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9. Though some commentators treat verses 12-15 as indicating a separate circumstance of 

divine judgment, almost certainly Zechariah was referring back to the episode introduced 

in verse 3. The flow of the prophecy, then, is as follows:  

 

- After declaring that He was going to arise against Jerusalem and bring the nations 

against the city and its inhabitants, Yahweh immediately countered that He would 

then redirect His wrath against those assailants and deliver the remnant of His 

people left in Jerusalem (14:1-5). 

 

- From there He turned His attention to the triumphal outcome of that great day 

without any further comment on His battle against the invading powers (14:6-11). 

 

- Only then – after the nature and scope of Yahweh’s glorious triumph is fully 

established – does the prophecy return to the matter of the battle itself. For the 

Lord’s wrath cannot be rightly perceived until its purpose is understood. 

 

This way of structuring the flow of the prophecy serves at least two related purposes 

(whether or not this was the prophet’s explicit intent): First, it places the emphasis where 

it belongs, namely on the positive outcome of the Lord’s intervention; the prophecy is 

concerned with what Yahweh’s retribution would accomplish, not the mere fact of it or 

even its justness. This emphasis, then, provides the proper lens through which the present 

depiction of God’s wrath (14:12-15) is to be read. This lens is especially important given 

the graphic language used in the depiction – language which could easily leave the reader 

horrified and shocked that God could act with such brutal ferocity. But viewed in terms 

His gracious design to purge and restore, this action is seen to be an expression of 

Yahweh’s devoted and jealous love for His creation; His goal in His retribution is 

creational restoration and wholeness, not destruction. 

 

a. The first thing to note about this passage is that it describes the Lord’s judgment 

on the nations as a plague (14:12). With a couple of possible exceptions (ref. 2 

Samuel 17:9, 18:7), this Hebrew noun refers to a lethal action on God’s part 

which constitutes His righteous vengeance against those who oppose Him, His 

covenant, His people, His purposes, etc. (cf. Exodus 9:13-14; Numbers 14:36-37, 

16:47-49, 25:7-18; 2 Samuel 24:19-25; Psalm 106:29-30; note also Ezekiel 

24:16). So it is here: This plague represents Yahweh’s retaliation against those 

who assailed His people and habitation. 

 

 It’s also noteworthy that this plague is described in terms that are reminiscent of 

the plagues on Egypt which culminated with the liberation of the children of 

Israel. It would be hard for Zechariah’s audience to not make that association and, 

doing so, they would likely have connected this prophecy with Isaiah’s promise of 

a second exodus for Yahweh’s captive people (Isaiah 51:1-11). Certainly they 

were waiting for the Lord’s return and the end of their own exile, which 

Zechariah treated as Yahweh’s great and final act of deliverance. So it was with 

Isaiah: The second exodus he promised would be the last one; it would fulfill 

what the first one only prefigured and usher in the everlasting kingdom of God. 
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b. Zechariah described this plague as having three basic components. The first of 

those is presented in strange and shocking language which, not surprisingly, has 

led to all sorts of interpretations (14:12b). As a first consideration, this component 

of the Lord’s retribution is itself expressed in terms of three particulars: Yahweh 

was going to fight against the offending parties, but in such a way that He would 

cause their flesh, eyes and tongues to rot away. Moreover, Zechariah’s imagery 

suggests that this decay would occur very quickly rather than gradually. This has 

led some contemporary readers to find here an allusion to nuclear warfare, 

particularly when the Hebrew is understood as people’s flesh, eyes and tongues 

being consumed in an instant while they are yet standing on their feet. 

 

The obvious challenge in the interpretive process is that people naturally interpret 

everything they encounter through their own personal, cultural and historical lens. 

