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B. Introduction to the Burdens  

 

Again, the diptych structure of Zechariah’s prophecy consists of two main panels – one visionary 

and one oracular – conjoined by a center hinge. The first of those panels is comprised of 

Zechariah’s night visions and the second contains two extended prophetic “burdens” (chapters 9-

14). Each panel section, in turn, has its own center hinge (6:9-15, 11:1-17) and each is preceded 

by an oracle (1:1-6, 7:1-8:23). In both instances, the introductory oracle sets the stage for the 

prophetic content to follow. This means that the reader can anticipate the general orientation of 

the burdens section by considering the extended oracle of chapters 7-8. And that consideration 

suggests that the two burdens will be concerned with Zion’s restoration, but as a comprehensive 

and conclusive phenomenon. For the oracle highlights this theme with the Lord insisting that His 

intent wasn’t merely to reconcile and gather to Himself the exiled sons of Israel, but also the 

nations of the earth. Indeed, the reconciliation and ingathering of the nations was to come 

through the faithful ministration of a restored Israelite remnant (ref. again 8:23).  

 

Two important implications follow from this: 

 

1. First, one must read the two burdens through the lens of the oracle which introduces 

them. The burdens must be treated organically and not in piecemeal fashion, and 

especially as being framed and conditioned by the Lord’s preceding oracular 

proclamations. More broadly, the burdens must be read in the light of the prophecy’s first 

panel (the night visions and their introductory oracle) and the center hinge that is its focal 

point (again, 6:9-15). In the most general terms, the whole of Zechariah’s prophecy 

(properly conceived and ordered) is the framework for interpreting any of its parts. 

 

2. Thus what is true of the burdens as a whole is true of their constituent parts: Each distinct 

context must be read and interpreted in terms of the above considerations. So it is with 

the first section of the first burden (9:1-8) which focuses on the Lord’s judgment upon 

several nations. Reading this section carelessly or in isolation could leave the reader with 

the impression that those peoples were to be destroyed; reading it in terms of the larger 

message illumines the truth that Yahweh’s judgment was unto restoration, not 

obliteration. The coming of Zion’s King (9:9) was to herald and secure the purging, 

reconciliation and ingathering of the nations just as surely as the daughter of Zion. 

 

C. The First Burden 

 

1. The place to begin the examination of Zechariah’s burdens is with the expression itself. 

This phrase (“the burden of the word of the Lord”) occurs only twice in Zechariah’s 

prophecy (9:1, 12:1), but the term burden as referring to a prophetic utterance is common 

in Isaiah’s prophecy and occurs in other prophets as well (cf. Isaiah 13:1, 15:1, 17:1, 

19:1, 21:1, 11, 13, 22:1, 23:1, etc.; also Jeremiah 23:33-38; Nahum 1:1; Malachi 1:1). 

 

a. The verb cognate refers to lifting, bearing or carrying a load and the noun form 

then denotes the load or burden which is thus born or carried. The sense can be 

either literal (ref. Numbers 4:15; 2 Kings 8:9; Nehemiah 13:15; Isaiah 46:1) or 

metaphorical (Numbers 11:11), which is the case here.  
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b. When used in relation to a prophetic utterance, the idea of a “burden” shifts the 

emphasis from the utterance itself to the personal dynamic behind it. That is, the 

utterance externalizes (gives verbal expression to) an internal passion, conviction, 

commitment or compulsion; it expresses an inward burden. Put differently, the 

utterance vents the pressure of the burden. The imagery of a prophetic “burden,” 

then, highlights the heart-felt, compelling nature and significance of the words 

uttered. Thus, when the Lord gives voice to His burdens, those utterances reflect 

and articulate the fervor of His heart and the zeal of His commitment to His 

purposes and their accomplishment.  

