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Dr. Jay Howell 
November 28, 2021 

 
The word of the Lord came to me: Collect silver and gold from the exiles—from Heldai, Tobijah, 
and Jedaiah—who have arrived from Babylon; and go the same day to the house of Josiah son of 
Zephaniah. Take the silver and gold and make a crown, and set it on the head of the high priest 
Joshua son of Jehozadak; say to him: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Here is a man whose name is 
Branch: for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall build the temple of the Lord. It is he that 
shall build the temple of the Lord; he shall bear royal honor, and shall sit upon his throne and 
rule. There shall be a priest by his throne, with peaceful understanding between the two of them. 
And the crown shall be in the care of Heldai, Tobijah, Jedaiah, and Josiah son of Zephaniah, as a 
memorial in the temple of the Lord. 

 

Those who are far off shall come and help to build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that 
the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if you diligently obey the voice of the Lord 
your God. 

Zechariah 6:9-15 

 

 Today as we begin the season of Advent, we’re going a bit off the beaten path for this sermon series 
“Prepare Him Room,” spending some time in the Book of Zechariah.  

My guess is that a good number of us might need a minute to even find the Book of Zechariah in the Bible, 
and if it’s where you are, it’s okay. You’re not alone. This is admittedly not going to be your run-of-the-mill 
Advent or Christmas sermon series, and it will at times feel like, “What did we just read?” 

 That ultimately is going to be one of the questions that will come up each week: what on earth do the 
words of this prophet Zechariah have to do with Christmas, with Advent, with Jesus? Well, quite a lot, I would 
say, and as is the case with all of the Old Testament, the more fully we know the hopes and longings evident 
throughout the writings of the Old Testament, the more fully we will know just how powerfully the coming of 
Christ meets the longings of the people of God.  

 We’re jumping into a particular section of Zechariah, the start of what many identify as an oracle, given 
to the people of God, returning from exile.  

 [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. 

 I remember a kid named Grant. He lived across the street from me growing up. I remember lots of 
afternoons and evenings and weekends, Grant and I would be running around in his yard or our yard, digging 
around in the dirt, climbing trees. His house had a pretty steep slope in the front, so you know what that meant: 
the two of us hurtling downward in wagons and bikes, maybe in sleds if we got lucky with snow in the winter. A 
lot of fun childhood memories with Grant across the street.  
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But then, and honestly, I can’t remember exactly how old I was when this happened, Grant and his family 
moved away. And it was never quite the same.  

Have you ever had neighbors like that? Maybe just down the street or maybe in the same building, 
whatever it might be. Neighbors without whom, if they moved away, the whole place wouldn’t feel quite the same 
afterward.  

If you know what I’m talking about, I want you to try to remember how it felt when that cherished neighbor 
moved away. There was kind of an empty feeling, you know? Took a while before things felt at all normal again, 
if they ever did at all. 

On a much larger scale, that was something of what it felt like for the people of Israel to return to Jerusalem 
after decades away in exile, and the temple wasn’t there. It was as if God had moved away. 

But now, a word had come from the Lord to his prophet Zechariah, that they were to build the temple 
again. 

Here’s a bit of the grand narrative at work within the Old Testament, in case you’re not as familiar. The 
people of Israel, throughout much of its history, didn’t exactly have a good track record as far as faithfulness to 
God. But over and over again, by God’s grace he would remain faithful to them even though they were not faithful 
to him.  

In fact, as a sign of that enduring faithfulness, God put down roots with this people. He commissioned a 
king named Solomon to build a great Temple in the city of Jerusalem. And this temple wasn’t just a shrine, which 
might be what we tend to think of when we think about a temple, some kind of shrine to some deity. It was more 
like a holy residence. The temple wasn’t just where God was worshiped. The temple was where God lived. For a 
period of time, it was as if God had a mailing address. If a traveler came into town and asked where the Smiths 
lived, well you might point to such and such house on that side of the street, and that was normal. But if that 
traveler came into town and asked where God lived, it was just as normal for you to say, well God lives right 
there, in the temple, right in the midst of the city.  

That was a huge deal. For God to be in their midst, for God to live just down the street, so to speak. 

But unfortunately, that didn’t make Israel any more faithful in the process. Finally, that caught up with 
them. They were defeated by the Babylonian Empire, a world power on the rise, and in the process. Babylon took 
a large portion of the population into captivity and for good measure destroyed the temple in Jerusalem.  

For Israel, it wasn’t just like losing a cherished building or landmark. It was more like losing that cherished 
neighbor, more like saying, “God doesn’t live here anymore.” “God isn’t with you anymore.” Imagine the 
hopelessness they must have felt. Imagine how lightless a chapter in this people’s history that must have been.  

But then, there was a change in management. The Persian Empire took over the Babylonian Empire, and 
they had a different approach. To foster loyalty in its newly controlled territory, the king Cyrus and after him 
Darius allowed the exiled peoples to return to their homelands, so the people of Israel were allowed to come 
home.  

That, more or less, is where the prophet Zechariah picks up; that’s where this passage, even though it’s in 
the middle of the Book of Zechariah, picks up. Zechariah is writing to a people in the process of returning home 
after decades away. Generations have passed; things have been forgotten; things have definitely changed. So what 
would life look like for the people of God, now returned to the land of promise? How would the people of God 
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again be a people of God, a people among whom God himself would dwell? Or would God dwell with them like 
he used to? It’d kind of be like learning that that old neighbor that had moved away was actually moving back. 
Would things be like they used to? Would God move back into town? 

Those are questions that are front and center for Zechariah. You can hear it in some of the opening words 
of the whole book, “Return to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will return to you” (Zech 1:3). And you can 
definitely hear it in what Zechariah writes here. He’s told to collect silver and gold from the returned exiles, to 
make a crown with it, to place that crown on the head of the high priest Joshua, then to tell the high priest, “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” and this man named Branch would bear royal honor and sit upon his throne. 
Now this is where it gets a bit ambiguous. Is Zechariah renaming Joshua and combining the role of priest and 
king? Or is Joshua crowning the high priest while also validating a royal line? Are there hints of the Messiah here 
throughout? There’s a lot that’s said about that, but I don’t want us to get caught in the weeds as to all of that 
meaning, so if you’re curious about that particular aspect of it, let’s talk more.  

But of particular note here is what this man named Branch is commissioned to do. Did you hear it? “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” Zechariah writes in v. 12, “for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall 
build the temple of the Lord.” Then a few verses later in v. 15: “Those who are far off shall come and help to 
build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if 
you diligently obey the voice of the Lord your God.” 

Now remember back to all that history lesson we had a few minutes ago, all that about the temple and 
what it meant to the people and then what it meant to them when it was destroyed. It was like saying, “God moved 
away; God isn’t with you now; God doesn’t live here anymore.” But now, God was saying, we’re going to build 
it again. It’s like God was saying, “I’m coming back to town.” And they had to get ready.  

So how do they get ready? 

Because remember, the Jerusalem they’re looking at isn’t the same Jerusalem the oldest among them knew 
from decades ago. It had fallen into ruin. It’s estimated only a few hundred people lived there during the decades 
of exile. So once people start coming back from exile, the harsh reality of what it would mean to rebuild starts to 
hit home. It’s not this celebratory parade where everything magically is rebuilt, and better than before.  

And yet, here’s the word of the Lord from this prophet Zechariah saying, build the temple. Prepare a place 
for me. 

So how do they get ready?  

Have you ever done some kind of home reorganization or construction or maybe even renovation project? 
We’re in the middle of something like that right now. I’ve taken up as a hobby doing some light carpentry. So in 
the garage, we’ve still had the stacks of boxes that we just haven’t dealt with since we’ve moved a year and a half 
ago, but now we need to deal with them, so I took it upon myself—and by “took it upon myself,” I mean, “Frances 
told me to”—to build some basic shelves that are screwed into the wall along one side of the garage. Don’t get 
any ideas now; I’m not hiring myself out—not sure you would want that anyway. 

But to build these shelves, we had to move everything out of the way, clear out the space not just for the 
shelves but also some space to work. Then while I was putting them together, there are scraps of wood on the 
floor of the garage, sawdust everywhere, bent nails and stripped screws strewn about—I don’t know what I’m 
doing. And even after that was done, when we started trying to reorganize all those boxes that had been stacked 
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up, it meant going through each one, actually throwing away what we didn’t need or want in the first place, and 
starting to put them away into sturdier storage totes and bins. 

And at every turn, it seemed, and we’re still in the middle of it, at every turn, whether it was clearing 
things out, or putting together the shelves, or emptying and reorganizing all those boxes, at every turn if you were 
to take a look at what the garage looked like, you’d say, “Yeah it looks worse now than it did before you started.” 

You know what I’m talking about. If you’ve ever done some kind of reorganization or renovation or 
whatever it is, once you start rebuilding, so to speak, there’s a stretch in which it looks much worse than it did 
before you started. It’s discouraging, isn’t it? Or if there’s ever road construction, does traffic flow more easily 
while there’s construction being done? No, of course not. It’s worse than it was beforehand. 

That’s something like what these people returning from exile were facing. They were coming back to a 
Jerusalem that looked a lot worse than when they had last seen it. Might’ve been easier not to come back. Might’ve 
been easier not to rebuild. Might’ve been easier just to stay in exile. The life in exile, though not easy, was at least 
quiet. As long as they kept their heads down and didn’t make a scene, they could for the most part expect to stay 
out of harm’s way. But now that they’re back, they’re facing the harsh reality of changing into something better, 
and that process is not always pretty. 

As we start this season of Advent, you might be at a similar place. You’re sensing a need, a call even, to 
rebuild, to reorient your life, to prepare a place for the Lord. And when we talk about Advent, about the coming 
of the Lord, “preparing a place” for him is exactly what we mean. Christ’s coming is all about God’s dwelling 
with us, the promise and presence of God in the temple embodied in the person of Jesus.  

And you might sense a stirring to prepare that place, but you’re worried what might happen if you go 
down that road. You’re worried that if you start moving things around in your life things will start looking worse 
than they did before you started. Or maybe you have started, and now things feel less settled and more uneasy 
than they ever did beforehand, and you feel discouraged as a result. 

Friends if this is where you are, my invitation to you is to hear and to keep hearing the good news even 
and especially while things feel “under construction,” so to speak. That good news is this: that whatever mess you 
may see in your life is not where God will leave you. The faithfulness of the God who says, “Return to me, and I 
will return to you,” is calling, and it will see this work through to the end. So do not be afraid when a bit of rubble 
may be in your future, for it could be God at work preparing a place in your heart for something much better. 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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But then, and honestly, I can’t remember exactly how old I was when this happened, Grant and his family 
moved away. And it was never quite the same.  

Have you ever had neighbors like that? Maybe just down the street or maybe in the same building, 
whatever it might be. Neighbors without whom, if they moved away, the whole place wouldn’t feel quite the same 
afterward.  

If you know what I’m talking about, I want you to try to remember how it felt when that cherished neighbor 
moved away. There was kind of an empty feeling, you know? Took a while before things felt at all normal again, 
if they ever did at all. 

On a much larger scale, that was something of what it felt like for the people of Israel to return to Jerusalem 
after decades away in exile, and the temple wasn’t there. It was as if God had moved away. 

But now, a word had come from the Lord to his prophet Zechariah, that they were to build the temple 
again. 

Here’s a bit of the grand narrative at work within the Old Testament, in case you’re not as familiar. The 
people of Israel, throughout much of its history, didn’t exactly have a good track record as far as faithfulness to 
God. But over and over again, by God’s grace he would remain faithful to them even though they were not faithful 
to him.  

In fact, as a sign of that enduring faithfulness, God put down roots with this people. He commissioned a 
king named Solomon to build a great Temple in the city of Jerusalem. And this temple wasn’t just a shrine, which 
might be what we tend to think of when we think about a temple, some kind of shrine to some deity. It was more 
like a holy residence. The temple wasn’t just where God was worshiped. The temple was where God lived. For a 
period of time, it was as if God had a mailing address. If a traveler came into town and asked where the Smiths 
lived, well you might point to such and such house on that side of the street, and that was normal. But if that 
traveler came into town and asked where God lived, it was just as normal for you to say, well God lives right 
there, in the temple, right in the midst of the city.  

That was a huge deal. For God to be in their midst, for God to live just down the street, so to speak. 

But unfortunately, that didn’t make Israel any more faithful in the process. Finally, that caught up with 
them. They were defeated by the Babylonian Empire, a world power on the rise, and in the process. Babylon took 
a large portion of the population into captivity and for good measure destroyed the temple in Jerusalem.  

For Israel, it wasn’t just like losing a cherished building or landmark. It was more like losing that cherished 
neighbor, more like saying, “God doesn’t live here anymore.” “God isn’t with you anymore.” Imagine the 
hopelessness they must have felt. Imagine how lightless a chapter in this people’s history that must have been.  

But then, there was a change in management. The Persian Empire took over the Babylonian Empire, and 
they had a different approach. To foster loyalty in its newly controlled territory, the king Cyrus and after him 
Darius allowed the exiled peoples to return to their homelands, so the people of Israel were allowed to come 
home.  

That, more or less, is where the prophet Zechariah picks up; that’s where this passage, even though it’s in 
the middle of the Book of Zechariah, picks up. Zechariah is writing to a people in the process of returning home 
after decades away. Generations have passed; things have been forgotten; things have definitely changed. So what 
would life look like for the people of God, now returned to the land of promise? How would the people of God 
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again be a people of God, a people among whom God himself would dwell? Or would God dwell with them like 
he used to? It’d kind of be like learning that that old neighbor that had moved away was actually moving back. 
Would things be like they used to? Would God move back into town? 

Those are questions that are front and center for Zechariah. You can hear it in some of the opening words 
of the whole book, “Return to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will return to you” (Zech 1:3). And you can 
definitely hear it in what Zechariah writes here. He’s told to collect silver and gold from the returned exiles, to 
make a crown with it, to place that crown on the head of the high priest Joshua, then to tell the high priest, “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” and this man named Branch would bear royal honor and sit upon his throne. 
Now this is where it gets a bit ambiguous. Is Zechariah renaming Joshua and combining the role of priest and 
king? Or is Joshua crowning the high priest while also validating a royal line? Are there hints of the Messiah here 
throughout? There’s a lot that’s said about that, but I don’t want us to get caught in the weeds as to all of that 
meaning, so if you’re curious about that particular aspect of it, let’s talk more.  

But of particular note here is what this man named Branch is commissioned to do. Did you hear it? “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” Zechariah writes in v. 12, “for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall 
build the temple of the Lord.” Then a few verses later in v. 15: “Those who are far off shall come and help to 
build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if 
you diligently obey the voice of the Lord your God.” 

Now remember back to all that history lesson we had a few minutes ago, all that about the temple and 
what it meant to the people and then what it meant to them when it was destroyed. It was like saying, “God moved 
away; God isn’t with you now; God doesn’t live here anymore.” But now, God was saying, we’re going to build 
it again. It’s like God was saying, “I’m coming back to town.” And they had to get ready.  

So how do they get ready? 

Because remember, the Jerusalem they’re looking at isn’t the same Jerusalem the oldest among them knew 
from decades ago. It had fallen into ruin. It’s estimated only a few hundred people lived there during the decades 
of exile. So once people start coming back from exile, the harsh reality of what it would mean to rebuild starts to 
hit home. It’s not this celebratory parade where everything magically is rebuilt, and better than before.  

And yet, here’s the word of the Lord from this prophet Zechariah saying, build the temple. Prepare a place 
for me. 

So how do they get ready?  

Have you ever done some kind of home reorganization or construction or maybe even renovation project? 
We’re in the middle of something like that right now. I’ve taken up as a hobby doing some light carpentry. So in 
the garage, we’ve still had the stacks of boxes that we just haven’t dealt with since we’ve moved a year and a half 
ago, but now we need to deal with them, so I took it upon myself—and by “took it upon myself,” I mean, “Frances 
told me to”—to build some basic shelves that are screwed into the wall along one side of the garage. Don’t get 
any ideas now; I’m not hiring myself out—not sure you would want that anyway. 

But to build these shelves, we had to move everything out of the way, clear out the space not just for the 
shelves but also some space to work. Then while I was putting them together, there are scraps of wood on the 
floor of the garage, sawdust everywhere, bent nails and stripped screws strewn about—I don’t know what I’m 
doing. And even after that was done, when we started trying to reorganize all those boxes that had been stacked 
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up, it meant going through each one, actually throwing away what we didn’t need or want in the first place, and 
starting to put them away into sturdier storage totes and bins. 

And at every turn, it seemed, and we’re still in the middle of it, at every turn, whether it was clearing 
things out, or putting together the shelves, or emptying and reorganizing all those boxes, at every turn if you were 
to take a look at what the garage looked like, you’d say, “Yeah it looks worse now than it did before you started.” 

You know what I’m talking about. If you’ve ever done some kind of reorganization or renovation or 
whatever it is, once you start rebuilding, so to speak, there’s a stretch in which it looks much worse than it did 
before you started. It’s discouraging, isn’t it? Or if there’s ever road construction, does traffic flow more easily 
while there’s construction being done? No, of course not. It’s worse than it was beforehand. 

That’s something like what these people returning from exile were facing. They were coming back to a 
Jerusalem that looked a lot worse than when they had last seen it. Might’ve been easier not to come back. Might’ve 
been easier not to rebuild. Might’ve been easier just to stay in exile. The life in exile, though not easy, was at least 
quiet. As long as they kept their heads down and didn’t make a scene, they could for the most part expect to stay 
out of harm’s way. But now that they’re back, they’re facing the harsh reality of changing into something better, 
and that process is not always pretty. 

As we start this season of Advent, you might be at a similar place. You’re sensing a need, a call even, to 
rebuild, to reorient your life, to prepare a place for the Lord. And when we talk about Advent, about the coming 
of the Lord, “preparing a place” for him is exactly what we mean. Christ’s coming is all about God’s dwelling 
with us, the promise and presence of God in the temple embodied in the person of Jesus.  

And you might sense a stirring to prepare that place, but you’re worried what might happen if you go 
down that road. You’re worried that if you start moving things around in your life things will start looking worse 
than they did before you started. Or maybe you have started, and now things feel less settled and more uneasy 
than they ever did beforehand, and you feel discouraged as a result. 

Friends if this is where you are, my invitation to you is to hear and to keep hearing the good news even 
and especially while things feel “under construction,” so to speak. That good news is this: that whatever mess you 
may see in your life is not where God will leave you. The faithfulness of the God who says, “Return to me, and I 
will return to you,” is calling, and it will see this work through to the end. So do not be afraid when a bit of rubble 
may be in your future, for it could be God at work preparing a place in your heart for something much better. 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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But then, and honestly, I can’t remember exactly how old I was when this happened, Grant and his family 
moved away. And it was never quite the same.  

Have you ever had neighbors like that? Maybe just down the street or maybe in the same building, 
whatever it might be. Neighbors without whom, if they moved away, the whole place wouldn’t feel quite the same 
afterward.  

If you know what I’m talking about, I want you to try to remember how it felt when that cherished neighbor 
moved away. There was kind of an empty feeling, you know? Took a while before things felt at all normal again, 
if they ever did at all. 

On a much larger scale, that was something of what it felt like for the people of Israel to return to Jerusalem 
after decades away in exile, and the temple wasn’t there. It was as if God had moved away. 

But now, a word had come from the Lord to his prophet Zechariah, that they were to build the temple 
again. 

Here’s a bit of the grand narrative at work within the Old Testament, in case you’re not as familiar. The 
people of Israel, throughout much of its history, didn’t exactly have a good track record as far as faithfulness to 
God. But over and over again, by God’s grace he would remain faithful to them even though they were not faithful 
to him.  

In fact, as a sign of that enduring faithfulness, God put down roots with this people. He commissioned a 
king named Solomon to build a great Temple in the city of Jerusalem. And this temple wasn’t just a shrine, which 
might be what we tend to think of when we think about a temple, some kind of shrine to some deity. It was more 
like a holy residence. The temple wasn’t just where God was worshiped. The temple was where God lived. For a 
period of time, it was as if God had a mailing address. If a traveler came into town and asked where the Smiths 
lived, well you might point to such and such house on that side of the street, and that was normal. But if that 
traveler came into town and asked where God lived, it was just as normal for you to say, well God lives right 
there, in the temple, right in the midst of the city.  

That was a huge deal. For God to be in their midst, for God to live just down the street, so to speak. 

But unfortunately, that didn’t make Israel any more faithful in the process. Finally, that caught up with 
them. They were defeated by the Babylonian Empire, a world power on the rise, and in the process. Babylon took 
a large portion of the population into captivity and for good measure destroyed the temple in Jerusalem.  

For Israel, it wasn’t just like losing a cherished building or landmark. It was more like losing that cherished 
neighbor, more like saying, “God doesn’t live here anymore.” “God isn’t with you anymore.” Imagine the 
hopelessness they must have felt. Imagine how lightless a chapter in this people’s history that must have been.  

But then, there was a change in management. The Persian Empire took over the Babylonian Empire, and 
they had a different approach. To foster loyalty in its newly controlled territory, the king Cyrus and after him 
Darius allowed the exiled peoples to return to their homelands, so the people of Israel were allowed to come 
home.  

That, more or less, is where the prophet Zechariah picks up; that’s where this passage, even though it’s in 
the middle of the Book of Zechariah, picks up. Zechariah is writing to a people in the process of returning home 
after decades away. Generations have passed; things have been forgotten; things have definitely changed. So what 
would life look like for the people of God, now returned to the land of promise? How would the people of God 
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again be a people of God, a people among whom God himself would dwell? Or would God dwell with them like 
he used to? It’d kind of be like learning that that old neighbor that had moved away was actually moving back. 
Would things be like they used to? Would God move back into town? 

Those are questions that are front and center for Zechariah. You can hear it in some of the opening words 
of the whole book, “Return to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will return to you” (Zech 1:3). And you can 
definitely hear it in what Zechariah writes here. He’s told to collect silver and gold from the returned exiles, to 
make a crown with it, to place that crown on the head of the high priest Joshua, then to tell the high priest, “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” and this man named Branch would bear royal honor and sit upon his throne. 
Now this is where it gets a bit ambiguous. Is Zechariah renaming Joshua and combining the role of priest and 
king? Or is Joshua crowning the high priest while also validating a royal line? Are there hints of the Messiah here 
throughout? There’s a lot that’s said about that, but I don’t want us to get caught in the weeds as to all of that 
meaning, so if you’re curious about that particular aspect of it, let’s talk more.  

But of particular note here is what this man named Branch is commissioned to do. Did you hear it? “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” Zechariah writes in v. 12, “for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall 
build the temple of the Lord.” Then a few verses later in v. 15: “Those who are far off shall come and help to 
build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if 
you diligently obey the voice of the Lord your God.” 

Now remember back to all that history lesson we had a few minutes ago, all that about the temple and 
what it meant to the people and then what it meant to them when it was destroyed. It was like saying, “God moved 
away; God isn’t with you now; God doesn’t live here anymore.” But now, God was saying, we’re going to build 
it again. It’s like God was saying, “I’m coming back to town.” And they had to get ready.  

So how do they get ready? 

Because remember, the Jerusalem they’re looking at isn’t the same Jerusalem the oldest among them knew 
from decades ago. It had fallen into ruin. It’s estimated only a few hundred people lived there during the decades 
of exile. So once people start coming back from exile, the harsh reality of what it would mean to rebuild starts to 
hit home. It’s not this celebratory parade where everything magically is rebuilt, and better than before.  

And yet, here’s the word of the Lord from this prophet Zechariah saying, build the temple. Prepare a place 
for me. 

So how do they get ready?  

Have you ever done some kind of home reorganization or construction or maybe even renovation project? 
We’re in the middle of something like that right now. I’ve taken up as a hobby doing some light carpentry. So in 
the garage, we’ve still had the stacks of boxes that we just haven’t dealt with since we’ve moved a year and a half 
ago, but now we need to deal with them, so I took it upon myself—and by “took it upon myself,” I mean, “Frances 
told me to”—to build some basic shelves that are screwed into the wall along one side of the garage. Don’t get 
any ideas now; I’m not hiring myself out—not sure you would want that anyway. 

But to build these shelves, we had to move everything out of the way, clear out the space not just for the 
shelves but also some space to work. Then while I was putting them together, there are scraps of wood on the 
floor of the garage, sawdust everywhere, bent nails and stripped screws strewn about—I don’t know what I’m 
doing. And even after that was done, when we started trying to reorganize all those boxes that had been stacked 
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up, it meant going through each one, actually throwing away what we didn’t need or want in the first place, and 
starting to put them away into sturdier storage totes and bins. 

And at every turn, it seemed, and we’re still in the middle of it, at every turn, whether it was clearing 
things out, or putting together the shelves, or emptying and reorganizing all those boxes, at every turn if you were 
to take a look at what the garage looked like, you’d say, “Yeah it looks worse now than it did before you started.” 

You know what I’m talking about. If you’ve ever done some kind of reorganization or renovation or 
whatever it is, once you start rebuilding, so to speak, there’s a stretch in which it looks much worse than it did 
before you started. It’s discouraging, isn’t it? Or if there’s ever road construction, does traffic flow more easily 
while there’s construction being done? No, of course not. It’s worse than it was beforehand. 

That’s something like what these people returning from exile were facing. They were coming back to a 
Jerusalem that looked a lot worse than when they had last seen it. Might’ve been easier not to come back. Might’ve 
been easier not to rebuild. Might’ve been easier just to stay in exile. The life in exile, though not easy, was at least 
quiet. As long as they kept their heads down and didn’t make a scene, they could for the most part expect to stay 
out of harm’s way. But now that they’re back, they’re facing the harsh reality of changing into something better, 
and that process is not always pretty. 

As we start this season of Advent, you might be at a similar place. You’re sensing a need, a call even, to 
rebuild, to reorient your life, to prepare a place for the Lord. And when we talk about Advent, about the coming 
of the Lord, “preparing a place” for him is exactly what we mean. Christ’s coming is all about God’s dwelling 
with us, the promise and presence of God in the temple embodied in the person of Jesus.  

And you might sense a stirring to prepare that place, but you’re worried what might happen if you go 
down that road. You’re worried that if you start moving things around in your life things will start looking worse 
than they did before you started. Or maybe you have started, and now things feel less settled and more uneasy 
than they ever did beforehand, and you feel discouraged as a result. 

Friends if this is where you are, my invitation to you is to hear and to keep hearing the good news even 
and especially while things feel “under construction,” so to speak. That good news is this: that whatever mess you 
may see in your life is not where God will leave you. The faithfulness of the God who says, “Return to me, and I 
will return to you,” is calling, and it will see this work through to the end. So do not be afraid when a bit of rubble 
may be in your future, for it could be God at work preparing a place in your heart for something much better. 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Under Construction” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
November 28, 2021 

 
The word of the Lord came to me: Collect silver and gold from the exiles—from Heldai, Tobijah, 
and Jedaiah—who have arrived from Babylon; and go the same day to the house of Josiah son of 
Zephaniah. Take the silver and gold and make a crown, and set it on the head of the high priest 
Joshua son of Jehozadak; say to him: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Here is a man whose name is 
Branch: for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall build the temple of the Lord. It is he that 
shall build the temple of the Lord; he shall bear royal honor, and shall sit upon his throne and 
rule. There shall be a priest by his throne, with peaceful understanding between the two of them. 
And the crown shall be in the care of Heldai, Tobijah, Jedaiah, and Josiah son of Zephaniah, as a 
memorial in the temple of the Lord. 

 

Those who are far off shall come and help to build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that 
the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if you diligently obey the voice of the Lord 
your God. 

Zechariah 6:9-15 

 

 Today as we begin the season of Advent, we’re going a bit off the beaten path for this sermon series 
“Prepare Him Room,” spending some time in the Book of Zechariah.  

My guess is that a good number of us might need a minute to even find the Book of Zechariah in the Bible, 
and if it’s where you are, it’s okay. You’re not alone. This is admittedly not going to be your run-of-the-mill 
Advent or Christmas sermon series, and it will at times feel like, “What did we just read?” 

 That ultimately is going to be one of the questions that will come up each week: what on earth do the 
words of this prophet Zechariah have to do with Christmas, with Advent, with Jesus? Well, quite a lot, I would 
say, and as is the case with all of the Old Testament, the more fully we know the hopes and longings evident 
throughout the writings of the Old Testament, the more fully we will know just how powerfully the coming of 
Christ meets the longings of the people of God.  

 We’re jumping into a particular section of Zechariah, the start of what many identify as an oracle, given 
to the people of God, returning from exile.  

 [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. 

 I remember a kid named Grant. He lived across the street from me growing up. I remember lots of 
afternoons and evenings and weekends, Grant and I would be running around in his yard or our yard, digging 
around in the dirt, climbing trees. His house had a pretty steep slope in the front, so you know what that meant: 
the two of us hurtling downward in wagons and bikes, maybe in sleds if we got lucky with snow in the winter. A 
lot of fun childhood memories with Grant across the street.  
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But then, and honestly, I can’t remember exactly how old I was when this happened, Grant and his family 
moved away. And it was never quite the same.  

Have you ever had neighbors like that? Maybe just down the street or maybe in the same building, 
whatever it might be. Neighbors without whom, if they moved away, the whole place wouldn’t feel quite the same 
afterward.  

