
STUDY 24 

REVELATION CHAPTER 17 

Then one of the seven angels who had the seven bowls came and talked with me, 

saying to me, “Come, I will show you the judgment of the great harlot who sits on 

many waters, 2 with whom the kings of the earth committed fornication, and the 

inhabitants of the earth were made drunk with the wine of her fornication.”3 So he 

carried me away in the Spirit into the wilderness. And I saw a woman sitting on a 

scarlet beast which was full of names of blasphemy, having seven heads and ten 

horns. 4 The woman was arrayed in purple and scarlet, and adorned with gold and 

precious stones and pearls, having in her hand a golden cup full of abominations 

and the filthiness of her fornication. 5 And on her forehead a name was written: 

MYSTERY, BABYLON THE GREAT, 

THE MOTHER OF HARLOTS 

AND OF THE ABOMINATIONS 

OF THE EARTH. 

6 I saw the woman, drunk with the blood of the saints and with the blood of the 

martyrs of Jesus. And when I saw her, I marvelled with great amazement. 

The Meaning of the Woman and the Beast 
7 But the angel said to me, “Why did you marvel? I will tell you the mystery of the 

woman and of the beast that carries her, which has the seven heads and the ten 

horns. 8 The beast that you saw was, and is not, and will ascend out of the 

bottomless pit and go to perdition. And those who dwell on the earth will 

marvel, whose names are not written in the Book of Life from the foundation of 

the world, when they see the beast that was, and is not, and yet is.9 “Here is the 

mind which has wisdom: The seven heads are seven mountains on which the 

woman sits. 10 There are also seven kings. Five have fallen, one is, and the other 

has not yet come. And when he comes, he must continue a short 

time. 11 The beast that was, and is not, is himself also the eighth, and is of the 

seven, and is going to perdition 
12 “The ten horns which you saw are ten kings who have received no kingdom as 

yet, but they receive authority for one hour as kings with the beast. 13 These are of 

one mind, and they will give their power and authority to the beast. 14 These will 

make war with the Lamb, and the Lamb will overcome them, for He is Lord of 

lords and King of kings; and those who are with Him are called, chosen, and 

faithful.” 



15 Then he said to me, “The waters which you saw, where the harlot sits, are 

peoples, multitudes, nations, and tongues. 16 And the ten horns which you saw on 

the beast, these will hate the harlot, make her desolate and naked, eat her flesh 

and burn her with fire. 17 For God has put it into their hearts to fulfil His purpose, 

to be of one mind, and to give their kingdom to the beast, until the words of God 

are fulfilled. 18 And the woman whom you saw is that great city which reigns over 

the kings of the earth.” 
 
Charles Dickens wrote the book A Tale of Two Cities, those cities being Paris and 

London. Revelation chapters 17-22 is also a tale of two cities, namely Babylon and the 

New Jerusalem. John devotes two chapters to Babylon and two chapters to the New 

Jerusalem. Babylon passes away but the New Jerusalem lasts forever. The two cities 

are portrayed under the guise of two women, the great whore and the bride of the Lamb. 

John is now rewinding, since the seventh bowl in chapter 16 ends with the complete 

destruction of Babylon. He is now going to review the career of this wicked city, 

portraying it as a notorious prostitute. One of the seven angels in charge of the bowls is 

Johns guide. 

 

Before we look any further, it might be helpful to see how Babylon appears in the Old 

Testament. We find it in the book of Genesis, and in the prophets, where the sin and 

darkness of Babylon is described. In the history of the people of God, Babylon was the 

chief enemy of Judah in the 7th and 6th centuries BC. It was Babylon that destroyed 

Jerusalem and the temple taking the nation into captivity. 

