Processing Prophecy #3

“First and Foremost”

Genesis 3:15

In preparing for this evening’s service, I wondered to myself, “Should I preach an Easter message or should I continue our series on processing prophecy?” Then I realized that I didn’t have to choose between the two—I could do both! The tremendous truth about Easter is that all of it had been foretold before any of it came to pass. On that first Easter evening, Jesus walked with two of His followers on the road between Jerusalem and Emmaus. According to Luke 24:25-27,

He said to them, “How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! Did not the Christ have to suffer these things and then enter his glory?” And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself.


Luke does not go into detail regarding the Scriptures Christ used in explaining God’s plan of redemption to them, but I would be amazed if He did not include the text for our message this evening.


If I were to ask you where to find the first prophecy in the Bible, what would you say? If I asked who gave the first prophecy and to whom was it given, would you know? Our passage of Scripture this evening is within a very familiar Bible story, yet many do not know the prophecy included, nor do they realize its connection with the events of the first Easter.


Turn with me in your Bibles to Genesis, the first book of the Old Testament. Does that surprise you? This speaks again of the pervasiveness of prophecy in Scripture. As Robert Girdlestone writes in his classic work on prophecy, “The Bible almost begins with a promise (Gen. 3.15), and it certainly ends with one (Rev. 22.20).”

Our focus tonight will be in the third chapter of Genesis, within the story of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. Genesis 3 records the tragic fall of mankind into sin, and I want to direct our attention to verse 15, right in the midst of God proclaiming his sentencing on sin. It reads, 
I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you will strike his heel.
These are words of vehemence and violence, yet in the final analysis it ends with a word of victory.


For my outline this evening I have borrowed some wording from Ruth Paxon’s book, Life on the Highest Plane,
 though I have changed the order from her original work. We will consider the victory announced, the victory accomplished, and the victory actualized.

The Victory Announced


Genesis 3:15 has become known as the protevangelium, or “the first glimmer of the Gospel.”
 As remarkable as the prophecy is, what makes it more remarkable is the setting in which it is given. One of the first rules in interpreting prophecy is to consider the original context: Who said it? To whom was it said? What circumstances surround the prophecy?


In this case, the setting is the aftermath of the first sin committed by Adam and Eve. The first predictive prohecy is not spoken by a human being, but by God Himself. And it is addressed not initially to people, but to Satan! Adam and Eve overheard God’s sentence on the serpent which would mean salvation for sinners! This may emphasize the fact that redemption is about God’s rule as much as about man’s need.


Let’s break down this prophecy into sections. God first says, “I will put enmity between you and the woman.” Some have mistakenly thought this meant that women would hate snakes throughout history! But this is not the case. The true meaning looks beyond the actual reptile to the spirit-being who indwelt the serpent.
 Throughout the Bible Satan is called “the serpent” and is credited with tempting Eve to sin. The snake was simply the vehicle used by Satan to relate to Eve. 


In reality, this statement is a declaration of war by God against Satan.
 The Devil had hoped to sway God’s special creation to his side, but—despite their decision to sin—God was not disowning them. They were still His people, and He would be their God.


The next line says, “between your offspring and hers,” or, “between your seed and her seed.” Some take the “seed of the woman” as referring to mankind in general, but this is not the case, for in the next line we read, “he will crush your head, and you will strike his heel.” This clearly refers to a specific individual. We know from the rest of Scripture—and the fulfillment of the promise itself—that this can only be a reference to Christ, the incarnate Son of God. He was the promised Seed of the woman.
 In Galatians 3:16, Paul makes a great deal out of the singular “seed” as opposed to the plural “seeds,” again demonstrating that Jesus was the focus of this prophecy.


Some commentators point out that the phrase “seed of the woman” is an unusual one in the Scriptures. In every other case, the seed refers to the father, not the mother. And so some see in this initial prophecy a prediction of the virgin birth of the Messiah as well.

What does it mean that the Seed would “crush [the serpent’s] head” and that the serpent would “bruise his heel”? Clearly there is a difference between the two. The promised One would strike a decisive blow against the serpent—a moral blow to the head—while the serpent in turn would be able only to briefly wound (or “bruise”) his heel.
 

Other prophets predicted this. Isaiah wrote, “But He was wounded for our transgressions, He was bruised for our iniquities; the chastisement for our peace was upon Him, and by His stripes we are healed” (Isaiah 53:5), and a few verses later, “It pleased the Lord to bruise Him; He has put Him to grief” (53:10). The same Hebrew word used in Genesis 3:15 appears in both verses in Isaiah.

While Satan would only be able to bruise the heel of the Messiah, the Messiah would in turn crush his head. It is to be a fatal stroke which effects his ultimate defeat, dethronement and destruction. The doom pronounced upon the devil in Genesis 3:15 is an eternal doom: the end for him is endless torment in the lake of fire prepared for him and his fallen angels (Matthew 25:41).

Before we move on to see how the victory was accomplished, two thoughts are worth noting. The first comes from the pen of Andy Stanley: “From the very beginning God has responded to the sin of humanity with amazing grace.”
 He adds,

Here, in this dramatic transi​tion from a world we can only imagine to the world we know, we find the promise of grace personified, grace that will one day enable us to reenter a world where sin is no more and death is undone.


Even God’s judgment upon man’s sin is overwhelmed by God’s grace. This unprecedented manifestation of grace finds its source in the very nature of God, concretely expressed in God’s Word of promise. The promise of God comes forth as a Word of hope, of rescue, of redemption, of love, and of life itself.