If you know what I’m talking about, I want you to try to remember how it felt when that cherished neighbor 
moved away. There was kind of an empty feeling, you know? Took a while before things felt at all normal again, 
if they ever did at all. 

On a much larger scale, that was something of what it felt like for the people of Israel to return to Jerusalem 
after decades away in exile, and the temple wasn’t there. It was as if God had moved away. 

But now, a word had come from the Lord to his prophet Zechariah, that they were to build the temple 
again. 

Here’s a bit of the grand narrative at work within the Old Testament, in case you’re not as familiar. The 
people of Israel, throughout much of its history, didn’t exactly have a good track record as far as faithfulness to 
God. But over and over again, by God’s grace he would remain faithful to them even though they were not faithful 
to him.  

In fact, as a sign of that enduring faithfulness, God put down roots with this people. He commissioned a 
king named Solomon to build a great Temple in the city of Jerusalem. And this temple wasn’t just a shrine, which 
might be what we tend to think of when we think about a temple, some kind of shrine to some deity. It was more 
like a holy residence. The temple wasn’t just where God was worshiped. The temple was where God lived. For a 
period of time, it was as if God had a mailing address. If a traveler came into town and asked where the Smiths 
lived, well you might point to such and such house on that side of the street, and that was normal. But if that 
traveler came into town and asked where God lived, it was just as normal for you to say, well God lives right 
there, in the temple, right in the midst of the city.  

That was a huge deal. For God to be in their midst, for God to live just down the street, so to speak. 

But unfortunately, that didn’t make Israel any more faithful in the process. Finally, that caught up with 
them. They were defeated by the Babylonian Empire, a world power on the rise, and in the process. Babylon took 
a large portion of the population into captivity and for good measure destroyed the temple in Jerusalem.  

For Israel, it wasn’t just like losing a cherished building or landmark. It was more like losing that cherished 
neighbor, more like saying, “God doesn’t live here anymore.” “God isn’t with you anymore.” Imagine the 
hopelessness they must have felt. Imagine how lightless a chapter in this people’s history that must have been.  

But then, there was a change in management. The Persian Empire took over the Babylonian Empire, and 
they had a different approach. To foster loyalty in its newly controlled territory, the king Cyrus and after him 
Darius allowed the exiled peoples to return to their homelands, so the people of Israel were allowed to come 
home.  

That, more or less, is where the prophet Zechariah picks up; that’s where this passage, even though it’s in 
the middle of the Book of Zechariah, picks up. Zechariah is writing to a people in the process of returning home 
after decades away. Generations have passed; things have been forgotten; things have definitely changed. So what 
would life look like for the people of God, now returned to the land of promise? How would the people of God 
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again be a people of God, a people among whom God himself would dwell? Or would God dwell with them like 
he used to? It’d kind of be like learning that that old neighbor that had moved away was actually moving back. 
Would things be like they used to? Would God move back into town? 

Those are questions that are front and center for Zechariah. You can hear it in some of the opening words 
of the whole book, “Return to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will return to you” (Zech 1:3). And you can 
definitely hear it in what Zechariah writes here. He’s told to collect silver and gold from the returned exiles, to 
make a crown with it, to place that crown on the head of the high priest Joshua, then to tell the high priest, “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” and this man named Branch would bear royal honor and sit upon his throne. 
Now this is where it gets a bit ambiguous. Is Zechariah renaming Joshua and combining the role of priest and 
king? Or is Joshua crowning the high priest while also validating a royal line? Are there hints of the Messiah here 
throughout? There’s a lot that’s said about that, but I don’t want us to get caught in the weeds as to all of that 
meaning, so if you’re curious about that particular aspect of it, let’s talk more.  

But of particular note here is what this man named Branch is commissioned to do. Did you hear it? “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” Zechariah writes in v. 12, “for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall 
build the temple of the Lord.” Then a few verses later in v. 15: “Those who are far off shall come and help to 
build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if 
you diligently obey the voice of the Lord your God.” 

Now remember back to all that history lesson we had a few minutes ago, all that about the temple and 
what it meant to the people and then what it meant to them when it was destroyed. It was like saying, “God moved 
away; God isn’t with you now; God doesn’t live here anymore.” But now, God was saying, we’re going to build 
it again. It’s like God was saying, “I’m coming back to town.” And they had to get ready.  

So how do they get ready? 

Because remember, the Jerusalem they’re looking at isn’t the same Jerusalem the oldest among them knew 
from decades ago. It had fallen into ruin. It’s estimated only a few hundred people lived there during the decades 
of exile. So once people start coming back from exile, the harsh reality of what it would mean to rebuild starts to 
hit home. It’s not this celebratory parade where everything magically is rebuilt, and better than before.  

And yet, here’s the word of the Lord from this prophet Zechariah saying, build the temple. Prepare a place 
for me. 

So how do they get ready?  

Have you ever done some kind of home reorganization or construction or maybe even renovation project? 
We’re in the middle of something like that right now. I’ve taken up as a hobby doing some light carpentry. So in 
the garage, we’ve still had the stacks of boxes that we just haven’t dealt with since we’ve moved a year and a half 
ago, but now we need to deal with them, so I took it upon myself—and by “took it upon myself,” I mean, “Frances 
told me to”—to build some basic shelves that are screwed into the wall along one side of the garage. Don’t get 
any ideas now; I’m not hiring myself out—not sure you would want that anyway. 

But to build these shelves, we had to move everything out of the way, clear out the space not just for the 
shelves but also some space to work. Then while I was putting them together, there are scraps of wood on the 
floor of the garage, sawdust everywhere, bent nails and stripped screws strewn about—I don’t know what I’m 
doing. And even after that was done, when we started trying to reorganize all those boxes that had been stacked 
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up, it meant going through each one, actually throwing away what we didn’t need or want in the first place, and 
starting to put them away into sturdier storage totes and bins. 

And at every turn, it seemed, and we’re still in the middle of it, at every turn, whether it was clearing 
things out, or putting together the shelves, or emptying and reorganizing all those boxes, at every turn if you were 
to take a look at what the garage looked like, you’d say, “Yeah it looks worse now than it did before you started.” 

You know what I’m talking about. If you’ve ever done some kind of reorganization or renovation or 
whatever it is, once you start rebuilding, so to speak, there’s a stretch in which it looks much worse than it did 
before you started. It’s discouraging, isn’t it? Or if there’s ever road construction, does traffic flow more easily 
while there’s construction being done? No, of course not. It’s worse than it was beforehand. 

That’s something like what these people returning from exile were facing. They were coming back to a 
Jerusalem that looked a lot worse than when they had last seen it. Might’ve been easier not to come back. Might’ve 
been easier not to rebuild. Might’ve been easier just to stay in exile. The life in exile, though not easy, was at least 
quiet. As long as they kept their heads down and didn’t make a scene, they could for the most part expect to stay 
out of harm’s way. But now that they’re back, they’re facing the harsh reality of changing into something better, 
and that process is not always pretty. 

As we start this season of Advent, you might be at a similar place. You’re sensing a need, a call even, to 
rebuild, to reorient your life, to prepare a place for the Lord. And when we talk about Advent, about the coming 
of the Lord, “preparing a place” for him is exactly what we mean. Christ’s coming is all about God’s dwelling 
with us, the promise and presence of God in the temple embodied in the person of Jesus.  

And you might sense a stirring to prepare that place, but you’re worried what might happen if you go 
down that road. You’re worried that if you start moving things around in your life things will start looking worse 
than they did before you started. Or maybe you have started, and now things feel less settled and more uneasy 
than they ever did beforehand, and you feel discouraged as a result. 

Friends if this is where you are, my invitation to you is to hear and to keep hearing the good news even 
and especially while things feel “under construction,” so to speak. That good news is this: that whatever mess you 
may see in your life is not where God will leave you. The faithfulness of the God who says, “Return to me, and I 
will return to you,” is calling, and it will see this work through to the end. So do not be afraid when a bit of rubble 
may be in your future, for it could be God at work preparing a place in your heart for something much better. 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Under Construction” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
November 28, 2021 

 
The word of the Lord came to me: Collect silver and gold from the exiles—from Heldai, Tobijah, 
and Jedaiah—who have arrived from Babylon; and go the same day to the house of Josiah son of 
Zephaniah. Take the silver and gold and make a crown, and set it on the head of the high priest 
Joshua son of Jehozadak; say to him: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Here is a man whose name is 
Branch: for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall build the temple of the Lord. It is he that 
shall build the temple of the Lord; he shall bear royal honor, and shall sit upon his throne and 
rule. There shall be a priest by his throne, with peaceful understanding between the two of them. 
And the crown shall be in the care of Heldai, Tobijah, Jedaiah, and Josiah son of Zephaniah, as a 
memorial in the temple of the Lord. 

 

Those who are far off shall come and help to build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that 
the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if you diligently obey the voice of the Lord 
your God. 

Zechariah 6:9-15 

 

 Today as we begin the season of Advent, we’re going a bit off the beaten path for this sermon series 
“Prepare Him Room,” spending some time in the Book of Zechariah.  

My guess is that a good number of us might need a minute to even find the Book of Zechariah in the Bible, 
and if it’s where you are, it’s okay. You’re not alone. This is admittedly not going to be your run-of-the-mill 
Advent or Christmas sermon series, and it will at times feel like, “What did we just read?” 

 That ultimately is going to be one of the questions that will come up each week: what on earth do the 
words of this prophet Zechariah have to do with Christmas, with Advent, with Jesus? Well, quite a lot, I would 
say, and as is the case with all of the Old Testament, the more fully we know the hopes and longings evident 
throughout the writings of the Old Testament, the more fully we will know just how powerfully the coming of 
Christ meets the longings of the people of God.  

 We’re jumping into a particular section of Zechariah, the start of what many identify as an oracle, given 
to the people of God, returning from exile.  

 [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. 

 I remember a kid named Grant. He lived across the street from me growing up. I remember lots of 
afternoons and evenings and weekends, Grant and I would be running around in his yard or our yard, digging 
around in the dirt, climbing trees. His house had a pretty steep slope in the front, so you know what that meant: 
the two of us hurtling downward in wagons and bikes, maybe in sleds if we got lucky with snow in the winter. A 
lot of fun childhood memories with Grant across the street.  
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But then, and honestly, I can’t remember exactly how old I was when this happened, Grant and his family 
moved away. And it was never quite the same.  

Have you ever had neighbors like that? Maybe just down the street or maybe in the same building, 
whatever it might be. Neighbors without whom, if they moved away, the whole place wouldn’t feel quite the same 
afterward.  

If you know what I’m talking about, I want you to try to remember how it felt when that cherished neighbor 
moved away. There was kind of an empty feeling, you know? Took a while before things felt at all normal again, 
if they ever did at all. 

On a much larger scale, that was something of what it felt like for the people of Israel to return to Jerusalem 
after decades away in exile, and the temple wasn’t there. It was as if God had moved away. 

But now, a word had come from the Lord to his prophet Zechariah, that they were to build the temple 
again. 

Here’s a bit of the grand narrative at work within the Old Testament, in case you’re not as familiar. The 
people of Israel, throughout much of its history, didn’t exactly have a good track record as far as faithfulness to 
God. But over and over again, by God’s grace he would remain faithful to them even though they were not faithful 
to him.  

In fact, as a sign of that enduring faithfulness, God put down roots with this people. He commissioned a 
king named Solomon to build a great Temple in the city of Jerusalem. And this temple wasn’t just a shrine, which 
might be what we tend to think of when we think about a temple, some kind of shrine to some deity. It was more 
like a holy residence. The temple wasn’t just where God was worshiped. The temple was where God lived. For a 
period of time, it was as if God had a mailing address. If a traveler came into town and asked where the Smiths 
lived, well you might point to such and such house on that side of the street, and that was normal. But if that 
traveler came into town and asked where God lived, it was just as normal for you to say, well God lives right 
there, in the temple, right in the midst of the city.  

That was a huge deal. For God to be in their midst, for God to live just down the street, so to speak. 

But unfortunately, that didn’t make Israel any more faithful in the process. Finally, that caught up with 
them. They were defeated by the Babylonian Empire, a world power on the rise, and in the process. Babylon took 
a large portion of the population into captivity and for good measure destroyed the temple in Jerusalem.  

For Israel, it wasn’t just like losing a cherished building or landmark. It was more like losing that cherished 
neighbor, more like saying, “God doesn’t live here anymore.” “God isn’t with you anymore.” Imagine the 
hopelessness they must have felt. Imagine how lightless a chapter in this people’s history that must have been.  

But then, there was a change in management. The Persian Empire took over the Babylonian Empire, and 
they had a different approach. To foster loyalty in its newly controlled territory, the king Cyrus and after him 
Darius allowed the exiled peoples to return to their homelands, so the people of Israel were allowed to come 
home.  

That, more or less, is where the prophet Zechariah picks up; that’s where this passage, even though it’s in 
the middle of the Book of Zechariah, picks up. Zechariah is writing to a people in the process of returning home 
after decades away. Generations have passed; things have been forgotten; things have definitely changed. So what 
would life look like for the people of God, now returned to the land of promise? How would the people of God 
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again be a people of God, a people among whom God himself would dwell? Or would God dwell with them like 
he used to? It’d kind of be like learning that that old neighbor that had moved away was actually moving back. 
Would things be like they used to? Would God move back into town? 

Those are questions that are front and center for Zechariah. You can hear it in some of the opening words 
of the whole book, “Return to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will return to you” (Zech 1:3). And you can 
definitely hear it in what Zechariah writes here. He’s told to collect silver and gold from the returned exiles, to 
make a crown with it, to place that crown on the head of the high priest Joshua, then to tell the high priest, “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” and this man named Branch would bear royal honor and sit upon his throne. 
Now this is where it gets a bit ambiguous. Is Zechariah renaming Joshua and combining the role of priest and 
king? Or is Joshua crowning the high priest while also validating a royal line? Are there hints of the Messiah here 
throughout? There’s a lot that’s said about that, but I don’t want us to get caught in the weeds as to all of that 
meaning, so if you’re curious about that particular aspect of it, let’s talk more.  

But of particular note here is what this man named Branch is commissioned to do. Did you hear it? “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” Zechariah writes in v. 12, “for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall 
build the temple of the Lord.” Then a few verses later in v. 15: “Those who are far off shall come and help to 
build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if 
you diligently obey the voice of the Lord your God.” 

Now remember back to all that history lesson we had a few minutes ago, all that about the temple and 
what it meant to the people and then what it meant to them when it was destroyed. It was like saying, “God moved 
away; God isn’t with you now; God doesn’t live here anymore.” But now, God was saying, we’re going to build 
it again. It’s like God was saying, “I’m coming back to town.” And they had to get ready.  

So how do they get ready? 

Because remember, the Jerusalem they’re looking at isn’t the same Jerusalem the oldest among them knew 
from decades ago. It had fallen into ruin. It’s estimated only a few hundred people lived there during the decades 
of exile. So once people start coming back from exile, the harsh reality of what it would mean to rebuild starts to 
hit home. It’s not this celebratory parade where everything magically is rebuilt, and better than before.  

And yet, here’s the word of the Lord from this prophet Zechariah saying, build the temple. Prepare a place 
for me. 

So how do they get ready?  

Have you ever done some kind of home reorganization or construction or maybe even renovation project? 
We’re in the middle of something like that right now. I’ve taken up as a hobby doing some light carpentry. So in 
the garage, we’ve still had the stacks of boxes that we just haven’t dealt with since we’ve moved a year and a half 
ago, but now we need to deal with them, so I took it upon myself—and by “took it upon myself,” I mean, “Frances 
told me to”—to build some basic shelves that are screwed into the wall along one side of the garage. Don’t get 
any ideas now; I’m not hiring myself out—not sure you would want that anyway. 

But to build these shelves, we had to move everything out of the way, clear out the space not just for the 
shelves but also some space to work. Then while I was putting them together, there are scraps of wood on the 
floor of the garage, sawdust everywhere, bent nails and stripped screws strewn about—I don’t know what I’m 
doing. And even after that was done, when we started trying to reorganize all those boxes that had been stacked 
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up, it meant going through each one, actually throwing away what we didn’t need or want in the first place, and 
starting to put them away into sturdier storage totes and bins. 

And at every turn, it seemed, and we’re still in the middle of it, at every turn, whether it was clearing 
things out, or putting together the shelves, or emptying and reorganizing all those boxes, at every turn if you were 
to take a look at what the garage looked like, you’d say, “Yeah it looks worse now than it did before you started.” 

You know what I’m talking about. If you’ve ever done some kind of reorganization or renovation or 
whatever it is, once you start rebuilding, so to speak, there’s a stretch in which it looks much worse than it did 
before you started. It’s discouraging, isn’t it? Or if there’s ever road construction, does traffic flow more easily 
while there’s construction being done? No, of course not. It’s worse than it was beforehand. 

That’s something like what these people returning from exile were facing. They were coming back to a 
Jerusalem that looked a lot worse than when they had last seen it. Might’ve been easier not to come back. Might’ve 
been easier not to rebuild. Might’ve been easier just to stay in exile. The life in exile, though not easy, was at least 
quiet. As long as they kept their heads down and didn’t make a scene, they could for the most part expect to stay 
out of harm’s way. But now that they’re back, they’re facing the harsh reality of changing into something better, 
and that process is not always pretty. 

As we start this season of Advent, you might be at a similar place. You’re sensing a need, a call even, to 
rebuild, to reorient your life, to prepare a place for the Lord. And when we talk about Advent, about the coming 
of the Lord, “preparing a place” for him is exactly what we mean. Christ’s coming is all about God’s dwelling 
with us, the promise and presence of God in the temple embodied in the person of Jesus.  

And you might sense a stirring to prepare that place, but you’re worried what might happen if you go 
down that road. You’re worried that if you start moving things around in your life things will start looking worse 
than they did before you started. Or maybe you have started, and now things feel less settled and more uneasy 
than they ever did beforehand, and you feel discouraged as a result. 

Friends if this is where you are, my invitation to you is to hear and to keep hearing the good news even 
and especially while things feel “under construction,” so to speak. That good news is this: that whatever mess you 
may see in your life is not where God will leave you. The faithfulness of the God who says, “Return to me, and I 
will return to you,” is calling, and it will see this work through to the end. So do not be afraid when a bit of rubble 
may be in your future, for it could be God at work preparing a place in your heart for something much better. 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Under Construction” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
November 28, 2021 

 
The word of the Lord came to me: Collect silver and gold from the exiles—from Heldai, Tobijah, 
and Jedaiah—who have arrived from Babylon; and go the same day to the house of Josiah son of 
Zephaniah. Take the silver and gold and make a crown, and set it on the head of the high priest 
Joshua son of Jehozadak; say to him: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Here is a man whose name is 
Branch: for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall build the temple of the Lord. It is he that 
shall build the temple of the Lord; he shall bear royal honor, and shall sit upon his throne and 
rule. There shall be a priest by his throne, with peaceful understanding between the two of them. 
And the crown shall be in the care of Heldai, Tobijah, Jedaiah, and Josiah son of Zephaniah, as a 
memorial in the temple of the Lord. 

 

Those who are far off shall come and help to build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that 
the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if you diligently obey the voice of the Lord 
your God. 

Zechariah 6:9-15 

 

 Today as we begin the season of Advent, we’re going a bit off the beaten path for this sermon series 
“Prepare Him Room,” spending some time in the Book of Zechariah.  

My guess is that a good number of us might need a minute to even find the Book of Zechariah in the Bible, 
and if it’s where you are, it’s okay. You’re not alone. This is admittedly not going to be your run-of-the-mill 
Advent or Christmas sermon series, and it will at times feel like, “What did we just read?” 

 That ultimately is going to be one of the questions that will come up each week: what on earth do the 
words of this prophet Zechariah have to do with Christmas, with Advent, with Jesus? Well, quite a lot, I would 
say, and as is the case with all of the Old Testament, the more fully we know the hopes and longings evident 
throughout the writings of the Old Testament, the more fully we will know just how powerfully the coming of 
Christ meets the longings of the people of God.  

 We’re jumping into a particular section of Zechariah, the start of what many identify as an oracle, given 
to the people of God, returning from exile.  

 [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. 

 I remember a kid named Grant. He lived across the street from me growing up. I remember lots of 
afternoons and evenings and weekends, Grant and I would be running around in his yard or our yard, digging 
around in the dirt, climbing trees. His house had a pretty steep slope in the front, so you know what that meant: 
the two of us hurtling downward in wagons and bikes, maybe in sleds if we got lucky with snow in the winter. A 
lot of fun childhood memories with Grant across the street.  
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But then, and honestly, I can’t remember exactly how old I was when this happened, Grant and his family 
moved away. And it was never quite the same.  

Have you ever had neighbors like that? Maybe just down the street or maybe in the same building, 
whatever it might be. Neighbors without whom, if they moved away, the whole place wouldn’t feel quite the same 
afterward.  

If you know what I’m talking about, I want you to try to remember how it felt when that cherished neighbor 
moved away. There was kind of an empty feeling, you know? Took a while before things felt at all normal again, 
if they ever did at all. 

On a much larger scale, that was something of what it felt like for the people of Israel to return to Jerusalem 
after decades away in exile, and the temple wasn’t there. It was as if God had moved away. 

But now, a word had come from the Lord to his prophet Zechariah, that they were to build the temple 
again. 

Here’s a bit of the grand narrative at work within the Old Testament, in case you’re not as familiar. The 
people of Israel, throughout much of its history, didn’t exactly have a good track record as far as faithfulness to 
God. But over and over again, by God’s grace he would remain faithful to them even though they were not faithful 
to him.  

In fact, as a sign of that enduring faithfulness, God put down roots with this people. He commissioned a 
king named Solomon to build a great Temple in the city of Jerusalem. And this temple wasn’t just a shrine, which 
might be what we tend to think of when we think about a temple, some kind of shrine to some deity. It was more 
like a holy residence. The temple wasn’t just where God was worshiped. The temple was where God lived. For a 
period of time, it was as if God had a mailing address. If a traveler came into town and asked where the Smiths 
lived, well you might point to such and such house on that side of the street, and that was normal. But if that 
traveler came into town and asked where God lived, it was just as normal for you to say, well God lives right 
there, in the temple, right in the midst of the city.  

That was a huge deal. For God to be in their midst, for God to live just down the street, so to speak. 

But unfortunately, that didn’t make Israel any more faithful in the process. Finally, that caught up with 
them. They were defeated by the Babylonian Empire, a world power on the rise, and in the process. Babylon took 
a large portion of the population into captivity and for good measure destroyed the temple in Jerusalem.  

For Israel, it wasn’t just like losing a cherished building or landmark. It was more like losing that cherished 
neighbor, more like saying, “God doesn’t live here anymore.” “God isn’t with you anymore.” Imagine the 
hopelessness they must have felt. Imagine how lightless a chapter in this people’s history that must have been.  

But then, there was a change in management. The Persian Empire took over the Babylonian Empire, and 
they had a different approach. To foster loyalty in its newly controlled territory, the king Cyrus and after him 
Darius allowed the exiled peoples to return to their homelands, so the people of Israel were allowed to come 
home.  

That, more or less, is where the prophet Zechariah picks up; that’s where this passage, even though it’s in 
the middle of the Book of Zechariah, picks up. Zechariah is writing to a people in the process of returning home 
after decades away. Generations have passed; things have been forgotten; things have definitely changed. So what 
would life look like for the people of God, now returned to the land of promise? How would the people of God 
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again be a people of God, a people among whom God himself would dwell? Or would God dwell with them like 
he used to? It’d kind of be like learning that that old neighbor that had moved away was actually moving back. 
Would things be like they used to? Would God move back into town? 

Those are questions that are front and center for Zechariah. You can hear it in some of the opening words 
of the whole book, “Return to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will return to you” (Zech 1:3). And you can 
definitely hear it in what Zechariah writes here. He’s told to collect silver and gold from the returned exiles, to 
make a crown with it, to place that crown on the head of the high priest Joshua, then to tell the high priest, “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” and this man named Branch would bear royal honor and sit upon his throne. 
Now this is where it gets a bit ambiguous. Is Zechariah renaming Joshua and combining the role of priest and 
king? Or is Joshua crowning the high priest while also validating a royal line? Are there hints of the Messiah here 
throughout? There’s a lot that’s said about that, but I don’t want us to get caught in the weeds as to all of that 
meaning, so if you’re curious about that particular aspect of it, let’s talk more.  

But of particular note here is what this man named Branch is commissioned to do. Did you hear it? “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” Zechariah writes in v. 12, “for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall 
build the temple of the Lord.” Then a few verses later in v. 15: “Those who are far off shall come and help to 
build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if 
you diligently obey the voice of the Lord your God.” 

Now remember back to all that history lesson we had a few minutes ago, all that about the temple and 
what it meant to the people and then what it meant to them when it was destroyed. It was like saying, “God moved 
away; God isn’t with you now; God doesn’t live here anymore.” But now, God was saying, we’re going to build 
it again. It’s like God was saying, “I’m coming back to town.” And they had to get ready.  

So how do they get ready? 

Because remember, the Jerusalem they’re looking at isn’t the same Jerusalem the oldest among them knew 
from decades ago. It had fallen into ruin. It’s estimated only a few hundred people lived there during the decades 
of exile. So once people start coming back from exile, the harsh reality of what it would mean to rebuild starts to 
hit home. It’s not this celebratory parade where everything magically is rebuilt, and better than before.  

And yet, here’s the word of the Lord from this prophet Zechariah saying, build the temple. Prepare a place 
for me. 

So how do they get ready?  

Have you ever done some kind of home reorganization or construction or maybe even renovation project? 
We’re in the middle of something like that right now. I’ve taken up as a hobby doing some light carpentry. So in 
the garage, we’ve still had the stacks of boxes that we just haven’t dealt with since we’ve moved a year and a half 
ago, but now we need to deal with them, so I took it upon myself—and by “took it upon myself,” I mean, “Frances 
told me to”—to build some basic shelves that are screwed into the wall along one side of the garage. Don’t get 
any ideas now; I’m not hiring myself out—not sure you would want that anyway. 

But to build these shelves, we had to move everything out of the way, clear out the space not just for the 
shelves but also some space to work. Then while I was putting them together, there are scraps of wood on the 
floor of the garage, sawdust everywhere, bent nails and stripped screws strewn about—I don’t know what I’m 
doing. And even after that was done, when we started trying to reorganize all those boxes that had been stacked 
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up, it meant going through each one, actually throwing away what we didn’t need or want in the first place, and 
starting to put them away into sturdier storage totes and bins. 

And at every turn, it seemed, and we’re still in the middle of it, at every turn, whether it was clearing 
things out, or putting together the shelves, or emptying and reorganizing all those boxes, at every turn if you were 
to take a look at what the garage looked like, you’d say, “Yeah it looks worse now than it did before you started.” 

You know what I’m talking about. If you’ve ever done some kind of reorganization or renovation or 
whatever it is, once you start rebuilding, so to speak, there’s a stretch in which it looks much worse than it did 
before you started. It’s discouraging, isn’t it? Or if there’s ever road construction, does traffic flow more easily 
while there’s construction being done? No, of course not. It’s worse than it was beforehand. 

That’s something like what these people returning from exile were facing. They were coming back to a 
Jerusalem that looked a lot worse than when they had last seen it. Might’ve been easier not to come back. Might’ve 
been easier not to rebuild. Might’ve been easier just to stay in exile. The life in exile, though not easy, was at least 
quiet. As long as they kept their heads down and didn’t make a scene, they could for the most part expect to stay 
out of harm’s way. But now that they’re back, they’re facing the harsh reality of changing into something better, 
and that process is not always pretty. 

As we start this season of Advent, you might be at a similar place. You’re sensing a need, a call even, to 
rebuild, to reorient your life, to prepare a place for the Lord. And when we talk about Advent, about the coming 
of the Lord, “preparing a place” for him is exactly what we mean. Christ’s coming is all about God’s dwelling 
with us, the promise and presence of God in the temple embodied in the person of Jesus.  

And you might sense a stirring to prepare that place, but you’re worried what might happen if you go 
down that road. You’re worried that if you start moving things around in your life things will start looking worse 
than they did before you started. Or maybe you have started, and now things feel less settled and more uneasy 
than they ever did beforehand, and you feel discouraged as a result. 

Friends if this is where you are, my invitation to you is to hear and to keep hearing the good news even 
and especially while things feel “under construction,” so to speak. That good news is this: that whatever mess you 
may see in your life is not where God will leave you. The faithfulness of the God who says, “Return to me, and I 
will return to you,” is calling, and it will see this work through to the end. So do not be afraid when a bit of rubble 
may be in your future, for it could be God at work preparing a place in your heart for something much better. 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Under Construction” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
November 28, 2021 

 
The word of the Lord came to me: Collect silver and gold from the exiles—from Heldai, Tobijah, 
and Jedaiah—who have arrived from Babylon; and go the same day to the house of Josiah son of 
Zephaniah. Take the silver and gold and make a crown, and set it on the head of the high priest 
Joshua son of Jehozadak; say to him: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Here is a man whose name is 
Branch: for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall build the temple of the Lord. It is he that 
shall build the temple of the Lord; he shall bear royal honor, and shall sit upon his throne and 
rule. There shall be a priest by his throne, with peaceful understanding between the two of them. 
And the crown shall be in the care of Heldai, Tobijah, Jedaiah, and Josiah son of Zephaniah, as a 
memorial in the temple of the Lord. 

