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F. Sixth Night Vision – The Flying Scroll and Ephah 

 

Zechariah lifted his eyes once again to see a new scene appear before him. In place of the 

lampstand and olive trees, he now observed a gigantic scroll soaring through the air in front of 

him (5:1). Some have wondered how Zechariah was able to see this scroll at night against a dark 

sky and the prophet provided no explanation for it. But the truth is the question is irrelevant and 

misguided for it overlooks the fact that this was a vision: a divinely-generated scene that 

appeared to the eyes of Zechariah’s mind (as with the entire visionary episode). Therefore it 

cannot be assessed in physical categories; what matters is the imagery itself and its meaning. 

 

Before examining this vision, it’s important to consider its relationship to the visionary scene 

that immediately follows (5:5-11). Here scholars are divided, with some maintaining that the two 

are separate visions and others insisting that they together form one composite vision. The 

strongest support for them being separate visions is the transition in verse 5 and the fact that the 

two visionary scenes and their images are entirely different. On the other hand, the second vision 

directly interacts with the first one, which suggests that it is a continuation of its predecessor. 

This is further supported by the fact that the two visions are closely related in their meaning. The 

second scene builds on the first one so that, together, they provide one extended message. The 

approach taken here will be to treat the two as one composite vision, but while acknowledging 

and considering their individual content, meaning and contribution to the whole. 

 

1. The Flying Scroll  (5:1-4) 

 

Again, the first scene in the larger vision involved an enormous rolled parchment or scroll 

soaring across the night sky. When it caught Zechariah’s attention, the angel with him asked him 

to describe what he saw. The prophet responded by describing the length and width of the scroll 

(5:2), indicating that it appeared to him unrolled rather than bound. That the scroll appeared 

opened rather than rolled up wasn’t incidental, for immediately the angel began to explain the 

meaning of the vision in terms of the words of judgment written in the scroll (5:3-4). An open 

scroll signified that the contents were no longer sealed up in view of a distant day, but exposed 

and set to come to pass (cf. Isaiah 29:10-11; Daniel 12:1-9; Revelation 5:1-10, 6:1-17, 22:1-10).  

 

As a side note, in the previous visions the angelic explanation characteristically followed the 

prophet’s inquiry, but there is no mention of any such inquiry here. Perhaps the angel began 

speaking before Zechariah could ask the meaning of what he was seeing; it’s also possible that 

the sight of a huge (thirty feet by fifteen feet) parchment flying through the air left him 

speechless. And just perhaps, having personally experienced Israel’s agonizing plight under 

Yahweh’s punishing hand, Zechariah may have had a sense of foreboding about what the scroll 

contained and what its opened condition might mean for the covenant nation. 

 

Concerning the dimensions of the scroll, some contend that the dimensions are not important in 

themselves; others insist they contribute to the meaning of the vision. Within the first group, 

some believe they should be regarded merely as approximations; how could Zechariah precisely 

determine the size of an unrolled scroll soaring in the night sky above him? The only reason for 

mentioning dimensions was to convey a sense of the scroll’s gigantic size. 
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Others argue that the dimensions are significant in that they precisely match the length and width 

of the forecourt of Solomon’s temple (1 Kings 6:1-3) and this “porch” was a place of judgment – 

a place where laymen of Israel (non-priests) could come and plead for justice before Yahweh, 

Israel’s Judge (1 Kings 8:31-32). Given the purpose for the scroll, this connection is not entirely 

implausible. Still others associate the scroll’s dimensions with those of the tabernacle’s outer 

room (the “holy place”). (Note that these dimensions are nowhere explicitly stated, but must be 

deduced from the description of the tabernacle’s component parts.) One obvious difficulty with 

this view is that Solomon’s temple, not the original tabernacle, was arguably more in the 

forefront in Zechariah’s prophecy and it was twice the size of its original counterpart. In the end, 

the significance of the scroll’s dimensions may not be discernable to the contemporary reader, 

and all the more so because the text is silent in that regard.  

