What’s He Worth to You? - Zechariah 11:7-13

For some people, it’s no big deal to drop $100 on a nice dinner out. Others would rather buy 18 Big Macs for the same price and eat for half a month or stash away enough ramen to last a year. Some people gladly pay for tickets to see a performance at a theater. Others would rather watch 20 movies online or pick up free DVDs at the library.  It comes down to this: What’s it worth to you? Every day you face that question. Is it worth your time to run into town for a gallon of milk right now, or should you put it on the list for the next time you go out? Is it worth going to the gym today, or should I just wait until tomorrow?

Isn’t it true also that what people find worthwhile is reflected in their budgets, in their schedules, and where they spend their time. What’s it worth to you?  In our text, we’ll hear Zechariah change the question just a bit. He doesn’t ask, “What’s it worth to you?” Rather, “What’s he worth to you? What value do you put on Jesus?” 

We are exploring some of Zechariah’s prophecies this Lenten season to see how they were fulfilled in Jesus.  In this week’s prophecy, Zechariah describes a shepherd (himself) who’s fed up with his job. He was called to shepherd the flock (Israel).  Unfortunately, these sheep were sick, weak, and vulnerable. Their spiritual health had deteriorated because of their religious leaders, who had been unfaithful in their duties. The Lord had lost confidence in those sham shepherds, and the sheep were now “marked for slaughter.” For Zechariah, it appeared to be (pardon the pun) a dead-end job. 

Zechariah 11:7-13 describes the prophet’s tenure or occupation. It begins with promise but ended with him walking away in weariness and frustration.  So I shepherded the flock marked for slaughter, particularly the oppressed of the flock. Then I took two staffs and called one Favor and the other Union, and I shepherded the flock. In one month I got rid of the three shepherds.  We see here how Zechariah was a faithful shepherd (that’s what pastor means). He showed particular concern for the weakest. Sheep who were oppressed by their caretakers who cared only for what they could take. Unlike those caretakers, the prophet was dedicated to caring for the sheep with two staffs: one called Favor (grace) and the other Union (unity). He had been called by a God who wanted his people to experience his grace and enjoy unity with him and with one another.  “In one month,” the prophet writes, “I got rid of the three shepherds.” These shepherds are not named, but presumably they deserved to be fired. Surely the sheep would be grateful. But no!

The flock detested me, and I grew weary of them and said, “I will not be your shepherd. Let the dying die, and the perishing perish. Let those who are left eat one another’s flesh.”  Then I took my staff called Favor and broke it, revoking the covenant I had made with all the nations. It was revoked on that day, and so the oppressed of the flock who were watching me knew it was the word of the Lord.  I told them, “If you think it best, give me my pay; but if not, keep it.” So they paid me thirty pieces of silver.

Can you really blame Zechariah for quitting? If the sheep were determined to die, he wouldn’t stop them. Let them feed on one another! In the matter of fact he was so fed up that he didn’t even care if he got his last paycheck. He told them, “If you think it best, give me my pay; but if not, keep it.” They decided to give him his severance: 30 pieces of silver.  Now some estimates equate 30 pieces of silver with four months’ wages for a laborer. Not a tiny sum or a tidy sum. It was also the price paid to a slave’s owner if the slave was gored by a bull (Exodus 21:32). So you can also see how thirty pieces of silver offered for services rendered was an insult to God’s faithful servant. It said, “This is what we think you’re worth. Now get lost.”

The Lord said to me, “Throw it to the potter”—the handsome price at which they valued me! So I took the thirty pieces of silver and threw them to the potter at the house of the Lord.  So we see how the Lord told his shepherd to take that disgraceful sum and throw it away. It was basically a “shaking the dust off his feet” message to these ungrateful sheep who had been “marked for slaughter” by the Lord. “I don’t need you or your money.”
Many of God’s prophets had been frustrated by a stubborn, ungrateful Israel and their unfaithful shepherds. But here Zechariah was actually prophesying about another prophet-shepherd far in the future.  And we know that shepherd—the good one—who cared for his people perfectly, loved them dearly, and had only their best interests in mind. The dual staffs—Favor and Union—symbolized his desire to feed his flock with God’s grace and unite them into a harmonious nation. But we see later how the people didn’t care for this caretaker. They had no interest in his offer of grace, and they preferred to remain in their fractured factions. So, they rejected this Shepherd with shouts of “Crucify! Crucify!” They didn’t consider him worth a single piece of silver, much less 30.

