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Vision 3 - The Roots and Role of Roman Power
Revelation 11:19 - 13:18

Opening scene in heaven (11:19)

God’s temple that is in heaven was opened, and the ark of the Lord’s covenant was seen in his temple. Lightnings, sounds, thunders, an earthquake, and great hail followed.
Hebrew myth said that the Ark of the Covenant was hidden away during the destruction of Jerusalem in 587 B.C., and that it would appear again at the End Time.

Similarly, there was a myth that Jeremiah had taken manna from the Holy of Holies just before the destruction of the temple and hidden it in the rocks of Mt. Sinai. 

Woman, dragon, child (12:1 - 12:6)

A great sign was seen in heaven: a woman clothed with the sun, and the moon under her feet, and on her head a crown of twelve stars. She was with child. She cried out in pain, laboring to give birth. 
The woman was clothed in the sun, the moon, and twelve (completeness) stars to show all the heavens support this woman.

This woman is not Mary the mother of Jesus, because verse 17 identifies her offspring as those who “keep the commandments of God and hold the testimony of Jesus.”

She represents the Church, faithful in the Old Covenant, and out of which came the Messiah. Later, this woman will represent the Church, faithful in the New Covenant as well. 

Another sign was seen in heaven. Behold, a great red dragon, having seven heads and ten horns, and on his heads seven crowns. His tail drew one third of the stars of the sky, and threw them to the earth. The dragon stood before the woman who was about to give birth, so that when she gave birth he might devour her child.
A dragon is a common villain of that time: (a) Homer describes a dragon with three heads that ate poisonous herbs, (b) Egyptian mythology included Typhon, a dragon that persecuted the god Osiris, (c) In Isaiah 51:9, the enemy of God is Rahab, the dragon, (d) In Isaiah 27:1, the Lord will punish Leviathan, the crooked serpent. 

In Daniel 8:8-10, an evil beast is identified as a goat with a mighty horn that was so powerful that it cast down stars from heaven. 

The threat to the woman’s baby has parallels both in Pharoah’s persecution of the Hebrew male babies in Exodus 1:15-22 and in Herod’s killing of male babies in Bethlehem in Matthew 2:16.

She gave birth to a son, a male child, who is to rule all the nations with a rod of iron. Her child was caught up to God, and to his throne. The woman fled into the wilderness, where she has a place prepared by God, that there they may nourish her one thousand two hundred sixty days.
The woman giving birth to the male child certainly brings to mind Jesus, but the reference to a “rod of iron” also matches with the promise to the church at Thyatira, so Christ’s followers are included.  Since the child is quickly taken up to heaven, away from the dragon and out of the story, it isn’t important to identify him.

The woman fled into the wilderness, just as the Israelites from Egypt, Elijah from Queen Jezebel, David from King Saul, and Mary and Joseph with baby Jesus from King Herod.  

Dragon thrown down (12:7 - 12:12)

There was war in the sky. Michael and his angels made war on the dragon. The dragon and his angels made war.
If heaven is the perfect home of the all-powerful God, how could there be war there?  To John, this heaven will pass away to be replaced by the perfect heaven. John’s heaven reflects God’s insistence on allowing humanity to choose the truth forces God to allow discord and war in heaven - for now...



They didn’t prevail, neither was a place found for him any more in heaven. The great dragon was thrown down, the old serpent, he 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.
 This attack was a total failure for the dragon, as he was defeated by the army led by archangel Michael, identified in Daniel 12:1 as the protector of God’s people. Because of this insurrection, the dragon lost his access to heaven. The verb used for “thrown down” indicates that Satan is thrown out permanently, and the repetition of “thrown down” three times indicates it is divine and complete.

I heard a loud voice in heaven, saying, “Now is come the salvation, the power, and the Kingdom of our God, and the authority of his Christ; for the accuser of our brothers has been thrown down, who accuses them before our God day and night. They overcame him because of the Lamb’s blood, and because of the word of their testimony. They didn’t love their life, even to death. Therefore rejoice, heavens, and you who dwell in them. 
Notice the beautiful declaration of a victory in these verses, coming from the blood of the Lamb and the faithfulness of the saints.

The word for “overcame” is the same word Jesus used of himself in John 16:33, saying “I have overcome the world.”

Woe to the earth and to the sea, because the devil has gone down to you, having great wrath, knowing that he has but a short time.”
However, the certain victory has not yet come to pass, which means the believers still are called to stand firm in their faith even in the face of death.

The persecution (12:13-12:17)

When the dragon saw that he was thrown down to the earth, he persecuted the woman who gave birth to the male child. Two wings of the great eagle were given to the woman, that she might fly into the wilderness to her place, so that she might be nourished for a time, and times, and half a time, from the face of the serpent.
The woman, representing the true church on earth, now faces persecution from the desperate dragon. This message would have been especially meaningful to those Christians who remembered the persecution started by Nero in A.D. 64, but the reassurance is that God is sustaining and protecting her with amazing ways of escape and with nourishment.

