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B. Second Night Vision – The Four Horns and Four Artisans 

 

Immediately after receiving Yahweh’s pledge concerning Jerusalem and Zion and the command 

to proclaim that word to the exiles, Zechariah lifted his eyes and saw another visionary scene. 

This vision came in two parts: The first involved four horns and the second four artisans 

(craftsmen). These two parts closely correspond to one another, evident in three particulars: 

 

- The most obvious point of correspondence is the number four. 

 

- As well, each of the two visionary components implicated and complemented the other. 

 

- But most importantly, the horns and artisans together formed a single, composite vision, 

with the artisans serving as the solution to the calamity symbolized by the horns. 

 

In approaching this vision it’s important to recall two interpretive considerations: 

 

1) The first is that the night visions comprised one extended visionary episode, with each 

vision flowing out of its predecessors and building upon them. So it is here; this second 

vision picked up on the thematic thrust of the first one and further developed it.  

 

Specifically, the first vision highlighted Yahweh’s commitment to return with 

compassion to Jerusalem and Zion. He had employed Gentile powers to severely punish 

His covenant people, but this didn’t mean He’d forsaken them or His designs in and 

through them. But neither did this employment imply His favor toward the subjugating 

powers; quite the opposite, He was indignant with them (1:15). Such indignation suggests 

pending retribution, but there is no direct indication of it in the first vision. The first 

vision focuses entirely on Jerusalem and Zion and their restoration; it is in the second 

vision that the fate of the oppressing nations comes to light. 

 

2) The second thing to keep in mind is that these visions contain symbolic imagery designed 

to communicate with Zechariah and his contemporaries. This means that the horn and 

artisan images (as with the imagery in the first vision) must be considered in the light of 

scriptural usage, for that is the lens through which Zechariah would have viewed them. 

He inquired into the meaning of what he saw, not because he was unfamiliar with the 

symbols as such, but because he was unsure of what they meant in the present vision. 

 

These considerations provide the framework for interpreting the vision, and each of the two parts 

will be examined in turn. 

 

1. The first part of the vision involved Zechariah seeing four horns (1:18). He recorded 

nothing further, so it’s unclear how these horns appeared to him (i.e., suspended in the 

air, sitting on a surface, etc.). But the fact that this vision flowed out of the preceding one 

suggests that the horns were perhaps situated within the general setting of the deep. But 

regardless, Zechariah certainly would have associated these two images – first because of 

their proximity to each other, but, more importantly, because of their related meanings. 
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a. The first thing to consider, then, is the horn symbolism itself. A horn carries 

several symbolic meanings in the Old Testament (in addition to literal ones), 

many of which are closely related.  

 

- In terms of literal usage, a horn has two main denotations in the Scripture. 

The first is an animal horn (whatever its specific function in the passage) 

and the second is the structural protuberances associated with Israel’s 

altars as prescribed by Yahweh (cf. Exodus 27:1-2, 30:1-3). 

 

- In the present context the horns were clearly symbolic, representing 

certain nations. Used in this way, a horn functions as a general metaphor 

for strength or power and so also the related concepts of deliverance, 

protection, security and well-being. It is used in the Scripture in relation to 

God, human beings (rulers and other individuals) and even nations (cf. 

Numbers 23:22, 24:8; 1 Samuel 2:1, 10; 2 Samuel 22:3; Psalm 75:2-10, 

89:15-24, 92:9-11, 132:11-18, 148:1-14; Daniel 7:1-8, 8:1-11; etc.).  

 

 Not surprisingly, when the horn symbol is used in reference to evil men or 

enemies of God and His people, it takes on the negative connotation of an 

opposing, conquering, subjugating and even desolating power. This is the sense in 

which the horns should be understood in the present vision. 

 

b. When Zechariah inquired into the meaning of the four horns the angel replied that 

they symbolized the powers that had scattered Judah, Israel and Jerusalem. Some 

scholars treat these three entities separately, but the Hebrew construction suggests 

that the expression, “Israel and Jerusalem” should be treated as an explication of 

“Judah” (cf. 1:21, where only Judah is mentioned; ref. also Malachi 2:11). Thus 

the phrase should be rendered: Judah – that is, Israel and Jerusalem. Understood 

this way, “Israel” doesn’t refer to the northern kingdom of Israel in distinction 

from Judah in the south, but to the covenant nation descended from Jacob.  

 

- The house of Israel – consisting of the twelve tribes – was fully unified as 

a kingdom under David’s rule and had its throne in Jerusalem.  

 

- Later – and as a result of his failure as Yahweh’s king, David’s kingdom 

was reduced to the two tribes of Judah and Benjamin, though still with 

Jerusalem as its capital (cf. 2 Samuel 5:1-5 and 1 Kings 11:26-40).   