 

Those who are far off shall come and help to build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that 
the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if you diligently obey the voice of the Lord 
your God. 

Zechariah 6:9-15 

 

 Today as we begin the season of Advent, we’re going a bit off the beaten path for this sermon series 
“Prepare Him Room,” spending some time in the Book of Zechariah.  

My guess is that a good number of us might need a minute to even find the Book of Zechariah in the Bible, 
and if it’s where you are, it’s okay. You’re not alone. This is admittedly not going to be your run-of-the-mill 
Advent or Christmas sermon series, and it will at times feel like, “What did we just read?” 

 That ultimately is going to be one of the questions that will come up each week: what on earth do the 
words of this prophet Zechariah have to do with Christmas, with Advent, with Jesus? Well, quite a lot, I would 
say, and as is the case with all of the Old Testament, the more fully we know the hopes and longings evident 
throughout the writings of the Old Testament, the more fully we will know just how powerfully the coming of 
Christ meets the longings of the people of God.  

 We’re jumping into a particular section of Zechariah, the start of what many identify as an oracle, given 
to the people of God, returning from exile.  

 [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. 

 I remember a kid named Grant. He lived across the street from me growing up. I remember lots of 
afternoons and evenings and weekends, Grant and I would be running around in his yard or our yard, digging 
around in the dirt, climbing trees. His house had a pretty steep slope in the front, so you know what that meant: 
the two of us hurtling downward in wagons and bikes, maybe in sleds if we got lucky with snow in the winter. A 
lot of fun childhood memories with Grant across the street.  
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But then, and honestly, I can’t remember exactly how old I was when this happened, Grant and his family 
moved away. And it was never quite the same.  

Have you ever had neighbors like that? Maybe just down the street or maybe in the same building, 
whatever it might be. Neighbors without whom, if they moved away, the whole place wouldn’t feel quite the same 
afterward.  

If you know what I’m talking about, I want you to try to remember how it felt when that cherished neighbor 
moved away. There was kind of an empty feeling, you know? Took a while before things felt at all normal again, 
if they ever did at all. 

On a much larger scale, that was something of what it felt like for the people of Israel to return to Jerusalem 
after decades away in exile, and the temple wasn’t there. It was as if God had moved away. 

But now, a word had come from the Lord to his prophet Zechariah, that they were to build the temple 
again. 

Here’s a bit of the grand narrative at work within the Old Testament, in case you’re not as familiar. The 
people of Israel, throughout much of its history, didn’t exactly have a good track record as far as faithfulness to 
God. But over and over again, by God’s grace he would remain faithful to them even though they were not faithful 
to him.  

In fact, as a sign of that enduring faithfulness, God put down roots with this people. He commissioned a 
king named Solomon to build a great Temple in the city of Jerusalem. And this temple wasn’t just a shrine, which 
might be what we tend to think of when we think about a temple, some kind of shrine to some deity. It was more 
like a holy residence. The temple wasn’t just where God was worshiped. The temple was where God lived. For a 
period of time, it was as if God had a mailing address. If a traveler came into town and asked where the Smiths 
lived, well you might point to such and such house on that side of the street, and that was normal. But if that 
traveler came into town and asked where God lived, it was just as normal for you to say, well God lives right 
there, in the temple, right in the midst of the city.  

That was a huge deal. For God to be in their midst, for God to live just down the street, so to speak. 

But unfortunately, that didn’t make Israel any more faithful in the process. Finally, that caught up with 
them. They were defeated by the Babylonian Empire, a world power on the rise, and in the process. Babylon took 
a large portion of the population into captivity and for good measure destroyed the temple in Jerusalem.  

For Israel, it wasn’t just like losing a cherished building or landmark. It was more like losing that cherished 
neighbor, more like saying, “God doesn’t live here anymore.” “God isn’t with you anymore.” Imagine the 
hopelessness they must have felt. Imagine how lightless a chapter in this people’s history that must have been.  

But then, there was a change in management. The Persian Empire took over the Babylonian Empire, and 
they had a different approach. To foster loyalty in its newly controlled territory, the king Cyrus and after him 
Darius allowed the exiled peoples to return to their homelands, so the people of Israel were allowed to come 
home.  

That, more or less, is where the prophet Zechariah picks up; that’s where this passage, even though it’s in 
the middle of the Book of Zechariah, picks up. Zechariah is writing to a people in the process of returning home 
after decades away. Generations have passed; things have been forgotten; things have definitely changed. So what 
would life look like for the people of God, now returned to the land of promise? How would the people of God 
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again be a people of God, a people among whom God himself would dwell? Or would God dwell with them like 
he used to? It’d kind of be like learning that that old neighbor that had moved away was actually moving back. 
Would things be like they used to? Would God move back into town? 

Those are questions that are front and center for Zechariah. You can hear it in some of the opening words 
of the whole book, “Return to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will return to you” (Zech 1:3). And you can 
definitely hear it in what Zechariah writes here. He’s told to collect silver and gold from the returned exiles, to 
make a crown with it, to place that crown on the head of the high priest Joshua, then to tell the high priest, “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” and this man named Branch would bear royal honor and sit upon his throne. 
Now this is where it gets a bit ambiguous. Is Zechariah renaming Joshua and combining the role of priest and 
king? Or is Joshua crowning the high priest while also validating a royal line? Are there hints of the Messiah here 
throughout? There’s a lot that’s said about that, but I don’t want us to get caught in the weeds as to all of that 
meaning, so if you’re curious about that particular aspect of it, let’s talk more.  

But of particular note here is what this man named Branch is commissioned to do. Did you hear it? “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” Zechariah writes in v. 12, “for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall 
build the temple of the Lord.” Then a few verses later in v. 15: “Those who are far off shall come and help to 
build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if 
you diligently obey the voice of the Lord your God.” 

Now remember back to all that history lesson we had a few minutes ago, all that about the temple and 
what it meant to the people and then what it meant to them when it was destroyed. It was like saying, “God moved 
away; God isn’t with you now; God doesn’t live here anymore.” But now, God was saying, we’re going to build 
it again. It’s like God was saying, “I’m coming back to town.” And they had to get ready.  

So how do they get ready? 

Because remember, the Jerusalem they’re looking at isn’t the same Jerusalem the oldest among them knew 
from decades ago. It had fallen into ruin. It’s estimated only a few hundred people lived there during the decades 
of exile. So once people start coming back from exile, the harsh reality of what it would mean to rebuild starts to 
hit home. It’s not this celebratory parade where everything magically is rebuilt, and better than before.  

And yet, here’s the word of the Lord from this prophet Zechariah saying, build the temple. Prepare a place 
for me. 

So how do they get ready?  

Have you ever done some kind of home reorganization or construction or maybe even renovation project? 
We’re in the middle of something like that right now. I’ve taken up as a hobby doing some light carpentry. So in 
the garage, we’ve still had the stacks of boxes that we just haven’t dealt with since we’ve moved a year and a half 
ago, but now we need to deal with them, so I took it upon myself—and by “took it upon myself,” I mean, “Frances 
told me to”—to build some basic shelves that are screwed into the wall along one side of the garage. Don’t get 
any ideas now; I’m not hiring myself out—not sure you would want that anyway. 

But to build these shelves, we had to move everything out of the way, clear out the space not just for the 
shelves but also some space to work. Then while I was putting them together, there are scraps of wood on the 
floor of the garage, sawdust everywhere, bent nails and stripped screws strewn about—I don’t know what I’m 
doing. And even after that was done, when we started trying to reorganize all those boxes that had been stacked 
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up, it meant going through each one, actually throwing away what we didn’t need or want in the first place, and 
starting to put them away into sturdier storage totes and bins. 

And at every turn, it seemed, and we’re still in the middle of it, at every turn, whether it was clearing 
things out, or putting together the shelves, or emptying and reorganizing all those boxes, at every turn if you were 
to take a look at what the garage looked like, you’d say, “Yeah it looks worse now than it did before you started.” 

You know what I’m talking about. If you’ve ever done some kind of reorganization or renovation or 
whatever it is, once you start rebuilding, so to speak, there’s a stretch in which it looks much worse than it did 
before you started. It’s discouraging, isn’t it? Or if there’s ever road construction, does traffic flow more easily 
while there’s construction being done? No, of course not. It’s worse than it was beforehand. 

That’s something like what these people returning from exile were facing. They were coming back to a 
Jerusalem that looked a lot worse than when they had last seen it. Might’ve been easier not to come back. Might’ve 
been easier not to rebuild. Might’ve been easier just to stay in exile. The life in exile, though not easy, was at least 
quiet. As long as they kept their heads down and didn’t make a scene, they could for the most part expect to stay 
out of harm’s way. But now that they’re back, they’re facing the harsh reality of changing into something better, 
and that process is not always pretty. 

As we start this season of Advent, you might be at a similar place. You’re sensing a need, a call even, to 
rebuild, to reorient your life, to prepare a place for the Lord. And when we talk about Advent, about the coming 
of the Lord, “preparing a place” for him is exactly what we mean. Christ’s coming is all about God’s dwelling 
with us, the promise and presence of God in the temple embodied in the person of Jesus.  

And you might sense a stirring to prepare that place, but you’re worried what might happen if you go 
down that road. You’re worried that if you start moving things around in your life things will start looking worse 
than they did before you started. Or maybe you have started, and now things feel less settled and more uneasy 
than they ever did beforehand, and you feel discouraged as a result. 

Friends if this is where you are, my invitation to you is to hear and to keep hearing the good news even 
and especially while things feel “under construction,” so to speak. That good news is this: that whatever mess you 
may see in your life is not where God will leave you. The faithfulness of the God who says, “Return to me, and I 
will return to you,” is calling, and it will see this work through to the end. So do not be afraid when a bit of rubble 
may be in your future, for it could be God at work preparing a place in your heart for something much better. 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Under Construction” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
November 28, 2021 

 
The word of the Lord came to me: Collect silver and gold from the exiles—from Heldai, Tobijah, 
and Jedaiah—who have arrived from Babylon; and go the same day to the house of Josiah son of 
Zephaniah. Take the silver and gold and make a crown, and set it on the head of the high priest 
Joshua son of Jehozadak; say to him: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Here is a man whose name is 
Branch: for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall build the temple of the Lord. It is he that 
shall build the temple of the Lord; he shall bear royal honor, and shall sit upon his throne and 
rule. There shall be a priest by his throne, with peaceful understanding between the two of them. 
And the crown shall be in the care of Heldai, Tobijah, Jedaiah, and Josiah son of Zephaniah, as a 
memorial in the temple of the Lord. 

 

Those who are far off shall come and help to build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that 
the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if you diligently obey the voice of the Lord 
your God. 

Zechariah 6:9-15 

 

 Today as we begin the season of Advent, we’re going a bit off the beaten path for this sermon series 
“Prepare Him Room,” spending some time in the Book of Zechariah.  

My guess is that a good number of us might need a minute to even find the Book of Zechariah in the Bible, 
and if it’s where you are, it’s okay. You’re not alone. This is admittedly not going to be your run-of-the-mill 
Advent or Christmas sermon series, and it will at times feel like, “What did we just read?” 

 That ultimately is going to be one of the questions that will come up each week: what on earth do the 
words of this prophet Zechariah have to do with Christmas, with Advent, with Jesus? Well, quite a lot, I would 
say, and as is the case with all of the Old Testament, the more fully we know the hopes and longings evident 
throughout the writings of the Old Testament, the more fully we will know just how powerfully the coming of 
Christ meets the longings of the people of God.  

 We’re jumping into a particular section of Zechariah, the start of what many identify as an oracle, given 
to the people of God, returning from exile.  

 [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. 

 I remember a kid named Grant. He lived across the street from me growing up. I remember lots of 
afternoons and evenings and weekends, Grant and I would be running around in his yard or our yard, digging 
around in the dirt, climbing trees. His house had a pretty steep slope in the front, so you know what that meant: 
the two of us hurtling downward in wagons and bikes, maybe in sleds if we got lucky with snow in the winter. A 
lot of fun childhood memories with Grant across the street.  
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But then, and honestly, I can’t remember exactly how old I was when this happened, Grant and his family 
moved away. And it was never quite the same.  

Have you ever had neighbors like that? Maybe just down the street or maybe in the same building, 
whatever it might be. Neighbors without whom, if they moved away, the whole place wouldn’t feel quite the same 
afterward.  

If you know what I’m talking about, I want you to try to remember how it felt when that cherished neighbor 
moved away. There was kind of an empty feeling, you know? Took a while before things felt at all normal again, 
if they ever did at all. 

On a much larger scale, that was something of what it felt like for the people of Israel to return to Jerusalem 
after decades away in exile, and the temple wasn’t there. It was as if God had moved away. 

But now, a word had come from the Lord to his prophet Zechariah, that they were to build the temple 
again. 

Here’s a bit of the grand narrative at work within the Old Testament, in case you’re not as familiar. The 
people of Israel, throughout much of its history, didn’t exactly have a good track record as far as faithfulness to 
God. But over and over again, by God’s grace he would remain faithful to them even though they were not faithful 
to him.  

In fact, as a sign of that enduring faithfulness, God put down roots with this people. He commissioned a 
king named Solomon to build a great Temple in the city of Jerusalem. And this temple wasn’t just a shrine, which 
might be what we tend to think of when we think about a temple, some kind of shrine to some deity. It was more 
like a holy residence. The temple wasn’t just where God was worshiped. The temple was where God lived. For a 
period of time, it was as if God had a mailing address. If a traveler came into town and asked where the Smiths 
lived, well you might point to such and such house on that side of the street, and that was normal. But if that 
traveler came into town and asked where God lived, it was just as normal for you to say, well God lives right 
there, in the temple, right in the midst of the city.  

That was a huge deal. For God to be in their midst, for God to live just down the street, so to speak. 

But unfortunately, that didn’t make Israel any more faithful in the process. Finally, that caught up with 
them. They were defeated by the Babylonian Empire, a world power on the rise, and in the process. Babylon took 
a large portion of the population into captivity and for good measure destroyed the temple in Jerusalem.  

For Israel, it wasn’t just like losing a cherished building or landmark. It was more like losing that cherished 
neighbor, more like saying, “God doesn’t live here anymore.” “God isn’t with you anymore.” Imagine the 
hopelessness they must have felt. Imagine how lightless a chapter in this people’s history that must have been.  

But then, there was a change in management. The Persian Empire took over the Babylonian Empire, and 
they had a different approach. To foster loyalty in its newly controlled territory, the king Cyrus and after him 
Darius allowed the exiled peoples to return to their homelands, so the people of Israel were allowed to come 
home.  

That, more or less, is where the prophet Zechariah picks up; that’s where this passage, even though it’s in 
the middle of the Book of Zechariah, picks up. Zechariah is writing to a people in the process of returning home 
after decades away. Generations have passed; things have been forgotten; things have definitely changed. So what 
would life look like for the people of God, now returned to the land of promise? How would the people of God 
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again be a people of God, a people among whom God himself would dwell? Or would God dwell with them like 
he used to? It’d kind of be like learning that that old neighbor that had moved away was actually moving back. 
Would things be like they used to? Would God move back into town? 

Those are questions that are front and center for Zechariah. You can hear it in some of the opening words 
of the whole book, “Return to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will return to you” (Zech 1:3). And you can 
definitely hear it in what Zechariah writes here. He’s told to collect silver and gold from the returned exiles, to 
make a crown with it, to place that crown on the head of the high priest Joshua, then to tell the high priest, “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” and this man named Branch would bear royal honor and sit upon his throne. 
Now this is where it gets a bit ambiguous. Is Zechariah renaming Joshua and combining the role of priest and 
king? Or is Joshua crowning the high priest while also validating a royal line? Are there hints of the Messiah here 
throughout? There’s a lot that’s said about that, but I don’t want us to get caught in the weeds as to all of that 
meaning, so if you’re curious about that particular aspect of it, let’s talk more.  

But of particular note here is what this man named Branch is commissioned to do. Did you hear it? “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” Zechariah writes in v. 12, “for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall 
build the temple of the Lord.” Then a few verses later in v. 15: “Those who are far off shall come and help to 
build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if 
you diligently obey the voice of the Lord your God.” 

Now remember back to all that history lesson we had a few minutes ago, all that about the temple and 
what it meant to the people and then what it meant to them when it was destroyed. It was like saying, “God moved 
away; God isn’t with you now; God doesn’t live here anymore.” But now, God was saying, we’re going to build 
it again. It’s like God was saying, “I’m coming back to town.” And they had to get ready.  

So how do they get ready? 

Because remember, the Jerusalem they’re looking at isn’t the same Jerusalem the oldest among them knew 
from decades ago. It had fallen into ruin. It’s estimated only a few hundred people lived there during the decades 
of exile. So once people start coming back from exile, the harsh reality of what it would mean to rebuild starts to 
hit home. It’s not this celebratory parade where everything magically is rebuilt, and better than before.  

And yet, here’s the word of the Lord from this prophet Zechariah saying, build the temple. Prepare a place 
for me. 

So how do they get ready?  

Have you ever done some kind of home reorganization or construction or maybe even renovation project? 
We’re in the middle of something like that right now. I’ve taken up as a hobby doing some light carpentry. So in 
the garage, we’ve still had the stacks of boxes that we just haven’t dealt with since we’ve moved a year and a half 
ago, but now we need to deal with them, so I took it upon myself—and by “took it upon myself,” I mean, “Frances 
told me to”—to build some basic shelves that are screwed into the wall along one side of the garage. Don’t get 
any ideas now; I’m not hiring myself out—not sure you would want that anyway. 

But to build these shelves, we had to move everything out of the way, clear out the space not just for the 
shelves but also some space to work. Then while I was putting them together, there are scraps of wood on the 
floor of the garage, sawdust everywhere, bent nails and stripped screws strewn about—I don’t know what I’m 
doing. And even after that was done, when we started trying to reorganize all those boxes that had been stacked 
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up, it meant going through each one, actually throwing away what we didn’t need or want in the first place, and 
starting to put them away into sturdier storage totes and bins. 

And at every turn, it seemed, and we’re still in the middle of it, at every turn, whether it was clearing 
things out, or putting together the shelves, or emptying and reorganizing all those boxes, at every turn if you were 
to take a look at what the garage looked like, you’d say, “Yeah it looks worse now than it did before you started.” 

You know what I’m talking about. If you’ve ever done some kind of reorganization or renovation or 
whatever it is, once you start rebuilding, so to speak, there’s a stretch in which it looks much worse than it did 
before you started. It’s discouraging, isn’t it? Or if there’s ever road construction, does traffic flow more easily 
while there’s construction being done? No, of course not. It’s worse than it was beforehand. 

That’s something like what these people returning from exile were facing. They were coming back to a 
Jerusalem that looked a lot worse than when they had last seen it. Might’ve been easier not to come back. Might’ve 
been easier not to rebuild. Might’ve been easier just to stay in exile. The life in exile, though not easy, was at least 
quiet. As long as they kept their heads down and didn’t make a scene, they could for the most part expect to stay 
out of harm’s way. But now that they’re back, they’re facing the harsh reality of changing into something better, 
and that process is not always pretty. 

As we start this season of Advent, you might be at a similar place. You’re sensing a need, a call even, to 
rebuild, to reorient your life, to prepare a place for the Lord. And when we talk about Advent, about the coming 
of the Lord, “preparing a place” for him is exactly what we mean. Christ’s coming is all about God’s dwelling 
with us, the promise and presence of God in the temple embodied in the person of Jesus.  

And you might sense a stirring to prepare that place, but you’re worried what might happen if you go 
down that road. You’re worried that if you start moving things around in your life things will start looking worse 
than they did before you started. Or maybe you have started, and now things feel less settled and more uneasy 
than they ever did beforehand, and you feel discouraged as a result. 

Friends if this is where you are, my invitation to you is to hear and to keep hearing the good news even 
and especially while things feel “under construction,” so to speak. That good news is this: that whatever mess you 
may see in your life is not where God will leave you. The faithfulness of the God who says, “Return to me, and I 
will return to you,” is calling, and it will see this work through to the end. So do not be afraid when a bit of rubble 
may be in your future, for it could be God at work preparing a place in your heart for something much better. 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Under Construction” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
November 28, 2021 

 
The word of the Lord came to me: Collect silver and gold from the exiles—from Heldai, Tobijah, 
and Jedaiah—who have arrived from Babylon; and go the same day to the house of Josiah son of 
Zephaniah. Take the silver and gold and make a crown, and set it on the head of the high priest 
Joshua son of Jehozadak; say to him: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Here is a man whose name is 
Branch: for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall build the temple of the Lord. It is he that 
shall build the temple of the Lord; he shall bear royal honor, and shall sit upon his throne and 
rule. There shall be a priest by his throne, with peaceful understanding between the two of them. 
And the crown shall be in the care of Heldai, Tobijah, Jedaiah, and Josiah son of Zephaniah, as a 
memorial in the temple of the Lord. 

 

Those who are far off shall come and help to build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that 
the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if you diligently obey the voice of the Lord 
your God. 

Zechariah 6:9-15 

 

 Today as we begin the season of Advent, we’re going a bit off the beaten path for this sermon series 
“Prepare Him Room,” spending some time in the Book of Zechariah.  

My guess is that a good number of us might need a minute to even find the Book of Zechariah in the Bible, 
and if it’s where you are, it’s okay. You’re not alone. This is admittedly not going to be your run-of-the-mill 
Advent or Christmas sermon series, and it will at times feel like, “What did we just read?” 

 That ultimately is going to be one of the questions that will come up each week: what on earth do the 
words of this prophet Zechariah have to do with Christmas, with Advent, with Jesus? Well, quite a lot, I would 
say, and as is the case with all of the Old Testament, the more fully we know the hopes and longings evident 
throughout the writings of the Old Testament, the more fully we will know just how powerfully the coming of 
Christ meets the longings of the people of God.  

 We’re jumping into a particular section of Zechariah, the start of what many identify as an oracle, given 
to the people of God, returning from exile.  

 [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. 

 I remember a kid named Grant. He lived across the street from me growing up. I remember lots of 
afternoons and evenings and weekends, Grant and I would be running around in his yard or our yard, digging 
around in the dirt, climbing trees. His house had a pretty steep slope in the front, so you know what that meant: 
the two of us hurtling downward in wagons and bikes, maybe in sleds if we got lucky with snow in the winter. A 
lot of fun childhood memories with Grant across the street.  
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But then, and honestly, I can’t remember exactly how old I was when this happened, Grant and his family 
moved away. And it was never quite the same.  

Have you ever had neighbors like that? Maybe just down the street or maybe in the same building, 
whatever it might be. Neighbors without whom, if they moved away, the whole place wouldn’t feel quite the same 
afterward.  

If you know what I’m talking about, I want you to try to remember how it felt when that cherished neighbor 
moved away. There was kind of an empty feeling, you know? Took a while before things felt at all normal again, 
if they ever did at all. 

On a much larger scale, that was something of what it felt like for the people of Israel to return to Jerusalem 
after decades away in exile, and the temple wasn’t there. It was as if God had moved away. 

But now, a word had come from the Lord to his prophet Zechariah, that they were to build the temple 
again. 

Here’s a bit of the grand narrative at work within the Old Testament, in case you’re not as familiar. The 
people of Israel, throughout much of its history, didn’t exactly have a good track record as far as faithfulness to 
God. But over and over again, by God’s grace he would remain faithful to them even though they were not faithful 
to him.  

In fact, as a sign of that enduring faithfulness, God put down roots with this people. He commissioned a 
king named Solomon to build a great Temple in the city of Jerusalem. And this temple wasn’t just a shrine, which 
might be what we tend to think of when we think about a temple, some kind of shrine to some deity. It was more 
like a holy residence. The temple wasn’t just where God was worshiped. The temple was where God lived. For a 
period of time, it was as if God had a mailing address. If a traveler came into town and asked where the Smiths 
lived, well you might point to such and such house on that side of the street, and that was normal. But if that 
traveler came into town and asked where God lived, it was just as normal for you to say, well God lives right 
there, in the temple, right in the midst of the city.  

That was a huge deal. For God to be in their midst, for God to live just down the street, so to speak. 

But unfortunately, that didn’t make Israel any more faithful in the process. Finally, that caught up with 
them. They were defeated by the Babylonian Empire, a world power on the rise, and in the process. Babylon took 
a large portion of the population into captivity and for good measure destroyed the temple in Jerusalem.  

For Israel, it wasn’t just like losing a cherished building or landmark. It was more like losing that cherished 
neighbor, more like saying, “God doesn’t live here anymore.” “God isn’t with you anymore.” Imagine the 
hopelessness they must have felt. Imagine how lightless a chapter in this people’s history that must have been.  

But then, there was a change in management. The Persian Empire took over the Babylonian Empire, and 
they had a different approach. To foster loyalty in its newly controlled territory, the king Cyrus and after him 
Darius allowed the exiled peoples to return to their homelands, so the people of Israel were allowed to come 
home.  

That, more or less, is where the prophet Zechariah picks up; that’s where this passage, even though it’s in 
the middle of the Book of Zechariah, picks up. Zechariah is writing to a people in the process of returning home 
after decades away. Generations have passed; things have been forgotten; things have definitely changed. So what 
would life look like for the people of God, now returned to the land of promise? How would the people of God 



3 
 

again be a people of God, a people among whom God himself would dwell? Or would God dwell with them like 
he used to? It’d kind of be like learning that that old neighbor that had moved away was actually moving back. 
Would things be like they used to? Would God move back into town? 

Those are questions that are front and center for Zechariah. You can hear it in some of the opening words 
of the whole book, “Return to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will return to you” (Zech 1:3). And you can 
definitely hear it in what Zechariah writes here. He’s told to collect silver and gold from the returned exiles, to 
make a crown with it, to place that crown on the head of the high priest Joshua, then to tell the high priest, “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” and this man named Branch would bear royal honor and sit upon his throne. 
Now this is where it gets a bit ambiguous. Is Zechariah renaming Joshua and combining the role of priest and 
king? Or is Joshua crowning the high priest while also validating a royal line? Are there hints of the Messiah here 
throughout? There’s a lot that’s said about that, but I don’t want us to get caught in the weeds as to all of that 
meaning, so if you’re curious about that particular aspect of it, let’s talk more.  

But of particular note here is what this man named Branch is commissioned to do. Did you hear it? “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” Zechariah writes in v. 12, “for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall 
build the temple of the Lord.” Then a few verses later in v. 15: “Those who are far off shall come and help to 
build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if 
you diligently obey the voice of the Lord your God.” 

Now remember back to all that history lesson we had a few minutes ago, all that about the temple and 
what it meant to the people and then what it meant to them when it was destroyed. It was like saying, “God moved 
away; God isn’t with you now; God doesn’t live here anymore.” But now, God was saying, we’re going to build 
it again. It’s like God was saying, “I’m coming back to town.” And they had to get ready.  

So how do they get ready? 

Because remember, the Jerusalem they’re looking at isn’t the same Jerusalem the oldest among them knew 
from decades ago. It had fallen into ruin. It’s estimated only a few hundred people lived there during the decades 
of exile. So once people start coming back from exile, the harsh reality of what it would mean to rebuild starts to 
hit home. It’s not this celebratory parade where everything magically is rebuilt, and better than before.  

And yet, here’s the word of the Lord from this prophet Zechariah saying, build the temple. Prepare a place 
for me. 

So how do they get ready?  

Have you ever done some kind of home reorganization or construction or maybe even renovation project? 
We’re in the middle of something like that right now. I’ve taken up as a hobby doing some light carpentry. So in 
the garage, we’ve still had the stacks of boxes that we just haven’t dealt with since we’ve moved a year and a half 
ago, but now we need to deal with them, so I took it upon myself—and by “took it upon myself,” I mean, “Frances 
told me to”—to build some basic shelves that are screwed into the wall along one side of the garage. Don’t get 
any ideas now; I’m not hiring myself out—not sure you would want that anyway. 

But to build these shelves, we had to move everything out of the way, clear out the space not just for the 
shelves but also some space to work. Then while I was putting them together, there are scraps of wood on the 
floor of the garage, sawdust everywhere, bent nails and stripped screws strewn about—I don’t know what I’m 
doing. And even after that was done, when we started trying to reorganize all those boxes that had been stacked 
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up, it meant going through each one, actually throwing away what we didn’t need or want in the first place, and 
starting to put them away into sturdier storage totes and bins. 

And at every turn, it seemed, and we’re still in the middle of it, at every turn, whether it was clearing 
things out, or putting together the shelves, or emptying and reorganizing all those boxes, at every turn if you were 
to take a look at what the garage looked like, you’d say, “Yeah it looks worse now than it did before you started.” 

You know what I’m talking about. If you’ve ever done some kind of reorganization or renovation or 
whatever it is, once you start rebuilding, so to speak, there’s a stretch in which it looks much worse than it did 
before you started. It’s discouraging, isn’t it? Or if there’s ever road construction, does traffic flow more easily 
while there’s construction being done? No, of course not. It’s worse than it was beforehand. 

That’s something like what these people returning from exile were facing. They were coming back to a 
Jerusalem that looked a lot worse than when they had last seen it. Might’ve been easier not to come back. Might’ve 
been easier not to rebuild. Might’ve been easier just to stay in exile. The life in exile, though not easy, was at least 
quiet. As long as they kept their heads down and didn’t make a scene, they could for the most part expect to stay 
out of harm’s way. But now that they’re back, they’re facing the harsh reality of changing into something better, 
and that process is not always pretty. 

