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G. The Seventh Night Vision – The Four Chariots 

 

The seventh vision (6:1-8) completed the night vision episode. And it did so in appropriate 

fashion by functioning as a thematic bookend, closing out what the first vision suggested and the 

second one promised. Specifically, it picked up the theme of Yahweh’s indignation with the 

opposing world powers (1:15) and His pledge to overthrow them (1:18-21) and brought it to a 

head by portraying His going out against them so as to at last set His Spirit at rest. 

 

The inclusio (bracketing or bookend) structure of the night visions is further evident in the points 

of textual correspondence between the first and seventh visions. These include the following: 

 

1) The most obvious is the main characters in the two visions: The first has four horses and 

horsemen and the seventh has four teams of horses pulling four chariots.  

 

2) As well, in both visions the horsemen (whether mounted or in chariots) are dispatched at 

the Lord’s bidding to undertake a patrol. 

 

3) Both visions also share a universal orientation and concern. That is, they are concerned 

with the whole earth. 

 

4) Finally, both visions conclude with the finding of settledness or rest. The critical 

difference, however, is that the “rest” indicated in the first vision pertains to the nations 

and is negative while that of the seventh vision pertains to God and is positive.  

 

- The patrol of the first vision resulted in the finding that the nations were “peaceful 

and quiet,” but in the sense of having a settled complacency grounded in their 

smug confidence in the triumph of their might.  

 

- But in the seventh vision, it is God’s Spirit who is found to be at rest, and that 

because His might (manifest in His dispatched chariots) has triumphed over the 

powers that had opposed Him, His people and His kingdom. 

 

The general message of the vision is clear; the particulars are not so clear, primarily because the 

vision contains numerous symbolic elements, yet with relatively little explanation. And even the 

explanations it contains don’t themselves uncover the meaning. So for, example, the angel 

explained that the four chariots Zechariah saw represented the “four spirits of heaven,” but he 

provided no further interpretation of that explanation. Was he referring to four spirits, four 

winds, or perhaps the notion of a four-fold spirit? Or, was he speaking of the one Spirit of 

Yahweh, but in terms of His diverse and distributed activity?  

 

The difficulty with this vision – as with the Scriptures in general – is that it presumes an 

understanding on the part of its audience. The obvious answer to why the angel didn’t provide 

further explanation and interpretation is that he didn’t need to. Zechariah needed only to know 

the symbolic significance of the four chariots (ref. 6:4); he needed no explanation of the “four 

spirits (winds) of heaven.” That expression was familiar to the prophet and his Israelite 

contemporaries, but not necessarily to later readers. Two implications follow: 
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- First, the reader must guard against the natural tendency to interpret the visionary 

elements through his own personal, cultural and historical “grid.” Failure at this point 

virtually insures that the text will be made to say something it doesn’t say or mean. 

(Hence the wide array of interpretations of almost any given passage of Scripture.) 

 

- Second, the reader must strive to enter into and apply the biblical, cultural and historical 

context Zechariah and his contemporaries inhabited. The reader must view the vision 

with Zechariah’s eyes and mind, since he was the one to whom the vision came and for 

whose understanding its elements were constructed. 

 

This process is neither automatic nor easy and the fundamental challenge is the fact that every 

person’s “grid” is inherently invisible to him. It is the “sea in which he swims”; he is like a fish 

which doesn’t recognize its wetness because it knows nothing else. A person’s life context (and 

worldview) cannot help but condition everything he considers (like a pair of glasses with tinted 

lenses). At the same time, he’s naturally unaware of this conditioning. The only preventative is to 

consciously recognize this dynamic and apply the proper safeguard.  

 

1. This final vision began as its predecessors with the prophet’s gaze being drawn to a scene 

unfolding before him. Zechariah recorded that he turned and again lifted his eyes to see 

four chariots coming out from between two mountains – mountains which appeared to 

him to be formed out of bronze (6:1). The Hebrew noun can refer to either pure copper or 

its alloys of bronze and brass, but given that copper was typically alloyed and brass was 

not in common use at that time, bronze is likely what Zechariah intended. More important 

is the meaning of the imagery, and a few observations are helpful in that regard.  

 

a. Two general qualities characterize mountains: The first is the fact that they are 

immense, immovable and enduring entities; the second is that they are “high 

places” commonly designated as sacred sites. Both of these qualities factor into 

the use of mountains as scriptural symbols, particularly in respect to God. Thus 

the notion of the “mountain of Yahweh” as the enduring place of His sanctuary 

and throne from which He administers His kingdom rule (cf. Exodus 15:17; 

Psalm 3:4, 48:1-3, 68:16 with Isaiah 2:1-3, 11:1-9, 30:29; Daniel 2:34-35, 44-45).  

