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Judgment on the Harlot, Babylon
Introduction:

A.
Beginning in chapter 12, several anti-Christian forces have been introduced—the dragon, the sea-beast, the earth beast [or false prophet], and the harlot Babylon. Men who were aligned with [or deceived by] them, bore the mark of the beast. Their order of their fall will be pictured in reverse sequence to the order in which they were introduced.

B.
In 14:8, it was proclaimed that Babylon would fall “because she has made all nations drink of the wine of the wrath of her fornication.” In 16:9, the fall of Babylon was again announced. In this lesson, the judgment upon the great harlot Babylon will be shown in greater detail.
I.
The Great Harlot and the Beast (17:1-18).

A.
John is told he is about to be shown “the great harlot who sits on many waters” (17:1). 
1.
The great harlot is identified as “the great city which reigns over the kings of the earth (verse 18). Hailey suggests she is a composite of other harlot-cities of the Old Testament (343-344).

a.
Nineveh was called a “well-favored harlot, the mistress of witchcrafts (Nahum 3:1, 4). Having conquered the world by force, intrigue, and seduction, she was the harlot of conquest.

b.
Tyre, after being forgotten for 70 years, would once again “play the harlot with all the kingdoms of the world” (Isa. 23:15-17). She was the harlot of commerce.

c.
Babylon, to whom God had given “power, strength and glory” (Dan. 2:37), was a mistress of nations, cruel and voluptuously given to the enjoyment of wealth and prosperity, thought she would be mistress forever (Isa. 47:5-15). She was the mistress of pleasure!

d.
Jerusalem, as described by Isaiah, was “the faithful city, become a harlot” (1:21; cf. Jer. 2:20). She was motivated by lust for material things and physical pleasure: “For you have played the harlot, departing from your God; you have also loved hire upon every grain-floor” (Hos 9:1; cf. also 2:5, 12). She was the religious harlot!

2.
The “many waters” where the harlot sits is explained as “peoples, multitudes, nations and tongues” (verse 15). The city is supported by vast regions of conquered territory 
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The kings of the earth that “committed fornication” with the harlot were earthly rulers who had participated in her political, economic, cultural and religious affairs. Their subjects, “the inhabitants of the earth,” were “made drunk with the wine of her fornication” — intoxicated with the lusts that the system produced (3). 
B.
The description of the great Harlot portrays in symbolism the traits of her character.

1.
She was “sitting on a scarlet beast which was full of names of blasphemy, with seven heads and ten horns” (3). This describes the beast that arose out of the sea (13:1), with the color of the Dragon (12:3). The great city is supported by the Dragon!
2.
She was “beautifully arrayed,” in purple and scarlet, and adorned with gold and precious stones and pearls. She makes her outward appearance very attractive, which makes her more appealing to the materialistic mind.
3.
She had in her hand a golden cup, suggesting luxury and wealth, but it is filled with abominations and the filthiness of her fornications (4). 

4.
Her character is displayed by her name: “Mystery, Babylon the Great, the Mother of Harlots and of the Abominations of the Earth” (5). 

5.
She was “drunk, not with wine, but “with the blood of the saints and with the blood of the martyrs of Jesus” (6). The Romans enslaved Christians, and had them slain for the entertainment of bloodthirsty mobs. Many suffered that fate.

C.
The angel noted John’s amazement at the vision and asked, “Why do you marvel?” and then said he would tell “the mystery of the woman and the beast that carries her” (6b-7).
1.
First, he explains the beast:

a.
“He was, and is not, and will ascend out of the bottomless pit and go to perdition” (9). In 13:3, we saw that one of the heads of the beast suffered a mortal blow and recovered. Some see this description as a reference to the “Nero Redivivus Myth,” which thought of Domitian as the reincarnation of Nero. 

b.
World Empires rise and fall, so regardless of who the latest reincarnation of evil is, it is destined to “go into perdition” (8a).
c.
Those who “dwell on earth” [not Christians] will marvel when they see the latest reincarnation of the beast. Christians will realize that it is doomed!

2.
The seven heads are said to symbolize two things:

a.
They symbolize the seven mountains on which the woman sits. We may remember that the city of Rome was built on seven hills.

b.
The seven mountains also have symbolic meaning: “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. And the beast that was, and is not, is himself also the eighth, and is of the seven, and is going to perdition” (10-11).

(1)
Most commentators agree we should start with Augustus, not Julius Caesar who was a dictator. In that case the five kings were: Augustus, Tiberius, Caligula, Claudius and Nero. Omitting Galba, Otho and Vitellius, who were rivals to the throne during the year of civil war, the sixth would be Vespasian and the seventh would be Titus. The eighth would be Domitian, a son of Vespasian like Titus. Such a scenario would place the writing of the book prior to AD 79, under Vespasian. This creates difficulties with other evidences of the date of composition.
(2) A better solution to the problem may be to adhere to the symbolic character of the book, and understand that “seven” is a symbol for completeness.


