
The Books of Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi, Teacher’s Guide

Lesson 6: True Fasting, True Justice

Zechariah 7:1–8:23

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

Doctrinally, this lesson confronts the perennial danger of substituting religious ritual for the real 
worship God desires. A delegation arrives with a calendar question, whether to keep the 
seventy-year custom of fasting, and God answers by exposing the heart. The issue was never the 
fast; it was whether their fasting and feasting were for Him or for themselves (7:5–6), and 
whether their religion produced the justice and mercy He commanded (7:8–10). Teach the 
timeless truth that runs from Samuel to the prophets to Jesus: God desires obedience and 
mercy, not mere sacrifice; heart religion expressed in justice toward the vulnerable, not external 
ceremony (1 Samuel 15:22; Micah 6:8; Isaiah 1; Hosea 6:6; Matthew 23:23; James 1:27). True 
worship and true ethics are not two things but one; they belong together.

Guard against two errors as you teach. First, do not let this become an argument against 
worship and reverent religious practice as such; the answer to empty ritual is not no ritual but 
sincere, obedient, heartfelt worship. Second, when you reach the glorious promises of chapter 
8, the LORD dwelling in Jerusalem and the nations streaming in, do not read them through a 
premillennial or dispensational lens as a future earthly political restoration of national Israel or a 
rebuilt physical kingdom. The gathering of the nations is fulfilled in Christ and in the gospel going 
to all peoples, the church gathered from every tongue and tribe (Matthew 28:18–20; Acts 2; 
Ephesians 2:11–22; Revelation 7:9). Keep the weight on the God who desires real worship and 
who is even now drawing the whole world to Himself.

This passage was never meant only to correct an empty practice; it was meant to produce 
justice, mercy, and joyful, sincere worship in real lives. A student who truly hears Zechariah will 
examine whether his own religion is going through the motions while neglecting the widow, the 
stranger, and the neighbor he quietly resents. So aim at both targets. Send students home 
understanding why God refuses ritual without the heart, and send them home resolved to do 
justice, love mercy, and worship Him in spirit and truth, lifting their eyes to the God who turns 
fasts into feasts and gathers the nations.

Question 1

Student Question:

A delegation comes to ask the priests and prophets whether they should keep mourning and 
fasting as they have done for seventy years (7:1–3). What does it reveal about God that He does 
not simply answer their procedural question, but probes the heart behind it (7:5–6)? What does 
this teach us about how God evaluates our religious practices?



Commentary and Teaching Notes

Set the scene with care, because the framing of the question matters as much as the answer. 
Roughly two years into the temple rebuilding, a delegation comes (some from Bethel, the text 
suggests) to entreat the favor of the LORD and to ask the priests and prophets a very practical 
question: should we keep mourning and fasting in the fifth month, as we have done these 
seventy years? This was not a fast God had commanded in the Law; it was a custom the people 
had developed to mourn the destruction of the temple and Jerusalem. With the temple now 
rising again, the custom seemed to have lost its reason for being.

Notice what God does. He does not answer the procedural question directly, at least not yet. 
Instead, through Zechariah, He sends back a question that goes underneath theirs: when you 
fasted and mourned, was it really for me? God refuses to let them stay at the level of religious 
logistics. He moves the conversation to the heart, which is where He always lives. This is 
profoundly revealing of how God evaluates our religious life: He is far less interested in whether 
we performed the practice than in why, and in whether it changed us.

Help students feel how easily we do what the delegation did. We come to God with questions 
about religious mechanics, how often, how long, which day, what form, and we assume that 
getting the mechanics right is the heart of devotion. God gently insists otherwise. The mechanics 
are not nothing, but they are servants, not masters. A fast performed with a cold, unjust heart is 
not pleasing to God simply because it was performed correctly.

Draw out God’s penetrating knowledge and care. He does not brush off their question as 
unspiritual; He uses it as a door into something deeper. This is mercy. God could have answered 
the surface question and left their hearts untouched. Instead He takes the occasion to do heart 
surgery. The God we worship sees past our religious resumes to our motives, and He loves us 
enough to name what we would rather keep hidden.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 God evaluates worship by the heart and motive behind it, not merely by the correctness of 
the practice (1 Samuel 16:7).