 

b. Given that the four chariots were coming out from the Lord’s presence (6:5), it’s 

likely that the visionary mountains signified His dwelling place. Various 

explanations are given for the fact of two mountains, but it may be that the 

appearance of two mountains was actually a mountainous structure divided by a 

valley which facilitated the chariots passing through from Yahweh’s presence.  

 

c. So also the mountains’ association with Yahweh’s sanctuary explains their bronze 

appearance. Bronze is relatively hard and can be polished to a brilliant shine. 

Thus it was used in the ancient world for making mirrors. Bronze was also 

prescribed by the Lord for many of the sacred articles and implements used in His 

worship and service. If the visionary mountains did indeed symbolize Yahweh’s 

dwelling place, then both the gleaming radiance and the sacred connotation of 

bronze made it an appropriate material for depicting them. 
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 Zechariah saw four chariots and each one was drawn by a team of different colored 

horses (6:2-3). Explanations of this feature of the vision are legion and commonly include 

a comparison with the horses of the first vision as well as the four horsemen of John’s 

apocalypse (Revelation 6:1-8). The problem with comparing the horses in Zechariah’s 

first and final visions is that only two of the colors are the same. As to John’s apocalypse, 

the colors of the horses do closely correspond, but one cannot “read back” onto 

Zechariah’s vision the symbolic significance of the horses in John’s vision. If anything, 

John’s vision drew on Zechariah’s, but while also assigning a particular significance to 

the horse colors relevant to John’s unique visionary context. The two visions have 

different contexts and meanings and one would expect the same with the horses they 

depicted. In the end, what can be affirmed with confidence is that the different color 

horses allowed Zechariah to clearly distinguish the four chariots. This was important 

because the chariots didn’t share the same exact mission. 

  

2. Once again Zechariah inquired of the angel concerning the meaning of what he was 

seeing (6:4). The angel replied that the four chariots were the “four spirits [or winds] of 

heaven” and that the chariots’ motion signified that these spirits or winds were “going 

forth after standing before the Lord of all the earth” (6:5). The primary interpretive 

challenge here is that the Hebrew noun rendered “spirit” by various versions also denotes 

wind (as well as the related concepts of air, breath and fragrance – cf. Exodus 10:13 and 

14:21 with 15:8-10; also Genesis 27:27; Job 15:30, 19:17; Psalm 33:6; Jeremiah 14:6; 

etc.). In fact, several English versions adopt the rendering, wind (ASV, NAB, ESV, etc.). 

 

 “Spirit” and “wind/breath” share the same Hebrew terminology, but they also share a 

close semantic association in the Scriptures (ref. Job 32:8, 33:4, 34:14; Isaiah 42:5, 

57:16). So much so that Jesus likened the Spirit’s work to the motion of the wind (John 

3:5-8; cf. also 20:22) and the Spirit Himself manifested His presence at Pentecost by the 

appearance of a powerfully rushing wind (Acts 2:1-4). 

 

 In terms of the present context, both wind and spirit are arguably suited to the vision and 

its meaning. However, each imparts a different connotation and emphasis. 

 

- Four winds conveys a geographical connotation and emphasizes motion, direction 

and effect (cf. 2:6 and Daniel 7:2, 8:8; cf. also Jeremiah 49:36; Ezekiel 37:9; 

Matthew 24:31; Revelation 7:1). This connotation accords with the fact that the 

chariots were being dispatched to different geographical locations (6:6-7). 

 

- On the other hand, four spirits conveys a spiritual, even divine, connotation and 

emphasizes the connection of these chariots with Yahweh and their function as 

His instruments dispatched to accomplish His purposes.  

 

One thing to note in making a determination is that the phrase, “four spirits,” nowhere 

occurs in the Scripture, while “four winds of heaven” is a repeated expression (ref. again 

Jeremiah 49:36; Daniel 7:2, 8:8; cf. also Ezekiel 37:9 – “four winds”). Most importantly, 

the latter expression occurred previously in the night vision episode (2:6), which adds 

additional weight to the probability that this was the meaning here. 
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 Another consideration is the fact that wind often functions in the Scripture – including in 

Zechariah’s prophecy (ref. 7:9-14) – as an instrument of judgment (sometimes treated 

literally, sometimes metaphorically). In this usage, it is an instrument ordained and 

dispatched by Yahweh Himself (cf. Exodus 15:10; Psalm 11:5-6, 48:1-7; Isaiah 27:8, 

57:13; Jeremiah 4:1-13, 22:21-22; Ezekiel 13:8-13; Hosea 13:9-16; Amos 4:9).  

