
Zechariah 13:9  This third I will bring 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 Lord is our God.'


Not really very good numbers are they?  What I'm talking about is the "third" that is mentioned in our text.  When only a third is talked of and you realize that means that two-thirds is left out, you realize that a third is really a rather small number.  Especially we realize that a third is a small number when we understand that this text is speaking of those who are true believers in the Lord.


That’s shocking.  It’s terrible.  It is real.


Perhaps the most disturbing thing about this "third" is that it is the Lord who says, "This is the way it will be."  Two-thirds will be lost.  One third will be faithful.  Or to put it in other words that we have heard consider Matthew 7:13-14, "Enter through the narrow gate.  For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it.  But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it."  These are the words of Jesus.  Jesus says too that only a small number will believe.


Or consider the parable of the Sower that Jesus told.  In that parable there were 4 aspects to the seed that was sown.  The seed that fell along the path and was eaten by birds.  The seed that fell on the rocky places, grew and died when the sun scorched it.  The seed that fell among the thorns.  It too grew and died because the thorns choked it.  Then the fourth seed.  It fell on the good soil where it grew and multiplied by a hundred, sixty, or thirty times.


Jesus himself explained that parable.  He said, "When anyone hears the message about the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away what was sown in his heart.  This is the seed sown along the path.  The one who received the seed that fell on rocky places is the man who hears the word and at once receives it with joy.  But since he has no root, he last only a short time.  When trouble or persecution comes because of the word, he quickly falls away.  The one who received the seed that fell among the thorns is the man who hears the word, but the worries of this life and the deceitfulness of wealth choke it, making it unfruitful.  But the one who received the seed that fell on good soil is the man who hears the word and understands it.  He produces a crop, yielding a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown."

Clearly this parable teaches that only about 25% of the world will be believers in the true and only God.  The figures are staggering.  They are terrible.  They are the truth and they give us pause for thinking about our very own souls.


If only a third or a fourth of the people of this world are going to be true believers then what shall we do?  Shall we give up?  Shall we decide it doesn't matter and that since percentages are against us we may as well just understand that we're headed for hell so eat, drink and be merry now because the fun will one day end?  Or shall we strive to hear and understand?  Shall we consider the Word and God's promises to the world?  Shall we be a part of the third because we hold to God's promises?


Let's consider our text then under the theme: THE BELIEVING THIRD.  1st. We are refined with fire.  2nd.  We will call on the Lord.  3rd. We will be His people.


The text before us is a prophetic text.  Here we find God's prophet Zechariah speaking those things that the Lord has revealed to him.  All of this occurs around 520 B.C. many, many years before Jesus would even be born.  Yet without a doubt, what Zechariah speaks, especially in the section before us, is about the days of and the results of Jesus' coming as the Savior God of the world.


Consider the words that are found in chapter 12.  Verses 10-14 are titled: "Mourning for the One They Pierced."  Chapter 13 begins with the title: "Cleansing from Sin," and continues with the section of our text, "The Shepherd Struck, the Sheep Scattered."   Chapter 14 is titled: "The Lord Comes and Reigns."  This whole end section of Zechariah is about the Messiah to come.  It is about Jesus, our Savior from sin.


Of course the problem that many people have is Jesus.  There are so many who don't want to hear about sin and our Savior from sin.  There are so many who don't want to know about grace, God's grace and how it is our sole means of salvation.  There are so many who find the history, the record, the very thought of Jesus and all that He's done the silliest and most foolish thing that religious men could ever have come up with.  In other words, Jesus and what He is about is the very problem that most people have.


Isn't that what God tells us?  That men because of their sinful nature would reject God.   What happened when Paul preached in the Areopagus in Athens?  Acts 17:18+32 says, "A group of Epicurean and Stoic philosophers began to dispute with him.  Some of them asked, "What is this babbler trying to say?"  Others remarked, "He seems to be advocating foreign gods."  They said this because Paul was preaching the good news about Jesus and the resurrection...When they heard about the resurrection of the dead, some of them sneered."  1 Corinthians 1:18ff tells us this, "For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God...For since in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom did not know him, God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save those who believe.   There is no doubt that Jesus Christ is considered foolishness by the world and as such there is no doubt that the world, on its very own, will reject and spurn the message of Jesus, God and Lord of all.


What shall we do?  Should we go along with the world?  Should we decide with them that God’s Word is dumb, just the writings of silly men, not to be believed or heard!  Should we decide that the idea of a Savior from sin is foolishness?  Or shall we will rely on the Lord!  Will we hear and believe what God himself has said?  Will we be the third brought into the fire because it is God who acts and saves, it is God who declares: "This third I will bring into the fire; I will refine them like silver and test them like gold."

