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CHAPTER 12

DETAILS OF THE SIXTH SEAL - State supported paganism is overthrown, and Christianity (corrupted) is established as the state religion of the Roman Empire - CHAPTER 12 VERSES 1-17.

The opening of CHAPTER 12 takes us back to the place in history marked by the sixth seal, when a mighty revolution upset and abolished the pagan government of the world, the avowed enemy of Christ, and established in its place a system based upon professed allegiance to Christ. This revolution, effected under the leadership of Constantine, "the first Christian Emperor", was a great revolution. It was in fact the inauguration of Christendom - the commencement of the nominal dominion of Christ on the earth, to be succeeded by his real dominion. The nominal dominion was far from being a system of real submission to Christ: still it was a great improvement upon the empire of polytheism (the worship of many gods) in a variety of ways. There was hereafter at least a recognition (though a corrupt form) of the God of Israel and the Lord Jesus Christ, and the adoption of precepts having a humanizing effect on society. In connection with this change, there were details which could not be represented by the sixth seal. The sixth seal merely exhibited the occurrence of the revolution under the symbol of a catastrophe in nature. It could not show how it was to affect the friends of Christ among themselves. This was what is done in CHAPTER 12.

It may strike us strange that there should be this zigzag sort of order in the exhibition of the scenes of the Apocalypse. This feeling will disappear if we realize that there are various departments in the divine program that have filled the interval since Christ's departure from the earth - various areas of the Roman habitable in which the plan has been worked out - various channels in which providential superintendance has been actively giving shape to events with a view to the great consummation appointed, at one time east, at another west, at other both together. By these various roads, we are several times brought to the same general end to which they all reach. It is as if a guide conducted us to one route to an interesting spot, and then took us back through the air to another outward place from which to conduct us again by a different route to the same spot, doing this several times.

VERSE ONE 

"A great wonder in the heaven" - John saw events taking place in the Roman heaven, or government. 

"A woman clothed with the sun" - Paul wrote to the first century brethren, "I have espoused you to one husband, that I may present you as a chaste virgin unto Christ" (2 Corinthians. CHAPTER 11 VERSE TWO.) To the Ephesians he wrote (in CHAPTER FIVE VERSE 23), "The husband is head of the wife, even as Christ is head of the church". The ecclesia is described by the Apocalypse as "the Bride, the lamb's wife"( CHAPTER 21 VERSE NINE).In these references, the woman is figurative of all the true brethren of Christ. But the woman of Revelation twelve is similar to the one mentioned in CHAPTER TWO VERSES 20-23: the main body of the Church at the time of Constantine had become corrupt, lorded over by the clergy which sought the favor and support of the government. The church, the "woman", had corrupted from her original "chaste" virgin state, keeping the doctrine and practice of Christ, to that of Jezebel, murderess of the prophets of the Lord, committing spiritual fornication with paganism. The sun is always a symbol of power and prosperity. These in the Roman empire were identified with the imperial throne. Hence for Christ's community among men, to be lifted from a position of political ascendancy and sunshine by the elevation of Constantine, the Church's friend, to the throne of pagan Caesarism, the church's enemy, was for that community considered as woman, to become a woman clothed with the sun.

"The moon under her feet" - As the light of the moon is the reflection of the sun, to the pagan priesthood received its power and respectability from the government of Rome. The moon under the woman's feet depicts state - supported Christianity as triumphant over the pagan priesthood.


"And upon her head a crown of twelve stars" - "Crown" (Greek - stephanos) is more accurately translated "wreath”. The woman, and the arrow-less rider of the first seal represent the same community in its warfare against "the principalities, powers, rulers of the darkness of this world, and spiritual wickedness in high places" (Eph. CHAPTER SIX VERSE 12) - paganism. The wreath of twelve stars is the symbol of the pagan ceasars. There had been twelve ceasars on the throne from Augustus, the first Roman Emperor, to Domitian, the emperor who reigned when John received the Apocalypse. As a matter presented to John, therefore, the wreath destined to be placed on the church's brow, as a result of her conflict with paganism, was a twelve-starred wreath. There was other ceasars after John passed away, but the number at the date of the vision continued to represent the imperial prize of the conflict that was in progress.

VERSE TWO.

