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FGBC: Just Judgment: Waking up in Babylon 
Revelation 17:1-18:24 

March 15, 2020 
Dan Hoffman 

 
This week humanity woke up in a free fall.  The world is quite literally shut down in a 
way that hasn’t happened before.  Stock markets are plunging.  Everything people have 
trusted in and lived for is falling.  The NBA and NHL which brought in millions of dollars 
a game have been shut down.  You can’t find any toilet paper or hand sanitizer in Prince 
George or anywhere else.  And none of this was on the radar a week ago.  One hour 
people are ridiculing the leaders of other countries for closing their borders, and the next 
hour our own boarders are closing.  It is amazing how quickly things change? 
 
Isn’t it shocking how huge companies look weak in a moment when nobody is booking 
cruises?  Isn’t it amazing how quickly the whole economy of the world can grind to a 
halt?  Isn’t it obvious how even the wisest leaders know nothing about the future?  And 
isn’t surprisingly easy to imagine the world, once strong and proud, crashing down and 
falling at Jesus’ feet as He returns?  Couldn’t He take this all down in a second? 
… 
If you are new with us this week we are in the middle of what is turning out to be an 
incredibly relevant series through the revelation Jesus gave John on the island of 
Patmos.  Revelation a book full of the richest imagery in the literary world.  Lions and 
Lambs, dragons and beasts, and today, brides and whores.  It’s a book of mystery.  But 
it’s also a book with an incredibly encouraging message that isn’t hard to unpack.   
 
In the world of uncertainty we live in today Jesus’ message to the church through 
Revelation is that the Lion who is the Lamb is in total control.  This is His world.  He is 
on the throne.  He saw all this coming.  And He is coming back. 
 
And so the most helpful questions surrounding the book of Revelation are not questions 
like: “When is this going to happen?” – the answer is now and soon.  Or “Are the 
disasters we are experiencing judgments which serve a purpose?” – the answer is yes.  
And God hopes they will cause us to stop trusting ourselves and start following Jesus. 
 
These kinds of questions are good, but the most helpful question we can ask ourselves 
as we read Revelation is “How am I going to respond as I find myself waking up in this 
kind of a world – a world very much like Babylon?”  And I don’t know the answer of this 
question for you.  You need to answer it yourself. 
… 
Today we are in Revelation 17 and 18, so go ahead and open your Bible.  It really is 
best if you are able to see this in the text yourself.  Today’s chapters have titles in my 
Bible like “Babylon, the Prostitute on the Beast” and “The finality of Babylon’s doom.”    
So it’s not an overstatement to call this a dark text.   
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But the reason it’s dark is actually good news.  Babylon, as we will see, has set herself 
up to oppose Christ.  And in these chapters she unravels.  And this is always what 
happens when people, nations and powers set themselves up against Christ.  And 
that’s because He built this place and He owns it. 
 
You see, the war in heaven has already been won.  There is no contest for the throne.  
And so every Babylon, regardless of what name she goes by, is always falling. 
 
That’s the good news of this passage.  But it is understandably hard to celebrate good 
news like this when you’re a resident of Babylon.  It’s easy to be swept up in both the 
chaos of life lived in opposition to Christ and the fear that goes along with the free fall. 
 
But this text addresses that reality.  It gives us a path to walk in a world like this.  And 
the path is a call to discipleship – to faithfully following Jesus in spite of waking up and 
finding ourselves residents of the city. 
 
Actually all of Revelation presents this call.  If you can remember back to the beginning 
of this series you will recall it started with letters written to the seven churches of Asia 
who were all in dominant cities.  And each of these letters speaks of the tension Jesus 
followers encounter as they live between the two great cities – between Babylon the 
Harlot and the city of God, the Bride of Christ.  If you are a Jesus follower this is the 
tension you face. 
 
And so, the question from the very beginning, which very much continues today is, what 
city are you oriented towards.  Are you living towards the “Great City” or are you living 
towards the “Holy City?”  Are you oriented towards the whore or towards the bride? 
… 
If you are able would you stand with me as we read this section of text.  It’s the largest 
section we are going to cover in this series.  We are going to start at the beginning of 
chapter 17 and go through to the end of 18.  And as we read pay attention to the 
judgement that is being spoken against Babylon, but also watch the call to holiness 
Jesus followers receive as we live in the city.  Hear now the word of the Lord: 
 
[Read Revelation 17:1-18:24] 
 
Last week we noted that throughout Revelation the descriptions we are come across 
are descriptions of symbols, not descriptions of reality themselves – they are like 
political cartoons which aren’t meant to look real – political cartoons don’t – but they 
give a message about reality. 
 
