The Grand Finale of Human History #29

“The Time of God’s Wrath (part 2)”

Revelation 17-18

The book of Revelation is filled with bold images that are sometimes difficult to interpret. In my study I have found the most perplexing image of John’s writing is the focus of our study tonight. Even though the text gives several hints as to the identity of this image, I still find myself scratching my head over what John calls “Babylon the Great.” 

The Description of Babylon the Great

In Revelation 17-18 John once again steps back from the narrative to provide a more detailed look at something he had only mentioned before. (He did the same thing regarding the beast in Revelation 11 before describing him at length in chapter 13.) Twice before, John has without explanation introduced Babylon into his prophecy (Rev. 14:8; 16:19); now he picks up this motif to develop it at length.
 These two chapters depict “Babylon the Great,” another image that evokes a variety of interpretations. 
John calls Babylon the Great “the great prostitute who sits on many waters.” Combining this description with the reference to the desert in verse three, some believe this will be a literal rebuilding of the ancient city of Babylon (in present-day Iraq) along the Euphrates and Tigris rivers. The name “Babylon,” however, already occurs in 1 Peter 5:13 metaphorically for another city, Rome. In light of Revelation’s penchant for symbolic language, it seems best to identify “Babylon” not specifically as a particular city or country, but as representing something else.

Here is where scholars vary in their interpretation of the symbol. Some see “Babylon the Great” as representing “civilized man apart from God, man in organized but godless community.”
 Chuck Swindoll sees this as a final godless, humanistic, and worldwide religious system. In the same way we might refer to “Wall Street” to describe the entire American financial system, Revelation uses “Babylon” to refer to the Antichrist’s end-time religious/political/economic empire.
 Warren Wiersbe sees a distinction between the “prostitute” of chapter 17, which he sees as a worldwide religious system; and a the political and economic system in chapter 18.
 

The Antichrist (the scarlet beast) is seen with the prostitute in verse three, so there is some connection between the two. She is dressed in royal clothing, bejeweled with gold and gemstones—the picture of prestige and luxury. Her golden cup, though, is filled with filth and abominations. As 1 Samuel 16:7 states, “Man looks at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart.” 

The prostitute has a name on her forehead—a typical practice for prostitutes in ancient Rome.
 This is not the first time in Revelation that we have found names written on the forehead, though. The saints of God were sealed on their foreheads with the divine name, while the followers of the beast also were sealed upon their foreheads and upon their hands with his name and the number of his name. Later, in the new earth, the redeemed will have the name of God written on their foreheads.
 

“Mystery,” as we have already seen, requires divine revelation to understand. Most people will not discern her true character. “Babylon” in Scripture often stands for humanism (i.e., the Tower of Babel), godlessness, and idolatry. Since idolatry is often likened to adultery in the Old Testament, this may explain her appearance as a prostitute. She is closely tied to idolatry and the immorality attached to it.

The figure of immorality is common in the Old Testament where it is used in more ways than one. The people of God is there seen as God’s bride, so unfaithfulness is likened to adultery (Jer. 3:9; Ezek. 16:32). But the prophets sometimes think of this unfaithfulness as habitual and mercenary. Isaiah, for example, can exclaim, “See how the faithful city has become a harlot!” (Isa. 1:21; see also Jer. 2:20; 3:1; Ezek. 16:15–16; Hos. 2:5; etc.). This is a vivid way of describing an unfaithfulness that is horrible. It shows us that sin is first of all a sin against love.

A further way in which the figure is used is to describe insolent and idolatrous world powers as harlots, as in Tyre in Isaiah 23:16–17 and Nineveh in Nahum 3:4. They are not said to be adulterous for they are not God’s people, his bride. It is significant accordingly that in the present passage the word is prostitute, not “adulteress.” John is not speaking of the people of God, but of a secular power—one of low standards, one that has both committed horrible evils and seduced others into sharing her guilt.

