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“THE FLOCK DOOMED TO SLAUGHTER”

I. Introduction 

A. When we are children, our future dreams tend to be pretty unrealistic.  

1. Little boys may want to be cowboys or knights when they grow up. 

2. Little girls may want to be princesses when they grow up.  

3. Sometimes older siblings take it upon themselves to explain that 
such dreams are not really achievable.  

4. In our family, we refer to this as “raining on someone’s parade.”  

B. Zechariah 11 is something like that.  

1. It is a dark prophecy, a prophecy of coming judgment for Israel.  

2. It was given at a point when things were finally starting to look a 
little brighter for God’s people.  

3. A remnant had returned to Jerusalem.  

4. The temple was nearly rebuilt.  

5. Much of Zechariah’s prophecy provides encouragement for God’s 
people. 

6. Yet in this text the Lord refers to Israel as a flock doomed to 
slaughter.  

7. The fact that God does this tells us something very important about 
the life of faith.  

8. It reminds us that even when things are looking pretty good to us, 
we always need to be on guard against the danger of rejecting God 
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as our true shepherd.  

II. God Gives Them Over (1-6) 

A. The chapter opens with a dirge, a song of lament sung at funerals.  

1. This summons to wail and mourn is actually a predictive prophecy.  

2. It forecasts coming judgment in the form that will be sung to 
lament that judgment.  

3. The command to “Open your doors” for the devouring fire stands 
in sharp contrast to the command at the beginning of chapter 10 to 
“Ask rain from the LORD”.  

4. Instead of rain producing an abundant harvest, this is a picture of a 
terrible storm that lays waste to the entire region.  

5. This reminds us that those who will not ask the Lord for his 
blessing will eventually have to open their doors for his judgment.  

B. As far as who is being addressed in these verses, we see the names 
“Lebanon” and “Bashan” and “Jordan”, along with a reference to Israel’s 
shepherds.  

1. Lebanon was the region that bordered Israel to the north.  

2. It was famous for its cedars, which were used to build large 
structures like temples and palaces.  

3. King Solomon secured a great deal of cedar from Lebanon for the 
construction of Israel’s temple and his royal palace.  

4. For this reason, the cedars of Lebanon came to symbolize the 
magnificence of Solomon’s kingdom, and the prophets sometimes 
used them as a symbol of Israel’s pride.  

5. We see this in Isaiah 2, where it says, “For the LORD of hosts has a 
day against all that is proud and lofty, against all that is lifted up—
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and it shall be brought low; against all the cedars of Lebanon, lofty 
and lifted up; and against all the oaks of Bashan”. (Is 2:12–13)  

C. Bashan was the area northeast of the Sea of Galilee, known today as the 
Golan Heights.  

1. It was once thickly forested, but the trees had been felled in order to 
make use of its fertile ground for grazing.  

2. This, along with the burning of Lebanon’s cedars, is being used 
here as a picture of the downfall of the high and mighty in Israel.  

3. In other words, the fate that came upon Israel at the the time of the 
Babylonian exile was going to be repeated.  

4. Once again, the unfaithfulness of Israel’s leaders will result in 
judgment.  

5. This is pointing to the events that reached their climax when the 
Romans laid waste to the temple in AD 70.  

D. After the opening dirge, Zechariah is commanded to perform a symbolic 
action, an action that is like an enacted parable.  

1. He is told to become the shepherd of a flock that is doomed to 
slaughter.  

2. This is a picture of the future that lay ahead for Israel, the fate that 
would befall them soon after the Messiah came into the world.  

3. Israel’s leaders, their shepherds, will have no regard for the welfare 
of the people entrusted to their care.  

4. They will only use the flock for their own benefit.  

5. And this will cause the people to become as corrupt and guilty as 
their leaders.  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6. The prophet Jeremiah describes this when he says, “An appalling 
and horrible thing has happened in the land:  the prophets 
prophesy falsely, and the priests rule at their direction; my people 
love to have it so, but what will you do when the end comes?” (Jer 
5:30–31)  

7. The people love having unfaithful leaders.  

8. In our text, Zechariah is saying that this dynamic will result in God 
having a lack of pity on his sheep as they continually go astray.  

9. He will give them over to those who will bring a final end to their 
existence as a theocratic nation.  

E. The fact that the Lord gave this prophecy through Zechariah and saw to 
its fulfillment some five hundred years later should lead us to ponder the 
prophecies of the church’s future that are found in the New Testament.  

1. One such prophecy comes from Jesus himself, who said that “false 
christs and false prophets will arise and perform great signs and 
wonders, so as to lead astray, if possible, even the elect.” (Mt. 24:24)  

2. We need to feel the force of those words.   

3. Jesus is warning us against being lax and presumptuous.   

4. He wants us to be alarmed, because he wants us to remain on 
guard.  

5. We always need to be on the lookout for false teaching.  

6. We need to be suspicious when we hear people making sweeping 
promises.  

7. Jesus said that many who are outwardly a part of his church will be 
led astray by false deliverers and false sages.  

8. May we never forget that Jesus, though rejected by those who 
claimed to be the builders of God’s kingdom, is the cornerstone 
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upon which that kingdom is built.  

