Book of Revelation
25 – The Woman and the Dragon – Part 1
The Woman and the Dragon

12 And a great sign appeared in heaven: a woman clothed with the sun, with the moon under her feet, and on her head a crown of twelve stars. 2 She was pregnant and was crying out in birth pains and the agony of giving birth. 3 And another sign appeared in heaven: behold, a great red dragon, with seven heads and ten horns, and on his heads seven diadems. 4 His tail swept down a third of the stars of heaven and cast them to the earth. And the dragon stood before the woman who was about to give birth, so that when she bore her child he might devour it. 5 She gave birth to a male child, one who is to rule all the nations with a rod of iron, but her child was caught up to God and to his throne, 6 and the woman fled into the wilderness, where she has a place prepared by God, in which she is to be nourished for 1,260 days.

Satan Thrown Down to Earth

7 Now war arose in heaven, Michael and his angels fighting against the dragon. And the dragon and his angels fought back, 8 but he was defeated, and there was no longer any place for them in heaven. 9 And the great dragon was thrown down, that ancient serpent, who is called the devil and Satan, the deceiver of the whole world—he was thrown down to the earth, and his angels were thrown down with him. 10 And I heard a loud voice in heaven, saying, “Now the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our God and the authority of his Christ have come, for the accuser of our brothers[a] has been thrown down, who accuses them day and night before our God. 11 And they have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony, for they loved not their lives even unto death. 12 Therefore, rejoice, O heavens and you who dwell in them! But woe to you, O earth and sea, for the devil has come down to you in great wrath, because he knows that his time is short!”

13 And when the dragon saw that he had been thrown down to the earth, he pursued the woman who had given birth to the male child. 14 But the woman was given the two wings of the great eagle so that she might fly from the serpent into the wilderness, to the place where she is to be nourished for a time, and times, and half a time. 15 The serpent poured water like a river out of his mouth after the woman, to sweep her away with a flood. 16 But the earth came to the help of the woman, and the earth opened its mouth and swallowed the river that the dragon had poured from his mouth. 17 Then the dragon became furious with the woman and went off to make war on the rest of her offspring, on those who keep the commandments of God and hold to the testimony of Jesus. And he stood[b] on the sand of the sea.

Footnotes: 

a. Revelation 12:10 Or brothers and sisters
b. Revelation 12:17 Some manuscripts And I stood, connecting the sentence with 13:1
1. Literary structure
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Two (of numerous) possibilities (Seven Keys, Paulien; RNT)
b. Seven Keys – “The Final Crisis” section is the climax of the book

i. Notice Paulien moves 11:19 into this section

1. Priority on the content (ark and covenant) over the fact that inner sanctum of the temple is open (access to God available to all)

c. RNT – “C’. Judgment of Babylon” is the climax of chs. 12-20 (inclusive)

i. Chs 14-16 are missing from the above outline

ii. These chapters don’t fit directly into the chiastic pattern, however the commentary reads “the series of brief visions in the middle (chs. 14-16) might well be the heart John’s message to his readers”

1. This roughly corresponds with Paulien’s structuring of the book

iii. Chs. 12-16 serve as an introduction to the John’s third “in the Spirit” experience of chs. 17-20

2. First Thoughts
a. Familiar passage to many
i. Interpreted [allegorically]
1. The birth of Christ

2. Satan’s fall

3. A third of the angels follow Satan

4. Christ’s return to heaven

5. The woman represents the Church who goes into hiding for 1260 years

6. A recap of a war in heaven where Satan and his angels were cast out

7. Satan persecutes the Church 

8. The Church is afforded protection

9. Satan cannot harm the woman so in anger, goes after her offspring

10. The Church’s offspring are those “who keep the commandments of God and hold to the testimony of Jesus”

ii. But… verses 10-11 seem a little out of place

1. The casting down of Satan associated with salvation and power for the saints

2. The saints are said to have already conquered Satan because of this event

3. So what does v12ff have to do with woe and wrath for the earth?

b. Do the earlier portions of Revelation have anything to do with this passage and what follows?

i. If this is a dramatic narrative, what we see here must be connected to what has already been seen

c. What images will we receive when we explore this passage in light of Old Testament allusions and parallel imagery that has already appeared in Revelation?

