they were being, so the answer 
they get probably surprised them. 

 Zechariah responds with another word from the Lord: “When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month 
and in the seventh, for these seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, 
do you not eat and drink only for yourselves?” Kind of a shot across the bow. They were expecting just a check 
mark from the priest, saying “Carry on, good and faithful people.” Instead they got checked pretty hard. Zechariah 
calls them out: “Have you been doing these things for God, or have you been doing them for yourselves?”  

 Instead, he continues, these are the sorts of practices that would truly be in harmony with this work of 
preparing a place for the Lord: in v. 9, “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true judgments, show kindness and 
mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your 
hearts against one another.” Do that, he seems to be saying, and you will build up this temple in your practices. 

 So a question that comes to mind for me is, what does Zechariah have against mourning or abstinence or 
fasting—and for that matter what does God have against them? Is it wrong for the people to be embracing these 
disciplines, disciplines that we see plenty of positive examples of elsewhere? Why does Zechariah go and bite 
their heads off? 

 And along the same lines, what would Zechariah have against mistletoe, or my glittery gold musical bell? 
I loved that bell. Surely there wouldn’t be anything wrong with it. I mean what are we supposed to do? Just strip 
everything down to the studs when it comes to Christmas? No frills, no adornments, nothing that could possibly 
distract us. Kind of takes the wonder out of the season if you ask me. 

 I had a friend in ministry who took that very approach. He had gotten so fed up (for a number of reasons) 
with all of what he saw to be excess and distraction around Christmas that he and his wife both embraced a pretty 
spartan approach to Advent. For the four weeks of Advent, they didn’t decorate, didn’t put up lights, didn’t hum 
along to Jingle Bells, or any of that stuff. Not until Christmas morning and for the twelve days after it would they 
start to celebrate.  

 When it comes down to it, that is closer to the heritage of Advent. Historically the weeks before Christmas 
were intended to be weeks of preparation and reflection, then the twelve days after Christmas were the days for 
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celebration—that’s where that song “The Twelve Days of Christmas” comes from. So, their approach to Advent 
and Christmas and celebrating Christ’s birth was definitely consistent with liturgical practice for centuries. 

 But short of doing that, of jettisoning any kind of distraction during these weeks of Advent, what are we 
supposed to do about some of these practices, these traditions that hold such a prominent, cherished place in this 
season for us?  

 And that brings us back to mistletoe, because what’s so wrong about it? In short, nothing’s wrong with 
mistletoe, not in and of itself at least; it’s a plant. Nothing wrong with golden musical bells either. Nor is there 
anything wrong with mourning or abstinence or fasting for that matter. The practices, the traditions themselves 
aren’t the issue. It’s the heart behind them. It’s what the traditions point to. It’s the question Zechariah posed to 
them: all those years you’ve been doing these things, were they for God, or were they for you? 

 That same question comes to us, whether it’s mistletoe or golden bells. All those years we’ve been doing 
those things, are they for God, or are they for us?  If they’re for God, it’s like a small mistletoe plant, just perched 
on a branch, not really hurting anything, just a bit of adornment that’s not a distraction but rather a complement 
to the season. And even better can actually guide us to be even more aware of the season’s importance. 

 But if they’re for ourselves, it’s like what happens when mistletoe grows. It pierces into the branch and 
starts to drain and hurt and maybe even kill the very thing that had been giving it life. 

 Last week as our staff were meeting, our Youth Director Kenton Gullion offered a short word from a 
devotional he had been reading from C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia. If you’re not familiar with that series, 
it’s like a fantasy series with Christian themes, with this one featuring a group of children, siblings, finding 
themselves in the magical, wintry land of Narnia.  

 At one point, trouble starts to hit, and they don’t know what to do, until they see a beautiful red robin 
trying to get their attention, seemingly wanting them to follow it, and they don’t know what to do, don’t know 
whether to trust it. And Kenton’s devotional then shared: 

 “All kinds of beautiful robins hop across our path each December; some lead us in the way we should go 
while others end up being just shiny glass or useless sawdust. In Advent, with its consumer bonanza, busy 
schedules, short days, and long nights, we can get disoriented.” And it goes on to say how even good things can 
distract us and may even be detrimental in our walk, in our preparation for the Lord. So how do we know the 
difference? 

 Well, the way we know the difference is asking the same question Zechariah did. These things we do and 
follow, are they for God, or are they for ourselves?  

So as we seek to “prepare him room,” what are some of those cherished things that we do in this season? 
What are they for you? In a lot of those cases, I suspect, absolutely nothing wrong with them. But this week, I 
invite you to take an honest look at them. Do you do them for God, or do you do them for yourselves? Maybe 
another way of asking that would be, do they point you toward the birth of Christ, or toward something else?  

 And if it’s toward something else, maybe think about trimming the branches so that what really gives life 
in this season can thrive and blossom. For when we’re tapped into that, we are truly preparing him room in our 
hearts. 

