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A. First Night Vision – The Rider Among the Myrtle Trees 

 

The first section of Zechariah’s prophecy consists of a series of seven night visions (1:8, 18, 2:1, 

3:1, 4:1-2, 5:1, 6:1) so named because these visions occurred in one extended episode during the 

nighttime (ref. again 1:8). It’s curious that these visions – which involved Zechariah seeing 

images and events – should occur in the dark when one’s ability to see is, at the least, severely 

compromised. The text provides no explanation for this, but it’s likely God intended the night 

setting to emphasize to Zechariah that he was experiencing visions: He was witnessing 

supernatural, divinely-constructed scenes, not natural, earthly events. The latter are perceived 

with the natural faculty of sight and depend upon natural illumination; the former are impressed 

upon the mind by God and so require only divine illumination. 

 

Again, the seven night visions were not separate occurrences, but came to Zechariah as a 

contiguous visionary stream. As such, each vision flowed out of and built upon its predecessors, 

which suggests that the first vision served as the foundation for the rest. In fact, this is exactly the 

case. But more than that, the first vision, together with the opening oracle, frames the totality of 

Zechariah’s prophecy. Kline’s summarization states the case well: 

 

“The symbolic scene depicted in Zech. 1:8 contains the essence of the prophet’s night visions 

and, indeed, of his entire prophecy. His overall theme, developed in visions, oracles, symbolic 

actions, sermons, and ‘burdens,’ is the restoration and consummation of God’s kingdom. 

Analysis of the structure of the book shows it to be unified by a repeating sequence of three main 

topics. First and primary is the return and presence of God’s Glory in the midst of His people as 

their strength and salvation. The other two are the promised consequences of the first: the 

second in the triadic pattern is the elimination of evil, the evil of oppression from without and 

perversion within; and the third is the redemptive establishment of the Zion community as an 

expression and embodiment of God’s universal sovereignty [i.e., His universal reign].” 

 

1. In overview, the first vision involved Zechariah’s observation and interrogation of a 

scene in which mounted horsemen were gathered in the midst of a stand of myrtle trees 

(1:8-17). Zechariah inquired of the angel present with him what this scene meant and the 

angel’s response was that these horsemen had returned from patrolling the earth at 

Yahweh’s command and were now issuing their report of what they had found (1:9-11). 

 

 Each of the components and features of the vision will be considered in turn, but it is 

important to stress at the outset that they must be interpreted in terms of their biblical 

significance (if any), the vision’s salvation-historical setting and emphases, and the way 

the vision unfolds and interprets itself. Once again the contemporary reader must keep in 

mind that this vision – as the entirety of Zechariah’s prophecy – came to a Jew living in 

the early post-exile period and on behalf of other such Jews. Zechariah and those to 

whom he ministered knew the Israelite history and the manner and emphases of its 

recounting in the Jewish Scriptures and would have interpreted his prophecies through 

that lens as well as their own historical and cultural context. The natural inclination is for 

readers to interact with Zechariah’s prophecy through their own grid and so treat it as if it 

were written to them and not an ancient Jewish audience far removed from their own 

time, culture and circumstance. But what is natural is also critically flawed. 
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2. The place to begin, then, is with the various elements of the scene. And that means 

starting where the vision does, which is with one particular horseman distinguished 

among the group of riders: a rider on a red horse (1:8).  

 

a. The text indicates that this individual first caught Zechariah’s attention, and only 

then did the prophet begin to observe the rider’s surroundings. The vision opened 

with him and has him as its central figure, affording him both superior status 

among his counterparts and the unique title, the angel of Yahweh (cf. 1:8, 10, 11). 

 

 This designation is tricky because of its varied use. Sometimes it highlights an 

angel’s role as Yahweh’s servant – i.e., Yahweh’s angel (cf. Numbers 22:20-22; 

Judges 2:1-4, 5:23; 1 Chronicles 21:15-16; cf. also 2 Chronicles 32:21 with Isaiah 

37:36 and Exodus 32:33-34 with Psalm 34:1-9), while other times it designates a 

particular angelic being who is closely identified with Yahweh Himself. For this 

reason, the latter has often been treated as a christophany – that is, an appearance 

of the second person of the Trinity (the pre-incarnate Christ) (cf. Genesis 16:1-13, 

22:1-17, 31:11-13; Exodus 3:1-7; Judges 6:1-24, 13:1-25). This view is widely 

held, but there are also arguments against it, among them the following: 

 

- An angel (malak) is an ambassador of God who comes in His name and 

authority to speak His words and do His works. In that sense, encountering 

one of God’s angels is tantamount to encountering God Himself (cf. 

Exodus 23:20-21). However, such an effective encounter with God isn’t 

strictly identical to encountering the person of God Himself.  

