
Today we are going to study the fourth-night vision and see a new
dimension to God’s glorious future kingdom. So far, we’ve learned
that God’s character – namely, his jealousy motivates his grace, that
justice will come to those who abused God’s people, that God’s
salvation comes in unexpected means, and that God will accomplish
his goal with creation: he will dwell amid his people.

Now, in the fourth-night vision, we learn about the restoration of
the priesthood and the people. The main idea of this passage is that
the restoration of God’s people depends on a coming Messiah.

Let’s investigate this passage now.

Restoration of the Priesthood: Zechariah 3:1-5
In verses 1-5, we see a vision of a restored priesthood. This vision
describes this restoration from two perspectives. The first
perspective involves silencing Satan (3:1-2). We learn in these verses
that Satan was accusing Joshua. The word for Satan means “the
accuser”. Most of your English Bibles will have a footnote next to
the name, Satan, saying this. This detail is very important because
here in verse 1 we see Satan doing what he always does: accusing
God’s people.
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Now, let’s understand the nature of this accusation. It is warranted
because the priesthood had committed terrible sins. Ezekiel is a
prophet who began his ministry about seventy years before
Zechariah, and in his book, we learn about the atrocities
committed in the temple. In Ezekiel 8, for example, we learn that
false worship was extensive. Before the destruction of the temple
in 586 BC, an image of jealousy was erected in the doorway to the
temple (Ezekiel 8:5). When worshippers would come to the temple,
they would see an idol. Moreover, on the temple walls, there were
snakes and beasts engraved on the walls. Idols filled the temple
(Ezekiel 8:8-13) so much that the rooms of the elders were called
“rooms of pictures” (Ezekiel 8:12). The temple had become a temple
of idols.

The sins of the priests, however, extend further. Ezekiel sees
women weeping for Tammuz, a Babylonian deity of vegetation
(Ezekiel 8:14-15). These women mourn for this deity at the end of
the summer when the plants stop growing (See Dictionary of
Classical Hebrew, 640). This season was believed to mark her
death, and the thought of plants no longer growing was a
dangerous reality to farmers. This activity is happening under the
watch of the priests. The men too are caught up in idolatry. Ezekiel
sees twenty-five men with their backs to the altar all worshipping
the sun (8:16). Before the destruction of Solomon’s temple in 586,
we could safely say that this temple was a temple of idolatry, not
true worship.

Thus, when Satan stands accusing Joshua, he is bringing up
terrible sins worthy of accusation. He could say, “Remember the
image of jealousy erected under their watch!” 
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Remember the women crying tears for Tammuz and the men
sacrificing to the sun!” Satan’s accusations are warranted. If all that
was being considered in God’s courtroom were the life of the
priests, Satan’s accusations would win the day.

God’s grace, however, changes everything. We learned this in
Zechariah 1 when the angel asked God how much longer he was
going to be angry with his people. The Lord answered gracious and
comforting words (Zechariah 1:12-13). We learn this idea again here,
in Zechariah 3, when the Lord described Jerusalem as chosen (3:2).
God has chosen to extend grace to his people. Notice how the Lord
describes Joshua as a stick plucked from the fire (3:2). Joshua was
experiencing the judgment of God – fire – but God chose to pluck
him from the fire. This act of God silenced Satan. 

The reality of God choosing to extend his grace silences Satan’s
accusations. God’s grace rebukes Satan. Again, Satan is not rebuked
because his accusations are not true; truly, the priesthood had
committed terrible sins. Rather, Satan is rebuked because he
doesn’t consider God’s grace. Whenever you experience the
accusation of Satan, you are hearing words that have not considered
the magnitude and glory of God’s grace. God’s grace is more
powerful than your sin. God’s grace is effective enough to cover
your sins. God’s grace triumphs over sin. Thus, when experiencing
accusation, the godly way forward is not to ignore the seriousness
of our sin or pretend like our sin is not “that bad” but to take
seriously God’s grace amid our sin. Yes, we deserve hell, but Jesus
has crushed hell for us! The Lord rebuked Satan because God had
graciously dealt with the people’s sins. Satan doesn’t consider God’s
grace. 
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When suffering under the accusation of Satan, do not be like Satan.
Consider God’s grace. Consider that God’s grace triumphs over sin. 

The second perspective involves cleansing Joshua (3-5). In some
ways, verses 3-5 repeat the point of verses 1-2. For example, in
verses 1-2, Joshua is accused by Satan and in verse 3, Joshua is
filthy. From both perspectives, there is something seriously wrong
with Joshua. Joshua is guilty and dirty. Yet, God does something for
Joshua. In verses 1-2, God rebukes Satan by again choosing
Jerusalem, and now in verses 3-5, God replaces Joshua’s filthy
clothes with pure ones.

We need to realize that the images used here all demonstrate
Joshua’s inability to help himself. He is a stick plucked from the fire
(2), rightly accused by Satan, and clothed in filthy garments. Joshua
is disqualified from living the purpose he was called to live – serve
as a priest – and he cannot do anything about this. But God can! God
has the power and the desire to silence Satan, to pluck sinners from
the fire, and to restore us to live intentionally and purposefully.
This is what God has done to us, and desires to do to everyone who
has yet to come to him. He delights in silencing the accuser for you,
clothing you in clean garments, and restoring you to live on mission
for his glory. 

