THE IDENTITY OF “BABYLON”
Allen Dvorak
Introduction:
I.

Importance of Babylon as it appears in the book of Revelation:
A. Although Babylon is not introduced by name until chapter 14, it is tied to other symbols in
the book.
1.

2.

B.

C.

Babylon is equated with the harlot.
a.

Babylon is identified as a great city (14:8; 16:19)

b.

In chapter 17 we learn that the great city and the harlot are one and the same (from
the message written on the forehead of the harlot – 17:5).

Babylon is tied to the beasts of chapters thirteen and seventeen.
a.

Chapter seventeen reveals a relationship between the harlot and the beast that
carries her.

b.

The sea beast of chapter thirteen and the beast upon which the woman sits in
chapter seventeen appear to be the same beast.

Judgment on Babylon is a major theme of the book.
1.

The judgment of the great harlot consumes a significant portion of the book. Her fall is
announced in 14:8 and detailed in 17:1-19:3.

2.

“The latter half of Revelation is without a doubt focused in on the destruction of The
Great City -- Babylon. In fact, when one realizes that the second half of Revelation is
really a repetition of the first half (from a different perspective), it can be said that the
whole of Revelation is about the destructive tribulation of Babylon.”1

As the preterist and historical background methods of interpretation suggest, Revelation:
1.

Was written primarily for the people who lived at the time of its authorship.

2.

Is set within a specific historical context with which the original readers would be
familiar.

3.

The identity of Babylon, the mother of harlots, is critical to understanding the actual
historical context of the book.

D. Although there have been a number of views concerning the identity of Babylon, we will
concentrate our attention upon the cities of Rome and Jerusalem as possibilities.
E.

Course of Study:
1.

Discuss the image which the symbolic name “Babylon” would have suggested to first
century Jewish readers of Revelation.

2.

Examine the specific characteristics of the great harlot Babylon.

3.

Note the larger historical context of the book of Revelation.

Body:
I.

The Symbolism of Old Testament Babylon
F.

It is generally accepted that the term “Babylon” in Revelation is used in a figurative sense.
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1.

Despite the use of symbols and figurative language, the ultimate purpose of apocalyptic
literature is to reveal a message.

2.

The writer must expect that his readers will understand the symbols used or his purpose
is defeated.

3.

It must be admitted that not every detail of the vivid word pictures painted in
Revelation has some spiritual significance.

G. “In Revelation, John borrows the name of the ancient Babylonians to describe a new enemy
of God and His people. Why the name Babylon? Because John knew that the use of this
word would trigger, in the minds of his audience, thoughts of a proud, ruthless, and
materialistic oppressor.”2
1.

Certainly Babylon was described by the Old Testament prophets as an arrogant,
idolatrous oppressor of God’s people.

2.

Note the following passages:
a.

The pride of Babylon and her king (Jeremiah 50:29, 31-32; Isaiah 14:13-14)

b.

Oppressor of God’s people (Isaiah 14:4, 6; Jeremiah 51:25, 34)

c.

Guilty of idolatry (Jeremiah 50:2, 38; 51:47; Isaiah 21:9)

d.

Wealthy from the plunder and spoil of other peoples (Habakkuk 2:5-6; Jeremiah
50:10-11, 37; 51:34)

H. Tyre and Nineveh were also referred to as “harlots” in the Old Testament.
1.

Nineveh was also a major oppressor of God’s people, responsible for the end of the
northern kingdom of Israel. Why is the great harlot not represented by the name
“Nineveh”?

2.

Balyeat perhaps answers that question by noting the similarity between the statements
in Jeremiah 51:35 and Matthew 27:24-25.3

3.
I.

a.

[Jer 51:35] “Let the violence done to me and my flesh be upon Babylon,” the
inhabitant of Zion will say; “And my blood be upon the inhabitants of Chaldea!”
Jerusalem will say.

b.

[Matthew 27:24-25] When Pilate saw that he could not prevail at all, but rather
that a tumult was rising, he took water and washed his hands before the multitude,
saying, “I am innocent of the blood of this just Person. You see to it.” And all the
people answered and said, “His blood be on us and on our children.”