Thus Zechariah’s imagery may seem to a modern-day Christian to clearly depict a 

nuclear event, but that would not be the case for the prophet and his audience – or 

any reader prior to the twentieth century. And so, if the prophecy does indeed 

indicate divine judgment by nuclear weapons, that interpretation was completely 

inaccessible to all people, Jews and Christians alike, prior to the nuclear age. The 

following considerations are helpful in sorting out the prophet’s meaning: 

 

- First, this prophecy had Zechariah’s contemporaries as its initial audience, 

and therefore it is reasonable to conclude that God intended for them to 

make sense of it. Obviously, complete clarity awaited the day of 

fulfillment, but the original recipients needed to have some sense of the 

prophecy’s general meaning and import. However they interpreted the 

details of this imagery, they would indeed have understood that Yahweh 

was going to execute a horrific judgment against Jerusalem’s adversaries. 

 

- The shocking and surreal nature of this depiction leaves many readers 

preoccupied with it and how it would be fulfilled. But the more important 

issue is its meaning: How the Lord would execute what is described here 

isn’t important; what matters is the reason for His retribution, why He 

chose to portray it in this way, and how it would contribute to His larger 

purposes as revealed in the prophecy. 

 

- These questions of meaning and intention are answered by treating verse 

12 within the larger prophecy as well as the overall scriptural witness. Just 

as contemporary readers bring their own personal, cultural and historical 

grid to bear in interpreting this passage, so it was with the original 

audience. But the grid of Zechariah’s hearers was the Israelite history – 

the history in which they were personally situated and which gave 

definition to their own lives, experiences, understanding and expectations. 

This history was recorded in their scriptures and continually rehearsed 

with them through the instruction of their rabbis. Thus the original hearers 

would have interpreted this imagery through a scriptural lens, which is to 

say in terms of scriptural ideas, forms and patterns. 
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 Treated in this way, Zechariah’s images are seen to indicate something other than 

– and far more significant than – a nuclear event. Indeed, if God’s intention was 

merely to depict what happens to people when they are subjected to a nuclear 

blast, there would be no reason to single out their eyes, tongues and flesh; a 

person’s entire body is instantly consumed in such an event.  Beyond that, the 

Hebrew expression doesn’t indicate body parts melting or being consumed by 

intense heat; the idea is rather that people’s eyes, tongues, and flesh are made to 

decay while still intact in their bodies: Their flesh rots while they still stand, their 

eyes rot in their sockets and their tongues rot in their mouths. 

 

 This depiction, then, emphasizes that the Lord was going to deal with Jerusalem’s 

adversaries conclusively and according to the truth. He was going to condemn the 

offenders at the point of their offense, namely their high-handed rebellion against 

Him manifest in their assault against His habitation and His people.  

 

- Eyes, tongues and flesh often serve in the Scripture as symbols of human 

arrogance, autonomy and rebellion against God, and that seems to be the 

case here (cf. Numbers 15:37-41; Judges 17:6; Job 32:1; Psalm 12:1-8, 

17:1-11, 18:25-27, 36:1-2, 73:1-12, 131:1; Proverbs 6:12-19, 21:1-4; 

Jeremiah 17:1-6; Ezekiel 44:5-9; note especially Paul’s summary in 

Romans 3:9-18; cf. also Genesis 3:1-7 with 1 John 2:15-16). 

 

- Men’s flesh, eyes and tongues symbolize their offense against Yahweh 

and they are here depicted as rotting away in their place. This imagery 

points to the fact that His recompense against His adversaries is both 

inherent and judicial. Decay and disintegration are inherent outcomes of 

creational alienation, for no thing can contradict its true nature and 

function and remain intact; falseness always leads to dissolution and 

destruction. So it was in the first instance in Eden, and so it continues 

(Genesis 2:15-17). But this very principle is itself God’s self-vindication: 

Things are what He made them to be and human denial and contradiction 

cannot change that; such antithesis only sets men at odds with themselves 

and Him and its disastrous outcome is itself His judgment against them. 

