
Zechariah 12 is complex and surprising. Its complexity depends on
what it describes: a future coming “day.” The topic of a future
coming day becomes the major focus of Zechariah 12-14. Explicit
reference is made to a future coming “day” fifty-one times in the
book of Zechariah, and forty-four of those occurrences are found in
Zechariah 12-14. Overall, there are forty-four verses in Zechariah
12-14 and eighteen of these verses have a direct reference to this
future coming day: that is 40% of the verses of Zechariah 12-14. A
major shift occurs in Zechariah’s final sermon. His attention is
focused almost entirely on a distant “day.”

Zechariah 12 is also incredibly surprising since this future day is
described as glorious for God’s people. It is a day of salvation, not of
judgment which is a surprise given the context of Zechariah 9-11.
The king comes to God’s people and we reject him. This fact would
lead us all to assume that judgment is coming for God’s people, but
that assumption would be wrong. Finally, Zechariah 12 is surprising
because salvation, according to Zechariah 12, leads to grief.

The main idea of this sermon is that salvation leads God’s people to
secure grief because of who God is. As we meditate on this truth, I
hope that we would be moved to experience this secure, godly grief.
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The God of Judah (Zechariah 12:1)
Zechariah’s second sermon spans Zechariah 12-14 and concerns
Israel (1). Despite this fact, Zechariah begins this sermon by
describing God, not Israel, and this description is not haphazard or
off-topic. Rather, it is significant and strategically placed because
of the content of Zechariah 9-11. Zechariah 9-11 describes how
sinful humanity naturally rejects the king we need most (9:17;
10:12). He comes to his people so that they might flourish
(Zechariah 9:17; 10:12), but instead of embracing him and
worshipping him, they reject him.

Zechariah designed the trajectory of the book so that we are
convinced at the moment of Zechariah 12 that there is no hope for
Zechariah’s audience. This is the obvious conclusion at this point
in the book since we saw God come to his people despite them in
Zechariah 1. The people had failed to repent for decades, but God
still called them to himself. Then, in Zechariah 1-6, God showed
them a glorious future of a new era marked by God’s presence and
the removal of their sin (see Webb’s description, 106). Despite
these promises, God’s people once again became corrupt
(Zechariah 10:2; 11). They were not loyal to God nor did they treat
one another with dignity (see, for example, Zechariah 11:4-5).
Therefore, as we approach Zechariah 12, we are convinced that
there is no hope for God’s people. God has pursued them
constantly, yet they’ve rejected him constantly. Is our God’s mercy
exhausted? Or is his ability to transform us limited? God’s people
have failed again. Is there any hope for us?
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Thus, the strategic and theologically significant word of Zechariah
12:1:

"Thus declares the LORD, who stretched out the heavens and
founded the earth and formed the spirit of man within him (12:1)."

Zechariah’s audience – who represents the natural response of all of
sinful humanity – has failed, and what does God do? He focuses
their attention – and ours – not on their failure, but God’s
character. He is our creator! He had a plan in creation, a good plan
for us, and he has the power to accomplish this plan despite
Zechariah’s audience. God’s character changes everything, and amid
spiritual failure, God directs his people’s attention to his power and
his plan: he created all things.

God’s Coming Day (Zechariah 12:2-9)
I do not think we can remind ourselves enough of the context of
Zechariah 9-11. As we begin to wade into the glory of Zechariah 12,
let’s understand that Zechariah’s audience did not deserve this
promise. God’s glorious promises in Zechariah 12 are good for God’s
people but despite them. They rejected their coming king.

When we examine this future day, we see that it is a day, unlike
Judah's past. It will be a day of protection and empowerment (2-9).
The context for these themes is war and intense conflict. The
history of humanity is filled with conflict. At the beginning of God’s
story, there is conflict when Cain murders Abel. At the end of the
OT, there is conflict: Zechariah (probably the Zechariah of this
book) is murdered (see Matthew 23:35//Luke 11:51). Conflict is found
throughout the end of the story too. 
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For example, throughout history, a large number of believers are
murdered for their faith and John describes them as awaiting justice
(Revelation 6:9-11). The city of man is in constant conflict with the
city of God, and thus, it is no mistake that this future “day” is
marked by conflict. 

Now, the memory of conflict – and the memory of being crushed by
conflict – is near to Zechariah’s audience. In 605, 597, and 586,
Babylon conquered Judah, exiled the people, and destroyed their
culture. This people and their parents have the memory of battle
horses, riders, and fire destroying their homes and families, but
now, in Zechariah 12, Zechariah explains that Judah’s past will be
reversed. Although they experienced the crushing power of war
horses and their riders, they will experience a different outcome
entirely on this future “day” since God will protect and empower his
people. 