"She being with child cried, travailing in birth" - A similar figure is used in Isaiah. CHAPTER 66 VERSE SEVEN where the "children of Zion" are prophesied as appearing in "one day" at the resurrection. Paul's fear that your minds should be corrupted from the simplicity that is in Christ" was not an empty fear, for the corruption of the church began very soon after Jesus ascended to heaven (A.D. 33). The corruption grew till a powerful apostate faction, the catholics, were ready for any enterprise which would give them power in the state. Their hopes were realized exactly 280 years after A.D. 33, and in view of the fact that the gestation of a human child is 280 days, the number of the years of the development of the "man child" fits into the decorum of this symbol. The last ten years of the "woman's" gestation made her “cry" during Diocletian persecution (predicted in CHAPTER TWO VERSE TEN.) At the end of this time, A.D. 313, the church gave birth to the political champion of the Catholics, Constantine.

VERSE THREE.

"Another wonder in heaven" - John saw another transaction in the same political heavens of Rome.

"A great red dragon" - The purple-red dragon was one of the military ensigns of imperial Rome, and its shape was derived from that of the Egyptian Crocodile. The dragon stands for pagan Rome in its attitude of hostility to the Christian Church.

"Having seven heads" - CHAPTER 17 VERSE NINE says - "the seven heads are the seven mountains". Rome is famous as the city of seven hills: (1) Coelius (2) Viminal (3) Aventine (4) Esquilene (5) Quirinal (6) Capitoline (7)Falatine. 

In addition to this, CHAPTER 17 VERSE TEN says, "there are

seven kings", or governmental forces. During its history, Rome had seven forms of government: (1) regal (2) consular (3) dictatorial (4) decemviral (5) tribunitial (6) imperial (7) Gothic.

"And ten horns" - It was explained to John in CHAPTER 17 VERSE 12. “the ten horns which thou sawest are ten kings, which have received no kingdom as yet". After the fall of the Roman Empire, ten catholic countries arose in Europe.

VERSE FOUR.

"His tail drew the third part of the stars of heaven and did cast them to the earth" - Here, John witnessed, in symbol, the Tail-conflict, or Last conflict between the Dragon (paganism) and Christianity in the Roman Empire. In the last conflict, Constantine was in control of the west and central thirds of the Empire. A pagan Emperor was still in control of the eastern third, and the "stars" or pagan government officials supported him, fearful of losing their positions of power. But when the tail, or last part of the dragon was overcome by Constantine, all those stars lost their power, and descended "to the earth”; in other words, they joined the ranks of the subjects of the government.

"And the dragon stood to devour her child as soon as it was born" - The standing of the dragon before the woman indicates that he was in a aggressive attitude. His standing had no courtesy in it, for he stood before her that he might devour her offspring. The time when he stood before her with her ferocious intent, was before her delivery. She was "about to bring forth" while he was standing, or making war upon her. Her child was not yet manifested in the world. 

Therefore, the historical fulfillment must appear at a time

when Christianity had no champion, but was soon to have one. The time of this standing was during the fifth seal-period, and the Diocletian persecution. Constantine, wrote Gibbon, "remained in the service of Diocletian, signalized his valor in the wars of Egypt and Persia, and gradually rose to the honorable station of a tribune of the first order. The favor of the people and soldiers, who had named him as a favorable and worthy candidate for the rank of Caesar, served only to exasperate the jealousy of the chief emperor; and through prudence might restrain him from exercising any open violence, an absolute monarch is seldom at a loss how to execute a sure and secret revenge. Every hour increased the danger of Constantine, and the anxiety of his father, who, by repeated letters, expressed the warmest desires of embracing his son. For some time the policy of the emperor supplied him with delays and excuses, but it was impossible long to refuse so natural a request of his associate, without maintaining his refusal by arms. The permission for the journey was reluctantly granted, and whatever precautions the emperor might have taken to intercept a return, the consequences of which he, with so much reason, apprehended, they were effectually disappointed by the incredible diligence of Constantine. Amid the joyful acclamations of the people, he reached the port of Boulogne in the very moment when his father was embarking for Britain". And so the offspring of the "woman" escaped the jaws of the Dragon.

VERSE FIVE.

