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Revelation 17-18

Last week we read, in Revelation 14-16, of God’s final warning to unbelievers on the earth, to repent.  And then we read of his final series of judgments upon sinners, and upon the earth:  the 7 bowls of God’s wrath.  Now, we turn to chapter 17.

Alan F. Johnson writes, regarding Revelation chapter 17, “The interpretation of this chapter controls the interpretation of the whole Book of Revelation.” (The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, Volume 12.)  And, after studying this chapter for two weeks, I think he’s right.  When you get to chapter 17 you’re forced to make some decisions that, maybe, you’ve been able to put off for several chapters - decisions like, “Who is the Antichrist?  What time period was John describing here:  his own, ours, or sometime in the far future?”


The interpretation of the characters and events in Revelation 17 controls the interpretation of the whole book of Revelation.  I think it would be most helpful if, at first, we read the entire chapter as a whole, the way John meant it to be read.  (Not that John wrote in chapters.  Chapters weren’t added to the Bible until many centuries after the Bible was written.)


Read Rev. 17:1-18


After reading these verses, I was left with 6 questions that I hope to answer tonight:


1.  Who is “the great prostitute” of verse 1?


2.  Who is “the scarlet beast” of verse 3, that the woman sits upon?


3.  What “adulteries” did she commit with “the kings of the earth”?


4.  What are the “seven hills” of verse 9, and who are the “seven kings”?


5.  Who are “the ten kings” of verse 12, and when will they “make war against the Lamb”?


6.  When will the beast and the 10 kings kill the prostitute, as verse 16 describes?


Allow me to begin by giving you the answers that the writer of the “Left Behind” series of books, Timothy LaHaye, gives.  I’ve been somewhat kind to Timothy LaHaye up to this point, because I know a lot of people really like his “Left Behind” series.  And there’s great value in reading these books, because they’re bringing millions of people closer to God.  And that has to be a good thing!

But in his textbook on Revelation, this book called Revelation Unveiled (Zondervan, 1999), LaHaye finally lays all of his cards on the table.  And I’m not sure you’re going to like his “cards”.  For he claims that “the great prostitute” of verse 1 is none other than “a global ecumenical religious system” (p. 261) headed by none other than the Roman Catholic Church.  

Referring to the Roman Catholic Church, he writes, “The religion of Rome is more dangerous than no religion because she substitutes religion for truth.  Today the Church of Rome is doctrinally a mixture of Babylonian paganism and Christianity.   That is why it is a far cry from ‘the faith . . . once for all entrusted to the saints.’” (p. 269)

Quoting Clarence Larkin, LaHaye writes, “In A.D. 378 the Head of the ‘Babylonian Order’ became the Ruler of the ‘Roman Church’.  Thus Satan united Rome and Babylon in one religious system.  All the outstanding festivals of the Roman Catholic Church are of Babylonian origin.  The ‘Rosary’ is of Pagan origin.  The Nuns are nothing more than an imitation of the “Vestal Virgins’ of Pagan Rome.”

LaHaye concludes, “As we approach the end of the Church Age, we can expect to see liberal Protestantism, in the form of the National Council of Churches and the World Council of Churches, being swallowed up by the Church of Rome.  This unity movement . . . can only mean a one-world religious system.” (p. 272)  He claims that all efforts at church unity among the various denominations of the Christian faith are nothing more than an “effort to do Antichrist’s work for him, even before he comes.” (p. 272)  
He points to the Catholic church’s execution of Protestant heretics and the killings done in “The Inquisition” as proof that the Catholic Church will willingly kill Christians during the Tribulation period of Revelation 13.  He even points to the colors that John mentions in this chapter, chapter 17, verse 4 (“the woman was dressed in purple and scarlet”) as a sign that John meant for this woman to represent the Catholic Church.  He writes, “The color scheme of this one-world religion as defined in Rev. 17:4 is most revealing.  If you are familiar with pictures of the Vatican Council as published in national magazines, you will have observed that the bishops and cardinals wore purple and scarlet robes.  You will also see that the pope and other church leaders are ‘glittering with gold, precious stones and pearls’. [As 17:4 also says.]  “They hold ‘a golden cup in [their] hand, filled with abominable things and the filthiness of [their] adulteries.’”[As the rest of verse 4 says.]  “These abominable things and adulteries are the idolatry and worship of gods other than Jesus Christ.  In Rome we saw all manner of idols in the very headquarters of the Roman Church.  More costly surroundings can scarcely be found than in the Vatican.” (p. 275)

