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“PLAYING AT RELIGION” (Zechariah 7:1-14) 

This chapter in Zechariah is somewhat different from what has preceded it. Two years have 
passed since the 8 amazing night visions that revealed a glorious future for the Jews and 
Jerusalem. These visions must have greatly encouraged the Jews rebuilding the temple.  
 

 
 
And it came to pass in the fourth year of king Darius, that the word of the LORD came unto Zechariah in the 

fourth day of the ninth month, even in Chisleu; When they had sent unto the house of God Sherezer and 
Regemmelech, and their men, to pray before the LORD, And to speak unto the priests which were in the house of 
the Lord of hosts, and to the prophets, saying, Should I weep in the fifth month, separating myself, as I have done 

these so many years? (v1-3) 
 
The context of this incident was “in the fourth year of king Darius, that the word of the LORD came unto 
Zechariah in the fourth day of the ninth month, even in Chisleu.” This was two years after the crowning of 
Joshua in Zechariah 6 and just 3 years before the temple would be fully rebuilt. 

Most of the Jews that were taken into captivity remained in Babylon. We should not 
conclude that all were unspiritual because they hadn’t returned back from Exile. Some may have 
been prevented by work or family commitments. Some may have been too poor or too old to 
travel the hundreds of miles. For some of those that were left behind in Babylon, they were 
concerned to follow God’s law properly. So, they sent a delegation of men led by Sherezer and 
Regemmelech back to Jerusalem to seek guidance on matters they were not sure about. Sherezer 
and Regemmelech have Babylonish names so they may well have been born in Exile. The issue 
that concerned them was that of fasting. So they brought the matter to the priests and the 
prophets, who were the spiritual leaders in Jerusalem. The delegation asked, “Should I weep in the 
fifth month, separating myself, as I have done these so many years?” 

The Law of Moses only required that every Jew observed a fast on the Day of 
Atonement each year (Lev. 23:16-32). Of course, any Jew could fast individually throughout the 
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year if he or she felt led to do so for a personal reason. But for 70 years since the destruction of 
the temple in Jerusalem by the Babylonians, the Jews had fasted and mourned on 4 specific 
additional dates. All were related to the fall of Jerusalem in 586 B.C. They were:  
 

(1) 4th month (the walls of Jerusalem were broken down);  
(2) 5th month (Temple burned);  
(3) 7th month( murder of the Jewish Governor Gedaliah);  
(4) 10th month (siege of the Jerusalem began). 

 
These 4 additional fasts were not commanded by God, but instituted by the leaders of 
Israel. That doesn’t mean that it was a sin to engage in these fasts but they weren’t binding either.  
 

 
 
These men represented a devout group of Jews. They had steadfastly observed these fasts for 70 
years, “as I have done these so many years?” There’s a hint of apathy and even weariness in this 
admission. Maybe these fasts had just become ritualistic traditions. The inward reality of walking 
with God was absent. However, the temple was now almost rebuilt, sacrifices were being offered 
and Jerusalem was inhabited by Jews again. So the Jews wanted clarification whether it was 
proper to continue a fast marking the destruction of the temple in the fifth month.  
 

Then came the word of the LORD of hosts unto me, saying, Speak unto all the people of the land, and to the 
priests, saying, When ye fasted and mourned in the fifth and seventh month, even those seventy years, did ye at all 
fast unto me, even to me? And when ye did eat, and when ye did drink, did not ye eat for yourselves, and drink 

for yourselves? Should ye not hear the words which the LORD  hath cried by the former prophets, when Jerusalem 
was inhabited and in prosperity, and the cities thereof round about her, when men inhabited the south and the 

plain? (v4-7) 
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The Lord gave His response through Zechariah. It was not the answer they expected. The Lord 
began by challenging them as to their motives for spiritual activities like fasting, “When ye fasted 
and mourned in the fifth and seventh month, even those seventy years, did ye at all fast unto me, even to me?” 
God asks the right questions! In simple terms, the Lord is asking: Why did you engage in these 
fasts? Did you do it out of tradition or just to please your leaders or family? Was it ever real? 
Were you faking it? The Lord is making clear that a few days of fasting every year could not 
make up for the rest of the year lived for self. Steve Cole notes, 
 

