
Noon Bible Study: Revelation 17 (Part 1)
This one is a doozy. Like we did with Revelation 16, we’re going to read through the chapter and try and get a general overview 
of what is being communicated first, and then spend some additional time to parse through the symbols and the deeper meaning. 
But we want to get some clarity on what John now sees.  This vision is strange, so we will not rush through.

Part of the final/seventh bowl of wrath from the last chapter was poured out upon “Babylon”. (16:17-21).  Chapter 17 opens with 
a connection to the last chapter because it is going to focus on “Babylon”.  The next few chapters are going to focus on the 
judgment up on and the “fall” of Babylon.  We will see this same theme from a few different perspectives.  The ESV Study Bible 
breaks it down like this: “A series of voices comment on her fall—from the perspective of heaven (18:1–8), through earthly 
laments (18:9–19), and again from heaven’s viewpoint (18:20–19:10).”

As we will discover, the woman described in this chapter is representative of Babylon.  We already have learned that Babylon was 
representative of the evil human system of authority upon the earth.  In a sense, this chapter will describe who she really is.  
She will be described as a drunk prostitute/harlot, making others get drunk with her. She is provocatively and expensively 
dressed. She is not just drunk with alcohol, she is drunk off the blood of God’s people.  This is all epitome of sin and wickedness. 

Revelation 17:1-7 - Seeing The Judgment Of The Great Harlot

What does John see?

v. 1-2 - John is being shown the “judgment of the great harlot” with whom the kings of the earth committed acts of immorality 
and those who joined in her immorality. On the heels of the wrath of God described, we are seeing an additional picture of the 
judgment of God upon the earth.

v. 3 - the angel took me into the wilderness.  There are few commentary thoughts on what this might mean but for our purposes 
first, it speaks that John is being transported in the spirit to a new place/scene where he is getting this vision.

Revelation 17:8-14 - The Beast: Horns & Heads

What does John see?

The main meaning of the heads and horns relate to kingdoms and kings.  We see that their purpose is for their own power and a 
culmination in united against the lamb.  We foreshadowed this in Revelation 16 and our discussion of the “kings of the whole 
world” coming to Har Meggido (16:13-14) to fight against God and His forces. John tells us emphatically how things turn out: the 
Lamb wins.

Revelation 17:15-18 - The Alliance Breaks

What does John see?
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When things don’t work out and their power is no match for the lamb, they turn on themselves and the woman is destroyed.  There 
are Old Testament allusions to the way she is destroyed, one being the way the evil queen Jezebel died (2 Kings 9:30-37).

Babylon-Beast Breakdown:

The Woman:

1 - A woman sitting on a “scarlet beast”, full of blasphemous names

2 - The woman is wearing purple and scarlet.  She’s wearing gold, precious stones and pearls.

3 - She’s holding a gold cup full of “abominations and unclean things”

4 - On her forehead is written a mysterious name: “Babylon The Great, The Mother Of Harlots And The Abominations Of The 

Earth”

5 - She’s drunk on the “blood of the saints”

6 - She is also referred to as sitting on “many waters” (17:1) which we learn is a symbol for “peoples, multitudes and nations 

and tongues” (17:15) which she is ruling over/influencing.

7 - The woman is identified as “the great city which reigns over the kings of the earth” (17:18).  In John’s day, this would 

likely mean Rome which was his generation’s version of the Babylon system of humans trying to rule without God.

The Beast The Woman Is Riding:

1 - The scarlet beast the woman is riding has seven heads and ten horns

2 - The Heads represent seven mountains ruled by seven kings

3 - The ten horns represent 10 kings who are not yet kings but will receive authority from the beast for a short time.

4 - Both the heads and horns represent kings/rulers who will be working for the beast - either in the past already, or the 

future.  They will be using their authority to accomplish the beast's desires - specifically to wage war against the lamb.

The text tells us that the harlot/beast alliance will be defeated by the Lamb:

Revelation 17:14 - "These will wage war against the Lamb, and the Lamb will overcome them, because He is Lord 
of lords and King of kings, and those who are with Him are the called and chosen and faithful."

Likely, as a result of this defeat, the alliance breaks apart and the the beast kings (heads and horns) will “hate the harlot and 
make her desolate and naked…and will eat her flesh and burn her with fire (17:16).”  This will ultimately be God’s doing 
(17:17). 
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As we said at the start, there’s a lot to sort out in Revelation 17.  So, before we attempt to understand what it means that the 
beast “was” and “is not” and what to make of the “eighth king who is one of the seven” (17:11), let's pause and reflect on what 
we have just read and what are some initial takeaways.

1 - The reign of the woman is not forever.