And so as chapter 17 opens John sees a woman.  And this is the second woman that’s 
been described in this drama.  The first of course is the radiant woman we met in 
chapter 12 who is standing on the moon, wearing the sun and a crown of stars.  And 
she gives birth to a son.  The Son, who is to rule all the nations of the world.  She’s the 
people of God, and the Son is Jesus. 
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And now we see a second woman that the angel calls – verse 1 – “the great prostitute.”  
And with her we get a collage of images.  She’s in the wilderness sitting on an ugly 
scarlet beast with seven heads and ten horns and covered in blasphemous names. 
 
And she’s beautiful and royal.  She’s adorned in purple and red and wearing gold and 
precious stones.  She looks like a queen, but instead of a royal sceptre in her hand 
she’s got a golden cup full of abominations.  And the kings of the earth have all 
committed adultery with her and intoxicated themselves with the wine of her adulteries.   
 
And in verse 5 John says she’s got a name written on her forehead.  A mystery: 
“Babylon the Great, the Mother of Prostitutes, and of the Abominations of the Earth.”  
This phrase is central to interpreting this scene.  And the first part we need to get our 
heads around is that she is called “Babylon the Great.” 
 
Now Babylon is obviously the name of a city.  But here it’s unlikely John is referring to a 
particular city because there was no first century city named Babylon, nor has there 
been a major city with this name since.  Instead John is using a code word and keying 
into a very long tradition. 
… 
So in Genesis 11 we get the story of the tower of Babel – remember that story?  It’s all 
about humanity leaving God out of the picture and seeking to unify itself around a tower 
that is supposed to reach up to heaven.  And they say “Let’s make a name for 
ourselves.”  This is contemporary humanism thousands of years ago.  They are saying 
“We don’t need God.  Let’s build a new society where we get to be our own gods.  
Humanity is going to climb up to heaven ourselves.  Does that sound contemporary? 
… 
Of course the story goes bad.  Instead of getting up to heaven God comes down – that 
sounds familiar too doesn’t it?  And then amazingly, God extends grace by thwarting 
their efforts – He confuses their language making it impossible for them to continue their 
godless pursuit.  Babel literally means “confused speech.”  And in an hour Babel falls.   
 
But the story continues.  In the late 18th century BC – 1800 years before Jesus – King 
Hammurabi conquers most of southern and central Mesopotamia – that’s Palestine, 
Israel, Iraq, Iran and Turkey – and he sets up an empire known as Babylonia with a 
capital of Babylon.  He also wrote the Code of Hammurabi which greatly influenced 
morality in Mesopotamia some 300 years before Israel left Egypt.  It’s likely that Moses 
had some understanding of this code. 
 
But after Hammurabi’s death Babylon fell and Babylonia reverted back to a small 
kingdom until a new line of kings established a new Babylonian Empire which lasted 
from 626BC to the mid 500’s.  During this time Babylon thrived, particularly under the 
reign of King Nebuchadnezzar – another name you know – and is when God used 
Babylon to punish Israel.  But Babylon fell again when the Persians arrived.1 
 

 
1 https://www.history.com/topics/ancient-middle-east/babylonia (Accessed March 13, 2020) 

https://www.history.com/topics/ancient-middle-east/babylonia
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Then for 2500 years Babylon was just ruins in the desert until Saddam Hussein 
excavated them and opened Nebuchadnezzar’s temples as a tourist attraction.  This fell 
when the Americans attacked in 1990 and set up a military base on the site which I 
believe remains to this day.  
 
So here’s the crazy thing, Babylon has been falling forever.  And it has been thrown 
down with such violence that no musicians or trade workers, no sound of a millstone or 
voice of a bridegroom will ever be found there again.  But John already knew this in 
100AD – Babylon was already gone.  And so he is likely not talking about a real city 
named Babylon.  Instead he’s talking about every city that has the spirit of Babylon in it.  
And in his day that was obviously Rome.   
 