Note also the similarity between Jeremiah 51:6, 45 and Revelation 18:4-7.4

Unfortunately, understanding the background of the symbol may help us to appreciate the
nature of the great harlot of Revelation, but it may not aid us substantially in making a
specific identification of the harlot.
1.

Both Rome and Jerusalem qualified as arrogant oppressors of God’s people at some
point in the history of the church.
a.

Prior to Nero’s persecution of Christians in Rome, the book of Acts confirms that
the source of persecution for the church was the Jewish nation. After the
destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70, Jewish persecution of the church continued in
the context of supporting Roman persecution.
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From the time of Nero’s persecution and onward, the church was periodically
persecuted by the Roman government until early in the fourth century.

Both cities were beautiful and important centers of commerce although Rome’s sphere
of influence in commerce was more extensive than that of Jerusalem.

Characteristics of the Great Harlot
J.

Babylon is described as “the great city.”
1.

2.

3.

Rev 11:8 “And their dead bodies will lie in the street of the great city which spiritually
is called Sodom and Egypt, where also our Lord was crucified.”
a.

Clearly Jerusalem is “where also our Lord was crucified.”

b.

Is there some sense in which we can understand this description to refer to Rome?
Or is this passage speaking of Jerusalem as one great city and the passages which
describe Babylon as a great city as another great city, probably Rome? Are there
two great cities being discussed in Revelation?

c.

Jerusalem was elsewhere described as a “great city” (Jeremiah 22:8).5

d.

Jerusalem was described spiritually in the Old Testament by both Sodom and
Egypt (Isaiah 1:10; Jeremiah 23:14).

e.

Note that in Revelation 21:10, heavenly Jerusalem is referred to as “the great city.”

Rev 16:19 “Now the great city was divided into three parts, and the cities of the nations
fell. And great Babylon was remembered before God, to give her the cup of the wine of
the fierceness of His wrath.”
a.

Josephus relates that during the besieging of the city by Titus, Jerusalem was
literally divided into three sections by the factions who were feuding among
themselves.6

b.

It may be that the division into three parts is a reference by John to Ezekiel’s
symbolic illustration (Ezekiel 5:1-12).7

Rev 17:18 “And the woman whom you saw is that great city which reigns over the
kings of the earth.”
a.

One naturally thinks of Rome as a great city which reigned over the kings of the
earth because of her position in the Roman empire and the breadth of that empire.

b.

Is there any sense in which Jerusalem reigned over the kings of the earth?
1)

Certain passages in Acts illustrate the authority of the religious hierarchy in
Jerusalem over Jews in other places (9:1-2; 18:15; 22:4-5; 26:10-11).8

2)

The Jews even exerted some influence over their Roman governors. It is
evident that Pontius Pilate wished to free Jesus, but was compelled by the
Jews to acquiesce to their bloodthirsty desire to put Jesus to death (Luke
23:13-16, 22-25; John 19:10-16; Mark 15:12-15; Matthew 27:24). See also
Acts 24:27.

3)

It seems to me that the power exerted by Jerusalem as illustrated above is still
too limited to meet the description of Revelation 17:18.

4)

Chilton argues that Jerusalem’s dominance was not political, but stemmed
from her special relationship to God in the Old Testament period.9
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It is suggested by some that the word translated “earth” (e.g., Revelation 1:7) can
also be translated “land” and sometimes refers specifically to the Promised Land,
Palestine.10
1)

In Acts 4, the church in Jerusalem quoted Psalm 2 and made application of the
phrase “kings of the earth” (Psalm 2:2; Acts 4:26) to Herod and Pontius
Pilate.11

2)

Note the similarities between Revelation 1:7 and Matthew 24:30. Matthew
24:30 also uses the phrase “tribes of the earth” with clear application to the
Jewish people and in the context of the prophesied destruction of Jerusalem.12

4.

Rev 18:10 “standing at a distance for fear of her torment, saying, “Alas, alas, that great
city Babylon, that mighty city! For in one hour your judgment has come.”

5.