 

   Finally, the close relationship between the concepts of wind and spirit allows for the 

possibility that wind is the contextual meaning in this vision while the connotation of the 

Spirit is also present. That is, while the four chariots signify the “four winds of heaven” 

(perhaps as highlighting the chariots’ worldwide mission) they – and particularly their 

assigned purpose – suggest the notion of the Lord’s dynamic, effectual power at work (cf. 

Genesis 8:1; Exodus 10:13; Numbers 11:31; also Psalm 18:6-10; Isaiah 59:16-19). 

 

3. After explaining to Zechariah what the four chariots signified, the angel further noted that 

they were going out from the Lord to different destinations (6:6). The obvious 

implication is that Yahweh had directed and dispatched them; they were acting on His 

orders with the goal of fulfilling His purposes. 

 

a. The chariot with the black horses was being dispatched to the land of the north. 

Both the historical context and biblical usage suggest that this designation refers 

to Babylon, or perhaps in keeping with the larger visionary episode, the 

Babylonian-Assyrian region embodied in the term, Shinar (cf. 2:6-7 with 5:9-11; 

cf. also Isaiah 41:25; Jeremiah 1:13-15, 4:6, 6:1, 25:8-9, 46:10; Zephaniah 2:13). 

 

b. The chariot with the white horses followed after the one with the black horses. 

Here two possibilities exist: The first is that the second chariot followed in order 

but in a different direction; the alternative is that the second chariot followed on 

the heels of the first so as to accompany it. The Hebrew construction has the sense 

of “at the rear” and so seems to indicate the latter meaning. In this case, Zechariah 

saw both of the first two chariots heading off toward the land of the north. 

 

c. The Lord had dispatched two chariots toward the north and the third one with the 

dappled horses was going to the land of the south. Once again the angel didn’t 

specify this general destination; clearly Zechariah understood what places/nations 

were indicated by the lands of the “north” and “south.” And working from that 

premise, it’s likely that the “land of the south” referred to Egypt.  

 

 Like Babylon, Egypt was a major regional power during that era; more 

importantly, Egypt had for many centuries played a huge role in Israel’s national 

and political life and fortune. Babylon’s impact on the covenant nation was 

profound and its sting was still being felt at the time of Zechariah’s vision; yet 

Egypt’s impact was far greater in that it was more intricate and durable. Babylon 

was an opposing power to be dealt with, but so was Egypt. At various times Israel 

had sought refuge and deliverance from the Egyptians just as they had from the 

Babylonians, but in both cases those alliances had proven disastrous (cf. Isaiah 7-

8 with 31:1-3, 36:1-6 and Jeremiah 42-44; cf. also Genesis 47-Exodus 1). 
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Conspicuously, nothing is said regarding the chariot with the red horses, leaving scholars 

to propose all sorts of explanations. What is clear from the overall vision is that this 

chariot, too, was dispatched by Yahweh. Perhaps, as two of the chariots departed for the 

north, the fourth chariot accompanied the third one to the land of the south. This fits with 

the emphasis on these two destinations, but one might also argue that the chariots’ 

mission was to patrol the earth (6:7; cf. 1:10-11), which suggests that the fourth chariot 

possibly headed toward the east. (The sea lay immediately to the west.) In the end, no one 

knows for sure; thankfully, the meaning of the vision isn’t affected by this uncertainty.  

 

4. The final two verses of the passage (6:7-8) present their own interpretive challenges – 

arguably the most difficult ones in the vision.  

 

a. First is the statement regarding the “strong” horses (6:7). This verse is challenging 

on a couple of fronts: 

 

 First of all, is the initial statement (“When the strong ones went out…”) 

Zechariah’s commentary or the angel’s? Second, who dispatched them to patrol 

the earth? In other words, what is the antecedent of the pronoun, “he”? If the 

angel was still speaking, then the pronoun seems to refer to Yahweh; if the 

opening statement was Zechariah’s commentary, then it’s possible the angel 

issued the charge to patrol the earth. The overall context suggests that the pronoun 

should be interpreted as referring to Yahweh since the chariots had stood before 

Him and He was the one who dispatched them. In that case, the statements in 

verse 7 seem best understood as the angel’s continuing explanation (which 

explanation also likely continued in verse 8, so that He still refers to Yahweh.) 

 

 Secondly, does the “strong ones” refer to the dappled horses or all the horses? 

This designation appears following the introduction of the dappled horses (6:3), 

suggesting that they are the strong ones (cf. NAS and ASV). On the other hand, 

verse 7 seems to indicate that this designation applied to all of the horses (cf. 