It’s no wonder that “Babylon,” even after its collapse as an influential political and religious center of the world, became a metaphor for godless, humanistic religion in general.
 For his symbolical Babylon John has taken a conventional description of old Babylon and reinterpreted it along the lines of Old Testament symbolism to give a picture of a world empire exercising dominion over many subject nations.

One last description of the prostitute is seen in verse six: she was drunk with the blood of the saints. In addition to the idolatry and immorality, “Babylon” opposes and persecutes the people of God. As the capital of the beast, she will be the city most noted for the persecution and martyrdom of the saints.

John is astonished by this vision, so the angel explains the symbolism. Notice that “mystery” is singular though he mentions both the prostitute and the beast. There is but one mystery for these two. They belong intimately together and to know the one is to know the other.
 He begins with the beast, described as “once was, now is not, and will come up out of the Abyss and go to his destruction.” This past-but-not-present-yet-future appearance may be the fatal wound from which the beast recovered in Revelation 13:3.
“This calls for a mind with wisdom,” verse nine begins. These words, which appear in similar forms throughout Revelation, tell the reader, “Listen up! Put on your thinking caps!” Then the angel identifies the seven heads of the beast on which the prostitute sits as the seven hills on which the prostitute sits. This is obviously a reference to “the city on seven hills,” or Rome.

The angel makes a second identification for the seven heads in verse ten as seven kings. Five have already come and gone, the sixth is presently ruling, and the seventh will follow. The eighth king will be the Antichrist, yet he is part of the other seven. How are we to understand this? If John is speaking of Roman emperors, the five previous ones would be Augustus, Tiberius, Caligula, Claudius, and Nero. They were followed by three generals whose combined reigns lasted all of eighteen months. If they are ignored, then the sixth would be Vespasian, the seventh his son Titus (who destroyed Jerusalem in ad 70.) whose reign was cut short by a suspicious death, probably at the hands of his brother Domitian, who was the eighth. This interpretation has a certain appeal to it, since Domitian was seen by many as “Nero all over again—only worse.” If this is correct, then the Antichrist would be like Domitian who demanded worship and persecuted the Christians. But the problem with this view is that it doesn’t fit the history. The traditional view of the authorship of Revelation dates it in the middle 90’s, when the apostle John had been exiled to the isle of Patmos by the emperor Domitian, not Vespasian!

Another possible explanation is that John is referring to kingdoms or empires. The first five would be the Egyptian, Assyrian, Babylonian, Medo-Persian, and Greek. The sixth (present) would be Rome; the seventh is an unidentified empire; and the eighth would be the future realm of the Antichrist. This seems to make the most sense. Either way, though, it shows the continuation and progression of evil. The names and faces may change, but evil remains the same.

The ten horns associated with the beast are ten puppet kings who will support the Antichrist. These are likely the same as the ten toes seen in Daniel’s vision of world empires in Daniel 2. Some see this as ten nations reconstituting the ancient Roman Empire (the European Union was a favorite identification by the prophecy experts—until the eleventh nation entered it!); others see a global organization like the United Nations (with ten being the symbolic number of completion rather than a literal ten nations).

John points out that the ten kings will support the Antichrist in order to make war against the Lamb. This is not to be confused with earlier references to the Antichrist making war against the saints (Rev 13:7); I think this is speaking of the battle of Armageddon still to come (Rev 16:16).

Then the angel explains the waters on which the prostitute sat. These are not literal rivers or seas, but “peoples, multitudes, nations and languages.” Verse 18 speaks of “the great city that rules over the kings of the earth.” In the first century, this would have been understood as Rome, the great cosmopolitan city with people from all over the known world. In the future it is the end-time capital of a godless worldwide empire under the Antichrist. That future Mecca of me-theism and Vegas of vanity will be the mother of evil and all forms of false religion. Like Paris, France, she represents a lifestyle of high culture. Like Jerusalem, she’s a crossroad of world religion. Like Washington, she’s teeming with political power. In fact, if you were to take all the powerful cities of the world and merge them into one grand megalopolis, you’d have “Babylon.”