The second thought has to do with prophecy itself. Walter Kaiser points out, 

The Messiah is the central focus of all prophecy…. It begins with a promise in Genesis 3:15, “He [the Seed of the woman] will crush your [the serpent’s, i.e., the devil’s] head,” and ends with the same focus in Revelation 22:20, “Yes, I am coming soon.” Between these two great bookends lies the story of God’s great accomplishment of this one promise-plan.

This is not to say that every single prediction found in the pages of Scripture has some hidden reference to Jesus. But all prophecy fits into God’s eternal plan. Revelation 19:10 states, “The testimony of Jesus is the spirit of prophecy.” In the weeks to come we will return to this important truth about processing prophecy.

The Victory Accomplished


Secondly, the victory was accomplished with the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. There Satan’s doom was sealed, and God’s eternal purpose was realized. From this point forward Heaven looks upon the devil as a defeated foe. Jesus, in anticipating His death upon the cross, regarded it as the time and place of the devil’s defeat for He said, “Now the prince of this world will be driven out” (John 12:31).


Of course, it didn’t look that way, especially on what we call Good Friday. Arrested by the authorities, abandoned by His disciples, abused by the guards, and finally nailed to a cross to die the most agonizing death imaginable—this appeared to be total defeat. Yet, as John Stott writes, 

The Christian claim is that the reality is the opposite of the appearance. What looks like (and indeed was) the defeat of goodness by evil is also, and more certainly, the defeat of evil by goodness. Overcome there, he was himself overcoming. Crushed by the ruthless power of Rome, he was himself crushing the serpent’s head. The victim was the victor, and the cross is still the throne from which he rules the world.

As Paul put it in Colossians 2:15, “And having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross.”

Referring back to Genesis 3:15, at the cross, Satan “bruised” Christ’s heel; but because of His death and resurrection, Christ crushed Satan’s head and won a complete victory over him.
 It might seem strange to us that the chronology is switched in this prophecy, but crushing the serpent’s head was mentioned first, for the triumph outshines the tragedy; the bruising of Christ’s heel was mentioned next, for only by means of the cross could the ultimate victory come.

Hebrews 2:14-15 says this is the very reason Christ became human: 

Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death—that is, the devil—and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death.

First John 3:8 adds, “The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the devil’s work.” The very triumph Satan though he had won on Calvary turned into his greatest defeat. The Victim became the Victor when He arose from the grave on Easter Sunday!

The Victory Actualized


Yet from where we stand, nearly two thousand years removed from that first Easter, we may wonder if that victory is real or if it is just wishful or positive thinking. We still see evil running rampant in our world, we still feel the sting of suffering and death, and, to borrow the title of a book written years ago, “Satan is alive and well on planet Earth.” So how are we to understand this victory from the first Easter?


While the victory was announced in the Garden of Eden and the victory was accomplished by the death and resurrection of Jesus, the victory will not be actualized until our Lord comes back to earth in all His majesty and glory to execute the sentence pronounced upon Satan those many years ago.
 And at the end of redemptive history, Satan himself will be “cast into the lake of burning sulfur,” where he “will be tormented day and night forever and ever” (Revelation 20:10). This being so, every Old Testament text which declares either God’s present rule or his future rule over the nations through the Messiah may be understood as a further prophecy of the ultimate crushing of Satan.
 As we will see in later messages, biblical prophecy often has multiple fulfillments, and our Savior’s victory over Satan is carried out on several levels throughout history.


It is at this point that we must remember God’s eternal perspective. Calvin Miller writes, 

This final state that we see as future, God, in his timeless eye, sees as already in effect. God sees Satan not as we see him—someday conquered—but conquered already. Michael’s foot is already on the Serpent’s head, and the sword of God is already raised. We won the ulti​mate war the very moment we came to Christ. Now all that remains for us to win are those little interim battles that shall come while we await our ultimate triumph.

You see, the victory has already been accomplished. Satan has been decisively defeated. Our hope is now. Our hope is not just the expectation of heaven, but the strength for living in these troubled times.
 We live in light of the victory of Easter. The war has been decided. Yes, skirmishes and battles still take place, and occasional defeats can still occur, but only when we allow Satan to triumph. He is a defeated foe. Today. He just hasn’t been destroyed. Yet.

Romans 16:20 states, “The God of peace will soon crush Satan under your feet.” This is an echo of the prophecy in Genesis 3:15, but notice whose feet crushes Satan here. It is not the Seed—meaning Christ—but “your,” referring to the Christians in Rome. As

the people of Christ, we share in his victory. This is also seen in Psalms 91:13 where we are promised, “…you will trample the great lion and the serpent.” 
 The church shares with her risen Lord the privilege of fulfilling the prophecy of Genesis 3:15.

Not only was the Easter event predicated in biblical prophecy, it was the focus of the very first prediction recorded in Scripture! In the backwash of sin’s corruption, the victory was announced in Genesis 3:15, accomplished in the death and resurrection of Christ on Easter, and will be actualized both in our present victories over Satan now and ultimately in the conquest of Satan by Christ when He returns to earth. We live in the light of Easter.


Until our Lord and Savior returns, let us live in the victory He won when He conquered death and the grave. And, in the words of Donald Grey Barnhouse, let us pray, 

“O God, may we so live in Christ that Satan may have from us that mouthful of dust.”
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