 God often answers our surface questions by exposing the deeper question we should have 
been asking.

 Self-devised religious customs are not wrong in themselves, but they can never substitute 
for obedience of the heart.

 God’s penetrating questions are an act of mercy, opening a door to genuine repentance.
 True devotion is measured by transformation, not by religious performance.

Discussion Prompts

 Why might God respond to a question about religious practice by probing the heart behind 
it?



 Where do we tend to focus on the mechanics of devotion (how often, how long, what form) 
rather than the heart?

 How is it merciful, not harsh, for God to expose our hidden motives in worship?

Question 2

Student Question:

God asked, “When you fasted and mourned... was it for me that you fasted?” and “when you eat 
and... drink, do you not eat for yourselves?” (7:5–6). If God put that same searching question to 
your own worship and devotion, what self-serving motives might He expose? Where do you 
suspect you are doing religious things for yourself rather than for Him?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is the first self-examining question, and the goal is honest light, not shame. God’s words in 
verses 5 and 6 are surgical: when you fasted and mourned, was it for me? And when you eat and 
drink, do you not eat and drink for yourselves? In other words, both their solemn fasting and 
their ordinary feasting had been turned inward, oriented around themselves rather than around 
God. Even their religious mourning had become, in a strange way, a thing they did for their own 
sake.

Help students apply this without flinching. We are remarkably skilled at performing devotion for 
ourselves while telling ourselves it is for God. We can pray to be seen praying, give to be 
thanked, serve to be needed, and even grieve our sins in a way that is more about our own 
discomfort than about God’s honor. The question God asks is the most exposing question in 
religion: for whom am I really doing this?

Be careful to keep this from collapsing into morbid introspection. The point is not to paralyze 
students with doubt about every good thing they have ever done. The point is to invite an 
honest re-centering. When we discover self-serving motives, the answer is not to stop 
worshiping but to turn our worship back toward God, to do the same acts for the right Person.

Move toward something concrete. Invite each student to name one specific act of devotion (a 
habit of worship, a discipline, a place of service) and ask honestly whether it has quietly become 
about their own comfort, image, or sense of righteousness. Then ask what it would look like to 
do that very thing again this week, but truly for God.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Religious acts can be subtly self-serving even when they look devout (Matthew 6:1–18).
 The decisive question in worship is not what we do but for whom we do it.
 Self-examination of motive is a healthy spiritual discipline (2 Corinthians 13:5).
 The remedy for self-centered religion is not less worship but re-centered worship.



Discussion Prompts

 If God asked you, “Was it for me?” about your worship this month, what might He expose?
 How can a good act of devotion become quietly self-serving without our noticing?
 What is one act of worship you could re-center on God this week?

Question 3

Student Question:

God reminds them of the message of the former prophets, who proclaimed these same words 
“when Jerusalem was inhabited and in prosperity” (7:7). What is God teaching by pointing back 
to the consistency of His word through the earlier prophets, and why does He want this 
generation to remember that He had spoken clearly long before?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

In verse 7 God anchors His present word in His past word: are these not the very words the 
LORD proclaimed by the former prophets, when Jerusalem was inhabited and in prosperity? 
Before the exile, when the city was full and comfortable, God had already said all this through 
Isaiah, Amos, Micah, and the rest. The message is not new. God is reminding this generation 
that He has been consistent and clear all along.

Teach the unity and reliability of God’s word. God does not change His standards from age to 
age or invent new demands to trip His people up. What He required before the exile, justice, 
mercy, sincere worship, He still requires after it. The consistency of God’s word is a great mercy: 
it means we are never left guessing about what pleases Him. He has spoken clearly and 
repeatedly.

Notice the timing God emphasizes: He spoke when Jerusalem was inhabited and in prosperity. 
The warnings came while there was still time to heed them, in the comfortable days before 
judgment fell. God does not spring His requirements on people at the last minute. He warns 
early, patiently, and plainly. The tragedy is not that the message was unclear but that an earlier 
generation would not listen while listening could still have spared them.