Rev 18:16-21 “and saying, `Alas, alas, that great city that was clothed in fine linen,
purple, and scarlet, and adorned with gold and precious stones and pearls! For in one
hour such great riches came to nothing.` Every shipmaster, all who travel by ship,
sailors, and as many as trade on the sea, stood at a distance and cried out when they saw
the smoke of her burning, saying, `What is like this great city?` They threw dust on
their heads and cried out, weeping and wailing, and saying, `Alas, alas, that great city,
in which all who had ships on the sea became rich by her wealth! For in one hour she is
made desolate.` Rejoice over her, O heaven, and you holy apostles and prophets, for
God has avenged you on her! Then a mighty angel took up a stone like a great
millstone and threw it into the sea, saying, `Thus with violence the great city Babylon
shall be thrown down, and shall not be found anymore.` “

K. Babylon the great is the mother of harlots (Revelation 17:5).
1.

2.

She is guilty of fornication and has involved the nations in her fornication (Revelation
14:8; 17:2, 4; 18:3, 9; 19:2) It is clear that “fornication” is being used in a figurative
sense.
a.

Fornication (and adultery, a term comprehended in the broader term fornication)
was used in the Old Testament to denote idolatry. Such idolatry sometimes
involved the worship of false gods, sometimes political alliances with other
nations.

b.

Commenting upon 18:3, Hailey identifies the “fornication” of the great harlot as
follows: “The nations of the earth which followed her lascivious ways and yielded
to her seductive practices, committing political fornication with her to gain power
and prestige, were destroyed by the passionate lust of her lewdness. The angel
now explains the fornication more fully. It was an unholy, idolatrous political and
economic alliance of kings for business and commercial advantage, through which
their pleasures were purchased.”13

Both Jerusalem and Rome might be described in such a way.
a.

Hailey suggests that the great harlot Babylon of Revelation is actually a composite
of the cities of the Old Testament which are referred to as harlots (Tyre, Nineveh,
Babylon and Jerusalem) and affirms that Rome best fulfills such a composite
picture.14

b.

Balyeat develops the following argument to support the contention that Jerusalem
fits the description of the great harlot:15
1)

Old Testament Israel was the bride of God (Isaiah 54:5).
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2)

Jerusalem chose the Caesars over the Christ.(Luke 23:2; John 19:12, 15).

3)

Thus Jerusalem was guilty of adultery.

4)

Balyeat emphasizes that Israel’s unfaithfulness is adultery, based upon the Old
Testament relationship between the nation and God. Most translations (except
the NIV), however, translate “fornication” rather than “adultery” (Revelation
14:8; 17:2, 4; 18:3, 9; 19:2).16

Paher correctly observes that Jerusalem cannot be identified as the great harlot of
Revelation simply because she was described as a harlot in the Old Testament
(Isaiah 1:21; Ezekiel 16). As previously noted, Tyre and Nineveh were also
likewise labeled!17

Babylon is drunk with the blood of the saints and the martyrs of Jesus (Revelation 17:6).
1.

2.

There is some reason for understanding that this refers to Rome.
a.

The sea beast, clearly representing the Roman empire, was permitted to make war
against the saints (Revelation 13:7).

b.

It seems to be widely accepted that Nero persecuted Christians, but his persecution
was limited in its scope (the environs of Rome) and limited in duration.

c.

Direct historical evidence for a virulent and widespread Domitian persecution is
weak.18

d.

Certainly Rome persecuted the church during the second and third centuries and
into the beginning of the fourth century. However, the great harlot Babylon is
already described as drunk with the blood of the saints and martyrs of Jesus at the
time of the writing of the apocalypse.

e.

While the harlot is said to be drunk with the blood of the saints and martyrs of
Jesus, Roman persecution was a relatively recent thing, especially when compared
to the persecution of God’s faithful people by Jerusalem.

It is more likely that this description refers to Jerusalem rather than Rome.
a.

In his book, The Identity of Babylon, Stanley Paher claims that widespread Jewish
persecution of the church in the first century is a myth!19

b.

Jesus predicted a fierce Jewish persecution of the disciples (Luke 11:49-51; 13:33;
Matthew 23:34-37; 24:9; Mark 13:9-13).

c.

