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Scriptural Foundation: Revelation 12:1-17

The Woman and the Dragon 

1A 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. 2She was pregnant and cried out in pain as she was about to give birth. 3Then another sign appeared in heaven: an enormous red dragon with seven heads and ten horns and seven crowns on his heads. 4His 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. 5She 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. 6The woman fled into the desert to a place prepared for her by God, where she might be taken care of for 1,260 days. 

7And there was war in heaven. Michael and his angels fought against the dragon, and the dragon and his angels fought back. 8But he was not strong enough, and they lost their place in heaven. 9The 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. 

10Then 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.  11They 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. 12Therefore 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." 

13When the dragon saw that he had been hurled to the earth, he pursued the woman who had given birth to the male child. 14The 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. 15Then from his mouth the serpent spewed water like a river to overtake the woman and sweep her away with the torrent. 16But the earth helped the woman by opening its mouth and swallowing the river that the dragon had spewed out of his mouth. 17Then 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.

In his book, The Serpent of Paradise, Erwin Lutzer tells the story about a construction company that invited various contractors to submit bids for a major building complex. All things being equal, the contractor who submitted the lowest bid would get the job.  Therefore, the bids had to be submitted in secret. On the last day the bids could be tendered, a contractor walked into the office of the president of the company with a bid application in his hand. To his surprise, the office of the president was empty. He stood alone, venturing a glance at the huge mahogany desk. Much to his surprise, he saw on the desk the bid of his major competitor lying there. The only problem was that there was a can of pop sitting directly over the most important figure in the document, the final bid. If this contractor knew the amount that was written on that line, he could adjust his own bid to come in just beneath it and the multi-million dollar job would be his. The contractor nervously paced the floor, knowing full well what was at stake. He contemplated moving the can for just a second, reading the figure and then putting it back. He touched the can, but found himself unable to do that. He glanced around the room one more time. Now confident that no one was looking, he lifted the can quickly, intending to glance at the number and put the can back instantly. Much to his chagrin as he lifted the can from the desk, hundreds of BBs spilled onto the desk and rolled all over the floor. That contractor experienced the “Law of Unintended Consequences”. He thought he could control the fall-out of his dishonesty, but discovered that unforeseen events had been built into the temptation. One single act had repercussions he could not have anticipated; that he couldn’t control; and that he could not put back together again. The can of soda was not what it appeared to be. 

As we study Revelation 12:1-17, we discover that this is exactly what happened to Satan when he rebelled against God in heaven. He experienced the “Law of Unintended Circumstances”. This is exactly what happened to Adam and Eve when they first sinned.  And, it is exactly what happens to us when we resist God’s merciful rule for our own lives. The law of unintended consequences is not a respecter of persons, but rests heavily against all who disobey God.  

John describes for us an amazing vision that chronologically encompasses the beginning of creation and takes us all the way to the final culmination of God’s plan for human history. There are three themes we are going to trace through Revelation 12.
The first theme is Satan’s assault against God..
The second is God’s triumph over Satan.
Finally we will look at God’s provision for man’s security.
We begin with theme one, Satan’s assault against God, as we read Revelation 12:1 (NIV):
A great and wondrous sign appeared in heaven… 

Remember that we have suggested that the best way to interpret Revelation is the plainest way. When the text tells us about 144,000 Jews who are witnesses, the plain understanding is that God will set aside 144,000 Jewish witnesses during the Tribulation period. But here we are told that John sees a “sign”.  
A sign is a symbol that communicates an underlying reality. When our family was driving in northern Arizona we saw a sign that read, “The Grand Canyon,” we knew that the sign itself was not the Grand Canyon, but was a symbol that pointed us toward the reality. 
God is clear that chapter 12 is a sign that He is giving us that point to a reality through the apostle John. When God gives us a sign to read, He also helps us to understand the reality. God is a great communicator and He does not leave us with impossible puzzles to frustrate us. He gives us signs to clarify and deepen our understanding of His person and plan, not to confuse us. We continue reading Chapter 12 (NIV):
1 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.  2 She was pregnant and cried out in pain as she was about to give birth.  3 Then another sign appeared in heaven: an enormous red dragon with seven heads and ten horns and seven crowns on his heads. 4 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.

