
The Lion and the Lamb 

Revelation—April-June 2019 

 

Class 8—The Prostitute on the Beast 

Rev 17-18 

 
Outline of Rev 17-18 

• John Sees the Prostitute on the Beast (17:1-6) 

• An Angel Explains the Vision (17:7-18) 

• Babylon’s Funeral (18:1-24) 

 

Overview of Rev 17-18 

• John sees a prostitute (Babylon) seated on a beast, drunk on the blood of the saints 

• An angel explains that the heads of the beast represent kings who are doomed because they 

will make war on the Lamb 

• The woman will be judged 

• The kings and merchants will mourn over Babylon’s demise while God’s people will rejoice 

• Major takeaway:  Earthly powers seduce people by offering security and luxury in exchange 

for moral compromise, yet it is a simple matter for God to judge them.  

 

Key Lessons in Rev 17-18 

• God’s people must discern what evil looks like in our time 

• God views moral compromise as sexual immorality 

• No price is high enough to justify moral compromise 

• Those who fight God will lose, no matter how strong they appear 

• God can cripple nations through self-inflicted wounds 

• Though empires feel invincible, they are always vulnerable 

• Comfort and pride go together 

• We must consider the impact of our economic choices 

• If we share in Babylon’s sins, we will share in her punishment 

 

John Sees the Prostitute on the Beast (17:1-6) 

• These chapters are best understood as elaborating on the 6th and 7th bowl (16:12-21), giving 

more details about how God will judge 

• 17:1-2—One of the angels with the bowl is going to show John the judgment of the prostitute 

• She is seated on many waters, later identified as nations (17:15) 

• She is a prostitute because the earth’s kings have committed fornication with her and have 

become drunk on her wine 

• These are figures for idolatry and moral compromise 

• 17:3-4—When John sees the vision, she is not seated on waters, but a scarlet beast 

• This is certainly the beast of 13:1, as the description is almost identical 

• Is this a parody of coins featuring the goddess Roma? 



• The emphasis of this image is that she is seductive 

• There is a twist:  her cup is actually full of abominations and fornication 

• 17:5—Her name is tattooed on her forehead.  She is not what she appears—instead of a lady, 

she is the mother of prostitutes 

• 17:6—She is drunk on the blood of the saints—not only deceptive, but grossly immoral and an 

enemy of God 

• Who is the prostitute and how is she different from the beast?  The vision seems to distinguish 

between aspects of Rome’s power.  The beast represents its imperial power while the 

prostitute emphasizes its seduction and deception, especially in economic matters 

• This separation of different aspects of Rome into different characters is odd, but think of 

political cartoons 

 

An Angel Explains the Vision (17:7-18) 

• This vision is repeatedly called a mystery (17:5, 7), meaning that it must be revealed by a 

divine messenger 

• 17:8—The beast that was almost destroyed but survived takes us back to 13:3.  This may be a 

variation on the myth about Nero’s resurrection.  Whatever the specifics, the overall 

impression is that this great political power is immortal 

• Its seeming invincibility will fascinate worldly people (13:3-4, 14), yet John is told that the 

beast is actually from the abyss and is going to destruction 

• 17:9-10—The beast’s seven heads are a dual metaphor—meaning both the seven mountains 

and seven kings.  Rome is famously seated on seven hills 

• Many scholars take v. 10 as a description of seven literal kings and try to identify them with 

Roman emperors.  This strategy has fatal flaws, particularly about starting place and what 

counts as an emperor 

• It seems best to take this seven as stylistic and symbolic rather than literal and historical 

• “The seven kings are representative of the whole series of emperors and they would remain 

seven no matter how long the actual list happened to be”(Caird)   

• This is the complete number of evil rulers and John’s readers are in the 6th king 

• There are more troubles to come, but Christians can take comfort in the fact that the days of 

this kingdom are numbered 

• 17:11—The eighth king is not explained except in similarity to the others and the swiftness of 

his destruction 

• 17:12-13—The horns represent kings who will have authority and cede it over to the beast 

• The beast and the ten horns are “of one mind,” committed to ally together to defeat Jesus and 

his people (as in 16:14, 19:19, 20:8-9) 

• 17:14—They lose.  Jesus is the true king of kings and his people are blessed by his presence 

• 17:15, 18—The prostitute has universal influence, but it will not save her from judgment; in 

fact, it ironically becomes the means of her downfall 

• 17:16-17—These client-kings, allied with the beast, will hate and destroy the prostitute 

• Internal turmoil will afflict Rome and will cause economic downfall, as chapter 18 stresses 

• This is at the behest of God (v. 17) 



• What is happening here?  The seductive economic power of Rome is buoyed by its military 

might, and vice versa.  God will allow trouble and hardship—as well as internal unrest—that 

will undermine and lead to the destruction of this economic power 

• That destruction is painted as judgment from God and is intended to be understood as such 

• It is likely that this pattern is followed (more or less) in all empires throughout history (see 

Babylon, Greece, etc) 

 

Babylon’s Funeral (18:1-24) 

• This chapter is a “prophetic taunt song” that looks at the future destruction of Babylon as if it 

has already happened, in hopes of encouraging the saints (18:20) and warning those tempted 

to compromise with her (18:4) 

• Koester likens it to Dickens’ “A Christmas Carol” where Scrooge is allowed to see future 

Christmases to warn him about where his behavior will lead 

• 18:1-2—Babylon has definitively fallen and is laid waste 

• 18:3—Fornication here involves enriching the merchants and living in luxury, which is a focus 

of this chapter  

• 18:4—God warns his people to disentangle themselves from the Roman economic system—

probably primarily applying to the need to sacrifice to pagan gods to be a part of trade guilds 

or similar penalties 

• If we share in Babylon’s sins, we share in her plagues 

• 18:6—Heaven asks God to not just pay her back, but to double her punishment 

• 18:7—Pride is also a part of what makes her subject to such judgment 

• Another focus of this chapter is how quickly Babylon falls to pieces (v. 8, 10, 17, 19) 

• 18:9-10—The kings of earth who were once involved with her now lament and keep their 

distance (lest they too be punished) 

• The merchants also lament their loss of income from exotic goods (18:11-17) 

• 18:18—“What city is like the great city?” sounds an awful lot like “Who is like the beast?”(13:4) 

• 18:20—Heaven is told to rejoice and see this judgment as vindication of saints, apostles, and 

prophets (who have been persecuted by her) 

• 18:21-24—An angel throws down a great millstone to symbolize the violent destruction of 

Babylon 

• Sorcery, deception, and persecution of righteous people are avenged  


