The Woman of Revelation 12


Revelation 12:1

A great wonder: (seemeíon méga)

Also appears in: Revelation 15:1
Very closely related words translated 'great wonders' or 'great miracles' appear in Revelation 13:13 and Acts 6:8.

The phrase can mean either literal miracles or, in the case of Revelation 15, either a somewhat symbolic/metaphorical vision representing a very true event or the actual event unfolding.

The seven angels that pour out the seven bowls of judgment could be either literal or figurative. The judgments will certainly fall on the earth, but how God causes those judgments is uncertain. It is interesting to note that the seven bowl or vial judgments correspond closely to the ten plagues of Exodus. God used the hand of Moses or Aaron to execute several of the Egyptian plagues. With this in mind, it is possible that seven angels will literally pour seven vials on the earth. It is just as probable, however, that this is a metaphorical telling of the story. Nevertheless, the story is true in that there will be seven judgments.

By examining the other occasions in which the Greek phrase appears, we should be able to determine at least one thing. If the meaning is consistent, the great wonder in Revelation 12:1 is at least a metaphorical representation of a true entity. It is also possible that the great wonder is a literal depiction of what this entity looks like.

there appeared in heaven: (oόfthee en ouranoό)

The word used here for 'heaven' can mean one of three places.

· The sky, as in Matthew 16:2 

· Space, as in Mark 13:25 

· God's realm or the 'third heaven', as in 2 Corinthians 12:2 

The number of possible locations of the great wonder can be reduced to two, the choices being the sky and the third heaven. The woman either appears in the sky for the world to see or resides in the third heaven, which is the dwelling place of God, the angels, and the saints. It makes no sense to believe that this wonder is floating around in the void.

Going back to Revelation 15, where St. John sees "another sign in heaven, great and marvelous," we can ascertain the location of the vision. Revelation 15:5 places the seven angels in "the temple of the tabernacle of the testimony." In fact, Revelation 11:19 shows the "temple of God" opening in heaven. Here in His temple is the "ark of His testament." The ark of the testament or covenant was in days of Israel the dwelling place of God on this earth! (See Exodus 25:21-22) This information places, without a doubt, the location of the woman in the third heaven, the residence of the triune God, where Jesus Christ presides as our High Priest.

a woman clothed with the sun: (guneé peribebleeménee tón heélion)
We have not yet determined the actual identity of the woman, whether it is metaphorical or literal. With this description of the woman, however, being clothed with the very sun, we can very well see that some things about her will be metaphorical.

To be clothed with the sun, what can it mean? It certainly creates in our mind an image of glory and beauty. In Psalm 84:11, the "Lord God is a sun and shield." This woman seems to have the glory and beauty of God in and around her. The sun is also called the "Sun of righteousness" in Malachi 4:2. So, since the sun is also associated with righteousness, and God being referred to as a sun in his righteousness, we can look at Isaiah 61:10. There the writer says that he has been clothed with the "robe of righteousness." The woman of Revelation 12 is likewise clothed with the robes of righteousness.

This verse is probably new to us, and we have just learned about the relationship between the sun and righteousness. By reading Isaiah 61:10 in its entirety, however, we should see something familiar. "I will greatly rejoice in the Lord, my soul shall be joyful in my God; for He hath clothed me with the garments of salvation, he hath covered me with the robe of righteousness." At this point, the Magnificat of Luke 1 and especially verses Luke 1:46-47 should come to mind. "My soul doth magnify the Lord, and my spirit hath rejoiced in God my Saviour." It is as if the Virgin Mary in her song of praise could be quoting the prophet Isaiah. The words are so similar that we could continue in quoting the prophet. It is difficult to separate Mary's song; Isaiah 61:10, and the woman clothed with the sun and righteousness.

the moon under her feet: (hee seleénee hupokátoo toón podoón auteés)

We know the moon as the chunk of rock that reflects the sun's light to brighten the earth at night. The moon plays a very prophetic role in the New Testament. In fact, in over half of the 10 references to the celestial body, strange changes to the moon serve as a sign to the imminent second coming of Christ. (See Matthew 24:29, Revelation 8:12) Perhaps the moon's presence here in the passage is a sign of the first advent of our Lord, which we easily recognize as the woman delivering the man child.

Yet, the moon could hold some additional meaning here. In Scripture, when something is underfoot, it typically shows dominion or victory. For example, the earth is God's footstool in Isaiah 66:1. Considering the fact that this woman wears a crown, this is a possible representation of the woman's victory or place of high honor in the world.