Bring it home to how we treat Scripture. We do not need a fresh, novel revelation to know how 
to live; we need to attend to the word God has already given so consistently across the 
centuries. The danger for us, as for them, is not ignorance but inattention, hearing the familiar 
word so often that we stop letting it land. Help students recover a reverence for the word they 
have already received.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 God’s word is consistent across the generations; He does not change His standards (Malachi 
3:6; Hebrews 13:8).



 God warns His people early and clearly, in the days of prosperity, before judgment falls.
 The reliability of Scripture means we are never left guessing about what pleases God.
 Familiarity with God’s word can breed inattention, the danger of hearing without heeding 

(James 1:22–25).

Discussion Prompts

 Why does God emphasize that He had spoken these same words through the earlier 
prophets?

 What does it mean for us that God warns in the comfortable days, before trouble comes?
 How can long familiarity with Scripture make us stop truly listening to it?

Question 4

Student Question:

The heart of God’s reply is intensely practical: “Render true judgments, show kindness and mercy 
to one another” (7:9). Which of these, true judgment in your dealings, or active kindness and 
mercy toward others, is the one you most need to grow in right now? What would real growth 
there look like this week?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Here the passage turns from diagnosis to demand, and the demand is strikingly concrete. Verse 
9: render true judgments, show kindness and mercy to one another. God does not ask for 
grander ceremonies; He asks for two deeply practical things. First, true judgment, dealing 
honestly and justly with people, telling the truth, keeping our word, refusing to twist things in 
our own favor. Second, kindness and mercy, the Hebrew word here is rich, the steadfast, 
covenant love that goes beyond what is owed and actively seeks the good of others.

Help students see that these two belong together, and that most of us lean toward one and 
neglect the other. Some are scrupulously fair and truthful but cold, all justice and no tenderness. 
Others are warm and merciful but loose with the truth, all kindness and no integrity. God asks 
for both: a person who is honest and just in dealings, and tender and merciful in heart. This is 
the very combination Micah names, to do justice and to love kindness (Micah 6:8).

Press toward honest self-assessment. Ask each student which of the two is the weaker side for 
them. The strictly fair person may need to grow in warmth, patience, and active mercy toward 
the failing and the needy. The tenderhearted person may need to grow in truthfulness, 
reliability, and the courage to deal justly even when it is uncomfortable. Naming the weaker side 
is the first step toward growth.

Make it specific and this week. True judgment and mercy are not abstractions; they show up in 
concrete relationships, in how we handle a dispute, treat an employee, speak about an absent 
person, respond to someone who has wronged us, or care for someone in need. Invite each 



student to name one relationship or situation this week where they will deliberately practice the 
side they tend to neglect.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 God’s central demand is practical: true judgment (honesty and justice) and active kindness 
and mercy (Micah 6:8).

 Justice and mercy belong together; the gospel forms people who are both truthful and 
tender.

 Steadfast covenant love (chesed) goes beyond what is owed to seek the good of others.
 True worship of God always issues in just and merciful treatment of people (1 John 4:20–

21).

Discussion Prompts

 Which is your weaker side, dealing justly and truthfully, or showing active kindness and 
mercy?

 Why does God want both justice and mercy, rather than one without the other?
 In what relationship this week could you deliberately practice the side you neglect?

Question 5

Student Question:

God’s central ethical demand names specific people: “do not oppress the widow, the fatherless, 
the sojourner, or the poor” (7:10). What does the constant biblical concern for the vulnerable 
reveal about the character and priorities of God, and how does it expose the difference between 
mere ritual and true worship (compare Micah 6:8; James 1:27)?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Verse 10 names the people God especially watches over: do not oppress the widow, the 
fatherless, the sojourner, or the poor. This is one of the most consistent refrains in all of 
Scripture. From the Law through the Prophets and into the New Testament, God repeatedly 
identifies Himself as the defender of those who have no defender, the four classic groups who in 
the ancient world had no power, no protector, and no leverage: the widow, the orphan, the 
foreigner, and the poor.

Teach what this reveals about God’s character. A society, or a person, can always be measured 
by how it treats those who can do nothing in return. The powerful and well-connected are easy 
to honor; God watches how we treat the ones who cannot pay us back, cannot advance our 
interests, cannot retaliate. His tender, fierce concern for the vulnerable is woven into His very 
nature. To worship this God and despise the weak is a contradiction He will not accept.