So first century Rome was a godless city built on a foundation of humanism.  In John’s 
day Nero had come and gone and now Domitian was claiming to be god and attacking 
the church.  And so in verse 9 John says “This calls for wisdom.  And then he says “the 
seven heads (of the beast) are seven hills on which the woman sits.”  And this is him 
alluding to Rome. Rome was built on 7 hills.2   
 
But it isn’t just Rome John is talking about either.  And we know this because in verse 5 
the second way John describes this woman is by calling her “the Mother of Prostitutes.” 
… 
Now today we occasionally say things like “That is the mother of all storms.”  Or “That 
was the mother of all taco salads.”  And what we mean when we say this is that 
whatever we are talking about is the biggest one of those we’ve ever seen.  But that’s 
modern English not first century Greek. 
 
In first century Greek if you said someone was the mother of prostitutes what you meant 
was that this lady was the mother of a bunch of prostitutes.  In other words this lady 
gives birth to every godless society.  Yes, Rome was one of these, but there were more 
to come.  And this is why it’s possible to wake up and find yourself in Babylon today.  
 
So let me ask you, has this ever happened to you?  Have you ever been going along 
living life as usual and then woken up in Babylon?  In a moment have you realized that 
the culture around you is incredibly anti-Christ?  Have you noticed that Canada prizes 
immorality and almost celebrates when a new Christian leader is found to have abused 
someone or misused their position?  The world loves to see Christians fall. 
 
Have you noticed that in Canada our identity is defined by what we produce, and our 
security is in our RRSP’s?  Have you seen that those who claim to have personal 
convictions that line up with the Bible are seen as foolish and backward?  Have you 
ever noticed that God is intentionally left out of the conversation?  If you have then 
you’ve woken up and found yourself in Babylon.  If you haven’t then you haven’t woken 
up yet. 
 

 
2 Darrell Johnson, pg 300 
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Now Canada isn’t unique in any of this.  Every society and power that has sought to 
push God out of the picture has become a daughter of Babylon.  And countless 
Babylons have fallen over the years and they will continue to fall. 
 
But it’s interesting how these falls happen.  Notice in 17 verse 16 John talks about how 
the beast will hate the prostitute.  She’s riding on it.  She’s gotten her power from it.  But 
it hates her and will bring her to ruin and leave her naked.  Why?  Isn’t the beast an ally 
with the great prostitute?  No, Satan has no allies.  He hates everyone and only uses 
those he partners with.  He wants your destruction. 
 
But there is good news even in this.  Verse 17 says “God has put it into their hearts to 
accomplish this purpose.”  Satan is a tool that Jesus uses to bring judgment on those 
who live their lives in opposition to God. 
 
And so we get a powerful picture here.  Evil always turns on itself and implodes.  So last 
week we talked about how the laws of nature like gravity and the laws of morality like 
don’t murder are God’s laws that are designed to lead us towards our own good and His 
glory.  And when we refuse to live in line with God’s laws, we hurt ourselves.   
 
And that’s because God built this place.  He’s wrote the rules.  So fish swim, birds fly, 
and humans worship someone or something – that’s how He made us.  But when we 
worship someone other than God we heap destruction on ourselves.  Babylon always 
falls.  So friends, resist the temptation to put your trust anywhere but in God. 
… 
Again so much more could be said here, but I want to point out a parallel in the text that 
could be missed, but is incredibly important.  Babylon the prostitute, the great city in this 
text, is set up to contrast Jesus’ bride, the new Jerusalem, in the next chapters. 
 
Let me point out just a few parallel passages, and then unpack why this is important: 
 
So first 17:1 reads:  

One of the seven angels who had the seven bowls came and said to me, ‘Come I 
will show you the punishment of the great prostitute.’ (Revelation 17:1) 

 
And then 21:9 reads:  

One of the seven angels who had the seven bowls came and said to me, ‘Come, 
I will show you the bride, the wife of the Lamb.’ (Revelation 21:9) 

… 
In 17:3 we read:  

Then the angel carried me away in the Spirit into a wilderness. (Revelation 17:3) 
 
In 21:10 we read:  

And he [the angel] carried me away in the Spirit to a mountain great and high. 
(Revelation 21:10) 
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And the parallels continue until at the end of the vision of Babylon’s judgment John goes 
to fall at the angel’s feet in worship and gets told “Don’t do this.”  And then at the end 
when the new Jerusalem descends out of heaven John again falls at the angel’s feet in 
worship and gets told “Don’t do this.” 
 
