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16. The Fall of Babylon (Chapters 17-18) 

 

 Chapters 17 and 18 disrupt the chronological flow of Revelation with visions that revisit 

the “judged.”  These two chapters center upon the great city of Babylon, which will achieve 

worldwide prominence, wealth, and power while other countries struggle to survive the Great 

Tribulation.  Some commentators contend that the Babylon of Chapter 17 is distinct from the 

Babylon of Chapter 18, arguing that Chapter 17 refers to the worldwide religious empire 

while Chapter 18 refers to the economic entity.  In their view, the Antichrist will destroy this 

worldwide religion (17:16) and then re-establish his own one-world religion in the second half 

of the Tribulation.  Several factors argue against this interpretation.  First, it is difficult to 

prove that Chapters 17 and 18 are talking about different Babylons, as John employs similar 

terminology to discuss both.
44

  Second, there exists no contextual evidence that John is shifting 

to another entity.
45

  Finally, Revelation 17:18 makes it clear that Babylon is a city, not a 

worldwide religious system.  It should be noted that although Babylon may not be a worldwide 

religious entity (i.e. an international and uniform church), a detestable religious element may 

exist within its culture.  In examining this sinister city, we see that God has every right to 

destroy it, as it opposes all that the Almighty stands for.   

 

a. The First Vision (Chapter 17) 

 

i. The Harlot and the Beast (17:1-6a) 

• The Introduction (vs. 1-2):  One of the seven bowl-dispensing angels
46

 comes 

forward as John’s tour guide, and invites him to gaze upon the judgment of the 

great harlot who sits on many waters.   The mention of many waters corresponds to 

ancient Babylon’s position on the Euphrates, with its canals, dikes, and trenches.  In 

Jeremiah 51:13 the prophet addresses Babylon as “O you who dwell by many 

waters.”    

 The great Harlot is an appropriate name for Babylon, the worldwide political, 

commercial, and religious kingdom set up during the initial phases of the 

Tribulation.  Some contend that the imagery of the whore plays up the adulterous 

aspect of her one-world religion. In response, one commentator states: 

Since the harlot of the Apocalypse is a pagan city (cf. 17:18 ), it is 

more likely that a passage like Nahum 3:4 or Isaiah 23:16, 17 

supplies the immediate background. In the former, the harlot is 

Nineveh, who betrays nations with her harlotries and her charms (cf. 

Rev 17:4). Isaiah pictures Tyre as a forgotten harlot. In the context 

of Revelation 17 and 18 the image is not that of religious 

                                                 
44

 Both are cities (17:18 and 18:10); both persecute believers (17:6 and 18:24); Both are rich with purple and scarlet linen, 

gold, precious stones, and pearls (17:4 and 18:16), etc.  
45

 “After these things” (18:1) does necessarily mean that chapter 18 is a different event, but rather the details of this vision 

follow after the details of the first.   
46

 Presumably this would be the seventh angel since the destruction of Babylon coincided with the destruction of the 

gentile cities in the seventh bowl judgment.  Further, the seventh angel is the nearest “antecedent” angel. 
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profligacy but of the prostitution of all that is right and noble for 

the questionable ends of power and luxury.
47

 

 One must bear in mind that in the midst of the plagues, famine and poverty will 

abound.  Thus, in the interest of their own survival the kings of the earth seek to 

build a relationship with this city as opposed to trusting in God.   

Thought Question:  What entities are people in the world quick to run to in times of 

trouble?  What does this demonstrate about their relationship with God? Why might 

this be considered harlotry (see passage below)?   

People turn to excessive eating, suicide, therapy, drugs, alcohol, false religion, 

pleasure seeking, etc.  Essentially, they do not turn to God for comfort and hope, but 

to what the world has to offer.    

 

James 4:4  “You adulteresses, do you not know that friendship with the world is 

hostility toward God?  Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the world 

makes himself an enemy of God.”  

 

 Babylon is not merely a commercial center; it is also a cultural hotbed with a 

glamorous lifestyle facilitated by abundant wealth.  The rest of the world envies this 

hedonistic indulgence, and thus many become “drunk with the wine of 

immorality.” 

Thought Question:  Why do you suppose there is such a strong correlation between 

wealth and hedonism?     

All unbelievers have hedonistic tendencies, it’s just that the wealthy can afford 

their habits. They have the time and the money to indulge their various lusts and 

pleasures.  

• The Vision (vs. 3):  The angel now transports the apostle in the spirit (implying his 

prophetic trance) to the desert.  This may refer to the desert outside of Babylon of 

the Euphrates, where John can watch the destruction of Babylon from a different 

vantage point (i.e. Jonah perched himself outside the city to wait for the destruction 

of Nineveh).   

