The Grand Finale of Human History #24

“The Time of God’s Warning (part 6)”

Revelation 12

Chronology is very important in correctly interpreting and understanding the book of Revelation. Scholars are split between a cyclical and a linear view of this book—the cyclical view that each group of sevens (seals, trumpets, bowls) cover the same events from different perspectives, while the linear view sees these groups of seven as following each other in a chronological fashion. Through this study we have maintained the linear view.

Now as we come to Revelation 11, the question of chronology again emerges to the forefront. The first fourteen verses take place during the time of the sixth trumpet, while the seventh trumpet is sounded (finally, in some opinions) in the fifteenth verse. However, chapters twelve and thirteen seem to take a step backward, especially when considering Revelation 11:7, regarding the two witnesses: “Now when they have finished their testimony, the beast that comes up from the Abyss will attack them, and overpower and kill them.” Now, wait a minute! Who (or what) is this beast that comes up from the Abyss? We have not been introduced to this character yet. 

Haven’t you ever been telling a story only to stop and say, “Let me go back and explain”? I believe that is what John does at the beginning of chapter twelve and he takes two chapters to fill in the background. So we are going to skip chapter eleven for the time being and consider chapter twelve this week and chapter thirteen next week, then return to chapter eleven and pick up the chronology.

Once again we are confronted with bold, even shocking imagery from the pen of the apostle John. We need to remind ourselves that in apocalyptic literature, vibrant and vivid images are used to paint scenes, but this does not make what they represent any less real. As George Eldon Ladd writes, “The vision is not meant to be a foretelling of history but a representation of the struggle in the spiritual world that lies behind history.”
 Yes, John will end up at the same point in time—the period just before the seventh trumpet—but this provides the historical and biblical context throughout time.

Robert Mounce believes that “the visions in chapter 12 form the theological heart of the entire book.” He goes on to write, 

In Christ God engaged Satan in the ultimate battle of the Holy War. The redemptive triumph of Christ in his death and resurrection was the crucial defeat of Satan and the forces of evil. Yet for a time the dragon vigorously pursues the people of God. Hence there is great suffering in the final days.

While the message of this section deals with “the final days,” Christians of all eras can benefit from the triumphant teaching we find here.

The Dragon’s Failed Ruse

We first read of the dragon’s failed ruse in verses 1-6,

A great and wondrous sign appeared in heaven: a woman clothed with the sun, with the moon under her feet and a crown of twelve stars on her head. She was pregnant and cried out in pain as she was about to give birth. Then another sign appeared in heaven: an enormous red dragon with seven heads and ten horns and seven crowns on his heads. His tail swept a third of the stars out of the sky and flung them to the earth. The dragon stood in front of the woman who was about to give birth, so that he might devour her child the moment it was born. She gave birth to a son, a male child, who will rule all the nations with an iron scepter. And her child was snatched up to God and to his throne. The woman fled into the desert to a place prepared for her by God, where she might be taken care of for 1,260 days. 

Chapter twelve begins with a woman “clothed with the sun, with the moon under her feet and a crown of twelve stars on her head.” Some scholars think she represents Mary, the mother of the Lord; others see Israel, the people who gave birth to Messiah.
 This seems to be a reference to the nation of Israel, as seen in Joseph’s dream in Genesis 37:9. This woman is with child and about to deliver, reminiscent of Isaiah 26:17-18,

As a woman with child and about to give birth writhes and cries out in her pain, so were we in your presence, O Lord. We were with child, we writhed in pain, but we gave birth to wind. We have not brought salvation to the earth; we have not given birth to people of the world. 
The prophet Micah uses this image twice in his book, first in Micah 4:10, “Writhe in agony, O Daughter of Zion, like a woman in labor…” and later in Micah 5:3, “Therefore Israel will be abandoned until the time when she who is in labor gives birth and the rest of his brothers return to join the Israelites.” Yet this heavenly woman is the mother both of the Messiah and of the actual church on earth (as seen in the phrase “her offspring,” in verse 17). Therefore, it is better to understand the woman in a somewhat broader sense as the ideal Zion, the heavenly representative of the people of God. It should cause no trouble that within the same chapter the woman’s offspring comes to signify the church. The people of God are one throughout all redemptive history. The early church did not view itself as discontinuous with faithful Israel.