 

After the twelve tribes were torn apart during the reign of David’s grandson 

Rehoboam, the covenant house of Israel was preserved in David’s “remnant” 

kingdom: the southern kingdom of Judah consisting of the tribes of Benjamin and 

Judah (Judah being David’s tribe). This sub-kingdom endured for three and a half 

centuries until it was destroyed by the Babylonians in 586 B.C. Thus Babylon is 

an obvious referent for the desolating horns of Zechariah’s vision, but how does 

one explain the fact that the prophet saw four horns? Several explanations have 

been proposed, but there are two that seem the most plausible:  
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1) The first is that the horns represented four nations or imperial powers. If 

this was the case, what were they? Egypt played a role leading up to the 

destruction of Judah, with Pharaoh Neco deposing King Joahaz (Jehoahaz) 

and taking him captive (2 Chronicles 36:1-4). So other nations – including 

the northern sub-kingdom of Israel – had come against Judah as the 

remnant of David’s kingdom during the centuries preceding its downfall.  

 

 But other imperial powers followed Babylon and these perpetuated 

Judah’s scattering – i.e., its desolation and exile. Again, it’s critical to 

recognize the Scripture’s perspective on the exile of the covenant 

household: Exile and recovery from it were not a matter of geographical 

location or physical restoration.  

 

- Every member of the twelve tribes of Israel could return to Canaan 

and the temple and Jerusalem and the cities of Judah could be fully 

restored, and yet none of this would end Israel’s exile.  

 

- From a myriad of vantage points, the Old Testament scriptures are 

uniformly clear: The children of Abraham would remain in exile 

from Yahweh until David’s throne and kingdom were restored. 

      

 Thus many scholars associate these four horns with the four empires 

highlighted in Daniel’s vision: Babylon, Medo-Persia, Greece and Rome. 

From the Scripture’s vantage point, these were the world powers which 

were appointed to hold Yahweh’s people in exile and subjugation until He 

arose to deliver them in the person of His Servant, the Branch of David 

(cf. Daniel 2:1-45, 7:1-28, 8:1-27; cf. also Isaiah 11:1ff). If this view is 

correct, then the four horns lifted up against Judah were oriented more 

toward the present and future (relative to Zechariah) than toward the past.  

 But even if the horns did not refer specifically to Daniel’s four world 

empires (only one of which had passed), the fact remains that these nation-

horns must be understood as still acting against Judah in Zechariah’s day 

and even into the future. Otherwise, the vision makes no sense. 

 

 The proof of this is the second half of the vision, namely the fact that 

Yahweh was sending agents to terrify and thrown down these horns: 

“What are these coming to do?” At the time of the vision, Yahweh’s 

agents (the four artisans) were still coming to accomplish their work, and 

yet Babylon – the nation which had scattered Judah – had already been 

thrown down. Clearly other nations or entities were also in mind. 

 

2) The second option is that the number four was itself symbolic. But if so, 

what did it symbolize in the vision? One widely-held view is that it 

indicates the concept of comprehensiveness or fullness in regard to scope, 

content or extent. This conclusion derives from the way the Scripture uses 

the number four in symbolic, non-literal (as well as literal) contexts.  
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 So, for example, the four corners of the earth (Isaiah 11:12; cf. also Job 

1:18-19; Ezekiel 7:1-4), the four winds (Zechariah 2:6; cf. also Jeremiah 

49:35-36; Ezekiel 37:1-9), four transgressions (Amos 1:3-2:6), four things 

that together constitute completeness (Proverbs 30:15-31); four-fold 

destruction (Jeremiah 15:1-4; Ezekiel 14:12-21) and the various four-fold 

features of the furnishings in Solomon’s temple (1 Kings 7:23-38; cf. also 

Ezekiel 43:12-20). Two other examples are the four living creatures with 

their four-fold features and associations (Ezekiel 1:1-18, 10:1-22) and 

four generations as symbolizing the complete fullness of Job’s life and of 

God’s restorative work toward him (42:12-17). 

 

 The second (symbolic) view is certainly plausible for the present context. First of 

all, the symbolic use of the number four accords with the fact that it appears in a 

vision which itself is symbolic. But, secondly, this option also fits the contextual 

emphasis on the completeness of the scattering and desolation of Judah and 

Jerusalem. Nevertheless, a couple of important considerations seem to weight the 

decision in favor of the four horns symbolizing the four imperial powers of 

Babylon, Medo-Persia, Greece and Rome:  

 

- The first is the precedent of Daniel’s visions and the scriptural perspective 

it established for Zechariah’s vision (cf. again Daniel 7:1-8, 8:3-9). These 

four world empires presided over and sustained the exile and desolation of 

David’s kingdom, so that the end of Israel’s exile required their 

overthrow. And Yahweh was going to accomplish this by His own return 

in the promised Davidic ruler (cf. Daniel 7:1-18 with 2:31-45, esp. v. 44). 