"And she brought forth a male child, who is about to rule all the nations with a rod of iron" - Constantine and his successors are prophetically described by Daniel: "And the king shall do according to his will; and he shall exalt himself, and magnify himself above every god; and shall speak marvelous things concerning the God of gods; and he shall flourish till the indignation shall be accomplished: for that that is determined shall be done. Neither shall he regard the gods of his ancestors, nor desire of wives, nor regard any god. But upon his place shall he do honour to the God of guardians: and to a god which his ancestors knew not shall he do honour with gold, and silver, and with costly gems, and durable things. Thus shall he do to the bazaars of

the guardians pertaining to a foreign god whom he shall acknowledge and increase with glory: and he shall give them authority over many; and shall divine the land for gain" (11 VERSES 36-39).


Constantine did "do according to his will", for he finally received absolute power in the Roman Empire. Under his influence, the pagan gods of his ancestors went into decline, and "Christianity" was recognized throughout the empire. Supporting the catholic faction of the apostasy, he "spoke against the God of gods by opposing and brutally persecuting those that held the truth. Neither the pagan worship of his ancestors nor women stood in the way of Constantine's ambition, for he, for the sake of political advantage, renounced the gods of his ancestors in favor of the catholic religion. The "god of guardians" which the successors of Constantine "honored" is styled "the god of the earth" in CHAPTER 11 VERSE 14, being the Pope of Rome. The pope is god of all the fictitious "guardian of saints” St. Christopher, St. Patrick, St. George, etc. The "bazaars of the guardians" referred to are the churches of Catholicism and her daughter sects, dedicated to the "protectors", and all sorts of votive trumpery are peddled at exorbitant prices. In these "dens of thieves" the best pews are sold to the highest bidder.


How much the foreign god" (the pope) has been honored in these bazaars with gold, silver and costly gems is obvious when one sees the interior of such buildings as St. Peter's Cathedral. Constantine and his successors gave the catholic clergy "authority over many" to the exclusion of all other sects, and divided up the lands among them, each area of which poured their wealth into the coffers of the catholic church.

"And her child was caught up unto God, and to his throne" -

Constantine ascended the political and ecclesiastical heavens. This verse cannot be applied to the ascension of Christ for several reasons. Firstly, these things "must come to pass hereafter" ( CHAPTER FOUR VERSE ONE); secondly, Jesus "signified" or symbolized the message of the Apocalypse to John, he did not present the details in literal terms; thirdly, we learn that there is war in the "heaven" which the man-child enters - this cannot possibly refer to heaven, the dwelling place of God at whose right hand is Jesus.

VERSE SIX

"And the woman fled into the wilderness.... twelve hundred and sixty days" - While the woman, or Christian community of which Constantine declared himself the protector, continued in the sun-in-vested position in the heaven to which events had elevated her, the woman in another sense fled the position and became the object of persecution of the new and nominally Christian government. To see this clearly, it is necessary to realize that the community developed by the labors of the apostles contained two elements - the real and the unreal, the actual and the nominal: those who were earnestly subject to the law of Christ and those who were professors without heart - who accepted Christ as a tradition but were uninfluenced by it in a practical way, not understanding the gospel.


To the one class, Jesus tells us he will say in the day of the account, "I never knew you"(Matthew Seven VERSE 23). To the other he will unite himself in glorious marriage as a bridegroom to a bride. In the ultimate aspect of things, the latter class only are the women - the bride, the Lamb's wife; and although in relation to the aspects of human

history, the nominal are part of the woman as well as the true, yet in even the current recognition’s of Christ, the true only are the woman. The false are finally symbolized in the Apocalypse as a shameless prostitute.


It is in view of these distinctions that we are enabled to understand how it came to pass that after the woman had been invested with the sun of imperial favor, the woman should "fly into the wilderness"(VERSE 14). Shortly after the elevation of the Christian party, there was a schism which resulted in the separation of the community into two parts ​one of which "fled" from the presence of imperial favor, and became the object of persecution of the other. One party was zealous for the commandments of God, and the other was composed of worldly time-servers. The schism, though long existing as a spiritual fact, only became openly visible on the appointment to a bishopric of a man who during the dreadful persecutions of Diocletian and Galerius, had given up the scriptures to save his life. The faithful could not brook such a violation of Christian law and refused to recognize the man that had been appointed. The dispute raged with great bitterness. It came several times before Constantine, who decided in favor of the reprobate who was the favorite of the court party.

