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The Accuser Has Been Thrown Down

Revelation 12

I. Revelation in Context

Revelation is a letter.

One thing that helps us to understand the book of Revelation is to understand that the whole book is an epistle. Chapters 2 and 3 are explicitly letters, and then the visions begin in earnest in chapter 4. However, when the seven churches received John's writing, they each received the whole book of Revelation from him.

The significance of this is to say that Revelation is not intended to be cut off from the average Christian as too mysterious or too far off to be read and studied with benefit. In fact, Revelation begins with a blessing upon the ones who read and hear the message of the book (Revelation 1:3).

Revelation is a pastoral letter, encouraging believers to persevere.

Not only was Revelation a letter, but it was an extremely pastoral letter. Granted, when you think of pastorally helpful, encouraging epistles, Revelation doesn't typically come to mind; this is unfortunate. Jesus revealed these visions and truths to John for the purpose of encouraging John and his Christian readers to persevere in the face of external (persecution) and internal (temptation, lies, deceitful and false teaching) attacks.

One way we see this is in the explicit letters of chapters 2-3. In Jesus' address to each church, there is a call to persevere, overcome, conquer, or endure. Regardless of how the church is doing, each church is exhorted to continue holding fast to the faith and endure hardship and persecution.

Reading Revelation is supposed to drive you back to the hope of the gospel. It's purpose is to explain why the hardships of the Christian life (and the world in general) happen, and to reassure God's people that Christ is still the Victor in the end over all the persecuting enemies of God and over all the lies the Evil One whispers in our ears. We sing this very reality when we say, “This is my Father's world, O let me ne'er forget that though the wrong seems oft so strong, God is the Ruler yet. This is my Father's world! The battle is not done! Jesus who died shall be satisfied, and heav'n and earth be one.”

Revelation 12 is an explanation of Christ's victory and Satan's attacks.

Revelation 12 gives John (himself imprisoned for Christ when these visions were given), the seven churches, and us the heavenly perspective of what's happening with God's people. Paul wrote that we do not wrestle or war with flesh and blood, but with spiritual enemies in heavenly places. Revelation 12 is a glimpse behind the curtain, so to speak, into that spiritual realm. There, we see the deeper realities behind what is going on in the world.

Because our knowledge and understanding is so limited, we have the tendency to despair and lose hope in God's plans, purposes, and power. When everything seems utterly out of control, we tend and want to think that it actually is out of control. Revelation 12 shows that nothing could be further from the truth: God is indeed sovereign, unswervingly accomplishing all the purposes of his wisdom. All that God does is for the good of his people and the glory of his name; he is not deterred, hindered, or otherwise delayed by Satan's schemes and sinners' sin.

II. The Vision Itself

The visions in Revelation 12 are actually the same vision expressed three times. The first time (12:1-6) gives an overview, while the second (12:7-12) and third (12:13-17) actually go back and give further details to particular aspects of the original vision.

The Overview.

John sees a great sign in heaven: a beautifully radiant woman—and one who is pregnant and in labor. She's in the midst of the agony of childbirth, and crying out in her pain.

Then, John sees in front of the woman a terrifying red dragon—one with seven heads, ten horns, and a crown on each head. This dragon was particularly powerful and vicious. He stood by the woman—between her legs, as it were—so that he could devour the baby as soon as it was born.

The woman did indeed give birth; she bore a son who was a king. The dragon did not kill the child, however. The child was “caught up to God and to his throne.” This clearly incensed the dragon, who turned his fury toward the woman. She fled into the wilderness for protection and provision for 1,260 days (or 42 months, or 3½ years—all equivalent expressions).

Detail #1: War in Heaven: The Dragon's Defeat.

John sees a major battle taking place. Michael the angel leads the armies of God against the dragon and his armies. The dragon was soundly defeated, and he and his armies were hurled out of heaven to the earth as a result of his defeat. John then hears a loud voice celebrate the victory and the spoils of victory. It is a victorious day in the heavenly realm, but it is a cause for fear and trembling for those on earth, because the dragon has been cast down there.

Detail #2: War on Earth: The Dragon's Anger.

The dragon, furious at his defeat and humiliation, seeks to take out his frustrations upon the woman who bore the King. When he began to chase her, she was given eagles' wings to fly away from him to safety. The dragon then attacked the woman by attempting to drown her and sweep her away in a river he spewed from his mouth, but the earth swallowed the waters before they could reach the woman.

