Book of Revelation
32 – The Great Prostitute and the Beast

As we continue through the second half of Revelation, what is most striking is that when we pause and take time to read through the symbols, we realize that there is very little introduced that is new. We have come to know the historical, cultural, religious, and political background that frames Revelation. Even if we don’t recall all the precise background details, we can take a pretty good first stab at an overall interpretation that would have made sense to the original recipients. This explains largely why these notes have less and less background information included, and why I’ve chosen to include numerous references to earlier texts where similar words, phrases, and concepts are found.  

(Revelation 17 ESV)

¶[17:1] Then one of the seven angels who had the seven bowls came and said to me, “Come, I will show you the judgment of the great prostitute who is seated on many waters, 
· (The actual judgment won’t be seen until Rev 18)
· This chapter could be seen as an expansion of the description of Babylon found in the second angel’s message of Rev 14

· Note that the prostitute is seen seated on many waters (identification found at end of chapter)

· Called prostitute because she promotes sexual immorality (next verse)

· Prostitute is a new character, but is she something completely different or another view of something we’ve already encountered?

· Looking ahead: Rev 21 depicts another one of the seven angels, who had a bowl, showing a city (the New Jerusalem)

[2] with whom the kings of the earth have committed sexual immorality, and with the wine of whose sexual immorality the dwellers on earth have become drunk.” 
· Kings of the earth – Jesus is the true ruler of above all kings (1:5); they call upon the rocks to fall on them (seal six, 6:15-16); kings of the east and kings of the world coming together (bowl six, 16:12-14)

· Sexual immorality – letter to Pergamum (Balaam, Balak); letter to Thyatira (Jezebel); trumpet six (those who won’t repent); accusation of the second angel (Rev 14)
· City as a harlot – Isa 1:21 (Jerusalem); Isa 23:16-17 (Tyre); Nahum 3:4 (Nineveh)

· Drunk with blood – Ezek 39:19

· Wine representing immorality – second angel (14:8)

· Dwellers on earth – not God’s servants, those with the mark of the beast, those who do not repent, recipients of judgment (3:10; 6:10; 8:13; 11:10; 12:12; 13:8, 14; 14:6)

· Destruction of Babylon – Jer 51 – imagery and language for Rev 17 and 18
[3] And he carried me away in the Spirit into a wilderness, and I saw a woman sitting on a scarlet beast that was full of blasphemous names, and it had seven heads and ten horns. 
· Carried away – similar to Ezekiel’s experience (Ezek 3:14, 24; 8:3; 11:1, 24; 43:5) – receiving a vision from God
· Wilderness and woman – words encountered in Rev 12:6, 14

· Is the prostitute a corruption of the woman of Rev 12? No, the context is very different. 
· Ch 12’s woman fled and was nourished (c.f., Elijah during the drought); no “nourishing” motif in Ch 17 (unless one takes the idea of getting drunk as such)
· Ch 12 – the woman; Ch 17 – a woman (definite vs. indefinite)
· Ch 12’s woman is the Church; Ch 17’s is a city (Sodom, Egypt, Babylon)

· The counterpart of Ch 17’s woman is found in Ch 21 (New Jerusalem)

· Wilderness idea comes, not from Ch 12, but from Isa 21:1 which speaks of Babylon as “wilderness of the sea”

· Woman sitting on beast – just two verses earlier, woman was sitting on many waters

· Imagery is fluid; this continues the highly symbolic nature of the book

· Do not assume allegorical, 1-to-1 correspondence between imagery and reality

· Blasphemous names, seven heads, ten horns – description of first beast (Rev 13) – this scarlet beast is the first beast
[4] The woman was arrayed in purple and scarlet, and adorned with gold and jewels and pearls, holding in her hand a golden cup full of abominations and the impurities of her sexual immorality. 
· Adornment – Ezek 28:13 (king of Tyre)
· Purple and scarlet – symbols of wealth and power

· “Sexual immorality” has to do with accommodating and compromising to obtain the wealth and power, comfort and security, that the “world system” claims to control
[5] And on her forehead was written a name of mystery: “Babylon the great, mother of prostitutes and of earth's abominations.” 
· “Babylon the great” – second angel (14:8)

· Forehead – the place of marking: God’s seal (7:3; 9:4; 14:1); the mark of the beast (13:16; 14:9)

· Mystery – of seven stars (1:20); of God (10:7) – something couched in symbols
· Mother – reference back to Thyatira and Jezebel

· She teaches and leads people astray through immorality and idolatry

· Jezebel referred to as “a prophetess” (2:20) – this woman, the prostitute, could be another representation of the second beast, aka “false prophet” (16:13)

· Another reason to reject interpretation that this woman is a corruption of the woman of chapter 12

· The historical Jezebel was the “mother” of Baal worship in Israel during Elijah’s time; she had many false prophets under her command
[6] And I saw the woman, drunk with the blood of the saints, the blood of the martyrs of Jesus.