And this structure tells us that Babylon, whatever form she takes, is the opposite of the 
heavenly Jerusalem, the city of God and the bride of Christ.  Here’s the point – Babylon 
is a counterfeit of the city of God.  The prostitute tires to be the bride, just like the 
dragon and his beasts try to mimic the trinity.  But because she rejects the Lamb, she 
fails.  Friends, every nation and people and person who seeks to build a life without God 
comes to ruin.  There is no salvation, no abundant life, outside of Christ.3 
… 
But sometimes it doesn’t look like this.  Sometimes it looks like Babel and Babylon and 
Rome and Canada and your neighbour are doing just fine.  The tower is going up, 
culture opposed to God is flourishing.  But history tells us this will not last.  And on days 
like today, when all hell is breaking loose, we get a glimpse of that judgment. 
 
And this means when you wake up and find yourself in Babylon you need to choose 
which city you are going to orient yourself towards.   
 
Friends, demonically inspired humanity is going to seek to tear down Jesus and His 
church.  But 17 verse 14 confirms that the Lamb is going to triumph simply because He 
is the Lord of lords and King of kings.  And if we live faithfully we will be with Him.  So 
how do we do this? 
… 
Well, in 18 verse 4 another voice tells John “Come out of Babylon, my people, so that 
you will not share in her sins.”  The call is to come out and be separate.  But how do we 
do that?  Where are we supposed to go?  Babylon is everywhere! 
… 
It turns out this call resounds throughout the rest of the New Testament.  It is the call to 
be in the city, but not of it.  Now this is hard.  It’s hard to look like Jesus when you wake 
up in Babylon, but that’s why He gave us Revelation.  He wants us to wake us up to the 
reality of the world we find ourselves in so we can be free from Babylonian captivity.  He 
wants you to enter the abundant life He has for you that starts now and lasts forever.   
… 
Now today’s text talks about a final judgment on Babylon at which point there will be no 
room for repentance.  That day is coming, but we aren’t there today.   
 
And so I want to leave us with Jesus’ words that He prayed over His church just before 
He went to the cross.  He says to His Father and ours: 
 
 
 
 

 
3 This section adapted directly from Johnson, pg 298 
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I have given them Your word. And the world hates them because they 
do not belong to the world, just as I do not belong to the world. I’m 

not asking You to take them out of the world, but to keep them safe 
from the evil one. They do not belong to this world any more than I 

do. Make them holy by Your truth… Just as you sent Me into the world, 
I am sending them into the world. And I give Myself as a holy sacrifice 

for them so they can be made holy by Your truth. (John 17:14-19) 
 
Jesus says two things here.  First, His will for us, as we wake up in Babylon, is that we 
would be holy.  That is God’s will for you – be holy.  Purge yourself from every area of 
your life that does not center around Him.  This is what He asks the Father for.  Make 
them holy for Your glory and their good. 
 
But second, notice how Jesus ends.  He says Father, I’m not asking You to take them 
out of the world.  You sent Me into the world, and I’m sending them into the world.   
 
So yes, we are to be in the world, but not of it.  We are called to holiness in Babylon.  
But that’s not where we end.  We aren’t supposed to hunker down and hide.  We aren’t 
supposed to hoard toilet paper and hand sanitizer as we wait for Jesus’ return.  Jesus 
wants us to join His mission. 
 
Jesus came to serve humanity.  He died to that end – saving us from sin.  Delivering us 
from slavery to Babylon – you don’t have to be a slave to sin.  Jesus has freedom for 
you.  And His goal for us is that we would join Him in this endeavor.  Until the end He 
has sent us into Babylon to shine His light. 
… 
Just one quick word on the practical side of this.  Historically Christians have been the 
first to rush in to help and the last to leave when calamity occurs.  This is because our 
hope is not in this world but in the one to come.  And so Christians have given their lives 
reflecting Christ to those around them. 
 
And this is the call today.  The world around us is cowering in fear – your neighbours 
and family members are afraid – and we have the vaccine: hope in Christ. 
 
So be wise, wash your hands, practice social distancing, stop picking your nose, but 
resist the temptation to cower and hide.  Instead let’s look for opportunities to bless our 
city in the middle of this.  It’s possible that in the next weeks and months things may get 
worse.  Let’s remember we’ve got the antidote everyone is seeking – hope for abundant 
life that starts now and lasts forever. 