 

 This concept is further developed by the fact that Yahweh’s burdens – as they are 

expressed in prophetic utterances – are typically oriented toward the themes of 

judgment and restoration. As in the present context, so in Isaiah’s prophecy the 

Lord’s prophetic burdens are directed at the nations and reveal His intent to arise 

against them in righteous judgment, but with a view to ultimate restoration (cf. 

again Isaiah 13:1, 15:1, 17:1, 19:1 and Nahum 1:1 with Isaiah 19:24-25; cf. also 

Isaiah 22:1-25:9 and Malachi 1:1-11 with Amos 9:11-12). 

 

c. One final consideration is whether the concept of “burden” should here be 

associated with the Lord, His word, or Zechariah as His prophet.  

 

- If the first is correct, the phrase, “the burden of the word of the Lord” 

means Yahweh’s burden which He expressed in His prophetic word. 

 

- If the second is correct, then “burden” is synonymous with a divine oracle 

(cf. Isaiah 13:1, 15:1; Jeremiah 23:33; Lamentations 2:14; etc.).  

 

- Lastly, the burden of the Lord’s word could refer to the effect of that word 

on Zechariah as he received it and was obliged to proclaim it.  

 

 The second option is best supported by biblical usage, but that meaning still 

leaves room for the other two. For the Lord’s oracle (His verbal “burden”) was 

His giving voice to His earnest commitment to fulfill His will in the world. And 

the word of Yahweh’s own burden, communicated to Zechariah, surely would 

have provoked in him the same sentiment. 

 

2. As noted, the first burden opens with the Lord’s indictment of a series of people groups 

(9:1-8). The question that immediately comes to mind is why these particular Gentile 

communities? Isaiah’s “burdens” included pronouncements against Babylon, Assyria and 

Egypt (among others), but none of them is mentioned here. These imperial powers were 

important enemies of Yahweh’s kingdom and covenant people and it might seem curious 

they’re not included in Zechariah’s burden. The obvious reason is that none of them 

factored into the historical situation facing Israel at the time of Zechariah’s prophecy. 

Assyria had succumbed to a Babylonian military alliance nearly a century earlier and 

then Babylon was itself conquered by Cyrus the Great around 538 B.C. As for Egypt, the 

Persian king Cambyses II had recently reduced it to a province of his empire (525 B.C.). 



 101 

 Complementing the historical situation is the fact that all of the people groups addressed 

in the burden resided in close proximity to Palestine. They bordered Israel on the north, 

east and southwest. Moreover, they had all been Israel’s adversaries for many centuries, 

whether as direct enemies or as contradicting influences that acted to undermine the 

nation’s faithfulness to Yahweh (ref. Judges 3:1-3). As much as Egypt and Babylon, 

these entities symbolized the human world in rebellion against God and His kingdom.  

 

a. The first entity mentioned in the burden was the land of Hadrach (9:1). Neither 

this place nor the name “Hadrach” occurs elsewhere in Scripture, but many 

scholars believe it referred to a region in ancient Syria (Aram). The immediate, 

parallel mention of Damascus and Hamath (9:2a) reinforces this conclusion since 

Damascus was the capital of Syria and Hamath was Syria’s chief city in the north 

(ref. 2 Samuel 8:5; Isaiah 7:8, 17:3). Others (Keil, etc.) maintain that Hadrach was 

a symbolic name and that the expression, “land of Hadrach,” should be 

understood as encompassing the whole region comprised of Syria, Tyre, Sidon 

and Philistia. Thus the “burden of the word of the Lord” that was “against the land 

of Hadrach” consists in the various pronouncements against the individual entities 

named in the prophecy. In the end, it’s impossible to be sure what the term 

Hadrach signified. Fortunately, this uncertainty doesn’t in any way obscure the 

meaning of the “burden” directed toward it.  

 

 A second question involves the phrase, “and Damascus its resting place.” While 

some maintain that the pronoun (its) refers to the land of Hadrach, there is gender 

disagreement between them. (Pronouns always agree in gender with their 

antecedent and the pronoun its is masculine while the noun land is feminine.) It is 

true that the pronoun could technically have Hadrach as its antecedent, but in this 

case “land” and “Hadrach” would have to be synonymous. In other words, the 

phrase, “land of Hadrach” would have to mean, “the land that is Hadrach.” In the 

end, the most natural referent for the pronoun is the noun burden, and thus the 

meaning is that the burden of the Lord’s word upon the land of Hadrach rests on 

Damascus, but also on Hamath, Tyre, Sidon and the cities of Philistia. 