As we start this season of Advent, you might be at a similar place. You’re sensing a need, a call even, to 
rebuild, to reorient your life, to prepare a place for the Lord. And when we talk about Advent, about the coming 
of the Lord, “preparing a place” for him is exactly what we mean. Christ’s coming is all about God’s dwelling 
with us, the promise and presence of God in the temple embodied in the person of Jesus.  

And you might sense a stirring to prepare that place, but you’re worried what might happen if you go 
down that road. You’re worried that if you start moving things around in your life things will start looking worse 
than they did before you started. Or maybe you have started, and now things feel less settled and more uneasy 
than they ever did beforehand, and you feel discouraged as a result. 

Friends if this is where you are, my invitation to you is to hear and to keep hearing the good news even 
and especially while things feel “under construction,” so to speak. That good news is this: that whatever mess you 
may see in your life is not where God will leave you. The faithfulness of the God who says, “Return to me, and I 
will return to you,” is calling, and it will see this work through to the end. So do not be afraid when a bit of rubble 
may be in your future, for it could be God at work preparing a place in your heart for something much better. 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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The word of the Lord came to me: Collect silver and gold from the exiles—from Heldai, Tobijah, 
and Jedaiah—who have arrived from Babylon; and go the same day to the house of Josiah son of 
Zephaniah. Take the silver and gold and make a crown, and set it on the head of the high priest 
Joshua son of Jehozadak; say to him: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Here is a man whose name is 
Branch: for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall build the temple of the Lord. It is he that 
shall build the temple of the Lord; he shall bear royal honor, and shall sit upon his throne and 
rule. There shall be a priest by his throne, with peaceful understanding between the two of them. 
And the crown shall be in the care of Heldai, Tobijah, Jedaiah, and Josiah son of Zephaniah, as a 
memorial in the temple of the Lord. 

 

Those who are far off shall come and help to build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that 
the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if you diligently obey the voice of the Lord 
your God. 

Zechariah 6:9-15 

 

 Today as we begin the season of Advent, we’re going a bit off the beaten path for this sermon series 
“Prepare Him Room,” spending some time in the Book of Zechariah.  

My guess is that a good number of us might need a minute to even find the Book of Zechariah in the Bible, 
and if it’s where you are, it’s okay. You’re not alone. This is admittedly not going to be your run-of-the-mill 
Advent or Christmas sermon series, and it will at times feel like, “What did we just read?” 

 That ultimately is going to be one of the questions that will come up each week: what on earth do the 
words of this prophet Zechariah have to do with Christmas, with Advent, with Jesus? Well, quite a lot, I would 
say, and as is the case with all of the Old Testament, the more fully we know the hopes and longings evident 
throughout the writings of the Old Testament, the more fully we will know just how powerfully the coming of 
Christ meets the longings of the people of God.  

 We’re jumping into a particular section of Zechariah, the start of what many identify as an oracle, given 
to the people of God, returning from exile.  

 [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. 

 I remember a kid named Grant. He lived across the street from me growing up. I remember lots of 
afternoons and evenings and weekends, Grant and I would be running around in his yard or our yard, digging 
around in the dirt, climbing trees. His house had a pretty steep slope in the front, so you know what that meant: 
the two of us hurtling downward in wagons and bikes, maybe in sleds if we got lucky with snow in the winter. A 
lot of fun childhood memories with Grant across the street.  
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But then, and honestly, I can’t remember exactly how old I was when this happened, Grant and his family 
moved away. And it was never quite the same.  

Have you ever had neighbors like that? Maybe just down the street or maybe in the same building, 
whatever it might be. Neighbors without whom, if they moved away, the whole place wouldn’t feel quite the same 
afterward.  

If you know what I’m talking about, I want you to try to remember how it felt when that cherished neighbor 
moved away. There was kind of an empty feeling, you know? Took a while before things felt at all normal again, 
if they ever did at all. 

On a much larger scale, that was something of what it felt like for the people of Israel to return to Jerusalem 
after decades away in exile, and the temple wasn’t there. It was as if God had moved away. 

But now, a word had come from the Lord to his prophet Zechariah, that they were to build the temple 
again. 

Here’s a bit of the grand narrative at work within the Old Testament, in case you’re not as familiar. The 
people of Israel, throughout much of its history, didn’t exactly have a good track record as far as faithfulness to 
God. But over and over again, by God’s grace he would remain faithful to them even though they were not faithful 
to him.  

In fact, as a sign of that enduring faithfulness, God put down roots with this people. He commissioned a 
king named Solomon to build a great Temple in the city of Jerusalem. And this temple wasn’t just a shrine, which 
might be what we tend to think of when we think about a temple, some kind of shrine to some deity. It was more 
like a holy residence. The temple wasn’t just where God was worshiped. The temple was where God lived. For a 
period of time, it was as if God had a mailing address. If a traveler came into town and asked where the Smiths 
lived, well you might point to such and such house on that side of the street, and that was normal. But if that 
traveler came into town and asked where God lived, it was just as normal for you to say, well God lives right 
there, in the temple, right in the midst of the city.  

That was a huge deal. For God to be in their midst, for God to live just down the street, so to speak. 

But unfortunately, that didn’t make Israel any more faithful in the process. Finally, that caught up with 
them. They were defeated by the Babylonian Empire, a world power on the rise, and in the process. Babylon took 
a large portion of the population into captivity and for good measure destroyed the temple in Jerusalem.  

For Israel, it wasn’t just like losing a cherished building or landmark. It was more like losing that cherished 
neighbor, more like saying, “God doesn’t live here anymore.” “God isn’t with you anymore.” Imagine the 
hopelessness they must have felt. Imagine how lightless a chapter in this people’s history that must have been.  

But then, there was a change in management. The Persian Empire took over the Babylonian Empire, and 
they had a different approach. To foster loyalty in its newly controlled territory, the king Cyrus and after him 
Darius allowed the exiled peoples to return to their homelands, so the people of Israel were allowed to come 
home.  

That, more or less, is where the prophet Zechariah picks up; that’s where this passage, even though it’s in 
the middle of the Book of Zechariah, picks up. Zechariah is writing to a people in the process of returning home 
after decades away. Generations have passed; things have been forgotten; things have definitely changed. So what 
would life look like for the people of God, now returned to the land of promise? How would the people of God 
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again be a people of God, a people among whom God himself would dwell? Or would God dwell with them like 
he used to? It’d kind of be like learning that that old neighbor that had moved away was actually moving back. 
Would things be like they used to? Would God move back into town? 

Those are questions that are front and center for Zechariah. You can hear it in some of the opening words 
of the whole book, “Return to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will return to you” (Zech 1:3). And you can 
definitely hear it in what Zechariah writes here. He’s told to collect silver and gold from the returned exiles, to 
make a crown with it, to place that crown on the head of the high priest Joshua, then to tell the high priest, “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” and this man named Branch would bear royal honor and sit upon his throne. 
Now this is where it gets a bit ambiguous. Is Zechariah renaming Joshua and combining the role of priest and 
king? Or is Joshua crowning the high priest while also validating a royal line? Are there hints of the Messiah here 
throughout? There’s a lot that’s said about that, but I don’t want us to get caught in the weeds as to all of that 
meaning, so if you’re curious about that particular aspect of it, let’s talk more.  

But of particular note here is what this man named Branch is commissioned to do. Did you hear it? “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” Zechariah writes in v. 12, “for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall 
build the temple of the Lord.” Then a few verses later in v. 15: “Those who are far off shall come and help to 
build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if 
you diligently obey the voice of the Lord your God.” 

Now remember back to all that history lesson we had a few minutes ago, all that about the temple and 
what it meant to the people and then what it meant to them when it was destroyed. It was like saying, “God moved 
away; God isn’t with you now; God doesn’t live here anymore.” But now, God was saying, we’re going to build 
it again. It’s like God was saying, “I’m coming back to town.” And they had to get ready.  

So how do they get ready? 

Because remember, the Jerusalem they’re looking at isn’t the same Jerusalem the oldest among them knew 
from decades ago. It had fallen into ruin. It’s estimated only a few hundred people lived there during the decades 
of exile. So once people start coming back from exile, the harsh reality of what it would mean to rebuild starts to 
hit home. It’s not this celebratory parade where everything magically is rebuilt, and better than before.  

And yet, here’s the word of the Lord from this prophet Zechariah saying, build the temple. Prepare a place 
for me. 

So how do they get ready?  

Have you ever done some kind of home reorganization or construction or maybe even renovation project? 
We’re in the middle of something like that right now. I’ve taken up as a hobby doing some light carpentry. So in 
the garage, we’ve still had the stacks of boxes that we just haven’t dealt with since we’ve moved a year and a half 
ago, but now we need to deal with them, so I took it upon myself—and by “took it upon myself,” I mean, “Frances 
told me to”—to build some basic shelves that are screwed into the wall along one side of the garage. Don’t get 
any ideas now; I’m not hiring myself out—not sure you would want that anyway. 

But to build these shelves, we had to move everything out of the way, clear out the space not just for the 
shelves but also some space to work. Then while I was putting them together, there are scraps of wood on the 
floor of the garage, sawdust everywhere, bent nails and stripped screws strewn about—I don’t know what I’m 
doing. And even after that was done, when we started trying to reorganize all those boxes that had been stacked 
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up, it meant going through each one, actually throwing away what we didn’t need or want in the first place, and 
starting to put them away into sturdier storage totes and bins. 

And at every turn, it seemed, and we’re still in the middle of it, at every turn, whether it was clearing 
things out, or putting together the shelves, or emptying and reorganizing all those boxes, at every turn if you were 
to take a look at what the garage looked like, you’d say, “Yeah it looks worse now than it did before you started.” 

You know what I’m talking about. If you’ve ever done some kind of reorganization or renovation or 
whatever it is, once you start rebuilding, so to speak, there’s a stretch in which it looks much worse than it did 
before you started. It’s discouraging, isn’t it? Or if there’s ever road construction, does traffic flow more easily 
while there’s construction being done? No, of course not. It’s worse than it was beforehand. 

That’s something like what these people returning from exile were facing. They were coming back to a 
Jerusalem that looked a lot worse than when they had last seen it. Might’ve been easier not to come back. Might’ve 
been easier not to rebuild. Might’ve been easier just to stay in exile. The life in exile, though not easy, was at least 
quiet. As long as they kept their heads down and didn’t make a scene, they could for the most part expect to stay 
out of harm’s way. But now that they’re back, they’re facing the harsh reality of changing into something better, 
and that process is not always pretty. 

As we start this season of Advent, you might be at a similar place. You’re sensing a need, a call even, to 
rebuild, to reorient your life, to prepare a place for the Lord. And when we talk about Advent, about the coming 
of the Lord, “preparing a place” for him is exactly what we mean. Christ’s coming is all about God’s dwelling 
with us, the promise and presence of God in the temple embodied in the person of Jesus.  

And you might sense a stirring to prepare that place, but you’re worried what might happen if you go 
down that road. You’re worried that if you start moving things around in your life things will start looking worse 
than they did before you started. Or maybe you have started, and now things feel less settled and more uneasy 
than they ever did beforehand, and you feel discouraged as a result. 

Friends if this is where you are, my invitation to you is to hear and to keep hearing the good news even 
and especially while things feel “under construction,” so to speak. That good news is this: that whatever mess you 
may see in your life is not where God will leave you. The faithfulness of the God who says, “Return to me, and I 
will return to you,” is calling, and it will see this work through to the end. So do not be afraid when a bit of rubble 
may be in your future, for it could be God at work preparing a place in your heart for something much better. 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Under Construction” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
November 28, 2021 

 
The word of the Lord came to me: Collect silver and gold from the exiles—from Heldai, Tobijah, 
and Jedaiah—who have arrived from Babylon; and go the same day to the house of Josiah son of 
Zephaniah. Take the silver and gold and make a crown, and set it on the head of the high priest 
Joshua son of Jehozadak; say to him: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Here is a man whose name is 
Branch: for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall build the temple of the Lord. It is he that 
shall build the temple of the Lord; he shall bear royal honor, and shall sit upon his throne and 
rule. There shall be a priest by his throne, with peaceful understanding between the two of them. 
And the crown shall be in the care of Heldai, Tobijah, Jedaiah, and Josiah son of Zephaniah, as a 
memorial in the temple of the Lord. 

 

Those who are far off shall come and help to build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that 
the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if you diligently obey the voice of the Lord 
your God. 

Zechariah 6:9-15 

 

 Today as we begin the season of Advent, we’re going a bit off the beaten path for this sermon series 
“Prepare Him Room,” spending some time in the Book of Zechariah.  

My guess is that a good number of us might need a minute to even find the Book of Zechariah in the Bible, 
and if it’s where you are, it’s okay. You’re not alone. This is admittedly not going to be your run-of-the-mill 
Advent or Christmas sermon series, and it will at times feel like, “What did we just read?” 

 That ultimately is going to be one of the questions that will come up each week: what on earth do the 
words of this prophet Zechariah have to do with Christmas, with Advent, with Jesus? Well, quite a lot, I would 
say, and as is the case with all of the Old Testament, the more fully we know the hopes and longings evident 
throughout the writings of the Old Testament, the more fully we will know just how powerfully the coming of 
Christ meets the longings of the people of God.  

 We’re jumping into a particular section of Zechariah, the start of what many identify as an oracle, given 
to the people of God, returning from exile.  

 [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. 

 I remember a kid named Grant. He lived across the street from me growing up. I remember lots of 
afternoons and evenings and weekends, Grant and I would be running around in his yard or our yard, digging 
around in the dirt, climbing trees. His house had a pretty steep slope in the front, so you know what that meant: 
the two of us hurtling downward in wagons and bikes, maybe in sleds if we got lucky with snow in the winter. A 
lot of fun childhood memories with Grant across the street.  
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But then, and honestly, I can’t remember exactly how old I was when this happened, Grant and his family 
moved away. And it was never quite the same.  

Have you ever had neighbors like that? Maybe just down the street or maybe in the same building, 
whatever it might be. Neighbors without whom, if they moved away, the whole place wouldn’t feel quite the same 
afterward.  

If you know what I’m talking about, I want you to try to remember how it felt when that cherished neighbor 
moved away. There was kind of an empty feeling, you know? Took a while before things felt at all normal again, 
if they ever did at all. 

On a much larger scale, that was something of what it felt like for the people of Israel to return to Jerusalem 
after decades away in exile, and the temple wasn’t there. It was as if God had moved away. 

But now, a word had come from the Lord to his prophet Zechariah, that they were to build the temple 
again. 

Here’s a bit of the grand narrative at work within the Old Testament, in case you’re not as familiar. The 
people of Israel, throughout much of its history, didn’t exactly have a good track record as far as faithfulness to 
God. But over and over again, by God’s grace he would remain faithful to them even though they were not faithful 
to him.  

In fact, as a sign of that enduring faithfulness, God put down roots with this people. He commissioned a 
king named Solomon to build a great Temple in the city of Jerusalem. And this temple wasn’t just a shrine, which 
might be what we tend to think of when we think about a temple, some kind of shrine to some deity. It was more 
like a holy residence. The temple wasn’t just where God was worshiped. The temple was where God lived. For a 
period of time, it was as if God had a mailing address. If a traveler came into town and asked where the Smiths 
lived, well you might point to such and such house on that side of the street, and that was normal. But if that 
traveler came into town and asked where God lived, it was just as normal for you to say, well God lives right 
there, in the temple, right in the midst of the city.  

That was a huge deal. For God to be in their midst, for God to live just down the street, so to speak. 

But unfortunately, that didn’t make Israel any more faithful in the process. Finally, that caught up with 
them. They were defeated by the Babylonian Empire, a world power on the rise, and in the process. Babylon took 
a large portion of the population into captivity and for good measure destroyed the temple in Jerusalem.  

For Israel, it wasn’t just like losing a cherished building or landmark. It was more like losing that cherished 
neighbor, more like saying, “God doesn’t live here anymore.” “God isn’t with you anymore.” Imagine the 
hopelessness they must have felt. Imagine how lightless a chapter in this people’s history that must have been.  

But then, there was a change in management. The Persian Empire took over the Babylonian Empire, and 
they had a different approach. To foster loyalty in its newly controlled territory, the king Cyrus and after him 
Darius allowed the exiled peoples to return to their homelands, so the people of Israel were allowed to come 
home.  

That, more or less, is where the prophet Zechariah picks up; that’s where this passage, even though it’s in 
the middle of the Book of Zechariah, picks up. Zechariah is writing to a people in the process of returning home 
after decades away. Generations have passed; things have been forgotten; things have definitely changed. So what 
would life look like for the people of God, now returned to the land of promise? How would the people of God 
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again be a people of God, a people among whom God himself would dwell? Or would God dwell with them like 
he used to? It’d kind of be like learning that that old neighbor that had moved away was actually moving back. 
Would things be like they used to? Would God move back into town? 

Those are questions that are front and center for Zechariah. You can hear it in some of the opening words 
of the whole book, “Return to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will return to you” (Zech 1:3). And you can 
definitely hear it in what Zechariah writes here. He’s told to collect silver and gold from the returned exiles, to 
make a crown with it, to place that crown on the head of the high priest Joshua, then to tell the high priest, “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” and this man named Branch would bear royal honor and sit upon his throne. 
Now this is where it gets a bit ambiguous. Is Zechariah renaming Joshua and combining the role of priest and 
king? Or is Joshua crowning the high priest while also validating a royal line? Are there hints of the Messiah here 
throughout? There’s a lot that’s said about that, but I don’t want us to get caught in the weeds as to all of that 
meaning, so if you’re curious about that particular aspect of it, let’s talk more.  

But of particular note here is what this man named Branch is commissioned to do. Did you hear it? “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” Zechariah writes in v. 12, “for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall 
build the temple of the Lord.” Then a few verses later in v. 15: “Those who are far off shall come and help to 
build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if 
you diligently obey the voice of the Lord your God.” 

Now remember back to all that history lesson we had a few minutes ago, all that about the temple and 
what it meant to the people and then what it meant to them when it was destroyed. It was like saying, “God moved 
away; God isn’t with you now; God doesn’t live here anymore.” But now, God was saying, we’re going to build 
it again. It’s like God was saying, “I’m coming back to town.” And they had to get ready.  

So how do they get ready? 

Because remember, the Jerusalem they’re looking at isn’t the same Jerusalem the oldest among them knew 
from decades ago. It had fallen into ruin. It’s estimated only a few hundred people lived there during the decades 
of exile. So once people start coming back from exile, the harsh reality of what it would mean to rebuild starts to 
hit home. It’s not this celebratory parade where everything magically is rebuilt, and better than before.  

And yet, here’s the word of the Lord from this prophet Zechariah saying, build the temple. Prepare a place 
for me. 

So how do they get ready?  

Have you ever done some kind of home reorganization or construction or maybe even renovation project? 
We’re in the middle of something like that right now. I’ve taken up as a hobby doing some light carpentry. So in 
the garage, we’ve still had the stacks of boxes that we just haven’t dealt with since we’ve moved a year and a half 
ago, but now we need to deal with them, so I took it upon myself—and by “took it upon myself,” I mean, “Frances 
told me to”—to build some basic shelves that are screwed into the wall along one side of the garage. Don’t get 
any ideas now; I’m not hiring myself out—not sure you would want that anyway. 

But to build these shelves, we had to move everything out of the way, clear out the space not just for the 
shelves but also some space to work. Then while I was putting them together, there are scraps of wood on the 
floor of the garage, sawdust everywhere, bent nails and stripped screws strewn about—I don’t know what I’m 
doing. And even after that was done, when we started trying to reorganize all those boxes that had been stacked 
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up, it meant going through each one, actually throwing away what we didn’t need or want in the first place, and 
starting to put them away into sturdier storage totes and bins. 

And at every turn, it seemed, and we’re still in the middle of it, at every turn, whether it was clearing 
things out, or putting together the shelves, or emptying and reorganizing all those boxes, at every turn if you were 
to take a look at what the garage looked like, you’d say, “Yeah it looks worse now than it did before you started.” 

You know what I’m talking about. If you’ve ever done some kind of reorganization or renovation or 
whatever it is, once you start rebuilding, so to speak, there’s a stretch in which it looks much worse than it did 
before you started. It’s discouraging, isn’t it? Or if there’s ever road construction, does traffic flow more easily 
while there’s construction being done? No, of course not. It’s worse than it was beforehand. 

That’s something like what these people returning from exile were facing. They were coming back to a 
Jerusalem that looked a lot worse than when they had last seen it. Might’ve been easier not to come back. Might’ve 
been easier not to rebuild. Might’ve been easier just to stay in exile. The life in exile, though not easy, was at least 
quiet. As long as they kept their heads down and didn’t make a scene, they could for the most part expect to stay 
out of harm’s way. But now that they’re back, they’re facing the harsh reality of changing into something better, 
and that process is not always pretty. 

As we start this season of Advent, you might be at a similar place. You’re sensing a need, a call even, to 
rebuild, to reorient your life, to prepare a place for the Lord. And when we talk about Advent, about the coming 
of the Lord, “preparing a place” for him is exactly what we mean. Christ’s coming is all about God’s dwelling 
with us, the promise and presence of God in the temple embodied in the person of Jesus.  

And you might sense a stirring to prepare that place, but you’re worried what might happen if you go 
down that road. You’re worried that if you start moving things around in your life things will start looking worse 
than they did before you started. Or maybe you have started, and now things feel less settled and more uneasy 
than they ever did beforehand, and you feel discouraged as a result. 

Friends if this is where you are, my invitation to you is to hear and to keep hearing the good news even 
and especially while things feel “under construction,” so to speak. That good news is this: that whatever mess you 
may see in your life is not where God will leave you. The faithfulness of the God who says, “Return to me, and I 
will return to you,” is calling, and it will see this work through to the end. So do not be afraid when a bit of rubble 
may be in your future, for it could be God at work preparing a place in your heart for something much better. 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Under Construction” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
November 28, 2021 

 
The word of the Lord came to me: Collect silver and gold from the exiles—from Heldai, Tobijah, 
and Jedaiah—who have arrived from Babylon; and go the same day to the house of Josiah son of 
Zephaniah. Take the silver and gold and make a crown, and set it on the head of the high priest 
Joshua son of Jehozadak; say to him: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Here is a man whose name is 
Branch: for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall build the temple of the Lord. It is he that 
shall build the temple of the Lord; he shall bear royal honor, and shall sit upon his throne and 
rule. There shall be a priest by his throne, with peaceful understanding between the two of them. 
And the crown shall be in the care of Heldai, Tobijah, Jedaiah, and Josiah son of Zephaniah, as a 
memorial in the temple of the Lord. 

 

Those who are far off shall come and help to build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that 
the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if you diligently obey the voice of the Lord 
your God. 

Zechariah 6:9-15 

 

 Today as we begin the season of Advent, we’re going a bit off the beaten path for this sermon series 
“Prepare Him Room,” spending some time in the Book of Zechariah.  

My guess is that a good number of us might need a minute to even find the Book of Zechariah in the Bible, 
and if it’s where you are, it’s okay. You’re not alone. This is admittedly not going to be your run-of-the-mill 
Advent or Christmas sermon series, and it will at times feel like, “What did we just read?” 

 That ultimately is going to be one of the questions that will come up each week: what on earth do the 
words of this prophet Zechariah have to do with Christmas, with Advent, with Jesus? Well, quite a lot, I would 
say, and as is the case with all of the Old Testament, the more fully we know the hopes and longings evident 
throughout the writings of the Old Testament, the more fully we will know just how powerfully the coming of 
Christ meets the longings of the people of God.  

 We’re jumping into a particular section of Zechariah, the start of what many identify as an oracle, given 
to the people of God, returning from exile.  

 [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. 

 I remember a kid named Grant. He lived across the street from me growing up. I remember lots of 
afternoons and evenings and weekends, Grant and I would be running around in his yard or our yard, digging 
around in the dirt, climbing trees. His house had a pretty steep slope in the front, so you know what that meant: 
the two of us hurtling downward in wagons and bikes, maybe in sleds if we got lucky with snow in the winter. A 
lot of fun childhood memories with Grant across the street.  
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But then, and honestly, I can’t remember exactly how old I was when this happened, Grant and his family 
moved away. And it was never quite the same.  

Have you ever had neighbors like that? Maybe just down the street or maybe in the same building, 
whatever it might be. Neighbors without whom, if they moved away, the whole place wouldn’t feel quite the same 
afterward.  

If you know what I’m talking about, I want you to try to remember how it felt when that cherished neighbor 
moved away. There was kind of an empty feeling, you know? Took a while before things felt at all normal again, 
if they ever did at all. 

On a much larger scale, that was something of what it felt like for the people of Israel to return to Jerusalem 
after decades away in exile, and the temple wasn’t there. It was as if God had moved away. 

But now, a word had come from the Lord to his prophet Zechariah, that they were to build the temple 
again. 

Here’s a bit of the grand narrative at work within the Old Testament, in case you’re not as familiar. The 
people of Israel, throughout much of its history, didn’t exactly have a good track record as far as faithfulness to 
God. But over and over again, by God’s grace he would remain faithful to them even though they were not faithful 
to him.  

In fact, as a sign of that enduring faithfulness, God put down roots with this people. He commissioned a 
king named Solomon to build a great Temple in the city of Jerusalem. And this temple wasn’t just a shrine, which 
might be what we tend to think of when we think about a temple, some kind of shrine to some deity. It was more 
like a holy residence. The temple wasn’t just where God was worshiped. The temple was where God lived. For a 
period of time, it was as if God had a mailing address. If a traveler came into town and asked where the Smiths 
lived, well you might point to such and such house on that side of the street, and that was normal. But if that 
traveler came into town and asked where God lived, it was just as normal for you to say, well God lives right 
there, in the temple, right in the midst of the city.  

That was a huge deal. For God to be in their midst, for God to live just down the street, so to speak. 

But unfortunately, that didn’t make Israel any more faithful in the process. Finally, that caught up with 
them. They were defeated by the Babylonian Empire, a world power on the rise, and in the process. Babylon took 
a large portion of the population into captivity and for good measure destroyed the temple in Jerusalem.  

For Israel, it wasn’t just like losing a cherished building or landmark. It was more like losing that cherished 
neighbor, more like saying, “God doesn’t live here anymore.” “God isn’t with you anymore.” Imagine the 
hopelessness they must have felt. Imagine how lightless a chapter in this people’s history that must have been.  

But then, there was a change in management. The Persian Empire took over the Babylonian Empire, and 
they had a different approach. To foster loyalty in its newly controlled territory, the king Cyrus and after him 
Darius allowed the exiled peoples to return to their homelands, so the people of Israel were allowed to come 
home.  

That, more or less, is where the prophet Zechariah picks up; that’s where this passage, even though it’s in 
the middle of the Book of Zechariah, picks up. Zechariah is writing to a people in the process of returning home 
after decades away. Generations have passed; things have been forgotten; things have definitely changed. So what 
would life look like for the people of God, now returned to the land of promise? How would the people of God 
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again be a people of God, a people among whom God himself would dwell? Or would God dwell with them like 
he used to? It’d kind of be like learning that that old neighbor that had moved away was actually moving back. 
Would things be like they used to? Would God move back into town? 

Those are questions that are front and center for Zechariah. You can hear it in some of the opening words 
of the whole book, “Return to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will return to you” (Zech 1:3). And you can 
definitely hear it in what Zechariah writes here. He’s told to collect silver and gold from the returned exiles, to 
make a crown with it, to place that crown on the head of the high priest Joshua, then to tell the high priest, “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” and this man named Branch would bear royal honor and sit upon his throne. 
Now this is where it gets a bit ambiguous. Is Zechariah renaming Joshua and combining the role of priest and 
king? Or is Joshua crowning the high priest while also validating a royal line? Are there hints of the Messiah here 
throughout? There’s a lot that’s said about that, but I don’t want us to get caught in the weeds as to all of that 
meaning, so if you’re curious about that particular aspect of it, let’s talk more.  

But of particular note here is what this man named Branch is commissioned to do. Did you hear it? “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” Zechariah writes in v. 12, “for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall 
build the temple of the Lord.” Then a few verses later in v. 15: “Those who are far off shall come and help to 
build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if 
you diligently obey the voice of the Lord your God.” 

Now remember back to all that history lesson we had a few minutes ago, all that about the temple and 
what it meant to the people and then what it meant to them when it was destroyed. It was like saying, “God moved 
away; God isn’t with you now; God doesn’t live here anymore.” But now, God was saying, we’re going to build 
it again. It’s like God was saying, “I’m coming back to town.” And they had to get ready.  

So how do they get ready? 

Because remember, the Jerusalem they’re looking at isn’t the same Jerusalem the oldest among them knew 
from decades ago. It had fallen into ruin. It’s estimated only a few hundred people lived there during the decades 
of exile. So once people start coming back from exile, the harsh reality of what it would mean to rebuild starts to 
hit home. It’s not this celebratory parade where everything magically is rebuilt, and better than before.  

And yet, here’s the word of the Lord from this prophet Zechariah saying, build the temple. Prepare a place 
for me. 

So how do they get ready?  