 From this perspective John sees the woman riding a scarlet beast with seven 

heads, ten horns, and blasphemous names. These descriptions match this beast with 

the one emerging out of the sea in Revelation 13:1, with the additional description 

of his crimson color (symbolizing nobility).  The beast is the Antichrist and his 

                                                 
47

 H. Mounce, The Book of Revelation (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1977), p. 307 (bold italics 

added). 
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worldwide political and religious empire.  The fact that the woman is riding the 

beast shows that she is using the emerging empire of the Antichrist to ascend to 

wealth and prominence.  All of this will come to an abrupt end when the beast turns 

against the harlot.   

Thought Question:  Why do you suppose the Antichrist allows Babylon’s commercial 

system to grow and prosper?  How might that profit him? 

In some way it serves his purposes.  By having access to large amounts of money 

he has a way of rewarding those who have been especially faithful to him. He is 

also able to present Babylon to the battered world as a promise things to come if 

they stay the course.  

• Details of the Woman (vs. 4-6a) 
 

� Her Attire (vs. 4): Dressed in scarlet and purple, and wearing expensive jewelry, 

the prostitute prominently displays her wealth.  In the hard times of the 

Tribulation, she makes known to all that she has done quite well.  

 

Thought Question:  How will the woman’s wealth strengthen her grip on the 

world? 

 

Everyone will come to Babylon to have their needs met.   

 

 In her hand is a golden cup which, like her, is beautiful on the outside, but 

on the inside is full of abominations and unclean things.  Indeed, Babylon will 

be a radiant, beautiful city, but full of debauchery and indulgence.  People from 

all around will be drawn to her on account of her beautiful image, but once there 

they will be deceived into a decadent descent.  

 

Thought Question:  Can you think of any modern equivalents to Babylon, luring 

people with the promise of pleasure, only to destroy them? 

 

There are many answers to this question, but Amsterdam and Las Vegas 

come to mind.  Las Vegas lures you with the prospect of pleasure and 

plunder.  Yet, the unsuspecting get lost in sea of flesh and drunkenness as 

the slot machines drain their wallets.  

 

� The Name (vs. 5):  Inscribed upon the Harlot’s forehead is a twofold name 

disclosing her identity, which was once a mystery: 

 

BABYLON THE GREAT:  Babylon is the ancient city in which people sought 

to extol the virtues of man.  God quashed their efforts when He destroyed the 

tower of Babel.  Regardless, Babylon remained a great and powerful metropolis, 

home to multiple empires.  Though great in man’s sight, Babylon has often been 

an enemy of God and His people.  In the future, Babylon will be associated with 
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the worldwide political and commercial system established by the Antichrist.  In 

this case, Babylon most likely refers to the central city of the empire, with its 

leaders and citizens who exert influence all over the planet. The name, Babylon, 

reveals their sinister makeup as they take the name of the traditional city which 

opposes the Lord.   

 

MOTHER OF HARLOTS AND THE ABOMINATIONS OF THE EARTH:  

No doubt, this points to the corrupting influence of this debauched city.  As the 

kings of the earth come to her, they take her culture home with them.   

 

Thought Question:  How is corrupt culture spread in our day?   

 

There are many answers to this question, but MTV, the porn industry, 

radical secular intellectuals, etc. come to my mind.  

 

� Her State (vs. 6a):  “Drunk with blood” vividly describes the harlot’s thirst for 

bloodshed.  She delights in the slaughter of the saints and witnesses of Jesus.   

 

Thought Question: What motivation would Babylon have to slaughter the saints? 

 

Calls to repent and return to the Lord have a tendency to dampen a wild 

party.  The greatest sin to a hedonist is the sin of judging their deeds and 

stopping their fun.   

 

ii. The Significance of the Symbolism (17:6b-14) 
 

 In response to John’s bewilderment at the crass display of immorality, the angelic 

guide asks, “Why do you wonder?”  John’s curiosity will be satisfied as the angel 

breaks down the imagery of the beast and the woman.  

 

• The Beast (vs. 8): In each use of this term in Revelation, Beast either refers to the 

evil empire or the ruler of the empire.  In verse 8, the angel describes the beast as 

“was, and is not, and is about to come out of the abyss.”  In order to decipher this 

phrase we must go back to chapter 13.   

 In Revelation 13:3 we read: “I saw one of his heads as if it had been slain, and 

his fatal wound was healed. And the whole earth was amazed and followed after 
the beast,” then again in Revelation 13:12, speaking of the false prophet, “He 

exercises all the authority of the first beast in his presence. And he makes the 

earth and those who dwell in it to worship the first beast, whose fatal wound was 
healed.”  

 Thus, when we look to the future “the beast who was” refers to his career 

before his assassination; “who is not” corresponds to his death, and “is about to 

come out of the abyss” refers to his resuscitation.  Now, the detail of the abyss 

gives us an added insight.  “Abyss” in Revelation 9:1,2, and 11 is the abode of 
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demons.  Thus, when the angel indicates that the beast will emerge out of the abyss, 

it insinuates demonic origin.  Many commentators speculate that the Antichrist, 

who was once a man, now becomes possessed by a demon or perhaps even Satan 

himself.  This may account for the seemingly greater power which the beast has 

after his resuscitation.  In response to his resurrection, unregenerate earth dwellers 

will marvel in admiration at the risen king.   