Zechariah’s words also find fulfillment in Judas. The Jewish leaders were willing to hand over 30 pieces of silver to be rid of this troublemaker, Jesus, who threatened their control over the flock. Judas turned Jesus over for that “handsome price” but when he realized what he had done—betrayed innocent blood, sold out the Messiah—he was filled with remorse and threw the pieces into the temple. The Jewish leaders used the blood money to buy the potter’s field as a burial ground for indigent Jews. So now can you hear Zechariah’s prophetic words?

The Lord said to me, “Throw it to the potter”—the handsome price at which they valued me! So I took the thirty pieces of silver and threw them to the potter at the house of the Lord.  That “handsome price” paid to get rid of Israel’s Shepherd in Chief was insulting. “Take the money,” ordered the Lord, “and throw it to the potter.”  Year’s later Jesus would humbly go to the cross where he would pay an infinitely greater price for the souls of sheep who didn’t want him.
So, what’s this Shepherd worth to you? Would you betray him for four months’ wages? Would you pretend you didn’t know him in exchange for a sack of silver? Would you sell him out in return for a million dollars? I know your answer: “I would never sell out or give up my Savior for any amount of money!”

Maybe not.  But don’t we have to admit that there are times when we’ve traded Jesus for the acceptance of your peers? Have you swapped time with the Teacher for extra hours of entertainment or sleep?  What’s he worth to you if you can always find time for play but rarely find time for prayer? Does “me time” sometimes take priority over “he time”?  

Zechariah vents his disgust with the people of Israel:  The flock detested me, and I grew weary of them and said, “I will not be your shepherd. Let the dying die, and the perishing perish.”
Jesus too was grieved over the people of his day and their unbelief. They too were a flock “marked for slaughter.” As he stumbled toward Calvary, he warned those women who mourned his fate that destruction would befall them when Roman legions crushed the capital in 70 AD: “Daughters of Jerusalem, do not weep for me; weep for yourselves and for your children. For the time will come when you will say, ‘Blessed are the childless women, the wombs that never bore and the breasts that never nursed!’ Then ‘they will say to the mountains, “Fall on us!” and to the hills, “Cover us!”’ For if people do these things when the tree is green, what will happen when it is dry?” (Luke 23:28-31)
Does Jesus have reason to quote Zechariah in regard to us?  Yes, we deserve to hear him dismiss us and depart in disgust; yet he stays on the job, showing us daily, undeserved favor. If Jesus were asked, “What is that sinner—the one in the pew over there—worth to you?” he would answer without hesitation, “That sinner is worth everything!  That sinner is worth my life! That sinner is worth my divine blood!” He pays it all, for me.  What grace is this!
Our Savior wasn’t concerned about the value placed on him by the ungrateful sheep and their unethical shepherds. He was more concerned with the value he placed on you. That holy Son of God was willing to be sold for 30 pieces of silver, willing to be betrayed with a kiss, willing to be handed over to his enemies, willing to be sentenced to death as a criminal. He bought in to a plan to be sold out by Judas so that he could buy you “not with gold or silver but with his holy, precious blood and with his innocent suffering and death.”  What love!  What grace – sweet grace – for me.
What’s he worth to you? Is he worth giving up a few trinkets or toys, a few nights out, or some frilly extras so that you might generously support his work? Is he worth setting aside some free time to serve in his house? Is he worth taking the risk of talking to a neighbor or friend about your best friend? You show Jesus what he is worth to you by where he fits in your budget, your schedule, your heart.

Unfortunately, many consider Christ to be worth only 30 pieces of silver, if that. But not us.  We know him as our precious, priceless, irreplaceable Savior. He’s worth everything we have and everything we are!  Let’s how that worth in our lives of faith to him and others.  Amen. 