Show how this exposes the difference between ritual and true worship. This is exactly the point 
of Isaiah 1, where God says He is sick of their festivals and sacrifices, and then commands: seek 
justice, correct oppression, bring justice to the fatherless, plead the widow’s cause. It is the 
point of James 1:27, that the religion that is pure before God is to visit orphans and widows in 
their affliction. A heart that is hard toward the vulnerable cannot be soft toward God, no matter 
how full its religious calendar.

Apply with pastoral concreteness. Encourage students to ask who the widow, orphan, sojourner, 
and poor are in their own world, the lonely older person, the struggling single parent, the child 
without a stable home, the immigrant, the one barely making ends meet, and to consider one 
concrete way to show them honor and care rather than overlooking them. This is not optional 
add-on Christianity; this is near the heart of what God means by worship.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 God identifies Himself as the defender of the vulnerable: the widow, the fatherless, the 
sojourner, and the poor (Psalm 68:5; Deuteronomy 10:18).

 Our treatment of the powerless, those who cannot repay us, reveals the true state of our 
hearts.

 Empty ritual is exposed and rebuked when it coexists with neglect of the vulnerable (Isaiah 
1:11–17).

 Pure and undefiled religion includes active care for the afflicted (James 1:27).
 True worship of God and just, merciful treatment of people are inseparable.

Discussion Prompts

 What does God’s constant concern for the vulnerable reveal about His character and 
priorities?

 Why does Scripture treat care for the weak as a test of whether our worship is real?
 Who are the “widow, orphan, sojourner, and poor” in your world, and how could you honor 

them?

Question 6

Student Question:

God adds, “let none of you devise evil against another in your heart” (7:10). True religion reaches 
even into our private, hidden thoughts toward people. What is one relationship where you have 
been quietly nursing resentment, plotting how to get even, or rehearsing grievances in your 
heart? What does God ask of you there?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The end of verse 10 reaches past outward actions into the inner life: let none of you devise evil 
against another in your heart. God’s standard does not stop at what we do; it extends to what 



we plot, nurse, and rehearse in the privacy of our thoughts. The quiet scheming, the imagined 
revenge, the resentment we feed when no one is watching, all of it is on God’s radar. True 
religion reaches all the way down.

Help students see how radical and how searching this is. We can keep our hands clean while our 
hearts are full of malice. We can be outwardly polite to someone we are inwardly tearing apart. 
We can rehearse a grievance so many times that bitterness sets like concrete, and never say a 
word out loud. God names this for what it is: devising evil against another. Long before Jesus 
said that anger and contempt are matters of the heart (Matthew 5:21–22), Zechariah’s God was 
already looking there.

Connect this to the gospel’s deep work. Christ does not merely want our behavior managed; He 
wants our hearts cleansed. Out of the heart, He said, come the things that defile us. So the call 
here is not just to refrain from acting on our resentment, but to stop cultivating it, to bring the 
hidden grudge into the light, to forgive as we have been forgiven, and to refuse to let bitterness 
take root (Ephesians 4:31–32; Hebrews 12:15).

Make it personal and specific. Invite each student to think of one relationship where they have 
been quietly nursing resentment, plotting how to get even, or replaying grievances on a loop. 
Then ask what God is asking of them there: not just to stop acting on it, but to release it, to pray 
for that person, perhaps to seek reconciliation. The hidden heart is exactly where God wants to 
do His healing work.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 God’s standard reaches into the hidden life of the heart, not merely outward behavior (1 
Samuel 16:7; Matthew 5:21–22).

 Nursing resentment and plotting revenge is sin even when it never becomes action.
 Christ aims to cleanse the heart, not merely to manage behavior (Matthew 15:18–19).
 Bitterness must be released and replaced with forgiveness, lest it defile us (Hebrews 12:15; 

Ephesians 4:31–32).

Discussion Prompts

 Why does God forbid even the evil we devise privately, never acting on it?
 In what relationship are you quietly nursing resentment or rehearsing grievances?
 What is God asking of you there, beyond simply not acting on it?