Caird says: “By the same token the seven kings are a symbolic number, representative of the whole series of emperors, and they would remain seven no matter how long the actual list happened to be… The one point John wishes to emphasize is that the imperial line has only a short time to run before the emergence of a new monstrous Nero, an eighth who is one of the seven” (218-219).

3.
The ten horns are identified as “ten kings who have received no kingdom as yet, but they receive authority for one hour as kings with the beast” (12).

a.
Again the number “ten” is symbolic of the fullness of power. These kings do not have independent power, but receive temporary authority with the beast.

b.
They represent the various subject-rulers over the provinces and subject kingdoms that formed the base of the power of the entire empire. They are of one mind, and give their power and authority to the beast (13).

c.
They 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” (14). God’s faithful recognize that the Lamb will be victorious!
d.
The ten kings will then turn on the harlot and make war with her. The provinces, the sources of her power and strength, will in time become a part of her destruction (15-17). God allowed them to be of one mind with the best, until the word of God was fulfilled. 

(1)
The book of Acts, as well as secular history, shows that Rome feared insurrections that could possibly lead to revolution.

(2)
She allowed vassal-kings {cf. the Herods] to remain in power only as long as they helped to maintain the “Roman Peace.”
II.
The Fall of Babylon (chapter 18).

A.
The fall of Babylon was foreshadowed in 14:8 and 16:19. In this chapter, John sees the fall of Babylon from different aspects and repeats for emphasis. Much of the symbolism is couched in the language of the OT regarding ancient Babylon; it is applied to Rome, the Babylon of John’s day.

1.
An angel comes down from heaven and announced the fall of Babylon (18:1-2).

2.
Like the Babylon of old, Rome would “become a habitation of demons, a prison for every foul spirit, and a cage for every unclean and hated bird” (vs. 2; cf. Isa. 13:19-22; 14:3-23; Jer. 50:2, 39).

3.
The reason for her fall: her evil influences on the nations (vs. 3).

a.
The kings of the earth had committed (spiritual) fornication with her.

b.
The merchants had “become rich through the abundance of her luxury.” Although the merchants are mentioned here for the first time, economic enticements have already been alluded to in the book.

B.
Another angel calls on God’s people: “Come out of her, my people, lest you share in her sins, and lest you receive of her plagues; for her sins have reached to heaven and God has remembered her iniquities” (4-5).

1.
As Lot was commanded to leave Sodom (Gen. 19:12, 17) and God’s people were commanded to leave Babylon (Isa. 52:11; Jer. 51:45), the saints are to come out of sinful Rome. Paul applied these instructions to saints in idolatrous and immoral Corinth (cf. 2 Cor. 6:17–7:1).

2.
The voice also commands the nations that turn against Rome (17:16-17) to punish her in like kind and proportion to her sins (cf. Psa. 137:8; Jer. 50:15, 29). 

a.
To “repay double” means to balance the scales; render to her as she has rendered to others (6).

b.
Like ancient Babylon, she has “glorified herself and lived luxuriously,” saying in her heart, “I sit as queen, and am no widow, and will not see sorrow.” Therefore, her plagues—death and mourning and famine—will come on her suddenly… for “strong is the Lord who judges her” (7-8).
C.
The Earth mourns Babylon’s destruction.

1.
When they see the smoke of her burning, the kings of the earth will weep and lament over her (9-10). These kings, coming under her power, entered into her spiritual fornication and evil. Now they stand at a distance—they don’t want to be caught up in the conflagration—and lament that “in one hour” her judgment came upon her. The “great city” was not so “mighty” that she could not be brought down by God.

2.
The merchants of the earth lament over her destruction because “no one buys their merchandise anymore” (11). Financial loss, not esteem for Rom, causes their distress

a.
Read the list of cargo that was brought into Rome by the merchants — “gold, silver, precious stones, fine linen and purple, every kind of object of ivory, every kind of object of most precious wood, bronze, iron, and marble; and cinnamon and incense, fragrant oil and wheat, cattle and sheep, horses and chariots, and bodies and souls of men” (12-13).

b.
They merchants who became rich through commerce with Rome stand at a distance for fear of her torment, weeping and wailing over her (vs. 11, 15-17).
3.
The shipmasters and sailors who carried the merchandise of her trading empire also lament over the fall of Rome. They, too, are not lamenting out of love for her, but because of their loss of business and jobs (17-19).

D.
In contrast with the weeping and wailing of Rome’s political and commercial allies, heaven and the holy apostles and prophets are urged to “Rejoice, for God has avenged you on her!” (20).

1.
This would not be an expression of glee over the slaughter of a city full of people, but a rejoicing over the defeat of evil and the victory of righteousness.