 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Mistletoe” 

Dr. Jay Howell 
December 5, 2021 

 

In the fourth year of King Darius, the word of the Lord came to Zechariah on the fourth day of the 
ninth month, which is Chislev. Now the people of Bethel had sent Sharezer and Regem-melech and 
their men, to entreat the favor of the Lord, and to ask the priests of the house of the Lord of hosts 
and the prophets, “Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for 
so many years?” Then the word of the Lord of hosts came to me: Say to all the people of the land 
and the priests: When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month and in the seventh, for these 
seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, do you not eat 
and drink only for yourselves? Were not these the words that the Lord proclaimed by the former 
prophets, when Jerusalem was inhabited and in prosperity, along with the towns around it, and 
when the Negeb and the Shephelah were inhabited? 

The word of the Lord came to Zechariah, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true 
judgments, show kindness and mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the 
alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your hearts against one another. But they refused to 
listen, and turned a stubborn shoulder, and stopped their ears in order not to hear. They made 
their hearts adamant in order not to hear the law and the words that the Lord of hosts had sent by 
his spirit through the former prophets. Therefore great wrath came from the Lord of hosts. Just 
as, when I called, they would not hear, so, when they called, I would not hear, says the Lord of 
hosts, and I scattered them with a whirlwind among all the nations that they had not known. Thus 
the land they left was desolate, so that no one went to and fro, and a pleasant land was made 
desolate. 

Zechariah 7:1-14 
 

 Last week we started our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room,” which you may have 
recognized is a phrase taken from the great Christmas hymn “Joy to the World.” “Let every heart prepare him 
room.” This is our response to the good news of Christmas. But what does it mean to “prepare him room”?  

We’re going a bit off the beaten path in this series, looking at a section of the prophetic Book of Zechariah, 
one of the so-called minor prophets. Shared a good bit last week on some of the history that leads up to Zechariah, 
but the quick recap is that as Israel was returning to their homeland after decades away in exile, they were 
commissioned by God to an especially important task: rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem, which is another way 
of saying, preparing a place for the Lord.  

Last week we found the people of Israel coming to grips with the harsh reality that this would be quite the 
effort. This week, we find some of the people seeking to reinstate some of their former practices. 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. 

Well, I did tell you last week that some of these weeks we’d be asking, “What on earth did we just read 
and what does that have to do with Christmas?” This is one of them. You heard it. Some guys named Sharezer 



2 
 

and Regem-melech, then a lot of talk about fasting and abstinence, wrapped up with the wrath of God and a 
desolate land. What does that have to do with Christmas? What does that have to do with Jesus? 

To try to answer that, I’d like to share with you a story about a tree. I know, now you’re thinking, “This 
doesn’t sound promising.” But hang in there. 

250 years ago, there was a tree in a field. Sat outside the servants’ quarters of a great English estate. This 
tree one day noticed that something had started growing on one of its branches. Just a small green plant with white 
berries. Seemed pretty harmless, so the tree didn’t pay it much mind. 

Some time passes, and the tree notices that this small, harmless green plant has gotten bigger. Still, it 
wasn’t hurting the tree. So the tree just kept an eye on it.  Some more time passes, and now the tree notices the 
small, harmless green plant wasn’t so small or harmless anymore. Now it had grown so that it was actually 
piercing into the branch and tapping into the tree itself for nutrients, and that branch was now starting to wither. 
The tree knew that this wasn’t good, so it waited, hoping that some of the servants in the house nearby would 
notice and take care of it.  

Then one day, it seemed like its hopes were answered. Late in December one year, after all the leaves had 
fallen, some servants came out of the house, climbed up the tree, went out to where the green plant was growing, 
and cut a part of the plant off the branch and took it back inside. Guess they’re just coming back for the rest of it 
later, the tree thought, but no one else came.  

Later that night, the tree could see a big party happening in the house, and noticed through a window that 
the very piece the servants had cut off was hanging over a threshold in between rooms. Two by two, people would 
stand underneath this piece of the green plant and steal a quick kiss. Meanwhile the tree shivered in the cold while 
the rest of that green plant slowly sucked the life out of its branches. The end. 

Charming story, I know. But that, in a nutshell is the history of a particular Christmas tradition involving 
a particular green plant with telltale berries, and if you peaked at the sermon title you already know what it is: 
mistletoe. No matter what you might think about that particular tradition—some might find it charming, others 
questionable or outdated—the plant itself isn’t quite so endearing. It’s actually a parasite. It germinates in the 
branch of a tree, and at first it can exist more or less independently, just using the branch for support, but 
eventually it pierces through the bark and starts sucking water and nutrients out of the tree itself. And if it grows 
too long unchecked, it can actually kill a tree altogether.  

And I’m wondering whether Zechariah might think we have too much mistletoe. 

Might not be immediately obvious when we read that passage a minute ago, but what Zechariah is talking 
about is something not that far off from mistletoe. 

