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D. Fourth Night Vision – The Cleansing of the High Priest 

 

It was seen at the outset that Zechariah’s prophecy has a diptych structure consisting of two main 

sections conjoined by a central hinge. So also each of the two main sections is itself a diptych 

having its own center hinge. Moreover, the three hinge passages are related one another in a 

couple of crucially important ways: 

 

- First of all, all three are overtly and explicitly messianic, thereby establishing and 

framing the overall messianic quality and emphasis of Zechariah’s prophecy. 

 

- At the same time, the messianic quality of the three passages isn’t random, but follows 

the diptych pattern that characterizes the entire book. The two main sections have their 

apex and point of conjunction in the central hinge, and so it is with the relationship 

between the central hinge and the two secondary hinges. Specifically, the first section 

hinge highlights the priestly aspect of messianic revelation while the second section hinge 

highlights the regal aspect.  These two emphases – which are primary in the scriptural 

text – are then brought together in a profound way in the central hinge. 

 

The night visions comprise the first main section of Zechariah’s prophecy and the fourth vision 

forms the hinge conjoining the others. Again, this hinge vision focuses on the priestly dimension 

of messianic revelation, incorporating the high priest Joshua (the man then serving as high priest 

among the recovered exiles; cf. 6:11) in a visionary scene depicting his symbolic cleansing and 

reconsecration. It’s also worth noting that this vision follows the pattern found in several of its 

counterparts in which the visionary content which the prophet observed and interacted with 

received interpretive commentary from the Lord Himself.  

 

1. The vision itself is recounted in 3:1-5 with Yahweh’s subsequent commentary (spoken by 

His angel) spanning the balance of the chapter (vv. 6-10). 

 

a. As Zechariah looked again he saw a different sort of visionary scene. Unlike the 

previous visions in which none of the figures were actual human beings, in this 

one the prophet saw the high priest Joshua (Jeshua) – the man who first served as 

high priest for the Israelite community after the initial group of exiles returned to 

Judea under Zerubbabel’s leadership (cf. 6:9-11 with 2 Kings 25:1-18; 1 

Chronicles 6:1-15; Ezra 2:1-2, 3:1-9; Haggai 1:1-2:4). Not only did Joshua appear 

in Zechariah’s vision, he was the central figure in it. 

 

 The prophet saw Joshua standing in front of an angel, here designated the “angel 

of Yahweh.” Scholars debate whether this angel was the same individual as in the 

first vision (1:11). This is supported by the fact that both angels share the same 

title as part of the same visionary episode; others conclude they were different 

angels, noting that the first one was mounted on horseback while this one was 

standing in front of Zechariah. And once again the question arises whether this 

angel should be regarded as the Logos (preincarnate Christ). The close association 

between this angel and Yahweh (3:1-3) suggests that he should; at the same time, 

he is distinguished from Yahweh and from the Branch (cf. 1:12-13, 3:6-10). 
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 Joshua was standing before the Lord’s angel, but with another figure appearing at 

his right hand. That individual was Satan (in Hebrew, “the Satan,” meaning the 

adversary; cf. Numbers 22:32, referring to God’s angel). Outside of Zechariah’s 

prophecy, Satan appears in only two Old Testament contexts: a single instance 

involving David (1 Chronicles 21:1) and then twice in relation to Job (Job 1:1-12, 

2:1-7).  In every place he appears Satan acted as the adversary of God’s purposes 

and people, but it was his involvement with Job that highlighted his primary mode 

of opposition: With respect to human beings, Satan is their accuser. By appealing 

to the Lord’s righteousness in the face of the unrighteousness and guilt of His 

image-bearers, Satan seeks to force God’s hand against men.  

 

He is quick to point out to the Lord the weakness and failure of His people and 

will gladly encourage further unbelief and disobedience on their part (cf. Matthew 

16:21-23; Luke 22:31-34; John 13:21-27; also Acts 5:1-3; 1 Corinthians 7:1-5;     

2 Corinthians 2:1-11, 11:1-15; 1 Timothy 5:9-15; Revelation 12:9-10). Satan is 

the quintessential accuser, ever ready to level accusations against men, but so also 

against the God who stands in their defense. 