 

Nimrod 

 Nimrod was the founder of Babel/Babylon and we must go back to Genesis chapter 

10:8-10 where we have the first mention of it. “Cush begot Nimrod; he began to be a 

mighty one on the earth. 9 He was a mighty hunter before the LORD; therefore it is 

said, “Like Nimrod the mighty hunter before the LORD.” 10 And the beginning of his 

kingdom was Babel, Erech, Accad, and Calneh, in the land of Shinar” 

Nimrod, the grandson of Ham, founded the city. His name comes from a Hebrew word 

“marad” meaning “to rebel”. Don’t be confused by the text which reads “He was a 

mighty hunter before the Lord”. This is the same Hebrew word which is used in 

Genesis Chapter 6:11 “The whole earth was corrupt before God” in other words, 

Nimrods rebellious activities were under the scrutiny of God. He was a rebel before the 



Lord. There is a legend that he even shot an arrow into heaven at God. Rabbis believed 

that Nimrod himself built the tower of Babel and they often called it “the house of 

Nimrod” 

 

The Tower of Babel/Babylon 

We read of the Tower of Babel in Genesis chapter 11:1-9 

Now the whole earth had one language and one speech. 2 And it came to pass, as 

they journeyed from the east, that they found a plain in the land of Shinar, and 

they dwelt there. 3 Then they said to one another, “Come, let us make bricks 

and bake them thoroughly.” They had brick for stone, and they had asphalt for 

mortar. 4 And they said, “Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a tower whose 

top is in the heavens; let us make a name for ourselves, lest we be scattered 

abroad over the face of the whole earth.”5 But the LORD came down to see the city 

and the tower which the sons of men had built. 6 And the LORD said, “Indeed the 

people are one and they all have one language, and this is what they begin to do; 

now nothing that they propose to do will be withheld from them. 7 Come, let Us go 

down and there confuse their language, that they may not understand one 

another’s speech.” 8 So the LORD scattered them abroad from there over the face 

of all the earth, and they ceased building the city. 9 Therefore its name is 

called Babel, because there the LORD confused the language of all the earth; and 

from there the LORD scattered them abroad over the face of all the earth. 

 

The descendants of Noah were living in the area of Mesopotamia in Babylon, and they 

settled in the land of Shinar. The population was growing and they all spoke the same 

language. The people decided to build a tall proud symbol of how great they had made 

the nation. The Babylonians wanted a tower that would “reach to the heavens” so they 

could be like God and live without Him. It was a monument of the ambitions and 

arrogance of man, and so God caused the people to suddenly speak different 

languages, and scattered them over the face of the earth. This perhaps causes us to 

think about the day and age in which we live, one of Globalisation and the spread of 

communication through the internet and other means. 

 

The spirit behind Babylon 



Isaiah chapters 13 and 14 are the beginning of a series of prophecies against the 

nations around Israel. See how Isaiah begins in chapter 13 with a proclamation against 

Babylon “The burden against Babylon which Isaiah the son of Amoz saw”. Now 

Babylon was not then the dominant world power, nor would it be for another hundred 

years, yet Isaiah begins his prophecies against Babylon. This is because the Bible 

identifies this city as the head and foundation of all nations. Isaiah goes on to speak of 

the spirit behind the king of Babylon and addresses Satan himself, the inspiration and 

power behind it, and indeed all world empires. See Isaiah 14:12-15 “How you are 

fallen from heaven Lucifer, son of the morning! How you are cut down to the 

ground, You who weakened the nations!13 For you have said in your heart: ‘I will 

ascend into heaven, I will exalt my throne above the stars of God; I will also sit on 

the mount of the congregation On the farthest sides of the north;4 I will ascend 

above the heights of the clouds, I will be like the Most High.’15 Yet you shall be 

brought down to Sheol,To the lowest depths of the Pit” 

 

Nebuchadnezzar’s dream 

In Daniel chapter 2 Nebuchadnezzar has a dream and saw a statue. Vs 32-33  “this 

image’s head was of fine gold, its chest and arms of silver, its belly and thighs of 

bronze, 33 its legs of iron, its feet partly of iron and partly of clay”. God reveals the 

meaning of the dream to Daniel, and tells Nebuchadnezzar he is the head of Gold. After 

him would come three other kingdoms each represented by different materials. After the 

succession of kingdoms, then will come the final kingdom set up by God. 

Nebuchadnezzar was the king of Babylon and the three dominating kingdoms that 

would follow would be Medo-Persia, Greece and Rome. The nature of these empires is 

accurately reflected by the nature of the image in the dream.  