Have you ever done some kind of home reorganization or construction or maybe even renovation project? 
We’re in the middle of something like that right now. I’ve taken up as a hobby doing some light carpentry. So in 
the garage, we’ve still had the stacks of boxes that we just haven’t dealt with since we’ve moved a year and a half 
ago, but now we need to deal with them, so I took it upon myself—and by “took it upon myself,” I mean, “Frances 
told me to”—to build some basic shelves that are screwed into the wall along one side of the garage. Don’t get 
any ideas now; I’m not hiring myself out—not sure you would want that anyway. 

But to build these shelves, we had to move everything out of the way, clear out the space not just for the 
shelves but also some space to work. Then while I was putting them together, there are scraps of wood on the 
floor of the garage, sawdust everywhere, bent nails and stripped screws strewn about—I don’t know what I’m 
doing. And even after that was done, when we started trying to reorganize all those boxes that had been stacked 
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up, it meant going through each one, actually throwing away what we didn’t need or want in the first place, and 
starting to put them away into sturdier storage totes and bins. 

And at every turn, it seemed, and we’re still in the middle of it, at every turn, whether it was clearing 
things out, or putting together the shelves, or emptying and reorganizing all those boxes, at every turn if you were 
to take a look at what the garage looked like, you’d say, “Yeah it looks worse now than it did before you started.” 

You know what I’m talking about. If you’ve ever done some kind of reorganization or renovation or 
whatever it is, once you start rebuilding, so to speak, there’s a stretch in which it looks much worse than it did 
before you started. It’s discouraging, isn’t it? Or if there’s ever road construction, does traffic flow more easily 
while there’s construction being done? No, of course not. It’s worse than it was beforehand. 

That’s something like what these people returning from exile were facing. They were coming back to a 
Jerusalem that looked a lot worse than when they had last seen it. Might’ve been easier not to come back. Might’ve 
been easier not to rebuild. Might’ve been easier just to stay in exile. The life in exile, though not easy, was at least 
quiet. As long as they kept their heads down and didn’t make a scene, they could for the most part expect to stay 
out of harm’s way. But now that they’re back, they’re facing the harsh reality of changing into something better, 
and that process is not always pretty. 

As we start this season of Advent, you might be at a similar place. You’re sensing a need, a call even, to 
rebuild, to reorient your life, to prepare a place for the Lord. And when we talk about Advent, about the coming 
of the Lord, “preparing a place” for him is exactly what we mean. Christ’s coming is all about God’s dwelling 
with us, the promise and presence of God in the temple embodied in the person of Jesus.  

And you might sense a stirring to prepare that place, but you’re worried what might happen if you go 
down that road. You’re worried that if you start moving things around in your life things will start looking worse 
than they did before you started. Or maybe you have started, and now things feel less settled and more uneasy 
than they ever did beforehand, and you feel discouraged as a result. 

Friends if this is where you are, my invitation to you is to hear and to keep hearing the good news even 
and especially while things feel “under construction,” so to speak. That good news is this: that whatever mess you 
may see in your life is not where God will leave you. The faithfulness of the God who says, “Return to me, and I 
will return to you,” is calling, and it will see this work through to the end. So do not be afraid when a bit of rubble 
may be in your future, for it could be God at work preparing a place in your heart for something much better. 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Under Construction” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
November 28, 2021 

 
The word of the Lord came to me: Collect silver and gold from the exiles—from Heldai, Tobijah, 
and Jedaiah—who have arrived from Babylon; and go the same day to the house of Josiah son of 
Zephaniah. Take the silver and gold and make a crown, and set it on the head of the high priest 
Joshua son of Jehozadak; say to him: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Here is a man whose name is 
Branch: for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall build the temple of the Lord. It is he that 
shall build the temple of the Lord; he shall bear royal honor, and shall sit upon his throne and 
rule. There shall be a priest by his throne, with peaceful understanding between the two of them. 
And the crown shall be in the care of Heldai, Tobijah, Jedaiah, and Josiah son of Zephaniah, as a 
memorial in the temple of the Lord. 

 

Those who are far off shall come and help to build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that 
the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if you diligently obey the voice of the Lord 
your God. 

Zechariah 6:9-15 

 

 Today as we begin the season of Advent, we’re going a bit off the beaten path for this sermon series 
“Prepare Him Room,” spending some time in the Book of Zechariah.  

My guess is that a good number of us might need a minute to even find the Book of Zechariah in the Bible, 
and if it’s where you are, it’s okay. You’re not alone. This is admittedly not going to be your run-of-the-mill 
Advent or Christmas sermon series, and it will at times feel like, “What did we just read?” 

 That ultimately is going to be one of the questions that will come up each week: what on earth do the 
words of this prophet Zechariah have to do with Christmas, with Advent, with Jesus? Well, quite a lot, I would 
say, and as is the case with all of the Old Testament, the more fully we know the hopes and longings evident 
throughout the writings of the Old Testament, the more fully we will know just how powerfully the coming of 
Christ meets the longings of the people of God.  

 We’re jumping into a particular section of Zechariah, the start of what many identify as an oracle, given 
to the people of God, returning from exile.  

 [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. 

 I remember a kid named Grant. He lived across the street from me growing up. I remember lots of 
afternoons and evenings and weekends, Grant and I would be running around in his yard or our yard, digging 
around in the dirt, climbing trees. His house had a pretty steep slope in the front, so you know what that meant: 
the two of us hurtling downward in wagons and bikes, maybe in sleds if we got lucky with snow in the winter. A 
lot of fun childhood memories with Grant across the street.  
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But then, and honestly, I can’t remember exactly how old I was when this happened, Grant and his family 
moved away. And it was never quite the same.  

Have you ever had neighbors like that? Maybe just down the street or maybe in the same building, 
whatever it might be. Neighbors without whom, if they moved away, the whole place wouldn’t feel quite the same 
afterward.  

If you know what I’m talking about, I want you to try to remember how it felt when that cherished neighbor 
moved away. There was kind of an empty feeling, you know? Took a while before things felt at all normal again, 
if they ever did at all. 

On a much larger scale, that was something of what it felt like for the people of Israel to return to Jerusalem 
after decades away in exile, and the temple wasn’t there. It was as if God had moved away. 

But now, a word had come from the Lord to his prophet Zechariah, that they were to build the temple 
again. 

Here’s a bit of the grand narrative at work within the Old Testament, in case you’re not as familiar. The 
people of Israel, throughout much of its history, didn’t exactly have a good track record as far as faithfulness to 
God. But over and over again, by God’s grace he would remain faithful to them even though they were not faithful 
to him.  

In fact, as a sign of that enduring faithfulness, God put down roots with this people. He commissioned a 
king named Solomon to build a great Temple in the city of Jerusalem. And this temple wasn’t just a shrine, which 
might be what we tend to think of when we think about a temple, some kind of shrine to some deity. It was more 
like a holy residence. The temple wasn’t just where God was worshiped. The temple was where God lived. For a 
period of time, it was as if God had a mailing address. If a traveler came into town and asked where the Smiths 
lived, well you might point to such and such house on that side of the street, and that was normal. But if that 
traveler came into town and asked where God lived, it was just as normal for you to say, well God lives right 
there, in the temple, right in the midst of the city.  

That was a huge deal. For God to be in their midst, for God to live just down the street, so to speak. 

But unfortunately, that didn’t make Israel any more faithful in the process. Finally, that caught up with 
them. They were defeated by the Babylonian Empire, a world power on the rise, and in the process. Babylon took 
a large portion of the population into captivity and for good measure destroyed the temple in Jerusalem.  

For Israel, it wasn’t just like losing a cherished building or landmark. It was more like losing that cherished 
neighbor, more like saying, “God doesn’t live here anymore.” “God isn’t with you anymore.” Imagine the 
hopelessness they must have felt. Imagine how lightless a chapter in this people’s history that must have been.  

But then, there was a change in management. The Persian Empire took over the Babylonian Empire, and 
they had a different approach. To foster loyalty in its newly controlled territory, the king Cyrus and after him 
Darius allowed the exiled peoples to return to their homelands, so the people of Israel were allowed to come 
home.  

That, more or less, is where the prophet Zechariah picks up; that’s where this passage, even though it’s in 
the middle of the Book of Zechariah, picks up. Zechariah is writing to a people in the process of returning home 
after decades away. Generations have passed; things have been forgotten; things have definitely changed. So what 
would life look like for the people of God, now returned to the land of promise? How would the people of God 
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again be a people of God, a people among whom God himself would dwell? Or would God dwell with them like 
he used to? It’d kind of be like learning that that old neighbor that had moved away was actually moving back. 
Would things be like they used to? Would God move back into town? 

Those are questions that are front and center for Zechariah. You can hear it in some of the opening words 
of the whole book, “Return to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will return to you” (Zech 1:3). And you can 
definitely hear it in what Zechariah writes here. He’s told to collect silver and gold from the returned exiles, to 
make a crown with it, to place that crown on the head of the high priest Joshua, then to tell the high priest, “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” and this man named Branch would bear royal honor and sit upon his throne. 
Now this is where it gets a bit ambiguous. Is Zechariah renaming Joshua and combining the role of priest and 
king? Or is Joshua crowning the high priest while also validating a royal line? Are there hints of the Messiah here 
throughout? There’s a lot that’s said about that, but I don’t want us to get caught in the weeds as to all of that 
meaning, so if you’re curious about that particular aspect of it, let’s talk more.  

But of particular note here is what this man named Branch is commissioned to do. Did you hear it? “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” Zechariah writes in v. 12, “for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall 
build the temple of the Lord.” Then a few verses later in v. 15: “Those who are far off shall come and help to 
build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if 
you diligently obey the voice of the Lord your God.” 

Now remember back to all that history lesson we had a few minutes ago, all that about the temple and 
what it meant to the people and then what it meant to them when it was destroyed. It was like saying, “God moved 
away; God isn’t with you now; God doesn’t live here anymore.” But now, God was saying, we’re going to build 
it again. It’s like God was saying, “I’m coming back to town.” And they had to get ready.  

So how do they get ready? 

Because remember, the Jerusalem they’re looking at isn’t the same Jerusalem the oldest among them knew 
from decades ago. It had fallen into ruin. It’s estimated only a few hundred people lived there during the decades 
of exile. So once people start coming back from exile, the harsh reality of what it would mean to rebuild starts to 
hit home. It’s not this celebratory parade where everything magically is rebuilt, and better than before.  

And yet, here’s the word of the Lord from this prophet Zechariah saying, build the temple. Prepare a place 
for me. 

So how do they get ready?  

Have you ever done some kind of home reorganization or construction or maybe even renovation project? 
We’re in the middle of something like that right now. I’ve taken up as a hobby doing some light carpentry. So in 
the garage, we’ve still had the stacks of boxes that we just haven’t dealt with since we’ve moved a year and a half 
ago, but now we need to deal with them, so I took it upon myself—and by “took it upon myself,” I mean, “Frances 
told me to”—to build some basic shelves that are screwed into the wall along one side of the garage. Don’t get 
any ideas now; I’m not hiring myself out—not sure you would want that anyway. 

But to build these shelves, we had to move everything out of the way, clear out the space not just for the 
shelves but also some space to work. Then while I was putting them together, there are scraps of wood on the 
floor of the garage, sawdust everywhere, bent nails and stripped screws strewn about—I don’t know what I’m 
doing. And even after that was done, when we started trying to reorganize all those boxes that had been stacked 
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up, it meant going through each one, actually throwing away what we didn’t need or want in the first place, and 
starting to put them away into sturdier storage totes and bins. 

And at every turn, it seemed, and we’re still in the middle of it, at every turn, whether it was clearing 
things out, or putting together the shelves, or emptying and reorganizing all those boxes, at every turn if you were 
to take a look at what the garage looked like, you’d say, “Yeah it looks worse now than it did before you started.” 

You know what I’m talking about. If you’ve ever done some kind of reorganization or renovation or 
whatever it is, once you start rebuilding, so to speak, there’s a stretch in which it looks much worse than it did 
before you started. It’s discouraging, isn’t it? Or if there’s ever road construction, does traffic flow more easily 
while there’s construction being done? No, of course not. It’s worse than it was beforehand. 

That’s something like what these people returning from exile were facing. They were coming back to a 
Jerusalem that looked a lot worse than when they had last seen it. Might’ve been easier not to come back. Might’ve 
been easier not to rebuild. Might’ve been easier just to stay in exile. The life in exile, though not easy, was at least 
quiet. As long as they kept their heads down and didn’t make a scene, they could for the most part expect to stay 
out of harm’s way. But now that they’re back, they’re facing the harsh reality of changing into something better, 
and that process is not always pretty. 

As we start this season of Advent, you might be at a similar place. You’re sensing a need, a call even, to 
rebuild, to reorient your life, to prepare a place for the Lord. And when we talk about Advent, about the coming 
of the Lord, “preparing a place” for him is exactly what we mean. Christ’s coming is all about God’s dwelling 
with us, the promise and presence of God in the temple embodied in the person of Jesus.  

And you might sense a stirring to prepare that place, but you’re worried what might happen if you go 
down that road. You’re worried that if you start moving things around in your life things will start looking worse 
than they did before you started. Or maybe you have started, and now things feel less settled and more uneasy 
than they ever did beforehand, and you feel discouraged as a result. 

Friends if this is where you are, my invitation to you is to hear and to keep hearing the good news even 
and especially while things feel “under construction,” so to speak. That good news is this: that whatever mess you 
may see in your life is not where God will leave you. The faithfulness of the God who says, “Return to me, and I 
will return to you,” is calling, and it will see this work through to the end. So do not be afraid when a bit of rubble 
may be in your future, for it could be God at work preparing a place in your heart for something much better. 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Under Construction” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
November 28, 2021 

 
The word of the Lord came to me: Collect silver and gold from the exiles—from Heldai, Tobijah, 
and Jedaiah—who have arrived from Babylon; and go the same day to the house of Josiah son of 
Zephaniah. Take the silver and gold and make a crown, and set it on the head of the high priest 
Joshua son of Jehozadak; say to him: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Here is a man whose name is 
Branch: for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall build the temple of the Lord. It is he that 
shall build the temple of the Lord; he shall bear royal honor, and shall sit upon his throne and 
rule. There shall be a priest by his throne, with peaceful understanding between the two of them. 
And the crown shall be in the care of Heldai, Tobijah, Jedaiah, and Josiah son of Zephaniah, as a 
memorial in the temple of the Lord. 

 

Those who are far off shall come and help to build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that 
the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if you diligently obey the voice of the Lord 
your God. 

Zechariah 6:9-15 

 

 Today as we begin the season of Advent, we’re going a bit off the beaten path for this sermon series 
“Prepare Him Room,” spending some time in the Book of Zechariah.  

My guess is that a good number of us might need a minute to even find the Book of Zechariah in the Bible, 
and if it’s where you are, it’s okay. You’re not alone. This is admittedly not going to be your run-of-the-mill 
Advent or Christmas sermon series, and it will at times feel like, “What did we just read?” 

 That ultimately is going to be one of the questions that will come up each week: what on earth do the 
words of this prophet Zechariah have to do with Christmas, with Advent, with Jesus? Well, quite a lot, I would 
say, and as is the case with all of the Old Testament, the more fully we know the hopes and longings evident 
throughout the writings of the Old Testament, the more fully we will know just how powerfully the coming of 
Christ meets the longings of the people of God.  

 We’re jumping into a particular section of Zechariah, the start of what many identify as an oracle, given 
to the people of God, returning from exile.  

 [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. 

 I remember a kid named Grant. He lived across the street from me growing up. I remember lots of 
afternoons and evenings and weekends, Grant and I would be running around in his yard or our yard, digging 
around in the dirt, climbing trees. His house had a pretty steep slope in the front, so you know what that meant: 
the two of us hurtling downward in wagons and bikes, maybe in sleds if we got lucky with snow in the winter. A 
lot of fun childhood memories with Grant across the street.  
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But then, and honestly, I can’t remember exactly how old I was when this happened, Grant and his family 
moved away. And it was never quite the same.  

Have you ever had neighbors like that? Maybe just down the street or maybe in the same building, 
whatever it might be. Neighbors without whom, if they moved away, the whole place wouldn’t feel quite the same 
afterward.  

If you know what I’m talking about, I want you to try to remember how it felt when that cherished neighbor 
moved away. There was kind of an empty feeling, you know? Took a while before things felt at all normal again, 
if they ever did at all. 

On a much larger scale, that was something of what it felt like for the people of Israel to return to Jerusalem 
after decades away in exile, and the temple wasn’t there. It was as if God had moved away. 

But now, a word had come from the Lord to his prophet Zechariah, that they were to build the temple 
again. 

Here’s a bit of the grand narrative at work within the Old Testament, in case you’re not as familiar. The 
people of Israel, throughout much of its history, didn’t exactly have a good track record as far as faithfulness to 
God. But over and over again, by God’s grace he would remain faithful to them even though they were not faithful 
to him.  

In fact, as a sign of that enduring faithfulness, God put down roots with this people. He commissioned a 
king named Solomon to build a great Temple in the city of Jerusalem. And this temple wasn’t just a shrine, which 
might be what we tend to think of when we think about a temple, some kind of shrine to some deity. It was more 
like a holy residence. The temple wasn’t just where God was worshiped. The temple was where God lived. For a 
period of time, it was as if God had a mailing address. If a traveler came into town and asked where the Smiths 
lived, well you might point to such and such house on that side of the street, and that was normal. But if that 
traveler came into town and asked where God lived, it was just as normal for you to say, well God lives right 
there, in the temple, right in the midst of the city.  

That was a huge deal. For God to be in their midst, for God to live just down the street, so to speak. 

But unfortunately, that didn’t make Israel any more faithful in the process. Finally, that caught up with 
them. They were defeated by the Babylonian Empire, a world power on the rise, and in the process. Babylon took 
a large portion of the population into captivity and for good measure destroyed the temple in Jerusalem.  

For Israel, it wasn’t just like losing a cherished building or landmark. It was more like losing that cherished 
neighbor, more like saying, “God doesn’t live here anymore.” “God isn’t with you anymore.” Imagine the 
hopelessness they must have felt. Imagine how lightless a chapter in this people’s history that must have been.  

But then, there was a change in management. The Persian Empire took over the Babylonian Empire, and 
they had a different approach. To foster loyalty in its newly controlled territory, the king Cyrus and after him 
Darius allowed the exiled peoples to return to their homelands, so the people of Israel were allowed to come 
home.  

That, more or less, is where the prophet Zechariah picks up; that’s where this passage, even though it’s in 
the middle of the Book of Zechariah, picks up. Zechariah is writing to a people in the process of returning home 
after decades away. Generations have passed; things have been forgotten; things have definitely changed. So what 
would life look like for the people of God, now returned to the land of promise? How would the people of God 
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again be a people of God, a people among whom God himself would dwell? Or would God dwell with them like 
he used to? It’d kind of be like learning that that old neighbor that had moved away was actually moving back. 
Would things be like they used to? Would God move back into town? 

Those are questions that are front and center for Zechariah. You can hear it in some of the opening words 
of the whole book, “Return to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will return to you” (Zech 1:3). And you can 
definitely hear it in what Zechariah writes here. He’s told to collect silver and gold from the returned exiles, to 
make a crown with it, to place that crown on the head of the high priest Joshua, then to tell the high priest, “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” and this man named Branch would bear royal honor and sit upon his throne. 
Now this is where it gets a bit ambiguous. Is Zechariah renaming Joshua and combining the role of priest and 
king? Or is Joshua crowning the high priest while also validating a royal line? Are there hints of the Messiah here 
throughout? There’s a lot that’s said about that, but I don’t want us to get caught in the weeds as to all of that 
meaning, so if you’re curious about that particular aspect of it, let’s talk more.  

But of particular note here is what this man named Branch is commissioned to do. Did you hear it? “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” Zechariah writes in v. 12, “for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall 
build the temple of the Lord.” Then a few verses later in v. 15: “Those who are far off shall come and help to 
build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if 
you diligently obey the voice of the Lord your God.” 

Now remember back to all that history lesson we had a few minutes ago, all that about the temple and 
what it meant to the people and then what it meant to them when it was destroyed. It was like saying, “God moved 
away; God isn’t with you now; God doesn’t live here anymore.” But now, God was saying, we’re going to build 
it again. It’s like God was saying, “I’m coming back to town.” And they had to get ready.  

So how do they get ready? 

Because remember, the Jerusalem they’re looking at isn’t the same Jerusalem the oldest among them knew 
from decades ago. It had fallen into ruin. It’s estimated only a few hundred people lived there during the decades 
of exile. So once people start coming back from exile, the harsh reality of what it would mean to rebuild starts to 
hit home. It’s not this celebratory parade where everything magically is rebuilt, and better than before.  

And yet, here’s the word of the Lord from this prophet Zechariah saying, build the temple. Prepare a place 
for me. 

So how do they get ready?  

Have you ever done some kind of home reorganization or construction or maybe even renovation project? 
We’re in the middle of something like that right now. I’ve taken up as a hobby doing some light carpentry. So in 
the garage, we’ve still had the stacks of boxes that we just haven’t dealt with since we’ve moved a year and a half 
ago, but now we need to deal with them, so I took it upon myself—and by “took it upon myself,” I mean, “Frances 
told me to”—to build some basic shelves that are screwed into the wall along one side of the garage. Don’t get 
any ideas now; I’m not hiring myself out—not sure you would want that anyway. 

But to build these shelves, we had to move everything out of the way, clear out the space not just for the 
shelves but also some space to work. Then while I was putting them together, there are scraps of wood on the 
floor of the garage, sawdust everywhere, bent nails and stripped screws strewn about—I don’t know what I’m 
doing. And even after that was done, when we started trying to reorganize all those boxes that had been stacked 
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up, it meant going through each one, actually throwing away what we didn’t need or want in the first place, and 
starting to put them away into sturdier storage totes and bins. 

And at every turn, it seemed, and we’re still in the middle of it, at every turn, whether it was clearing 
things out, or putting together the shelves, or emptying and reorganizing all those boxes, at every turn if you were 
to take a look at what the garage looked like, you’d say, “Yeah it looks worse now than it did before you started.” 

You know what I’m talking about. If you’ve ever done some kind of reorganization or renovation or 
whatever it is, once you start rebuilding, so to speak, there’s a stretch in which it looks much worse than it did 
before you started. It’s discouraging, isn’t it? Or if there’s ever road construction, does traffic flow more easily 
while there’s construction being done? No, of course not. It’s worse than it was beforehand. 

That’s something like what these people returning from exile were facing. They were coming back to a 
Jerusalem that looked a lot worse than when they had last seen it. Might’ve been easier not to come back. Might’ve 
been easier not to rebuild. Might’ve been easier just to stay in exile. The life in exile, though not easy, was at least 
quiet. As long as they kept their heads down and didn’t make a scene, they could for the most part expect to stay 
out of harm’s way. But now that they’re back, they’re facing the harsh reality of changing into something better, 
and that process is not always pretty. 

As we start this season of Advent, you might be at a similar place. You’re sensing a need, a call even, to 
rebuild, to reorient your life, to prepare a place for the Lord. And when we talk about Advent, about the coming 
of the Lord, “preparing a place” for him is exactly what we mean. Christ’s coming is all about God’s dwelling 
with us, the promise and presence of God in the temple embodied in the person of Jesus.  

And you might sense a stirring to prepare that place, but you’re worried what might happen if you go 
down that road. You’re worried that if you start moving things around in your life things will start looking worse 
than they did before you started. Or maybe you have started, and now things feel less settled and more uneasy 
than they ever did beforehand, and you feel discouraged as a result. 

Friends if this is where you are, my invitation to you is to hear and to keep hearing the good news even 
and especially while things feel “under construction,” so to speak. That good news is this: that whatever mess you 
may see in your life is not where God will leave you. The faithfulness of the God who says, “Return to me, and I 
will return to you,” is calling, and it will see this work through to the end. So do not be afraid when a bit of rubble 
may be in your future, for it could be God at work preparing a place in your heart for something much better. 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Under Construction” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
November 28, 2021 

 
The word of the Lord came to me: Collect silver and gold from the exiles—from Heldai, Tobijah, 
and Jedaiah—who have arrived from Babylon; and go the same day to the house of Josiah son of 
Zephaniah. Take the silver and gold and make a crown, and set it on the head of the high priest 
Joshua son of Jehozadak; say to him: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Here is a man whose name is 
Branch: for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall build the temple of the Lord. It is he that 
shall build the temple of the Lord; he shall bear royal honor, and shall sit upon his throne and 
rule. There shall be a priest by his throne, with peaceful understanding between the two of them. 
And the crown shall be in the care of Heldai, Tobijah, Jedaiah, and Josiah son of Zephaniah, as a 
memorial in the temple of the Lord. 

 

Those who are far off shall come and help to build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that 
the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if you diligently obey the voice of the Lord 
your God. 

Zechariah 6:9-15 

 

 Today as we begin the season of Advent, we’re going a bit off the beaten path for this sermon series 
“Prepare Him Room,” spending some time in the Book of Zechariah.  

My guess is that a good number of us might need a minute to even find the Book of Zechariah in the Bible, 
and if it’s where you are, it’s okay. You’re not alone. This is admittedly not going to be your run-of-the-mill 
Advent or Christmas sermon series, and it will at times feel like, “What did we just read?” 

 That ultimately is going to be one of the questions that will come up each week: what on earth do the 
words of this prophet Zechariah have to do with Christmas, with Advent, with Jesus? Well, quite a lot, I would 
say, and as is the case with all of the Old Testament, the more fully we know the hopes and longings evident 
throughout the writings of the Old Testament, the more fully we will know just how powerfully the coming of 
Christ meets the longings of the people of God.  

 We’re jumping into a particular section of Zechariah, the start of what many identify as an oracle, given 
to the people of God, returning from exile.  

 [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. 

 I remember a kid named Grant. He lived across the street from me growing up. I remember lots of 
afternoons and evenings and weekends, Grant and I would be running around in his yard or our yard, digging 
around in the dirt, climbing trees. His house had a pretty steep slope in the front, so you know what that meant: 
the two of us hurtling downward in wagons and bikes, maybe in sleds if we got lucky with snow in the winter. A 
lot of fun childhood memories with Grant across the street.  



2 
 

But then, and honestly, I can’t remember exactly how old I was when this happened, Grant and his family 
moved away. And it was never quite the same.  

Have you ever had neighbors like that? Maybe just down the street or maybe in the same building, 
whatever it might be. Neighbors without whom, if they moved away, the whole place wouldn’t feel quite the same 
afterward.  

If you know what I’m talking about, I want you to try to remember how it felt when that cherished neighbor 
moved away. There was kind of an empty feeling, you know? Took a while before things felt at all normal again, 
if they ever did at all. 

On a much larger scale, that was something of what it felt like for the people of Israel to return to Jerusalem 
after decades away in exile, and the temple wasn’t there. It was as if God had moved away. 

But now, a word had come from the Lord to his prophet Zechariah, that they were to build the temple 
again. 

Here’s a bit of the grand narrative at work within the Old Testament, in case you’re not as familiar. The 
people of Israel, throughout much of its history, didn’t exactly have a good track record as far as faithfulness to 
God. But over and over again, by God’s grace he would remain faithful to them even though they were not faithful 
to him.  

In fact, as a sign of that enduring faithfulness, God put down roots with this people. He commissioned a 
king named Solomon to build a great Temple in the city of Jerusalem. And this temple wasn’t just a shrine, which 
might be what we tend to think of when we think about a temple, some kind of shrine to some deity. It was more 
like a holy residence. The temple wasn’t just where God was worshiped. The temple was where God lived. For a 
period of time, it was as if God had a mailing address. If a traveler came into town and asked where the Smiths 
lived, well you might point to such and such house on that side of the street, and that was normal. But if that 
traveler came into town and asked where God lived, it was just as normal for you to say, well God lives right 
there, in the temple, right in the midst of the city.  

That was a huge deal. For God to be in their midst, for God to live just down the street, so to speak. 

But unfortunately, that didn’t make Israel any more faithful in the process. Finally, that caught up with 
them. They were defeated by the Babylonian Empire, a world power on the rise, and in the process. Babylon took 
a large portion of the population into captivity and for good measure destroyed the temple in Jerusalem.  

For Israel, it wasn’t just like losing a cherished building or landmark. It was more like losing that cherished 
neighbor, more like saying, “God doesn’t live here anymore.” “God isn’t with you anymore.” Imagine the 
hopelessness they must have felt. Imagine how lightless a chapter in this people’s history that must have been.  

But then, there was a change in management. The Persian Empire took over the Babylonian Empire, and 
they had a different approach. To foster loyalty in its newly controlled territory, the king Cyrus and after him 
Darius allowed the exiled peoples to return to their homelands, so the people of Israel were allowed to come 
home.  

That, more or less, is where the prophet Zechariah picks up; that’s where this passage, even though it’s in 
the middle of the Book of Zechariah, picks up. Zechariah is writing to a people in the process of returning home 
after decades away. Generations have passed; things have been forgotten; things have definitely changed. So what 
would life look like for the people of God, now returned to the land of promise? How would the people of God 
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again be a people of God, a people among whom God himself would dwell? Or would God dwell with them like 
he used to? It’d kind of be like learning that that old neighbor that had moved away was actually moving back. 
Would things be like they used to? Would God move back into town? 

