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2. The Ephah  (5:5-11) 

 

The sight of the immense scroll soaring through the air was immediately followed by another 

visionary scene. Though it contained all new elements, this latter scene didn’t present a new and 

distinct vision but complemented and completed its predecessor. And it complemented the scroll 

scene by elaborating on the way in which Yahweh was going to deal with the matter of covenant 

violation. The first scene expressed His intent to deal decisively and conclusively with the 

violators and the impurity they introduced (thus the destruction of their houses); the second scene 

reinforced that this divine work was to be a purging (ref. 5:3; cf. 3:9). That is, the Lord’s design 

wasn’t simply to destroy the offenders and their offense, but to eradicate all offense and impurity 

by permanently removing them. The first part of the vision highlighted Yahweh’s judgment and 

destruction of violators and their offenses; the second highlighted the elimination of wickedness 

as such and altogether. Yahweh’s ultimate goal was restoration, not destruction. 

 

a. The second scene expressed this truth through the imagery of an ephah with a woman 

crouched inside. Most often this term refers in the Scripture to a unit of dry measure used 

by the Israelite people in both their everyday and sacred practices (cf. Exodus 16:33-36; 

Ruth 2:14-17; Isaiah 5:9-10 with Leviticus 19:35-36; Deuteronomy 25:4; Amos 8:5; 

Micah 6:10; cf. also Leviticus 5:11, 6:20; Numbers 5:15, 28:1-29:16; Ezekiel 45:10-

46:14). So also a container having the volume of an ephah was sometimes identified with 

this same name and this is the basis for its use in this context. 

 

 While the ephah was a standard measure known by the ancient Israelites, contemporary 

scholars are uncertain of what exactly that measure was. Often an ephah is associated 

with a bushel (about eight gallons), but estimates range from about twenty-two liters to as 

much as forty-five liters. But the precise volume of an ephah is irrelevant to this context 

since the term is here being used merely to indicate a very large basket. (Note that even 

fifty liters is insufficient volume to contain the contents of this ephah.) 

 

 The angel called Zechariah’s attention to the ephah (5:5) and once again the prophet 

inquired concerning what he saw. The angel responded with two statements:  

 

1) First, he identified the ephah as “going forth” (5:6a). Twice the angel described 

the ephah in this manner (vv. 5, 6a), which would seem to indicate that it was 

already in motion when it appeared in the vision. But the way in which the scene 

unfolded suggests that the ephah’s movement resulted from the two winged 

figures lifting and transporting it. Thus the angel’s description most likely referred 

to the ephah’s function in the vision. It was a “going forth” sort of ephah in that 

its purpose was to transport its contents to another location. 

 

2) The angel’s second statement connects this visionary scene with its predecessor: 

“This is their appearance in all the land” (5:6b). The point of connection is the 

fact that the pronoun “their” has its antecedent in the individuals identified in the 

previous scene. Thus the angel’s meaning: This is the appearance (literally, “their 

eye,” signifying that which meets the eye) of the covenant violators whom the 

Lord was going to send His scroll against (ref. again 5:3-4).  
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b. But in what way did the sight of a large ephah indicate the appearance of those persons? 

The answer is that the angel’s statement looked forward beyond the ephah. That is, it 

served to introduce the next element of the vision, namely the figure inside the ephah. 

For, immediately following the angel’s declaration, the ephah’s cover was removed to 

reveal a woman – in Hebrew, a particular woman – hidden inside (5:7). Evidently she 

rose up when the cover was lifted, allowing Zechariah to see her before the angel thrust 

her back down into the ephah and replaced the cover (5:8). 

 

 But the angel did not do so before identifying the woman as wickedness (5:8). This 

woman was not an actual person (as was the case with Joshua in the fourth vision), but 

the symbolic representation of wickedness in the form of a female human being (cf. 

Proverbs 1:20-33 and 9:1-6 with Revelation 12:1-6 and 17:1-6). The woman personified 

wickedness, but not in the generic sense; in context, she symbolized the wickedness 

embodied in the hearts and deeds of the apostate offenders.  

 

 After identifying her, the angel forcefully pressed her back down into the ephah and 

replaced the cover – a cover that Zechariah noted was made of lead. The use of this 

material makes for a striking image. An ephah basket was typically constructed of woven 

material and so was its cover. Lead was not in common use in Israel, but more than that, 

its weight made it unsuitable for a basket cover. Such a basket could hardly be lifted and 

a lead cover might even collapse it. Obviously the cover here has symbolic meaning. It 

signifies the fact that, once confined within the ephah-basket with the cover in place, the 

woman would not be able to escape. (Note that her appearance followed upon the cover 

being lifted from the ephah – v. 7). 

