Sunday, June 10, 2012 
The dragon’s plan B and plan C

Revelation 12:1-17
Revelation 12:13 (NIV84) 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.
-----------
Last week I mentioned that many commentators describe Revelation chapter 12 in some manner as “the center and the key to the entire book.”
 So, if chapter 12 is the key to the entire book, what must we understand in this chapter, then, that will unlock the rest of the book?

I suggest that chapter 12 is the key that unlocks the book of Revelation because it answers at least these four important questions: 1. Who is the woman? 2. What does the desert represent? 3. What does the time period of 1,260 days or 3 ½ years represent? And, 4. What is meant by the great dragon being hurled down to the earth? Knowing the answers to these questions will be hugely helpful in unpacking the book of the Revelation.

Follow with me as I read Revelation 12:1-17 (NIV84) taking note of the woman, the desert, the time period and the dragon.
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. 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. 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. 

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. 
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. 
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.
Some of what I say today will be a review of last week’s sermon which laid the foundation for what is said today.

#1. So, who is the woman? (cf. Genesis 37:5-11; Galatians 4:24-31; Ephesians 5:31-32; John 16:19-28; Isaiah 51:2-3, 9-11
) 
 (Revelation 2:10; 3:11; 4:4, 10; 14:14)
It would be difficult to identify who the woman is apart from taking note of the battle that got started in the Garden of Eden between the woman, then identified with Eve, and the serpent, known then and now as Satan. Genesis 3:15 forecasts that the battle that started in the Garden will continue until the arrival of Jesus Christ, who is the seed or offspring of the woman.

God, speaking to the serpent, says in Genesis 3:15 (NIV84) 15 And I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; He will crush your head, and you will strike His heel.” 
Thus, the woman is the covenant community that began in the Old Testament, known as Israel, who was the birth mother of the Messiah. Satan, knowing that the Messiah would be born from the woman, Israel, did all he could to prevent His birth throughout the history of Israel. What we read about in Revelation 12 and verse 4 are his final attempts at taking out Christ. 4 … 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.
Christ’s human ancestry is rooted in God’s covenant people, Israel, but that community continues with the new covenant made possible through Christ’s blood (cf. Romans 9:5; 11:11-21). The new covenant community includes both believing Jews and believing Gentiles. That is made very clear with the last verse of Revelation 12. Notice how the woman continues to have offspring after Christ is born. And notice that the key to understanding who those offspring are is connected not only to her but to her offspring’s obedience to God’s commandments and to their holding to the testimony of Jesus. This is the believing community of God’s covenant people continuing on to this day.

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.
I don’t know how it can be any more clear than this that the covenant community that was started in the Old Testament continues in the New Testament through the work of the One who fulfilled the requirements of the Old Testament law and enacted a new agreement with these believing people under the New Covenant or New Testament. 

The woman and her offspring are the church, the body of Christ, the bride of Christ, those who obey God’s commandments and hold to the testimony of Jesus.

#2. What does the desert represent?

We read in verse 6 of chapter 12 that the woman fled into the desert for refuge. We read again of her flight into the desert in verse 14, and this time with some additional detail.

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. 

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.

Comparing these verses line by line we see the additional details more noticeably. We notice the gift of the two wings of the great eagle.

	6   The woman                                                                                                fled

	14 The woman was given the two wings of a great eagle, so that she might fly 


Next, we notice that the place prepared for the woman in the desert was prepared by God. 

	6   . . .  into the desert to a place prepared for her by God,

	14 . . .  to the place prepared for her in the desert.


Then we notice that 1,260 days is synonymous with a time, times and half a time.

	6   . . ., where she might be taken care of for 1,260 days. 

	14 . . ., where she would be taken care of for a time, times and half a time,


And lastly, we notice that the escape to the desert was for the purpose of getting out of the serpent’s reach.

	6   . . . . 

	14  . . ., out of the serpent’s reach.


These are the things we noticed from the differences in the two verses. But, we mustn’t miss the key points of what was repeated. We notice that there was a place in the desert that was prepared for the woman, and that by God. We notice that she was taken care of or nourished while she was out in the desert for a period of time known as 1,260 days or a time, times and half a time.

So, to our question, what does the desert represent? 