Those are questions that are front and center for Zechariah. You can hear it in some of the opening words 
of the whole book, “Return to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will return to you” (Zech 1:3). And you can 
definitely hear it in what Zechariah writes here. He’s told to collect silver and gold from the returned exiles, to 
make a crown with it, to place that crown on the head of the high priest Joshua, then to tell the high priest, “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” and this man named Branch would bear royal honor and sit upon his throne. 
Now this is where it gets a bit ambiguous. Is Zechariah renaming Joshua and combining the role of priest and 
king? Or is Joshua crowning the high priest while also validating a royal line? Are there hints of the Messiah here 
throughout? There’s a lot that’s said about that, but I don’t want us to get caught in the weeds as to all of that 
meaning, so if you’re curious about that particular aspect of it, let’s talk more.  

But of particular note here is what this man named Branch is commissioned to do. Did you hear it? “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” Zechariah writes in v. 12, “for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall 
build the temple of the Lord.” Then a few verses later in v. 15: “Those who are far off shall come and help to 
build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if 
you diligently obey the voice of the Lord your God.” 

Now remember back to all that history lesson we had a few minutes ago, all that about the temple and 
what it meant to the people and then what it meant to them when it was destroyed. It was like saying, “God moved 
away; God isn’t with you now; God doesn’t live here anymore.” But now, God was saying, we’re going to build 
it again. It’s like God was saying, “I’m coming back to town.” And they had to get ready.  

So how do they get ready? 

Because remember, the Jerusalem they’re looking at isn’t the same Jerusalem the oldest among them knew 
from decades ago. It had fallen into ruin. It’s estimated only a few hundred people lived there during the decades 
of exile. So once people start coming back from exile, the harsh reality of what it would mean to rebuild starts to 
hit home. It’s not this celebratory parade where everything magically is rebuilt, and better than before.  

And yet, here’s the word of the Lord from this prophet Zechariah saying, build the temple. Prepare a place 
for me. 

So how do they get ready?  

Have you ever done some kind of home reorganization or construction or maybe even renovation project? 
We’re in the middle of something like that right now. I’ve taken up as a hobby doing some light carpentry. So in 
the garage, we’ve still had the stacks of boxes that we just haven’t dealt with since we’ve moved a year and a half 
ago, but now we need to deal with them, so I took it upon myself—and by “took it upon myself,” I mean, “Frances 
told me to”—to build some basic shelves that are screwed into the wall along one side of the garage. Don’t get 
any ideas now; I’m not hiring myself out—not sure you would want that anyway. 

But to build these shelves, we had to move everything out of the way, clear out the space not just for the 
shelves but also some space to work. Then while I was putting them together, there are scraps of wood on the 
floor of the garage, sawdust everywhere, bent nails and stripped screws strewn about—I don’t know what I’m 
doing. And even after that was done, when we started trying to reorganize all those boxes that had been stacked 
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up, it meant going through each one, actually throwing away what we didn’t need or want in the first place, and 
starting to put them away into sturdier storage totes and bins. 

And at every turn, it seemed, and we’re still in the middle of it, at every turn, whether it was clearing 
things out, or putting together the shelves, or emptying and reorganizing all those boxes, at every turn if you were 
to take a look at what the garage looked like, you’d say, “Yeah it looks worse now than it did before you started.” 

You know what I’m talking about. If you’ve ever done some kind of reorganization or renovation or 
whatever it is, once you start rebuilding, so to speak, there’s a stretch in which it looks much worse than it did 
before you started. It’s discouraging, isn’t it? Or if there’s ever road construction, does traffic flow more easily 
while there’s construction being done? No, of course not. It’s worse than it was beforehand. 

That’s something like what these people returning from exile were facing. They were coming back to a 
Jerusalem that looked a lot worse than when they had last seen it. Might’ve been easier not to come back. Might’ve 
been easier not to rebuild. Might’ve been easier just to stay in exile. The life in exile, though not easy, was at least 
quiet. As long as they kept their heads down and didn’t make a scene, they could for the most part expect to stay 
out of harm’s way. But now that they’re back, they’re facing the harsh reality of changing into something better, 
and that process is not always pretty. 

As we start this season of Advent, you might be at a similar place. You’re sensing a need, a call even, to 
rebuild, to reorient your life, to prepare a place for the Lord. And when we talk about Advent, about the coming 
of the Lord, “preparing a place” for him is exactly what we mean. Christ’s coming is all about God’s dwelling 
with us, the promise and presence of God in the temple embodied in the person of Jesus.  

And you might sense a stirring to prepare that place, but you’re worried what might happen if you go 
down that road. You’re worried that if you start moving things around in your life things will start looking worse 
than they did before you started. Or maybe you have started, and now things feel less settled and more uneasy 
than they ever did beforehand, and you feel discouraged as a result. 

Friends if this is where you are, my invitation to you is to hear and to keep hearing the good news even 
and especially while things feel “under construction,” so to speak. That good news is this: that whatever mess you 
may see in your life is not where God will leave you. The faithfulness of the God who says, “Return to me, and I 
will return to you,” is calling, and it will see this work through to the end. So do not be afraid when a bit of rubble 
may be in your future, for it could be God at work preparing a place in your heart for something much better. 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Under Construction” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
November 28, 2021 

 
The word of the Lord came to me: Collect silver and gold from the exiles—from Heldai, Tobijah, 
and Jedaiah—who have arrived from Babylon; and go the same day to the house of Josiah son of 
Zephaniah. Take the silver and gold and make a crown, and set it on the head of the high priest 
Joshua son of Jehozadak; say to him: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Here is a man whose name is 
Branch: for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall build the temple of the Lord. It is he that 
shall build the temple of the Lord; he shall bear royal honor, and shall sit upon his throne and 
rule. There shall be a priest by his throne, with peaceful understanding between the two of them. 
And the crown shall be in the care of Heldai, Tobijah, Jedaiah, and Josiah son of Zephaniah, as a 
memorial in the temple of the Lord. 

 

Those who are far off shall come and help to build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that 
the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if you diligently obey the voice of the Lord 
your God. 

Zechariah 6:9-15 

 

 Today as we begin the season of Advent, we’re going a bit off the beaten path for this sermon series 
“Prepare Him Room,” spending some time in the Book of Zechariah.  

My guess is that a good number of us might need a minute to even find the Book of Zechariah in the Bible, 
and if it’s where you are, it’s okay. You’re not alone. This is admittedly not going to be your run-of-the-mill 
Advent or Christmas sermon series, and it will at times feel like, “What did we just read?” 

 That ultimately is going to be one of the questions that will come up each week: what on earth do the 
words of this prophet Zechariah have to do with Christmas, with Advent, with Jesus? Well, quite a lot, I would 
say, and as is the case with all of the Old Testament, the more fully we know the hopes and longings evident 
throughout the writings of the Old Testament, the more fully we will know just how powerfully the coming of 
Christ meets the longings of the people of God.  

 We’re jumping into a particular section of Zechariah, the start of what many identify as an oracle, given 
to the people of God, returning from exile.  

 [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. 

 I remember a kid named Grant. He lived across the street from me growing up. I remember lots of 
afternoons and evenings and weekends, Grant and I would be running around in his yard or our yard, digging 
around in the dirt, climbing trees. His house had a pretty steep slope in the front, so you know what that meant: 
the two of us hurtling downward in wagons and bikes, maybe in sleds if we got lucky with snow in the winter. A 
lot of fun childhood memories with Grant across the street.  
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But then, and honestly, I can’t remember exactly how old I was when this happened, Grant and his family 
moved away. And it was never quite the same.  

Have you ever had neighbors like that? Maybe just down the street or maybe in the same building, 
whatever it might be. Neighbors without whom, if they moved away, the whole place wouldn’t feel quite the same 
afterward.  

If you know what I’m talking about, I want you to try to remember how it felt when that cherished neighbor 
moved away. There was kind of an empty feeling, you know? Took a while before things felt at all normal again, 
if they ever did at all. 

On a much larger scale, that was something of what it felt like for the people of Israel to return to Jerusalem 
after decades away in exile, and the temple wasn’t there. It was as if God had moved away. 

But now, a word had come from the Lord to his prophet Zechariah, that they were to build the temple 
again. 

Here’s a bit of the grand narrative at work within the Old Testament, in case you’re not as familiar. The 
people of Israel, throughout much of its history, didn’t exactly have a good track record as far as faithfulness to 
God. But over and over again, by God’s grace he would remain faithful to them even though they were not faithful 
to him.  

In fact, as a sign of that enduring faithfulness, God put down roots with this people. He commissioned a 
king named Solomon to build a great Temple in the city of Jerusalem. And this temple wasn’t just a shrine, which 
might be what we tend to think of when we think about a temple, some kind of shrine to some deity. It was more 
like a holy residence. The temple wasn’t just where God was worshiped. The temple was where God lived. For a 
period of time, it was as if God had a mailing address. If a traveler came into town and asked where the Smiths 
lived, well you might point to such and such house on that side of the street, and that was normal. But if that 
traveler came into town and asked where God lived, it was just as normal for you to say, well God lives right 
there, in the temple, right in the midst of the city.  

That was a huge deal. For God to be in their midst, for God to live just down the street, so to speak. 

But unfortunately, that didn’t make Israel any more faithful in the process. Finally, that caught up with 
them. They were defeated by the Babylonian Empire, a world power on the rise, and in the process. Babylon took 
a large portion of the population into captivity and for good measure destroyed the temple in Jerusalem.  

For Israel, it wasn’t just like losing a cherished building or landmark. It was more like losing that cherished 
neighbor, more like saying, “God doesn’t live here anymore.” “God isn’t with you anymore.” Imagine the 
hopelessness they must have felt. Imagine how lightless a chapter in this people’s history that must have been.  

But then, there was a change in management. The Persian Empire took over the Babylonian Empire, and 
they had a different approach. To foster loyalty in its newly controlled territory, the king Cyrus and after him 
Darius allowed the exiled peoples to return to their homelands, so the people of Israel were allowed to come 
home.  

That, more or less, is where the prophet Zechariah picks up; that’s where this passage, even though it’s in 
the middle of the Book of Zechariah, picks up. Zechariah is writing to a people in the process of returning home 
after decades away. Generations have passed; things have been forgotten; things have definitely changed. So what 
would life look like for the people of God, now returned to the land of promise? How would the people of God 
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again be a people of God, a people among whom God himself would dwell? Or would God dwell with them like 
he used to? It’d kind of be like learning that that old neighbor that had moved away was actually moving back. 
Would things be like they used to? Would God move back into town? 

Those are questions that are front and center for Zechariah. You can hear it in some of the opening words 
of the whole book, “Return to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will return to you” (Zech 1:3). And you can 
definitely hear it in what Zechariah writes here. He’s told to collect silver and gold from the returned exiles, to 
make a crown with it, to place that crown on the head of the high priest Joshua, then to tell the high priest, “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” and this man named Branch would bear royal honor and sit upon his throne. 
Now this is where it gets a bit ambiguous. Is Zechariah renaming Joshua and combining the role of priest and 
king? Or is Joshua crowning the high priest while also validating a royal line? Are there hints of the Messiah here 
throughout? There’s a lot that’s said about that, but I don’t want us to get caught in the weeds as to all of that 
meaning, so if you’re curious about that particular aspect of it, let’s talk more.  

But of particular note here is what this man named Branch is commissioned to do. Did you hear it? “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” Zechariah writes in v. 12, “for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall 
build the temple of the Lord.” Then a few verses later in v. 15: “Those who are far off shall come and help to 
build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if 
you diligently obey the voice of the Lord your God.” 

Now remember back to all that history lesson we had a few minutes ago, all that about the temple and 
what it meant to the people and then what it meant to them when it was destroyed. It was like saying, “God moved 
away; God isn’t with you now; God doesn’t live here anymore.” But now, God was saying, we’re going to build 
it again. It’s like God was saying, “I’m coming back to town.” And they had to get ready.  

So how do they get ready? 

Because remember, the Jerusalem they’re looking at isn’t the same Jerusalem the oldest among them knew 
from decades ago. It had fallen into ruin. It’s estimated only a few hundred people lived there during the decades 
of exile. So once people start coming back from exile, the harsh reality of what it would mean to rebuild starts to 
hit home. It’s not this celebratory parade where everything magically is rebuilt, and better than before.  

And yet, here’s the word of the Lord from this prophet Zechariah saying, build the temple. Prepare a place 
for me. 

So how do they get ready?  

Have you ever done some kind of home reorganization or construction or maybe even renovation project? 
We’re in the middle of something like that right now. I’ve taken up as a hobby doing some light carpentry. So in 
the garage, we’ve still had the stacks of boxes that we just haven’t dealt with since we’ve moved a year and a half 
ago, but now we need to deal with them, so I took it upon myself—and by “took it upon myself,” I mean, “Frances 
told me to”—to build some basic shelves that are screwed into the wall along one side of the garage. Don’t get 
any ideas now; I’m not hiring myself out—not sure you would want that anyway. 

But to build these shelves, we had to move everything out of the way, clear out the space not just for the 
shelves but also some space to work. Then while I was putting them together, there are scraps of wood on the 
floor of the garage, sawdust everywhere, bent nails and stripped screws strewn about—I don’t know what I’m 
doing. And even after that was done, when we started trying to reorganize all those boxes that had been stacked 
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up, it meant going through each one, actually throwing away what we didn’t need or want in the first place, and 
starting to put them away into sturdier storage totes and bins. 

And at every turn, it seemed, and we’re still in the middle of it, at every turn, whether it was clearing 
things out, or putting together the shelves, or emptying and reorganizing all those boxes, at every turn if you were 
to take a look at what the garage looked like, you’d say, “Yeah it looks worse now than it did before you started.” 

You know what I’m talking about. If you’ve ever done some kind of reorganization or renovation or 
whatever it is, once you start rebuilding, so to speak, there’s a stretch in which it looks much worse than it did 
before you started. It’s discouraging, isn’t it? Or if there’s ever road construction, does traffic flow more easily 
while there’s construction being done? No, of course not. It’s worse than it was beforehand. 

That’s something like what these people returning from exile were facing. They were coming back to a 
Jerusalem that looked a lot worse than when they had last seen it. Might’ve been easier not to come back. Might’ve 
been easier not to rebuild. Might’ve been easier just to stay in exile. The life in exile, though not easy, was at least 
quiet. As long as they kept their heads down and didn’t make a scene, they could for the most part expect to stay 
out of harm’s way. But now that they’re back, they’re facing the harsh reality of changing into something better, 
and that process is not always pretty. 

As we start this season of Advent, you might be at a similar place. You’re sensing a need, a call even, to 
rebuild, to reorient your life, to prepare a place for the Lord. And when we talk about Advent, about the coming 
of the Lord, “preparing a place” for him is exactly what we mean. Christ’s coming is all about God’s dwelling 
with us, the promise and presence of God in the temple embodied in the person of Jesus.  

And you might sense a stirring to prepare that place, but you’re worried what might happen if you go 
down that road. You’re worried that if you start moving things around in your life things will start looking worse 
than they did before you started. Or maybe you have started, and now things feel less settled and more uneasy 
than they ever did beforehand, and you feel discouraged as a result. 

Friends if this is where you are, my invitation to you is to hear and to keep hearing the good news even 
and especially while things feel “under construction,” so to speak. That good news is this: that whatever mess you 
may see in your life is not where God will leave you. The faithfulness of the God who says, “Return to me, and I 
will return to you,” is calling, and it will see this work through to the end. So do not be afraid when a bit of rubble 
may be in your future, for it could be God at work preparing a place in your heart for something much better. 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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The word of the Lord came to me: Collect silver and gold from the exiles—from Heldai, Tobijah, 
and Jedaiah—who have arrived from Babylon; and go the same day to the house of Josiah son of 
Zephaniah. Take the silver and gold and make a crown, and set it on the head of the high priest 
Joshua son of Jehozadak; say to him: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Here is a man whose name is 
Branch: for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall build the temple of the Lord. It is he that 
shall build the temple of the Lord; he shall bear royal honor, and shall sit upon his throne and 
rule. There shall be a priest by his throne, with peaceful understanding between the two of them. 
And the crown shall be in the care of Heldai, Tobijah, Jedaiah, and Josiah son of Zephaniah, as a 
memorial in the temple of the Lord. 

 

Those who are far off shall come and help to build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that 
the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if you diligently obey the voice of the Lord 
your God. 

Zechariah 6:9-15 

 

 Today as we begin the season of Advent, we’re going a bit off the beaten path for this sermon series 
“Prepare Him Room,” spending some time in the Book of Zechariah.  

My guess is that a good number of us might need a minute to even find the Book of Zechariah in the Bible, 
and if it’s where you are, it’s okay. You’re not alone. This is admittedly not going to be your run-of-the-mill 
Advent or Christmas sermon series, and it will at times feel like, “What did we just read?” 

 That ultimately is going to be one of the questions that will come up each week: what on earth do the 
words of this prophet Zechariah have to do with Christmas, with Advent, with Jesus? Well, quite a lot, I would 
say, and as is the case with all of the Old Testament, the more fully we know the hopes and longings evident 
throughout the writings of the Old Testament, the more fully we will know just how powerfully the coming of 
Christ meets the longings of the people of God.  

 We’re jumping into a particular section of Zechariah, the start of what many identify as an oracle, given 
to the people of God, returning from exile.  

 [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. 

 I remember a kid named Grant. He lived across the street from me growing up. I remember lots of 
afternoons and evenings and weekends, Grant and I would be running around in his yard or our yard, digging 
around in the dirt, climbing trees. His house had a pretty steep slope in the front, so you know what that meant: 
the two of us hurtling downward in wagons and bikes, maybe in sleds if we got lucky with snow in the winter. A 
lot of fun childhood memories with Grant across the street.  
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But then, and honestly, I can’t remember exactly how old I was when this happened, Grant and his family 
moved away. And it was never quite the same.  

Have you ever had neighbors like that? Maybe just down the street or maybe in the same building, 
whatever it might be. Neighbors without whom, if they moved away, the whole place wouldn’t feel quite the same 
afterward.  

If you know what I’m talking about, I want you to try to remember how it felt when that cherished neighbor 
moved away. There was kind of an empty feeling, you know? Took a while before things felt at all normal again, 
if they ever did at all. 

On a much larger scale, that was something of what it felt like for the people of Israel to return to Jerusalem 
after decades away in exile, and the temple wasn’t there. It was as if God had moved away. 

But now, a word had come from the Lord to his prophet Zechariah, that they were to build the temple 
again. 

Here’s a bit of the grand narrative at work within the Old Testament, in case you’re not as familiar. The 
people of Israel, throughout much of its history, didn’t exactly have a good track record as far as faithfulness to 
God. But over and over again, by God’s grace he would remain faithful to them even though they were not faithful 
to him.  

In fact, as a sign of that enduring faithfulness, God put down roots with this people. He commissioned a 
king named Solomon to build a great Temple in the city of Jerusalem. And this temple wasn’t just a shrine, which 
might be what we tend to think of when we think about a temple, some kind of shrine to some deity. It was more 
like a holy residence. The temple wasn’t just where God was worshiped. The temple was where God lived. For a 
period of time, it was as if God had a mailing address. If a traveler came into town and asked where the Smiths 
lived, well you might point to such and such house on that side of the street, and that was normal. But if that 
traveler came into town and asked where God lived, it was just as normal for you to say, well God lives right 
there, in the temple, right in the midst of the city.  

That was a huge deal. For God to be in their midst, for God to live just down the street, so to speak. 

But unfortunately, that didn’t make Israel any more faithful in the process. Finally, that caught up with 
them. They were defeated by the Babylonian Empire, a world power on the rise, and in the process. Babylon took 
a large portion of the population into captivity and for good measure destroyed the temple in Jerusalem.  

For Israel, it wasn’t just like losing a cherished building or landmark. It was more like losing that cherished 
neighbor, more like saying, “God doesn’t live here anymore.” “God isn’t with you anymore.” Imagine the 
hopelessness they must have felt. Imagine how lightless a chapter in this people’s history that must have been.  

But then, there was a change in management. The Persian Empire took over the Babylonian Empire, and 
they had a different approach. To foster loyalty in its newly controlled territory, the king Cyrus and after him 
Darius allowed the exiled peoples to return to their homelands, so the people of Israel were allowed to come 
home.  

That, more or less, is where the prophet Zechariah picks up; that’s where this passage, even though it’s in 
the middle of the Book of Zechariah, picks up. Zechariah is writing to a people in the process of returning home 
after decades away. Generations have passed; things have been forgotten; things have definitely changed. So what 
would life look like for the people of God, now returned to the land of promise? How would the people of God 
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again be a people of God, a people among whom God himself would dwell? Or would God dwell with them like 
he used to? It’d kind of be like learning that that old neighbor that had moved away was actually moving back. 
Would things be like they used to? Would God move back into town? 

Those are questions that are front and center for Zechariah. You can hear it in some of the opening words 
of the whole book, “Return to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will return to you” (Zech 1:3). And you can 
definitely hear it in what Zechariah writes here. He’s told to collect silver and gold from the returned exiles, to 
make a crown with it, to place that crown on the head of the high priest Joshua, then to tell the high priest, “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” and this man named Branch would bear royal honor and sit upon his throne. 
Now this is where it gets a bit ambiguous. Is Zechariah renaming Joshua and combining the role of priest and 
king? Or is Joshua crowning the high priest while also validating a royal line? Are there hints of the Messiah here 
throughout? There’s a lot that’s said about that, but I don’t want us to get caught in the weeds as to all of that 
meaning, so if you’re curious about that particular aspect of it, let’s talk more.  

But of particular note here is what this man named Branch is commissioned to do. Did you hear it? “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” Zechariah writes in v. 12, “for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall 
build the temple of the Lord.” Then a few verses later in v. 15: “Those who are far off shall come and help to 
build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if 
you diligently obey the voice of the Lord your God.” 

Now remember back to all that history lesson we had a few minutes ago, all that about the temple and 
what it meant to the people and then what it meant to them when it was destroyed. It was like saying, “God moved 
away; God isn’t with you now; God doesn’t live here anymore.” But now, God was saying, we’re going to build 
it again. It’s like God was saying, “I’m coming back to town.” And they had to get ready.  

So how do they get ready? 

Because remember, the Jerusalem they’re looking at isn’t the same Jerusalem the oldest among them knew 
from decades ago. It had fallen into ruin. It’s estimated only a few hundred people lived there during the decades 
of exile. So once people start coming back from exile, the harsh reality of what it would mean to rebuild starts to 
hit home. It’s not this celebratory parade where everything magically is rebuilt, and better than before.  

And yet, here’s the word of the Lord from this prophet Zechariah saying, build the temple. Prepare a place 
for me. 

So how do they get ready?  

Have you ever done some kind of home reorganization or construction or maybe even renovation project? 
We’re in the middle of something like that right now. I’ve taken up as a hobby doing some light carpentry. So in 
the garage, we’ve still had the stacks of boxes that we just haven’t dealt with since we’ve moved a year and a half 
ago, but now we need to deal with them, so I took it upon myself—and by “took it upon myself,” I mean, “Frances 
told me to”—to build some basic shelves that are screwed into the wall along one side of the garage. Don’t get 
any ideas now; I’m not hiring myself out—not sure you would want that anyway. 

But to build these shelves, we had to move everything out of the way, clear out the space not just for the 
shelves but also some space to work. Then while I was putting them together, there are scraps of wood on the 
floor of the garage, sawdust everywhere, bent nails and stripped screws strewn about—I don’t know what I’m 
doing. And even after that was done, when we started trying to reorganize all those boxes that had been stacked 
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up, it meant going through each one, actually throwing away what we didn’t need or want in the first place, and 
starting to put them away into sturdier storage totes and bins. 

And at every turn, it seemed, and we’re still in the middle of it, at every turn, whether it was clearing 
things out, or putting together the shelves, or emptying and reorganizing all those boxes, at every turn if you were 
to take a look at what the garage looked like, you’d say, “Yeah it looks worse now than it did before you started.” 

You know what I’m talking about. If you’ve ever done some kind of reorganization or renovation or 
whatever it is, once you start rebuilding, so to speak, there’s a stretch in which it looks much worse than it did 
before you started. It’s discouraging, isn’t it? Or if there’s ever road construction, does traffic flow more easily 
while there’s construction being done? No, of course not. It’s worse than it was beforehand. 

That’s something like what these people returning from exile were facing. They were coming back to a 
Jerusalem that looked a lot worse than when they had last seen it. Might’ve been easier not to come back. Might’ve 
been easier not to rebuild. Might’ve been easier just to stay in exile. The life in exile, though not easy, was at least 
quiet. As long as they kept their heads down and didn’t make a scene, they could for the most part expect to stay 
out of harm’s way. But now that they’re back, they’re facing the harsh reality of changing into something better, 
and that process is not always pretty. 

As we start this season of Advent, you might be at a similar place. You’re sensing a need, a call even, to 
rebuild, to reorient your life, to prepare a place for the Lord. And when we talk about Advent, about the coming 
of the Lord, “preparing a place” for him is exactly what we mean. Christ’s coming is all about God’s dwelling 
with us, the promise and presence of God in the temple embodied in the person of Jesus.  

And you might sense a stirring to prepare that place, but you’re worried what might happen if you go 
down that road. You’re worried that if you start moving things around in your life things will start looking worse 
than they did before you started. Or maybe you have started, and now things feel less settled and more uneasy 
than they ever did beforehand, and you feel discouraged as a result. 

Friends if this is where you are, my invitation to you is to hear and to keep hearing the good news even 
and especially while things feel “under construction,” so to speak. That good news is this: that whatever mess you 
may see in your life is not where God will leave you. The faithfulness of the God who says, “Return to me, and I 
will return to you,” is calling, and it will see this work through to the end. So do not be afraid when a bit of rubble 
may be in your future, for it could be God at work preparing a place in your heart for something much better. 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Under Construction” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
November 28, 2021 

 
The word of the Lord came to me: Collect silver and gold from the exiles—from Heldai, Tobijah, 
and Jedaiah—who have arrived from Babylon; and go the same day to the house of Josiah son of 
Zephaniah. Take the silver and gold and make a crown, and set it on the head of the high priest 
Joshua son of Jehozadak; say to him: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Here is a man whose name is 
Branch: for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall build the temple of the Lord. It is he that 
shall build the temple of the Lord; he shall bear royal honor, and shall sit upon his throne and 
rule. There shall be a priest by his throne, with peaceful understanding between the two of them. 
And the crown shall be in the care of Heldai, Tobijah, Jedaiah, and Josiah son of Zephaniah, as a 
memorial in the temple of the Lord. 

 

Those who are far off shall come and help to build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that 
the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if you diligently obey the voice of the Lord 
your God. 

Zechariah 6:9-15 

 

 Today as we begin the season of Advent, we’re going a bit off the beaten path for this sermon series 
“Prepare Him Room,” spending some time in the Book of Zechariah.  

My guess is that a good number of us might need a minute to even find the Book of Zechariah in the Bible, 
and if it’s where you are, it’s okay. You’re not alone. This is admittedly not going to be your run-of-the-mill 
Advent or Christmas sermon series, and it will at times feel like, “What did we just read?” 

 That ultimately is going to be one of the questions that will come up each week: what on earth do the 
words of this prophet Zechariah have to do with Christmas, with Advent, with Jesus? Well, quite a lot, I would 
say, and as is the case with all of the Old Testament, the more fully we know the hopes and longings evident 
throughout the writings of the Old Testament, the more fully we will know just how powerfully the coming of 
Christ meets the longings of the people of God.  

 We’re jumping into a particular section of Zechariah, the start of what many identify as an oracle, given 
to the people of God, returning from exile.  

 [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. 

 I remember a kid named Grant. He lived across the street from me growing up. I remember lots of 
afternoons and evenings and weekends, Grant and I would be running around in his yard or our yard, digging 
around in the dirt, climbing trees. His house had a pretty steep slope in the front, so you know what that meant: 
the two of us hurtling downward in wagons and bikes, maybe in sleds if we got lucky with snow in the winter. A 
lot of fun childhood memories with Grant across the street.  
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But then, and honestly, I can’t remember exactly how old I was when this happened, Grant and his family 
moved away. And it was never quite the same.  

Have you ever had neighbors like that? Maybe just down the street or maybe in the same building, 
whatever it might be. Neighbors without whom, if they moved away, the whole place wouldn’t feel quite the same 
afterward.  

If you know what I’m talking about, I want you to try to remember how it felt when that cherished neighbor 
moved away. There was kind of an empty feeling, you know? Took a while before things felt at all normal again, 
if they ever did at all. 

On a much larger scale, that was something of what it felt like for the people of Israel to return to Jerusalem 
after decades away in exile, and the temple wasn’t there. It was as if God had moved away. 

But now, a word had come from the Lord to his prophet Zechariah, that they were to build the temple 
again. 

Here’s a bit of the grand narrative at work within the Old Testament, in case you’re not as familiar. The 
people of Israel, throughout much of its history, didn’t exactly have a good track record as far as faithfulness to 
God. But over and over again, by God’s grace he would remain faithful to them even though they were not faithful 
to him.  

In fact, as a sign of that enduring faithfulness, God put down roots with this people. He commissioned a 
king named Solomon to build a great Temple in the city of Jerusalem. And this temple wasn’t just a shrine, which 
might be what we tend to think of when we think about a temple, some kind of shrine to some deity. It was more 
like a holy residence. The temple wasn’t just where God was worshiped. The temple was where God lived. For a 
period of time, it was as if God had a mailing address. If a traveler came into town and asked where the Smiths 
lived, well you might point to such and such house on that side of the street, and that was normal. But if that 
traveler came into town and asked where God lived, it was just as normal for you to say, well God lives right 
there, in the temple, right in the midst of the city.  

