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I. Introduction and Overview 

 

A. Biblical Context 

 

1. Perhaps the first thought that comes to mind when one considers studying the book of 

Zechariah is why – why is it important (or even profitable) to do so? Christians answer 

this question differently depending upon how they view the biblical text.  

 

- At the one extreme, there are those who believe that the Old Testament scriptures 

pertain to the Jewish people and their history and future with God and so have no 

direct relevance to Christians. In the view of such individuals, the New Testament 

contains the Christian scriptures; while Christians can derive theological and 

ethical instruction from the Old Testament, it does not directly pertain to them. 

 

 - More commonly (though often unconsciously), Christians tend to view the Bible 

as an essentially static corpus of theological, doctrinal, ethical and practical 

instruction. That is, the whole Bible is regarded as God’s word to men such that, 

whatever passage one is reading, the content is, in a direct sense, God’s 

instruction to the reader. In effect, the Bible becomes a sort of user’s manual. 

(This perspective is reflected in the oft-heard statement that the Bible can be 

thought of as Basic Instructions Before Leaving Earth.) 

 

 From this vantage point, Old Testament content applies to Christians just as 

directly and in the same way as does New Testament content. All is equally and in 

the same way God’s “word.” An example of this perspective is the way many 

Christians arrive at a “biblical” doctrine of divorce: They collect all of the 

passages in the Bible which speak of divorce and assemble them into a composite 

picture. Thus Moses’ instruction in Deuteronomy 24:1-5 is read and treated in the 

same way as Paul’s instruction in 1 Corinthians 7. The two passages are conjoined 

without any consideration of salvation-historical features and distinctives. In 

effect, the Bible is treated as a religious handbook: a non-historical and static 

collection of spiritual and ethical propositions. From this perspective, one would 

read Zechariah the same way he reads any other Old Testament or New 

Testament writing; the content differs in the various books of the Bible, but the 

approach to reading and interpreting those books is exactly the same. 

 

And so, in answer to the question of why Christians should study Zechariah’s prophecy, 

some will argue that there may be some profit in doing so but it’s not necessary; others 

will insist that this book is part of the Bible and Christians need to be concerned with “the 

whole counsel of God.” The latter position obviously comes closer to the truth, but still 

falls short to the extent that the scriptural storyline – with its movement, development and 

christological focus – isn’t recognized. There’s no real value in affirming the whole Bible 

as God’s inspired, authoritative and pertinent word unless one also understands and 

rightly interacts with the relationship between its various texts. The wholeness of an 

organism exists in the structural and functional relationships of its constituent parts. 
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2. In approaching Zechariah’s prophecy, then, the first thing to understand is that the Old 

Testament scriptures are comprised of narrative and commentary. (This is true of both 

testaments, but this structure is especially prominent in the Old Testament.) The Old 

Testament isn’t a collection of 39 separate books, but a divinely crafted story: It is the 

organic record of God’s purpose and work in the world as He moves His creation toward 

the goal He determined for it. The Old Testament scriptures tell a story, and stories are 

composed of the two elements of narrative and commentary. 

 

a. Narrative is a literary form that involves the telling of a story. Thus, the story is 

the content of the narrative. A narrative presents characters and events, situated in 

certain settings, whose interaction constitutes a plot. So Fewell and Gunn 

 

“Narrative communicates meaning through the imitation of human life, the 

temporal ordering of human speech and action. It constructs a verbal world that 

centers on human characters, their relations, desires, and actions in time.”  

 

Regarding the narrative aspect of Scripture Bruce Waltke observes: “Through his 

discourse the narrator leads his audience, God’s universal covenant community, 

to absorb his world and life views. He motivates the audience to surrender its own 

thought systems and life forms in order to enter God’s world and to be carried 

along by the flow of his interpretative report. By inviting the readers to become 

insiders, the narrator teaches implicitly more than explicitly; he catches readers 

off guard and exposes them to thoughts and worldviews that might otherwise be 

met with hostility.” Summarizing these ideas Waltke notes: “The narrator uses 

words not as a stick but as a web. He teaches by telling stories.” 

 

b. If narrative tells the story, commentary interprets it. Commentary explains the 

meaning of the events, circumstances and human activities and interactions that 

comprise the story. And whereas narrative is set within and follows the movement 

of time, commentary is situated at a given point in time. It may interact with 

content which spans a considerable length of time, but biblical commentary itself 

is static; it interacts with historical material, but at a fixed historical point (which 

may be a timeframe or epoch rather than precise moment).  

 

 With respect to the Old Testament scriptures, the best way to identify the narrative and 

commentary portions is in terms of the Hebrew partitions of Law, Prophets and Writings. 

 

- The Law (Torah) consists of the five Books of Moses (the Pentateuch). This first 

section of the Old Testament consists entirely of narrative and traces the salvation 

history from the creation, through the formation of Israel as the Abrahamic 

people, to the point at which Israel was poised to inherit the land promised to 

them by God in His covenant with Abraham. 

 

- The Prophets is comprised of two sub-sections known as the Former Prophets 

and Latter Prophets. The Former Prophets (Joshua – 2 Kings) continue the 

narrative storyline from Israel’s conquest of Canaan to the exile of Judah. 
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 The Latter Prophets (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and the Twelve (Minor Prophets)) 

form the middle portion of the Tanakh (Hebrew Old Testament) and are the first 

commentary section. These prophets acted as interpreters of Israel’s past, present 

and future: the nation’s history as God’s covenant people, its present circumstance 

(at the time of the particular prophet) and its destiny in God’s purposes. 