This is an amazing scene. This sounds like the beginnings of a fantasy tale, but it is not fantasy. God is explaining the cosmic conflict in heaven between Himself and His angels and Satan and his minions. This Great War began when an angel named Lucifer rebelled against God and became the devil. Lucifer convinced one-third of the angelic hosts to follow him by convincing them that he could defeat God in this rebellion and when he deceived Adam an Eve in the Garden of Eden he seduced humanity into enmity against God so that we would be placed in a position of hostility against the One who created us. This Great War will reach its climax and conclusion in the future time known as the “Great Tribulation”. During this time, Satan will make his final and most furious assault against God’s person, against God’s Kingdom, and against God’s plan.  

In this vision we are introduced to three main characters, and remember there are signs and symbols of what is to be. These characters are a woman, a child and a dragon.  
The reality behind the dragon and the male child are fairly easy to identify, so let us begin with them: what is the reality behind the dragon and the male child? 

The dragon represents the devil. We know that because John tells us so in Verse 9 (NIV):
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.  

The dragon is the serpent who appeared to Adam and Eve in the garden to tempt them to eat from the forbidden fruit. The goal of Satan is to lead the whole world astray and to convince the world that the truth God has revealed about Himself and His plan is a lie and that the Devil is actually the one bringing “the truth”.

The male child is a reference to Jesus, the Messiah, the long awaited one who would save His people from their sins and bring them into His kingdom.  Verse 5 describes the child this way (NIV):

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.

That is a direct quote from an Old Testament passage. One of the difficulties in understanding Revelation is that it alludes so much to the Old Testament. If we don’t know what God has previously revealed it will be impossible to understand the Book of Revelation itself. 

This is one of four references that Revelation directly makes to Psalm 2.  Psalm 2 is a messianic psalm that exalts the Messiah who is to come and put down all rebellious kings under His feet and He will “rule with and iron scepter”. In Psalm 2, Verse 2 (NAS) we read:

2 The kings of the earth take their stand, And the rulers take counsel together against the LORD and against His Anointed: 

The kings of the earth take their stand against the Lord and against the Lord’s anointed because they have succumbed to the delusion that the evil one has impressed upon them.  

5 Then he rebukes them in his anger and terrifies them in his wrath, saying, 6 "I have installed my King on Zion, my holy hill." 7 I will proclaim the decree of the LORD: He said to me, "You are my Son; today I have become your Father.

He is identifying who this future King is: He is the very Son of God.

In Acts 13:32-33 (NAS), Paul references Psalm 2:7 in one of his sermons in the synagogue at Antioch:

32 "And we preach to you the good news of the promise made to the fathers, 33 that God has fulfilled this promise to our children in that He raised up Jesus, as it is also written in the second Psalm, 'Thou art My Son; today I have begotten Thee.'”
With Jesus in view then, we read Psalm 2:8-9 (NIV) where God is still speaking:
8 “Ask of me, and I will make the nations your inheritance, the ends of the earth your possession. 9 You will rule them with an iron scepter; you will dash them to pieces like pottery." 10 Therefore, you kings, be wise; be warned, you rulers of the earth. 11 Serve the LORD with fear and rejoice with trembling. 12 Kiss the Son, lest he be angry and you be destroyed in your way, for his wrath can flare up in a moment. Blessed are all who take refuge in him.”
John in his vision takes the section from Psalm, Verse 8 and part of Verse 9, and reveals that this section applies to the male child referenced in Revelation to be Jesus. I love that last verse that speaks of kissing the Son. When we read Psalm 2 it appears to be a violent message because it is depicting this war of the kings of the earth against God and His Anointed and God responding in force. But, in the last verse it says, “kiss the Son”. We must wonder if this Psalm has turned from a warlike Psalm to a romance tale, but that is not the case. This kiss of the Son between a husband and a wife, one of romance and affection, but it is a kiss of submission; one king kissing the feet of another king in recognition of the sovereignty of the one over the other. 
This is the Gospel call upon everyone’s life. Do you want to be rescued from the wrath of this King who is sovereign and who will rule and no one is able to stop Him? No one will want to stop Him because He is righteous and good and loving and just, and yet, because man is deluded in thinking their kingdom will be a better kingdom and they do not need the true King. The Gospel call is this: when we rise up in self rule and resistance to the Sovereign Lord, He says, “Be warned that such a state and attitude of heart will lead only to ruin and destruction for the King who is the true King will not forever tolerate those who would resist Him and those who would defy Him. Kiss the Son. Come and recognize His Lordship. Bow before Him. Place you life in subjection to Him. Then you will be a part of His Kingdom – a Kingdom of life and joy and light itself.”
This male child will rule with an iron scepter which is a symbol of strict justice. It is to tell us that when Jesus establishes Himself upon His throne He will not allow evil and wickedness to ruin Him Kingdom. Remember this not speaking in the eternal state. He will not need to rule with an iron scepter in the eternal state because all sin and all wickedness will be completely removed. This is a reference to the Millennial Kingdom, the thousand year reign of Christ which comes at the end of the Tribulation, when Jesus returns and establishes His Kingdom upon this earth. During the thousand year reign He will rule with an iron scepter. He needs to or else wickedness will break out. Even though Satan is bound there is still wickedness in the heart of man and there are still those who will be unbelieving and unconverted on the earth. He is going to insure that His thousand year reign is going to be one of peace and justice and righteousness.  