Question 7

Student Question:

The previous generation “refused to pay attention,” “turned a stubborn shoulder,” “stopped their 
ears,” and “made their hearts diamond-hard” (7:11–12), and judgment followed. What does this 



progression teach about how a heart hardens against God, and how does ritual without 
obedience leave a person exposed rather than protected?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Verses 11 and 12 trace the anatomy of a hardening heart, and it is worth walking through step 
by step. The fathers refused to pay attention. They turned a stubborn shoulder, like an animal 
that will not take the yoke. They stopped their ears that they might not hear. And finally they 
made their hearts diamond-hard, so that they could not hear the law and the words God had 
sent by His Spirit through the prophets. Hardening is not a single event; it is a progression, a 
series of small refusals that compound into deafness.

Teach this progression as a sober warning. Notice the order: it begins with refusing to pay 
attention, a relatively small thing, a turning away. But each refusal makes the next one easier, 
until what began as inattention becomes a heart of stone that literally cannot hear. This is how 
spiritual deafness develops, not usually in a dramatic act of defiance, but in the steady 
accumulation of times we heard the word and shrugged. The frightening end is a heart so hard it 
has lost the very capacity to respond.

Show the connection to the lesson’s main theme. These were people who kept their religious 
customs, who fasted on schedule, while their hearts hardened against the actual word of God. 
This is the great danger Zechariah is exposing: ritual can run on autopilot long after the heart has 
stopped listening. External religion does not protect a hardening heart; it can actually disguise it, 
giving the comforting feeling of devotion while the inner life turns to stone. The fast did not save 
the fathers, because the fast was never the point.

Apply with both warning and hope. The warning: every time we hear God’s word and quietly set 
it aside, we are not staying neutral; we are taking a small step toward a harder heart. The hope: 
the progression can be interrupted at any point by repentance. The very fact that this word still 
pierces us is evidence our hearts are not yet stone. Urge students not to presume on a soft 
heart, but to respond today, while they can still hear (Hebrews 3:7–8, 12–13).

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Hardening of the heart is a progression of small refusals, not a single dramatic event.
 Each refusal to heed God’s word makes the next refusal easier, until the capacity to hear is 

lost.
 External religion can run on after the heart has stopped listening, disguising rather than 

preventing hardness.
 Ritual without obedience leaves a person exposed to judgment, not protected from it (1 

Samuel 15:22).
 A heart still pierced by God’s word is a heart not yet hardened; respond while you can 

(Hebrews 3:12–13).



Discussion Prompts

 What does the step-by-step hardening in verses 11 and 12 teach about how we grow deaf to 
God?

 Why does keeping religious customs not protect a heart that refuses to obey?
 Where have you recently heard God’s word and quietly set it aside, and how can you 

respond now?

Question 8

Student Question:

In chapter 8 God paints the future with old men and women safe in the streets and boys and girls 
playing there (8:3–5), and the fasts becoming “seasons of joy and gladness and cheerful feasts” 
(8:18–19). What does this vivid picture stir in you about the kind of life God wants to give His 
people? Where do you most long for God to turn your mourning into gladness?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

After the sober warning of chapter 7, chapter 8 breaks like dawn, and the change of tone is itself 
part of the message. God says He is jealous for Zion with great jealousy, that He will return and 
dwell in the midst of Jerusalem. Then comes one of the most tender pictures in all the prophets: 
old men and old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand for 
very age, and the streets shall be full of boys and girls playing there (8:3–5). It is a picture of 
peace, of safety, of generations flourishing together.

Help students feel the texture of this vision. God does not describe restoration in grand 
abstractions; He describes it as ordinary life made safe and sweet. The frail elderly, who in a 
violent world are the first to suffer, are pictured sitting unhurried in the streets. The children, 
who in a war-torn city would be hidden away, are pictured playing freely in the open. This is 
shalom, the deep peace and wholeness God intends for His people, where the most vulnerable 
are not endangered but safe and glad.

Then point to the transformation of the fasts. In 8:18–19 God declares that the very fasts that 
prompted the delegation’s question, the days of mourning over what was lost, shall become to 
the house of Judah seasons of joy and gladness and cheerful feasts. This is the great reversal: 
God turns mourning into dancing, sorrow into celebration. The God who let them feel the 
weight of loss is the God who promises to give them back joy, pressed down and overflowing.