The "woman" fled from the Roman soil and took refuge in the

African provinces of the Roman Empire (North coast of Africa). Here she fled and was nourished, and afterwards spreading herself into the southern parts of Europe, she sustained in the capacity of the two witnesses the 1260 days (years) testimony in the presence of her persecutors. Further comment will be made on this verse in connection with verse fourteen.

VERSE SEVEN

"And there was a war in heaven" - In the following verses we have a symbolic representation of the struggle that elevated Constantine from the position of ruler of a third of the Roman Empire (in conjunction with his pagan colleagues, who ruled the remaining two-thirds) to the position of the sole emperorship. It was a struggle in which the testimony for Christ - (sown is previous centuries in tears and blood) ​obtained the final victory over paganism, and banished it from the system of the civilized world. It was a struggle conducted "in heaven", that is, it was a war among rulers. 

"Michael and his angels fought against the dragon; and the

dragon fought and his angels" - "Michael" is a Hebrew name, and means "who is like God". It was the symbolic name for Constantine, as the instrument by which God cast the idols from the throne of the world, and substituted thereon, in a preliminary way, the name of His Son. Constantine, accompanied by his apostatized Christian supporters, overthrew the pagan emperor and his supporters.

VERSE EIGHT.

"Neither was there place found any more in heaven" - Since the time of Constantine, paganism has never been the state religion of any country which was under the Roman Empire.

VERSE NINE

"That old serpent, called the devil and Satan, which deceiveth the whole world.... was cast out into the earth, and his angels" - Pagan imperialism was so styled by God, because it was the political expression of the original diabolism of human nature. The overthrow of state-supported

paganism was one step in the divine program to "bruise the head of the serpent" (destroy the rebellion of human nature against the will of God). The final step in this program will take place at the end of the Millennium, when "there shall be no more death".


VERSE TEN

"Loud voice in heaven saying, Now is come salvation and strength and the kingdom of our God.... for the accuser of our brethren is cast down" - When these events were consummated, there were great rejoicing among the Christian party surrounding Constantine, and throughout the empire, who from that time imagined that the kingdom of Christ had really come by the hand of Constantine. It was only, however, in a preliminary, typical, and shadowy sense that this had come to pass. It is only when the seventh trumpet sounds that "the kingdoms of the world are become the kingdoms of Christ", as we have seen. The "loud voice" represents the exaltations that actually took place, as ecclesiastical history testifies, but does not necessarily guarantee these exaltations as representing the accurate truth in all particulars.


VERSE 11


"They overcame him by the blood of the lamb" -It was the belief of the Catholics that Constantine triumphed through this means. There was an element of truth in this, for the victory of Constantine developed from the efforts of those who had faithfully maintained their 

testimony for the truth in a time of persecution. Through the proclamation of the Truth, society gradually became too enlightened to tolerate the old superstitions even though the Truth in its purity was not accepted.

"They loved not their lives unto death" - The honor and glory of the victory was not due to them who drew the sword; but to those faithful brethren, who have so leavened the world with the truth, as to make the strongholds of paganism no longer tenable. "The blood of the Lamb", as opposed to the blood of idol sacrifices was the great theme of the word of God preached. The word of their testimony demonstrated the efficacy of one; and the in utility and utter worthlessness of the other.

 Every pagan convinced by the word and their reasoning in exposition of it, was alienated from the party of the dragon, and added to the faithful. The threatenings and torments under death, inflicted upon them by the pagan authorities, could not put their testimony to silence. Where one fell, others stepped in and stopped the breach; so that, "the blood of the witnesses became the seed of the church”. Thus, the power of the word accumulated, until society, but superficially acquainted with "the deep things of God", had become too much enlightened any longer to tolerate the licentiousness and absurdity of the old superstition.

VERSE TWELVE

"Rejoice ye heavens" - There was now much rejoicing in the Roman political heaven, for the catholic party had ascended to power after a bitter persecution.

"Woe to the inhibitors of the earth and of the sea! for the devil is come down unto you, having great wrath... because... he hath but a short time" - This verse describes the time depicted in verse four, when diabolos (the pagan emperor) had come down (from Italy, after the first war with Constantine) unto "the earth and the sea" (the eastern third of the Roman Empire) having great wrath because he hath but a short time. This "short time" was a period of about twelve years (A.D. 312 - 324), when Constantine became the sole emperor.