So the dragon is the devil; the male child is Jesus.  Who is the woman? Some say this is the church. The problem with that is that the church did not give birth to Jesus; rather Jesus gave birth to the church. Some say this is the Virgin Mary. The problem with this is that you cannot fit Mary into Verse 6 (NIV), which reads:

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.

This did not happen in Mary’s life.
I believe that this woman represents the nation of Israel for three reasons:
First, the woman is said to be clothed with the sun, the moon is under her feet and she has twelve stars on her head. We ask, “Have we seen this picture in the Bible before?” Yes we have in Genesis.37. Joseph has a dream in which the sun, moon and stars represents his father, his mother and his eleven brothers. This represents the clan that became Israel.

Secondly, in the Old Testament, Israel is frequently depicted as the wife of God, an unfaithful wife, a rebellious wife, but none-the-less a wife. The church is not portrayed as a wife, but as a bride who awaits her wedding day.

Third, finally Israel does indeed bring forth the Savior as depicted in this image. This is why Jesus would say, “Salvation is from the Jews,” because the Jews were the ones used to bring for the Messiah. Paul will say in Romans 9:5, “from them is traced the human ancestry of Christ.”
We have now identified the three main figures in this vision.  Let us reread Verses 1-4 (NIV) with fresh understanding:

1 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. (Israel is first pictured.)  
2 She was pregnant and cried out in pain as she was about to give birth. (Israel is in travail as her preparation for the birth of the Messiah has been troubled, that is to say Satan has harassed and sought to harm her through out her history up to the birth of Jesus and beyond. Satan’s design is to exterminate this nation and thus end God’s plan of redemption from the very beginning. You can trace this harassment, to exterminate this nation and do away with it completely, all the way from Pharaoh in the time before the exodus to modern times with the threat from a nuclear Iran to blow Israel off the map. No nation in history has suffered more or been threatened more than Israel and her people have.)  
3 Then another sign appeared in heaven: an enormous red dragon with seven heads and ten horns and seven crowns on his heads. (The ten horns and seven crowns refer to Satan’s power over a revived Roman empire. There is a unified European nation that the anti-Christ is leading and that Satan is directing through the anti-Christ.)  
4 His tail swept a third of the stars out of the sky and flung them to the earth. (Satan is not alone in his assault against God. He has millions and millions of minions who joined him in his cause from the beginning of his rebellion against God. One third of the angels sided with him. He deceived them into believing that he could win against God.  Read Isaiah 14 or Ezekiel 28 to learn more about this event when Satan and his minions were cast out of heaven.)  
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.

Remember that Luke’s gospel tells the story of Herod the Great in Jesus day to try to kill Jesus as an infant.  The magi told Herod that they had come to worship the king.  Herod felt threatened by the birth of this unknown kind and so he made a demonically inspired order to kill every child under the age of two throughout Judea. God intervened by sending a warning to Joseph and Mary to flee into Egypt beyond Herod’s reach. Yet in his attempt to destroy and devour the child had every two-year old boy in that vicinity slaughtered. Who do you think inspired Herod to do such a wicked thing? This is ultimately all part of God’s plan to redeem His people and to glorify His own name. He is still sovereign.
Friends, Satan knows that God is much more powerful than he is and that he cannot harm God directly, so Satan attempts to harm God indirectly, to rob Him of His glory, to hurt and to frustrate His plan by targeting mankind. He is particularly after God’s people. Here in Rev. 12 we learn specifically that one strategy of Satan in his assault against God is to attack the nation of Israel, particularly to keep the Son of God from being born. He attempts to devour the woman’s child before it is born.  