 

c. No sooner did the angel seal up the woman in the ephah than two other female figures 

appeared in the scene. Zechariah described them as women having wings like a stork 

(probably because of the stork’s large, powerful wings, but perhaps also in allusion to the 

stork’s uncleanness – Leviticus 11:13-19; Deuteronomy 14:11-18), and he saw them fly 

up to the ephah, take hold of it and lift it into the air (5:9). The prophet didn’t identify 

them further and some have concluded that they were angelic beings. But most likely 

they, like the woman in the ephah, were merely symbolic images by which the vision 

communicated the Lord’s design for dealing with enmity and unfaithfulness: Along with 

wicked individuals, He was going to remove wickedness itself from His habitation. 

 

d. Zechariah further observed that “the wind was in their wings,” signifying the ability and 

power of these agents to accomplish their task, which was to carry away the ephah with 

the woman inside. When he saw the winged figures lift the ephah into the air, Zechariah 

inquired of the angel where they were taking it. The angel responded that their 

destination was Shinar; Yahweh was going to purge wickedness from the place of His 

sanctuary and settle it in its place in the land of Shinar (5:10-11). 

 

 This declaration forms the apex of the vision and is critical to the vision’s meaning. But 

understanding it requires familiarity with the biblical history. Though Shinar has a 

symbolic function here, it was a literal place. The land of Shinar encompassed the fertile 

plain between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers in Mesopotamia. 
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 Shinar is sometimes referred to as Babylonia and it had Babylon as its chief city. But the 

Scripture also records that Shinar was the site of the tower of Babel (cf. Genesis 11:1-4). 

This region’s association with Babylon and the Babel tower laid the foundation for it to 

become a significant biblical symbol for human autonomy and rebellion against God (cf. 

Genesis 10:8-11 and Shinar’s association with Nimrod and Nineveh with Micah 5:1-6; 

ref. also Joshua 7:1-21). Imperial Babylon’s later role as Yahweh’s instrument for 

judging and destroying the covenant kingdom only heightened this symbolism (cf. Daniel 

1:1-2; Isaiah 11:11). By the time of Zechariah’s prophetic ministry, Babylon had become 

virtually synonymous with Judah’s guilt and punishment in exile from Yahweh.  

 

Babylon symbolized that which is “raised up against the knowledge of God”: the human 

realm as it is defined by falseness and set in contradiction and opposition to the One who 

is Living and True (ref. Isaiah 14:1-23). Babylon is the great biblical symbol for man’s 

idolatry and enmity against God; it epitomizes and signifies the “city of man” and so has 

a key role in John’s apocalypse which depicts Yahweh’s glorious triumph over “the 

kingdoms of this world” and the establishment of His everlasting kingdom in His Son-

King (ref. 1 Peter 5:13 with Revelation 14:1-8, 16:12-19, 17:1-6, 18:1-24). 

 

But, as Babylon (and so Shinar) symbolized contradiction and opposition to God, so it 

equally signified the place of condemnation and destruction; those who went there were 

carried away in bonds to suffer the Lord’s just retribution. Zion’s unfaithfulness and 

rebellion against her covenant Husband amounted to her pursuit of Babylon (and other 

nations) as an illegitimate lover and now she had suffered at her lover’s hand (cf. Ezekiel 

16:1-59, 23:1-49; Habakkuk 1:1-11). Babylon represented the place of alienation and 

destruction, and thus Yahweh exhorted those who were His to come out of her (Isaiah 

48:1-22; Jeremiah 51:5-57; Revelation 18:1-5). Now a second exile was coming, but this 

time it would be wickedness itself that was carried away captive to the land of Shinar. 

 

e. This is the framework for understanding the significance of Shinar as the destination for 

the ephah. It also helps to explain why the woman “wickedness” was to be enshrined 

there. In their alienation from their Creator, men have no choice but to be idolaters. They 

don’t merely ignore or deny Him; they replace Him with another object of devotion and 

worship, namely themselves. In serving other “gods,” men are really only serving 

themselves and their own self-perceived good. Self-as-god is the fundamental expression 

of man’s estrangement from the true God: Isolated within his own being, man has no 

alternative but to live a self-referential and self-centered existence; but because his very 

being is fractured, the “self” he looks to and draws from insures that every aspect of his 

existence is characterized by delusion, falsehood and perversion. 

 

At bottom, men devote themselves to that which is contrary to the truth – the truth of God and 

the truth of man. Moral or immoral, they are wayward and rebellious because their persons are 

antithetical to the truth. In the vision’s imagery, men enshrine wickedness and worship at that 

shrine. So it was with Yahweh’s covenant “son” in his unbelief. But the day was coming when 

the Lord was going to purge wickedness from His habitation and from the hearts of His people. 

In that day He would build a shrine for woman “wickedness,” but one that is a prison from which 

she cannot escape and in which He displays her rightfully as the object of scorn, not worship. 