Paul speaks of “the Jerusalem which is above,” who is the mother of the people of God on earth. She was the mother of the true Israel in the Old Testament, and of the people of the Messiah in the New Testament.
 (Paul also refers to “Israel after the flesh” in 1 Corinthians 10:18, suggesting that there was also “Israel after the spirit.”
)

The second “wonder” or “sign” is a red dragon. This speaks of Satan, as spelled out in no uncertain terms in Revelation 20:2. The dragon is described as having seven heads and ten horns (like a ram’s horn, not a musical instrument). Throughout Scripture the horn is a symbol of strength, so this shows that Satan is very powerful. The heads may refer to life, and the seven heads may indicate that evil is very hard to kill.

Verse four states that the dragon “swept a third of the stars out of the sky and flung them to the earth.” The common interpretation of this phrase is that Satan took one-third of the angels with him when he initially rebelled against God (see Isaiah 14:12-15 and Ezekiel 28:12-19).
 Whether this is John’s point here is not certain.

The dragon waits in front of the woman to devour the child to be born—a clear reference to Jesus Christ’s coming to earth. This explains the violent antagonism with which the child of the messianic community was met during the years of his life on earth. It began with the determination of King Herod to murder the Christ-child (Matt 2), continued throughout the dangers and temptations of his earthly life, and culminated in the crucifixion. Satan has taken his position and awaits his victim.
 Yet when the child was born, He was snatched up to heaven before the dragon could harm Him. 

John mentions nothing of Jesus’ life, ministry, death, or resurrection, only His birth and ascension.
 This may seem strange to us, but in apocalyptic literature it is not unusual to condense events into brief periods in order to maintain focus. (This may have been used by John between Revelation 7:1-8 and 7:9-17, and it is definitely the case in chapter twenty, where the beginning and the end of Millennium are described in detail but nothing is mentioned of the thousand years in between!) The important truth to note here is that Satan failed in his scheme to devour or destroy God’s Anointed One when He came to earth in human form.

The Dragon’s Futile Rebellion

John goes on in verses 7-12 to detail the dragon’s futile rebellion,

And there was war in heaven. Michael and his angels fought against the dragon, and the dragon and his angels fought back. But he was not strong enough, and they lost their place in heaven. The great dragon was hurled down—that ancient serpent called the devil, or Satan, who leads the whole world astray. He was hurled to the earth, and his angels with him. 

Then I heard a loud voice in heaven say: “Now have come the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our God, and the authority of his Christ. For the accuser of our brothers, who accuses them before our God day and night, has been hurled down.  They overcame him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony; they did not love their lives so much as to shrink from death.  Therefore rejoice, you heavens and you who dwell in them! But woe to the earth and the sea, because the devil has gone down to you! He is filled with fury, because he knows that his time is short.” 

When the dragon fails to destroy the Child, he turns his violent intent against heaven. Michael, who throughout Scripture is known for his strength in battle (see Dan. 10:13, 21; 12:1; and Jude 9), leads the armies of heaven against the forces of the devil. As strong as Satan is, he is no match against the power of God. Satan and his angels are cast out of heaven and to the earth. Heaven rejoices that Satan is cast out, but the inhabitants of earth are warned that Satan is particularly furious because he knows his time is short.

When does this take place? The Bible records that Satan was initially kicked out of heaven when he rebelled against God. This had to have happened sometime between the creation of the universe (Genesis 1-2) and the fall of man (Genesis 3), perhaps in between Genesis 1:1 and 1:2. The Hebrew phrase rendered “was formless and empty” can be translated “became formless and empty,” signifying a catastrophic event. Yet Jesus said in Luke 10:18, “I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven.” Did He mean at that time, during His life on earth, or was He speaking of the prior event that He witnessed before His incarnation? Or will this battle between Satan and Michael happen sometime in the future, closer to the end of time?

