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JOHN'S REVELATION 
"The things that must soon take place"1 
 
 
John's Revelation, addressed to "the seven churches that are in Asia" (Revelation 1:4), records a 
vision John received from Jesus describing "things that must soon take place" (Revelation 1:1). 
While chapters two and three of the book address specific situations within the seven churches, 
the rest of the book pictures the larger spiritual conflict creating the challenges confronting 
those churches. Even though directed to churches facing difficulties within their culture, the 
book offers a glimpse into the more significant, underlying efforts of evil to disrupt God's people 
in the world. That perspective also includes God's assurances that He will not allow such evil to 
go unaddressed and affords readers a preview of His judgment against that evil and the blessings 
He promises to His people. 
  
 

Judgment of the great prostitute – Revelation 17 
Revelation chapters four and five record John's vision of God's heavenly throne room, where he 
sees God holding a scroll in His hand sealed with seven seals. Chapter six begins a ten-chapter-
long sequence of events initiated when Jesus opens the seals on the scroll. The series includes 
three sets of sevens – seven seals, seven trumpets, and seven bowls – that announce God's 
escalating judgment against the world's evil.  
 
Between the seven trumpets and the seven bowls, John received a vision of a dragon, a sea 
beast, and a land beast who formed an evil trinity to wage war against God's people (Revelation 
12-13). Relying on images drawn from Daniel's visions, John linked the evil trinity to world 
powers (Revelation 13:1-2; 18; Daniel 7:1-18). Revelation chapter seventeen contains a vision 
shown to John that identifies Rome as the world power through whom the evil trinity exercises 
its destructive influence. 
 
 

"Babylon the great, mother of prostitutes"2 
Revelation 17 – After witnessing seven angels pouring out "the seven bowls of the wrath of God" 
on the world (Revelation 16), one of those angels approached John and told him that he would 
show him "the judgment of the great prostitute" (Revelation 17:1). Even though the vision 
embedded its message in images, the meaning of the messages would have been immediately 
apparent to readers in John's world – John's vision condemned Rome for its corruption and 
announced its coming destruction. 

 
1 Revelation 1:1. All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent Text 
Edition, Crossway, 2016) unless otherwise noted. 
2 Revelation 17:5 
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• In contrast to the presentation of Jesus in chapter one that stresses his sovereign power 
(Revelation 1:13-16), the picture of the great harlot emphasizes her corrupt power 
(Revelation 17:1-6). 

o Dressed in symbols of royal power, the woman ruled "peoples and multitudes and 
nations and languages" (Revelation 17:1, 4, 1, 15, 18). 

o She exercised her rule by seducing and intoxicating the world with her 
immoralities (Revelation 17:2-4). 

o She derived her power from her relationship with the dragon and the sea beast 
(Revelation 17:3; 12:3, 9; 13:1-10). 

o The woman bore the name "Babylon the great, mother of prostitutes and of 
earth's abominations" on her forehead (Revelation 17:5), a description of her 
corrosive power that draws on Daniel's presentation of Babylon's arrogant pride 
and immoral greed that motivated its hostility toward God (cf. Daniel 4:1-5:31). 

o She was drunk with "the blood of the saints, the blood of the martyrs of Jesus" 
(Revelation 17:6), indicating her role in the persecution of the church (cf. 
Revelation 6:9-10). 

 

 
 

• After presenting John with the terrifying vision of the great prostitute, the angel 
explained "the mystery of the woman" (Revelation 17:7-18). 

o The angel began his explanation to John by clearly identifying the sea beast upon 
which the woman sat, a creature he had already connected to the Roman 
emperors (Revelation 17:8-17; 13:1-18). 

▪ As he did when giving the number of the beast (Revelation 13:18), John 
cautions his readers by telling them to be especially wise in their 
interpretation (Revelation 17:9).  

▪ The seven heads of the beast represent the seven hills upon which Rome 
had been built, as well as seven kings who ruled over Rome (Revelation 
17:9-10). 

Illustration excepted from The Bible Project’s Revelation poster (www.bibleproject.com/downloads/posters) 
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▪ The beast represented an eighth king, one of the seven whose specific 
identity John wanted his readers to understand (Revelation 13:18; 17:11). 

▪ To unlock the emperor's identity, we need to consider Daniel chapter 
seven's contribution to this discussion. 