 

- Moreover, the New Testament nowhere suggests an angelic manifestation 

of the pre-incarnate Christ, though it is not silent respecting the second 

person of the Trinity and His existence prior to the incarnation. In general, 

the New Testament writers indicate that the Lord who spoke and acted in 

the Old Testament salvation history was the Son (cf. Psalm 102:25-26 

with Hebrews 1:10-12; Isaiah 45:23 with Philippians 2:10-11; Isaiah 44:6 

with John 1:49 and Revelation 1:17-18, 22:12-13; Joel 2:32 with Romans 

10:13). Beyond that, Jesus took to Himself the name “I am” – the 

covenant name of Israel’s God (cf. Exodus 3:13-15 with John 8:24-28, 58, 

18:1-8; cf. also John 1:1-2; Hebrews 1:1-3). 

 

Nevertheless, there are instances in the Old Testament in which Yahweh’s angel 

is treated as being Yahweh Himself  (ref. again Genesis 16:1-13; Judges 6:1-24, 

13:1-23; cf. also Genesis 18). But these appearances of Yahweh don’t, in 

themselves, prove that they were christophanies. The common rationale for this 

conclusion is that, in the Godhead, only the Son (Logos) is capable of incarnation; 

the Spirit and the Father are pure spirit (John 4:24). But prior to the incarnation, 

the Son also was “spirit” in the sense that He possessed no physical form. Indeed, 

physicality is part of God’s creation; it is not intrinsic to the eternal Godhead, 

which includes the divine Logos (cf. John 1:1-14; cf. Colossians 1:15-17).  
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It’s true that the Father wasn’t incarnated, but this doesn’t mean He cannot appear 

to men in a human form. And it’s pointless to argue that He cannot because He is 

“spirit,” for then what do we say about the angels? They, too, are non-corporeal 

beings, and yet, under the sway of God’s power, they can appear as corporeal 

men, capable even of eating and drinking (cf. Genesis 18-19; Hebrews 13:2). If 

God can accomplish this with angels, can He not accomplish it with Himself? 

 

 Zechariah’s prophecy has two instances of an angel bearing the designation, 

“angel of Yahweh,” and both of them occur in the night visions – here and in the 

fourth vision (3:1-10). The text doesn’t explicitly identify these two angels as the 

same individual, but it also gives no indication to the contrary. But whether or not 

they were the same angel, the important thing here is that neither of these contexts 

conclusively supports the inference that this angel was Yahweh Himself. 

  

- This first vision distinguishes the “angel of Yahweh” from Yahweh in that 

this angel calls upon the Lord of Hosts who is Yahweh (1:12).  

 

- In the second context, the angel of Yahweh doesn’t call upon the Lord, but 

he speaks for Him (3:6-10), which is a characteristic function of angels. 

True, one can conceivably read these verses as the angel speaking on His 

own behalf as the Lord of Hosts, but in the third person, but that reading is 

somewhat awkward and certainly not required by the text.   

 

In summary, then, it’s not clear that the appearance here of the “angel of Yahweh” 

should be treated as a christophany (or even a theophany). But, in the end, the 

matter isn’t critically important. For how one resolves this question doesn’t in any 

way affect the meaning of the vision or the role this angel played in it. Nothing is 

compromised or lost if this angel was simply an angel.  

 

b. But because the vision identifies this primary mounted figure as an angel, it 

follows that the other horsemen were also angelic beings. This conclusion is 

further supported by two other contextual considerations: 

 

- The first is the specific role these individuals played. They were riders 

dispatched to traverse the earth, assess its status and report back to the 

chief angel. (As an aside, this is one of the arguments for the chief angel – 

the angel of Yahweh – being Yahweh Himself, for angels are 

characteristically accountable to God, not other angels; cf. 1:10.) 

 

- The second is that Yahweh is designated in both this vision and the 

preceding oracle as the Lord of Hosts (“Yahweh Tsivaoth”; ref. 1:3-6, 12, 

14-17), a title that emphasizes God’s role as sovereign King and 

Commander of both the hosts of heaven and the armies of Israel. In this 

context, the reference is clearly to angelic hosts, so that the title, “Yahweh 

of Hosts,” fits well with the picture of angelic horsemen dispatched by 

their Lord (1:10) to patrol the earth and report back with their findings. 
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The horsemen are the primary elements in the vision, but Zechariah also noted their 

surroundings and other particulars – the ravine (alternately, hollow or glen), the myrtle 

trees and the colors of the horses – suggesting that those features were not arbitrary, but 

intended by God to contribute to the vision’s meaning.  

 

c. The coloration of the horses is difficult to interpret, evident in the wide range of 

opinions concerning it. Some scholars have composed elaborate explanations, but 

not necessarily convincing ones. And it’s not helpful to draw upon the horses of 

the apocalypse (Revelation 6:1-8), for in that instance each horse’s color 

corresponds to a particular theme. No such correspondence exists in this vision. In 

the end, the three color distinctions may have served only to highlight the 

individual riders in the darkness; if they represented something more to Zechariah 

and his contemporaries, that meaning may not be accessible to the modern reader. 