Here’s what’s going on. About two years have passed since last week, and it suggests that we are smack 
dab in the middle of rebuilding the temple. In other words, right in the middle of this big effort, preparing a place 
for the Lord. 

The people of a town called Bethel, up north of Jerusalem, sent emissaries to Jerusalem, and they asked, 
“Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for so many years?” Translated, those 
practices are thought to have been fasts and disciplines adopted during the exile focused on hope for rebuilding 
the temple, so what they’re asking is, is it good that we’re doing these pious things as we prepare a place for the 
Lord?  
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Now what about something like mistletoe, or really any of the traditions or practices we might have around 
this season, do we really think of them like mourning or abstinence or fasting? Probably not so much, but think 
about it for a second, and they kind of play a similar role. Whether it’s mistletoe, or decorating a tree, or going 
Christmas caroling, or whatever it might be, these are things we do around this season, getting us into the spirit.  

I remember one in particular from growing up. We used to have this small musical bell painted gold and 
glittery. When you pulled the string in the middle of it, it would play a Christmas song. What we would do is 
hang it up in the threshold between two rooms, and when I was a kid, over and over I would ask my parents to 
lift me up to the bell so that I could pull the string. Over and over I did that over all those years, and honestly if 
that bell had disappeared, I think it wouldn’t have felt quite like Christmas. It would’ve been harder to really get 
into the Christmas spirit.  

That’s kind of the role that these practices seemed to have for the people of Bethel, coming to seek the 
Lord’s favor. These practices, they’d probably say, helped them get into the “temple spirit,” so to speak. So, they 
came to see if they should keep doing them.  

 Now my guess is that it wasn’t really a question. They weren’t really asking whether it was a good thing. 
I think they were just looking for affirmation and acknowledgment of how pious they were being, so the answer 
they get probably surprised them. 

 Zechariah responds with another word from the Lord: “When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month 
and in the seventh, for these seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, 
do you not eat and drink only for yourselves?” Kind of a shot across the bow. They were expecting just a check 
mark from the priest, saying “Carry on, good and faithful people.” Instead they got checked pretty hard. Zechariah 
calls them out: “Have you been doing these things for God, or have you been doing them for yourselves?”  

 Instead, he continues, these are the sorts of practices that would truly be in harmony with this work of 
preparing a place for the Lord: in v. 9, “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true judgments, show kindness and 
mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your 
hearts against one another.” Do that, he seems to be saying, and you will build up this temple in your practices. 

 So a question that comes to mind for me is, what does Zechariah have against mourning or abstinence or 
fasting—and for that matter what does God have against them? Is it wrong for the people to be embracing these 
disciplines, disciplines that we see plenty of positive examples of elsewhere? Why does Zechariah go and bite 
their heads off? 

 And along the same lines, what would Zechariah have against mistletoe, or my glittery gold musical bell? 
I loved that bell. Surely there wouldn’t be anything wrong with it. I mean what are we supposed to do? Just strip 
everything down to the studs when it comes to Christmas? No frills, no adornments, nothing that could possibly 
distract us. Kind of takes the wonder out of the season if you ask me. 

 I had a friend in ministry who took that very approach. He had gotten so fed up (for a number of reasons) 
with all of what he saw to be excess and distraction around Christmas that he and his wife both embraced a pretty 
spartan approach to Advent. For the four weeks of Advent, they didn’t decorate, didn’t put up lights, didn’t hum 
along to Jingle Bells, or any of that stuff. Not until Christmas morning and for the twelve days after it would they 
start to celebrate.  

 When it comes down to it, that is closer to the heritage of Advent. Historically the weeks before Christmas 
were intended to be weeks of preparation and reflection, then the twelve days after Christmas were the days for 
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celebration—that’s where that song “The Twelve Days of Christmas” comes from. So, their approach to Advent 
and Christmas and celebrating Christ’s birth was definitely consistent with liturgical practice for centuries. 

 But short of doing that, of jettisoning any kind of distraction during these weeks of Advent, what are we 
supposed to do about some of these practices, these traditions that hold such a prominent, cherished place in this 
season for us?  

 And that brings us back to mistletoe, because what’s so wrong about it? In short, nothing’s wrong with 
mistletoe, not in and of itself at least; it’s a plant. Nothing wrong with golden musical bells either. Nor is there 
anything wrong with mourning or abstinence or fasting for that matter. The practices, the traditions themselves 
aren’t the issue. It’s the heart behind them. It’s what the traditions point to. It’s the question Zechariah posed to 
them: all those years you’ve been doing these things, were they for God, or were they for you? 

 That same question comes to us, whether it’s mistletoe or golden bells. All those years we’ve been doing 
those things, are they for God, or are they for us?  If they’re for God, it’s like a small mistletoe plant, just perched 
on a branch, not really hurting anything, just a bit of adornment that’s not a distraction but rather a complement 
to the season. And even better can actually guide us to be even more aware of the season’s importance. 

 But if they’re for ourselves, it’s like what happens when mistletoe grows. It pierces into the branch and 
starts to drain and hurt and maybe even kill the very thing that had been giving it life. 