The serpent spewed water out of his mouth after the woman like a river, that he might cause her to be carried away by the stream. The earth helped the woman, and the earth opened its mouth and swallowed up the river which the dragon spewed out of his mouth.
The metaphor of a river for evil and misfortune is seen in Psalm 32:6, Psalm 124:4, and Isaiah 43:2.  We generally do not think of rivers and seas as bad omens, but those living in the first century would have felt so.

The dragon grew angry with the woman, and went away to make war with the rest of her seed, who keep God’s commandments and hold Jesus’ testimony.
The dragon attacks the “rest of her seed”, clearly meaning those who are faithful to the old covenant (the Law) and the new covenant (Jesus) that God has made with us.

This struggle with the dragon takes place in the first part of the vision.  In the last part of the vision, the problems amplify again, and we see two beasts also siding with evil and conspiring against the faithful.

The first beast (13:1 - 13:10)

Then I stood [As the dragon stood] on the sand of the sea, I saw a beast coming up out of the sea, having ten horns and seven heads. On his horns were ten crowns, and on his heads, blasphemous names. The beast which I saw was like a leopard, and his feet were like those of a bear, and his mouth like the mouth of a lion. The dragon gave him his power, his throne, and great authority. 


There is a problem with the first part of verse one.  Many translations state that John is standing on the seashore, while others state that the dragon is standing on the seashore.  The Greek pronoun is unspecific, but it seems to me that John would not have been a part of this story within a story.

The beast resembles a leopard, with feet like a bear, and a mouth like a lion. This passage clearly references Daniel chapter 7, where four beasts, with the first three like a lion, a bear, and a leopard, represented empires that oppressed the faithful.

This beast will be identified in Revelation 17:7-13 as the Roman empire.  With that insight, we see how these descriptions relate to Rome instead of typical numerology.  Rome was famous for being built on seven hills, so the beast had seven heads.  The blasphemous names called to mind the biggest blasphemers of the age, Roman emperors who declared themselves gods.  The ten horns likely identified the ten Roman emperors who called themselves gods up through Domitian, emperor during John’s vision.

The condemnation of the Roman empire in Revelation seems to conflict with the teachings of Jesus and the letters of Paul instructing Christians to respect governmental authority -- until you consider a ruler that has decreed himself to be god. When the government obstructs religion, the government must be opposed, as in the story of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego in Daniel chapter 3 and the story of Daniel in the lion’s den in Daniel chapter 6.

One of his heads looked like it had been wounded fatally. His fatal wound was healed, and the whole earth marveled at the beast.
This image of one of the first beast’s heads mortally wounded had two parallel meanings for the first century Christian. There is an obvious parallel between this beast and the Lamb that was slain, so Satan is claiming equality to God by copying God’s work.

The second interpretation involves Nero’s life story. When it was clear that Nero’s rule was over, he considered fleeing to Parthia, where he was popular, but instead he killed himself with a sword stroke to the head. Historians tell of three instances where Nero was widely reported to have come back from the dead, and the Parthians in those instances were ready to proclaim him as their leader and attack Rome. The latest of these “sightings” happened in 88 A.D., just a few years before Revelation was written.  Since Nero had viciously persecuted Christians, this wounded head underscored the evil intent of the beast towards Christians.

They worshiped the dragon, because he gave his authority to the beast, and they worshiped the beast, saying, “Who is like the beast? Who is able to make war with him?” 
In worshiping the beast, the people were worshiping the dragon, a parallel to the Son and the Father. 

A mouth speaking great [“haughty”] things and blasphemy was given to him. Authority to make war for forty-two months was given to him. He opened his mouth for blasphemy against God, to blaspheme his name, and his dwelling, [even] those who dwell in heaven. It was given to him to make war with the saints, and to overcome them. Authority over every tribe, people, language, and nation was given to him.
The blasphemies continued what were the names on the seven heads, and ties back to the little horn on the beast that uttered blasphemies in Daniel 7:25. 

The last part of verse six is often translated incorrectly. The best Greek versions we have say that the beast blasphemes God’s dwelling place (“tabernacle”), but isn’t clear if those in heaven are in God’s tabernacle.  Since the word is tabernacle and not temple, the point seems to be that God is not far away in heaven, but right there with the believers.

All who dwell on the earth will worship him, everyone whose name has not been written from the foundation of the world in the book of life of the Lamb who has been killed.

If anyone has an ear, let him hear. If anyone is to go into captivity, he will go into captivity. If anyone is to be killed with the sword, he must be killed. Here is the endurance and the faith of the saints.
John requests special attention from his audience, using the same method he did at the end of the letters to the seven churches, for this saying calls believers to be faithful unto death. He requires of Christians not to fight persecution with human strength but with Godly submission, quoting Jeremiah 15:2. 

The second beast (13:11-13:18)

I saw another beast coming up out of the earth. He had two horns like a lamb, and he spoke like a dragon. He exercises all the authority of the first beast in his presence. He makes the earth and those who dwell in it to worship the first beast, whose fatal wound was healed.
The second beast completes Satan’s trinity. He has more limited power than the first, because he comes out of the earth and only has two horns. It has the comely appearance of a lamb, but is as evil as a dragon. 