Friends, Satan still is at work to keep Jesus from you and to keep you from Jesus.  He knows that if you connect to Jesus then you will connect to life and strength and hope and his efforts to destroy you will be futile. If you do not know Jesus as your Savior understand that you have an enemy working against your soul to keep Jesus from you even as he worked against Jesus from being born into this world. He will tell you all kinds of lies to discredit Jesus, lies to distract you from Jesus and lies to delay any decision to believe in Him. He will seduce you and delude to live trusting your own understanding and seeking your own glory. Understand, you have an enemy that is waging war against your soul. You need only to humble yourself before God and God will rescue you from him and from your own sin and give you life.
If you do know Jesus as your Savior, Satan is actively working to keep you from Jesus also. He distracts your attention and divides your devotion so that you will not abide in Him moment by moment. If Satan can get you to fight him in your own strength, then he will have the victory. It is only as we abide in Christ, moment-by-moment and day-by-day are we safe from this adversary who prowls after us and who seeks to devour us like a roaring lion. So we are on our guard. We are not ignorant of his schemes.  His strategy is threefold against believers: he seeks to corrupt us through sin, to confuse us through false doctrine, and to condemn us through accusations.  

Let’s now consider the second theme: God’s triumph over Satan.
This battle between God and Satan is not a battle between two equal cosmic forces or between two nearly equal cosmic forces; between the dark side of the force and the light side. No, God is the absolute sovereign ruler of Satan. Satan is great to us as we consider him by our measure, but he is not great to God. Although Lucifer rebelled in order that he might not have to serve God any more, he still does. Satan must obtain permission from God before he can do anything. The only reason that Satan is not currently destroyed is because God is using him to accomplish his purposes. Martin Luther said, “Even the devil is God’s devil!” How encouraging to know that greater is He who is in you than he who is in the world. We can overcome him by the blood of the Lamb!

We may be tempted to ask, “Why does God allow any space for Satan to rule at all?  Why is he the ruler of this present world at this time?”

The Puritans used to say, “God permits Satan’s temporary reign to increase the saint’s eternal joy!!” Friends, God designs His plan to increase His own glory and to increase our ultimate happiness.

Revelation 12 records three specific triumphs of God over Satan. The first is the triumph of the birth of the Messiah as we have read in Verse 5 (NIV):
5 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.

In Verse 5, we have the shortest recorded biography of Jesus Christ. The whole life is summed up right here. It skips all of the information about Jesus’ dedication in the Temple, the miracle of the teaching, the death on the cross, the burial, the resurrection, and it moves right to the ascension. It does so in quick form because it is still talking about this conflict and he wants the reads to understand that though Satan attempts all through the life of Christ to destroy Him, he is not successful and he reminds us of Jesus’ ascension into glory. 
In all of this, God triumphed over Satan. This was all part of God’s preordained plan to bring glory to His Son.  

The second way we read in this passage, Verse 6 (NIV) of God’s triumph over Satan is that God triumphs over Satan in the end times.  

6 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.

The 1,260 days are three and one half years and I think that this is a reference to the last half of the Tribulation period; the time after the anti-Christ breaks a treaty with Israel and the nations of the world turn violently against Israel, but God takes care of here in a super-natural way. 
In Verse 12 (NIV) we read: 

12 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."

13 When the dragon saw that he had been hurled to the earth, he pursued the woman who had given birth to the male child. 14 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. 15 Then from his mouth the serpent spewed water like a river, to overtake the woman and sweep her away with the torrent. 16 But the earth helped the woman by opening its mouth and swallowing the river that the dragon had spewed out of his mouth. 17 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.