VERSE THIRTEEN.

"And when the dragon saw that he was cast unto the earth, he persecuted the woman" - The Christian community was  opposed and persecuted by the remnants of paganism where it temporarily remained in power.

VERSE FOURTEEN. “To the woman were given two wings of the Great Eagle" - The eagle was the chief symbol of Rome. In prophesying of the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans, Moses spoke in Deuteronomy 28, "Yahweh shall bring a nation against thee from far, from the end of the earth, which, as the eagle, shall fly... and ye shall be plucked from off thy land whither thou goest to possess it; Yahweh shall scatter thee among all peoples”. The head of the eagle was Rome; Italy was its body; the north-eastern and south-western (North Africa) extremities were its wings. To these areas the dissenters from Catholicism fled from their persecutors. 

 "That she might fly into the wilderness into her place" - This was not a wilderness of uninhabited solitude or desert wastes, but was an "epeemon", or isolation and exclusion from the recognized ecclesiastical authorities of Catholicism. It was a political wilderness, for the Protestants were politically unrecognized by the state authorities.

"Where she was nourished for a time, and times, and half a time" - This was the period of time mentioned in verse six. In view of the fact that a literal woman does not live for 1260 years, the woman is represented as sojourning "in the wilderness" for a time (one year), times (two years), and half a time (three and one half years altogether).Taking a 360 day year, this makes 1260 days. The woman's wilderness sojourn is co-extensive with the sackcloth witnessing of the "two witnesses" mentioned in chapter eleven. the sackcloth testimony and wilderness sojourn began in A.D. 612 (Constantine's accession) and ended 1260 years later in 1572 the date of the massacre of St. Bartholomew’s Day, when thousands of Protestant Huguenots were put to the sword by the papacy.

VERSE FIFTEEN

"And the serpent cast out of his mouth water as a flood after the woman, that he might cause her to be carried away by the flood" - The Dragon, the Serpent, the Diabolos, and Satan, in this twelfth chapter, are all terms expressive of the political or civil, military, and spiritual enmity against the woman and her seed. When the political organization that seeks her destruction is wholly pagan, then it is representative as "a Great fiery Red Dragon" (verse 3): if still pagan but not wholly so in all its departments of the state, it is simply called the Diabolos (verse 12); and if no longer pagan, but the subtle and seductive Christian Apostasy invested with supreme

authority, it is indicated by the Serpent and the Dragon (verses 15-16). In the water which the serpent cast out of his mouth, to overwhelm the woman, we recognize the military expeditions dispatched by the catholic government against the Protestants in the Roman "wings".

VERSE SIXTEEN

"And the earth helped the woman.... and swallowed up the flood" - As the heavens represented the ruling powers, the earth represents the ruled. Among the politically oppressed there were those who were prepared to fight for liberty of expression and belief though they might not subscribe to those doctrines. The circumcellions of North Africa stood for political liberty. These bands were composed of a set of furious, fearless and men of blood, formed of a rough and savage peasantry of the Numidian and Mauritanian villages, who were semi-pagans, and had been imperfectly reduced under the authority of the Roman laws.The ecclesiastical historian Mosheim wrote, "This outrageous multitude whom no prospect of sufferings could terrify, and who , upon urgent occasions, faced death itself with the most audacious temerity, contributed to render the sect of the Donatists (whose cause they espoused) an object of the most abhorrence (to the Catholics) though it cannot be proved that the bishops of that faction either approved of the proceedings or stirred up the violence of this odious rabble". They opposed the oppressing, persecuting policy of Rome and stood in defense of Donatists and those who held the truth. The circumcellions did this by war; they took up the sword to defend political liberty. Thus God, by natural means, provided relief to the persecuted. The circumcellions were not the only "earth" that helped the "woman".The peasants of Paphlagonia (part of what is now Turkey) in a similar way protected those with the truth. On one occasion they fought off with scythes and axes a detachment of legionaries sent to either convert them to Catholicism or exterminate them. 

VERSE SEVENTEEN

"And the dragon was wroth with the woman" - Paginated Christianity had become the state religion and driving force which sought to convert or exterminate all who dissented from Catholicism, doctrinally, and more important to them, politically, Christian Rome was now the dragon because still hostile to the true saints.