9. As the apostle Peter said before the Sanhedrin, “there is salvation in 
no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among 
men by which we must be saved.” (Acts 4:12)  

III. God Annuls the Covenant (7-14)  

A. This brings us to the second part of our text, where we see the Lord 
annulling his covenant with Israel.  

1. Zechariah tells us that he began his shepherding task by taking two 
staffs to use in tending the sheep.  

2. One staff was called Favor and the other was called Union.  

3. These staffs represented God’s covenantal favor toward Israel and 
his creation of them as one people consisting of twelve tribes.  

4. The staffs were also symbolic of the Lord’s faithfulness in keeping 
watch over his flock.  

B. The Lord says in verse 8 that in one month he destroyed “the three 
shepherds.”  

1. There are various interpretations of the identity of these three 
shepherds, and it is difficult to decide on this with any certainty.  

2. Regardless of the specifics, the basic idea is clear:  God is saying 
that he removed false leadership swiftly and on multiple occasions.  

3. He gave his people time to repent, but they did not.  

4. Instead, they detested the Lord and rejected him.  

5. This reached its climax in their rejection of Jesus, the great shepherd 
of the sheep.  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6. As John tells us in the prologue to his Gospel, Jesus “came to his 
own, and his own people did not receive him.” (Jn. 1:11)  

C. Eventually, God’s patience with Israel was exhausted.  

1. Their rejection of him caused him to annul his covenant with them.  

2. This is referring to the Sinai covenant, the covenant by which Israel 
was constituted as God’s theocratic nation, the one geopolitical 
entity in all the earth that was a holy nation and a kingdom of 
priests.  

3. Jesus spoke of the end of that arrangement when he told the 
Pharisees, “Therefore I tell you, the kingdom of God will be taken 
away from you and given to a people producing its fruits.” (Matt 
21:43)   

4. By breaking his staff called Favor, Zechariah symbolized the 
removal of God’s favor from Israel as a theocracy.  

5. And by breaking his staff called Union, Zechariah symbolized the 
final breakdown of the nation by pointing back to the tragic 
division into northern and southern kingdoms after Solomon died.  

D. God’s covenant with Israel came to an end because they would not let him 
rule over them.  

1. The same stipulation governs the covenant relationship that we 
have with God as Christians.  

2. Jesus is our Lord.  

3. He tells us that all who come to him must take his yoke upon them.  

4. To be sure, it is a light and easy yoke, unlike the heavy and 
burdensome yoke that we are under as long as we are slaves to sin.  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5. But by using the image of a yoke, Jesus is reminding us that we 
cannot come to him on our terms.  

6. We cannot use him to fix our problems and then go on living 
however we please.  

7. The only way we can enjoy a relationship with him is if we are 
truly ruled by him.  

E. After breaking his staffs and ending his relationship with his flock, 
Zechariah then asks for his wages.  

1. He is paid thirty pieces of silver, which the Lord instructs him to 
throw to the potter who made vessels in the house of the Lord.  

2. This is a prophecy of Judas’ betrayal of Jesus for thirty pieces of 
silver, which he later threw down in the temple before committing 
suicide in his despair.  

3. As for the meaning of this detail here in Zechariah, many argue that 
thirty pieces of silver was a paltry sum and that this is why it was 
rejected by the prophet.  

4. The problem with this view is that thirty pieces of silver seems to 
have been a significant amount of money at that time.  

5. It was the price that had to be paid to make restitution if your ox 
gored your neighbor’s slave.  

6. In light of this, it seems more likely that Zechariah rejected these 
wages because they were given by people who detested him.  

7. The point is that God does not want anything from us if we are not 
willing to submit our hearts to him.  

IV. God Raises Up a Foolish Shepherd (15-17)  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A. This brings us to the last part of the passage, where we see the Lord 
raising up a foolish shepherd to be over his people.  

1. This shepherd will care nothing for the sheep.  

2. He will not care when they are under attack.  

3. He will neglect the weakest members, the young and the maimed.  

4. He will not provide nourishment for those who are strong.  

5. The only thing he will do is devour the flesh of the fat ones.  

6. This is the kind of shepherd that Israel deserved.  

7. They deserved a shepherd who neglects and exploits and preys 
upon his flock.  

B. This is a picture of much of the government that was over Israel up until 
the coming of Christ.  

1. It describes the priests, the scribes, and the Pharisees of Jesus’ day.  

2. It also describes the nations that ruled over them, including the 
Romans.  

3. Israel derived no benefit from such leadership.  

4. They were only fattened for slaughter.  

V. Conclusion 

A. We are all sheep, and sheep cannot shepherd themselves.  

B. Everyone has some kind of shepherd.  

C. This text warns that if you will not submit to the rule of Christ the good 
shepherd, then you will be subject to the blind guide of self, the shaping 
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influence of this evil age, and the tyranny of the devil.  

D. This is why the Scriptures issue this urgent summons, a summons that 
also contains a wonderful promise:  “Kiss the Son, lest he be angry, and 
you perish in the way, for his wrath is quickly kindled.  Blessed are all 
who take refuge in him.” (Ps 2:12)


