
Sermon 612          12/03/17
Advent in the Apocalypse

Revelation 12:1-17

Here we are on the first Sunday of Advent, and you may think our passage from 

Revelation a strange one to choose for today, and a strange sermon title too – 

“Apocalypse”?   Most of the time when people hear the word “apocalypse” they think of 

nuclear weapons, global war or plague pandemics … But that’s not what the word 

originally means.  Did you know that the actual title of the book of Revelation is “The 

Apocalypse to John”?  And the Greek word for apocalypse simply means “the act of 

uncovering”   or “  unveiling  ” … “  revealing  ” … hence the name Revelation.  And the 

concept of revealing is perfect for expressing the meaning of Advent … the time we 

prepare for the coming, the unveiling of God’s Messiah, the Christ.

So, with that in mind, I think our strange passage about a woman in labor and a dragon 

waiting to devour her child will come into better focus.  What this vivid imagery does for 

us is remind us that the Incarnation, the coming of the Son of God in the flesh, was a 

cosmic event … that even though he came as a little baby, in an inconspicuous way, 

behind the veil of this world, it was an event on an unimaginable scale!

Maybe you’re still not convinced that the book of Revelation is a good one for Advent …

Well, that may be because, like the word apocalypse, when people hear the book 

mentioned, all they think of is the doom foretold in its pages, along with its cryptic 

imagery and dark symbolism.  But we forget the purpose of the book.  The purpose of the

book is to give hope to God’s Church – it’s to reveal the full identity of Christ as Lord of 

the universe, and to give hope to faithful Christians.  

Near the end of his earthly life, while in exile on an island called Patmos, John the 

Apostle was privileged to see that Jesus would surely return and be victorious … and 

although the book still stands as a warning, calling Christians who have veered off the 

path to recommit themselves to live in righteousness, it also  stands as a comfort for us 

today, on the first Sunday of Advent, which calls us to prepare ourselves for the ultimate

return of our conquering King, who will one day rescue … restore … and reign with all 

power and authority forevermore.
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Alright, now let me get to the other questions you might have – specifically, “Who is the 

woman?”   and   “Who is the dragon?” ... In the folklore of many nations, there are found 

stories of the usurper who, doomed to be killed by a prince yet unborn, attempts to cheat 

the fates by killing the prince at birth.  The prince is miraculously snatched from his 

clutches and hidden away, until he is old enough to claim his birthright and deal with the 

usurper.  The Apostle John is using common story elements of past cultures to explain 

what’s happening now and what’s going to happen.

First, the woman has a lot of symbolism around her … She’s clothed with the sun – 

heavenly glory – the moon is under her feet – and twelve stars form a crown around her 

head.  The mention of all these heavenly bodies stresses this is more than just an earthly 

event.  Probably the most telling is the number of stars mentioned – 12.  In most other 

places, not just in Revelation, but both the Old and New Testaments, the number 12 

represents the 12 tribes of Israel, or the 12 apostles, or both.  Here, I believe it represents 

the 12 tribes of Israel – so the woman is not a single woman, i.e., Mary – but the whole of

God’s old covenant people.  The child ruler to come is going to come from God’s people,

to rule God’s people.  And this makes sense with the sun and the moon, because if you 

remember Joseph’s dream back in Genesis 37, he dreams of the sun and moon and 11 

stars bowing down to him – meaning his father Jacob, his mother, and the other 11 

brothers – who became the tribes of Israel.  So, the woman represents God’s faithful 

people who have been waiting for the Messiah.

But what about the dragon?  I believe the dragon can be seen in both a specific earthly 

figure, but also a cosmic being.  We’re told these specifics: 1) it’s a red dragon, 2) it has 

seven heads and ten horns, 3) it has seven crowns on his heads, 4) its tail sweeps 1/3 of 

the stars to the earth.  Those aren’t just random details John is adding to make the picture

more interesting.  This may be borrowing imagery from the many-headed sea monster in 

the Old Testament called Leviathan, but it’s more than that too.  Almost certainly, John is

echoing the prophet Daniel, who also spoke of a beast with 10 horns, and Daniel was 

speaking of earthly rulers.  So, John is either thinking of 7 different Roman Emperors 

who persecuted the early Church OR he’s thinking of a specific ruler with Roman 

authority who tried to snuff out the Messiah – meaning, King Herod.  The color red 

probably either refers to the banner colors of the Roman Empire or the bloodshed in the 

persecution of the Church and Herod’s slaughtering of the innocents.

2



But John, by using the dragon the way he does in his book, is saying there’s someone 

more insidious behind Herod … Herod’s desire to kill the newborn king – this threat to 

the crown on his head, at almost any cost, was motivated by Satan, who wanted to kill the

world’s Savior.  Red is an apt color for our Accuser as well; for footprints of blood mark 

his course from Eden’s gates to the lake of fire … The many heads and horns and crowns 

on the dragon, represent Satan’s power over the kingdoms of the world.  

Finally, there’s the stars swept down by its tail – this is the final confirmation that it’s not

just an earthly ruler we’re talking about, because John would have known the Jewish 

tradition that 1/3 of all angels in heaven fell with Satan when he fell from glory.  So, the 

stars that plunged to the earth at the sweeping of the dragon’s tail are almost certainly a 

reference to that angelic fallout.  These are the more captivating details, but they’re not 

the most important in terms of how this passage aids us today.  