As we noted last week, this description should remind us of the exodus of God’s people out of Egypt into the wilderness or desert as a transition period until being brought into the Promised Land. This was a period of time when God took care of His people as He prepared them for the Promised Land. He protected them as they obeyed Him. He fed them physically with manna and water and quail. He fed them with instructions for their mind and spirit. He led them through the desert with the pillar of cloud by day and the pillar of fire by night. He provided them with a sanctuary that would be linked to His presence among them.

This picture of God’s care and nourishment of His people while in the desert is the picture being displayed for us in Revelation 12. The woman, God’s covenant community, now in the era of the New Covenant, is led out into the wilderness where there is a place of protection from the serpent’s reach and provision in God’s presence that will prepare His people to enter the heavenly Promised Land. 

Therefore, we must conclude that the desert represents a temporary place where God nurtures His people spiritually and prepares them for service. The desert represents the presence of many and great dangers while at the same time God’s presence and provision in the desert represents a coexisting security. 

This naturally leads to our third question, #3. What does the time period of 1,260 days or 3 ½ years represent?
As I noted last week from Numbers 33:1-49, the time period between the exodus from Egypt to the crossing of the Jordan into the Promised Land, is recorded as having taken 42 stages. I also hypothesized that it may have been 42 years. The number 42 connects with 1,260 days in that it can be transposed into 42 months. This may provide the symbolic link between the two time periods for the two wilderness wanderings, the first under the Old Covenant and the second under the New Covenant.

Already from chapter 12 we are informed twice that the woman, the covenant community of God, that traces her lineage all the way back to Adam and Eve and continues in the present, heading to a future in the Promised Land, that covenant community will be in the desert being cared for by God for 1,260 days or 3 ½ years. So, if we look for other uses of these time periods in the book of Revelation, we may find some helpful connections.
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We only have to go back to chapter 11 and the stories about the two witnesses to find those same time periods, as well as the reference to 42 months. The two witnesses are specifically identified as the prophets Moses and Elijah. We also hear of two olive trees within the first four verses of chapter 11. They are specifically identified as Joshua the high priest and Zerubbabel the king. Refer back to Zechariah chapters 3 and 4. But, just as we saw how the specific women, Eve and Mary, were also representative of the larger covenant community, so it is with theses prophets, priest and king. They, too, are representative of the larger covenant community and their mission to be witnesses of God grace that is seen most clearly in Jesus Christ.

So now we have the woman, the two witnesses as the two olive trees and the two lampstands, all representing the covenant community, God’s people, the church, in the desert, being cared for by God who provides security for the soul while they live as prophetic witnesses in the world, subject to physical hostilities from the world and the devil.

Therefore, I state it again. The time period of 1,260 days, 3 ½ years, 42 months, is symbolically the time period between Christ’s first coming and His second coming. It is the time period we outlined last week as The Battle’s Sequel. It was preceded by The Battle that started in the Garden of Eden and lasted up until Christ died on the cross, rose from the dead and ascended to sit on the throne in heaven with His Father. The time period the church is presently in is the 3 ½ years. What is next on the prophetic calendar would be the 3 ½ days when Satan is given a short while to unleash whatever remains of his wrath, only to be crushed in the final show down at Armageddon. Then, the consummation of Christ’s former victory on the cross will take place and all of God’s true believing people will reign with Christ in the perfection of His kingdom.

This logically leads us to my fourth and last question. #4. What is meant by the great dragon being hurled down to the earth? 
Four times in the book of Revelation we read of the dragon being hurled down or thrown down to the earth and a fifth time stating he has gone down or come down to the earth. All five of those references are in chapter 12. So, it seems to suggest that it is now important to understand what is meant by his being thrown down to the earth.

First, when we listen to the praise of the triumphant saints in heaven in verses 10-12, we become gratefully aware that the hurling down of Satan is part of the heavenly victory song. It goes like this: 10“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. 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.” 

The redeemed in heaven are rejoicing in the reality of Satan being hurled down to the earth. Their rejoicing is grounded in Christ’s triumph at the cross and in their faith in Christ that applies Christ’s victory to them. For those in heaven, it would appear that the accusing by Satan has ended. Because of Christ’s victory and the saints’ faith in God’s promise in Christ, Satan has lost any basis to hurl accusations of unrighteousness at those saints.

