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We are spending time on Sunday mornings reflecting on the remarkable prophecies of
Zechariah. His prophecies about some of the events of Jesus’ suffering and death are so
specific that Zechariah is often referred to as the Holy Week Prophet. Our focus verses for
today are Zechariah 13:7-9. We will read them as we work our way through the sermon, so
I won’t read them to you now. (Revelation 5:12) “Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain, to
receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength and honor and glory and praise!”

Caius had been in the Roman army for a long time. He had seen many battles, but he was
still alive. Through it all, his trusty sword had been his constant companion. He took
special care of his weapon, sharpening it after every battle, oiling it to keep the rust away.
He even spoke to it: ““You did well today, Sword. You fought bravely and held your own
against many other weapons. Thank you for defending me and keeping me alive.” If it
seems a bit odd that someone would talk to a sword, consider our focus verses. In another
prophecy from Zechariah, God speaks to his sword: “Wake up, Sword! It’s time to act! It’s
time for you to strike the man who’s close to me. It’s time to strike the Shepherd.” It wasn’t
a literal sword to which God spoke. Rather, it was a symbol of the suffering and death that
would come to Jesus. Let us hear the prophetic words of Zechariah 13:7-9: “Awake, sword,
against my shepherd, against the man who is close to me!” declares the Lorp Almighty.
“Strike the shepherd, and the sheep will be scattered, and I will turn my hand against the
little ones. In the whole land,” declares the Lorp, “two-thirds will be struck down and
perish; yet one-third will be left in it. This third I will put into the fire; I will refine them
like silver and test them like gold. They will call on my name and I will answer them; I
will say, ‘They are my people,” and they will say, ‘The Lorp is our God.””

Now listen as Jesus and his disciples conclude their final Passover meal: When they had
sung a hymn, they went out to the Mount of Olives. Then Jesus told them, “This very night
you will all fall away on account of me, for it is written: ‘I will strike the shepherd, and the
sheep of the flock will be scattered.”” (Matthew 26:30-31) In the next dreadful hours, those
words would be fulfilled. During his arrest, Jesus explained: “This has all taken place that
the writings of the prophets might be fulfilled.” Then all the disciples deserted him and
fled. (Matthew 26:56) The shepherd of Zechariah’s prophecy— the man who is close to the
Lord, the one who will be struck by the sword of the Lord— is the same Good Shepherd
we heard about last week. He was close to God in every way. No sin separated them. Yet
the sword would strike him nevertheless. (13:7) “Awake, sword, against my shepherd,
against the man who is close to me!” declares the Lorp Almighty. “Strike the shepherd.”

Parents are supposed to love and protect their kids. Yet God sent a sword against his own
Son! We might understand why, if this Shepherd and Son had been delinquent in his duties.
Through Ezekiel, the Lord had vented his anger at the shepherds in Israel who had been
fleecing the flock. (Ezekiel 34:2-4) “Woe to you shepherds of Israel who only take care of
yourselves! Should not shepherds take care of the flock? You eat the curds, clothe
yourselves with the wool and slaughter the choice animals, but you do not take care of the
flock. You have not strengthened the weak or healed the sick or bound up the injured. You
have not brought back the strays or searched for the lost. You have ruled them harshly and
brutally.” To see the Almighty’s sword strike such shameful shepherds would be no
surprise. In fact, he promised to strike them from their positions. (Ezekiel 34:10) “I am



against the shepherds and will hold them accountable for my flock. I will remove them
from tending the flock so that the shepherds can no longer feed themselves. I will rescue
my flock from their mouths, and it will no longer be food for them.” Would the sheep then
be shepherdless? No, because the Lord had already named their replacement. (Ezekiel
34:23-24) “I will place over them one shepherd, my servant David, and he will tend them;
he will tend them and be their shepherd. I the Lorp will be their God, and my servant
David will be prince among them. I the Lorp have spoken.”

That new Shepherd, the Son of the shepherd-king David, had been on the job for three
years. He had performed flawlessly and selflessly. He tended the sheep, and the sheep
trusted him. He was their protector and their prince. So why would the Lord strike down
this ideal caretaker who had done everything a faithful shepherd was supposed to do? Why
would a loving Father send a sword against his sinless Son whom he loved? You know
why: “God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son.”

A faithful shepherd places himself between the flock and danger. In this case, the danger
was God’s holy anger at sheep who would not listen: Sheep like us, who wander onto trails
of temptation to find treasures that turn into traps and pleasures that turn into pain. Yet in
his unfathomable love and wisdom, the sword of the Lord struck the Shepherd, not the
sheep. (Isaiah 53:6) We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to our own
way; and the Lorp has laid on him the iniquity of us all. We guilty sheep are spared from
God’s sword of justice. We defenseless sheep are saved from the roaring lion of hell. We
straying sheep are retrieved by a Shepherd who went all the way to the cross to rescue us,
“that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.” How incredible this
is!

The Heavenly Father who dearly loved his Holy Son, struck him with the sword of justice,
instead of striking us who deserved it! The Good, Loving, and Holy Shepherd willingly
took our place, and took the wounds we should have received, so we wouldn’t have to.
What a wonderful Shepherd, what a wonderful Savior, we have in Jesus who was struck
down as our Substitute! This obviously has spiritual and eternal ramifications for us. But it
also has some physical and temporary ramifications. When a shepherd is struck down,
what happens to the sheep? If you’re thinking, “They scatter in fear,” you’re thinking like
Zechariah. Zechariah wrote, “Strike the shepherd, and the sheep will be scattered.” (13:7)
En route to the Mount of Olives, Jesus quoted Zechariah’s prophecy to his disciples. Sure
enough, as the Good Shepherd was being bound for trial, the sheep bounded into the
darkness. There was more to Zechariah’s prophecy, and the news wasn’t cheerful. (13:7-8)
“Strike the shepherd, and the sheep will be scattered, and I will turn my hand against the
little ones. In the whole land,” declares the Lorp, “two-thirds will be struck down and
perish; yet one-third will be left in it.”