Probably more applicable to us is the second half of the passage, where 3 things happen 

to the woman.  But first I must mention a shift has taken place … If the woman has given

birth to the Messiah, then what change has happened to the Old Covenant people? … 

They are now the New Covenant people.  So, now the woman includes the Church.      

We see 3 things happen to God’s people who have had Christ born into their lives:

1) She goes   into the     wilderness  , where God has prepared a place to care for her.

2) The     dragon pursues the woman.

3) She is given     “two wings” like those of a great eagle, so she can fly to a place 

of refuge, again prepared for her by God himself.

The “wilderness” represents a place of spiritual refuge and protection.  To us, the 

wilderness may seem like the opposite of a refuge – it may seem like the un-subdued part

of Creation where chaos still reigns.  But for John’s first readers, they would have 

thought of the Exodus from slavery.  The message to his audience is: You may be 

undergoing persecution right now because of your faith – you may be looking for Jesus 

and not seeing him – but God is protecting you.   

And because God aided Israel’s escape from Egypt, because he aided early Christians, we

can know he’ll offer security to believers today.  If you read historical accounts of 40-70 

AD, even though many Christians were martyred, the majority of the Church were able to
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leave Jerusalem safely before it fell in 70 AD, and they were able to spread to many other

places.  John is writing about 20 years after that event, and he’s almost certainly thinking 

of it specifically – those early disciples remembering Jesus’ warning about Jerusalem’s 

destruction and leaving before it happened – because that war on Jerusalem lasted from 

66-70 AD – 3 ½ years … or 1,260 days – the number found in v. 6.  So, they were spared 

that fate.  Afterward, even though they felt like they were dispersed and exiled, God 

actually used that sending out to bring the gospel to many places.  For us, this means God

will care for and protect his Church – including during the future “3 ½ years” – the time 

still to come that John describes as “a time, two times, and half a time” near the end of 

our passage (1+2+ ½ = 3 ½), John’s way of saying another greater persecution is to 

come, but our faithful God will care for us. 

Next, v. 13 says “the dragon pursued the woman.”  That wasn’t just the first century 

Christians – that’s been the case for every generation of believers up to today.  I’ve heard 

one pastor put it this way, “After Satan failed in his attempt to stop the birth and life of 

Christ, he stepped up his persecution of the church because he knows ‘he has little time’ 

– in the cosmic scheme of things.”  From that perspective, from the perspective of the 

dragon losing the main fight – in the birth, life, death, resurrection & ascension of the 

Messiah – we are living in the last days – so our spiritual enemy has become more 

intense in his malicious work.  

Our conflict with Satan is a hard thing to analyze and explain … but John calls us to be 

ready nonetheless.  John would have the same concern for us as he did for his original 

recipients – the war of the dragon against God’s people.  When John describes the war 

with Michael and the angels, he’s saying there’s a part we can’t see, a part that God is 

doing beyond our faculties of perception.  It may seem that we are not able to contribute 

much to this cosmic fight, but we certainly shouldn’t forget about it. [P]

But after this, John “comes down to earth” so to speak, reminding us that we do have a 

part to play. That’s why God gives us “two wings” like those of a great eagle, so we 

could fly.  At first glance, the part about God taking the woman into the security of the 

wilderness in v. 6 may sound very much the same as the part about her being protected in

the wilderness in v. 14 here.  But there’s a BIG difference … now she can fly.  What are 

these wings we’ve been given, that change the game?
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In my opinion, they’re probably one of two things – and we have both as believers.  

Either, the wings are a reference to the gift of the Holy Spirit – who remember descended 

on Christ like a dove – and who definitely gave the early Church great power to do 

amazing things.  If something makes the Church fly, it’s the Holy Spirit.  

However, since they are the wings like that of a great eagle, I think we should get as 

much as we can from the surrounding verses ... because just two verses earlier, the loud 

voice across the heavens tells us what exactly makes the Church triumphant – v. 11 says, 

“They overcame [the dragon] by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their 

testimony.”  The devil could make martyrs, but each martyr was the devil’s own defeat.  

All he could take was their body; the saint herself was safe with God in heaven.

Because of that, I believe the “eagle’s wings” are the     gospel of Jesus Christ, for as Paul 

says in the first chapter of Romans, “It is the power of God at work, saving everyone who

believes”   (1:16).  The power of the Good News! … That power helps us fly away from 

the cage of sin, fly away from the curse of death, and fly away from the clutches of the 

dragon.  The critical blow to Satan came when the Lamb, our prevailing Prince Jesus, 

shed his blood for our sins.  The Lamb who was slain is now the conquering King.  As v. 

10 jubilantly announces: “Now have come the salvation and the power and the kingdom 

of our God, and the authority of his Christ!”  The victory is won by sacrifice. [Pause]

And the meal we share today, the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, must be a painful 

reminder to Satan of his defeat … Think about it.  Scripture describes the dragon waiting 

to consume Christ and destroy our hope … Instead, we are the ones who get to partake of 

Christ, but in a VERY different way.  He gave himself to us – he said, “This is my body, 

eat … This is my blood, drink.”  But the partaking of Christ is not one of destruction, but 

of creation!  We don’t receive this bread and cup to remove him, but to have him made 

new in us!  A strange but beautiful mystery, and what an amazing way to remind 

ourselves, and our Enemy, that Jesus is ALIVE …  and that he dwells with us by the 

power of his Spirit.  As we prepare ourselves for the return of the rightful Prince, who 

will rule with righteousness forevermore, let us come to this table, rejoicing with 

reverence, proclaiming our Lord’s death and resurrection, until he is revealed.  Amen. 
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