 

What is clear is that the scroll signified Yahweh’s judicial “canon” by which men were to be 

assessed and judged. Specifically, the angel explained that the scroll embodied an oath. This 

Hebrew noun denotes a sworn declaration, pledge or testimony. Such oaths can be made to men 

or to God and, being sworn commitments, they carry acknowledged and agreed upon sanctions 

for violation. Hence the connotation of a curse (cf. Genesis 24:41, 26:28; Leviticus 5:1; Numbers 

5:20ff; Judges 17:2; 1 Samuel 14:24; Proverbs 29:24; Ezekiel 16:59, 17:13; etc). And, 

particularly relevant to this context, this sort of solemn oath could take the form of covenant 

commitments, as was the case with Yahweh’s covenant with Israel. Both Yahweh and His 

covenant “son” Israel had bound themselves to the other with a sworn oath (cf. Exodus 19:1-8, 

24:1-8), but Israel had broken the covenant and brought the sanction of cursing upon itself (ref. 

Deuteronomy 29:10-21; cf. Jeremiah 23:9-10, 29:15-20, 44:1-12).  

 

Hence the sworn pledge signified by the scroll embodies the idea of a curse, and several things 

about this curse are critical to note: 

 

a. The first is that this curse came from the Lord. The scroll thus represented Yahweh’s 

word of condemnation spoken against men (5:4). 

 

b. Secondly, the reach of this curse extended to “the whole land.” This Hebrew noun is used 

alternately for a particular land – typically the land of Israel – and for the earth as a 

whole. Scholars are divided and both interpretations have plausible support. But in the 

end, it’s likely that both significations were in view in the vision: Certainly the immediate 

context seems to suggest that “land” here denotes the covenant land of Israel promised to 

Abraham and his descendents (cf. 5:11 in which “wickedness” is removed to Shinar); but 

even so, the “land” as the covenant habitation of Yahweh and His people has its ultimate 

significance in the earth as the fulfilled covenant habitation (cf. again Isaiah 11:1-10 and 

Daniel 2:31-45 with Matthew 5:5; Romans 4:13; Hebrews 11:8-16; etc.). This dual 

signification will become more evident when the meaning of the vision is uncovered. 

 

c. Taken together, the preceding observations show that the imagery of the unrolled, flying 

scroll symbolized the fact that the Lord’s words of judgment were “opened and laid bare” 

and about to traverse the land in order to assess and judge its inhabitants. And the specific 

matters of judgment were stealing and swearing falsely (5:3b). The first pertains to men’s 

relationship with one another and the second to their relationship with God (ref. 5:4). 
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  These two offenses are notable first because they constitute transgressions of the “Ten 

Words” – the Decalogue which formed the very heart of God’s covenant with Israel (ref. 

Exodus 20:7, 15). At the same time, they function in the vision in a representative and 

epitomizing way. That is, the Lord wasn’t singling out stealing and swearing falsely in 

His name as the two offenses which incur His judgment and curse; rather these were 

cited as epitomizing the violation of the covenant in general. Swearing falsely represents 

the violation of the first table of the “Ten Words” and stealing the violation of the second 

table. The vision itself indicates this dynamic of representation by the fact that the scroll 

contains the curse for stealing on one side and the curse for swearing falsely on the other. 

The oaths of cursing pronounced upon these two offenses fill up the scroll, front and 

back, signifying that, in themselves, they embody the whole. 

 

d. And so Yahweh’s curse was going to move across the land as the just recompense for 

breaking His covenant. This implies that the curse had its immediate referent in the 

children of Israel. This is not to say that the vision didn’t have universal significance. As 

will be seen, its message of judgment did ultimately implicate the whole world, but in 

keeping with the overall message of the night visions: Eschatological, creational 

judgment and renewal in the Branch – not punishment for violation of the Decalogue as 

universally binding “moral law” – lay behind the vision’s universal relevance. 

 

e. Lastly, the curse had its ultimate goal in purgation, not condemnation and destruction. 

The verb rendered “purged away” by the NAS (5:3) has the basic sense of emptying or 

pouring out. Thus it and its cognates can assume a negative or positive meaning. 

Positively, they can refer to a release or liberation as in a verdict of innocence (acquittal) 

or release from an oath or obligation (cf. Genesis 24:8; Exodus 34:6-7; Numbers 5:19-31; 

Deuteronomy 24:5; Joshua 2:17, 20; Judges 15:3; etc.). Negatively, they can assume the 

sense of desolation, desertion, purgation or privation as in the expression “cleanness of 

teeth” (Amos 4:6; cf. Isaiah 3:26). Most often in the Old Testament scriptures the term 

has a legal or ethical connotation suggesting guilt or innocence. So, to be innocent is to 

be free from guilt; conversely, to be guilty is to be deprived of such freedom.  