ESV, NKJ, NAB, NIV). The strongest argument for the latter view is the fact that 

the closing commentary – “so they patrolled the earth” – refers to the chariots and 

not the horses as such. The command, “go patrol the earth” was directed to the 

strong horses, but the subsequent affirmation points to the chariots as carrying out 

this patrol. This being the case, it seems clear that all of the horses were “strong 

ones” who were straining at the bit to patrol the earth.    

 

b. The last thing to consider is the angel’s summary assertion to Zechariah (6:8), 

which also has several challenging components. The first is the statement’s 

concern with the north. Chariots were dispatched to the north and south (with 

these two destinations likely epitomizing what was a worldwide patrol). Why was 

only the north land mentioned? The answer is illumined by the preceding vision: 

In it wickedness was symbolically removed to Shinar – the land of the north – and 

set in her place – i.e. given her rest (5:11). Now, Yahweh’s Spirit – represented by 

His wind-chariots – had achieved His victory in that land. The Lord’s Spirit had 

now triumphed over wickedness and obtained His own enthronement and rest.  
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Thus, while some commentators believe the reference here is to the Medo-Persian 

conquest of Babylon, this interpretation entirely misses the point and strips the 

vision of its climactic glory. True, the Lord had promised Babylon’s destruction 

(Isaiah 46:1-47:15), but the orientation of the entire night vision episode was 

eschatological: The various visions together served to reaffirm the Lord’s 

commitment to fulfill His promise of global judgment, return, restoration and the 

establishment of His everlasting kingdom pledged to David. Babylon’s conquest 

by Cyrus didn’t accomplish this end; it prefigured it, but nothing more. Another 

conquest by another “Cyrus,” another liberation from captivity and another return 

from Babylon yet stood on the horizon (Isaiah 48:12-49:13). 

 

 Another matter is the angel’s assertion concerning the chariots’ success in their 

mission (6:8). The NAS rendering notwithstanding (“appeased my wrath”), the 

best sense of the Hebrew is “giving rest to (settling) my spirit.” The more 

difficult issue is the referent of the pronoun “my.” The possibilities are either the 

angel or Yahweh Himself. Of course, they are one and the same for those who 

hold that this angel was the pre-incarnate Son. But it’s possible for the angel to 

speak this way (by quoting Yahweh) even if he was only an angel. In the end, the 

critical issue is that it was the Lord’s Spirit who was set at rest, and that truth 

points to some summary observations regarding this final vision. 

 

First, chariots were war machines (cf. Exodus 14-15; Joshua 11:1-9; Psalm 20:7, 46:9) and the 

Scripture often associates them with Yahweh Himself as symbols of His regal power or 

conveyance in performing His will (cf. Psalm 68:17, 104:1-3; Isaiah 66:15-16; Habakkuk 3:1-8; 

etc.). This is the case in this vision, with the Lord dispatching these four chariots to secure His 

triumph over the lands of the north and south. The prominence of these two regions derives from 

the geopolitical and covenantal significance of Babel-Asshur (Shinar) and Egypt in Israel’s life 

(cf. Isaiah 43:6 and Daniel 11). In the playing out of the salvation history, Babel-Asshur and 

Egypt epitomized – and so came to symbolize – the powers set against Yahweh’s covenant 

kingdom. Thus the dispatch of chariots to the north and south symbolized Yahweh coming forth 

– as He had promised (1:14-2:9) – against all contradicting and opposing powers (6:5, 7). 

 

So also the night vision episode indicates that this victory amounts to a purging – a cleansing and 

restoration – and not simply the destruction of the Lord’s (and His people’s) enemies (ref. 1:15-

3:10, 5:1-11). Yahweh was going to judge and destroy all offense and offenders – both within 

Israel and among the nations. His intent was to eliminate all wickedness by removing it from His 

habitation (5:5-11). But because His habitation was to encompass the whole earth (cf. 4:14, 6:5 

with 14:1-9; Isaiah 11:1-9; Habakkuk 2:14; etc.), this purging was to be absolute. The ultimate 

goal of His work is creational renewal: the work of new creation by His Spirit.  

 

 This purgation, then, was to result in “rest” for Yahweh’s Spirit. Since the fall, wickedness had 

“rested” in her place – her shrine that is the entire earth. But the Lord was going to banish her 

from His dwelling (Zion) to Shinar. But even that place could not endure because He had 

promised a new heavens and earth. When His work was complete, wickedness would have no 

resting place (Revelation 18:1-10); Yahweh’s Spirit would at last and forever assume His regal 

rest in His sanctuary filling all creation (cf. Numbers 10:33-36 with Revelation 19-22).  