Foiled again, the dragon became even more furious and set out to battle against all the woman's children, that is, all those who trust Christ and live to honor him.

III. The Vision's Symbols Explained

The Woman.

This magnificently, stunningly radiant woman is the true Israel, the people of God in all times, and her labor pains are the sufferings and hardships that God's people endured up until the coming of Messiah. Isaiah 26:17 gives an example of these expected “birth pains of the Messiah.”

The woman's radiance is a picture of the true identity and nature of God's people, who are united to Christ and imputed with his righteousness. Through our veiled eyes and the eyes of the world, God's people are weak, helpless, worthless, and insignificant. In the heavenly realm, however, she is almost inexpressibly beautiful.

The twelve stars that crown her head indicate her identity as the true Israel; twelve is consistently indicative of God's people throughout Revelation (e.g., the city-bride in chapter 21 who has 12 gates named after the 12 tribes and 12 foundations named after the apostles). The cosmological language of sun, moon, and stars is a reference to Joseph's vision in Genesis 37:9, where his father Jacob is symbolized by the sun, his mother Rachel by the moon, and his brothers by eleven stars.

There is also a clear parallel with Genesis 3:15. There, all the way at the other end of the Bible, God pronounces judgment upon the serpent (about whom more later) by promising enmity between the serpent's seed and the woman's seed. The conflict between the woman and the serpent was seen in terms of the two lines: the godly line of the woman's seed, and the evil line of the serpent. Dennis Johnson put it this way: 

The battle began in the garden of God, when the serpent deceived the woman (Gen. 3:13), but God pronounced his curse on the serpent-tempter: 'I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your seed and her seed (LXX: sperma); He shall bruise you on the head, and you shall bruise him on the heel' (Gen. 3:15). The mortal combat declared by God against 'the serpent of old, the devil and Satan' is seen in the opposition of the two seeds throughout history: Cain against Abel, Ishmael against Isaac, Esau against Jacob, Edom against Israel, Saul against David. From the expulsion from Eden, God's people have been an expectant mother, awaiting the birth of the Seed who would champion their cause against the liar, accuser, and murderer.

Isaiah described the sufferings of God's people as birth pains in Isaiah 26:17: “Like a pregnant woman who writhes and cries out in her pangs when she is near to giving birth, so were we because of you, O LORD.”

The Dragon.

For whatever dispute or controversy over the other elements in the vision, John explicitly identifies the dragon for us in 12:9: “...that ancient serpent, who is called the devil and Satan, the deceiver of the whole world.”

The image of dragon or serpent as the representative of evil is a common one in the Old Testament. The dragon, leviathan, sea monster are all references to either evil people or countries, the Devil behind them, or both. Psalm 74 and Ezekiel 29 refer to Egypt and Pharaoh in these terms; Isaiah 27 to Assyria and Babylon; Matthew 16 to Peter. There, Jesus rebukes Peter's rebuke by saying, “Get behind me, Satan.” Peter was blinded and deceived from the truth by the Evil One, just as Satan was behind Pharaoh, Egypt, Assyria, Babylon, and the countless evils that abound today.

This dragon has seven heads, ten horns, and seven crowns. This picture shows the devil's arrogance and irreverence to God: he wants to claim the kind of power, wisdom, and authority for himself that only rightly belongs to God. He wants to appear as though he is too mighty to resist and just as if not more powerful than the truly crowned King.

The devil sought to finish his persecution and attacks on God's people by destroying the Messiah at his birth. This can be seen in Herod's slaughter of the innocents, as well as the repeated attempts on Jesus' life during his ministry (e.g., Luke 4:28-30). By all appearances, neither the woman nor the child stood a chance against this ferocious, ravenous dragon. 

The Male Child.

Yet, in the blink of an eye, the child not only escapes the dragon's maw, but ascends to the position of ultimate authority and rule, where he will shatter and crush his enemies like an iron rod shattering pottery.

The cross appeared to be the devil's victory over Jesus, but the resurrection actually accomplished the decisive defeat of death and the devil who wields it. Here, in the overview, John speaks quite briefly about the King-Child's overcoming the dragon; in the next section, his victory and its results in particular are explained in greater detail.