That was a huge deal. For God to be in their midst, for God to live just down the street, so to speak. 

But unfortunately, that didn’t make Israel any more faithful in the process. Finally, that caught up with 
them. They were defeated by the Babylonian Empire, a world power on the rise, and in the process. Babylon took 
a large portion of the population into captivity and for good measure destroyed the temple in Jerusalem.  

For Israel, it wasn’t just like losing a cherished building or landmark. It was more like losing that cherished 
neighbor, more like saying, “God doesn’t live here anymore.” “God isn’t with you anymore.” Imagine the 
hopelessness they must have felt. Imagine how lightless a chapter in this people’s history that must have been.  

But then, there was a change in management. The Persian Empire took over the Babylonian Empire, and 
they had a different approach. To foster loyalty in its newly controlled territory, the king Cyrus and after him 
Darius allowed the exiled peoples to return to their homelands, so the people of Israel were allowed to come 
home.  

That, more or less, is where the prophet Zechariah picks up; that’s where this passage, even though it’s in 
the middle of the Book of Zechariah, picks up. Zechariah is writing to a people in the process of returning home 
after decades away. Generations have passed; things have been forgotten; things have definitely changed. So what 
would life look like for the people of God, now returned to the land of promise? How would the people of God 
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again be a people of God, a people among whom God himself would dwell? Or would God dwell with them like 
he used to? It’d kind of be like learning that that old neighbor that had moved away was actually moving back. 
Would things be like they used to? Would God move back into town? 

Those are questions that are front and center for Zechariah. You can hear it in some of the opening words 
of the whole book, “Return to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will return to you” (Zech 1:3). And you can 
definitely hear it in what Zechariah writes here. He’s told to collect silver and gold from the returned exiles, to 
make a crown with it, to place that crown on the head of the high priest Joshua, then to tell the high priest, “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” and this man named Branch would bear royal honor and sit upon his throne. 
Now this is where it gets a bit ambiguous. Is Zechariah renaming Joshua and combining the role of priest and 
king? Or is Joshua crowning the high priest while also validating a royal line? Are there hints of the Messiah here 
throughout? There’s a lot that’s said about that, but I don’t want us to get caught in the weeds as to all of that 
meaning, so if you’re curious about that particular aspect of it, let’s talk more.  

But of particular note here is what this man named Branch is commissioned to do. Did you hear it? “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” Zechariah writes in v. 12, “for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall 
build the temple of the Lord.” Then a few verses later in v. 15: “Those who are far off shall come and help to 
build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if 
you diligently obey the voice of the Lord your God.” 

Now remember back to all that history lesson we had a few minutes ago, all that about the temple and 
what it meant to the people and then what it meant to them when it was destroyed. It was like saying, “God moved 
away; God isn’t with you now; God doesn’t live here anymore.” But now, God was saying, we’re going to build 
it again. It’s like God was saying, “I’m coming back to town.” And they had to get ready.  

So how do they get ready? 

Because remember, the Jerusalem they’re looking at isn’t the same Jerusalem the oldest among them knew 
from decades ago. It had fallen into ruin. It’s estimated only a few hundred people lived there during the decades 
of exile. So once people start coming back from exile, the harsh reality of what it would mean to rebuild starts to 
hit home. It’s not this celebratory parade where everything magically is rebuilt, and better than before.  

And yet, here’s the word of the Lord from this prophet Zechariah saying, build the temple. Prepare a place 
for me. 

So how do they get ready?  

Have you ever done some kind of home reorganization or construction or maybe even renovation project? 
We’re in the middle of something like that right now. I’ve taken up as a hobby doing some light carpentry. So in 
the garage, we’ve still had the stacks of boxes that we just haven’t dealt with since we’ve moved a year and a half 
ago, but now we need to deal with them, so I took it upon myself—and by “took it upon myself,” I mean, “Frances 
told me to”—to build some basic shelves that are screwed into the wall along one side of the garage. Don’t get 
any ideas now; I’m not hiring myself out—not sure you would want that anyway. 

But to build these shelves, we had to move everything out of the way, clear out the space not just for the 
shelves but also some space to work. Then while I was putting them together, there are scraps of wood on the 
floor of the garage, sawdust everywhere, bent nails and stripped screws strewn about—I don’t know what I’m 
doing. And even after that was done, when we started trying to reorganize all those boxes that had been stacked 
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up, it meant going through each one, actually throwing away what we didn’t need or want in the first place, and 
starting to put them away into sturdier storage totes and bins. 

And at every turn, it seemed, and we’re still in the middle of it, at every turn, whether it was clearing 
things out, or putting together the shelves, or emptying and reorganizing all those boxes, at every turn if you were 
to take a look at what the garage looked like, you’d say, “Yeah it looks worse now than it did before you started.” 

You know what I’m talking about. If you’ve ever done some kind of reorganization or renovation or 
whatever it is, once you start rebuilding, so to speak, there’s a stretch in which it looks much worse than it did 
before you started. It’s discouraging, isn’t it? Or if there’s ever road construction, does traffic flow more easily 
while there’s construction being done? No, of course not. It’s worse than it was beforehand. 

That’s something like what these people returning from exile were facing. They were coming back to a 
Jerusalem that looked a lot worse than when they had last seen it. Might’ve been easier not to come back. Might’ve 
been easier not to rebuild. Might’ve been easier just to stay in exile. The life in exile, though not easy, was at least 
quiet. As long as they kept their heads down and didn’t make a scene, they could for the most part expect to stay 
out of harm’s way. But now that they’re back, they’re facing the harsh reality of changing into something better, 
and that process is not always pretty. 

As we start this season of Advent, you might be at a similar place. You’re sensing a need, a call even, to 
rebuild, to reorient your life, to prepare a place for the Lord. And when we talk about Advent, about the coming 
of the Lord, “preparing a place” for him is exactly what we mean. Christ’s coming is all about God’s dwelling 
with us, the promise and presence of God in the temple embodied in the person of Jesus.  

And you might sense a stirring to prepare that place, but you’re worried what might happen if you go 
down that road. You’re worried that if you start moving things around in your life things will start looking worse 
than they did before you started. Or maybe you have started, and now things feel less settled and more uneasy 
than they ever did beforehand, and you feel discouraged as a result. 

Friends if this is where you are, my invitation to you is to hear and to keep hearing the good news even 
and especially while things feel “under construction,” so to speak. That good news is this: that whatever mess you 
may see in your life is not where God will leave you. The faithfulness of the God who says, “Return to me, and I 
will return to you,” is calling, and it will see this work through to the end. So do not be afraid when a bit of rubble 
may be in your future, for it could be God at work preparing a place in your heart for something much better. 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Under Construction” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
November 28, 2021 

 
The word of the Lord came to me: Collect silver and gold from the exiles—from Heldai, Tobijah, 
and Jedaiah—who have arrived from Babylon; and go the same day to the house of Josiah son of 
Zephaniah. Take the silver and gold and make a crown, and set it on the head of the high priest 
Joshua son of Jehozadak; say to him: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Here is a man whose name is 
Branch: for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall build the temple of the Lord. It is he that 
shall build the temple of the Lord; he shall bear royal honor, and shall sit upon his throne and 
rule. There shall be a priest by his throne, with peaceful understanding between the two of them. 
And the crown shall be in the care of Heldai, Tobijah, Jedaiah, and Josiah son of Zephaniah, as a 
memorial in the temple of the Lord. 

 

Those who are far off shall come and help to build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that 
the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if you diligently obey the voice of the Lord 
your God. 

Zechariah 6:9-15 

 

 Today as we begin the season of Advent, we’re going a bit off the beaten path for this sermon series 
“Prepare Him Room,” spending some time in the Book of Zechariah.  

My guess is that a good number of us might need a minute to even find the Book of Zechariah in the Bible, 
and if it’s where you are, it’s okay. You’re not alone. This is admittedly not going to be your run-of-the-mill 
Advent or Christmas sermon series, and it will at times feel like, “What did we just read?” 

 That ultimately is going to be one of the questions that will come up each week: what on earth do the 
words of this prophet Zechariah have to do with Christmas, with Advent, with Jesus? Well, quite a lot, I would 
say, and as is the case with all of the Old Testament, the more fully we know the hopes and longings evident 
throughout the writings of the Old Testament, the more fully we will know just how powerfully the coming of 
Christ meets the longings of the people of God.  

 We’re jumping into a particular section of Zechariah, the start of what many identify as an oracle, given 
to the people of God, returning from exile.  

 [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. 

 I remember a kid named Grant. He lived across the street from me growing up. I remember lots of 
afternoons and evenings and weekends, Grant and I would be running around in his yard or our yard, digging 
around in the dirt, climbing trees. His house had a pretty steep slope in the front, so you know what that meant: 
the two of us hurtling downward in wagons and bikes, maybe in sleds if we got lucky with snow in the winter. A 
lot of fun childhood memories with Grant across the street.  
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But then, and honestly, I can’t remember exactly how old I was when this happened, Grant and his family 
moved away. And it was never quite the same.  

Have you ever had neighbors like that? Maybe just down the street or maybe in the same building, 
whatever it might be. Neighbors without whom, if they moved away, the whole place wouldn’t feel quite the same 
afterward.  

If you know what I’m talking about, I want you to try to remember how it felt when that cherished neighbor 
moved away. There was kind of an empty feeling, you know? Took a while before things felt at all normal again, 
if they ever did at all. 

On a much larger scale, that was something of what it felt like for the people of Israel to return to Jerusalem 
after decades away in exile, and the temple wasn’t there. It was as if God had moved away. 

But now, a word had come from the Lord to his prophet Zechariah, that they were to build the temple 
again. 

Here’s a bit of the grand narrative at work within the Old Testament, in case you’re not as familiar. The 
people of Israel, throughout much of its history, didn’t exactly have a good track record as far as faithfulness to 
God. But over and over again, by God’s grace he would remain faithful to them even though they were not faithful 
to him.  

In fact, as a sign of that enduring faithfulness, God put down roots with this people. He commissioned a 
king named Solomon to build a great Temple in the city of Jerusalem. And this temple wasn’t just a shrine, which 
might be what we tend to think of when we think about a temple, some kind of shrine to some deity. It was more 
like a holy residence. The temple wasn’t just where God was worshiped. The temple was where God lived. For a 
period of time, it was as if God had a mailing address. If a traveler came into town and asked where the Smiths 
lived, well you might point to such and such house on that side of the street, and that was normal. But if that 
traveler came into town and asked where God lived, it was just as normal for you to say, well God lives right 
there, in the temple, right in the midst of the city.  

That was a huge deal. For God to be in their midst, for God to live just down the street, so to speak. 

But unfortunately, that didn’t make Israel any more faithful in the process. Finally, that caught up with 
them. They were defeated by the Babylonian Empire, a world power on the rise, and in the process. Babylon took 
a large portion of the population into captivity and for good measure destroyed the temple in Jerusalem.  

For Israel, it wasn’t just like losing a cherished building or landmark. It was more like losing that cherished 
neighbor, more like saying, “God doesn’t live here anymore.” “God isn’t with you anymore.” Imagine the 
hopelessness they must have felt. Imagine how lightless a chapter in this people’s history that must have been.  

But then, there was a change in management. The Persian Empire took over the Babylonian Empire, and 
they had a different approach. To foster loyalty in its newly controlled territory, the king Cyrus and after him 
Darius allowed the exiled peoples to return to their homelands, so the people of Israel were allowed to come 
home.  

That, more or less, is where the prophet Zechariah picks up; that’s where this passage, even though it’s in 
the middle of the Book of Zechariah, picks up. Zechariah is writing to a people in the process of returning home 
after decades away. Generations have passed; things have been forgotten; things have definitely changed. So what 
would life look like for the people of God, now returned to the land of promise? How would the people of God 
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again be a people of God, a people among whom God himself would dwell? Or would God dwell with them like 
he used to? It’d kind of be like learning that that old neighbor that had moved away was actually moving back. 
Would things be like they used to? Would God move back into town? 

Those are questions that are front and center for Zechariah. You can hear it in some of the opening words 
of the whole book, “Return to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will return to you” (Zech 1:3). And you can 
definitely hear it in what Zechariah writes here. He’s told to collect silver and gold from the returned exiles, to 
make a crown with it, to place that crown on the head of the high priest Joshua, then to tell the high priest, “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” and this man named Branch would bear royal honor and sit upon his throne. 
Now this is where it gets a bit ambiguous. Is Zechariah renaming Joshua and combining the role of priest and 
king? Or is Joshua crowning the high priest while also validating a royal line? Are there hints of the Messiah here 
throughout? There’s a lot that’s said about that, but I don’t want us to get caught in the weeds as to all of that 
meaning, so if you’re curious about that particular aspect of it, let’s talk more.  

But of particular note here is what this man named Branch is commissioned to do. Did you hear it? “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” Zechariah writes in v. 12, “for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall 
build the temple of the Lord.” Then a few verses later in v. 15: “Those who are far off shall come and help to 
build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if 
you diligently obey the voice of the Lord your God.” 

Now remember back to all that history lesson we had a few minutes ago, all that about the temple and 
what it meant to the people and then what it meant to them when it was destroyed. It was like saying, “God moved 
away; God isn’t with you now; God doesn’t live here anymore.” But now, God was saying, we’re going to build 
it again. It’s like God was saying, “I’m coming back to town.” And they had to get ready.  

So how do they get ready? 

Because remember, the Jerusalem they’re looking at isn’t the same Jerusalem the oldest among them knew 
from decades ago. It had fallen into ruin. It’s estimated only a few hundred people lived there during the decades 
of exile. So once people start coming back from exile, the harsh reality of what it would mean to rebuild starts to 
hit home. It’s not this celebratory parade where everything magically is rebuilt, and better than before.  

And yet, here’s the word of the Lord from this prophet Zechariah saying, build the temple. Prepare a place 
for me. 

So how do they get ready?  

Have you ever done some kind of home reorganization or construction or maybe even renovation project? 
We’re in the middle of something like that right now. I’ve taken up as a hobby doing some light carpentry. So in 
the garage, we’ve still had the stacks of boxes that we just haven’t dealt with since we’ve moved a year and a half 
ago, but now we need to deal with them, so I took it upon myself—and by “took it upon myself,” I mean, “Frances 
told me to”—to build some basic shelves that are screwed into the wall along one side of the garage. Don’t get 
any ideas now; I’m not hiring myself out—not sure you would want that anyway. 

But to build these shelves, we had to move everything out of the way, clear out the space not just for the 
shelves but also some space to work. Then while I was putting them together, there are scraps of wood on the 
floor of the garage, sawdust everywhere, bent nails and stripped screws strewn about—I don’t know what I’m 
doing. And even after that was done, when we started trying to reorganize all those boxes that had been stacked 
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up, it meant going through each one, actually throwing away what we didn’t need or want in the first place, and 
starting to put them away into sturdier storage totes and bins. 

And at every turn, it seemed, and we’re still in the middle of it, at every turn, whether it was clearing 
things out, or putting together the shelves, or emptying and reorganizing all those boxes, at every turn if you were 
to take a look at what the garage looked like, you’d say, “Yeah it looks worse now than it did before you started.” 

You know what I’m talking about. If you’ve ever done some kind of reorganization or renovation or 
whatever it is, once you start rebuilding, so to speak, there’s a stretch in which it looks much worse than it did 
before you started. It’s discouraging, isn’t it? Or if there’s ever road construction, does traffic flow more easily 
while there’s construction being done? No, of course not. It’s worse than it was beforehand. 

That’s something like what these people returning from exile were facing. They were coming back to a 
Jerusalem that looked a lot worse than when they had last seen it. Might’ve been easier not to come back. Might’ve 
been easier not to rebuild. Might’ve been easier just to stay in exile. The life in exile, though not easy, was at least 
quiet. As long as they kept their heads down and didn’t make a scene, they could for the most part expect to stay 
out of harm’s way. But now that they’re back, they’re facing the harsh reality of changing into something better, 
and that process is not always pretty. 

As we start this season of Advent, you might be at a similar place. You’re sensing a need, a call even, to 
rebuild, to reorient your life, to prepare a place for the Lord. And when we talk about Advent, about the coming 
of the Lord, “preparing a place” for him is exactly what we mean. Christ’s coming is all about God’s dwelling 
with us, the promise and presence of God in the temple embodied in the person of Jesus.  

And you might sense a stirring to prepare that place, but you’re worried what might happen if you go 
down that road. You’re worried that if you start moving things around in your life things will start looking worse 
than they did before you started. Or maybe you have started, and now things feel less settled and more uneasy 
than they ever did beforehand, and you feel discouraged as a result. 

Friends if this is where you are, my invitation to you is to hear and to keep hearing the good news even 
and especially while things feel “under construction,” so to speak. That good news is this: that whatever mess you 
may see in your life is not where God will leave you. The faithfulness of the God who says, “Return to me, and I 
will return to you,” is calling, and it will see this work through to the end. So do not be afraid when a bit of rubble 
may be in your future, for it could be God at work preparing a place in your heart for something much better. 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Under Construction” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
November 28, 2021 

 
The word of the Lord came to me: Collect silver and gold from the exiles—from Heldai, Tobijah, 
and Jedaiah—who have arrived from Babylon; and go the same day to the house of Josiah son of 
Zephaniah. Take the silver and gold and make a crown, and set it on the head of the high priest 
Joshua son of Jehozadak; say to him: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Here is a man whose name is 
Branch: for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall build the temple of the Lord. It is he that 
shall build the temple of the Lord; he shall bear royal honor, and shall sit upon his throne and 
rule. There shall be a priest by his throne, with peaceful understanding between the two of them. 
And the crown shall be in the care of Heldai, Tobijah, Jedaiah, and Josiah son of Zephaniah, as a 
memorial in the temple of the Lord. 

 

Those who are far off shall come and help to build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that 
the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if you diligently obey the voice of the Lord 
your God. 

Zechariah 6:9-15 

 

 Today as we begin the season of Advent, we’re going a bit off the beaten path for this sermon series 
“Prepare Him Room,” spending some time in the Book of Zechariah.  

My guess is that a good number of us might need a minute to even find the Book of Zechariah in the Bible, 
and if it’s where you are, it’s okay. You’re not alone. This is admittedly not going to be your run-of-the-mill 
Advent or Christmas sermon series, and it will at times feel like, “What did we just read?” 

 That ultimately is going to be one of the questions that will come up each week: what on earth do the 
words of this prophet Zechariah have to do with Christmas, with Advent, with Jesus? Well, quite a lot, I would 
say, and as is the case with all of the Old Testament, the more fully we know the hopes and longings evident 
throughout the writings of the Old Testament, the more fully we will know just how powerfully the coming of 
Christ meets the longings of the people of God.  

 We’re jumping into a particular section of Zechariah, the start of what many identify as an oracle, given 
to the people of God, returning from exile.  

 [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. 

 I remember a kid named Grant. He lived across the street from me growing up. I remember lots of 
afternoons and evenings and weekends, Grant and I would be running around in his yard or our yard, digging 
around in the dirt, climbing trees. His house had a pretty steep slope in the front, so you know what that meant: 
the two of us hurtling downward in wagons and bikes, maybe in sleds if we got lucky with snow in the winter. A 
lot of fun childhood memories with Grant across the street.  
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But then, and honestly, I can’t remember exactly how old I was when this happened, Grant and his family 
moved away. And it was never quite the same.  

Have you ever had neighbors like that? Maybe just down the street or maybe in the same building, 
whatever it might be. Neighbors without whom, if they moved away, the whole place wouldn’t feel quite the same 
afterward.  

If you know what I’m talking about, I want you to try to remember how it felt when that cherished neighbor 
moved away. There was kind of an empty feeling, you know? Took a while before things felt at all normal again, 
if they ever did at all. 

On a much larger scale, that was something of what it felt like for the people of Israel to return to Jerusalem 
after decades away in exile, and the temple wasn’t there. It was as if God had moved away. 

But now, a word had come from the Lord to his prophet Zechariah, that they were to build the temple 
again. 

Here’s a bit of the grand narrative at work within the Old Testament, in case you’re not as familiar. The 
people of Israel, throughout much of its history, didn’t exactly have a good track record as far as faithfulness to 
God. But over and over again, by God’s grace he would remain faithful to them even though they were not faithful 
to him.  

In fact, as a sign of that enduring faithfulness, God put down roots with this people. He commissioned a 
king named Solomon to build a great Temple in the city of Jerusalem. And this temple wasn’t just a shrine, which 
might be what we tend to think of when we think about a temple, some kind of shrine to some deity. It was more 
like a holy residence. The temple wasn’t just where God was worshiped. The temple was where God lived. For a 
period of time, it was as if God had a mailing address. If a traveler came into town and asked where the Smiths 
lived, well you might point to such and such house on that side of the street, and that was normal. But if that 
traveler came into town and asked where God lived, it was just as normal for you to say, well God lives right 
there, in the temple, right in the midst of the city.  

That was a huge deal. For God to be in their midst, for God to live just down the street, so to speak. 

But unfortunately, that didn’t make Israel any more faithful in the process. Finally, that caught up with 
them. They were defeated by the Babylonian Empire, a world power on the rise, and in the process. Babylon took 
a large portion of the population into captivity and for good measure destroyed the temple in Jerusalem.  

For Israel, it wasn’t just like losing a cherished building or landmark. It was more like losing that cherished 
neighbor, more like saying, “God doesn’t live here anymore.” “God isn’t with you anymore.” Imagine the 
hopelessness they must have felt. Imagine how lightless a chapter in this people’s history that must have been.  

But then, there was a change in management. The Persian Empire took over the Babylonian Empire, and 
they had a different approach. To foster loyalty in its newly controlled territory, the king Cyrus and after him 
Darius allowed the exiled peoples to return to their homelands, so the people of Israel were allowed to come 
home.  

That, more or less, is where the prophet Zechariah picks up; that’s where this passage, even though it’s in 
the middle of the Book of Zechariah, picks up. Zechariah is writing to a people in the process of returning home 
after decades away. Generations have passed; things have been forgotten; things have definitely changed. So what 
would life look like for the people of God, now returned to the land of promise? How would the people of God 
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again be a people of God, a people among whom God himself would dwell? Or would God dwell with them like 
he used to? It’d kind of be like learning that that old neighbor that had moved away was actually moving back. 
Would things be like they used to? Would God move back into town? 

Those are questions that are front and center for Zechariah. You can hear it in some of the opening words 
of the whole book, “Return to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will return to you” (Zech 1:3). And you can 
definitely hear it in what Zechariah writes here. He’s told to collect silver and gold from the returned exiles, to 
make a crown with it, to place that crown on the head of the high priest Joshua, then to tell the high priest, “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” and this man named Branch would bear royal honor and sit upon his throne. 
Now this is where it gets a bit ambiguous. Is Zechariah renaming Joshua and combining the role of priest and 
king? Or is Joshua crowning the high priest while also validating a royal line? Are there hints of the Messiah here 
throughout? There’s a lot that’s said about that, but I don’t want us to get caught in the weeds as to all of that 
meaning, so if you’re curious about that particular aspect of it, let’s talk more.  

But of particular note here is what this man named Branch is commissioned to do. Did you hear it? “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” Zechariah writes in v. 12, “for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall 
build the temple of the Lord.” Then a few verses later in v. 15: “Those who are far off shall come and help to 
build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if 
you diligently obey the voice of the Lord your God.” 

Now remember back to all that history lesson we had a few minutes ago, all that about the temple and 
what it meant to the people and then what it meant to them when it was destroyed. It was like saying, “God moved 
away; God isn’t with you now; God doesn’t live here anymore.” But now, God was saying, we’re going to build 
it again. It’s like God was saying, “I’m coming back to town.” And they had to get ready.  

So how do they get ready? 

Because remember, the Jerusalem they’re looking at isn’t the same Jerusalem the oldest among them knew 
from decades ago. It had fallen into ruin. It’s estimated only a few hundred people lived there during the decades 
of exile. So once people start coming back from exile, the harsh reality of what it would mean to rebuild starts to 
hit home. It’s not this celebratory parade where everything magically is rebuilt, and better than before.  

And yet, here’s the word of the Lord from this prophet Zechariah saying, build the temple. Prepare a place 
for me. 

So how do they get ready?  

Have you ever done some kind of home reorganization or construction or maybe even renovation project? 
We’re in the middle of something like that right now. I’ve taken up as a hobby doing some light carpentry. So in 
the garage, we’ve still had the stacks of boxes that we just haven’t dealt with since we’ve moved a year and a half 
ago, but now we need to deal with them, so I took it upon myself—and by “took it upon myself,” I mean, “Frances 
told me to”—to build some basic shelves that are screwed into the wall along one side of the garage. Don’t get 
any ideas now; I’m not hiring myself out—not sure you would want that anyway. 

But to build these shelves, we had to move everything out of the way, clear out the space not just for the 
shelves but also some space to work. Then while I was putting them together, there are scraps of wood on the 
floor of the garage, sawdust everywhere, bent nails and stripped screws strewn about—I don’t know what I’m 
doing. And even after that was done, when we started trying to reorganize all those boxes that had been stacked 
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up, it meant going through each one, actually throwing away what we didn’t need or want in the first place, and 
starting to put them away into sturdier storage totes and bins. 

And at every turn, it seemed, and we’re still in the middle of it, at every turn, whether it was clearing 
things out, or putting together the shelves, or emptying and reorganizing all those boxes, at every turn if you were 
to take a look at what the garage looked like, you’d say, “Yeah it looks worse now than it did before you started.” 

You know what I’m talking about. If you’ve ever done some kind of reorganization or renovation or 
whatever it is, once you start rebuilding, so to speak, there’s a stretch in which it looks much worse than it did 
before you started. It’s discouraging, isn’t it? Or if there’s ever road construction, does traffic flow more easily 
while there’s construction being done? No, of course not. It’s worse than it was beforehand. 

That’s something like what these people returning from exile were facing. They were coming back to a 
Jerusalem that looked a lot worse than when they had last seen it. Might’ve been easier not to come back. Might’ve 
been easier not to rebuild. Might’ve been easier just to stay in exile. The life in exile, though not easy, was at least 
quiet. As long as they kept their heads down and didn’t make a scene, they could for the most part expect to stay 
out of harm’s way. But now that they’re back, they’re facing the harsh reality of changing into something better, 
and that process is not always pretty. 

As we start this season of Advent, you might be at a similar place. You’re sensing a need, a call even, to 
rebuild, to reorient your life, to prepare a place for the Lord. And when we talk about Advent, about the coming 
of the Lord, “preparing a place” for him is exactly what we mean. Christ’s coming is all about God’s dwelling 
with us, the promise and presence of God in the temple embodied in the person of Jesus.  

And you might sense a stirring to prepare that place, but you’re worried what might happen if you go 
down that road. You’re worried that if you start moving things around in your life things will start looking worse 
than they did before you started. Or maybe you have started, and now things feel less settled and more uneasy 
than they ever did beforehand, and you feel discouraged as a result. 

Friends if this is where you are, my invitation to you is to hear and to keep hearing the good news even 
and especially while things feel “under construction,” so to speak. That good news is this: that whatever mess you 
may see in your life is not where God will leave you. The faithfulness of the God who says, “Return to me, and I 
will return to you,” is calling, and it will see this work through to the end. So do not be afraid when a bit of rubble 
may be in your future, for it could be God at work preparing a place in your heart for something much better. 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Under Construction” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
November 28, 2021 

 
The word of the Lord came to me: Collect silver and gold from the exiles—from Heldai, Tobijah, 
and Jedaiah—who have arrived from Babylon; and go the same day to the house of Josiah son of 
Zephaniah. Take the silver and gold and make a crown, and set it on the head of the high priest 
Joshua son of Jehozadak; say to him: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Here is a man whose name is 
Branch: for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall build the temple of the Lord. It is he that 
shall build the temple of the Lord; he shall bear royal honor, and shall sit upon his throne and 
rule. There shall be a priest by his throne, with peaceful understanding between the two of them. 
And the crown shall be in the care of Heldai, Tobijah, Jedaiah, and Josiah son of Zephaniah, as a 
memorial in the temple of the Lord. 

 

Those who are far off shall come and help to build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that 
the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if you diligently obey the voice of the Lord 
your God. 

Zechariah 6:9-15 

 

 Today as we begin the season of Advent, we’re going a bit off the beaten path for this sermon series 
“Prepare Him Room,” spending some time in the Book of Zechariah.  

My guess is that a good number of us might need a minute to even find the Book of Zechariah in the Bible, 
and if it’s where you are, it’s okay. You’re not alone. This is admittedly not going to be your run-of-the-mill 
Advent or Christmas sermon series, and it will at times feel like, “What did we just read?” 

 That ultimately is going to be one of the questions that will come up each week: what on earth do the 
words of this prophet Zechariah have to do with Christmas, with Advent, with Jesus? Well, quite a lot, I would 
say, and as is the case with all of the Old Testament, the more fully we know the hopes and longings evident 
throughout the writings of the Old Testament, the more fully we will know just how powerfully the coming of 
Christ meets the longings of the people of God.  

 We’re jumping into a particular section of Zechariah, the start of what many identify as an oracle, given 
to the people of God, returning from exile.  

 [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. 