 Last week as our staff were meeting, our Youth Director Kenton Gullion offered a short word from a 
devotional he had been reading from C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia. If you’re not familiar with that series, 
it’s like a fantasy series with Christian themes, with this one featuring a group of children, siblings, finding 
themselves in the magical, wintry land of Narnia.  

 At one point, trouble starts to hit, and they don’t know what to do, until they see a beautiful red robin 
trying to get their attention, seemingly wanting them to follow it, and they don’t know what to do, don’t know 
whether to trust it. And Kenton’s devotional then shared: 

 “All kinds of beautiful robins hop across our path each December; some lead us in the way we should go 
while others end up being just shiny glass or useless sawdust. In Advent, with its consumer bonanza, busy 
schedules, short days, and long nights, we can get disoriented.” And it goes on to say how even good things can 
distract us and may even be detrimental in our walk, in our preparation for the Lord. So how do we know the 
difference? 

 Well, the way we know the difference is asking the same question Zechariah did. These things we do and 
follow, are they for God, or are they for ourselves?  

So as we seek to “prepare him room,” what are some of those cherished things that we do in this season? 
What are they for you? In a lot of those cases, I suspect, absolutely nothing wrong with them. But this week, I 
invite you to take an honest look at them. Do you do them for God, or do you do them for yourselves? Maybe 
another way of asking that would be, do they point you toward the birth of Christ, or toward something else?  

 And if it’s toward something else, maybe think about trimming the branches so that what really gives life 
in this season can thrive and blossom. For when we’re tapped into that, we are truly preparing him room in our 
hearts. 

 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Mistletoe” 

Dr. Jay Howell 
December 5, 2021 

 

In the fourth year of King Darius, the word of the Lord came to Zechariah on the fourth day of the 
ninth month, which is Chislev. Now the people of Bethel had sent Sharezer and Regem-melech and 
their men, to entreat the favor of the Lord, and to ask the priests of the house of the Lord of hosts 
and the prophets, “Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for 
so many years?” Then the word of the Lord of hosts came to me: Say to all the people of the land 
and the priests: When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month and in the seventh, for these 
seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, do you not eat 
and drink only for yourselves? Were not these the words that the Lord proclaimed by the former 
prophets, when Jerusalem was inhabited and in prosperity, along with the towns around it, and 
when the Negeb and the Shephelah were inhabited? 

The word of the Lord came to Zechariah, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true 
judgments, show kindness and mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the 
alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your hearts against one another. But they refused to 
listen, and turned a stubborn shoulder, and stopped their ears in order not to hear. They made 
their hearts adamant in order not to hear the law and the words that the Lord of hosts had sent by 
his spirit through the former prophets. Therefore great wrath came from the Lord of hosts. Just 
as, when I called, they would not hear, so, when they called, I would not hear, says the Lord of 
hosts, and I scattered them with a whirlwind among all the nations that they had not known. Thus 
the land they left was desolate, so that no one went to and fro, and a pleasant land was made 
desolate. 

Zechariah 7:1-14 
 

 Last week we started our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room,” which you may have 
recognized is a phrase taken from the great Christmas hymn “Joy to the World.” “Let every heart prepare him 
room.” This is our response to the good news of Christmas. But what does it mean to “prepare him room”?  

We’re going a bit off the beaten path in this series, looking at a section of the prophetic Book of Zechariah, 
one of the so-called minor prophets. Shared a good bit last week on some of the history that leads up to Zechariah, 
but the quick recap is that as Israel was returning to their homeland after decades away in exile, they were 
commissioned by God to an especially important task: rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem, which is another way 
of saying, preparing a place for the Lord.  

Last week we found the people of Israel coming to grips with the harsh reality that this would be quite the 
effort. This week, we find some of the people seeking to reinstate some of their former practices. 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. 

Well, I did tell you last week that some of these weeks we’d be asking, “What on earth did we just read 
and what does that have to do with Christmas?” This is one of them. You heard it. Some guys named Sharezer 
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and Regem-melech, then a lot of talk about fasting and abstinence, wrapped up with the wrath of God and a 
desolate land. What does that have to do with Christmas? What does that have to do with Jesus? 

To try to answer that, I’d like to share with you a story about a tree. I know, now you’re thinking, “This 
doesn’t sound promising.” But hang in there. 

250 years ago, there was a tree in a field. Sat outside the servants’ quarters of a great English estate. This 
tree one day noticed that something had started growing on one of its branches. Just a small green plant with white 
berries. Seemed pretty harmless, so the tree didn’t pay it much mind. 

Some time passes, and the tree notices that this small, harmless green plant has gotten bigger. Still, it 
wasn’t hurting the tree. So the tree just kept an eye on it.  Some more time passes, and now the tree notices the 
small, harmless green plant wasn’t so small or harmless anymore. Now it had grown so that it was actually 
piercing into the branch and tapping into the tree itself for nutrients, and that branch was now starting to wither. 
The tree knew that this wasn’t good, so it waited, hoping that some of the servants in the house nearby would 
notice and take care of it.  