God is indeed a loving Father, but he is also a righteous judge who must administer the
justice that lawbreakers deserve. But why will two-thirds of the sheep be struck down and
perish, while one-third are left? Do not all deserve to perish? Yes, they do! Yet the Lord
promises to preserve a remnant, one-third of the flock. He leads this remnant (which
includes you and me), to see the damning problem in our sin, and the solution in our
Savior. Thanks be to God for his mercy that he intervenes for us!
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And what awaits the one-third? Zechariah continues: “This third I will put into the fire; I
will refine them like silver and test them like gold.” (13-9) Uh-oh. That doesn’t sound
pleasant. Many in Jesus’ day, as in Zechariah’s day, preferred an easy life. They wanted a
Messiah who would give them power and prosperity, comfort and ease, and their best life
right now. When Jesus explained that it would not be that way, most of his followers
deserted him to await a more satisfying Savior. The sheep abandoned the Good Shepherd.
But a few remained. When the Master asked the Twelve if they too wanted to leave, Peter
answered, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life” (John 6:68).
Those men too hoped for a life of power and prosperity, comfort and ease, and their best
life right now.

Instead, they would face refinement by fire. Jesus had bluntly warned them at the Last
Supper: “Remember what I told you: ‘A servant is not greater than his master.’ If they
persecuted me, they will persecute you also” (John 15:20) And a bit later, Jesus told them
“They will put you out of the synagogue; in fact, the time is coming when anyone who
kills you will think they are offering a service to God” (John 16:2). Yikes! We inwardly
hope that we will not be called on to endure such tests. A life of health, financial security,
bliss in every relationship, and all-around happiness is far more appealing. Many seek only
a Savior who will give them that kind of life. But what if the Lord allows us to taste pain
and sorrow, disappointment and defeat? Should we not welcome trials rather than run from
them? In fact, Jesus made it clear that following him would sometimes be challenging.
(Luke 14:27) And whoever does not carry their cross and follow me cannot be my
disciple. Following Jesus and bearing the crosses he lays on is indeed challenging. But it is
also an incredible privilege. And through our crosses, through the challenges we endure,
God refines us.

Fire burns, but it also purifies. Should we not desire a faith that is refined like silver and
gold? Should we not pray, “Lord, test me in the fire. Remove the impurities in my faith so
that my faith emerges stronger than ever?”” Look at how that refining and purifying
changed the apostles. After their release from the first of many imprisonments, Peter and
John rejoiced “because they had been counted worthy of suffering disgrace for the Name”
(Acts 5:41). And tradition reports that all of the disciples except John died as martyrs for
their persistence in clinging to Jesus. Trials are not supposed to be easy or pain-free. But
you have an ally who has already been through the fire. Before the Master and his disciples
left the upper room for Gethsemane, Jesus assured Peter: (Luke 22:31-32) “Simon, Simon,
Satan has asked to sift all of you as wheat. But I have prayed for you, Simon, that your
faith may not fail. And when you have turned back, strengthen your brothers.” Peter’s faith
faltered that night as he denied his Master three times. But his faith did not fail because his
Savior was praying for him. And when Peter turned back, Jesus forgave him and
commissioned him to feed the flock. Peter’s faith that he was the Savior’s chosen servant
was now stronger. His testimony that the Lord was his God was also stronger. And this
man, who had once appeared so weak, went on to strengthen his brothers (and sisters too)
who were in their own refining fire. Later he wrote to first-century believers: (1 Peter
1:6-7) In all this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have had to
suffer grief in all kinds of trials. These have come so that the proven genuineness of your
faith—of greater worth than gold, which perishes even though refined by fire—may result
in praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed.
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Like the disciples in the garden, we have had our own embarrassing moments that revealed
our still-imperfect faith. We’ve had times when we have quietly run away from our Good
Shepherd. They happen when standing up for Jesus in the face of enemies seems too
dangerous, when standing up for the truth in the face of lies seems too difficult, when
standing up for good in the face of evil seems even deadly. Our devotion from a distance
has often wilted into denial in the heat of battle, as Peter’s did.

If you have acted like those disciples who scattered, remember that the Good Shepherd
allowed those timid sheep to return. He has been praying for you in your trials, and he will
not let your faith fail. He knows that after the test, your faith will emerge from the fire
purer and stronger. He has already purified you from sin, when he was struck by the sword
for you. Listen again to Zechariah as he describes the result of the refining process: (13:9)
“They will call on my name and I will answer them; I will say, ‘They are my people,” and
they will say, ‘The Lorbp is our God.””

When your faith falters, you can still proclaim, “The Lord is my God.” When Satan
whispers that you are eternally lost for what you have done, you can still boast, “The Lord
is my God.” When you falter yet again and realize you left the Good Shepherd once more,
you can still return to him and rejoice that “The Lord is my God.” And when your Father
hears your confession of faith, he will proudly say, “These are my people.” When the Lord
looks at your heart and sees Jesus living there, he will lovingly say, “Yes, these are my
people.” Thanks be to Jesus that he is our Shepherd and we are his sheep. Thanks be to the
Father that he forgives us, wandering sheep that we are, for Jesus’ sake.