· Drunk with blood of saints – 14:8; 16:6 – reason for the bowls and the judgment
· Martyred saints – Antipas (Pergamum, 2:13); souls under the altar (6:9); two witnesses (11:3)
· Bloodshed “sporting events” kept Roman populace entertained and happy
¶When I saw her, I marveled greatly. [7] But the angel said to me, “Why do you marvel? I will tell you the mystery of the woman, and of the beast with seven heads and ten horns that carries her. 
· Marvel: wonder, admire, astonishment, awe

· C.f., Rev 13:4b, “Who is like the beast, and who can fight against it?”

· There is a sense of deception that is being cast through awe and power; i.e., awe and power – fear – can short-circuit reason
· Pagan mysteries are knowledge hidden from the general public and made only available to a select few

· Biblical mysteries are puzzles whose meanings are revealed by God (c.f., Daniel 2:19, etc.)

[8] The beast that you saw was, and is not, and is about to rise from the bottomless pit and go to destruction. And the dwellers on earth whose names have not been written in the book of life from the foundation of the world will marvel to see the beast, because it was and is not and is to come. 
· “Was, and is not, and is about to rise” -> a parallel to “who was, and is, and is to come”
· Beast is a grotesque parody of God
· Reference to mortal wound that was healed (13:3)

· Key difference between the beast and God is “is not” vs. “is”

· Bottomless pit – trumpet five (9:1-11); beast that kills the two witnesses (11:7)

· The beast of Rev 11 is the first beast of Rev 13

· Go to destruction (apoleia) – king of the locusts, the angel of the bottomless pit, his name is Apollyon, meaning “Destroyer” (fifth trumpet, 9:11)
· The Destroyer will be destroyed

· Dwellers on earth -> those who dwell on earth – c.f. verse 2

· Book of life (3:5; 13:8) – the scroll with the seven seals

· “Marvel” again – but in this instance the dwellers on earth fall to the deception of awe and power – c.f., first and second beasts (13:3, 12, 14)
[9] This calls for a mind with wisdom: the seven heads are seven mountains on which the woman is seated; 
· This calls for – third occurrence
· First: “Here is a call for the endurance and faith of the saints” (13:10)

· Second: “This calls for wisdom: let the one who has understanding calculate the number of the beast…” (13:18)

· Woman is now described as seated on seven mountains (earlier, on many waters and on a scarlet beast) – continuing the fluid symbolic nature of Revelation

· Seven mountains – contemporary Rome was described as sitting on seven hills
· Hills have become mountains – prophetic language frequently employs hyperbole – again a reminder to be careful with literalism

[10] they are also seven kings, five of whom have fallen, one is, the other has not yet come, and when he does come he must remain only a little while. 
· Seven heads are also seven kings (were mountains earlier)
· The seven kings – five have fallen (who was), one is (who is), the other has not yet come (is to come)

· Another reflection and parody upon God

· Kings represent power and authority – these kings represent the power and authority of Rome
· Recall that according to contemporary legend, Nero was expected to return

· There is no consensus on the precise identity of the seven kings

· Many numberings of Roman emperors, but none fit precisely

· Perhaps it best to see the kings as representing the totality (seven as symbolic of completeness) of Rome’s reign on the earth

· I.e., Christians are living 6/7ths of the way through history

· The final “king” is just around the corner

· A little while – possibly related to the short time of rejoicing that those who dwell on earth have over the two, dead witnesses (11:9-13)
· Also related to the time the dragon has, “his time is short” (12:12)

· Encouragement for the Christians to remain faithful, to endure, to recognize the temptations to buy into the world’s system of power and authority, and assurance that the end is near
[11] As for the beast that was and is not, it is an eighth but it belongs to the seven, and it goes to destruction.

