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Go Deeper Excursus 29
Diverse Interpretations of the Male Son of Revelation 12

When viewed in light of modern commentaries on the book of Revelation, the interpretation that
the male son represents the corporate body of Christ is a minority view and seemingly
idiosyncratic.

If we limit ourselves to modern commentaries, consult study Bibles, or hear lectures and
sermons on Revelation 12, then we would assume the interpretation of the male son as the
individual, Jesus Christ, to be an open and shut case. Jacob Smith writes, “The reference here is
unmistakably to the birth of Christ in Bethlehem of Judea.” And J. Dwight Pentecost notes, “Since
this child is born ‘to rule all nations with a rod of iron” (Rev 12:5), it can only refer to Christ, the
one whose right it is to rule.” He later asserts that the allusion to Psalm 2:9 “identifies the man
child here as none other than Jesus Christ.”® A survey of commentators from a variety of exegetical
and theological perspectives reveals the same kind of straightforward identification of the male son
as none other than Jesus Christ.* However, the more cautious words of George Faber in 1808 reveal
a less confident assessment of the status quaestionis: “In short, I consider the symbol of the man-
child as a complete crux criticorum. Much has been written on the subject, but I have read nothing
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that is wholly unobjectionable. It is possible, that some future commentator may be more
successful in his inquiries than those who have preceded him.”

Although the identification of the male son in Revelation 12:5 as Jesus Christ alone has
dominated the modern history of interpretation of that text, the corporate interpretation of the
male son has always had representatives and, at times, appears to have held a place of particular

importance. Methodius’s comments from the fourth century are illustrative of one ancient voice:

O faultfinder, it will not even be possible for you to show that Christ Himself is the one
who is born. For long before the Apocalypse the mystery of the Incarnation of the Word
was fulfilled. And John speaks concerning things present and things to come. But Christ,
long ago conceived, was not caught up to the throne of God when He was brought forth,
from fear of the serpent injuring Him. But for this was He begotten, and Himself came
down from the throne of the Father, that He should remain and subdue the dragon who
made an assault upon the flesh. So that you also must confess that the Church labors and
gives birth to those who are baptized. As the spirit says somewhere in Isaiah: “Before she
travailed, she brought forth; before her pain came, she was delivered of a man-child. Who
hath heard such a thing? Who hath seen such things? Shall the earth be made to bring forth
in one day? Or shall a nation be born at once? For as soon as Zion travailed, she brought
forth her children.” (Methodius, On Chastity 8.7)

Among modern, post-Reformation interpreters, we can discern several variations of this
corporate identity of the male son. Many see a dual significance whereby the woman and male son
literally and historically represent Mary and Jesus, but they also carry a prophetic or allegorical
sense.’

On the other end of the spectrum, some interpret the text purely allegorically, in what can be
described as an “idealist” sense. Thus Thomas Hall in 1658 interpreted the woman as the church
and the male son impersonally as “reformation” of the church, which always results in persecution
from the dragon (Satan).” . R. Park interpreted the birth of the male child as “regeneration through
Christ,” in which true conversion to Christianity is fixed and enshrined in the heart, the figurative
“throne of God.”® Quite unique among a more allegorical interpretation, William Wall understood
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the woman as the apostolic church while the male son is holy Scripture: “This the devil strove to
devour as soon as it was written, by mixing spurious scriptures, and monstrous doctrines of
heretics with it.”® The early view of John Nelson Darby in 1839 can also be regarded as an “idealist”
position. He understood the vision to refer not to historical or prophetic events but to a general
picture of the relationship of various participants in God’s plan. Thus the initial vision of the
woman in heaven refers to the positional reality of the church, whose subject is Jesus Christ, while
the later actions of being pursued and fleeing refer to the actual historical experiences of God’s
people.”®

A common historical interpretation of Revelation sees the events of Revelation 12 as having
been fulfilled in the first few centuries of the church. Francis Roberts identified the woman as the
persecuted church of the first three centuries, travailing in the midst of Roman oppression to
“bring forth Christ mystical, (viz., iChrist formed in his mystical body and members, 2 Cor. 12.12.
Gal. 4.19.) into the Roman world.”"" When the male son is “caught up” to the throne of God, this
could represent divine protection in the midst of the dragon’s attacks,'” or it could refer to the
ascent of the church to political power in the fourth century: “As Christ himself was in his ripe age
taken up to God’s supreme Throne: so Christ mystical, when maturely grown in his Kingdome,
was exalted to the Roman Throne, viz. under Constantine.”"