Bring it to the heart, but anchor the hope rightly. The point is not to predict a particular earthly 
political future for a nation; it is to lift the eyes of God’s people to the kind of life God delights to 
give, safety, gladness, flourishing, the turning of grief into feasting. This longing is ultimately 
satisfied in Christ, who wipes away tears, gives beauty for ashes, and promises a peace the 
world cannot give (Isaiah 61:3; John 14:27; Revelation 21:4). Invite students to name where they 



most long for God to turn their own mourning into gladness, and to trust the God who 
specializes in exactly that.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 God’s restoration is pictured as ordinary life made safe and sweet, shalom, where the 
vulnerable flourish.

 God’s jealous love for His people drives Him to dwell among them and restore them.
 God delights to reverse mourning into gladness; He turns fasts into feasts (Psalm 30:11; 

Isaiah 61:3).
 The deepest fulfillment of this hope is in Christ, who gives peace and will wipe away every 

tear (John 14:27; Revelation 21:4).

Discussion Prompts

 What does the picture of safe elders and playing children stir in you about God’s intentions 
for His people?

 Why is it significant that God turns the very days of mourning into days of feasting?
 Where do you most long for God to turn your mourning into gladness?

Question 9

Student Question:

The lesson climaxes with the nations streaming in: “Many peoples and strong nations shall come 
to seek the Lord” and “ten men from the nations of every tongue shall take hold of the robe of a 
Jew, saying, Let us go with you, for we have heard that God is with you” (8:20–23). How is this 
great promise of the gathering of the nations fulfilled, not in a future earthly political restoration 
of national Israel, but in Christ and the gospel going to all peoples and the church gathered from 
every nation (compare Matthew 28:18–20; Acts 2; Ephesians 2:11–22)? Why does true worship 
of God, the heart religion expressed in justice and mercy that this whole passage demands, 
belong inseparably with this mission to draw the world to Him?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is the heaviest and most glorious block of the lesson, and it deserves the fullest treatment. 
The passage climbs to a breathtaking climax: many peoples and strong nations shall come to 
seek the LORD of hosts in Jerusalem and to entreat His favor (8:22). And then the unforgettable 
image: in those days ten men from the nations of every tongue shall take hold of the robe of a 
Jew, saying, Let us go with you, for we have heard that God is with you (8:23). The God who has 
just demanded heart religion and justice now flings the doors open to the whole world.

Teach the fulfillment carefully and confidently, because this is exactly the kind of text that is 
widely misread. This is not a prophecy of a future earthly political restoration of national Israel, 
nor of a rebuilt physical temple to which the nations will make literal pilgrimage in a coming 



millennium. The gathering of the nations to seek the LORD is fulfilled in Christ and in the gospel 
age. When Jesus rose, He commanded that the gospel go to all nations (Matthew 28:18–20). At 
Pentecost the Spirit fell and people from every nation under heaven heard the mighty works of 
God (Acts 2). In Christ the dividing wall between Jew and Gentile was torn down, and the two 
were made one new people (Ephesians 2:11–22). The vision of every tongue grabbing the robe 
of a believer is being fulfilled every time the gospel crosses a border and someone says, in 
effect, we have heard that God is with you; let us come too. John sees its consummation in a 
great multitude from every nation, tribe, people, and tongue standing before the throne 
(Revelation 7:9).

Now make the connection that ties the whole lesson together, and do not rush it. Why does this 
mission to the nations come right after the demand for justice, mercy, and sincere worship? 
Because they belong together. The reason ten men from the nations want to come is that they 
have heard God is with His people, and what would make that visible and credible? A people 
whose worship is real, whose hearts are soft, who deal justly and love mercy and care for the 
vulnerable. Empty ritual draws no one; a people genuinely transformed by the presence of God 
is magnetic. True worship and true ethics are not only what God demands; they are the very 
thing that makes the gospel believable to a watching world. Jesus said it: by your love for one 
another all people will know you are my disciples (John 13:35).

Guard the balance as you teach. On one side, do not let students reduce this to mere social 
ethics, as if justice and mercy were the gospel itself; the nations come to seek the LORD, to 
worship Him, not merely to admire a kind community. On the other side, do not let students 
sever worship from ethics, as the fathers did, keeping the ritual while neglecting the justice. The 
text holds them together: a people who truly worship God and truly love their neighbor become 
the means by which God draws the world to Himself.