Acts records that the early persecution against the church was Jewish in its source.
1)

Acts 4 - Peter and John

2)

Acts 5 - all the apostles

3)

Acts 7 - Stephen stoned

4)

Acts 8 - persecution by Saul

5)

Acts 9:1-2 (22:4-5; 26:10) - persecution by Saul

6)

Acts 12:1-3 - Herod Agrippa I; note the reason for the persecution - to please
the Jews

7)

Acts 13:50 - Paul and Barnabas expelled from Antioch of Pisidia

8)

Acts 14:2-4 - Paul and Barnabas expelled from Iconium

The 2000 SITS Conference

The Identity of “Babylon

9)

6

Acts 14:19 - Jews from Antioch and Iconium stoned Paul in Lystra

10) Acts 16:16-23 - Paul and Silas beaten; motive: loss of revenue
11) Acts 17:5 - Jews of Thessalonica stir up mob against Paul and Silas
12) Acts 18:12 - Jews of Corinth bring Paul before Gallio the proconsul
13) Acts 19:23-31 - Demetrius and silversmiths create a mob against Paul &
Silas; motive: loss of revenue
14) Acts 20:3 - Jewish plot caused Paul to change his plans
15) Acts 21:32 - Paul beaten by the Jews in the temple
16) Acts 23:12-22 - a plot by the Jews to ambush Paul and kill him
17) Acts 25:1-3 - a plot by the Jews to ambush Paul and kill him
d.

Acts also records that the Roman empire was essentially the protector of
Christianity until the time of Nero (e.g., Paul’s deliverance from the Jews by the
commander of the Roman garrison).

e.

The vengeance requested by the slain saints in the sixth seal (Revelation 6:9-11) is
realized in the destruction of Babylon (Revelation 18:20).
1)

The vengeance of God against Jerusalem promised in the gospels matches the
statements made in Revelation.
a)

The gospels: Matthew 23:29-38; Luke 11:47-51; 13:33-34

b)

Revelation: Revelation 6:9-11; 11:17-18; 16:5-6; 17:6; 18:20, 24; 19:1-2

2)

The identification of Rome as Babylon would necessitate that both Jerusalem
AND Rome be held responsible for the same blood which was shed.

3)

Note that the retribution is not confined to Old Testament martyrs, but
includes the death of apostles also (Revelation 18:20).

M. Babylon is a woman sitting on seven hills (Revelation 17:9).
1.

After the angel promised to show John the judgment of the great harlot (17:1), John saw
“a woman sitting on a scarlet beast” (17:3) which had seven heads and ten horns.

2.

The angel revealed the “mystery” of the woman and the beast that “carried” her (17:7).
The seven heads represent seven mountains and also seven kings (17:9-10).

3.

a.

The reference to seven mountains is almost universally accepted to be a reference
to Rome, the city of seven hills.20

b.

Gentry also mentions that the goddess Roma was depicted on coins in the time of
Vespasian as a woman seated on seven hills.21

c.

It might be argued that the beast represents the empire in its entirety while the
woman represents the capital city, Rome.

Note, however, that the seven heads which represent the seven mountains belong to the
beast which carries the woman and not to the woman herself. It would appear that the
seven mountains (and the seven kings also) have more to do with the identification of
the beast than with the identification of the woman. Rome, as the capital city, was part
of the empire.
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Another characteristic of the woman is that she is hated by the ten kings who are
represented by the ten horns on the same beast (Revelation 17:16).
1)

The ten kings may be a reference to the ten provincial governors in the empire
who provided armies for Rome or perhaps to an indeterminate number of
other armies who encamped around Jerusalem in the course of its
besiegement.22 Ogden suggests that the ten kings are a reference to puppet
kings who ruled within the Roman empire.23

2)

Associated with the beast, the ten kings are united in their intention to give
their power and authority to the beast (Revelation 17:12-13).

3)

They will not only hate the harlot, but will “make her desolate and naked, eat
her flesh and burn her with fire” (Revelation 17:16; 18:8).

4)

Revelation 17:17 explains that by giving their support to the beast these ten
kings fulfill the purpose of God. Note the possible connection between
Revelation 10:7, Luke 21:22 and the last phrase in this verse, “until the words
of God are fulfilled.”