 I remember a kid named Grant. He lived across the street from me growing up. I remember lots of 
afternoons and evenings and weekends, Grant and I would be running around in his yard or our yard, digging 
around in the dirt, climbing trees. His house had a pretty steep slope in the front, so you know what that meant: 
the two of us hurtling downward in wagons and bikes, maybe in sleds if we got lucky with snow in the winter. A 
lot of fun childhood memories with Grant across the street.  
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But then, and honestly, I can’t remember exactly how old I was when this happened, Grant and his family 
moved away. And it was never quite the same.  

Have you ever had neighbors like that? Maybe just down the street or maybe in the same building, 
whatever it might be. Neighbors without whom, if they moved away, the whole place wouldn’t feel quite the same 
afterward.  

If you know what I’m talking about, I want you to try to remember how it felt when that cherished neighbor 
moved away. There was kind of an empty feeling, you know? Took a while before things felt at all normal again, 
if they ever did at all. 

On a much larger scale, that was something of what it felt like for the people of Israel to return to Jerusalem 
after decades away in exile, and the temple wasn’t there. It was as if God had moved away. 

But now, a word had come from the Lord to his prophet Zechariah, that they were to build the temple 
again. 

Here’s a bit of the grand narrative at work within the Old Testament, in case you’re not as familiar. The 
people of Israel, throughout much of its history, didn’t exactly have a good track record as far as faithfulness to 
God. But over and over again, by God’s grace he would remain faithful to them even though they were not faithful 
to him.  

In fact, as a sign of that enduring faithfulness, God put down roots with this people. He commissioned a 
king named Solomon to build a great Temple in the city of Jerusalem. And this temple wasn’t just a shrine, which 
might be what we tend to think of when we think about a temple, some kind of shrine to some deity. It was more 
like a holy residence. The temple wasn’t just where God was worshiped. The temple was where God lived. For a 
period of time, it was as if God had a mailing address. If a traveler came into town and asked where the Smiths 
lived, well you might point to such and such house on that side of the street, and that was normal. But if that 
traveler came into town and asked where God lived, it was just as normal for you to say, well God lives right 
there, in the temple, right in the midst of the city.  

That was a huge deal. For God to be in their midst, for God to live just down the street, so to speak. 

But unfortunately, that didn’t make Israel any more faithful in the process. Finally, that caught up with 
them. They were defeated by the Babylonian Empire, a world power on the rise, and in the process. Babylon took 
a large portion of the population into captivity and for good measure destroyed the temple in Jerusalem.  

For Israel, it wasn’t just like losing a cherished building or landmark. It was more like losing that cherished 
neighbor, more like saying, “God doesn’t live here anymore.” “God isn’t with you anymore.” Imagine the 
hopelessness they must have felt. Imagine how lightless a chapter in this people’s history that must have been.  

But then, there was a change in management. The Persian Empire took over the Babylonian Empire, and 
they had a different approach. To foster loyalty in its newly controlled territory, the king Cyrus and after him 
Darius allowed the exiled peoples to return to their homelands, so the people of Israel were allowed to come 
home.  

That, more or less, is where the prophet Zechariah picks up; that’s where this passage, even though it’s in 
the middle of the Book of Zechariah, picks up. Zechariah is writing to a people in the process of returning home 
after decades away. Generations have passed; things have been forgotten; things have definitely changed. So what 
would life look like for the people of God, now returned to the land of promise? How would the people of God 
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again be a people of God, a people among whom God himself would dwell? Or would God dwell with them like 
he used to? It’d kind of be like learning that that old neighbor that had moved away was actually moving back. 
Would things be like they used to? Would God move back into town? 

Those are questions that are front and center for Zechariah. You can hear it in some of the opening words 
of the whole book, “Return to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will return to you” (Zech 1:3). And you can 
definitely hear it in what Zechariah writes here. He’s told to collect silver and gold from the returned exiles, to 
make a crown with it, to place that crown on the head of the high priest Joshua, then to tell the high priest, “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” and this man named Branch would bear royal honor and sit upon his throne. 
Now this is where it gets a bit ambiguous. Is Zechariah renaming Joshua and combining the role of priest and 
king? Or is Joshua crowning the high priest while also validating a royal line? Are there hints of the Messiah here 
throughout? There’s a lot that’s said about that, but I don’t want us to get caught in the weeds as to all of that 
meaning, so if you’re curious about that particular aspect of it, let’s talk more.  

But of particular note here is what this man named Branch is commissioned to do. Did you hear it? “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” Zechariah writes in v. 12, “for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall 
build the temple of the Lord.” Then a few verses later in v. 15: “Those who are far off shall come and help to 
build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if 
you diligently obey the voice of the Lord your God.” 

Now remember back to all that history lesson we had a few minutes ago, all that about the temple and 
what it meant to the people and then what it meant to them when it was destroyed. It was like saying, “God moved 
away; God isn’t with you now; God doesn’t live here anymore.” But now, God was saying, we’re going to build 
it again. It’s like God was saying, “I’m coming back to town.” And they had to get ready.  

So how do they get ready? 

Because remember, the Jerusalem they’re looking at isn’t the same Jerusalem the oldest among them knew 
from decades ago. It had fallen into ruin. It’s estimated only a few hundred people lived there during the decades 
of exile. So once people start coming back from exile, the harsh reality of what it would mean to rebuild starts to 
hit home. It’s not this celebratory parade where everything magically is rebuilt, and better than before.  

And yet, here’s the word of the Lord from this prophet Zechariah saying, build the temple. Prepare a place 
for me. 

So how do they get ready?  

Have you ever done some kind of home reorganization or construction or maybe even renovation project? 
We’re in the middle of something like that right now. I’ve taken up as a hobby doing some light carpentry. So in 
the garage, we’ve still had the stacks of boxes that we just haven’t dealt with since we’ve moved a year and a half 
ago, but now we need to deal with them, so I took it upon myself—and by “took it upon myself,” I mean, “Frances 
told me to”—to build some basic shelves that are screwed into the wall along one side of the garage. Don’t get 
any ideas now; I’m not hiring myself out—not sure you would want that anyway. 

But to build these shelves, we had to move everything out of the way, clear out the space not just for the 
shelves but also some space to work. Then while I was putting them together, there are scraps of wood on the 
floor of the garage, sawdust everywhere, bent nails and stripped screws strewn about—I don’t know what I’m 
doing. And even after that was done, when we started trying to reorganize all those boxes that had been stacked 
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up, it meant going through each one, actually throwing away what we didn’t need or want in the first place, and 
starting to put them away into sturdier storage totes and bins. 

And at every turn, it seemed, and we’re still in the middle of it, at every turn, whether it was clearing 
things out, or putting together the shelves, or emptying and reorganizing all those boxes, at every turn if you were 
to take a look at what the garage looked like, you’d say, “Yeah it looks worse now than it did before you started.” 

You know what I’m talking about. If you’ve ever done some kind of reorganization or renovation or 
whatever it is, once you start rebuilding, so to speak, there’s a stretch in which it looks much worse than it did 
before you started. It’s discouraging, isn’t it? Or if there’s ever road construction, does traffic flow more easily 
while there’s construction being done? No, of course not. It’s worse than it was beforehand. 

That’s something like what these people returning from exile were facing. They were coming back to a 
Jerusalem that looked a lot worse than when they had last seen it. Might’ve been easier not to come back. Might’ve 
been easier not to rebuild. Might’ve been easier just to stay in exile. The life in exile, though not easy, was at least 
quiet. As long as they kept their heads down and didn’t make a scene, they could for the most part expect to stay 
out of harm’s way. But now that they’re back, they’re facing the harsh reality of changing into something better, 
and that process is not always pretty. 

As we start this season of Advent, you might be at a similar place. You’re sensing a need, a call even, to 
rebuild, to reorient your life, to prepare a place for the Lord. And when we talk about Advent, about the coming 
of the Lord, “preparing a place” for him is exactly what we mean. Christ’s coming is all about God’s dwelling 
with us, the promise and presence of God in the temple embodied in the person of Jesus.  

And you might sense a stirring to prepare that place, but you’re worried what might happen if you go 
down that road. You’re worried that if you start moving things around in your life things will start looking worse 
than they did before you started. Or maybe you have started, and now things feel less settled and more uneasy 
than they ever did beforehand, and you feel discouraged as a result. 

Friends if this is where you are, my invitation to you is to hear and to keep hearing the good news even 
and especially while things feel “under construction,” so to speak. That good news is this: that whatever mess you 
may see in your life is not where God will leave you. The faithfulness of the God who says, “Return to me, and I 
will return to you,” is calling, and it will see this work through to the end. So do not be afraid when a bit of rubble 
may be in your future, for it could be God at work preparing a place in your heart for something much better. 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Under Construction” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
November 28, 2021 

 
The word of the Lord came to me: Collect silver and gold from the exiles—from Heldai, Tobijah, 
and Jedaiah—who have arrived from Babylon; and go the same day to the house of Josiah son of 
Zephaniah. Take the silver and gold and make a crown, and set it on the head of the high priest 
Joshua son of Jehozadak; say to him: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Here is a man whose name is 
Branch: for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall build the temple of the Lord. It is he that 
shall build the temple of the Lord; he shall bear royal honor, and shall sit upon his throne and 
rule. There shall be a priest by his throne, with peaceful understanding between the two of them. 
And the crown shall be in the care of Heldai, Tobijah, Jedaiah, and Josiah son of Zephaniah, as a 
memorial in the temple of the Lord. 

 

Those who are far off shall come and help to build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that 
the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if you diligently obey the voice of the Lord 
your God. 

Zechariah 6:9-15 

 

 Today as we begin the season of Advent, we’re going a bit off the beaten path for this sermon series 
“Prepare Him Room,” spending some time in the Book of Zechariah.  

My guess is that a good number of us might need a minute to even find the Book of Zechariah in the Bible, 
and if it’s where you are, it’s okay. You’re not alone. This is admittedly not going to be your run-of-the-mill 
Advent or Christmas sermon series, and it will at times feel like, “What did we just read?” 

 That ultimately is going to be one of the questions that will come up each week: what on earth do the 
words of this prophet Zechariah have to do with Christmas, with Advent, with Jesus? Well, quite a lot, I would 
say, and as is the case with all of the Old Testament, the more fully we know the hopes and longings evident 
throughout the writings of the Old Testament, the more fully we will know just how powerfully the coming of 
Christ meets the longings of the people of God.  

 We’re jumping into a particular section of Zechariah, the start of what many identify as an oracle, given 
to the people of God, returning from exile.  

 [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. 

 I remember a kid named Grant. He lived across the street from me growing up. I remember lots of 
afternoons and evenings and weekends, Grant and I would be running around in his yard or our yard, digging 
around in the dirt, climbing trees. His house had a pretty steep slope in the front, so you know what that meant: 
the two of us hurtling downward in wagons and bikes, maybe in sleds if we got lucky with snow in the winter. A 
lot of fun childhood memories with Grant across the street.  



2 
 

But then, and honestly, I can’t remember exactly how old I was when this happened, Grant and his family 
moved away. And it was never quite the same.  

Have you ever had neighbors like that? Maybe just down the street or maybe in the same building, 
whatever it might be. Neighbors without whom, if they moved away, the whole place wouldn’t feel quite the same 
afterward.  

If you know what I’m talking about, I want you to try to remember how it felt when that cherished neighbor 
moved away. There was kind of an empty feeling, you know? Took a while before things felt at all normal again, 
if they ever did at all. 

On a much larger scale, that was something of what it felt like for the people of Israel to return to Jerusalem 
after decades away in exile, and the temple wasn’t there. It was as if God had moved away. 

But now, a word had come from the Lord to his prophet Zechariah, that they were to build the temple 
again. 

Here’s a bit of the grand narrative at work within the Old Testament, in case you’re not as familiar. The 
people of Israel, throughout much of its history, didn’t exactly have a good track record as far as faithfulness to 
God. But over and over again, by God’s grace he would remain faithful to them even though they were not faithful 
to him.  

In fact, as a sign of that enduring faithfulness, God put down roots with this people. He commissioned a 
king named Solomon to build a great Temple in the city of Jerusalem. And this temple wasn’t just a shrine, which 
might be what we tend to think of when we think about a temple, some kind of shrine to some deity. It was more 
like a holy residence. The temple wasn’t just where God was worshiped. The temple was where God lived. For a 
period of time, it was as if God had a mailing address. If a traveler came into town and asked where the Smiths 
lived, well you might point to such and such house on that side of the street, and that was normal. But if that 
traveler came into town and asked where God lived, it was just as normal for you to say, well God lives right 
there, in the temple, right in the midst of the city.  

That was a huge deal. For God to be in their midst, for God to live just down the street, so to speak. 

But unfortunately, that didn’t make Israel any more faithful in the process. Finally, that caught up with 
them. They were defeated by the Babylonian Empire, a world power on the rise, and in the process. Babylon took 
a large portion of the population into captivity and for good measure destroyed the temple in Jerusalem.  

For Israel, it wasn’t just like losing a cherished building or landmark. It was more like losing that cherished 
neighbor, more like saying, “God doesn’t live here anymore.” “God isn’t with you anymore.” Imagine the 
hopelessness they must have felt. Imagine how lightless a chapter in this people’s history that must have been.  

But then, there was a change in management. The Persian Empire took over the Babylonian Empire, and 
they had a different approach. To foster loyalty in its newly controlled territory, the king Cyrus and after him 
Darius allowed the exiled peoples to return to their homelands, so the people of Israel were allowed to come 
home.  

That, more or less, is where the prophet Zechariah picks up; that’s where this passage, even though it’s in 
the middle of the Book of Zechariah, picks up. Zechariah is writing to a people in the process of returning home 
after decades away. Generations have passed; things have been forgotten; things have definitely changed. So what 
would life look like for the people of God, now returned to the land of promise? How would the people of God 
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again be a people of God, a people among whom God himself would dwell? Or would God dwell with them like 
he used to? It’d kind of be like learning that that old neighbor that had moved away was actually moving back. 
Would things be like they used to? Would God move back into town? 

Those are questions that are front and center for Zechariah. You can hear it in some of the opening words 
of the whole book, “Return to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will return to you” (Zech 1:3). And you can 
definitely hear it in what Zechariah writes here. He’s told to collect silver and gold from the returned exiles, to 
make a crown with it, to place that crown on the head of the high priest Joshua, then to tell the high priest, “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” and this man named Branch would bear royal honor and sit upon his throne. 
Now this is where it gets a bit ambiguous. Is Zechariah renaming Joshua and combining the role of priest and 
king? Or is Joshua crowning the high priest while also validating a royal line? Are there hints of the Messiah here 
throughout? There’s a lot that’s said about that, but I don’t want us to get caught in the weeds as to all of that 
meaning, so if you’re curious about that particular aspect of it, let’s talk more.  

But of particular note here is what this man named Branch is commissioned to do. Did you hear it? “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” Zechariah writes in v. 12, “for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall 
build the temple of the Lord.” Then a few verses later in v. 15: “Those who are far off shall come and help to 
build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if 
you diligently obey the voice of the Lord your God.” 

Now remember back to all that history lesson we had a few minutes ago, all that about the temple and 
what it meant to the people and then what it meant to them when it was destroyed. It was like saying, “God moved 
away; God isn’t with you now; God doesn’t live here anymore.” But now, God was saying, we’re going to build 
it again. It’s like God was saying, “I’m coming back to town.” And they had to get ready.  

So how do they get ready? 

Because remember, the Jerusalem they’re looking at isn’t the same Jerusalem the oldest among them knew 
from decades ago. It had fallen into ruin. It’s estimated only a few hundred people lived there during the decades 
of exile. So once people start coming back from exile, the harsh reality of what it would mean to rebuild starts to 
hit home. It’s not this celebratory parade where everything magically is rebuilt, and better than before.  

And yet, here’s the word of the Lord from this prophet Zechariah saying, build the temple. Prepare a place 
for me. 

So how do they get ready?  

Have you ever done some kind of home reorganization or construction or maybe even renovation project? 
We’re in the middle of something like that right now. I’ve taken up as a hobby doing some light carpentry. So in 
the garage, we’ve still had the stacks of boxes that we just haven’t dealt with since we’ve moved a year and a half 
ago, but now we need to deal with them, so I took it upon myself—and by “took it upon myself,” I mean, “Frances 
told me to”—to build some basic shelves that are screwed into the wall along one side of the garage. Don’t get 
any ideas now; I’m not hiring myself out—not sure you would want that anyway. 

But to build these shelves, we had to move everything out of the way, clear out the space not just for the 
shelves but also some space to work. Then while I was putting them together, there are scraps of wood on the 
floor of the garage, sawdust everywhere, bent nails and stripped screws strewn about—I don’t know what I’m 
doing. And even after that was done, when we started trying to reorganize all those boxes that had been stacked 
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up, it meant going through each one, actually throwing away what we didn’t need or want in the first place, and 
starting to put them away into sturdier storage totes and bins. 

And at every turn, it seemed, and we’re still in the middle of it, at every turn, whether it was clearing 
things out, or putting together the shelves, or emptying and reorganizing all those boxes, at every turn if you were 
to take a look at what the garage looked like, you’d say, “Yeah it looks worse now than it did before you started.” 

You know what I’m talking about. If you’ve ever done some kind of reorganization or renovation or 
whatever it is, once you start rebuilding, so to speak, there’s a stretch in which it looks much worse than it did 
before you started. It’s discouraging, isn’t it? Or if there’s ever road construction, does traffic flow more easily 
while there’s construction being done? No, of course not. It’s worse than it was beforehand. 

That’s something like what these people returning from exile were facing. They were coming back to a 
Jerusalem that looked a lot worse than when they had last seen it. Might’ve been easier not to come back. Might’ve 
been easier not to rebuild. Might’ve been easier just to stay in exile. The life in exile, though not easy, was at least 
quiet. As long as they kept their heads down and didn’t make a scene, they could for the most part expect to stay 
out of harm’s way. But now that they’re back, they’re facing the harsh reality of changing into something better, 
and that process is not always pretty. 

As we start this season of Advent, you might be at a similar place. You’re sensing a need, a call even, to 
rebuild, to reorient your life, to prepare a place for the Lord. And when we talk about Advent, about the coming 
of the Lord, “preparing a place” for him is exactly what we mean. Christ’s coming is all about God’s dwelling 
with us, the promise and presence of God in the temple embodied in the person of Jesus.  

And you might sense a stirring to prepare that place, but you’re worried what might happen if you go 
down that road. You’re worried that if you start moving things around in your life things will start looking worse 
than they did before you started. Or maybe you have started, and now things feel less settled and more uneasy 
than they ever did beforehand, and you feel discouraged as a result. 

Friends if this is where you are, my invitation to you is to hear and to keep hearing the good news even 
and especially while things feel “under construction,” so to speak. That good news is this: that whatever mess you 
may see in your life is not where God will leave you. The faithfulness of the God who says, “Return to me, and I 
will return to you,” is calling, and it will see this work through to the end. So do not be afraid when a bit of rubble 
may be in your future, for it could be God at work preparing a place in your heart for something much better. 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Under Construction” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
November 28, 2021 

 
The word of the Lord came to me: Collect silver and gold from the exiles—from Heldai, Tobijah, 
and Jedaiah—who have arrived from Babylon; and go the same day to the house of Josiah son of 
Zephaniah. Take the silver and gold and make a crown, and set it on the head of the high priest 
Joshua son of Jehozadak; say to him: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Here is a man whose name is 
Branch: for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall build the temple of the Lord. It is he that 
shall build the temple of the Lord; he shall bear royal honor, and shall sit upon his throne and 
rule. There shall be a priest by his throne, with peaceful understanding between the two of them. 
And the crown shall be in the care of Heldai, Tobijah, Jedaiah, and Josiah son of Zephaniah, as a 
memorial in the temple of the Lord. 

 

Those who are far off shall come and help to build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that 
the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if you diligently obey the voice of the Lord 
your God. 

Zechariah 6:9-15 

 

 Today as we begin the season of Advent, we’re going a bit off the beaten path for this sermon series 
“Prepare Him Room,” spending some time in the Book of Zechariah.  

My guess is that a good number of us might need a minute to even find the Book of Zechariah in the Bible, 
and if it’s where you are, it’s okay. You’re not alone. This is admittedly not going to be your run-of-the-mill 
Advent or Christmas sermon series, and it will at times feel like, “What did we just read?” 

 That ultimately is going to be one of the questions that will come up each week: what on earth do the 
words of this prophet Zechariah have to do with Christmas, with Advent, with Jesus? Well, quite a lot, I would 
say, and as is the case with all of the Old Testament, the more fully we know the hopes and longings evident 
throughout the writings of the Old Testament, the more fully we will know just how powerfully the coming of 
Christ meets the longings of the people of God.  

 We’re jumping into a particular section of Zechariah, the start of what many identify as an oracle, given 
to the people of God, returning from exile.  

 [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. 

 I remember a kid named Grant. He lived across the street from me growing up. I remember lots of 
afternoons and evenings and weekends, Grant and I would be running around in his yard or our yard, digging 
around in the dirt, climbing trees. His house had a pretty steep slope in the front, so you know what that meant: 
the two of us hurtling downward in wagons and bikes, maybe in sleds if we got lucky with snow in the winter. A 
lot of fun childhood memories with Grant across the street.  
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But then, and honestly, I can’t remember exactly how old I was when this happened, Grant and his family 
moved away. And it was never quite the same.  

Have you ever had neighbors like that? Maybe just down the street or maybe in the same building, 
whatever it might be. Neighbors without whom, if they moved away, the whole place wouldn’t feel quite the same 
afterward.  

If you know what I’m talking about, I want you to try to remember how it felt when that cherished neighbor 
moved away. There was kind of an empty feeling, you know? Took a while before things felt at all normal again, 
if they ever did at all. 

On a much larger scale, that was something of what it felt like for the people of Israel to return to Jerusalem 
after decades away in exile, and the temple wasn’t there. It was as if God had moved away. 

But now, a word had come from the Lord to his prophet Zechariah, that they were to build the temple 
again. 

Here’s a bit of the grand narrative at work within the Old Testament, in case you’re not as familiar. The 
people of Israel, throughout much of its history, didn’t exactly have a good track record as far as faithfulness to 
God. But over and over again, by God’s grace he would remain faithful to them even though they were not faithful 
to him.  

In fact, as a sign of that enduring faithfulness, God put down roots with this people. He commissioned a 
king named Solomon to build a great Temple in the city of Jerusalem. And this temple wasn’t just a shrine, which 
might be what we tend to think of when we think about a temple, some kind of shrine to some deity. It was more 
like a holy residence. The temple wasn’t just where God was worshiped. The temple was where God lived. For a 
period of time, it was as if God had a mailing address. If a traveler came into town and asked where the Smiths 
lived, well you might point to such and such house on that side of the street, and that was normal. But if that 
traveler came into town and asked where God lived, it was just as normal for you to say, well God lives right 
there, in the temple, right in the midst of the city.  

That was a huge deal. For God to be in their midst, for God to live just down the street, so to speak. 

But unfortunately, that didn’t make Israel any more faithful in the process. Finally, that caught up with 
them. They were defeated by the Babylonian Empire, a world power on the rise, and in the process. Babylon took 
a large portion of the population into captivity and for good measure destroyed the temple in Jerusalem.  

For Israel, it wasn’t just like losing a cherished building or landmark. It was more like losing that cherished 
neighbor, more like saying, “God doesn’t live here anymore.” “God isn’t with you anymore.” Imagine the 
hopelessness they must have felt. Imagine how lightless a chapter in this people’s history that must have been.  

But then, there was a change in management. The Persian Empire took over the Babylonian Empire, and 
they had a different approach. To foster loyalty in its newly controlled territory, the king Cyrus and after him 
Darius allowed the exiled peoples to return to their homelands, so the people of Israel were allowed to come 
home.  

That, more or less, is where the prophet Zechariah picks up; that’s where this passage, even though it’s in 
the middle of the Book of Zechariah, picks up. Zechariah is writing to a people in the process of returning home 
after decades away. Generations have passed; things have been forgotten; things have definitely changed. So what 
would life look like for the people of God, now returned to the land of promise? How would the people of God 
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again be a people of God, a people among whom God himself would dwell? Or would God dwell with them like 
he used to? It’d kind of be like learning that that old neighbor that had moved away was actually moving back. 
Would things be like they used to? Would God move back into town? 

Those are questions that are front and center for Zechariah. You can hear it in some of the opening words 
of the whole book, “Return to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will return to you” (Zech 1:3). And you can 
definitely hear it in what Zechariah writes here. He’s told to collect silver and gold from the returned exiles, to 
make a crown with it, to place that crown on the head of the high priest Joshua, then to tell the high priest, “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” and this man named Branch would bear royal honor and sit upon his throne. 
Now this is where it gets a bit ambiguous. Is Zechariah renaming Joshua and combining the role of priest and 
king? Or is Joshua crowning the high priest while also validating a royal line? Are there hints of the Messiah here 
throughout? There’s a lot that’s said about that, but I don’t want us to get caught in the weeds as to all of that 
meaning, so if you’re curious about that particular aspect of it, let’s talk more.  

But of particular note here is what this man named Branch is commissioned to do. Did you hear it? “Here 
is a man whose name is Branch,” Zechariah writes in v. 12, “for he shall branch out in his place, and he shall 
build the temple of the Lord.” Then a few verses later in v. 15: “Those who are far off shall come and help to 
build the temple of the Lord; and you shall know that the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. This will happen if 
you diligently obey the voice of the Lord your God.” 

Now remember back to all that history lesson we had a few minutes ago, all that about the temple and 
what it meant to the people and then what it meant to them when it was destroyed. It was like saying, “God moved 
away; God isn’t with you now; God doesn’t live here anymore.” But now, God was saying, we’re going to build 
it again. It’s like God was saying, “I’m coming back to town.” And they had to get ready.  

So how do they get ready? 

Because remember, the Jerusalem they’re looking at isn’t the same Jerusalem the oldest among them knew 
from decades ago. It had fallen into ruin. It’s estimated only a few hundred people lived there during the decades 
of exile. So once people start coming back from exile, the harsh reality of what it would mean to rebuild starts to 
hit home. It’s not this celebratory parade where everything magically is rebuilt, and better than before.  

And yet, here’s the word of the Lord from this prophet Zechariah saying, build the temple. Prepare a place 
for me. 

So how do they get ready?  

Have you ever done some kind of home reorganization or construction or maybe even renovation project? 
We’re in the middle of something like that right now. I’ve taken up as a hobby doing some light carpentry. So in 
the garage, we’ve still had the stacks of boxes that we just haven’t dealt with since we’ve moved a year and a half 
ago, but now we need to deal with them, so I took it upon myself—and by “took it upon myself,” I mean, “Frances 
told me to”—to build some basic shelves that are screwed into the wall along one side of the garage. Don’t get 
any ideas now; I’m not hiring myself out—not sure you would want that anyway. 

But to build these shelves, we had to move everything out of the way, clear out the space not just for the 
shelves but also some space to work. Then while I was putting them together, there are scraps of wood on the 
floor of the garage, sawdust everywhere, bent nails and stripped screws strewn about—I don’t know what I’m 
doing. And even after that was done, when we started trying to reorganize all those boxes that had been stacked 



4 
 

up, it meant going through each one, actually throwing away what we didn’t need or want in the first place, and 
starting to put them away into sturdier storage totes and bins. 

And at every turn, it seemed, and we’re still in the middle of it, at every turn, whether it was clearing 
things out, or putting together the shelves, or emptying and reorganizing all those boxes, at every turn if you were 
to take a look at what the garage looked like, you’d say, “Yeah it looks worse now than it did before you started.” 

You know what I’m talking about. If you’ve ever done some kind of reorganization or renovation or 
whatever it is, once you start rebuilding, so to speak, there’s a stretch in which it looks much worse than it did 
before you started. It’s discouraging, isn’t it? Or if there’s ever road construction, does traffic flow more easily 
while there’s construction being done? No, of course not. It’s worse than it was beforehand. 

That’s something like what these people returning from exile were facing. They were coming back to a 
Jerusalem that looked a lot worse than when they had last seen it. Might’ve been easier not to come back. Might’ve 
been easier not to rebuild. Might’ve been easier just to stay in exile. The life in exile, though not easy, was at least 
quiet. As long as they kept their heads down and didn’t make a scene, they could for the most part expect to stay 
out of harm’s way. But now that they’re back, they’re facing the harsh reality of changing into something better, 
and that process is not always pretty. 

As we start this season of Advent, you might be at a similar place. You’re sensing a need, a call even, to 
rebuild, to reorient your life, to prepare a place for the Lord. And when we talk about Advent, about the coming 
of the Lord, “preparing a place” for him is exactly what we mean. Christ’s coming is all about God’s dwelling 
with us, the promise and presence of God in the temple embodied in the person of Jesus.  

And you might sense a stirring to prepare that place, but you’re worried what might happen if you go 
down that road. You’re worried that if you start moving things around in your life things will start looking worse 
than they did before you started. Or maybe you have started, and now things feel less settled and more uneasy 
than they ever did beforehand, and you feel discouraged as a result. 

Friends if this is where you are, my invitation to you is to hear and to keep hearing the good news even 
and especially while things feel “under construction,” so to speak. That good news is this: that whatever mess you 
may see in your life is not where God will leave you. The faithfulness of the God who says, “Return to me, and I 
will return to you,” is calling, and it will see this work through to the end. So do not be afraid when a bit of rubble 
may be in your future, for it could be God at work preparing a place in your heart for something much better. 

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