Thought Question: Why are the unregenerate particularly vulnerable to the deceptions 

of the Antichrist? 

The do not have the Holy Spirit who guides them into all truth and way from 

error. John 16:13 "But when He, the Spirit of truth, comes, He will guide you into 

all the truth. 

 

• The Seven Heads (vs. 9-11):  Summoning a mind full of wisdom, the angel 

discloses truths which call for a great deal of spiritual discernment.  The seven 

heads are the seven mountains on which the woman sits.  Some see these seven 

mountains as corresponding to the city of Rome, which sits on seven hills.  Yet the 

mention of seven kings in verse 10 indicates that the mountains are better 

interpreted as the realms of these monarchs.  As mentioned earlier in this study (pp. 

54-55), we understand the seven kings to mean five previous kingdoms (Greece, 

Medo-Persia, Babylon, Assyria, and Egypt), the current kingdom (Rome), and the 

future revitalized Rome.  The fact that they all emerge from the same beast, 

demonstrates the power behind each of these empires.  Further, the presence of the 

woman sitting on top of the kingdoms demonstrates that in some way the corrupting 

influence of wealth, power, and fame which accompanies Babylon was resident in 

each of those kingdoms.   

 

  Verse 11 adds the detail that “the beast which was and is not” is both one of the 

seven and the eighth king.  This hearkens back to verse 8, in which the Antichrist, 

possessed, takes on a new persona.   

 

• The Ten Horns (vs. 12-14) As mentioned above (pp. 54-55), the ten horns refer to 

ten kings who emerge with the beast and will eventually rule a kingdom.  These are 

not independent rulers as verse 13 makes it clear “they give their power and 

authority to the beast.”  In essence, they function as viceroys to the Antichrist, 

helping him to rule the worldwide empire. 

 

 In verse 14, John makes a parenthetical remark regarding their future fate: in the 

end they will meet their destruction as they attempt to defeat the Almighty and the 

saints who return with Him.  This battle will take place on the “Great Day of God” 

mentioned in 16:14.  The mention of the final conflict discloses the disposition of 

the kings’ hearts as bitterly opposed to God.     

 

iii. Judgment of the Great Harlot (17:15-18) 
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• The Identity of the Waters (vs. 15):  The angel further elaborates on the detail of 

“the waters.”  As water freely flowed in and out of the ancient city of Babylon, so 

does the city’s influence on peoples, multitudes, nations, and tongues.  Such 

comprehensive commercial and cultural control by one city is difficult to imagine, 

but it’s clear from this verse that the world looks to Babylon. 

 

• The Overthrow of Babylon (vs. 16-17):  Perhaps out of jealousy of her wealth and 

popularity, the ten kings and the beast will hate and destroy the city.  This is 

described in most graphic terms in verse 16:  

 

� make her desolate and  naked:  This implies plundering the great city, then 

humiliating all of its inhabitants.   

�  will eat her flesh:  This describes the spilling of blood as the armies attack the 

citizens of this prosperous metropolis.   

� will burn her up with fire:  All of the banks, businesses, factories, etc. will be 

consumed with fire as the armies of the Antichrist  ensure that this city will 

never prosper again. 

  

 The internal struggle of the Antichrist and his cohorts with the crown jewel of 

his worldwide empire portends that the end is at hand.  Jesus foretells of this in 

Mark 3:23-26: 

 
 
And He called them to Himself and began speaking to them in parables, 

“How can Satan cast out Satan?  If a kingdom is divided against itself, that 

kingdom cannot stand.  If a house is divided against itself, that house will not 

be able to stand.  If Satan has risen up against himself and is divided, he 

cannot stand, but he is finished!”  
 

Thought Question: Why do you suppose Satan’s empire is so unstable? 

 

Satan’s followers are unregenerate and thereby incapable of sacrificial and selfless 

love.  They follow Him solely because they believe that its in their best interests to 

do so.  When some news comes to the contrary, this fragile alliance falls apart.  

Matthew 12:25 And knowing their thoughts He said to them, "Any kingdom divided 

against itself is laid waste; and any city or house divided against itself shall not stand. 
 

  In verse 17 we witness the invisible force behind this destruction.  God moved 

within the hearts of the kings to bestow their kingdoms upon the beast, allowing the 

Antichrist to consolidate his power and overrun the influential city of Babylon.  

This is not the first time that God turns His enemies against each other (cf. Judg. 

7:22; 2 Chron. 20:23).  He often accomplishes His will through the evil practices 

of others (Gen. 50: 20). 

 

• The Identification of the Woman (vs. 18): As already stated, the angel clearly 

links the woman with the great city of Babylon. 