 

- Finally, the Writings (consisting of the balance of the Old Testament scriptures) 

are divided between narrative and commentary. The narrative portion includes 

Ruth, Esther, Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah, and First and Second Chronicles; the 

commentary portion contains Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of 

Solomon and Lamentations. The Former Prophets carried the narrative up to the 

Babylonian captivity and the Writings picked up the storyline at that point and 

carried it forward through the restoration of the Judean exiles and the rebuilding 

of Jerusalem and its temple. (The exception is Ruth which, being set in the time of 

the Judges, represents a kind of flashback in the narrative sequence.) 

 

3. Zechariah’s prophecy falls within the Minor Prophets (the Twelve). These prophets are 

dubbed minor prophets, not because they’re less significant, but because of the relative 

brevity of their prophecies. Like all of the prophetic books (except Daniel), Zechariah is 

part of Old Testament commentary. And being situated where it is in the salvation 

history, Zechariah’s prophecy makes a crucial contribution to that commentary. 

 

a. Zechariah was one of the three post-exile prophets, meaning that he lived and 

prophesied in Judah in the years immediately following the end of the Babylonian 

exile and captivity. More specifically, he prophesied at the time of the rebuilding 

of the temple in Jerusalem and was thus a contemporary of Haggai. (Malachi, the 

last of the post-exile prophets, lived about a century later during the time when 

the city of Jerusalem was being restored.) Zechariah and Haggai were 

contemporaries, not only in terms of the time in which they lived, but also where 

they prophesied and the orientation of their prophetic ministry. Both prophesied in 

Judah during the time when the restored Judean remnant was laboring to rebuild 

the temple (ref. Ezra 1-6). This project was the top priority for these Jews 

because, without the temple – and Yahweh’s presence in it, their return to Judah 

was nothing more than a geographical migration. Only the Jews’ restoration to 

Yahweh Himself – through His return to them – would end their exile.  

 

 Thus it’s not surprising that both prophets spoke to the temple’s reconstruction 

and its meaning and importance. But Zechariah’s prophecy is much more 

expansive and elaborate than Haggai’s. (It is the longest of the Minor Prophets.) 

The themes of temple, exile and restoration are central to Zechariah’s visions and 

burdens, and the scope of his prophetic encounters means that those themes enjoy 

expansive treatment. Zechariah’s visions and burdens spoke to Israel’s past, 

present, and future, but as the nation’s circumstances fit into and were directed by 

Yahweh toward His larger purpose: The recovered exiles thus needed to perceive 

and approach their present circumstance – especially their temple building – in 

terms of Yahweh’s long-standing promise to establish His everlasting kingdom. 
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b. This orientation isn’t unique to Zechariah’s prophecy. Yahweh appointed all of 

His prophets to be His mouthpieces, but particularly to interpret His actions to His 

covenant people: Again, the prophets explained the meaning of Israel’s historical 

life and circumstance in the light of the nation’s role in God’s purposes. All of 

Yahweh’s prophets – those who left no written record (such as Elijah and Elisha) 

as well as those with prophetic books ascribed to them – interacted with Israel’s 

past and present, but in light of its future which implicated the future of the whole 

world. Israel wasn’t merely a chosen nation; they were the “seed of Abraham” 

through whom God would bless all mankind (cf. Genesis 12:1-3, 22:18, 26:1-4, 

28:10-14). Israel was God’s chosen instrument for accomplishing His intention to 

restore the whole creation to Himself and this was the framework within which 

the prophets interacted with and interpreted Israel’s national life. 

 

Zechariah’s prophetic ministry followed this same pattern; he, too, interpreted 

Israel’s history and present circumstance in the light of its crucial role. But in 

distinction from others among the writing prophets, Zechariah’s prophecy has a 

pronounced christological orientation and emphasis. Perhaps the greatest 

testimony to the book’s christocentricity is the frequency with which the gospel 

writers drew from it in making their case that Jesus of Nazareth is Yahweh’s 

promised Messiah. Indeed, the passion narratives in the gospels drew from 

Zechariah 9-14 more than from any other sections of the Old Testament (cf. 

Matthew 21:1-11, 26:14, 31, 27:1-10; John 19:31-37; etc.). 

 

4. Zechariah’s prophecy is thoroughly christocentric – so much so that, as a proportion of 

total content, Zechariah even surpasses the great messianic prophet Isaiah. Moreover, the 

book’s christocentricity is embodied in its structure as well as its content. (These 

structural features will be considered in due time.) But this messianic emphasis is often 

missed because Zechariah’s prophecies are so saturated in symbolism and strange 

imagery. Making the matter worse is the fact that the symbols and images have their 

meaning in relation to historical and salvation-historical features and concerns that the 

average contemporary reader is largely ignorant of.   

 

In summary, the book of Zechariah makes an indispensable contribution to the biblical text as the 

revelation of God’s purpose, work and accomplishment in Jesus Christ. 

 

- First of all, it is a key component of the Scripture’s prophetic literature. Among other things, 

Zechariah’s location in the salvation history and the nature of his prophetic ministry afforded 

him a unique perspective on the core biblical themes of judgment, exile, restoration and 

kingdom – especially as they implicate Yahweh’s promise of a coming Deliverer and King. 

No other prophet provided the commentary and insight in these arenas that Zechariah did. 

 

- For this reason Zechariah is critically important in discerning the Christ-centeredness, not 

only of prophetic revelation, but of all the Scripture and the salvation history itself. 

 

- And taken in hand by the Lord’s witnesses, Zechariah’s prophecy has become Christian 

Scripture: prophetic revelation that has found its meaning and fulfillment in Jesus Christ. 