5)

The relationship between the ten horns, the beast and the harlot does not
describe the historical attitude of the provinces toward the city of Rome. If
Jerusalem is understood as the harlot, the idea of the ten horns supporting the
beast (Rome and the empire) at the same time that they hate the harlot is more
reasonable.

6)

In what sense should we understand the ten kings eating the flesh of Rome
and burning her with fire? Paher explains this verse by asserting resentment
on the part of the provinces toward Rome because of the allocation of
resources.24

N. The great harlot is sitting on many waters (Revelation 17:1, 15).
1.

The angel tells John that the waters are “peoples, multitudes, nations, and tongues.”

2.

Rome certainly was supported by many different peoples and nations inasmuch as her
empire stretched across the known world.

3.

There is a sense in which Jerusalem also was supported by “peoples, multitudes,
nations, and tongues.”

4.

a.

As a result of oppression and exile in the Old Testament period, there were Jews
scattered throughout the Roman empire. Acts 2:5ff confirms this fact.

b.

Josephus quotes a Roman official who said, “Now these Jews are already gotten
into all cities; and it is hard to find a place in the habitable earth that hath not
admitted this tribe of men, and is not possessed by them...” (Antiquities, 14, 7, 2).

c.

Jerusalem was an extremely wealthy city because of the tithes/contributions sent to
her by Jews around the world.

It is interesting that the woman is described (seen - 17:15) as sitting on many waters.
However, she is also described as sitting on the scarlet beast (17:3) and as being carried
by the beast. The beast clearly represents the Roman empire, an empire which was
composed of “peoples, multitudes, nations, and tongues.” It may be, however, that
identity is not intended.

O. The great harlot is clothed in fine linen and purple and scarlet, adorned with gold and
precious stones and pearls (Revelation 17:4; 18:16).
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It is commonly suggested that this description indicates the “great wealth and worldly
glory” of the harlot.25

2.

Her apparel, however, also fits the description of the garments of the Old Testament
high priest of Israel (Exodus 28).26
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Babylon became “a dwelling place of demons, a prison for every foul spirit, and a cage for
every unclean and hated bird” (Revelation 18:2).
1.

Ogden sees in this verse a reference to the murderous Jews who controlled Jerusalem
during the final Roman siege of Jerusalem.27

2.

Preston draws a connection between this description of the harlot and a parable which
Jesus told and applied to that wicked generation of Jews (see Matthew 12:43-45).28

3.

Hailey refers to Paul’s comments on the relationship between the worship of idols and
demons (1 Corinthians 10:20). He applies the comment to the foulness of the idolatry
in Rome.29

Q. The fall of Babylon was swift and complete; she was “not found anymore” (Revelation 18:8,
10, 17, 19, 21).

R.

III.

1.

The city of Rome was conquered by barbarians, but not literally destroyed nor burned
with fire.30

2.

Jerusalem was literally burned by the Romans after a relatively short siege. The siege
was brief because of the infighting among the Jews in the city by which they weakened
themselves (see Matthew 24:22).

3.

It is possible that a literal burning is not contemplated (18:8; 17:17:16), but is instead a
figurative description of her punishment. Clearly neither Rome nor Jerusalem ceased to
exist so we must understand the expression “not be found anymore” in a figurative
sense.

The merchants of the earth have been enriched by Babylon and they mourn her fall
(Revelation 18:3, 19).
1.

Despite the description of Jerusalem by Paher as “a minor city located only on a local
trade route and lacking a slave trade” (p. 109) and a city which “hardly possessed the
commercial strength to bring about economic change in the single province of Judea,
much less a vast multi-cultured empire” (p. 10), both Rome and Jerusalem were rich
cities.

2.

The commercial strength of Rome is well documented.31

3.

Edersheim affirms that Jerusalem also had extensive trade.32

4.

It may also be possible that the word “earth” in this context refers to the land of
Palestine rather than the entire earth (see previous discussion of this idea).

The Greater Context of the Book
S.

While the characteristics of the harlot should probably be considered as primary evidence for
her identity, any conclusion about the identity of Babylon must be consistent with the date of
authorship for the book.
1.