Then one day, it seemed like its hopes were answered. Late in December one year, after all the leaves had 
fallen, some servants came out of the house, climbed up the tree, went out to where the green plant was growing, 
and cut a part of the plant off the branch and took it back inside. Guess they’re just coming back for the rest of it 
later, the tree thought, but no one else came.  

Later that night, the tree could see a big party happening in the house, and noticed through a window that 
the very piece the servants had cut off was hanging over a threshold in between rooms. Two by two, people would 
stand underneath this piece of the green plant and steal a quick kiss. Meanwhile the tree shivered in the cold while 
the rest of that green plant slowly sucked the life out of its branches. The end. 

Charming story, I know. But that, in a nutshell is the history of a particular Christmas tradition involving 
a particular green plant with telltale berries, and if you peaked at the sermon title you already know what it is: 
mistletoe. No matter what you might think about that particular tradition—some might find it charming, others 
questionable or outdated—the plant itself isn’t quite so endearing. It’s actually a parasite. It germinates in the 
branch of a tree, and at first it can exist more or less independently, just using the branch for support, but 
eventually it pierces through the bark and starts sucking water and nutrients out of the tree itself. And if it grows 
too long unchecked, it can actually kill a tree altogether.  

And I’m wondering whether Zechariah might think we have too much mistletoe. 

Might not be immediately obvious when we read that passage a minute ago, but what Zechariah is talking 
about is something not that far off from mistletoe. 

Here’s what’s going on. About two years have passed since last week, and it suggests that we are smack 
dab in the middle of rebuilding the temple. In other words, right in the middle of this big effort, preparing a place 
for the Lord. 

The people of a town called Bethel, up north of Jerusalem, sent emissaries to Jerusalem, and they asked, 
“Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for so many years?” Translated, those 
practices are thought to have been fasts and disciplines adopted during the exile focused on hope for rebuilding 
the temple, so what they’re asking is, is it good that we’re doing these pious things as we prepare a place for the 
Lord?  
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Now what about something like mistletoe, or really any of the traditions or practices we might have around 
this season, do we really think of them like mourning or abstinence or fasting? Probably not so much, but think 
about it for a second, and they kind of play a similar role. Whether it’s mistletoe, or decorating a tree, or going 
Christmas caroling, or whatever it might be, these are things we do around this season, getting us into the spirit.  

I remember one in particular from growing up. We used to have this small musical bell painted gold and 
glittery. When you pulled the string in the middle of it, it would play a Christmas song. What we would do is 
hang it up in the threshold between two rooms, and when I was a kid, over and over I would ask my parents to 
lift me up to the bell so that I could pull the string. Over and over I did that over all those years, and honestly if 
that bell had disappeared, I think it wouldn’t have felt quite like Christmas. It would’ve been harder to really get 
into the Christmas spirit.  

That’s kind of the role that these practices seemed to have for the people of Bethel, coming to seek the 
Lord’s favor. These practices, they’d probably say, helped them get into the “temple spirit,” so to speak. So, they 
came to see if they should keep doing them.  

 Now my guess is that it wasn’t really a question. They weren’t really asking whether it was a good thing. 
I think they were just looking for affirmation and acknowledgment of how pious they were being, so the answer 
they get probably surprised them. 

 Zechariah responds with another word from the Lord: “When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month 
and in the seventh, for these seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, 
do you not eat and drink only for yourselves?” Kind of a shot across the bow. They were expecting just a check 
mark from the priest, saying “Carry on, good and faithful people.” Instead they got checked pretty hard. Zechariah 
calls them out: “Have you been doing these things for God, or have you been doing them for yourselves?”  

 Instead, he continues, these are the sorts of practices that would truly be in harmony with this work of 
preparing a place for the Lord: in v. 9, “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true judgments, show kindness and 
mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your 
hearts against one another.” Do that, he seems to be saying, and you will build up this temple in your practices. 

 So a question that comes to mind for me is, what does Zechariah have against mourning or abstinence or 
fasting—and for that matter what does God have against them? Is it wrong for the people to be embracing these 
disciplines, disciplines that we see plenty of positive examples of elsewhere? Why does Zechariah go and bite 
their heads off? 

 And along the same lines, what would Zechariah have against mistletoe, or my glittery gold musical bell? 
I loved that bell. Surely there wouldn’t be anything wrong with it. I mean what are we supposed to do? Just strip 
everything down to the studs when it comes to Christmas? No frills, no adornments, nothing that could possibly 
distract us. Kind of takes the wonder out of the season if you ask me. 

 I had a friend in ministry who took that very approach. He had gotten so fed up (for a number of reasons) 
with all of what he saw to be excess and distraction around Christmas that he and his wife both embraced a pretty 
spartan approach to Advent. For the four weeks of Advent, they didn’t decorate, didn’t put up lights, didn’t hum 
along to Jingle Bells, or any of that stuff. Not until Christmas morning and for the twelve days after it would they 
start to celebrate.  