"And went to make war with the remnant of her seed, which keep the commandments of God, and have the testimony of Jesus"- Those holding the truth were styled the "remnant" because they were only a small minority of those protesting against Catholicism.

HISTORY ILLUSTRATING THE ACTIVITY OF THE WOMAN, DRAGON, AND MAN-CHILD.

 Shortly after Constantine arrived in Britain, his father died. Being popular as we have seen, Constantine was proclaimed emperor and Augustus by the affectionate clamor of the army. This immediately put Britain, Gaul and Spain under his control. Constantine greatly depreciated the brutality of the Christian persecutors, and upon becoming emperor, repealed all the edicts of persecution and publicly declared his intention to deliver the catholic church by his sword. This immediately summoned the sympathy and support of the Christian party who were ready to fight with the

religious zeal against the pagans.

 For the first and last time in Roman history, six emperors reigned in the empire. Receiving intelligence that the emperor in Italy planned to overthrow him, Constantine made the first move in A.D. 312. With his superior abilities as a general, Constantine led 40,000 troops against 140,000 of the Italian Praefecture, overthrew their armies, and took control of Italy and Africa. Being now enthroned in Rome, Constantine was now born as the woman's son.

 By this time, the rest of the empire was in the hands of two rival emperors, Licinius and Maximin. In a war in which Constantine was unable to take part, Lincinius overthrew Maxim and became the sole rival of Constantine. Licenius having secretly formed a conspiracy against Constantine, the "man child" made war with Licinius and reduced his dominions to the eastern third of the empire in A.D. 315. After eight years of peaceful truce, Constantine felt confident of victory over the "Diabolos" who reigned in "the earth and sea”. Again displaying his military genius, Constantine led 120,000 horse and foot with 200 small naval vessels against 165,000 horse and foot supported with 350 large galleys of Licinius. In this war, as we have seen, Constantine overthrew the tail-end of the Dragon, deposing all the stars or pagan members of government from the east.  By this victory of Constantine, A.D. 324, the Roman world was united under the authority of one emperor, and he the first of a long line of emperors, who though not Christian, but catholic, repudiated the gods of their ancestors. The immediate and memorable consequences of this revolution were the foundation of Constantinople, and the establishment of the Catholic Apostasy as the religion of the state.

 With reference to the ecclesiastical aspect of this period, Dr. Thomas summarizes, "Constantine used the altars of Catholicism as a convenient footstool to the throne of universal dominion. He came to imbibe the piety peculiar to it, and with it, its sanguinary spirit of persecution, and murderous hostility to all who dissented from it. The catholic church became the especial object of his care and favorable legislation; and he was taught by its bishops to believe that its members were the only real and trustworthy adherents. Impressed with this conviction, he established it by law; and set it up in the heaven as "the woman invested with the sun, and the moon underneath her feet, and upon her head a wreath of twelve stars"".

 Shortly after Constantine had taken control of the Italian Praefacture, he published the famous edict of Milan. This was the great charter of toleration. It granted "the whole body of the Christians", as well as to others, the free choice to follow that mode of worship which they may wish; and that no freedom at all shall be refused them. No distinction was made between pagan and Christian in this matter; so that each might have the privilege to select and worship whatsoever divinity he pleased. Nor was there any distinction made with regard to sects in "the whole body". But this inestimable privilege was soon violated; for with the knowledge of catholic principles, the son and protector of the catholic church imbibed the maxims of persecution; and the sects which dissented from it were afflicted and oppressed by the triumph of the Catholics. Constantine easily believed that Heretics who presumed to dispute his opinions, or to oppose his commands, were guilty of the most absurd and criminal obstinacy; and that a seasonable application of severity’s might save those unhappy men from danger of an everlasting condemnation.

 As a result of this change in policy of Constantine, "the woman fled into the wilderness" or outer extremities of the

empire, accompanied by the small minority, "the remnant of her seed" who still held the truth. This continued, as we have seen, for 1260 years, co-extensively with the sackcloth testimony of the "two witnesses" of chapter 11. After this time (the French revolution), "the woman" and "the remnant of her seed" have still continued, but their enemy has no longer been given the power of open persecution.
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