The identification of Babylon as the city of Jerusalem is more dependent upon the date
of authorship.
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2.

If John wrote the book prior to the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70, then either
Rome or Jerusalem could be understood as the Babylon of Revelation.

3.

If John wrote the book after A.D. 70, then it would not make much sense to identify
Babylon as Jerusalem. The apocalypse predicts the fall of Babylon, but the judgment of
Jerusalem would already have been past.

4.

If the great harlot is actually Rome, the date of authorship is not as critical since any
judgment against Rome would have taken place long after the end of the first century.

The number of arguments of this section will be abbreviated because the date of authorship
is the focus of another lecture.

U. The time frame for the fulfillment of the prophecies of the book is emphasized in the book.
1.

V.

John begins and ends the book with the warning that the prophesied events were to
transpire soon.
a.

“things which must shortly take place” - Revelation 1:1

b.

“for the time is near” - Revelation 1:3

c.

“the things which must shortly take place.” - Revelation 22:6

d.

“Behold, I am coming quickly” - Revelation 22:7 (the “coming” in this context is
the Lord’s coming in judgment upon the harlot)

e.

“Do not seal the words of the prophecy of this book, for the time is at hand.” Revelation 22:10

f.

“And behold, I am coming quickly,” - Revelation 22:12

g.

“Surely I am coming quickly.” - Revelation 22:20

2.

Such statements do not specify a date of authorship, but they indicate that the
fulfillment of the prophecies of the book is close in time to the date of authorship.

3.

If the apocalypse was written during the reign of Nero (early date), the relative time
frame indicated in the book better supports Jerusalem as the harlot inasmuch as the
promised judgment upon the harlot would then have taken place within perhaps a
handful of years from the writing of the apocalypse.

4.

If the fall of the city of Rome in A.D. 476 to the barbarian invaders is understood as the
promised judgment upon the harlot, even the late date for authorship (during the reign
of Domitian) necessitates a period of approximately 375 years between the writing of
the prophecies and their fulfillment. In my opinion, such a time frame strains the clear
and emphatic language of the apocalypse.

It is argued by some that Revelation 1:7 states the theme of the book. Both the centrality of
the judgment of the harlot to the message of the book and the repeated references to the
coming of the Lord support the reasonableness of this conclusion.
1.

Although the Romans were actually the ones who put Jesus on the cross, the Jews were
credited with having crucified the Son of God.
a.

In the sermons recorded in the early chapters of Acts, the crucifixion of Jesus is
clearly imputed to the Jews (e.g., Acts 2:22-23, 36; 3:13-15; 4:10; 5:27-30; 7:52).

b.

In the writings of the early church fathers, responsibility for the crucifixion of
Jesus is assigned to the Jews.33
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The significance of this verse is seen in Adam Clarke’s comment on the verse: “By this
the Jewish people are most evidently intended, and therefore the whole verse may be
understood as predicting the destruction of the Jews; and is a presumptive proof that the
Apocalypse was written before the final overthrow of the Jewish state.”34

W. The mystery of the harlot and the beast as explained by the angel in Revelation 17:7-11 gives
a historical time reference.
1.

The seven heads of the beast upon which the harlot sits are identified as seven kings.

2.

The sixth king is reigning at the time of the writing of Revelation (17:10).

3.

Assuming that the “kings” are emperors (note that the seven heads also represent seven
mountains, clearly indicating the city of Rome) in a chronologically sequential order,
one must simply determine who the first emperor was and then count to the sixth to
identify the time of authorship.
a.

The common view is that Augustus (31 B.C. - A.D. 14) was the first. If so, the
series of emperors would be as follows:
1)

Augustus (31 B.C. - A.D. 14)

2)

Tiberius (A.D. 14-37)

3)

Caligula (A.D. 37-41)

4)

Claudius (A.D. 41-54)

5)

Nero (A.D. 54-68)

6)

Galba (A.D. 68-69; June of 68 to January of 69)

7)

Otho (A.D. 69)

8)

Vitellius (A.D. 69)

9)

Vespasian (A.D. 69-79)

10) Titus (A.D. 79-81)
11) Domitian (A.D. 81-96)
b.