The language of ruling the nations with a rod of iron is kingly language taken directly from Psalm 2. Further, this child is caught up to God and to his throne, signaling his equality with God and his rightful place of sovereignty, power, and authority. What the dragon pretended to have, Jesus owns by right. His resurrection and ascension (what John refers to by “caught up to God and to his throne”) are the full and mighty declarations of his being Lord and Christ. The dragon's attempts to kill him are forever foiled by his resurrection from the dead and his ascension to the right hand of God the Father Almighty.

The Wilderness.

Satan, enraged at the fact that he could not kill Jesus, turned his anger on the people of God. In the vision, the woman (i.e., God's people) flees into the wilderness to the place prepared for her, where she will be nourished for 1,260 days.

There is significance in both the location of the wilderness and the duration of the stay there. For Israel in the Old Testament, the wilderness was the place of suffering and hardship, but at the same time the place of God's amazing protection and provision. It was in the wilderness that the Israelites wandered before entering the Promised Land; it was in the wilderness that God gave manna and quail and water from the rock. It was in the wilderness that their clothes never tattered, nor did their shoes wear out.

The wilderness time was interpreted by later prophets toward the end of the Old Testament as a time of “intimacy, wooing, and winning” (Carson 86). In Hosea, a prophet whose message painfully demonstrated the faithlessness and disobedience of God's people, he records God's intentions toward his people: “Therefore [i.e., because of her idolatry and disobedience], behold, I will allure her, and bring her into the wilderness, and speak tenderly to her” (Hosea 2:14). “God is winning his people, cherishing them, drawing them to himself, saving them, protecting them until the consummation, and preparing them for the move into the Promised Land” (Carson 86).

The woman is led into the wilderness for 1,260 days (which is 42 months or 3½ years on an idealized 30-days-to-a-month calendar). The number doesn't mean anything to us, but it's taken from Daniel the prophet and from various periods in Israel's history. Don Carson makes the comparison between the significance of 1,260 for Israel and 87 for Americans: “fourscore and seven years ago” is all you need to say, and you immediately think of Abraham Lincoln and the Gettysburg Address and the Civil War and slavery and all the details. Simply saying “fourscore and seven years ago” is all it takes to bring all that to mind. For Israel, their number was 1,260.

In Daniel, there was prophesied a time of intense persecution under a future king. As it turned out, Antiochus IV was that persecutor, and the Jews fought against him in what is known as the Maccabbean revolt for three and a half years. At the end of that time, Antiochus was run out of the country and the Jews' safety and security were re-established. As a result, three and a half years came to represent for them a short time of intense suffering and hardship, followed by deliverance and peace.

For God's people, Satan's attacks and fury are here given as a further, fuller fulfillment of Daniel's prophecy. Satan's attacks against the church are severe and intense, and the Church's sufferings and hardships are fierce. But those sufferings and hardships are met with the  tender, compassionate care of the God who woos and loves his people in the wilderness; the suffering and hardship will last only a short time.

War in Heaven: The Dragon's Defeat.

Revelation 12:7-12 are an expansion of 12:5—the victory of the male child. The dragon and his army could not defeat the forces of God, and there was no longer any place for them in heaven. They were consequently thrown out of heaven, down to earth.

The significance of this is seen in verses 10-12. There, the conquest of the cross and resurrection are declared to be finished. “Now,” that is, now that Christ has died and rose again, “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 [“Satan” means adversary or accuser] has been thrown down, who accuses them day and night before our God” (12:10).

“Satan” means adversary. In courtroom terms, Satan was the zealous prosecutor, calling for the eternal punishment and damnation of God's people (hypocritically, you might note, since he himself brought temptation and sin into the world and leads the world astray). God permitted him to act in that capacity for quite some time, notably accusing Job and Joshua the High Priest. Now that Christ has come, there is no longer any place for him as accuser in heaven. He has been thrown out. There is now no more proof needed of God's justice; he has demonstrated his holiness and mercy in perfect harmony on the cross.

War on Earth: The Dragon's Anger.

Realizing his failure to destroy Jesus, Satan turns to take out his rage on God's people. However, he fails at that as well—God's people are given eagles' wings to escape him. This is a direct reference to God's deliverance of his people from Egypt: “You yourselves have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles' wings and brought you to myself” (Exodus 19:4).