This future day will be an emphatic day of God’s protection and
empowerment. Notice God’s protection of his people. He describes
this protection in verse 4 – God fights for his people and strikes the
horses of their enemies with panic and their riders with madness
(4). Similarly, in verses 8-9, God defends his people from their
enemies. God doesn’t just protect his people, he empowers them in
verses 5-7. He makes them like a torch of fire and his enemies like a
forest of trees (6). Zechariah is describing a coming day marked by
God’s empowerment and God’s protection. Thus, this future day will
be a day, unlike Judah’s past. 
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God’s Coming Day and Our Grief (Zechariah 12:10-14)
This future day will be a “day” marked by intense grief.
Immediately, you should be wondering why? If this day is a day of
victory marked by God’s protection and God’s empowerment,
shouldn’t it be a day of celebration? That is right, it is a day of
celebration, but we will have to wait until Zechariah 14 for that
point. Zechariah emphasizes a different point in chapter 12: God’s
salvation leads God’s people to grief. Let’s explore why.

First, this day is a day of grief because of what God does for us. God
pours out on his people a spirit of grace and pleas for grace (10).
“Grace” means undeserved favor. God looks at his people favorably,
and we did not deserve it. Zechariah’s audience did not deserve this
grace. They did not deserve to be empowered with God’s strength;
they rejected the king they needed (Zechariah 11), and although they
repented of their sins in Zechariah 1, they quickly returned to it
(Zechariah 11). God’s people deserve his wrath, not his favor. Yet,
this future day is marked by grace because God chooses to pour
grace upon his people.

God just doesn’t give us a spirit of grace, but a spirit of “pleas for
grace.” In other words, God moves us to be the kind of people who
seek grace and who ask for it (Boda, 714). This is the natural effect of
grace: it transforms us and moves us to a new activity. Instead of
justifying ourselves for why we rejected the coming king, we repent
from doing so. Grace transforms us from justifying our sin and
making excuses for it to begging God to forgive us for our sins. It
does this because grace makes us safe. In other words, grace
provides the safety we need to be honest about our failures, our
faithlessness, and our sin (see Boda, 720). 
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God not only gives us grace – he looks on us with favor – he
transforms us to be a people who repent from our past sins.

Now, this gift of grace and gift of “pleas for mercy” results in
intense grief. Notice the words “so that” in verse 10. These words
indicate the idea of “result.” In other words, the result of God
showing us grace and moving us to ask for grace is incredible grief.
It is compared to the grief experienced by parents after losing a
child, a firstborn son (10). This is one of the worst pains a person
can experience. It is further compared to the grief experienced in
the plain of Megiddo which likely refers to the pain experienced
after king Josiah died there (2 Chronicles 35:24). King Josiah was a
great king who was leading God’s people well. Spiritually they were
thriving and things looked good, but he died prematurely, and God’s
people spiraled into moral decay and spiritual bankruptcy. This is a
mourning for crushed hope. Finally, it is described as a kind of grief
that causes isolation and loneliness (11-14). Each family grieves
alone “on that day.”

Second, this day is a day of grief because of what we’ve done. This
final day is marked by grief because of one particular sin. The sin is
the rejection of the king. Zechariah described this sin in Zechariah
11: the people preferred wicked shepherds to the good shepherd. He
describes the rejection of the shepherd again here as “looking on
me whom they have pierced” (12:10). This statement is theologically
significant in so many ways. Notice, the identity of whom we look on
– me. The person speaking here is none other than God, and when
we understand that Hebrew loves to repeat itself, we learn an
incredible truth here. The truth is that the shepherd king whom
Zechariah represented in Zechariah 11 is none other than God. 
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What does that then indicate to us about God if we pierce him – a
statement about this shepherd king’s death? When John says a
soldier piercing Jesus’ side is a fulfillment of this verse, John is
identifying Jesus as none other than the Lord – the “me” of
Zechariah 12:10 that we pierce is the Lord. 

Application 
The future day will be a glorious day – a reversal of our past, and it
is clear that we do not deserve this future. The trajectory of
Zechariah is constructed so that when we reach Zechariah 12 we
conclude that all is lost. But it isn’t because of who God is. Instead
of this future day being a day of destruction, this future day is a day
of great and glorious salvation.

Although this day is a day of great and glorious salvation, it doesn't
only produce in us incredible joy. It also produces grief within us.
God gave us a spirit of “grace” and a spirit of “pleas for grace” so
that we mourn when we look at our sin. Zechariah is describing
godly grief and secure grief that we should all experience as we
think about our sins. We rejected the king that we needed most but
he still came for us. Thus, we experience godly, secure grief.

This grief is not grief experienced in the context of danger. We are
not in danger any longer. Our past sin is no longer a threat to us
because God has poured out on us a spirit of “grace.” I hope today
that the security we have in Jesus would move us to take sin
seriously. It is a heinous rejection of the king. This reality should
produce grief in us, but not a kind of grief accompanied by danger.
We are safe in Jesus by his grace.
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Non-Christian, would you come to Jesus today? Would you take
serious your sin but take with greater seriousness the grace of our
King. You come to Jesus by confessing him as your Lord and by
believing that he died for you and rose again from the dead (Romans
10:9). Would you come to him today?

Prayer
God, please move us to be a people who take sin and grace
seriously. Draw people to yourself today. We pray these things in
Jesus’ name, amen.
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