When it comes down to these words there are a number of things to be said.  First, note that all the saving action is being done by the Lord.  It is the Lord who brings us into the fire.  It is the Lord who refines and tests us.  It is the Lord who acts on our behalf and takes care of all the needs we have for salvation.


Need I tell you that God saves through Jesus.  God's Son came into this world to be our substitute in sin.  He took our place and our punishment for the sins we have and will commit.  And then because of Jesus' perfect life and sacrifice for us, God forgives us all our sins.  This is not some sort of "maybe" proposition.  This is God's plan of action and God's sure and certain promise to all of us.  Believe what God has done.  He has done it all in Jesus.

  Just as an added thought, please remember that the two-thirds who are struck down and lost are those who resist, reject, refuse to hear, refuse to worship, and refuse to follow the Lord's Word.  It is God who saves and man who rejects the salvation of God.  But also note that God does not call upon us to smite, strike or kill those who do not believe as we do.  When it is time for the world to face judgment it will be of and from God!  Several times this week I have seen posted the saying, “If your religion calls upon you to kill for your God, you need a new religion!”  God does not call upon us to kill or even attack.  He calls upon us to love, to share his Word and to preach and teach that hearts might be changed and turned to him.  God will do all the rest.  And trust me, the world can right now say that God is heartless and cruel, but what does all of that matter when finally you are before the very throne of God and grasp that there is a God and I failed to listen!

Second, note that when our text speaks of God bringing us into the fire there are two points being made with that phrase.  The first point is about the Holy Spirit of God.  How is it that the Spirit of God made himself known on that day of Pentecost?  That's right, through tongues of fire.  The spirit was represented by fire and to this day we still speak of "being on fire in the Lord."


That tells us that we are a part of the third when we are involved with the Spirit of God.  Today, it is clear that the Spirit of God works through the means of grace that God has given.  What is the means of grace?  That means by which God offers and gives the forgiveness of sin, eternal life and salvation.  The means of Grace is further defined as “the Gospel in word and sacrament.”  God's Holy Spirit works in us by the Gospel in Word and sacrament.  That is the means by which God works in us and the world.

Through the Gospel in Word and sacrament the Holy Spirit gives us the precious gift of faith.  We believe the message of Jesus as our Savior from sin.  Through faith we then have the fire of Jesus, the spirit of salvation.  Through the gospel in Word and sacrament we are moved and motivated to give worship and praise to God, to live our lives in a God pleasing way because we can't help ourselves.  This is what our text was speaking of when it said, "They will call on my name...they will say, 'The Lord is our God.'"

Yet there is another aspect to this fire that the Lord will send our way.  This fire has the ability to refine and test our faith in God.  Here is a reference to the fact that the Lord may bring discipline into our lives.  Listen to what Hebrews 12 says and I think you will understand the point.  "Let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us.  Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfector of our faith...so that you will not grow weary and lost heart.  In your struggle against sin, you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding your blood.  And you have forgotten that word of encouragement that addresses you as sons: 'My son, do not make light of the Lord's discipline, and do not lose heart when he rebukes you, because the Lord disciplines those he loves, and he punishes everyone he accepts as a son.'  Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating you as sons....God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in his holiness.  No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful.  Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it."

These words simply remind us that we may be tested, we may be refined by the Lord for our own eternal good.  It may come in the form of trouble, hardship or trial.  When such things strike us, we do not gripe, complain and shake an angry fist at the Lord.  We humbly give thanks that He is moving and acting in our lives for our eternal good.  Thankful that He is working to draw us closer to Him.  Grateful that God in love will not let us desert Him but brings this fire of testing to give us an ever stronger faith.  This is how God works.  This is how God's children perceive and deal with the hardships of life.  This is the path that the third travels by the grace and mercy of God.


Dear people.  To be one of God's children is truly a gracious gift of God.  To understand how He sent His Son to be our Savior from sin by His death on the cross is where it all starts.  More than that, Jesus rose from the dead and has promised to all who believe forgiveness, life and salvation, not based on man's merits and goodness but on Jesus' merits and goodness.  God's Son has come.  God's fire is there for us in His Word.  May we, as we go through the trials and tribulations of this life, be filled with God's Spirit, that our faith be strengthened in God's salvation.  Then we will know that we are a part of God's believing third.  Amen.