There, just as Israel and Elijah were both miraculously fed in the wilderness in spite of the prevailing wickedness around them, so too are God's people cared for and nourished during this time of hardship and suffering.

Satan spews out a river to wash away God's people. In Revelation, what comes out of the mouth represents words and their power; Jesus has a sharp, two-edged sword that comes out of his mouth, signifying the power and wisdom of his words (see Hebrew 4:12, for example). Here, the river is a river of lies, deceit, and unbiblical teaching that would destroy the faith of believers if heard and accepted. Throughout the history of God's people, Satan has attacked her from the outside by physical persecution, and he has attacked her from the inside with lies, division, and false teaching.

The faithfulness of God is seen, because the river of lies is swallowed up by the earth before it ever touches the woman. In Isaiah 43:2, God promised, “When you pass through the waters, I will be with you, and through the rivers, they will not overflow you.” God will not lose any of those for whom Christ died. If you trust in Christ Jesus, you need not fear that he will lose you.

IV. The Vision's Purpose

1. Hardships, temptation, and suffering are realities of the Christian life, no matter what form they may take.

How can it be that God's people are both protected and suffering at the same time? A common illustration to help us understand is to think of the end of conflict in the European theater of World War II.

In the middle of 1944, Hitler's Nazi armies were facing the certainty of defeat. Stalin's Russian armies were bearing down on the eastern front. The Allies had taken North Africa, stormed Italy, and began moving north from there. Then, in June, Operation Overlord saw the largest amphibious assault in human history succeed in sending Allied troops towards the Germans from the west. It doesn't take a military genius to figure out that Hitler wasn't going to win.

Even so, Hitler didn't come out and ask for mercy and suitable terms. Instead, he launched counterattacks that marched his troops all the way to France, resulting in the famous “Battle of the Bulge.” The Battle of the Bulge included some of the bloodiest fighting of the whole war, even after victory was clearly lost to the Allies.

The life and death and resurrection of our Lord Jesus was the invasion of the beaches of Normandy. Victory there sealed the future, full victory. Yet, there is still the hardships, difficulties, and sufferings of the “Battle of the Bulge” until Christ returns to decisively and ultimately defeat sin, Satan, and death forever.

Dennis Johnson explains, “So here the protection of the mother promises that 'the church shall never perish,' and the dragon's war against her offspring reminds us that God shields the church's members not from physical violence but from spiritual destruction.”

Remember the Lord's words to his disciples: “In the world you will have tribulation.” It's a simple, black-and-white fact. 

There is suffering in this world. 

There is the heartache of sin and its effects. 

There is the pain of the loss of family members and friends.

There is the struggle of physical pain and illness and weakness and disease and disability.

There is the heartache of loved ones who do not know the Lord.

“In the world you will have tribulation.” But we must never, never leave off the last part of our Lord's sentence in John 16: “But take heart. I have overcome the world.”

2. Satan's accusations, lies, and deceptions are no match for the King who has defeated him.

When Satan accuses Job before God in Job 1-2, his accusation is actually against both God and Job. Job only follows God because God bribes him and appeases him with stuff. Take away the stuff, take away his health, and Job will drop God like a bad habit. We see the truth again that the devil was a liar from the beginning, as our Lord said (John 8).

In Zechariah 3, however, his accusations were true. He was accusing Joshua the High Priest, and he had every right to. Joshua was supposed to be dressed in the priestly garments, which were “for beauty and for glory”; instead, he wore filthy, tattered rags. He was to represent God to the people, and he looked like a ragged beggar. 

You can imagine what Satan was saying to Joshua: “Are you kidding me, Joshua? You're the high priest?!? You're the picture of the righteousness and purity of God? HA! Look at you, you big hypocrite! God's not going to accept you. God doesn't love you. He's not going to forgive you this time, Joshua. He's not going to spare you. He's going to strike you down, and you deserve everything you get. God is not for you. You're a hypocrite, a filthy sinner.”

What was Joshua going to say? He couldn't argue a single point. Yet, God says, “Remove the filthy garments from him. Behold, I have taken your iniquity away from you, and I will clothe you with pure vestments” (Zechariah 3:4).