 

 God’s judicial punishment of human alienation and rebellion thus has a 

passive component, but this doesn’t preclude His active judgment and 

condemnation. In the present context, both components of judgment are in 

view: The eyes, tongues and flesh of the offenders rot as a matter of 

course, but also as the result of the Lord arising against them. For the issue 

in this judgment isn’t merely decay, but destruction. When the Lord has 

accomplished His victory on behalf of Zion and her children, He will have 

dealt fully and conclusively with the adversaries. 

 

c. The second component of the Lord’s “plague” is reminiscent of various episodes 

in Israel’s history. It was to involve Yahweh creating confusion and panic among 

Jerusalem’s assailants so that they turn their hand against one another (14:13). 
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 Zechariah’s hearers were well familiar with this pattern of divine deliverance; the 

Lord had arisen in this way on behalf of Israel numerous times in the past (cf. 

Deuteronomy 7:16-23; Judges 7:12-22; 1 Samuel 14:16-20; also 2 Chronicles 

20:1-30). But, given their circumstance of continuing subjugation (not to mention 

Zechariah’s message to them of a future day of liberation), this part of the 

prophecy would have directed their thoughts first and foremost to the Exodus 

episode (ref. Exodus 14:13-30), and so to the Lord’s promise of a new exodus 

event which would end Israel’s exile and usher in the everlasting kingdom.  

 

d. Thirdly, Yahweh was going to direct His destroying hand against the enemies’ 

resources – specifically their animals which enabled them to carry out their 

assault on Jerusalem (14:15). This, too, hearkens back to His judgment on Egypt, 

but also upon the Canaanite peoples during the period in which Israel was taking 

possession of the land (ref. Numbers 21:1-3; Joshua 6:15-21; note also 1 Samuel 

15:1-3). This aspect of the “plague” speaks to Yahweh’s absolute triumph over 

Jerusalem’s foes. In that day, these enemies would not merely be defeated, but 

utterly destroyed, never to rise again; the Lord had consigned them to the ban. 

 

e. The final matter to be considered is Judah’s role in this episode (14:14). Treating 

this passage (and the second burden of which it is part) as having its substantial 

fulfillment in the triumph of the “Christ event,” the statement that Judah would 

fight in (at) Jerusalem permits two meanings: 

 

1) The first option is that Judah fights for Jerusalem as Yahweh’s ally. In this 

instance, Judah represents David’s house and kingdom – the true Israel set 

apart by God for restoration (ref. 12:1-13:2; also 2 Samuel 7:1-17; Isaiah 

9:1-7; Amos 9:11-15). This is the Davidic house and kingdom founded on 

Christ, the son of David, and having the 12 apostles as its new foundation 

(cf. Isaiah 11:1-12, 49:1-7, 53:1-55:5 with Luke 1:26-33, 2:1-14, 25-32). 

 

2) The second option is that Judah is here fighting against Jerusalem. In this 

case, Judah represents unbelieving Israel which set itself against the Lord 

and His people and kingdom – specifically by setting itself against His 

Christ – in alliance with the Gentile powers (cf. Psalm 2 with Acts 4:1-28; 

note also Matthew 20:17-19, 21:1-22:15; Luke 19:11-46; John 19:1-15). 

 

 Determining which meaning is correct isn’t easy for the circumstances 

surrounding Christ’s triumph support both views: The house of David was 

restored and the Jews (Judah) did oppose the Lord’s people and dwelling place 

(John 2:13-22). In the end, the context is determinative. The Hebrew construction 

can support the second view (cf. Exodus 1:10), but the overall context seems to 

argue for the first view. For it treats Judah only in a positive way (in parallel with 

the house of David); throughout the second burden, Judah enjoys the Lord’s favor 

in protection, cleansing and restoration. Furthermore, the burden previously spoke 

of Judah’s role in Jerusalem’s conflict (assuming chapters 12 and 14 detail the 

same siege) as fighting against the invading peoples (ref. 12:2-7; cf. also 14:21). 