This image reminds that Jesus warned of false prophets that are wolves in lambs clothing in Matthew 7:15; this second beast is later identified as the false prophet (Revelation 16:13).

Given that the first beast is the Roman empire, the second beast is the set of provincial governments set up by Rome to enforce Rome’s policies and emperor worship.

He performs great signs, even making fire come down out of the sky to the earth in the sight of people.
Elijah called down fire down from heaven, so we see the second beast imitating God’s miracles. 

Bold miracles like fire from heaven would cause people to be awed, but Jesus warned in Mark 13:22 that false prophets would deceive people with signs and wonders. We do have record of noise machines owned by the Emperors that would make sounds of thunder and flashes of fire, so listeners would be familiar with trickery and deception.

He deceives my own people who dwell on the earth because of the signs he was granted to do in front of the beast; saying to those who dwell on the earth, that they should make an image to the beast who had the sword wound and lived. It was given to him to give breath to it, to the image of the beast, that the image of the beast should both speak, and cause as many as wouldn’t worship the image of the beast to be killed.
The phrase “the image of the beast” occurs often in the rest of Revelation and each time it means that idol which unfaithful people worshiped. This image would have reminded first century Christians of the images of the emperor that were in all the regional government centers across the Roman empire. 

Note that “breath”, not “life”, was given to the image.  While the same phrase was used in 11:11 as God breathes life back into the two martyred witnesses, it can also mean ventriloquism. There was a common illusion from that period where a tube ran from the mouth of a statue to a hidden spot where someone could make it seem that the statue was talking.

He causes all, the small and the great, the rich and the poor, and the free and the slave, to be given [“take on”] marks on their right hands, or on their foreheads; and that no one would be able to buy or to sell, unless he has that mark, the name of the beast or the number of his name. Here is wisdom. He who has understanding, let him calculate the number of the beast, for it is the number of a man. His number is six hundred sixty-six.
This mimics the mark that God gave to his elect after the sixth seal to protect them, with the same connotation that these people were the servants or slaves of the beast. 

The positions of the mark on the right hand and forehead indicates that the marks were in plain view, a visible testimony of allegiance to the Beast. This marking was a parody of the Jewish custom of when praying, wearing phylacteries on their left arm and forehead, containers that had verses from the Old Testament.

The danger in this mark is the practical nature of the mark -- the purpose of the mark is to allow commerce, even though it is a mark of the beast. Compare this compromise of beliefs to the situation in the Laodicean church in Revelation chapter 3, where the church was so interested in economics that it had lost any effectiveness of its witness.

What About the Number?

John uses a similar reference to “here is wisdom” in Revelation 17:9, where he explains that the seven heads of the first beast are the “seven hills on which the harlot sitteth,” which both the early Christians and we easily identify as Rome.  As such, John expected the number “666” to be so obvious that all his listeners would quickly understand it.  Sadly, what was obvious to John was a source of confusion even to second century Christian scholars, and is certainly confusing to us today.

It was common at that time to identify a person by the “number“of their name, as in a wall in Pompeii on which someone had written “I love her whose number is 545.” We’re not sure how they intended to create numbers from names, but one easy way is to use the letters of a name as Roman numerals.  Some scholars have used that tactic to coerce “666” out of the Hebrew version of the name “Nero Caesar,” although we don’t see Hebrew in Revelation because the dominant languages for Christians were Aramaic and Latin.  This same Roman numeral trick works for the Latin phrase Vicarius Filii Dei, one of the titles for the Pope!  By using a numeric code for the letters in “Hitler,” where A=100, B=101, etc., the letters for Hitler add up to 666. Another approach is based on some old manuscripts that list the number as “616,” which is the sum of the letters for the Latin word “Nero.”

There is another explanation that seems to me to use stronger logic. The Greek name of Jesus can be calculated into the number “888,” where each digit is one greater than the perfect number “7.” The opposite of this would be the number “666,” with digits that represent something notably imperfect. Repeating the imperfect number emphasizes the imperfection, and repeating it three times underscores the false trinity of the dragon and the two beasts.  This is my best guess for what the number “666” means.

The End of the Vision?

Unline visions one and two, this vision does not end in victory.  Furthermore, it does not end but continues.  However, the next scene is another scene on heaven, which I believe opens vision four.

Applicability for Today

Bruce Metzger, in the commentary Breaking the Code makes the following observation about the underlying meaning behind this chapter:

The profound religious insight that lies behind these kaleidoscopic pictures in chapter 13 is that men and women are so constituted as to worship some absolute power, and if they do not worship the true and real Power behind the universe, they will construct a god for themselves and give allegiance to that. In the last analysis, it is always a choice between the power that operates through inflicting suffering, that is, the power of the beast, and the power that operates through accepting suffering, namely, the power of the Lamb. 