Finally, without saying so, LaHaye suggests that any  wise reader of his books is obligated to leave the Roman Catholic Church now.  He writes, “What is the will of God in regard to the Babylonian system?  That she be annihilated.  I am not suggesting that Christians attack her and seek to exterminate her.  Instead, our responsibility is to “‘come out from them and be separate’ says the Lord. ‘Touch no unclean thing.’” (2Cor. 6:17).  The true Church of Jesus Christ must not sink into the pitfall of the religious phobia of our day, which is ‘religious unity’.” (p. 276)

LaHaye believes that the “global ecumenical religious system”, headed by the Roman Catholic Church is the woman of verse 3 who is riding the beast, the Antichrist.  And he believes that Revelation 17 is telling us that the Antichrist (and his 10 “kings”) will kill this woman (the “global ecumenical religious system”, headed by the Roman Catholic Church) in the middle of the Tribulation period, 3 and ½ years into it.  When this happens, the “false prophet” (19:20), the Antichrist’s “sidekick” “will do away with all religion except the worship of Antichrist Satan, which he will enforce.  That begins in the middle of the Tribulation, as we saw described in Revelation 13.” (p. 277)

So, what do you think?  

Timothy LaHaye believes that the Catholic Church will be “the great prostitute” of 17:1, who will be responsible for the death of Christians, as it has been in the past, (and eventually overthrown by the Antichrist, who is the secular, one-world, government we saw back in chapter 13).  Dave Hunt, an internationally known writer and lecturer, who’s written over 20 books, selling over 3 million copies, agrees with LaHaye.  He’s written this book called A Woman Rides the Beast, subtitled “The Roman Catholic Church and the Last Days”.
Are these guys right?  Is the woman the “global ecumenical religious system”, headed by the Roman Catholic Church?  Should all Christians “come out” of the Catholic Church?  And should we United Methodists stop working for church unity?

I think Timothy LaHaye, and others like him, are so wrong.  I certainly do not agree with the atrocities committed by the Catholic Church in the past.  Nor do I agree with many of the beliefs of the Catholic Church today.  I am not a Roman Catholic by choice. But to say that the Catholic Church is the woman of Revelation 17 is such a stretch that I think it’s laughable.

What do you think?

[Not that we Methodists can laugh too loudly at Timothy LaHaye and his ilk.  Guess who John Wesley, our founder, thought the Catholic Church was in this chapter?  Not the woman on the beast, but the . . . beast!  He thought that the Roman Catholic Church and, in particular, the Pope, was the Antichrist.  Here are a few quotes from his Explanatory Notes of the book of Revelation:

“This beast is the Romish Papacy, as it came to a point six hundred years since, stands now, and will for some time longer.  The first beast then properly arose when, after several preludes thereto, the Pope raised himself above the emperor.  The beast with seven heads is the Papacy of many ages; the seventh head is the man of sin, antichrist.  As he is a Pope, he is one of the seven heads.  The first head of the beast extends from Gregory VII., at least to Innocent III.  In that tract of time the beast [the Popes who were alive during that time period] was much wounded by the emperors.  But, notwithstanding, the wound was healed.” (13:1)  

“Many of the Popes made open war.  Till now the blood of Christians had been shed only by the heathens or Arians; from this time by scarse any but the Papacy.  In the year 1208 Innocent III proclaimed a crusade against them.  In June, 1209, the army assembled at Toulouse; from which time abundance of blood was shed, and the second army of martyrs began to be added to the first, who had cried ‘from beneath the altar’.  And ever since, the beast has been warring against the saints, and shedding blood like water.' (13:7)

“By this the Pope manifests that he is antichrist, directly contrary to Christ.  It is Christ who shed his own blood; it is antichrist who sheds the blood of others.” (13:15)

“Charles IX, of France, in his letter to Gregory XII, boasts that in and not long after the massacre of Paris, he had destroyed seventy thousand Hugonots.  Some have computed that, from the year 1518 to 1548, fifteen millions of Protestants have perished by the Inquistion.  To these we may add innumerable martyres, in ancient, middle and late ages.” (18:24) 

“The whole succession of Popes from Gregory VII are undoubtedly antichrist.  Yet this hinders not, but that the last Pope in this succession will be more eminetnly the antichrist. . . This individual person, as Pope, is the seventh head of the beast; as the man of sin, he is the eighth, or the beast himself.” (17:11)

“The whole power of the Roman monarchy, divided into ten kingdoms, will be conferred on the beast.  The ten horns and the beast will destroy the whore.” (13:1)

John Wesley believed that the Pope, and the Catholic Church, was, is and will be the Antichrist, and will be responsible for the death of Christians, as it has been in the past.]