The moon, which reflects the light of the sun, could also be symbolic of the reflection of God's glory in the woman. All, some, or none of these possible uses of the moon in the depiction of the woman can be what the Holy Spirit wanted to get across in the Revelation.

upon her head a crown of twelve stars: (epí teés kefaleés auteés stéfanos astéroon doódeka)
In this phrase, even more symbolism and mystery arises as we try to find out the identity of the great wonder of Revelation 12. First, we must look at the word translated as 'crown'. There are two different words in the New Testament Greek that in English can mean crown. The word used here is stéfanos. It is used 17 other times in the New Testament, and means something like a wreath. So the twelve stars are woven together to form a crown for the woman. This word is the same word used for the crown of thorns and also the crowns that Christians in heaven receive based on their works. (See James 1:12, 2 Timothy 4:8.)

The stéfanos is not usually used to describe a royal crown as is diadeémata (see Revelation 13:1). In Revelation 6:2, however, the rider on the white horse is given a stéfanos and then goes out to conquer. This rider's crown shows his position in whatever land he conquers. The crown of the woman at least shows an exalted rank and position, victory, and most likely queenship.

The twelve stars present another part of the mystery of the great wonder. Numbers in the Bible tend to have significance beyond their quantitative value. Seven, three, and twelve especially hold a special meaning. Twelve stars could represent the twelve tribes of Israel, the twelve apostles, or twelve angels. Stars are frequently used to represent angels. (See Matthew 26:53, Revelation 21:12,14,16,21)

Revelation 12:2
she cried, travailing in birth, and pained to be delivered: (krázei oodínousa kaí basanizoménee tekeín)
Here we see the woman ready to be delivered, crying out in pain. This can be literal or figurative. This verse gives a key clue to the identity of the woman, but we will discuss that later.

Revelation 12:3
a great red dragon:  (drákoon mégas purrós)
The dragon is obviously "the old serpent, which is the devil, and Satan" (See Revelation 20:2).

Revelation 12:4
And the dragon stood before the woman which was ready to be delivered, for to devour her child as soon as it was born.

Here we see Satan, waiting to devour the man child. As we will find out in the next verse, the man child is definitely Christ. Satan has tried to keep Christ from coming many times in history. Through King Herod, Satan had all the children under the age of two were slaughtered in an attempt to kill Jesus. He was, of course, not successful.
Revelation 12:5
And she brought forth a man child, who was to rule all nations with a rod of iron: and her child was caught up unto God, and to his throne.

Here we witness the birth and ascension of Christ. In Revelation 19:15, we see Our Lord who rules all nations with "a rod of iron". Without a doubt, the man child can be identified as Jesus Christ.

Revelation 12:6-17
Verses 6-17 show us a battle between the angels of God under the command of the archangel Michael and the angels of Satan. In verse 13, Satan sees that he can't prevail against the man child, Christ. For verses 10-11 say "Now is come salvation... they overcame him by the blood of the Lamb." The devil, however, does not give up with this defeat. In verse 13 we see that the dragon persecutes the woman. In verse 14 the woman is saved by being led into the wilderness. The serpent follows her, spewing a great flood of water after her. He is again unsuccessful, for in verse 16 "the earth opened her mouth, and swallowed up the flood". Facing another defeat, the devil in verse 17 goes to war against the remnant of her seed, those who have the testimony of Jesus Christ.

Analysis


The book of Revelation is full of symbolism and hidden meanings. Many people have studied the contents of this book and come up with several different explanations and interpretations. While I believe Scripture and logical reasoning support my findings, I do not claim that everything in here is perfectly correct. God in His infinite wisdom chooses what and when He makes things perfectly revealed.


I believe that the great wonder represents the Virgin Mary, the Mother of God. I believe that the woman also holds characteristics that symbolize the Church and Israel. Some traits of the woman symbolize more than one person or group. Some traits represent only one of the three and have nothing to do with the other two. The symbolism is complex and intermingled, which makes sense. For instance, Mary is of Israel. Her line even traces back to King David! As the second Eve, she is Mother of the Church. The interwoven symbolism fits, as Mary belongs to Israel and is of the Church.


First we will look at the name given to the woman, a great wonder. I have already demonstrated that the Greek word means a miracle or a sign. One of the great prophecies of the birth of Christ, found in Isaiah 7:14, says: 

“Therefore the Lord himself shall give you a sign; Behold, a virgin shall conceive, and bear a son, and shall call his name Immanuel.”


Hundreds of years before the birth of Christ, we see the conception and birth of Jesus foretold as a sign.


Next we go on to the location of the woman: heaven. We have already determined that the heaven described in verse 2 is the ‘third heaven,’ the dwelling place of God and the saints. This cannot apply to the Church, since her members are on earth. It cannot be Israel, because the Jewish population is on earth. It can be Mary, because we know that she is in heaven. The fact that we can identify her as a female human makes me believe that this is spirit and body, in line with the Church’s teaching on the assumption.