 

 The sense here is notably both positive and negative. This is because, in context, the verb 

indicates a purging work, and purgation both destroys and renews: It eliminates (empties 

out) that which is foreign, impure or defiling, but in order to cleanse, heal, or purify.  

 

- In particular, this work of elimination would serve to purge “lawlessness” from 

the land – lawlessness being defined not in terms of immorality or impiety as 

such, but spiritual adultery: violation of covenant relationship with Yahweh and 

its obligations of love, faith and devotion (cf. Matthew 7:21-23).  

 

- Moreover, this purging was to be absolute, expressed in the Lord’s vow that His 

curse was going to enter the house of the offender and linger there until it had 

completely destroyed that house (5:4). Not merely the violator himself, but also 

his dwelling was subject to the destroying hand of Yahweh’s curse, highlighting 

the crucial principle that a man’s corruption and defilement render unclean 

everything he interacts with (cf. Haggai 2:10-14 with Joshua 7; also Titus 1:15).  
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The significance of this principle for the vision is that the land of Israel was polluted and 

defiled because of the covenant unfaithfulness of its inhabitants. Yahweh previously 

emptied the land of its corrupt inhabitants by the hand of foreign powers, but the stain of 

their uncleanness remained upon it. Even more importantly to the context of Zechariah’s 

prophecy, the return of the exiled remnant didn’t mean the eradication of their impurity. 

Otherwise, there would be no point in Yahweh’s scroll searching out the land; it would 

find no offenders to whom to apply His curse. But as it was, both the covenant land and 

the covenant sons remained guilty and polluted and liable to the curse carried by the 

scroll. Both land and people had yet to return to their covenant God. 

 

Before moving on to the next part of the vision, it’s worthwhile to consider the vision’s place 

within the larger visionary episode. At first glance, it doesn’t appear to fit with its counterparts. 

In particular, the night visions as a whole are positive and reassuring and provide encouragement 

to the exiles rebuilding the temple. They promise return, restoration, ingathering, security and 

peace for Yahweh’s people in connection with His reestablishing His presence among them. 

Situated in the midst of this emphasis, the message of a curse seems out of place. 

 

But this apparent dissonance disappears with the recognition that the Lord’s curse had its goal in 

purgation. True, it was going to bring destruction, but as a necessary preparatory work in 

Yahweh’s larger purpose, namely the preparation of the covenant inhabitation and its inhabitants 

for His promised return and the restoration of David’s house and kingdom. The Lord’s return and 

the establishment of His kingdom required more than the condemnation and destruction of the 

offending outside powers (the four horns); it demanded the purging – in judgment and 

destruction – of the offense within. The Day of Yahweh is a day of judgment and destruction 

directed against the whole world because the offending entities (the enemies of the Lord and His 

kingdom) infect all men and the whole creation. The Lord must bring a curse upon the whole 

land in order to destroy the curse which has overtaken the whole creation (Galatians 3:10-14).  

 

To some, the angel’s explanation of the scroll suggests that this purging work was going to 

extend to the physical land of Israel. Indeed, the cleansing of the land (together with the 

reconstruction of the temple and the city of Jerusalem) would seem to be a necessary precursor to 

Yahweh’s return, and it might well be that Zechariah and those with him viewed things that way. 

Certainly the prophets spoke of the purging and renewing of the land (cf. Isaiah 49:8, 51:3; 

Jeremiah 32:37-44; Ezekiel 36:33-38; Hosea 2:14-18; Joel 3:16-21; Amos 9:13-15; etc.). 

Nevertheless, the future would reveal that such cleansing never came to the land of Israel. 

Rather, it came to the world of men through the work of the Davidic Branch, but with the 

assurance that one day it was going to purge and renew the whole creation. 

 

But this manner of fulfillment doesn’t argue against the prophetic witness; quite the contrary, a 

careful consideration of what the prophets actually promised shows that the restoration of the 

land was bound up in and reflected the restoration of Yahweh’s relationship with His image-

sons. The matter of the land’s purging and restoration becomes all the more clear when it’s 

understood that it represented Yahweh’s sanctuary where He dwelt with His people. The issue of 

the land is thus the issue of sacred space: not geographical location, but the relational “place” 

inhabited by the Lord and His creation. Thus the relational restoration of the inhabitants 

necessarily implies the restoration of the inhabitation they share. 