In these verses, Zechariah sees a vision of a restored priesthood. 
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The Commission of the Priesthood: Zechariah 3:6-7
God restores the priesthood in verses 1-5, and now he commissions
them in verses 6-7 to walk in his ways and to keep his charge (7).
This charge is a command to the priests to function according to
their design. They are to offer the right sacrifices, teach the people
rightly, and love God completely, and if they do, God promises that
they will continue to serve as priests. Now let’s point out a few
important details about this commission.

First, the context of this conditional statement is restoration (1-5).
Joshua has been restored gloriously and he doesn’t deserve it, yet
God restores him. This is the context of the command to obey God.
You see, we get into trouble when we forget this context. At times
we think of God as someone who is just telling us what to do,
period, without remembering that his commandments always flow
from his grace. We also get into trouble when we think that the
power to obey God’s command comes from us: hard work, for
example. The commands to obey God flow from his grace and grace
is what gives us the power to obey. We must consider God’s
commands this way.

Second, the priests must obey since they only have “the right of
access” if they obey (7). Priests, by definition, provide access to God
for sinful people. They can only do that if they have access to God.
The point is significant: the fate of the people depends on the
quality of their priest. In Judah’s past, the priests sinned so the
people lost access to God. 

PAGE  5  |  ZECHAR IAH SER I ES



The Branch: Zechariah 3:8-10
God has restored the priesthood (3:1-5) and commissioned them to
walk in obedience (3:6-7), but the sin problem hasn’t been
completely resolved. Zechariah heard the Lord announce in the
vision that Joshua’s iniquity had been taken away, but historically,
the people’s sin still reigned. This was true even of the priests.
Zechariah will be martyred by this people, perhaps by the priests
since he is martyred in the temple (see Matthew 23:35//Luke 11:51).
By the time of Malachi (maybe twenty years later), the priests will
be engaging in all kinds of sinful behavior. They will permit the
people to offer blind and lame sacrifices to God, not spotless ones
(Malachi 1:6-14). They’ll teach the word of God poorly and with
partiality (Malachi 2:1-9), and at least some of the priests will
divorce their wives (Malachi 2:13-16). Sin is still a major problem,
even for the priests. 

Understanding the historical setting helps us realize that the details
of Zechariah 3 are still future. The restoration of the priesthood
along with their forgiveness is still to come. The point of this vision
is not ultimately about the restoration of Joshua and his fellow
priests. Rather, they are signs of something to come (8 [See Webb,
88]). Moreover, God gave a stone to Joshua with his promise
engraved on it: “I will remove the iniquity of this land in a single
day” (3:9). Each day that the priests went into the temple to make
sacrifices for the people, they were reminded that one day soon, the
removal of sin would be complete when the Branch comes (see
Barry Webb’s commentary here, 88-90). 
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The term branch refers to an offshoot of a plant, but it is used
figuratively in the Old Testament to speak a son of David who will
rule justly and righteously (Jeremiah 33:15). This future king will be
given the name “the Lord is my righteousness” (Jeremiah 23:6), and
here in Zechariah 3:8, he is called “my servant” (3:8). He comes for a
specific task: to remove the iniquity of his people in a single day
(3:9). At the end of the night visions, in Zechariah 6, he is described
as the one who builds the temple. He builds the temple, which
according to Zechariah 2 is a city-wide temple – a fulfillment of
God’s goal in creation – by removing the sin of the land in a single
day (9). 

Verse 10 truly is significant. In verse 10, we see God’s people
inviting their friends to come and eat the fruit of their vines and
trees. This is a picture of peace and prosperity. It is a restoration of
what was lost at the fall, and this restoration depends on the Branch
who would come and remove our iniquity in a single day. The night
visions depend on the coming Messiah, a priest whose quality gives
us access to God. 

Application
This passage should affect us in several ways, but let’s focus on two.
First, the image of Joshua’s restoration in verses 1-5 and the
people’s restoration in verse 10 is a picture of our restoration. We
were unable to save ourselves. Like Joshua we were a stick plucked
from the fire in need of rescue and praise the Lord, Jesus has
rescued us so that we get to experience peace and prosperity in
God’s kingdom now partially, and fully in the era to come. Let’s
rejoice in Jesus: he saved us! 
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Second, let’s live on mission. Our culture tells us to live as if this
life is it. The phrase “you only live once” is famous, but the phrase
is a lie. All who repent from their sin and trust in Jesus will live
forever with God enjoying his presence and living on an adventure
for eternity. Therefore, this season is marked by mission. Eternity is
tomorrow, not today, so let’s be a people who work hard for the
kingdom.
 
Perhaps there is a person here today who is still guilty before God,
filthy, and accused by Satan. Would you come to Jesus today by
trusting that he died for you and by confessing him as your Lord?
Would you come to the one who delights in silencing the accuser for
you and making you clean?

Prayer 
Lord, help us to rejoice in your salvation and to live on mission, and
draw people to you today. We pray these things in Jesus’ name,
amen. 
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