It makes sense that the principal figure behind the symbol is Mary, one woman. All others present are: Michael, the man child, and the dragon. Michael is one angel, the man child is the one Christ, and the dragon is the one Satan. Therefore, we can see how logical it would be for the woman to represent, chiefly, one person.


The woman is “clothed with the sun.” We know that the Psalms describe God as a sun. This woman is surrounded with the glory of God. This could represent the Church, whose light shines so the world may see the glory of God in heaven (See Matthew 5:16). It also reminds me of the annunciation, where Gabriel tells the God bearer that she will be overshadowed by the power of the Highest (See Luke 1:35). The Greek word used for the overshadowing of the Holy Spirit is episkiásei, which means to envelop in a haze of brilliancy. This is the same word used in Matthew 17:5, Mark 9:7, and Luke 9:34 for the enveloping of Jesus in the cloud at the transfiguration. This is the cloud God speaks from, reminiscent of the cloud on top of Mt. Sinai, where Moses had to be covered with a veil. The aforementioned Greek word comes from skia, which also appears in Hebrews 9:5 as the overshadowing of the Shekinah glory of God over the Ark of the Covenant. So the glory of God that envelops the woman of Revelation 12 can be linked to the overshadowing glory of God over the Ark and Mary. At this point it would be beneficent to return to the Magnificat. I have already discussed the complex connection, so I don’t need to repeat myself. But a quick read over of that discussion would help.


The moon, the sun, and the stars all have a connection with Israel. In Joseph’s dream in Genesis 37:9, the sun, the moon, and the stars all bow down to him. His father Jacob rebukes him, bewildered at the idea that he and his wife (the sun and the moon) and Joseph’s brothers (the eleven stars) would bow down to Joseph. Jacob, whose name the Lord changed to Israel, is definitely associated with Israel. Some would say that this shows the woman to be Israel. There is nothing wrong with this idea, yet I would like to point out that the woman is crowned with the 12 stars, and the sun surrounds her, and the moon is only under her feet. Who is a daughter of Israel? The Virgin Mary is. I believe that the sun, moon, and stars help identify this woman with her heritage as a daughter of Israel.


We must not forget, however, that the twelve stars could also represent the twelve apostles. The apostles are the crowning glory of the Church. Even today, the Church is guided by the successors of the apostles. The idea of apostolic succession is summed up by saying that the true church lies with the true successors of the apostles. Therefore, the woman here also represents the Church.


The Virgin Mary holds the title “Queen of the Angels.” Could the crown of twelve stars, which we know can represent angels, be a sign of her queenship? This is not as likely, since the crown is the stéfanos and not the diadeémata. It is still a very real possibility that a connection lies here.


Moving onto the next verse, we see the woman crying out in pain, waiting to be delivered. The Catholic Church teaches that Mary suffered no pain in delivering Christ, as that is one of the penalties of original sin. Literally, this aspect cannot describe Mary. We do know, though, that Mary suffered greatly in her life. In Luke 2:35, Simeon predicts that a sword will also pierce Mary’s soul. This can’t be representative of the Church, since the Church came from Christ, and not the other way around. The only other option is Israel.


For one more clue to the identity of the woman, we must proceed to verse 14. There we see the woman taken into the safety of the wilderness. This could refer to the flight to Egypt, where Mary, Joseph, and Jesus fled the slaughter of the innocents. It could also refer to the Church, who has been persecuted throughout the years. It also can refer to Israel, who fled into the wilderness in the Exodus. Again, since Mary is of Israel and the Church, we can see why this all weaves together. Regardless of whom this represents, Satan is not victorious.


In light of this defeat, the dragon continues to persecute “the remnant of her seed.” In viewing this woman as the Church, her seed represents Christians. The woman does not represent Israel here, because her seed are those that have the testimony of Jesus Christ.


With verse 17, the chapter closes. Hopefully you can see how I take the woman of Revelation 12 to be chiefly representative of the Blessed Virgin Mary, while showing some characteristics of both the Church and Israel. Hopefully you can see the complex symbolism and intertwining characteristics; how one symbol can symbolize more than one thing as in Revelation 17:8-9 where the seven heads represent both seven kings and seven mountains. As I stated before, I make no attempt to finally solve the great mystery behind Revelation 12. It is neither my place nor my duty to do so. I have, however, made a careful, prayerful attempt to find out for myself who this woman could be. I encourage any who read this to do the same, and see what conclusions they come to. God bless you.
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