So, then, who is “the great prostitute” of verse 1?  And what about the other 4 questions that Rev. 17 conjures up?  Anyone want to guess?

I am relying for my answers on the very first person I quoted tonight - Alan Johnson, in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, Volume 12.  I think he got it right.

  Who is “the great prostitute” of verse 1?   The last verse of chapter 17 says that she’s a “great city”.  And chapter 18 makes it pretty clear that the city John had in mind was Babylon.  But which Babylon?  The Babylon of Daniel’s day?  Of Jeremiah’s day?  The Babylon of John’s day?  Or the Babylon of our day?  Before he was defeated and killed, Sadam Hussein was actually rebuilding the ancient city of Babylon, which is in modern day Iraq.  Should we be concerned about that?  No.  Let it be rebuilt.  This woman isn’t limited to any city boundaries.  I don’t believe the woman represents any one geographical place that you can point to on a map.  She’s not any one person (like the Pope) , or any one place (like Babylon, or Rome, or the Vatican) or thing.  I believe John is using more of his famous symbolism here.  I believe the woman represents any and all systems that are evil, and opposed to God - back in John’s time, now in our time, and later, in the future.  That’s the answer to question #1.  The woman is symbolic of any evil system that “prostitutes” itself (sells itself out) to the devil, in order to make a buck, opposing God and the values of God, even killing God’s people, in the process.  

And there will always be takers for such a system.  An evil system that sells itself out, that sells its’ morals and values out, to make money will always sit (in the words of verse 1) “on many waters”.  And verse 15 tells us:

Read v. 15

Notice that the “waters” are plural.  Many peoples of many nations and languages over the history of mankind have allowed themselves to be sat upon by this woman.  We have known this woman. She is Cain, killing Abel as he offered his sacrifices to the Lord.  She is the Pharaoh and the whole Egyptian priestly system that valued ridiculously large and expensive temples and burial pyramids over human life, and human dignity.  She is the Philistine government, the Greek government, the Babylonian government, and the Roman government - all exerting their will by force over people weaker than themselves.  She is Israel, following idols instead of God.  She is Gengus Khan, Alexander the Great, Caesar, Nero, Domitian, Attila the Hun, Napoleon, Hitler, Ida Amin, Omar Kadafi, Slovidan Malosavich, Fidel Castro, the Tabliban and any other tyrants who throw love out the window in favor of power, wealth and luxury.  

Who is the beast she’s riding?  She’s riding the seven-headed Antichrist of chapter 13.  And that’s the answer to question #2.  Why is she riding the beast?  Because she is any government, any city, any country, any church, any person who rides the Antichrist of their time, going together down the road of spiritual adultery - which is to love the things of this world more than they love God.  That’s spiritual adultery - loving the things of this world more than loving God.  And that’s the answer to #3.  This woman has been in every age, in every nation, in every community from the beginning of time.  She’s dressed in “purple and scarlet” to symbolize her sinfulness (versus the saints of God who are dressed in white robes, and who will be there for the final great battle, later in Revelation [19:14]).  She is somehow responsible, either directly or indirectly, for the murder of Christians in every age.  That’s why she is “drunk with the blood of the saints”, verse 6.

What about the 7 “seven hills” of verse 9, and who are the “seven kings”, in verse 9?  Most liberal scholars believe the seven hills are the seven hills around the city of Rome, and that John saw the woman as the government of Rome two-thousand years ago, and that the seven kings were the seven Roman emperors of that era.  The thing I dislike the most about that interpretation is that it puts it all in the past, two-thousand years ago, in John’s day.  And it makes the rest of Revelation wrong.  If all John meant by the seven hills and seven kings were the hills and kings of his day then John must have been dead wrong about the second coming of Christ.  I haven’t seen it, have you?  Why are we still here?  Why weren’t we raptured up into heaven?  In fact, where is the new heaven, and new earth?