 

So it was in this instance. As Joshua stood before the angel of the Lord, Satan was 

there beside him to accuse him. This imagery clearly was constructed to resemble 

a courtroom scene in which Joshua was being charged by his accuser before a 

judge – the judge being the angel of Yahweh who represented the Lord Himself in 

this contention (cf. Exodus 18:13-16). And though Zechariah’s account doesn’t 

record Satan’s charge, his accusation is evident from the description of Joshua’s 

appearance (3:3) and the Lord’s response (3:2, 4).  

 

- As Zechariah gazed at this scene he saw the high priest clothed with filthy 

garments. This was a shocking image that most English versions fail to 

adequately capture. Appearing as God’s high priest, it follows that Joshua 

would have been clothed in his priestly garments, but garments that were 

polluted and defiled with human excrement (ref. Deuteronomy 23:12-13; 2 

Kings 18:27; Ezekiel 4:12). Moreover, the context – as well as parallel 

biblical usage (Proverbs 30:12; Isaiah 4:3-4) – indicates that Joshua’s 

garments were soiled with his own excrement; the vision presented him as 

bearing, not the uncleanness of others, but his own (3:4).  

 

- Satan was accusing Joshua of gross uncleanness. And because the high 

priestly garments signified the priest himself and his priesthood, Joshua’s 

defiled garments signified the defilement of his person as well as his 

ministration (cf. Exodus 28; Leviticus 16:1-24; Numbers 20:23-29). Thus 

Satan was leveling two charges against Joshua: He was charging him with 

violating his own personal obligation of cleanness while executing his 

priestly ministration, and therefore of being disqualified for his work. 

Joshua was to be condemned and stripped of his priestly title and 

ministration. If Yahweh had not spared the priest-sons of Aaron, the high 

priest (Leviticus 10:1ff), He could not righteously spare this high priest. 
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b. The scene presented what appeared to be an airtight case for Satan; Joshua was 

clearly guilty as charged – his gross defilement was evident for all to see. 

Undoubtedly Zechariah was himself appalled by what he saw; he surely 

recognized that Joshua was a flawed man, but he must have been horrified to see 

this sort of vile uncleanness exposed in God’s high priest. Ironically, Zechariah 

may well have found himself at this point siding with Satan against Joshua. His 

uncleanness was unspeakable and Yahweh could not stand for this; the only way 

He could spare His high priest was by denying the truth or violating His own 

righteous character and justice. Righteousness demanded that Joshua must be 

condemned, and yet Yahweh (in the person of His angel) rebuked, not the guilty 

defendant, but the one bringing the charge against him (3:2).  

 

 This turn of events must have startled and confused Zechariah, and yet he would 

soon find himself Yahweh’s advocate once he heard His explanation and saw 

what He did on behalf of His high priest (3:2, 4). The Lord’s rebuke implied His 

rejection of Satan’s charge, but not because the accuser had no ground for his 

accusation; Joshua was standing before Yahweh’s angel covered with his own 

excrement. The Lord rebuked Satan, not because Joshua was undefiled, but 

because He was going to cleanse him. Satan thought he’d trapped God in the net 

of His own righteous character; righteousness demanded that the unclean offender 

be judged and punished. But the Lord’s response was to deal with the offender by 

dealing with his offense: He would uphold His righteousness with respect to His 

high priest by fully cleansing him, thereby rendering him fit for his role. 

 

Thus Yahweh explained His rebuke of Satan in two particulars: 

 

1) First of all, Joshua was a “brand plucked from the fire” (3:2b). This 

expression refers to a stick of wood that is pulled from a fire before the 

fire can consume it. The point is clear: Like a brand snatched from a fire, 

Joshua was to be delivered from the consuming fire of Yahweh’s just 

indignation; most importantly, the Lord Himself would reach in and pluck 

him from the flames by cleansing him from his iniquity. 