Galba, Otho and Vitellius are frequently not counted as true emperors because of
the brevity of their “reigns.” Reckoning in this fashion, Vespasian becomes the
sixth emperor. Titus would then be the seventh, the one who would “continue a
short time.”

c.

A strong historical argument can be made to the effect that Julius Caesar was
actually the first emperor.35 If Julius (49-44 B.C.) was the first, then Nero becomes
the sixth. The brevity of Gala’s reign (then the seventh) would fit the description
of 17:10.

X. The beast of chapter 13 (apparently the same beast upon which the harlot is sitting in chapter
17) has a name which is designated by a number (Revelation 13:16-18).
1.

That number is “the number of a man” and is identified as “666.”

2.

The designation of a word or name by a number (“gematria”) is an example of a
cryptogrammic riddle. The difficulty lies in the fact that a variety of words or names
could fit the same numerical total.
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3.

It seems to be the general consensus that the name of Nero (Nero Caesar) will provide
the total of 666 if the name is translated to a Hebrew spelling.36

4.

There are a few manuscripts which have the number “616” instead of “666.” It is
interesting that one common variation of Nero’s name would produce this number (by
use of gematria).37

5.

It is argued by some that the number is purely symbolic and is not intended to designate
any particular man.38

The treading underfoot of the holy city by the Gentiles was a future event when John wrote
(Revelation 11:1-2).
1.

It is obvious that there is a mixture of the literal and figurative in this passage (chapter
11). For example, the great city of 11:8 is described spiritually as Sodom and Egypt. It
is also described as “where also our Lord was crucified.”39

2.

There are many theories regarding the symbolism of the temple, altar, outer court and
even the holy city.40
a.

The similarity between this passage and the words of Jesus in describing the
destruction of Jerusalem is striking (compare Revelation 11:2 with Luke 21:24).

b.

If Revelation 11:2 is speaking of the literal destruction of the city of Jerusalem,
some measure of figurative interpretation must be employed since the literal
temple was totally destroyed (Matthew 24:2).

c.

Although the time period “forty-two months” is viewed by some as symbolic, it
should be noted that it also equals the length of the Jewish-Roman war (spring 67
to summer 70).

As previously noted, the vengeance of God against Jerusalem which was promised by Jesus
in the gospels matches the statements made in Revelation regarding the reason for Babylon’s
judgment.
1.

The gospels: Matthew 23:34-37a; Luke 11:49-51; 13:33-34

2.

Revelation: Revelation 6:9-10; 11:17-18; 16:5-6; 17:6; 18:20, 24; 19:1-2

3.

The finishing of the mystery of God (Revelation 10:7) and the fulfillment of all things
which are written (Luke 21:22) appear to refer to the same event (s).41

Conclusion:
I.

Certainly we will be able to better understand some of the other specific elements of the book of
Revelation if we can properly identify the great harlot Babylon.
AA. Determining the identity of Babylon is a complex study that encompasses a large body of
information. It is my opinion that both the characteristics of the great harlot and the internal
and external evidence for the date of authorship of the book work together in the answering
of this question.
BB. I favor the view that John wanted his readers to understand the great harlot as Jerusalem.
Although I recognize that there are some weaknesses to this view, I believe that the strongest
evidence supports Jerusalem as Babylon.

II.

However, there is a sense in which the core message of the book doesn’t depend on the precise
identity of Babylon.
CC. She is an oppressor of God’s people, but the divine judgment against her is certain.
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DD. We don’t want to miss the overriding message of the book...which is the same as in all
apocalyptic literature...God will win.
1.

The dragon, the sea beast, the great harlot...they ultimately will not win.

2.

In fact, regardless of what hardships, tribulations, persecutions the saints faced, they
needed to know that Jesus had already won (see Revelation 12:10-12)!

EE. The message of Revelation can likewise provide us with comfort in the midst of troubles,
assurance that we have chosen the right side and motivation to continue to struggle against
the dragon.
Allen Dvorak
181 Barnstable Court
Harvest, AL 35749
asdvorak@hiwaay.net
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