 

- These prophetic truths accord with Zechariah’s broader visionary context. 

The four horns symbolized the scattering powers opposing God’s people 

and kingdom – enemies He was going to come against and throw down 

(1:20-21) in order to fulfill His pledge in the first vision (1:16-17). 

 

2. Set in parallel with the four horns, the Lord also showed Zechariah four artisans. The 

horns symbolized the powers responsible for desolating David’s house and kingdom – 

powers ultimately opposing Yahweh and His purposes. The artisans, in turn, symbolized 

His determination to come against those desolating powers and vanquish them (1:20-21). 

 

a. This Hebrew noun denotes a skilled artisan or craftsman and so can refer to any of 

the artistic and building disciplines. It first occurs in connection with Cain’s 

descendents who were skilled in working with bronze and iron (Genesis 4:22). It 

is also used of engravers (Exodus 28:11, 35:35, 38:23), metalworkers skilled in 

casting, carving, forging or forming (Deuteronomy 27:15; 1 Kings 7:14) and 

woodworkers and stone masons (2 Samuel 5:11; 2 Kings 12:11). 

 

 Given this meaning, it seems curious that God would employ this imagery to 

depict the agents of His triumph over the scattering nations. Skilled craftsmen 

hardly come to mind when envisioning Yahweh’s vanquishing hosts. 
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 An artisan seems an unlikely image for a divine counteragent against the horn-

nations that oppose the Lord’s people and purposes, but the imagery is powerfully 

effective if the connotation of skillful mastery is brought to the forefront. This is 

precisely the emphasis in the use of the term in Ezekiel’s prophecy (ref. 21:31). 

There Yahweh promised the sons of Ammon that, though they escaped Babylon’s 

sword when the king turned his devastating army toward Jerusalem, their 

judgment would come at the hand of others: men who were masters in the art of 

destruction. So in Zechariah’s vision the artisans he saw should be viewed in this 

same way: Ammon epitomized the enemies of Yahweh’s people and His covenant 

kingdom and His word through Ezekiel was that He had ordained skilled 

destroyers to come against them; the “horn” of Ammon would not escape the 

Lord’s just recompense, but neither would any nation or power raised up against 

Him and His purposes as they were bound up in the Abrahamic people. 

 

b. Thus the Ezekiel context is quite helpful in discerning the meaning of Zechariah’s 

second vision. Ammon was the specific referent in Ezekiel’s prophecy and this 

nation exemplified the unspecified horn-nations of Zechariah’s vision. Both were 

defined by having “lifted up their horns against the land of Judah to scatter it” 

(ref. 1 Kings 24:1-2; cf. Psalm 83:1-8) and both were to endure deserved 

destruction at the hand of Yahweh’s master destroyers. Both had “contributed for 

evil” in the Lord’s work of punishing the house of Israel (1:15) and both would be 

thrown down when He returned to them with compassion (1:16-17). 

 

 The vision didn’t identify the horns, and so it was with the artisans sent against 

them. This indefiniteness was clearly by design. For, even if one assigns Daniel’s 

four empires to the four horns, the Scripture treated these empires as representing 

the human world in its rebellion against God and His kingdom. Aligning Daniel’s 

prophecies with those of others of the prophets makes this abundantly clear. 

 

A notable example is Jeremiah 25:1-31 in which Yahweh enumerated and 

pledged to destroy the nations that had opposed His people and kingdom, but then 

enlarged His oath so as to encompass the whole earth. The entire world of men – 

manifest in various nations as well as world empires – is set against Him and the 

triumph of His kingdom and rule, so that His “local” judgments were only 

portents of the global judgment to come (cf. also Joel 2:1-17 with 2:18-32 and 

3:1-8 with 3:9-21; ref. also Amos 9:1-15; Obadiah; Micah 3:1-4:8; Zephaniah 1:1-

18). The God who judged and overthrew nations and powers that opposed the 

kingdom of Israel would surely throw down the “city of man” that stands against 

His everlasting kingdom – the kingdom promised to Abraham and reaffirmed to 

David. And by destroying these adversaries, Yahweh would banish all enmity and 

finally end the exile – not only of human beings, but of the whole creation. 

 

Thus, Zechariah’s vision looked beyond Judah’s recovery to God’s ultimate purpose to restore 

all things to Himself. He left the horns and artisans unspecified because they represent a dynamic 

of human enmity and divine triumph that reaches beyond a particular episode or era to 

encompass the whole of human history and the absolute victory of God in it and over it. 