 When it comes down to it, that is closer to the heritage of Advent. Historically the weeks before Christmas 
were intended to be weeks of preparation and reflection, then the twelve days after Christmas were the days for 
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celebration—that’s where that song “The Twelve Days of Christmas” comes from. So, their approach to Advent 
and Christmas and celebrating Christ’s birth was definitely consistent with liturgical practice for centuries. 

 But short of doing that, of jettisoning any kind of distraction during these weeks of Advent, what are we 
supposed to do about some of these practices, these traditions that hold such a prominent, cherished place in this 
season for us?  

 And that brings us back to mistletoe, because what’s so wrong about it? In short, nothing’s wrong with 
mistletoe, not in and of itself at least; it’s a plant. Nothing wrong with golden musical bells either. Nor is there 
anything wrong with mourning or abstinence or fasting for that matter. The practices, the traditions themselves 
aren’t the issue. It’s the heart behind them. It’s what the traditions point to. It’s the question Zechariah posed to 
them: all those years you’ve been doing these things, were they for God, or were they for you? 

 That same question comes to us, whether it’s mistletoe or golden bells. All those years we’ve been doing 
those things, are they for God, or are they for us?  If they’re for God, it’s like a small mistletoe plant, just perched 
on a branch, not really hurting anything, just a bit of adornment that’s not a distraction but rather a complement 
to the season. And even better can actually guide us to be even more aware of the season’s importance. 

 But if they’re for ourselves, it’s like what happens when mistletoe grows. It pierces into the branch and 
starts to drain and hurt and maybe even kill the very thing that had been giving it life. 

 Last week as our staff were meeting, our Youth Director Kenton Gullion offered a short word from a 
devotional he had been reading from C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia. If you’re not familiar with that series, 
it’s like a fantasy series with Christian themes, with this one featuring a group of children, siblings, finding 
themselves in the magical, wintry land of Narnia.  

 At one point, trouble starts to hit, and they don’t know what to do, until they see a beautiful red robin 
trying to get their attention, seemingly wanting them to follow it, and they don’t know what to do, don’t know 
whether to trust it. And Kenton’s devotional then shared: 

 “All kinds of beautiful robins hop across our path each December; some lead us in the way we should go 
while others end up being just shiny glass or useless sawdust. In Advent, with its consumer bonanza, busy 
schedules, short days, and long nights, we can get disoriented.” And it goes on to say how even good things can 
distract us and may even be detrimental in our walk, in our preparation for the Lord. So how do we know the 
difference? 

 Well, the way we know the difference is asking the same question Zechariah did. These things we do and 
follow, are they for God, or are they for ourselves?  

So as we seek to “prepare him room,” what are some of those cherished things that we do in this season? 
What are they for you? In a lot of those cases, I suspect, absolutely nothing wrong with them. But this week, I 
invite you to take an honest look at them. Do you do them for God, or do you do them for yourselves? Maybe 
another way of asking that would be, do they point you toward the birth of Christ, or toward something else?  

 And if it’s toward something else, maybe think about trimming the branches so that what really gives life 
in this season can thrive and blossom. For when we’re tapped into that, we are truly preparing him room in our 
hearts. 

 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Mistletoe” 
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In the fourth year of King Darius, the word of the Lord came to Zechariah on the fourth day of the 
ninth month, which is Chislev. Now the people of Bethel had sent Sharezer and Regem-melech and 
their men, to entreat the favor of the Lord, and to ask the priests of the house of the Lord of hosts 
and the prophets, “Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for 
so many years?” Then the word of the Lord of hosts came to me: Say to all the people of the land 
and the priests: When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month and in the seventh, for these 
seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, do you not eat 
and drink only for yourselves? Were not these the words that the Lord proclaimed by the former 
prophets, when Jerusalem was inhabited and in prosperity, along with the towns around it, and 
when the Negeb and the Shephelah were inhabited? 

The word of the Lord came to Zechariah, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true 
judgments, show kindness and mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the 
alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your hearts against one another. But they refused to 
listen, and turned a stubborn shoulder, and stopped their ears in order not to hear. They made 
their hearts adamant in order not to hear the law and the words that the Lord of hosts had sent by 
his spirit through the former prophets. Therefore great wrath came from the Lord of hosts. Just 
as, when I called, they would not hear, so, when they called, I would not hear, says the Lord of 
hosts, and I scattered them with a whirlwind among all the nations that they had not known. Thus 
the land they left was desolate, so that no one went to and fro, and a pleasant land was made 
desolate. 

Zechariah 7:1-14 
 

 Last week we started our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room,” which you may have 
recognized is a phrase taken from the great Christmas hymn “Joy to the World.” “Let every heart prepare him 
room.” This is our response to the good news of Christmas. But what does it mean to “prepare him room”?  

