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Life is no fun when it doesn’t live up to the hype. 
 

You hear from friends about this great new movie they just saw, and you 

check its top Rotten Tomatoes score.  But when you go to see it, you think, 

“What was all the fuss about?” 
 

You read about this great new restaurant in the Dispatch and you check out 

Yelp.  But after you’ve finished your meal, you think, “What was all the fuss 

about?” 
 

We’ve been watching the Winter Olympics, around which there has been 

nothing but hype (as there always is).  And although Lyndsey Vonn and 

Mikaela Shiffrin are great athletes and world class skiers—only one gold 

medal, 3 medals in all over six races?  It’s a bit of a letdown. 
 

Now, none of these situations are tragedies.  None of them qualify to be 

labeled as suffering.  They just fall short of the hype.  They’re all short on 

dazzle and long on “meh”.  Because we like having high points in our lives – 

it adds sparkle to life.  But when the high points turn out to be just so-so, it’s 

really disappointing. 
 

*   *   * 
 

I bring this up because we are in the “meh” part of the Long Story Short.  

Over the next three weeks, the Long Story Short covers the final part of the 

Old Testament story: Ezra, Nehemiah, Zechariah and Haggai.  These books 

tell The Story after the Exile, the story of the remnant of Jews returning from 
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70 years in Exile in Babylon back to Jerusalem, and the subsequent 

rebuilding of the Temple and the rebuilding of Jerusalem’s city walls. 
 

But here’s the deal—this part of the Story doesn’t live up to the hype.  

Because there had been all kinds of hype during the Exile, as the prophets 

predicted the eventual end of the Exile and return to Jerusalem (which came 

true), but also delivered prophecies about the glory of life back in Jerusalem.  

Prophecies like Isaiah 60: 
 

 “Arise, Jerusalem! Let your light shine for all to see. 

    For the glory of the LORD rises to shine on you. ... 

“Look and see, for everyone is coming home! 

    Your sons are coming from distant lands; 

    your little daughters will be carried home. 

Your eyes will shine, 

    and your heart will thrill with joy, 

for merchants from around the world will come to you. 

    They will bring you the wealth of many lands. … 

“Foreigners will come to rebuild your towns, 

    and their kings will serve you. 

For though I have destroyed you in my anger, 

    I will now have mercy on you through my grace.” (60:1-10) 
 

Now, this prophecy is about as full of hope and promise as you can find in 

the Scriptures.  But when we read the books of Ezra and Nehemiah, the story 

that’s told doesn’t play out like this.  Not even remotely.  Yes, the Temple 

finally gets rebuilt—but it’s just a pale shadow of the magnificence of 

Solomon’s Temple.  Yes, the nation is reconstituted—but it’s just a small 

slice of the original 12 tribes of Israel.  Yes, the Persians—the new empire 

on the block—free the Jews to return to their homeland, but Judah will 

remain a small and weak vassal state to the next 1,000 years’ worth of 

empires—Persia, Greece, Egypt, Syria, and finally Rome. 
 

In other words, as we read Ezra and Nehemiah, we quickly discover that the 

post-Exile reality doesn’t live up to the prophetic hype.  Yes, the Jews return 

to Jerusalem, rebuild the city and pick back up their lives—in that sense, 
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they’ve experienced God’s salvation.  But it feels like salvation in a minor 

key. 
 

That’s why we’re unfamiliar with Ezra and Nehemiah—there are no high 

points, there are no great stories, there are no great characters.  They’re 

about picking life back up, about getting by. 
 

In fact, this sets the Story up for when we come to the New Testament in 

three weeks.  Why was there such anticipation for a Messiah at the time of 

Jesus?  Because although the Jews were no longer literally in Exile, they still 

felt like they were in Exile.  Since all the amazing prophecies in Isaiah and 

Jeremiah and Ezekiel hadn’t been fulfilled, they believed that God would 

still fulfill them—the promises to Abraham, the covenant of Moses, the 

kingdom of David, the blessings of a Promised Land—sometime soon it 

would all come true.  One New Testament scholar describes the attitude of 

Jews living at the time of Jesus like this: 
 

Most Jews of this period would have answered the question “Where are we 

[in the Story]?” in language which meant: we are still in exile.  They believed 

that, in all the senses which mattered, Israel’s exile was still in progress.  

Although Israel had come back from Babylon, the glorious message of the 

prophets remained unfulfilled. … The exile is not yet really over.  This 

perception was shared by writers across the board in Judaism [of Jesus’ time]. 

… Israel had returned to the land, but is still in the ‘exile’ of slavery, under 

the oppression of foreign [rulers].1 
 

*   *   * 
 

This morning’s Scripture from Zechariah follows this same dynamic.  Listen 

to God’s word from chapter 8: 
 

   Then another message came to me from the Lord of Hosts: “This is what the 

Lord of Hosts says: My love for Mount Zion is passionate and strong; I am 

consumed with passion for Jerusalem!  And now ... I am returning to Mount 

                                      
1 N.T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of God (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), pp. 268f. 
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Zion, and I will live in Jerusalem.  Then Jerusalem will be called the Faithful 

City; the mountain of the Lord of Hosts will be called the Holy Mountain. 

   “This is what the Lord of Hosts says: Once again old men and women will 

walk Jerusalem’s streets with their canes and will sit together in the city 

squares.  And the streets of the city will be filled with boys and girls at play. 

…  

   “This is what the Lord of Hosts says: You can be sure that I will rescue my 

people from the east and from the wests.  I will bring them home again to live 

safely in Jerusalem. They will be my people, and I will be faithful and just 

toward them as their God. … I will not treat the remnant of my people as I 

treated them before, says the Lord of Hosts.  ... Among the nations, Judah and 

Israel became symbols of a cursed nation. But no longer! Now I will rescue 

you and make you both a symbol and a source of blessing.  … 

   “This is what the Lord of Hosts says: People from nations and cities around 

the world will travel to Jerusalem.  The people of one city will say to the 

people of another, ‘Come with us to Jerusalem to ask the Lord to bless us. 