No, it’s not that simple.  Verse 9 says, “This calls for a mind with wisdom.”  But it doesn’t take much wisdom at all, if the 7 hills are the 7 literal hills around Rome, two-thousand years ago.  
The word for “hills” in verse 9 appears seven other times in the book of Revelation.  In those 7 other places, the word is translated “mountains”.   “Mountains” would be a better translation here (as it is in the King James Version) because “mountains” elsewhere in the Bible are symbolic of world powers.  (We saw in Jeremiah 51:24-25, for instance:  “’Before your eyes I will repay Babylon and all who live in Babylonia for all the wrong they `have done in Zion,’ declares the Lord.  ‘I am against you, O destroying mountain, you who destroy the whole earth.’”)  

It’s better to see these seven hills as seven mountains, symbolic of seven evil world powers.  And we know that seven is a symbolic number, standing for completeness, or wholeness. (We do a similar thing with the number seven, as in our expression “the seven seas”, meaning all of the seas of the world.  Again, I am indebted to Alan Johnson, in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, Volume 12 for these insights.)  And we know that these seven mountains belong to whom?  They’re the seven heads of the beast, the Antichrist.   Sooooooo, I believe that these seven mountains are simply symbolic of all of the “heads” of the Antichrist, all of the evil powers, over time.  

[Wait for answer to #4 to be written down.]

Now, by the time John wrote, most of the evil world powers were dead and in his past.  That’s what John means in verse 10 - “Five have fallen.”    The one who now “is”, represents any evil power who is alive when the reader is alive – an evil world leader who is in cahoots with the Evil One, and who is killing God’s people today.  He lives in China today, killing Christians there in 2011.  He especially lives in the Sudan in 2011, where thousands of Christians are imprisoned and killed every day.  
One of the heads hasn’t come yet.  As verse 10:  “the other has not yet come.”  
Verse 11 doesn’t describe one of these 7 kings, but describes the Antichrist himself, who is “going to his destruction.”

Before that happens, at the Battle of Armageddon, the beast will consolidate his power, symbolized by the “ten horns” of verse 12.  They will all have power “for one hour”, symbolic of the “little while” in verse 10.  In other words, God is going to give Satan and his crew a fair fight at the end.  But it will be brief.  Verse 14:  “They will make war against the Lamb, but the Lamb will overcome them.”  I don’t know about you, but that’s really all I need to know.  As I said, this will take place at the so-called  “Battle of Armageddon”, in Revelation 19, which we’ll read about next week.  That’s the answer to question #5.

But before that happens, verse 16, the beast and his cohorts will kill the prostitute who has been riding the beast.  LaHaye sees this as the time, mid-way through the 7 years Tribulation period, when the Antichrist’s secular one-world government will destroy the one-world religious order, headed by the Roman Catholic Church.  That may make a nice movie, if you’re not counting on Catholics to fill the theaters.  (I wonder how many Catholics are reading these books, not knowing how anti-Catholic Timothy LaHaye is.)  But I believe verse 16 simply means that, by the end of it all, Satan’s force “will be divided against itself.”  (Johnson, vv. 16-17)  And look at who’s behind this “divide and conquer” tactic.  Verse 17 - “For God has put it into their hearts to accomplish his purpose.”  This will happen before the battle of Armageddon, in chapter 19.

Chapter 18 continues the idea that the prostitute, Babylon, has died.  I don’t think we need to read chapter 18 here.  (Can I hear an “Amen”?)  You can read it when you go home tonight, as I know you will!  It’s basically just the people of the world crying over the loss of their economic success and freedom that they had with the prostitute.  Why is that lost?  Who will be in control of their economic activities once the prostitute is dead?  The beast.   All of the “icky” things described in chapter 13, including the forced worship of the Antichrist, will then take place, once the prostitute is out of the way. 

Now, why would Alan Johnson write this about Revelation chapter 17: “The interpretation of this chapter controls the interpretation of the whole Book of Revelation”?  Because who you think the prostitute and the beast are will determine who you think the bad guys are in your time, and will be in the future.  If you think they’re people that you can identify then the game is over.  If it’s Hitler, for instance, then you’ve put all of your eggs in that basket.  And if you’re wrong, you’re wrong.  This chapter is the decision making point in Revelation.  You either “put up, or shut up” here.

Looking ahead, chapter 19 is the one we’ve been waiting for.  That’s when Jesus will return and Satan will be defeated.  I can’t wait to read it.  But I will, next week, at this time.