 

Since the fall of the Roman Empire, there has never been a world dominating empire 

equal to it. Many have tried –The Huns, Islam, Napoleon, Hitler, Stalin, but none has 

succeeded. Though each of these had amazing power and influence, nothing compared 

to that of the Roman Empire. Many believe that the Roman Empire in some form or 

another will be revived under the leadership of the final fallen dictator, the Antichrist.  

 



The power behind Babylon is Lucifer and this is the unchanging truth behind world 

empires. This is also true of all world religions, if they build for the glory of man and not 

of God. Only the church that is built by Jesus Christ will stand for eternity.  

 

Daniel and other believers were threatened and persecuted in Babylon, indicating that 

believers will have to (and indeed do now) contend for the faith as they live and work in 

the world. Daniel proved that this is possible, for though geographically he lived in 

Babylon, he did not live there spiritually and remained true to God. He had to be willing 

to die, preferring to be eaten by lions rather than to cease praying. God kept His people 

and still keeps His people through the fiercest trial 

 

Rome 

While Peter was in Rome he wrote these words “she who is in Babylon, chosen 

together with you, greets you” (1 Peter 5:13). He refers to Rome as Babylon, 

indicating that the name of Babylon is not just to identify one world power, but all 

centres of human government both political and financial. Peter also speaks of the 

believers in Rome personifying them as a woman (She who is in Babylon). In Johns day 

Babylon was typified by Rome, and in our day and throughout history it is the system of 

the world both commercial and religious 

 

The Great Prostitute 

Babylon is the great whore, the very opposite of the bride. The whore is unfaithful to 

God, which speaks of the nations which allow the Antichrist to take power and rule. 

Babylon holds no moral or spiritual values, and its only principle of behaviour is self-

enrichment and pleasure. The rulers of the earth have committed spiritual fornication, as 

have those individuals who have followed their lead. John sees them as satiated with 

the drunken pleasures that abound in the hearts and lives that are unfaithful to God. It’s 

possible that John’s readers saw Rome as Babylon and some suggest that John’s 

description points that way. For example the reference to seven heads representing 

seven mountains (Revelation 17:9) is seen, perhaps as identifying the city of Rome 

famous for its seven hills. 

 

John saw the women as being in the wilderness which is a good description of the state 

of the world without God. John saw the unity between Babylon and the beast, the 



Antichrist of chapter 13. The women is dressed in luxurious clothing, covered with gold 

and gems of fabulous wealth. Could this be likened perhaps to the riches of the popes, 

the royal houses of Europe and vast financial empires of modern business? The 

prostitute, harlot, great whore was drinking of all the unclean and ungodly activities of 

those unfaithful to God. The word “fornication” is repeated and indicates God being like 

a rejected suitor. He has done all to bring sinners to Himself and to win their love and 

they have rejected Him, instead indulging themselves in all manner of repugnant 

pleasures and the worship of false Gods.  

 

John sees her name “Mystery Babylon the great the mother of harlots and of the 

abominations of the earth” (vs 5). Paul talks of the mystery of lawlessness or iniquity 

in 2 Thessalonians 2:7-8 “For the mystery of lawlessness is already at work; 

only He who now restrains will do so until He is taken out of the way. 8 And then 

the lawless one will be revealed, whom the Lord will consume with the breath of 

His mouth and destroy with the brightness of His coming” 

John also saw that the women was drunk with the blood of the saints. This woman not 

only persecutes, she revels in her persecution of the Godly, as a drunk revels in wine. 

 

John is Amazed 

John was amazed, perhaps because this isn’t pagan persecution (which he knew in his 

day) but religious error and persecution. This is false religion thirsty for the blood of the 

saints. We should recall that some of the most vicious persecution conducted against 

true believers has been done in the name of the church. In the days when the Roman 

Catholic Queen Mary ruled England (known for good reason as “Bloody Mary) some 

288 Christians were burnt at the stake for their stand for Christ between 1555 and 1558. 

But now the angel approaches John and proceeds to explain what he has seen (vs 7-

18) 

 

The woman and the beast 

The antichrist, the beast, ascends out of the bottomless pit indicating his demonically 

inspired nature and origin. His destiny is certain that is perdition, literally “the place of 

destruction” 



The seven heads of Antichrist, john is told, are seven mountains which symbolise 

nations. John is told that there are a total of seven kings. It’s not clear whether these are 

individuals or kingdoms. 