Several commentators have identified the woman as the New Testament “church”
personified.” Thus the male son is not Christ (who could not have been literally birthed by the
church),” but he is the company of those “born again” through the church’s ministry and united
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in Christ.'® Christopher Wordsworth (1849), citing Psalm 2:9, acknowledged that “at first sight
these words appear applicable only to CHRIST.” He then noted, “But, we must remember, that
what is true primarily of Christ alone, is, by virtue of His union with all true members of His body,
and by reason of the working of His grace, transferred to them.”'” However, he interpreted the rule
of the church with Christ in heavenly places in this age, as in Ephesians 1:20, applying Revelation
3:21 to this present spiritual reign of Christ with the church. The catching up of the male son,
therefore, refers to those who depart to heaven—the church triumphant—while the woman
remains on earth as the church militant."®

Others interpret the woman as the entire people of God without clearly distinguishing Old and
New Testament dispensations. In this case, the male son could represent the Messiah as the child
of the one covenant community. Moses Stuart interpreted the woman as “the church all glorious
and resplendent in the eyes of God” and then noted, “The man-child who is born, and who is ‘to
rule all nations with a sceptre of iron” (Ps. 2: 9. Rev. 12: 5), is doubtless the Messiah.... The child
caught up unto God, is the Saviour ascended to glory.”"

The English Baptist, Hanserd Knollys (1599-1691) commented on Revelation 12:5, “And she
brought forth a Man-Child who was to Rule all Nations with a rod of iron; which is Christ and his
Saints, as one mystical Body.... The man-child brought forth was Christ, and his Saints, the
spiritual Seed of this mystical Woman, the Church of the firstborn written in Heaven.... This Child
was prophesied of, Psal. 2.6, 7, 8, 9, 10. And also his Saints shall have the Dominion over the
Nations, Dan. 7. 27, 28. and Rev. 11. 15.”*° Anglican priest Thomas Wilson (c. 1563-1622) wrote,
“[Childe or Man-Childe.] Eyther Christ alone, or joyned to the Church his body, to which hee
communicateth his owne power, according to his promise, Rev. 2, ver. 27. Rev. 12, 5.7

Some have limited the identity of the woman historically to the “Jewish church” (that is, Old
Testament Israel). After this identification, the male son may then be understood as (1) only Jesus
Christ, (2) as Jesus Christ in union with the body of Christ, the church, or (3) as a special remnant
from among the larger body of Christianity. Henrietta Bowdler represents the first position,
interpreting the woman as “the times of the church under the Jewish dispensation,” pointing to
Joseph’s dream as the key to understanding the symbolism. This Jewish church brings forth not
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the Christian church but Jesus Christ himself: “She brings forth a man-child ... i.e. Christ, as Ps.
ii.9.”% For the second option, Hans Wood rejected the identification of the woman as representing
the New Testament church on the basis of the identification of the male son:

It is altogether necessary to a due apprehension of the subsequent Revelation, that the
object before us be not mistaken. The Christian Church has been supposed to have been
figured in this Woman. The crown of twelve stars may agree as well to the twelve Apostles,
as to the twelve tribes, did not her parturiency and seed denote an offspring, which gives
one descriptive character of the Christian Church, in a spiritual descent from the Jewish.”

Wood went on to argue that “there can be no question that Our Lord and his Church are
intended by the man child, ‘who was to rule all nations with a rod of iron;” because the words, taken
from prophetic Scripture, are unappropriable but to him.”** Finally, representing the third option,
an anonymous author in 1845 identified the male son with the firstfruits or the 144,000 described
in Revelation 7.%
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