I agree with Mounce who views this as an all-out attempt on the part of Satan to regain his position in the presence of God. This text does not refer back to the original expulsion of Satan from heaven but is the cosmic prelude to the consummation, an “end-time event.”

Even more important than the chronological implications here is the theological truth: The single intent of the passage is to assure those who meet satanic evil on earth that it is really a defeated power, however contrary it might seem to human experience.

The Dragon’s Frustrated Rage

Finally we read of the dragon’s frustrated rage in verses 13-17,

When the dragon saw that he had been hurled to the earth, he pursued the woman who had given birth to the male child. The woman was given the two wings of a great eagle, so that she might fly to the place prepared for her in the desert, where she would be taken care of for a time, times and half a time, out of the serpent’s reach. Then from his mouth the serpent spewed water like a river, to overtake the woman and sweep her away with the torrent. But the earth helped the woman by opening its mouth and swallowing the river that the dragon had spewed out of his mouth. Then the dragon was enraged at the woman and went off to make war against the rest of her offspring—those who obey God’s commandments and hold to the testimony of Jesus.
After Satan is thrown out of heaven for the final time, he unleashes his fury against God’s people. He cannot destroy them en masse (his attacks against the woman), so he lashed out against individual believers (“the rest of her offspring—those who obey God’s commandments and hold to the testimony of Jesus.”) That last phrase convinces me that John refers to Christians here—“true Jews”—and not Jews by physical heritage. 

History records many times in which Israel as a nation and Christianity as a religion have been persecuted and threatened with extinction. But I maintain that John is writing about a future oppression because of the time frame mentioned. Verse six predicts that the woman would be protected 1,230 days, or three-and-a-half years. This has already been established as the length of ministry for the two witnesses, the trampling of the outer court of the temple, and the reign of the Antichrist (also repeated in Revelation 13:5). Therefore I see Revelation 12:7-17 as a future event.

It is precisely because Satan has lost the crucial battle that he now launches one last assault on the church. Cast down to earth and knowing that his time is short, he turns his fierce anger on the church. The final outpouring of Satanic wrath is the result of his defeat in heavenly battle.

This spiritual conflict is the backdrop for the actual struggle on earth between the church and Antichrist (whom we will meet in chapter 13). In the face of the time of great tribulation, John has assured the church that Satan has already been defeated and cannot win the victory over the church. Nevertheless, he can inflict fearful persecution; and this final persecution is reflected in the war on the rest of her offspring.
 Satan is at war with all Christians. He is not able to accomplish his purpose against God and therefore he does what he can in opposing God’s people.

The bottom line is this: Satan hates us. All who love and follow Christ and His teachings must never forget those three words. He wants nothing more than to sabotage our love for God and for others, to tempt us into a moral catastrophe, and/or to see us choose a lifestyle of sin rather than a walk with the Lord Jesus Christ. When we falter, he stands ready to accuse us before God. When we pass the tests of temptation, he looks beyond that and is already strategizing his next attack. Satan hates us with a relentless passion.
 He will do everything in his power to destroy God’s people, but in vain.

That is the thought I want you to come away with from Revelation 12: although Satan is a powerful and aggressive foe, he will not triumph.
 God has decisively defeated the devil. Satan opposed Christ from the beginning and tried to destroy him, but without avail. The evil one has been cast out of heaven. His power on earth is, to be sure, terrifyingly real to believers. But this is not because he is triumphant. It is because he knows that he is beaten and has but a short time. Let the church then take heart. She will have her martyrs, but ultimately triumph is sure.

Why is this important for us today? You and I are involved in a similar conflict today. Satan is out to destroy the church, and our victory can come only through Jesus Christ.
 Through this passage we know that His victory is certain. We simply have to be on the winning side.
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