MOTIVATORS AND BUILDERS
By Martha S.
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he two Old Testament prophets Zechariah and
Haggai are often overlooked, yet their contributions to the Old Testament canon and Israelite
history are surprisingly important. At a unique time in
Israel’s history, God raised up these two men, who were
contemporaries, to encourage the nation to complete the
unfinished task of rebuilding the temple. Their task was
made necessary because, under King Nebuchadnezzar’s
rule, the Babylonians in 586 B.C. had captured Jerusalem
and destroyed the earlier temple. Many of the Israelites
were also taken captive to Babylon. The great Babylonian
Empire, however, would soon fall and no longer be the
world’s dominant power.
Cyrus the Great, founder of the Persian Empire, conquered Babylon in 538 B.C. He gave the Israelites freedom
to return to Israel for the express purpose of rebuilding
their temple. Those returning to Israel started the project,
but the rebuilding work soon came to a halt.
Part of the reason for the delay in the temple’s reconstruction was the opposition raised from those who were
left behind during the exile, as well as non-Jews who were
brought to Samaria during that time under the Assyrian
king Esarhaddon. These were enemies of the Jews who felt
threatened by the returnees and the religious and political
implications associated with the temple. Under the pretense
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of wanting to help the Jews, they sought to discourage and
frustrate the work, with the ultimate intent of undermining
their success.1 Additionally, the adjustments the Israelites
faced when they returned from exile overwhelmed them
and strained their resources as they built their own homes
and also worked on the temple. The Israelites became discouraged and lost hope of ever seeing the temple restored.2
When Persia’s King Darius came to power in 522 B.C., he
gave the Jews permission once again to work on the temple.
Darius appointed Zerubbabel governor over Judah and
charged him with the responsibility of overseeing the temple project. Zerubbabel’s leadership, along with the preaching of Zechariah and Haggai, prompted the Jews to finish
what they had started approximately 16 years earlier.
The Men and Their Mission
Prophetic Role—Zechariah and Haggai were best known as
prophets, but Zechariah likewise was a priest. This probably
strengthened his personal interest in the temple’s completion. Some have suggested that Haggai also descended
from priestly origin based on his acquaintance with priestly
practices (see Hag. 2:11-13) and his connection with the
temple’s reconstruction. Others, however, believe this is
mere speculation since early Jewish tradition never made
such a claim.3 Unlike the priestly role, the office of prophet
was not hereditary. Priests were from the tribe of Levi and
were charged with specific duties related to the temple and
sacrificial offerings. A prophet, however, was a spokesperson for God, called and gifted specifically by Him for this
function. Typically, the prophet’s message was twofold: to
proclaim God’s judgment and to offer God’s forgiveness
and impart hope. Though God revealed His messages to
individual prophets, He did so in ways congruent with each
prophet’s unique personality and permitted the prophet his
own distinct style for conveying these messages. Ezekiel,
for example, was different in his prophetic style from Jonah
or Malachi. Zechariah and Haggai used similar methods
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(rebuke and encouragement) as they followed the twofold message pattern stated above. But their styles varied
according to their personalities, abilities, and experiences.
Zechariah—The name Zechariah name means “Yahweh
remembers/remembered.” This interpretation holds
significance. Yahweh, God’s personal name, was fully
aware of Israel’s circumstances. He knew the nation’s
past and future. The temple’s current condition did not
escape His knowledge. Furthermore, He was concerned
about its disrepair. Just as the first temple’s success was

linked to the Lord’s concern for Israel, so would be the
success of this second temple.
Zechariah was born in Babylonia and came to Judah
under Zerubbabel’s leadership. His prophetic role began in
520 B.C., two years into the reign of Persia’s King Darius
and approximately 18 years after the first group of Jews
returned from Babylonian exile. The Book of Zechariah
opens with reference to the prophet’s call from God and
cites his genealogical association (1:1). His grandfather
Iddo is mentioned not only here but also in Nehemiah
12:4,16 among the Levitical priests who returned with
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Haggai—The prophet Haggai’s name is sometimes
translated “festive,” but literally means “my festivals.” In
light of this, some have suggested that he was born during one of Israel’s pilgrimage feasts—Unleavened Bread,
Weeks/Pentecost, or Tabernacles. We know little about
him personally, as the Book of Haggai gives no mention
of his genealogy. The prophet is mentioned only in the
book bearing his name and in the Book of Ezra (see
Ezra 5:1; 6:14).