Then, God promises to do this for all his people through the One he would send: “Hear now, O Joshua the high priest...behold, I will bring my servant the Branch. For … I will remove the iniquity of this land in a single day” (Zechariah 3:8-9).

Revelation 12:11 tells the story of Christ's victory for the believers: “And they [the believers] have conquered him [Satan the accuser] by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony, for they loved not their lives even unto death.”

Joshua had no answer to Satan's charges. What Joshua needed, God graciously gave. God put a clean robe on him. God promised to send his Servant, the Branch, to take away the iniquity of all of God's people—the whole land—not just one man. God would do for all his people what he had done for Joshua.

Because Christ has died (“the blood of the Lamb”) and risen again (“he was caught up to God and to his throne”), Satan can no longer be our accuser. He has no grounds to do so.

How many of you have heard the whispers in your heart and mind, “Look at you, you big hypocrite! God's not going to accept you. God doesn't love you. He's not going to forgive you this time. He's not going to spare you. He's going to strike you down, and you deserve everything you get. God is not for you. You're a hypocrite, a filthy sinner.”

And when you take an honest look at yourself, how can you argue? You're far worse, and I'm far worse, than anybody else even knows. And then the doubts creep in: maybe I'm not accepted by God. Maybe he will give up on me this time. Maybe he actually is against me. Who could blame him?

Read Revelation 12:10-11 with Romans 8 and see what happens.

“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 has been thrown down, who accuses them day and night before our God” (Revelation 12:10).

“There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus....Who shall bring any charge against God's elect? It is God who justifies. Who is to condemn? Christ Jesus is the one who died—more than that, who was raised—who is at the right hand of God, who indeed is interceding for us” (Romans 8:1, 33-34).

“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” (Revelation 12:11)

“No, in all these things we are more than conquerers through him who loved us” (Romans 8:37).

We are hyper-conquerors (literally, from Romans 8:37) because Jesus died for us. This is the word of our testimony—the gospel. The glorious truth of the redeeming love of God for undeserving sinners is how we overcome and endure.

We're about to sing “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God.” In the third verse, notice what we sing: “The Prince of darkness grim: we tremble not for him. His rage we can endure, for lo, his doom is sure. One little word shall fell him.” What is that little word? It's the word of the gospel! The little word that is foolishness to those who are perishing (1 Corinthians 1:18), that word which is for some an aroma of death unto death (2 Corinthians 2:15-16), and that same word which is the power of God unto salvation and the aroma of life unto life for those who believe.

Jesus is the rightful King. He is no pretender to the throne, like Satan masquerades around as. The language from Psalm 2 of ruling with a rod of iron is the picture of swinging an iron rod into a piece of clay pottery. The pot shatters, because it offers no resistance to the stronger iron. So it is with everyone and everything that stand against Jesus Christ: he will destroy them with the ease of breaking pottery with iron. He will abolish sin; he will eradicate death; “he comes to make his blessings flow, far as the curse is found.” And no one will stop him.

3. We must endure to the end, and we need the body of believers to do so.

Satan couldn't destroy Christ. He couldn't destroy the Church, either, but he sets out to destroy as many and as much as he can. He knows his time is short, and he rages furiously as a result of his certain doom. He's not going down without a fight, and we will suffer and endure hardship as a result, as we've seen.

“His rage we can endure,” it is true, but we need each other. It is the voice of the body of saints that speaks in Revelation 12:10-11. The accuser of our brothers has been thrown down, they say. They overcame him by the blood of the Lamb and the word of their testimony. It is the collected number of the saints who are hyper-conquerors, not lone rangers making it on their own.

When one of us is tempted to listen to the lies of the Evil One, be the earth that opens up to swallow the lies so that they don't reach their destination. Remind one another of the blood of the Lamb and by the little word fell the Evil One. Bring him low, and lift up Jesus.

Martin Luther once wrote to Jerome Weller: “When the devil throws our sins up to us and declares that we deserve death and hell, we ought to speak thus: ‘I admit that I deserve death and hell. What of it? Does this mean that I shall be sentenced to eternal damnation? By no means. For I know One who suffered and made satisfaction in my behalf. His name is Jesus Christ, the Son of God. Where he is, there I shall be also.’” 

Just as Luther encouraged his friend and fellow believer, let us encourage one another as well.
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