• In dealing with the same persecution John addressed in Revelation, 
Daniel saw ten emperors and an eleventh (Daniel 7:7-8, 20-24). 

• On the other hand, John saw seven emperors and an eighth 
(Revelation 17:10-11). 

• But Daniel, looking forward in time, saw that three of the kings 
were removed, which would leave seven and an eighth. John 
looked at the same picture but from a different time perspective; 
he looked backward at the emperors. 

• A brief understanding of Roman political events will help us 
understand why Daniel saw eleven and John saw eight. 

o Facing increased opposition and open revolt, disgraced 
emperor Nero committed suicide in AD 68. 

o Nero's death resulted in a violent struggle for control of the 
throne. Within a year, three different individuals claimed 
the throne - Galba, Otho, and Vitellius - through either the 
murder or suicide of their predecessor.     

o Eventually, large portions of the Roman armies called for 
Vespasian, the Roman general sent to Judea to stop the 
Jewish uprising in AD 67, to take the throne in AD 69. 

o To secure the throne, the Roman armies appointed 
Vespasian's son Domitian as emperor until Vespasian could 
return to Rome.  

o Vespasian left Domitian's older brother Titus in command 
of the forces sieging Jerusalem and returned to Rome. 

o Domitian relinquished his power upon his father's return 
and waited until after the death of his brother Titus to 
assume the throne.  

• Because of the quick way the throne traded hands after Nero's 
death and because the armies aligned themselves with Vespasian, 
Revelation discounted the three emperors (Galba, Otho, and 
Vitellius) that were removed and looks at the five (Augustus—
Nero), the one who was emperor at the writing of Revelation 
(Vespasian), the one who would come but only reign for a short 
time (Titus), and then the eighth (Domitian) who was like one of 
the seven (Revelation 17:11). 

▪ John also called the eighth emperor (Domitian) "one of the seven" 
(Revelation 17:11). 

• Like Nero, Domitian's later years as emperor witnessed cruelty, 
arrogance, and insecurity that, also like Nero, led to revolt. Roman 
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historian Suetonius recorded Domitian's arrogance (Lives of the 
Twelve Caesars, 354-355, cf. Daniel 7:8, 20), noting that Domitian 
declared himself to be a god and demanded the people refer to 
him as "our master and our god (Lives of the Twelve Caesars, 354-
355, cf. Daniel 7:25).  

• Additionally, Nero was the first emperor to persecute Christians, a 
practice Domitian revisited and made an official Roman practice. 
Because of his persecution of Christians, Second-Century Christian 
writer Tertullian, in chapter five of his famous "Apology," called 
Domitian the "limb of the bloody Nero." 

▪ The perceived connection between Domitian and Nero led to the popular 
Nero Redivivus myth, which claimed that he was Nero brought back to life 
(cf. Revelation 13:3). 

o Even though John's vision painted a disturbing picture of the Roman emperor 
who the devil empowered to "war against the Lamb," the angel explaining the 
vision to John told him, "the Lamb will overcome them" by turning Rome's allies 
against her (Revelation 17:14-17). 

• Even though John wrote that his message addressed events in his near future (Revelation 
1:1, 3; 22:6, 10) and even though he signaled that it focused on Rome and its rulers 
(Revelation 12-13; 17), debate nevertheless exists about the identity of the rulers John 
envisioned. Because we live far beyond the timeframe of John's message, we should not 
allow debates about the rulers' identities to distract us from his vision’s larger message: 
 

Rome illustrates a pattern of human kingdoms used by the devil to further his 
evil agenda. 

 
Jesus will defeat the devil's evil plans. 

 
Until he returns, Jesus calls his people to respond to evil by following his victory-

through-defeat example.  
 

Illustration excepted from The Bible Project’s Revelation poster (www.bibleproject.com/downloads/posters) 
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Next week 
Revelation 18:1-19:5 – the fall of Babylon 
 
 

Notes 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
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______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
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______________________________________________________________________________
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Applications 
Why do you think Jesus embedded the message he gave to John in such challenging imagery, 
especially considering that he expected people to properly interpret its meaning (cf. Revelation 
17:9)? 
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Even though John’s message focused on Rome (cf. Revelation 17:9), it represents a pattern of 
kingdoms being used by the devil to accomplish his evil purposes. In what ways do you see that 
pattern repeating in our world? What insights does Revelation offer that you think help guide 
our response to those evils in our world?  
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 