His messages were delivered over a period of four months
in 520 B.C. Containing only two chapters, the Book of
Haggai is the second-shortest book in the Old Testament—
with Obadiah being the shortest.6 Haggai, like Zechariah,
employed both rebuke and encouragement to motivate the
Jews to finish the temple. In chapter 1 he called for the Jews
to renounce their complacency regarding the temple. “The
Lor d of Hosts says this: ‘Think carefully about your ways.
Go . . . and build the house [temple]. . . . When you brought
the harvest to your house, I ruined it. Why? ’ . . . ‘Because
My house still lies in ruins, while each of you is busy with
his own house’ ” (Hag. 1:7-9, HCSB). Yet Haggai assured the
people with God’s message of “I am with you” (1:13) so their
spirits were stirred and “They began work on the house of
Yahweh of Hosts, their God” (1:14, HCSB).

Haggai also predicted the Messiah’s association with
the temple (see 2:7). Regarding the second temple he
stated: “the final glory of this house will be greater than the
first” (2:9, HCSB). The earlier temple King Solomon built
had been far more glorious in its material structure and
elaborate gold ornamentation than the temple Zerubbabel
built. However, the glory associated with the ornateness of
Solomon’s temple would pale in comparison to the glory of
the second temple because the incarnate Christ would walk
among the Jews there, showing the fullness of God’s glory
as He taught them.
A Goal Accomplished
The temple was completed in 516 B.C. Without encouragement of Zechariah and Haggai, however, the temple
likely would have remained a partially constructed edifice,
symbolic of Israel’s lost hope for that generation. Israel was
faithful to the divinely mandated task of rebuilding mainly
because of the messages of these unwavering prophets. As a
result, the people of Israel achieved their goal of a finished
temple. Ezra recorded it as follows: “So the Jewish elders
continued successfully with the building under the prophesying of Haggai the prophet and Zechariah son of Iddo.
They finished the building according to the command of
the God of Israel . . . in the sixth year of the reign of King
Darius” (Ezra 6:14-15, HCSB).
Due to the preaching of Zechariah and Haggai, Israel
persisted, giving evidence of what can be done when people
are motivated and rally together to accomplish a significant
task. More importantly, their achievement is a testimony
to a faithful God who kept His promise to Israel. The Lord
restored His people and magnified His own name through
the completion of the temple. The temple not only helped
Israel in its unique relationship with God but also served
as a witness to the nations of the world that Yahweh is
indeed the one true God. This temple connected Israel’s
present with its past but would also relate to God’s plan
for the nation’s future, as Christ Himself would become a
temple destroyed, yet raised again (John 2:19).7 Zechariah
and Haggai rose to the challenge of inspiring Israel to
complete the new temple. As a result they not only helped
establish a building, but they also became instruments that
shaped a nation for God’s divine purpose.
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Zerubbabel. Nehemiah’s list gives evidence to Zechariah’s
priestly heritage. And according to verse 16, Zechariah was
the head of his priestly family.
The prophetic content of Zechariah was conveyed especially through a series of eight night visions (throughout
chaps. 1–6), intended to incite the Jews by rebuking them
for not already having completed the temple. Appropriately,
one vision emphasized the high priest and the role he
played in Israel’s restoration process (see chap. 3). The
night visions were also a means of assuring God’s people
that He would help them because the temple was part of
His plan for their new beginning after the exile experience.
In essence, God’s message through Zechariah was a call for
Israel to return to Himself, a call for repentance and a new
start.4 “ ‘Tell the people: This is what the Lor d of Hosts
says: Return to Me’—this is the declaration of the Lor d
of Hosts—‘and I will return to you’ ” (Zech. 1:3, HCSB).
Completing the temple structure would be a way for the
Israelites to demonstrate their love and obedience to the
Lord. God in turn stood ever ready to show His love and
faithfulness to Israel.
Zechariah also laced his prophecies with messianic
predictions. Evangelical scholars have suggested that the
whole of Christ’s life and work is predicted within this
book, from Christ’s coming to earth in lowliness (see
3:8) to His ultimate rule beyond time into eternity (see
14:9). Some other key messianic elements are Zechariah’s
prophecies of Christ’s triumphal entry into Jerusalem
(9:9), His betrayal for 30 pieces of silver (11:12-13), the
scattering of His disciples when He was arrested (13:7),
and His crucifixion (12:10-14).5
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