I am surprised at how many commentators liken Babylon the Great with a one-world religion or the Roman Catholic Church. Many of them see the False Prophet as the head of this religious organization that causes the world to worship the Antichrist. This has a strand of logic to it, but not much Scriptural support. Chapter 18 seems to point to a political or economic organization (or both) that the Antichrist will use to gain power, then will turn against it once he is in power and able to destroy it.

Notice God’s sovereignty in Revelation 17:17, “For God has put it into their hearts to accomplish his purpose by agreeing to give the beast their power to rule, until God’s words are fulfilled.” What these evil people choose to do of their own free will accomplishes God’s purposes. The very One they hate and try to defeat is the One whose purpose is fulfilled by their decisions and actions!
The Destruction of Babylon the Great

Chapter 18 continues the attention on Babylon the Great, but now the focus is her downfall and not her identity. Much of this chapter is written in poetic verse rather than prose (note the format of the text in the niv). John is utilizing a technique familiar to those who know the Old Testament. Many of the prophets pronounced the doom of those nations who opposed God using poetic terms. In ancient Hebrew, poetry was not based on rhyming words but on the rhythm of thought. The literary device is called parallelism. The first line is either echoed or contrasted by the second line. This is why it seems like biblical writers repeat themselves a lot. In fact they are; parallelism often restates the first line in the second line using different terms.

In particular, Revelation 18 resembles the prophecy of Tyre’s doom in Ezekiel 26-28 and the destruction of Babylon foretold both in Isaiah 13-14 and in Jeremiah 50-51. John captures the spirit as well as the style in his own prophecy of doom.

A mighty angel announces the fall of Babylon in verses 1-3. (This angel should not be confused with Christ, who is never called an angel in the Bible!) Both political and economic leaders are said to be involved with Babylon, and this is no surprise. Politics and economics often go hand in hand. In our own society, only the wealthiest can run for high office. As one person quipped, “The new ‘Golden Rule’ says whoever has the gold makes the rules!” Whatever Babylon the Great will be, she will probably hold both political and economic power before her fall.

John’s description of Babylon as “a home for demons” and “a haunt for every unclean and detestable bird” may sound very odd to us unless we have read similar language in Isaiah 13:21 and Jeremiah 51:37. We should not take this as demonic activity during her heyday as much as her desolation after her downfall, since these unclean birds of prey tend to haunt deserted places.

A different angel calls for God’s people to separate themselves from Babylon in verses 4-8. Why is this necessary, if the Christians have already been raptured from the earth? (Touché, post-tribbers!) While the destruction of Babylon will take place after the Rapture (in my view), she will exist before then—remember the reference to Babylon the Great in chapter fourteen. Christians should not to associate with the world system in any era. Chronologically, this call for an exodus of God’s people from Babylon will come before the seven bowls of wrath described in Revelation 15–16.

In verse seven Babylon deludes herself into thinking, “I sit as queen; I am not a widow, and I will never mourn.” Contrast that with Lamentations 1:1-2,

How deserted lies the city, once so full of people! How like a widow is she, who once was great among the nations! She who was queen among the provinces has now become a slave. Bitterly she weeps at night, tears are upon her cheeks. Among all her lovers there is none to comfort her.

John may have also been inspired by Isaiah 47:7-11,

You said, ‘I will continue forever—the eternal queen!’ But you did not consider these things or reflect on what might happen. Now then, listen, you wanton creature, lounging in your security and saying to yourself, ‘I am, and there is none besides me. I will never be a widow or suffer the loss of children.’ Both of these will overtake you in a moment, on a single day: loss of children and widowhood. They will come upon you in full measure, in spite of your many sorceries and all your potent spells. You have trusted in your wickedness and have said, ‘No one sees me.’ Your wisdom and knowledge mislead you when you say to yourself, ‘I am, and there is none besides me.’ Disaster will come upon you, and you will not know how to conjure it away. A calamity will fall upon you that you cannot ward off with a ransom; a catastrophe you cannot foresee will suddenly come upon you. 
Despite her complacency, Babylon’s judgment will come without warning and without mercy.