Bring it home with urgency and hope. The same call that searches our hearts, is your religion 
real, do you do justice, do you love mercy, is also the call that fits us to be God’s instrument in 
His great purpose of gathering the nations. When we let God make our worship sincere and our 
lives just and merciful, we become people of whom others will say, God is with them; let us go 
with them. That is the church’s calling and the church’s joy, and it flows directly out of the heart 
religion this whole passage demands.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 God’s purpose to gather the nations to Himself is fulfilled in Christ and the gospel age, not in 
a future earthly political restoration of national Israel (Matthew 28:18–20; Acts 2).

 In Christ the wall between Jew and Gentile is removed and one new people is formed from 
every nation (Ephesians 2:11–22; Galatians 3:28).

 The kingdom and the gathering of the peoples are realized now in Christ’s church, not in a 
coming millennial earthly kingdom or rebuilt physical temple.



 The consummation is a multitude from every tribe and tongue worshiping before the throne 
(Revelation 7:9).

 True worship and true ethics belong together; a transformed, just, and merciful people 
makes the gospel credible to the watching world (John 13:35).

 The nations come to seek the LORD Himself; mercy and justice adorn the gospel but do not 
replace it.

Discussion Prompts

 How is the promise of the nations seeking the Lord fulfilled in Christ, the gospel, and the 
church, rather than in a future political restoration of Israel?

 Why does the mission to the nations come right after God’s demand for justice, mercy, and 
sincere worship?

 How does a people whose worship is real and whose lives are just and merciful make the 
gospel believable to others?

Question 10

Student Question:

Look back across the whole passage, from the delegation’s question about fasting, to God’s call 
for justice and mercy, to the hardened hearts of the fathers, to the glorious promise of joy and 
the gathering of the nations. Name one specific way the Lord is using this text to form you, to 
move you from going through religious motions toward the real worship of a heart that does 
justice, loves mercy, and walks with Him.

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This capstone question asks students to look back across the whole passage and respond 
personally. Trace the movement once more with them: a delegation’s question about an old 
fast; God’s piercing reply, was it really for me? the heart of His demand, do justice, love mercy, 
care for the vulnerable, refuse to plot evil; the sobering history of fathers who hardened their 
hearts and reaped judgment; and then the sunrise of chapter 8, safety and joy, fasts turned to 
feasts, and the nations streaming in to seek a God who is with His people.

Resist the urge to let students leave with mere agreement. The whole point of Zechariah 7 and 8 
is movement, from going through religious motions to the real worship of a transformed heart. 
A student who closes this lesson simply nodding that ritual without the heart is bad has missed 
it. The aim is a specific, namable step, a place where the student will stop performing and start 
truly worshiping, truly doing justice, truly loving mercy.

Help each person land on one concrete area. For one it will be re-centering an act of worship 
that had become self-serving. For another it will be a hardened relationship where resentment 
must be released. For another it will be a widow, an orphan, a stranger, or a poor neighbor to be 
honored rather than overlooked. For another it will be heeding a word of God long heard and 



long ignored, before the heart grows any harder. The text touches all of these; let each student 
name their own.

Close on hope, not just demand. Remind students that the same God who searches the heart is 
the God who turns mourning into gladness and gathers the nations to Himself. The goal of all 
this searching is not a heavier religious burden but a freer, truer, gladder life, and a life through 
which others will see that God is with His people. Let them leave hearing both halves of 
Zechariah’s message: was your worship for me? and let us go with you, for we have heard that 
God is with you.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Genuine response to God’s word always moves from agreement to concrete action and 
repentance.

 True worship is a matter of the transformed heart expressed in justice and mercy, not 
religious performance.

 The aim of God’s searching word is not a heavier burden but a freer, truer, gladder life.
 A people whose worship and ethics are real become the means by which God draws others 

to Himself (Zechariah 8:23).

Discussion Prompts

 What one specific way is God using this passage to move you from religious motions to real 
worship?

 Which area does the Lord most press on you, re-centered worship, a released grudge, care 
for the vulnerable, or heeding a long-ignored word?

 How does the hope of God turning mourning into gladness give you courage to take that 
step?