 

d. The noun rendered ravine (NAS) carries the general sense of a deep place and so 

can denote different things. In its biblical usage, it refers most often to the watery 

depths (ref. Exodus 15:5; Nehemiah 9:11; Job 41:31; Psalm 68:22, 69:2, 15, 

107:24; Jonah 2:3), but also to a pit or abyss (Psalm 88:6). What is notable about 

its biblical use is that this term always carries an unhappy, even dreadful 

connotation, whether the emphasis is on fear, unrest, misery or destruction. On the 

one hand, this “deep” is God’s instrument of judgment and destruction; on the 

other, it is something from which His people – and all men – need to be delivered.  

 

- In some instances men cry out to Him for this deliverance from the “deep” 

(Psalm 69:1-2, 88:1-13, esp. v. 6, 107:23-30; Jonah 2:1-3). 

 

- In other instances, God pledges this deliverance to them (Psalm 68:19-22; 

cf. also Zechariah 10:1-12 in relation to verse 11). 

 

- In yet another, the deep is the place where Yahweh confines the offenses of 

His people when He delivers and restores them (Micah 7:18-20). 

 

Taken as a whole, the Scripture’s conception of the deep is entirely negative. 

Even when it has a literal dimension (as in the case of the watery deep), this term 

doesn’t connote depth in terms of a physical measurement (as in a deep hole or 

deep river). It always embodies an overarching symbolic sense as connoting an 

alien, dark and fearful realm or force: a mighty enemy which overpowers men, 

even to the point of utterly consuming or destroying them.  

 

- The deep is a dreadful thing – a power or state of being from which men 

seek deliverance. But it is also something God promises to deliver men 

from, showing that it contradicts and opposes His design for His creation.  

 

- And because deliverance from the deep implies restoration to God, it 

shows that the connotation of distance bound up in the notion of the deep 

must be interpreted in terms of relational distance, not spatial distance. 
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 This understanding of the “deep” well suits – and is even reinforced by – its use in 

the present context. For the focal point of the vision is Yahweh’s pledge to rise up 

against the world power that has subjugated His people and His dwelling place 

and liberate and restore them to Himself. In context, the deep symbolizes the 

desolate and woeful state of David’s kingdom and the Abrahamic household 

under Gentile domination; the deep has swallowed them up, and yet Yahweh has 

sworn that His deliverance will come: He will yet fulfill His unchanging love to 

Abraham (Micah 7:18-20). 

 

e. Zechariah saw the group of horsemen standing in the deep, but surrounded by 

myrtle trees (1:8, 10-11). This imagery has also been variously interpreted, with 

some scholars even arguing that it has no particular significance. But given that 

Zechariah mentioned the myrtles three times, it seems unlikely that they’re 

irrelevant to the vision. At the same time, discerning their contribution isn’t easy. 

The interpreting angel didn’t explain them to Zechariah and the larger biblical text 

mentions myrtle trees only three times (Nehemiah 8:15; Isaiah 41:19, 55:13). In 

the Nehemiah context, myrtles are mentioned in connection with the Feast of 

Booths as it was revived among the recovered exiles, while in Isaiah’s prophecy 

they are associated with the creational renewal to come in Messiah. Taken 

together, these three contexts do suggest a symbolic association between the 

myrtle tree and the concepts of liberation, renewal and ingathering.  

 

- The Feast of Booths was a fall harvest festival (hence, the Feast of 

Ingathering; Exodus 34:22) signifying the promise of Israel’s final 

ingathering in the context of a deliverance that had not yet seen its 

ultimate goal realized (ref. Leviticus 23:34ff). God would yet fulfill His 

oath to Abraham, but in the meantime His people needed to walk in faith.  

 

- With respect to the myrtle itself, it is typically a small tree, often growing 

no larger than a low shrub. But under the right conditions it can grow as 

tall as 15 feet, which stature seems more consistent with the imagery in the 

vision. But short or tall, the myrtle is a luxuriant and fragrant tree having 

dark, shiny leaves, starry white flowers and edible berries. These features 

make it a suitable image for Isaiah’s depiction of a created order delivered 

from the curse and renewed to its full glory of profusion and splendor. 

 

Others find in the myrtle tree a symbol for Israel itself. This symbolism can 

perhaps be argued from this specific vision and its images – particularly the image 

of the angel of the Lord standing in the midst of myrtle trees, but there’s no other 

real support for it elsewhere in the Old Testament scriptures. In the end, it seems 

best to understand the myrtles in terms of the deep: A symbolic scene expressing 

the truth that God’s promise of renewal and restoration was yet overshadowed by 

the seemingly settled, dark and dreadful sway of subjugation and desolation. But 

as Yahweh’s response to the angels would affirm, that subjugation was not to be 

the last word; He would again comfort Zion and choose Jerusalem. 

 