“Outward religion is always done for the person doing it, not to glorify or please the 
Lord. Jesus confronted the Pharisees, who practiced their religion before men to be 
noticed by them (Matt. 6:1). When they fasted, they let everyone know about it so they 
would be impressed with how spiritual they were. When they prayed, they stood in public 
and made loud prayers that everyone could hear. When they gave money, they wanted 
everyone to hear the many coins jingle in the metal collection box. But Jesus wasn’t 
impressed! He told them to camouflage their fasting, so that no one would know what 
they were doing. When they prayed, they should do it in secret. When they gave, they 
shouldn’t let their left hand know what their right hand was doing. We need to examine 
our motives in whatever we do for the Lord. Am I doing it from pride or self-
righteousness? Am I seeking status or the applause of others? Am I trying to work off or 
cover up guilt for some sin, as if my activities can balance out or hide my sin? Am I 
trying to impress God with my activity, so that He will give me something that I want 
from Him? The only proper motive is to please and glorify God.” 

 

 
 
The Lord probes deeper in his questioning, “And when ye did eat, and when ye did drink, did not ye eat 
for yourselves, and drink for yourselves?” He challenges them to consider when they were engaged in 
fasts or feasts: do they really think of God and His glory? Or do they simply consider it just a 
social gathering for their own pleasure? The Lord then points out that the wrong attitude to 
spiritual activities and rituals led their ancestors into judgment before the captivity, “Should ye not 
hear the words which the LORD  hath cried by the former prophets, when Jerusalem was inhabited and in 
prosperity, and the cities thereof round about her, when men inhabited the south and the plain?” The Jews of 
those generations simply went through these rituals like the Fast on the Day of Atonement in a 
formal perfunctory manner but their hearts were far from Him. The same challenge is placed 
before us today in our NT churches. There are many spiritual rituals and activities we engage in 
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formal acts of worship. It is not for His glory (1 Cor. 10:31) but for our glory. MacArthur makes 
the application, 

 
“I mean, for us it would be saying, “Look, was communion ever anything to you? Was 
the Lord’s day when you came and you gathered in that place because it was resurrection 
day, and every Lord’s day from the time of the early church on has been a resurrection 
celebration, was it ever that for you? Or were you just there and did you just take the 
communion, and did you just go into the water or did you do it for Me? I mean, was it 
real worship? Or were you just praying with yourself and patting yourself on the back 
and announcing to God that you were cranking out your routine?” 
 
God is not saying that rituals are sinful per se. After all God gave many rituals such as the 

Fast on the Day of Atonement and the Passover for Israel to participate in. It is wrong to simply 
have a religion of habit when it is not a religion of the heart! A ritual is right when the heart is 
right. 
 
And the word of the LORD  came unto Zechariah, saying, Thus speaketh the LORD  of hosts, saying, Execute 

true judgment, and shew mercy and compassions every man to his brother: And oppress not the widow, nor the 
fatherless, the stranger, nor the poor; and let none of you imagine evil against his brother in your heart. (v8-10) 

 
The Lord expands His thoughts further in an additional revelation through Zechariah. One of 
the dangers with dead religious rituals was that it affected their conduct. Therefore, God 
commands the Jews, “Execute true judgment, and shew mercy and compassions every man to his brother: And 
oppress not the widow, nor the fatherless, the stranger, nor the poor; and let none of you imagine evil against his 
brother in your heart.” It is not sufficient to keep feasts and fasts while you are disobeying God’s 
clear commands. Your spiritual life must touch every practical area of your life. It is not enough 
to sing sweetly in church on Sunday and sin like the devil on Monday in work. True faith reveals 
itself in how we treat others, especially those who are weak and vulnerable (cf. James 1:27).  

A person is not saved by works but he or she is saved to do good works. There must be 
a changed life if there is a changed heart. The moment we are justified we are given a new heart 
to desire and live out good works. Salvation produces good works but good works never 
produce salvation. Faith alone saves but the faith that saves is not alone! Good works always 
flows from the life of a man that has become a new creature in Christ Jesus, “For we are His 
workmanship, created in Christ Jesus unto good works, which God hath before ordained that we should walk in 
them.” (Eph. 2:10) The word translated, “workmanship” here means “a work of art” or “a 
masterpiece” for God to display the light of Christ to the world. The possessive pronoun “His” 
reflects the truth that I am His workmanship. A new King rules in our lives.  