3. Possible Structuring of Chapter 12
a. Three different events

i. v1-6: Jesus’ incarnation, crucifixion, ascension

ii. v7-12:  Pre-historic war in heaven

iii. v13-17: Church age

b. Two views of same event

i. v1-6 & 7-17, from different perspectives, describe Jesus’ incarnation, obedience, sacrifice, and exaltation that gained victory over Satan

c. Two different events

i. v1-6: Jesus’ incarnation and ascension

ii. v7-17: Events at the beginning of the Great Tribulation (related to the 3.5 years, part of the final week of the 70 weeks of Daniel 9:27)
d. Four parts

i. v1-6: Confrontation between the dragon and the woman

ii. v7-9: A war in heaven between Michael and the dragon

iii. v10-12: A commentary by a great voice in heaven

iv. v13-18: A continuation of the confrontation between the dragon and the woman and her offspring


4. Background

a. (12:1-6) This vision reapplies imagery that was widely known in ancient mythology. A pervasive Greek story, spread in several forms, presented Leto begetting the god Apollo while opposed by the dragon Python; Apollo then pursued the dragon Python and slew him. In an Egyptian story, the goddess Isis gave birth to the sun god Horus as the red dragon Typhon was pursuing her; Horus eventually killed Typhon. Such popular stories seem also to have been applied to the Roman emperor, whose rule is here linked with the evil dragon (in contrast with Roman tradition, which portrayed him in terms of the hero Apollo). Although these stories omit many details John includes from other sources (his whole account could be reproduced from the Old Testament and Jewish sources), they indicate that all his readers could identify with a story line modern readers often find impenetrable. But ancient readers familiar with the Bible would especially recognize here the story of Israel giving birth to Jesus and Satan’s opposition to God’s people. (IVP BBC NT)
b. The sun, moon and twelve stars help identify the woman as the twelve tribes of Israel (Genesis 37:9). Judaism in this period (e.g., Josephus, Philo; later evident in synagogue mosaics and the rabbis) often associated the twelve signs of the zodiac with the twelve tribes, despite biblical prohibitions against astrological speculation; indeed, the romance novel Joseph and Asenath borrows twelve rays from typical Greek imagery for the sun god. (ibid)

c. The Old Testament portrayed faithful Israel (or Judah or Jerusalem) as a virgin or God’s bride but their unfaithful equivalent as a prostitute; thus the tale of two cities that contrasts the heavenly Jerusalem (Rev. 21:2) and Babylon the prostitute (Rev. 17:5). (ibid)

d. Righteous Israel was portrayed as the mother of the restored future remnant of Israel (Isaiah 54:1; Isaiah 66:7-10; Micah 5:3; cf. Isaiah 7:14; Isaiah 9:6; Isaiah 26:18-19), an image freely mixed with the image of Israel as a bride (Isaiah 62:5). (ibid)

e. Ancient Mesopotamian myths portrayed seven-headed monsters; later Jewish tradition linked the worship of dragons to Babylon (Bel 23-27). The image of a seven-headed serpent or dragon was also part of Canaanite mythology that the Israelites symbolically turned to better purposes: God’s parting the Red Sea was now symbolized as a defeat of the primeval serpent Leviathan or Lotan (Psalm 74:13-15; cf. also Psalm 89:9-10; Isaiah 27:1; Isaiah 30:7; Isaiah 51:9; Job 9:13; Job 26:12-13; Ezekiel 29:3; for the principle see Exodus 12:12. Rahab in some of these texts had become a cipher for Egypt—Psalm 87:4). The Greek hero Heracles also confronted a seven-headed dragon, the Lernean hydra, in Greek mythology, although the number of heads changed quickly! Serpents were also associated with Asclepius; their association with Athena is less relevant in Asia Minor. Serpent veneration is common in many cultures and prevailed in a Gnostic sect called the Ophites in the second century. (ibid)

f. Jewish traditions usually assigned the fall of angels to the period of Adam (refusal to worship God’s image in Adam) or, more often, to Noah’s time (sexual sins), but Revelation links their fall especially with rebellion against Christ. (ibid)

g. Virgil and other Roman writers also extolled the birth of a divine boy who would bring deliverance to the world; the first emperor Augustus quickly filled the role of the divine savior in imperial ideology. In Revelation, however, the emperor is a puppet of the dragon, whereas Jesus is the divine leader of a group persecuted for rejecting the imperial cult. ¶ In the various forms of the Greco-Roman and Near Eastern myth, the divine child was sheltered until he returned to slay the dragon. Here he is kept at God’s throne until he comes to destroy the dragon. In the light of Psalm 2:6-9, Isaiah 9:6-7 and Micah 5:3, the “birth” probably indicates Jesus’ death, resurrection and messianic enthronement, not his literal birth (cf. John 16:21). (ibid)