However, he thinks he yet has a basis to hurl his accusations at believers and unbelievers still living on the earth. But, the song of the redeemed in heaven is a song of encouragement and hope to everyone still on the earth. We can overcome Satan and dismiss his accusations because Christ’s victory applies to us as well, We, too, can overcome Satan. His accusations have been rendered futile, for Christ has defeated Satan. Satan has lost his voice in the presence of God.

Furthermore, God has provided His presence and His word as protection and nourishment for us to stand strong and conquer the attacks of our defeated foe. Just as God gave the woman the two wings of the great eagle with which she could escape the internal, spiritual threats, so God gives us His presence and His word to escape those same threats.

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.
The meaning of Satan’s being hurled down to the earth does mean he will use his mouth through the mouths of his sympathizers and followers to flood the airwaves with deceptive words that have the potential of undercutting faith and trust in Jesus Christ. Though God’s word is sure and true and trustworthy, we are, nevertheless, vulnerable to the deceptive, sweet sounding words that have originated in the heart of the great dragon. He is persistent, even though he has had to give up on certain strategies, he keeps looking for points of weakness and vulnerability. (cf. 11:1-2 and the meaning of the measured sanctuary and the unmeasured courtyard.)
What do we learn from this? We are always in a war with Satan and his armies until we are safely in heaven with Christ. Vigilance is always the character of a man or woman of God who wants to be a conqueror in Christ.

A huge part of our vigilance is to constantly be drinking in the word of God into our hearts and lives. Deepening our relationships with our brothers and sisters in Christ while together in the word of Christ is critical to winning the deception war against us. Satan knows he hasn’t much time so we shouldn’t be surprised if he is planning a tsunami-like flood to role over the church of Jesus Christ. He would love nothing more than to decimate Christ’s church with lies. But, we are not left here in the desert helpless. With God’ presence and His word and the encouragement from fellow servants of Christ, we will overcome and stand firm, even when we must face the prospect of dying for our faith in Christ.

I close with the story of The Priest with Dirty Clothes.
 It’s found in Zechariah 3:1-5. I was particularly struck when I saw a children’s book by that title at the bookstore for the Ligonier Conference up at Overlake Christian Church this past weekend. I commend that children’s book to you. 
Here’s the story from Zechariah 3:1-5 (NIV84) 
1 Then he showed me Joshua the high priest standing before the angel of the Lord, and Satan standing at his right side to accuse him. 2 The Lord said to Satan, “The Lord rebuke you, Satan! The Lord, who has chosen Jerusalem, rebuke you! Is not this man a burning stick snatched from the fire?” 

3 Now Joshua was dressed in filthy clothes as he stood before the angel. 4 The angel said to those who were standing before him, “Take off his filthy clothes.” 

Then he said to Joshua, “See, I have taken away your sin, and I will put rich garments on you.” 

5 Then I said, “Put a clean turban on his head.” So they put a clean turban on his head and clothed him, while the angel of the Lord stood by. 
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THE VISION OF THE HIGH PRIEST
ZECHARIAH 3:1-%

Then be showed me Joshua the bigh priest standing before the angel of the LORD, and Satan
standing at bis right hand to accuse him. eAnd the LORD said to Satan. “The LORD rebuke
you, O Satan! The LORD who bas chosen Jerusalem rebuke you! Is not this a brand plucked
from the fire?”

N ow Joshua was standing before the angel, clothed with filthy garments. e And the angel
said to those who were standing before him, “Remove the filthy garments from bim.”

eAnd to bim be said, “Bebold, I bave taken your iniquity away from you, and I will cloth
you with pure vestments.” eAnd I said, “Let them put a clean turban on bis head.” So they
put a clean turban on bis head and clothed him with garments. eAnd the angel of the LORD

was standing by.




Here we see Satan 
 in his role as prosecutor of the guilty in the heavenly court. But, on the basis of the anticipation of Christ’s sacrificial death on the cross, a death that at the time of Joshua the high priest was yet in the future, was being anticipated and applied so that Satan would be silenced and Joshua could put on clean clothes so he could serve in the presence of the Lord God. Even before Christ’s victorious death on the cross, Satan was feeling its sin-crushing power.

Friends, we can live in that power today and live as overcomers of Satan’s deceptions. May we, like we have never before, drink in God’s word and strengthen our bonds with our brothers and sisters in Christ in fellowship around God’s word so that we will stand strong against the onslaught of deceit that is coming our way.
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