There are people who make empty professions of faith in Jesus Christ with their lips only 
that are not sincere. Their fruits or works reveal that they have no saving reality. Paul writes to 
Titus of such people with false professions, “They profess that they know God; but in works they deny 
him, being abominable, and disobedient, and unto every good work reprobate” (Titus 1:16). In heaven, our 
works will be the basis upon which we are rewarded by God. The works don’t get us into heaven 
as that is on the basis of faith in Christ’s perfect work. But our good works will generate God’s 
eternal rewards.  
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But they refused to hearken, and pulled away the shoulder, and stopped their ears, that they should not hear. Yea, 
they made their hearts as an adamant stone, lest they should hear the law, and the words which the LORD of 

hosts hath sent in his spirit by the former prophets: therefore came a great wrath from the LORD of hosts. 
Therefore it is come to pass, that as he cried, and they would not hear; so they cried, and I would not hear, saith 

the LORD  of hosts: But I scattered them with a whirlwind among all the nations whom they knew not. Thus the 
land was desolate after them, that no man passed through nor returned: for they laid the pleasant land desolate. 

(v11-14) 
 
Sadly Israel didn’t listen to the call of God. They made a deliberate, conscious choice to shut out 
His Word, “But they refused to hearken, and pulled away the shoulder, and stopped their ears, that they should 
not hear. Yea, they made their hearts as an adamant stone, lest they should hear the law, and the words which 
the LORD of hosts hath sent in his spirit by the former prophets.” There is a 4 step downward 
progression – they ignored God’s command, then they became stubborn, then they put their 
fingers in their ears so they wouldn’t hear, and finally they hardened their hearts. A person 
doesn’t become hardened to the word of God. It is the final endpoint when a person starts to 
ignore or neglect God. Their minds and their wills were utterly set against God’s Word. Now 
God will have to chastise them to break their pride and rebelliousness.  

 

 
 

These Jews before the captivity observed religiously all the rituals and traditions of 
Judaism, but their lives were wrong. They were living like hypocrites. Steve Cole observes, 
 

“These words describe the generation that had been sent into captivity in Babylon. Verse 
11 ties back into verse 7. The former prophets, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Joel, Amos, Micah, and 
others, had warned the people of their developing spiritual disease, but the people 
ignored the warnings. They dodged the prophets’ messages that stepped on their toes. 
Perhaps they adjusted matters outwardly, so that they would look good to others, but 
they didn’t deal with the heart issues that God sees. It’s like when you go to the doctor 
for a routine check-up. You’re feeling okay, but you know that you’re overdue for the 
check up, so you go. The doctor looks you over, asks you some questions, reads your 
chart from the last check-up, and asks, “What kind of meals do you usually eat?” You 
know what he’s getting at. You’ve gained some weight since the last time you were in to 
see him. But you don’t tell him the whole truth. You tell him what he wants to hear, but 
you fail to mention the potato chips and ice cream that are part of your basic food 
groups. He warns you that you need to take off 25 pounds and eat more fruits and 
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vegetables and less red meat. You nod in approval, and for about a week, you cut back 
on the junk food. Then you begin sneaking in a few potato chips, thinking to yourself, 
“The doctor doesn’t need to know!” But, of course, it’s not the doctor you’re hurting! 
You didn’t pay attention to the doctor’s warning because you don’t want to change!”  

 
Interestingly, the word that is often translated “hypocrite” is derived from a Greek word that was 
used of actors on the Greek stage who put on a mask in order to play the part of another. The 
Pharisees were a classic example of this as they put on a show of religious piety, which masked 
what they truly were on the inside.  
 

 
 
The Jews refusal to heed the warnings of God resulted in a terrible judgment, “Therefore it is come 
to pass, that as he cried, and they would not hear; so they cried, and I would not hear, saith the LORD  of hosts: 
But I scattered them with a whirlwind among all the nations whom they knew not. Thus the land was desolate 
after them, that no man passed through nor returned: for they laid the pleasant land desolate.” The beautiful 
land of milk and honey was taken away from them. For 70 years they had to bear the shame and 
pain of the Exile. Families were torn apart and lives were destroyed. Their beautiful temple and 
capital city was in ruins.  

The Jews cried for deliverance but God ignored their cries, “Therefore it is come to pass, that 
as he cried, and they would not hear; so they cried, and I would not hear, saith the LORD  of hosts.” For 70 
years God didn’t hear them. They cried by the rivers of Babylon but God was not moved by 
their tears. Israel had to have dose of “tough love.” Sin always costs. As A. R. Fausset puts it, 
“Hard hearts must expect hard treatment. The harder the stone, the harder the blow of the 
hammer to break it”  We ignore God’s warning to our peril. This chapter calls all of us to 
conduct a spiritual audit of our lives. Are we engaged in spiritual rituals for self or for the glory 
of God? Are we really worshipping God or are we just faking it? Are we stubborn and 
argumentative, being quick to speak and slow to hear? 
 