Verses 9-19 speak of the reaction to Babylon’s downfall. While the Antichrist and his ten puppet kings hated Babylon and brought about her destruction, the rest of the world will mourn her demise. Other kings, merchants, and even those who earned their living transporting goods from place to place (the forerunners of the Teamsters?) will be shocked and saddened. 

Following this warning from heaven, John heard a new sound—this time coming from the earth. Loud lamentations poured forth from those who placed their faith, hope, and love in that last great Babylonian empire. Three times they cried out in deep anguish over her sudden and absolute destruction:

“Woe, woe, the great city, Babylon, the strong city! For in one hour your judgment has come.” (18:10)
“Woe, woe, the great city, she who was clothed in fine linen and purple and scarlet, and adorned with gold and precious stones and pearls; for in one hour such great wealth has been laid waste!” (18:16–17)

“Woe, woe, the great city, in which all who had ships at sea became rich by her wealth, for in one hour she has been laid waste!” (18:19)
Amidst these passionate cries of woe, John described the utter implosion of the ungodly religious, political, economic, and cultural empire that enveloped the earth during the Antichrist’s reign.

Though Scripture does not indicate this, I wonder if this may not be the human reason that all the armies of the world will gather at Armageddon. Perhaps the other nations resent what the Antichrist did with Babylon the Great (whatever she represents) and have taken up arms against him. We don’t know for sure, but it is possible.

The reaction of heaven’s inhabitants is exactly the opposite. Verse 20 declares, “Rejoice over her, O heaven! Rejoice, saints and apostles and prophets! God has judged her for the way she treated you.” Justice has been served.

We must not think that this voice of celebration calls us to be glad because sinners are judged. The fact of divine judgment ought always to break our hearts, knowing that lost sinners are condemned to eternal punishment. The joy in this section centers on God’s righteous judgment, the fact that justice has been done.

Verses 21-24 record the words of an angel who throws a large stone into the sea and pronounces Babylon’s fate. We should not mistake the action of throwing the boulder into the sea as the way in which Babylon will be destroyed, but rather is a graphic depiction of the violence of her overthrow (imagine the splash and waves created by such an act) and that fact that, after a moment, the boulder disappears into the water, never to surface again. This dramatic action speaks of the ferocity and the finality of Babylon’s judgment.

What we can we learn from this passage? Remember that I earlier said that Christians are not to associate with the world system in any era. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 6:14-7:1,

Do not be yoked together with unbelievers. For what do righteousness and wickedness have in common? Or what fellowship can light have with darkness? What harmony is there between Christ and Belial? What does a believer have in common with an unbeliever? What agreement is there between the temple of God and idols? For we are the temple of the living God. As God has said: “I will live with them and walk among them, and I will be their God, and they will be my people.” “‘Therefore come out from them and be separate,’ says the Lord. ‘Touch no unclean thing, and I will receive you. I will be a Father to you, and you will be my sons and daughters,’ says the Lord Almighty.” Since we have these promises, dear friends, let us purify ourselves from everything that contaminates body and spirit, perfecting holiness out of reverence for God. 
Whether we live in the last days and see Babylon the Great or not, this message applies to us. Even as the Antichrist will be the ultimate fulfillment of all the antichrists throughout history, so Babylon the Great will be the ultimate godless society of all those who have gone before. Every generation of Christians is tempted to compromise with the enemy, but to do so would be fatal. Justice is coming, and if we are standing too close when it falls, we can be caught up in it as well.
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