During the Tribulation, Satan knows that his time is very short, so he works overtime with great fury to destroy Israel. That is why the last three and one-half year period of the Tribulation is so intense because it is God’s wrath and it is also Satan’s wrath. Satan is angry at God’s people and is trying to hunt and harm and destroy them. And then there is God’s wrath against those who would rebel against Him. Paul will say in Romans 8:31b, “If God is for us, who can be against us?” John will write in his second epistle, II John 4:4b (NIV), “…greater is the One who is in you than the one who is in the world.” 

The third way, in which God triumphs, is over Satan in the heavenly realm as we read in Verse 7 (NIV):
7 And there was war in heaven. Michael and his angels fought against the dragon, and the dragon and his angels fought back.  8 But he was not strong enough, and they lost their place in heaven.  9 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.

We must ask the question, “Why didn’t God deal directly with Satan himself? It is not a big war then because God can blow on Satan and down to the earth he tumbles. But, God sent another created being, Michael the archangel, to do it, and remember we first meet Michael the archangel in the Old Testament book of Daniel. Why did God do that? I believe it was done to reveal all the more His glorious power and to bring all the more humiliation and defeat against the one who dared to resist Him. 

Consider this: Satan was the highest of all the angels. Michael was under him. He could command Michael and Michael must do what ever Lucifer commanded before he fell. God now says to Satan, “You thought you could resist Me? You can’t even resist the one you used to be able to command. I am sending Michael the archangel in My power.” Michael throws Satan down to the earth. Not only does Lucifer not achieve his quest to be like God, but he does not retain his place as the most powerful among created beings.

We come to the last theme, and this is where much of the practical application rests: God’s provision for man’s security.
Let’s touch briefly on God’s strategy because there are three steps that will help us as we consider the spiritual warfare that is laid against us by the evil one in his assault against God. He still wants to destroy us. He still wants to corrupt us. He still wants to confuse us. 

Look at Verses 10 and 11 (NIV):

10 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.11 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.”
Satan is no longer able to throw our sins in the face of God. You and I need to gain victory over the evil one in our lives and here is how we do it: first, we trust in the blood of the Lamb because that is what Verse 11 said: “They overcame him by the blood of the Lamb.”

Satan is defeated, but there is so much confusion as to how we defeat Satan in our lives. Satan is defeated not by incantations; not by bindings when we pray, “I pray that Satan will be bound;” not by exorcism; not by rebuking him; and not by formulas. He is overcome and defeated by the blood of Jesus; the finished work of Jesus upon the cross.

Satan designs to diminish the cross of Jesus in our lives. He distracts us. He distorts the message and meaning of the Cross. This is why sound doctrine is so essential because if Satan can distort the message of the cross he will not be defeated by the blood of Jesus. He designs to diminish the cross of Jesus. Our sins are many and are great and we do not argue with Satan on account of our own righteousness. But we argue we argue with Satan on account of the righteousness of Jesus Christ, the blood that was shed to cleanse us and make us whole.  
Step two is outlined for us: “and by the word of their testimony”.

Sharing our testimony of God’s salvation, not only blesses others, but it strengthens us to fight against Satan’s assaults. It is important for us to review with others what God has already done. In telling our testimony to others, we remind to ourselves all over again of the amazing grace of God at work in our lives.  We rejoice in that grace and cling to it more fervently. That is important in our battle with the evil one.
Finally, step three: yield all of your life over to Jesus.

“They did not love their lives so much as to shrink from death.” They chose to love Jesus more than they loved their own lives. This love gave them power in their battle against the evil one, and this love will give us power as well. God calls us to yield everything up to him: our possessions, our status, our reputation, our rights, even life itself. We know that everything we yield over to God will come back to us in good measure, pressed down, shaken together, and running over.  

Paul urged the church in Rome with these words in Romans 12:1 (NIV):
Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God – this is your spiritual act of worship.

The law of unintended circumstances: it is not a respecter of persons. Unbelievers never intend that when they reject Christ or put off submitting their life to Him that they would suffer so much underneath a life that does not know God and underneath and eternity in which sin rests upon them. Those are not intended consequences are they? But, those are consequences that the Scripture says are sure to follow. 

I would urge you to trust in Jesus and believer I want you to know that the law of unintended circumstances is not a respecter of persons. It will fall upon you also if you do not submit, keeping focused upon the Cross, giving Lordship to Jesus’ rule. God has designed us for joy in Him. Let us acknowledge Jesus as King every day and live in that joy.