h. As elsewhere in the New Testament, the interim between Jesus’ first coming and second coming is compared with Israel between Egypt and the Promised Land. The Jewish people were also expecting a new exodus of final deliverance in the wilderness. ¶ More than 1,260 days had obviously already passed since Jesus’ exaltation (see also comment on Rev. 11:2), but symbolic numbers were standard fare for apocalyptic texts. Although “1,260 days” refers to the great tribulation of Daniel, Revelation apparently reapplies it as a general symbol for final tribulation to the whole course of the present age. Daniel’s own numbers were a reapplication of Jeremiah (Daniel 9:2, 24), and some other apocalyptic writers also described other periods of tribulation symbolically as “1,260 days” to characterize the kind, rather than the length, of time they described. ¶ (The language of older prophecies was commonly reused in Old Testament, later Jewish and Greek prophecy; sometimes prophecies and other texts sought to evoke the same meaning as the earlier texts, and at other times they simply borrowed earlier language as standard prophetic imagery, without implying that they referred to the same meaning.) (ibid)

5. Details
a. A woman – first of three signs in heaven

i. Described in terms of OT Israel – “woman”, astronomical descriptions (Gen 37), “twelve”, pregnant (Isa 26:16-18; Jer 4:31; Mic 4:9-10), giving birth, exodus into wilderness, cared for by God

ii. Described in terms of some attributes of Jesus earlier in Revelation – astronomical descriptions

iii. Woman allegorically associated with Church

1. Problem is that the Church cannot give birth to the Messiah

2. Old Israel can give birth to the Messiah, but then does it suddenly turn into the Church?

iv. Best identification: God’s servants, his chosen people, at each point in history

1. The Messiah just happens to appear from this group at one point in time

2. John continues to “borrow” Exodus imagery

b. A great red dragon – second of three signs in heaven

i. Association with Leviathan (a sea monster) and serpents (land dweller)

ii. Seven heads and diadems – representation of completeness of authority

iii. Ten horns – allusion to Daniel 7 (v7, 20, 24)

1. Ten horns on seven heads do not work out too well – numbers not to be interpreted literally

2. Horns represent power

3. Allusion to Daniel brings in picture of terrifying power opposed to God and to his people

4. “A third” – prior use of this term in Rev was in association with constraints of power; complete destruction was not permitted

a. Sweeping down a third of stars an allusion to Daniel 8:10 where a little horn casts down some of the host and stars of heaven and tramples upon them
i. From interpretation given later in the chapter, these “stars” refer to God’s people
b. An allegorical interpretation of this event referring to evil angels being cast down is possible, but not necessary

c. “Star” can refer to literal angels, but also symbolic as heads of tribes (12 stars) and churches (7 stars)

d. The causative agent of “swept down” (v4) and “thrown down” (v9) are different; i.e., the two verses may be speaking to separate events

iv. Identity of dragon is quite clear, however: Dragon is the devil and Satan (v9)

1. Direct link between Satan and the serpent (of Genesis 3) not found in OT, but found in Apocalypse of Moses, Life of Adam and Eve
v. It’s function is to deceive the whole world

vi. It seeks to devour the male child that the woman is about to give birth to (Ex 1:22)
c. A male child – minor character for now – not the third sign
i. Woman giving birth, allusion to Isaiah 66:7 LXX
1. “Before she who was in labor gave birth, before the pain of her pangs came, she escaped and gave birth to a male.”

ii. Child characterized as one who will “rule all the nations with a rod of iron”, allusion to Psalm 2:9

1. Jesus delegates this task and authority to the conquerors of Rev 2:27

2. Jesus described in these terms 19:15

iii. Identification: Child is clearly Jesus

iv. Is the birth described here the literal birth of Jesus?

1. Can possibly make that connection

2. But, the woman is not Mary (an interpretation towards a literal birth would be strengthened if the woman was literal Mary)

3. And, ascension immediately follows birth – no intervening period of life, and no description of his death

4. And, John shows no interest in literal birth of Jesus anywhere else in Rev
5. Reference to “God and his throne” 
a. 5:6, the Lamb, appearing as if it was slain

6. Best to interpret “birth” symbolically

a. “Birth” is actually “death” in this text

b. Not a physical birth, but a birth of a new spiritual reality

6. Summary
a. Revelation is a symbolic drama

i. Prefer symbolic interpretation over literal, particularly in confusing sections

b. Reminder: Revelation is not allegory

i. Not every element must have corresponding literal identification

c. Chapter 12 is about the interaction between two primary characters: the woman and the dragon

i. These two characters revolve around a third: a male child

ii. Rather than getting bogged down in trying to figure out the interpretation of every detail, focus should be on the conflict and relationships among these characters

d. The woman: God’s servants throughout history (not limited to church age)

e. The dragon: Oppressor of God’s servants throughout history

f. The male child: Jesus

g. The death and resurrection of Jesus is the defining event in history
i. What that means and how it plays out are revealed in subsequent text