Let’s worship the Lord of Hosts.’… 
 

That’s what Zechariah prophesies about the new beginning that will take 

place once the Jews have returned to Jerusalem from their Exile in Babylon.  

But here’s the thing—this prophecy doesn’t come true in any meaningful 

way.  Zechariah’s words are inspiring and comforting and encouraging—but 

for the people living in post-Exile Jerusalem, they are pretty much empty 

words.  As one commentator puts it, in the quote I’ve put on the cover of the 

bulletin:  
 

Zechariah’s vision of a rejuvenated and enriched Jerusalem was to be a source 

of strength and encouragement to those who struggled in the doldrums of 

Jerusalem as it actually was.2 
 

That’s where we are in The Story: “struggling in the doldrums of things as 

they actually are.”   
 

 

                                      
2 Peter Craigie, The Twelve Prophets, Volume 2, The Daily Study Bible Series 

(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1985), p. 195. 
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*   *   * 
 

You know something?  “Struggling in the doldrums of things as they 

actually are” is a not uncommon experience of faith.  It wouldn’t be unfair to 

say that many of us have experienced, or are experiencing right now, 

“struggling in the doldrums of our faith as it actually is.”  Let me tell you 

what I mean. 
 

Although Becky and I were out of town for Youth Sunday two weeks ago, 

last week I listened to the podcast.  And I was so impressed by the 

testimonies given by McKenna and Alex and Jesse and Tyler.  All of us love 

Youth Sunday.  And we love Youth Sunday not just because it’s fun to see 

the youth being all grown-up and leading worship so well.  We love Youth 

Sunday because we love to hear these young people talk about their faith.  

Because they talk about a real faith, a living faith, a faith that is making a 

real difference in their lives, a faith that is a real experience of the real God.  

There’s nothing “meh” about their faith—it lives up to the hype.  And we 

think to ourselves, “I wish I had a faith like that.” 
 

Let me put this another way.  I’m in an Emmaus share group – a group of 

four men, each of whom has gone on an Emmaus Walk, who meet twice a 

month to encourage each other in living out our faith.  One of the men 

doesn’t go to Liberty, a man named Bob.  Bob has been a faithful 

churchgoer his entire life, and he’s currently an active leader in his church.  

He loves church, he loves his church family, he loves his pastor – he truly 

enjoys being part of the church.  But Bob spends most of his time 

volunteering with Kairos—Emmaus’ ministry to prisoners.  And Bob’s 

reason is simple: “I suppose I’ve seen God work in people’s lives in my 

church, but we’re all pretty well-adjusted people to begin with.  But when I 

see God at work in the lives of prisoners – men with tough backgrounds, 

men who’ve done awful things, men who now live in the unforgiving world 

of prison—to see these guys be changed by the power of the Good News of 

Jesus Christ—that’s a powerful thing.”  There’s nothing “meh” about it—it 
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more than lives up to the hype.  And we think to ourselves, “I wish I had a 

faith that.” 
 

*   *   * 
 

So what do we do?  What do we do if we’re living in the doldrums of our 

faith as it actually is?  What if our faith experience is kind of “meh”?  What 

if our experience is “salvation in a minor key”? 
 

Well, I think Billy Graham has the answer for us.  As you know, Billy 

Graham died this past Wednesday at the age of 99.  For years, Billy Graham 

rated at the top in surveys of the most-respected Americans.  And there are 

several reasons for this respect. 
 

First, there was never a whiff of scandal about Graham.  No financial 

scandals, no sexual scandals, no life-style scandals.   
 

Second, Graham was never about himself, but always about the Church.  

Every place and every time Billy Graham held an evangelistic rally, when 

people responded to his invitation and came forward to give their lives to 

Christ, the people they met with weren’t staff members of the Billy Graham 

Evangelistic Association.  No.  They prayed with local pastors—ministers 

from the local Baptist and Methodist and Lutheran and Presbyterian and 

Episcopal and Catholic churches, so that their new Christian life would 

become connected to a local faith community.  Graham wasn’t about 

building up himself, he was about building up the Church. 
 

But most of all, Billy Graham was widely respected because throughout his 

entire ministry he preached the same, simple, life-changing message: “The 

Bible says, ‘Turn to Jesus.’”  Give your life to Jesus Christ.   
 

It’s a really simple message.  But it’s not a simplistic message.  To give your 

life to Jesus means to turn over the control of your life to him at a definite 

moment in time.  But giving your life to Jesus also means giving control of 

your life to Jesus every day, from the moment you wake up.  And giving 
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your life to Jesus also means continuing to give more of yourself to him as 

you learn more about yourself and as you learn more about God. 
 

And Billy Graham had the integrity not to say that giving your life to Jesus 

would make you wealthy or healthy or give you a “victorious Christian life.”  

No—Graham’s message wasn’t about hype.  But what Graham preached 

lived up to the hype.  Because Jesus is the rock.  Because Jesus is the life.  

Because Jesus is salvation, salvation in a major key. 
 

*   *   * 
 

Friends, sometimes we read the Bible and it strikes us that, compared to 

what the Bible is talking about, we’re living in the doldrums.  We can 

choose to be discouraged or disappointed.  Or we can choose—again, as 

always—to turn, to follow more closely, to go deeper, to do again the most 

simple and most life-changing thing the Gospel calls us to do: Turn to Jesus.  

Because He lives up to the hype.  Because He is the Good News.  AMEN 
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