 

2) Yahweh was going to cleanse Joshua, but because of a larger concern: He 

is the covenant Lord who has “chosen Jerusalem” (3:2a). At this point it is 

critically important to remember that these visions were all part of one 

extended visionary episode, so that the Lord’s present statement must be 

interpreted in the light of the preceding visions (and ultimately those that 

follow). Thus Yahweh’s “choice” of Jerusalem indicates His unrelenting 

commitment and zeal to bring about her restoration (1:17) – the restoration 

just unfolded in the vision of the man with the measuring line. 

 

 Taken together, these two affirmations indicate that Joshua’s purification was 

motivated by – and perhaps even necessitated by – Yahweh’s devotion to 

Jerusalem. He would yet restore Jerusalem and Zion (1:12-17, 2:4-5, 10-13), and 

this outcome was somehow bound up with the cleansing of His high priest. 
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 From the other side, the text suggests that Satan discerned the connection between 

Yahweh’s high priest and His commitment to Jerusalem’s restoration. This would 

explain why the Lord responded to Satan’s accusation against Joshua with a firm 

reaffirmation of His choice of Jerusalem. If this assumption is correct, then 

Satan’s accusation had a goal beyond the high priest’s disqualification and 

condemnation; he ultimately sought the Lord’s rejection of Jerusalem – that is, 

His refusal to restore it as described in the previous visions. Thus Joshua was 

merely a pawn in Satan’s scheme; his true design was Yahweh’s abandonment of 

His purpose for the world to be realized through Israel (ref. again 2:8-13). 

 

c. The Lord rebuked Satan and rebuffed his accusation, declaring to him that Joshua 

was a brand plucked from the fire. At that, Yahweh (by His angel) instructed the 

other angels present to remove Joshua’s filthy garments and clothe him with rich 

(“festal”) robes (3:4). Moreover, the Lord explained the meaning of this action: 

He had taken away Joshua’s iniquity, thereby spoiling Satan’s claim against him. 

(Note that the accuser has no part in the balance of the vision.)  

 

  Though the Hebrew noun rendered iniquity can denote a specific violation or 

offense, it more broadly refers to perversion: the inward crookedness of the heart 

and mind. Iniquity is the intrinsic distortion of human beings whereby they are 

“bent” away from the God who is true and the source and definition of the truth of 

man. Thus Joshua’s iniquity didn’t consist in particular transgressions or immoral 

conduct, but in his inward state as a son of Adam that rendered him unclean and 

therefore unfit to intercede for others who shared his iniquitous nature. 

 

But God had determined to purify him from his uncleanness; Joshua’s excrement-

stained garments were to be replaced with ones appropriate to his purification. 

“Festal robes” doesn’t refer to clothing suited to celebration, but to costly and 

stately garments suited to nobility and distinction. Such raiment conveyed an air 

of glory and splendor and that seems to be the connotation here. There is also a 

striking ambiguity: The context suggests that these were priestly garments, but the 

text’s only concern is their sumptuous and splendid quality. Perhaps that’s the 

point. The dressing ritual of course involved the high-priestly garments; what 

needed to be emphasized was their distinction: This was raiment worthy of a man 

fitted by God Himself for his high-priestly work of substitution and mediation. 

 

d. Watching this astonishing scene, Zechariah was overwhelmed so as to be drawn 

into it. Unlike the previous visions, though, the prophet engaged this one, not by 

interrogating its meaning (cf. 1:9, 19, 21, 2:2), but by issuing his own appeal. But 

by doing so, Zechariah didn’t redirect or take control of the vision; rather, he 

entered into it and came alongside it. He joined his petition to Yahweh’s directive, 

calling for a clean turban (suggesting the high priest’s crown of consecration and 

supreme symbol of his identity and role as singularly “holy to the Lord”) to be set 

on Joshua’s head (ref. Exodus 28:36-38, 29:5-6). This call, then, was Zechariah’s 

acknowledgement that this man, now purged from his iniquity, was fitted to 

assume – free of accusation – his role as Yahweh’s high priest.) 