2.
Back in 11:10, the people of earth rejoiced over the death of the two witnesses, but it is now time for heaven, with the apostles and prophets to rejoice. They have fought a bitter battle with the forces of evil and overcome.

3.
The souls of the martyrs had asked how long it would be before their blood was avenged (6:9-11). In response to their prayers, a sign was given that God had heard, and judgment would come upon their persecutors in response to their prayers (8:3-5).

E.
The completeness and finality of Babylon’s fall is graphically depicted in the next scene, in which a mighty angel threw a great millstone into the sea (vs. 21-24).

1.
This is an object-lesson. The violent splash made by the millstone symbolized the violent overthrow of Rome, as Jeremiah had symbolized the destruction of ancient Babylon. The sinking of the millstone symbolized that “she shall not be found anymore” (Jer. 5:61-64).
2.
The result of her fall is next pictured in five normal activities that would not be found in her. Silence would prevail.

a.
No musical instruments would be heard (22a).

b.
No craftsman of any craft would be found, for all normal activities ceased (22b).

c.
No sound of a millstone; routine activity like baking bread would cease (22b).

d.
No light of lamp would be seen—gone from streets and homes (23a).

e.
No merriment of wedding celebrations would be heard (23b).

3.
Two reasons for her desolation are then pictured (23-24).

a.
Her merchants were the great men of the earth. Commercial interests had made them great, and the commercial power of Rome had “deceived the nations.”

b.
Much “innocent blood” was found in her—blood of prophets and saints, and of all who were slain on earth (24).

III.
The Rejoicing of the Saints (19:1-10).

A.
In the next scene, John hears a great multitude in heaven shouting praise to God. The saints have much cause for rejoicing (19:1-3).

1.
The multitude ascribes “Salvation and glory and honor and power to the Lord, our God” (1). They are rightly attributed to Him because of His true and righteous judgments on “the great harlot who corrupted the earth with her fornication” and because “He has avenged on her the blood of His servants shed by her” (2).
2.
When the first stanza is completed, another refrain is heard: “Hallelujah! And her smoke rises up forever and ever” (3). The destruction of the pagan city is not pictured as a city that burns to the ground, where men can go in and salvage the wreckage, but of an eternal destruction that continues to burn. Such a city would never be rebuilt.

3.
Then the twenty-four elders and the four living creatures join in worship before God and praising Him: “Amen, Hallelujah!” (4).
B.
A voice from the throne then calls upon “all you His servants and those who fear Him, both small and great” to praise God (5).
1.
John heard a “great multitude,” whose combined voices were as loud as a great waterfall, along with “mighty thunderings,” shouting: “Hallelujah! For the Lord God Omnipotent reigns!” (5-6).

2.
It is proper for the saints of God to be happy and rejoice and give Him glory, “for the marriage of the Lamb has come, and His wife has made herself ready!” (7)
3.
It is also proper for the Lamb’s bride to be “arrayed in fine linen, clean and bright, for the fine linen is the righteous act of the saints” (8).

C.
A voice then instructs John, “Write: ‘Blessed are those who are called to the marriage supper of the Lamb’” (9). 

1.
Called by the gospel, the bride of Christ is composed of all who become “children of God by faith in Christ Jesus” (cf. Gal. 3:26-27, etc.).

2.
In the figure here, the bride has made herself ready but the marriage is not yet consummated. They have been “espoused to one husband” (cf. 2 Cor. 11:2-3). The description of the wedding is reserved for Rev. 21:2).
D.
John’s reaction was to “fall down to worship at the feet of the one who spoke to him, but he said, “See that you do not do that! I am your fellow servant, and of your brethren, who have the testimony of Jesus. Worship God!” (10a).

1.
The speaker is not identified, but could possibly be the one who invited John to observe the judgment of the great harlot (17:1; cf. also 22:8).

2.
What he said is the important thing! Worship God! He alone is worthy to be worshipped (cf. Matt. 4:10).

3.
The verse closes by saying, “The testimony of Jesus is the testimony of prophecy” (10b). The whole spirit of prophecy was to glorify Jesus Christ and His work, not to draw attention to angels (cf. Heb. 1:14).

Conclusion:

A.
Rev. 17:1 thru 19:10 describes the “great harlot,” which we believe represented the pagan city of Rome with its cultural, political and religious aspects. In John’s day Rome ruled the world. Its emperors claimed the right to be worshiped as gods, temples were built in their honor, and the saints of God were persecuted because they would not compromise their faith in Jehovah and His Son, Jesus Christ.

B.
John is given a vision of encouragement to the saints. Roman paganism and persecution will be avenged by our God. The Rome and John knew would no longer exist, even though they is still a city of Rome in Italy today. It is, however, not the Rome that John and the saints had to deal with in the latter part of the first century.
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