We’re going a bit off the beaten path in this series, looking at a section of the prophetic Book of Zechariah, 
one of the so-called minor prophets. Shared a good bit last week on some of the history that leads up to Zechariah, 
but the quick recap is that as Israel was returning to their homeland after decades away in exile, they were 
commissioned by God to an especially important task: rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem, which is another way 
of saying, preparing a place for the Lord.  

Last week we found the people of Israel coming to grips with the harsh reality that this would be quite the 
effort. This week, we find some of the people seeking to reinstate some of their former practices. 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. 

Well, I did tell you last week that some of these weeks we’d be asking, “What on earth did we just read 
and what does that have to do with Christmas?” This is one of them. You heard it. Some guys named Sharezer 
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and Regem-melech, then a lot of talk about fasting and abstinence, wrapped up with the wrath of God and a 
desolate land. What does that have to do with Christmas? What does that have to do with Jesus? 

To try to answer that, I’d like to share with you a story about a tree. I know, now you’re thinking, “This 
doesn’t sound promising.” But hang in there. 

250 years ago, there was a tree in a field. Sat outside the servants’ quarters of a great English estate. This 
tree one day noticed that something had started growing on one of its branches. Just a small green plant with white 
berries. Seemed pretty harmless, so the tree didn’t pay it much mind. 

Some time passes, and the tree notices that this small, harmless green plant has gotten bigger. Still, it 
wasn’t hurting the tree. So the tree just kept an eye on it.  Some more time passes, and now the tree notices the 
small, harmless green plant wasn’t so small or harmless anymore. Now it had grown so that it was actually 
piercing into the branch and tapping into the tree itself for nutrients, and that branch was now starting to wither. 
The tree knew that this wasn’t good, so it waited, hoping that some of the servants in the house nearby would 
notice and take care of it.  

Then one day, it seemed like its hopes were answered. Late in December one year, after all the leaves had 
fallen, some servants came out of the house, climbed up the tree, went out to where the green plant was growing, 
and cut a part of the plant off the branch and took it back inside. Guess they’re just coming back for the rest of it 
later, the tree thought, but no one else came.  

Later that night, the tree could see a big party happening in the house, and noticed through a window that 
the very piece the servants had cut off was hanging over a threshold in between rooms. Two by two, people would 
stand underneath this piece of the green plant and steal a quick kiss. Meanwhile the tree shivered in the cold while 
the rest of that green plant slowly sucked the life out of its branches. The end. 

Charming story, I know. But that, in a nutshell is the history of a particular Christmas tradition involving 
a particular green plant with telltale berries, and if you peaked at the sermon title you already know what it is: 
mistletoe. No matter what you might think about that particular tradition—some might find it charming, others 
questionable or outdated—the plant itself isn’t quite so endearing. It’s actually a parasite. It germinates in the 
branch of a tree, and at first it can exist more or less independently, just using the branch for support, but 
eventually it pierces through the bark and starts sucking water and nutrients out of the tree itself. And if it grows 
too long unchecked, it can actually kill a tree altogether.  

And I’m wondering whether Zechariah might think we have too much mistletoe. 

Might not be immediately obvious when we read that passage a minute ago, but what Zechariah is talking 
about is something not that far off from mistletoe. 

Here’s what’s going on. About two years have passed since last week, and it suggests that we are smack 
dab in the middle of rebuilding the temple. In other words, right in the middle of this big effort, preparing a place 
for the Lord. 

The people of a town called Bethel, up north of Jerusalem, sent emissaries to Jerusalem, and they asked, 
“Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the fifth month, as I have done for so many years?” Translated, those 
practices are thought to have been fasts and disciplines adopted during the exile focused on hope for rebuilding 
the temple, so what they’re asking is, is it good that we’re doing these pious things as we prepare a place for the 
Lord?  
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Now what about something like mistletoe, or really any of the traditions or practices we might have around 
this season, do we really think of them like mourning or abstinence or fasting? Probably not so much, but think 
about it for a second, and they kind of play a similar role. Whether it’s mistletoe, or decorating a tree, or going 
Christmas caroling, or whatever it might be, these are things we do around this season, getting us into the spirit.  

I remember one in particular from growing up. We used to have this small musical bell painted gold and 
glittery. When you pulled the string in the middle of it, it would play a Christmas song. What we would do is 
hang it up in the threshold between two rooms, and when I was a kid, over and over I would ask my parents to 
lift me up to the bell so that I could pull the string. Over and over I did that over all those years, and honestly if 
that bell had disappeared, I think it wouldn’t have felt quite like Christmas. It would’ve been harder to really get 
into the Christmas spirit.  

That’s kind of the role that these practices seemed to have for the people of Bethel, coming to seek the 
Lord’s favor. These practices, they’d probably say, helped them get into the “temple spirit,” so to speak. So, they 
came to see if they should keep doing them.  

 Now my guess is that it wasn’t really a question. They weren’t really asking whether it was a good thing. 
I think they were just looking for affirmation and acknowledgment of how pious they were being, so the answer 
they get probably surprised them. 