· Was and is not – same beast as one described in verse 8
· An eighth but belongs to the seven – i.e., distinct from the kings, but of the same nature

· Should not assume chronological order that eighth follows the seven – this eighth could be concurrent with any or all of the seven

· Eighth – at the time of writing of Revelation, the 8th day becoming associated with the day of Jesus’ resurrection

· A reference to the beast’s mortal wound and his “miraculous” recovery

· Goes to destruction; c.f., verse 8
[12] And the ten horns that you saw are ten kings who have not yet received royal power, but they are to receive authority as kings for one hour, together with the beast. 
· Ten horns, ten kings – Daniel 7:24, vision of four beasts, the fourth beast
· Numbers have been highly symbolic (i.e., not literal) thus far – no reason to insist in a literal ten here

· Have not received power – activity still lies in the future

· May be another way of looking at the gathering of kings of bowl six (16:14)

· One hour – a very, very short period

[13] These are of one mind, and they hand over their power and authority to the beast. 
· The kings and the beast act in concert, with singular purpose

· Side note: this is a verse that is used to support a doctrine of absolute national sovereignty, using the interpretation that “kings” are literal heads of states of nations

· Rather, the “kings” should be seen as PR agents for the beast, promoting philosophies and interests that conflict with God’s

[14] They will make war on the Lamb, and the Lamb will conquer them, for he is Lord of lords and King of kings, and those with him are called and chosen and faithful.”

· War on the Lamb: War against the two witnesses (11:7); war against the woman and her offspring (ch 12); Armageddon (16:14)

· First hint at what Armageddon entails – beast and kings vs. Lamb and his people; the Lamb wins

· The 144k described as following the Lamb and faithful (14:1-5)

¶[15] And the angel said to me, “The waters that you saw, where the prostitute is seated, are peoples and multitudes and nations and languages. 
· Many waters as peoples, nations, languages – Ps 144:7; Isa 17:12-13
· Perhaps the imagery is that the world gives the prostitute her power
[16] And the ten horns that you saw, they and the beast will hate the prostitute. They will make her desolate and naked, and devour her flesh and burn her up with fire, 
· Evil turns on itself; the prostitute’s “lovers” turn against her (Ezek 23:1-49; Jer 4:30; Lam 1:2)

· Prostitutes (daughter of any priest) to be burned by fire (Lev 21:9)

· Rumor of Nero burning down Rome – warning to Rome about embracing the “return of Nero”
[17] for God has put it into their hearts to carry out his purpose by being of one mind and handing over their royal power to the beast, until the words of God are fulfilled. 
· Evil tries to twist good, but God is able to twist the twisting so that his purposes are accomplished
· Until the words of God are fulfilled – Rev 15:1 – angels with the bowls and plagues – the complete/finish/fulfill the judgment

· Evil judges itself

· Assurance to Christians that evil and oppression will self-destruct in the near future
[18] And the woman that you saw is the great city that has dominion over the kings of the earth.”

· The woman is finally identified – she is “the great city”

· Also “the great prostitute”

· Great city – Babylon (16:9; c.f. 17:5), but also in the pattern of Sodom and Egypt (11:8)

· She has power over the kings, but not really… 

· Because the kings (seven heads and ten horns) actually belong to the beast – they are a part of the beast,

· The kings return their power to the beast, which causes the prostitute to be killed,

· And because all power ultimately originates from God
Additional observations
1. It cannot be overemphasized that the entire chapter is symbolic

a. Imagery is fluid, numbers are figurative, chronology is ambiguous

b. Images, figures, and numbers should not be pressed to literal applications

2. Although the angel tells John that he will be shown the judgment, that must wait until chapter 18

3. Babylon, Kings, and the Beast

a. Babylon

i. City of Rome

ii. The system (includes guilds, religions, politics, etc.) that promotes the imperial cult

iii. It believes it is the one granting power to the kings

b. Kings

i. The imperial cult

ii. The seat of political, military, and religious powers and authority

iii. It is able to “kill” Babylon; i.e., strip power away from her
c. Beast

i. The source of power and authority given to kings and to Babylon

ii. Its goal is to destroy the Lamb and his followers

iii. It seeks worship from all
d. What might be a present-day application?

4. One of the main themes of this chapter is the comparison between the false objects (cheap imitations) of worship (beast/kings/prostitute) vs. the true (God/Jesus/Lamb)

5. The primary message is that Christians don’t have to be anxious about all the evil and oppression, because they will eventually (and soon) destroy themselves

a. The principles and systems of the world cannot succeed

b. God’s principles always overcome