This is a scary section.  We have the curtain pulled back which is covering the true influencer of the nations.  It’s a harlot 
riding a ferocious beast!  Babylon lives!  The nations are seduced and drunk by her ways.  But, though the reign of “Babylon” has 
been pervasive and long, it will end at last.  The Lamb defeats her “because he is the Lord of lords and King of kings.” (17:14).

The fall of the babylon/beast system is sure because God has said it will be so.  He will even use the evil figures against 
themselves to bring about his will and make way for His eternal reign of righteousness upon the earth.  This is a good word to 
hold on to as evil rises.  We’ve reached a climax point of evil’s power in Revelation and even though the devil growls and howls 
before he is destroyed - we are told the truth of his demise throughout these pages.

2 - The world’s/devil’s way is a counterfeit. 

Think how many times in this chapter we read things that are related to true things of God and His Kingdom.  Do you see the false 
equivalency she is attempting?

The woman appears to be an influential authority over all the nations. She has a name written on her forehead.  She’s wearing 
purple, a color typically associated with royalty.  She sits over people and multitudes and nations and tongues.

In reality, this is a counterfeit.  We see symbols of wealth, pleasure, lust, violence, power and sensuality. These are qualities 
which the kingdoms of this world have prioritized over the virtues and qualities of God - humility, holiness, contentment and 
thanksgiving, service and love. The entire description of “Babylon” is in stark contrast to the imagery of the church in 
Revelation as the “bride”.

Be careful.  The devil wants to parade himself as a viable option but he’s a fraud.  Counterfeits work best when they appear to 
closely resemble the genuine.  But the way counterfeits are found out is to have an intimate knowledge of the real thing.

James 1:16-17 (NLT) - So don't be deceived, my dear brothers and sisters.  17 Whatever is good and perfect comes down to 
us from God our Father, who created all the lights in the heavens. He never changes or casts a shifting shadow.

3 - Evil is scary.  Sin is ugly.

This is perhaps one of Scripture’s most detailed descriptions and personifications of the true reality of evil.  We just finished 
studying the wrath of God which is justly coming upon evil.  We spoke about how God had been clear to His creation on what is 
right/wrong and humans rejected His way in favor of their own way - and the resulting consequences of humanity’s choices.  And 
the very next chapter describes what evil really looks like.

It is a drunk harlot riding a multi-headed and multi-horned disgusting blood colored beast.  She’s holding a golden cup and she 
is sipping on blood, letting it roll around in her mouth like wine to taste every note and flavor.  She is disgusting.  Think about 
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what being in this vision must have looked like.  Think about the noises and sounds coming from a harlot’s throne and a wild 
beast.  Think about what it smells like.

This is evil. This is sin.  This is wickedness.  This is unrighteousness.  This is rebellion.  This is godlessness.  This is selfishness.  
This is pride and arrogance.  This is violence and hatred.  This is immorality and pervsion.   This is what evil really looks like, 
this is what sin really is.

We cannot be deceived or blind to evil being cute and cuddly or tame or neutral or enjoyable.  That is what the devil wants us 
to believe!  As if it not really that bad and as a result that we can dabble in evil things from time to time.  He is lying when he 
gets people to think that the evil influences in the world are simply harmless alternative views on life.  

This is what sin and evil really look like.  Is this what you want to mess around with?  Is this woman who you want to spend 
time with?  Is this beast the animal you want to play with?  Hear Paul’s exhortation:

Ephesians 5:6-20 (NLT) - Don't be fooled by those who try to excuse these sins, for the anger of God will fall on all who 
disobey him.  7 Don't participate in the things these people do.

8 For once you were full of darkness, but now you have light from the Lord. So live as people of light! 9 For this light 
within you produces only what is good and right and true.  10 Carefully determine what pleases the Lord.

11 Take no part in the worthless deeds of evil and darkness; instead, expose them. 12 It is shameful even to talk about 
the things that ungodly people do in secret. 

13 But their evil intentions will be exposed when the light shines on them, 14 for the light makes everything visible. This 
is why it is said, "Awake, O sleeper, rise up from the dead, and Christ will give you light." 

15 So be careful how you live. Don't live like fools, but like those who are wise. 16 Make the most of every opportunity in 
these evil days. 17 Don't act thoughtlessly, but understand what the Lord wants you to do. 18 Don't be drunk with wine, 
because that will ruin your life. Instead, be filled with the Holy Spirit, 19 singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs 
among yourselves, and making music to the Lord in your hearts. 20 And give thanks for everything to God the Father in 
the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.

Run away from sin no matter how good the offer sounds.  Hate that which is evil, no matter how pretty it’s dressed up.
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