The angel says in verses 10-11 “There are also seven kings. Five have fallen, one 

is, and the other has not yet come. And when he comes, he must continue a short 

time. 11 The beast that was, and is not, is himself also the eighth, and is of the 

seven, and is going to perdition” Five kings have fallen and “one is”. Could that be a 

reference to the Roman Empire, and were the five empires which had fallen before, 

Egypt, Assyria, Babylon, Persia and Greece. We must be careful of too much 

speculation and be ready to admit when we are beaten in our limited understanding. I 

will however give you one way of thinking, not shared by all commentators. Five 

kingdoms have fallen, Rome is the sixth and still in power. The other at the time John 

writes “has not yet come”. Now has it come and gone in history or is it yet to come. The 

seventh, John is told will be quickly taken over by the eighth that is the state of the 

Antichrist. This is a difficult passage and we must be aware that there are other views. 

Some believe the seventh will be a revival of the Roman Empire for reasons I will deal 

with briefly. 

 

Revival of Roman Empire 

After the Second World War ended in 1945 the Treaty of Rome of 1957 was the 

beginning of the European Union. Many see in this confederation of nation states a 

continuation of the Roman Empire, represented by the toes of the statue seen by 

Nebuchadnezzar.  

The European Parliament building was designed using a painting completed in 1563 of 

The Tower of Babel by Pieter Brueghel. During its construction a poster was issued by 

the EU showing the tower of Babel and carrying the slogan “many tongues one voice”. 

In 1984 the elections to the European parliament were marked in Britain by a set of 

stamps with two designs. One shows a woman riding on a beast or bull led by a winged 

boy. The animal was riding over seven hills or waves of the sea. This was to represent 

the pagan goddess Europa whom Jupiter led away in the form of a bull. 

The Brussels headquarters of the Council of Europe also has a bronze statue of a 

woman riding a beast, and the beast is depicted riding on waves. So is the European 

Union Babylon, and will the Antichrist arise from among its member states? Who knows, 



we can however be certain that the spirit of Babylon is not confined to Europe but can 

be seen and found worldwide. 

 

Two captivities of Israel 

In the history of Israel there were two captivities, each quite different in nature. The 

Egyptian captivity was one of cruelty and slavery, whilst the Babylonian one was one of 

assimilation and compromise. In Egypt Gods people were hated and kept in isolation. In 

Babylon they were given opportunities and encouraged to buy land and houses and 

settle down. Does this remind you of what is happening today, there being two attacks 

on Christians. First Direct and cruel persecution, and second the seduction of believers 

to compromise and worldliness. 

 

Ten kings allies to antichrist (vs 12-15) 

This may allude to a ten nation confederation (as in the toes of the Daniel 2:24-45 

image). These are of one mind and will give their power and authority to the beast. 

Whatever their exact identity, their actions are clear. They ally with the antichrist in the 

war against Christ, in the battle alluded to in the sixth and seventh bowl (Revelation 

16:12-21).  

 

The beast bites back 

This is quite a shock “6 And the ten horns which you saw on the beast, these will 

hate the harlot, make her desolate and naked, eat her flesh and burn her with 

fire. 17 For God has put it into their hearts to fulfil His purpose, to be of one mind, 

and to give their kingdom to the beast, until the words of God are fulfilled. (Vs 16-

17) In spite of using Babylon to achieve his own ends, the beast and his ten king allies 

harbour deep hatred of Babylon. The plot, which they carry out, is its complete 

destruction. These kings are ambitious and no doubt loathe to share power and glory. 

One thing is clear, God decrees the total destruction of mystery Babylon by fire. This is 

divine retribution. 

 

This is a notoriously difficult chapter to interpret and we tread with caution as to details, 

but hold fast to the message that Babylon will be destroyed and Gods kingdom will 

endure forever HALLELUJAH 

 