 Zechariah responds with another word from the Lord: “When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month 
and in the seventh, for these seventy years, was it for me that you fasted? And when you eat and when you drink, 
do you not eat and drink only for yourselves?” Kind of a shot across the bow. They were expecting just a check 
mark from the priest, saying “Carry on, good and faithful people.” Instead they got checked pretty hard. Zechariah 
calls them out: “Have you been doing these things for God, or have you been doing them for yourselves?”  

 Instead, he continues, these are the sorts of practices that would truly be in harmony with this work of 
preparing a place for the Lord: in v. 9, “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Render true judgments, show kindness and 
mercy to one another; do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your 
hearts against one another.” Do that, he seems to be saying, and you will build up this temple in your practices. 

 So a question that comes to mind for me is, what does Zechariah have against mourning or abstinence or 
fasting—and for that matter what does God have against them? Is it wrong for the people to be embracing these 
disciplines, disciplines that we see plenty of positive examples of elsewhere? Why does Zechariah go and bite 
their heads off? 

 And along the same lines, what would Zechariah have against mistletoe, or my glittery gold musical bell? 
I loved that bell. Surely there wouldn’t be anything wrong with it. I mean what are we supposed to do? Just strip 
everything down to the studs when it comes to Christmas? No frills, no adornments, nothing that could possibly 
distract us. Kind of takes the wonder out of the season if you ask me. 

 I had a friend in ministry who took that very approach. He had gotten so fed up (for a number of reasons) 
with all of what he saw to be excess and distraction around Christmas that he and his wife both embraced a pretty 
spartan approach to Advent. For the four weeks of Advent, they didn’t decorate, didn’t put up lights, didn’t hum 
along to Jingle Bells, or any of that stuff. Not until Christmas morning and for the twelve days after it would they 
start to celebrate.  

 When it comes down to it, that is closer to the heritage of Advent. Historically the weeks before Christmas 
were intended to be weeks of preparation and reflection, then the twelve days after Christmas were the days for 
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celebration—that’s where that song “The Twelve Days of Christmas” comes from. So, their approach to Advent 
and Christmas and celebrating Christ’s birth was definitely consistent with liturgical practice for centuries. 

 But short of doing that, of jettisoning any kind of distraction during these weeks of Advent, what are we 
supposed to do about some of these practices, these traditions that hold such a prominent, cherished place in this 
season for us?  

 And that brings us back to mistletoe, because what’s so wrong about it? In short, nothing’s wrong with 
mistletoe, not in and of itself at least; it’s a plant. Nothing wrong with golden musical bells either. Nor is there 
anything wrong with mourning or abstinence or fasting for that matter. The practices, the traditions themselves 
aren’t the issue. It’s the heart behind them. It’s what the traditions point to. It’s the question Zechariah posed to 
them: all those years you’ve been doing these things, were they for God, or were they for you? 

 That same question comes to us, whether it’s mistletoe or golden bells. All those years we’ve been doing 
those things, are they for God, or are they for us?  If they’re for God, it’s like a small mistletoe plant, just perched 
on a branch, not really hurting anything, just a bit of adornment that’s not a distraction but rather a complement 
to the season. And even better can actually guide us to be even more aware of the season’s importance. 

 But if they’re for ourselves, it’s like what happens when mistletoe grows. It pierces into the branch and 
starts to drain and hurt and maybe even kill the very thing that had been giving it life. 

 Last week as our staff were meeting, our Youth Director Kenton Gullion offered a short word from a 
devotional he had been reading from C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia. If you’re not familiar with that series, 
it’s like a fantasy series with Christian themes, with this one featuring a group of children, siblings, finding 
themselves in the magical, wintry land of Narnia.  

 At one point, trouble starts to hit, and they don’t know what to do, until they see a beautiful red robin 
trying to get their attention, seemingly wanting them to follow it, and they don’t know what to do, don’t know 
whether to trust it. And Kenton’s devotional then shared: 

 “All kinds of beautiful robins hop across our path each December; some lead us in the way we should go 
while others end up being just shiny glass or useless sawdust. In Advent, with its consumer bonanza, busy 
schedules, short days, and long nights, we can get disoriented.” And it goes on to say how even good things can 
distract us and may even be detrimental in our walk, in our preparation for the Lord. So how do we know the 
difference? 

 Well, the way we know the difference is asking the same question Zechariah did. These things we do and 
follow, are they for God, or are they for ourselves?  

So as we seek to “prepare him room,” what are some of those cherished things that we do in this season? 
What are they for you? In a lot of those cases, I suspect, absolutely nothing wrong with them. But this week, I 
invite you to take an honest look at them. Do you do them for God, or do you do them for yourselves? Maybe 
another way of asking that would be, do they point you toward the birth of Christ, or toward something else?  

 And if it’s toward something else, maybe think about trimming the branches so that what really gives life 
in this season can thrive and blossom. For when we’re tapped into that, we are truly preparing him room in our 
hearts. 

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

 