 

 One final consideration regarding the opening proclamation is the qualifying 

statement that closes it out (9:1b). This statement is even more difficult to 

interpret since it is liable to very diverse renderings. The most literal, word-for-

word translation of the Hebrew is this: “…because unto the Lord is the eye of 

man and all the tribes of Israel.” There are three renderings (which themselves 

have variations) generally adopted by English translators: 

 

1) “for the eyes of men and all the tribes of Israel are toward the Lord.” 

 

2) “for the Lord’s eye is on man as well as all the tribes of Israel.” 

 

3) The third is based on a proposed emendation of the Hebrew text: “for the 

cities of Aram are the Lord’s as are all the tribes of Israel.” (cf. NAB, 

RSV, NRSV, etc.) 
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While the third option fits the context well, it has no significant textual support. 

With respect to the other two options, the first draws some support from the larger 

context and its emphasis on man’s restoration to God (ref. again 2:10-11, 8:1-23, 

also 9:6-7). Thus the idea would be that the day was coming when the eyes of 

mankind – Jew and Gentile – were going to be turned toward the Lord. The 

second option has the greatest textual support (including the Septuagint reading) 

and two considerations especially are worth noting:  

 

- First is the closing statement in verse 9:8 which arguably forms an inclusio 

with verse 1. Assuming this to be the case, these two statements bracket 

the first part of the burden dealing with Yahweh’s judgment of the nations. 

These two bookends, then, highlight the fact that the Lord’s judgment 

reflects the truth that His eye is upon all men, not just the tribes of Israel.  

  

- Secondly, this view better suits the grammatical connection between the 

clause in question and the statement which precedes it. For, the latter 

clause gives an explanation – the basis, reason or cause – for the Lord’s 

word of judgment (burden) against the land of Hadrach (and the other 

nations), and it makes better sense that the burden was grounded in His 

gaze upon men (i.e., the Gentile world) rather than their gaze upon Him. 

 

b. The second entity mentioned is Hamath (9:2a). Hamath was the leading city in the 

northern part of Syria. Thus, together with Damascus in the south, it effectively 

identifies and bounds the land of Syria (Aram). In the Scripture, Hamath is 

commonly cited in identifying the farthest northern reach of the Israelite kingdom 

as it attained its zenith under David’s rule (note the phrase, “entrance of Hamath” 

– 1 Kings 8:65; 2 Kings 14:25; 1 Chronicles 13:5; cf. also Amos 6:14). 

 

c. The next cities cited in the burden are Tyre and Sidon. These were the leading 

cities of Phoenicia immediately to the north of Israel (present day Lebanon). 

Phoenicia controlled a large portion of the eastern Mediterranean coastline and 

the Phoenicians were a formidable military, colonial and commercial maritime 

people. Tyre and Sidon were both coastal cities (about twenty miles apart) and 

bustling seaports (Tyre had two harbors) through which goods from the East, 

West and Africa flowed and were warehoused. Their role as a hub of world trade 

afforded Tyre and Sidon world renown and they were celebrated for their wealth 

and cosmopolitan character (9:2-3; cf. Isaiah 23:1-8; Ezekiel 27:1-27, 28:1-5). 

  

 Tyre was singularly distinguished in that it extended from the mainland out to an 

island about a half mile off the coast. Not surprisingly, the city’s heart was located 

on the island and was fortified with walls 150 feet high (9:3a). This configuration 

afforded Tyre a unique capacity to secure itself against invading forces and other 

powers setting their sights on its wealth. Despite several attempts, the Assyrians 

were unable to take the island city and so it was with Nebuchadnezzar and his 

Babylonian army; he laid siege to Tyre for thirteen years (586-573 B.C.) but the 

island fortress remained fast “in the heart of the sea” (ref. Ezekiel 28:1-2). 


