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Study Guide: Revelation - Chapter 17

This study guide provides an educational overview of Revelation Chapter 17 using a verse-
by-verse structure, theological context, and application-oriented insights grounded in
Scripture.

Introduction

Revelation Chapter 17 offers a vivid and symbolic vision that deepens the apocalyptic
narrative of the book. It introduces the figure of the “great prostitute” and the “scarlet
beast,” which represent corrupt political and religious powers opposed to God’s kingdom.
This chapter contributes to the book’s flow by revealing the nature and destiny of these
powers, setting the stage for their ultimate judgment. Readers should watch for the rich
symbolism, the interplay between spiritual and worldly forces, and the prophetic unveiling
of divine sovereignty over human history.

Context

The immediate literary context places Revelation 17 after the judgment of Babylon the
Great in chapter 16 and before the final fall of Babylon in chapter 18. This chapter is part
of the vision given to John on the island of Patmos, where he receives revelations about
the cosmic conflict between good and evil. The key speaker in this chapter is the angel
who explains the meaning of the vision to John. Historically, the imagery reflects the
oppressive Roman Empire and its alliance with corrupt religious systems, which
persecuted early Christians. The covenantal framework highlights God’s ultimate authority
and justice in the face of worldly rebellion.

Outline

The chapter begins with the angel inviting John to witness the judgment of the great
prostitute, symbolizing a corrupt religious-political entity. Next, John sees the woman
seated on a scarlet beast, and the angel explains the symbolism of the woman, the beast,
and their attributes. The narrative then shifts to a detailed interpretation of the beast’s
seven heads and ten horns, representing kingdoms and rulers. The chapter concludes with
the prophecy of the beast’s eventual destruction and the triumph of God’s plan.
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Verse-by-Verse Study

Verses 1-3: John is invited by an angel to witness the judgment of the great prostitute who
sits on many waters, symbolizing her influence over peoples and nations. She is described
as being arrayed in purple and scarlet, adorned with gold and precious stones, indicating
wealth and power. The scarlet beast she rides has seven heads and ten horns,
representing a formidable political force.

Verses 4-6: The woman holds a golden cup filled with abominations and the filth of her
fornication, signifying her corrupt and idolatrous practices. She is drunk with the blood of
the saints and martyrs, highlighting her persecution of God’s people. Her name is revealed
as “Babylon the Great, the mother of prostitutes and of earth’s abominations,”
emphasizing her role as the source of spiritual corruption.

Verses 7-8: The angel asks John if he can interpret the mystery of the woman and the
beast. The beast, once alive, now is not, and yet will ascend from the abyss to go to
destruction. This paradox points to the beast’s temporary power and ultimate doom,
reflecting the transient nature of evil.

Verses 9-11: The seven heads of the beast are explained as seven mountains on which the
woman sits, commonly understood as Rome, and also as seven kings or kingdoms. Five
have fallen, one is, and the other has not yet come, indicating a sequence of political
powers. The beast itself is described as an eighth king, belonging to the seven, who will go
to destruction.

Verses 12-14: The ten horns are ten kings who have not yet received a kingdom but will
receive authority for a short time with the beast. They will wage war against the Lamb, but
the Lamb will conquer them, emphasizing the ultimate victory of Christ over worldly
powers.

Verses 15-18: The waters on which the woman sits represent peoples, multitudes, nations,
and languages. The ten horns and the beast will hate the prostitute, make her desolate,
and consume her flesh, showing the internal conflict among evil powers. The woman is
identified as the great city that rules over the kings of the earth, reinforcing her political
and spiritual dominance.

Key Themes
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One key theme is the corrupting influence of power and wealth, embodied in the great
prostitute’s luxurious and idolatrous imagery. Another theme is the persecution of the
faithful, as the woman is drunk with the blood of saints, highlighting the cost of
discipleship. The chapter also emphasizes the temporary nature of evil powers, as the
beast and the woman face inevitable judgment. Finally, divine sovereignty is a dominant
theme, assuring readers that despite appearances, God’s plan will prevail over all
opposition.

Cross-References

Daniel 7 provides background on the beasts representing kingdoms, clarifying the
symbolism of the scarlet beast and its heads and horns. Isaiah 47 depicts the fall of
Babylon, paralleling the judgment of the great prostitute. Ezekiel 16 and 23 use the
metaphor of prostitution to describe Jerusalem’s unfaithfulness, enriching the
understanding of the woman’s spiritual corruption. The Gospels record Jesus’ warnings
about persecution and the coming judgment, which resonate with the chapter’s depiction
of the saints’ suffering and ultimate vindication.

Application

Modern disciples are called to discern the spiritual realities behind political and cultural
powers, recognizing that wealth and influence can lead to spiritual compromise. The
chapter challenges believers to remain faithful amid persecution, trusting in Christ’s
victory over evil. It also encourages vigilance against idolatry in all its forms and reassures
that God’s justice will prevail. This vision invites Christians to live with hope and courage,
knowing that transient powers will be judged and that God’s kingdom is eternal.

Summary

Revelation 17 reveals the spiritual and political corruption symbolized by the great
prostitute and the scarlet beast, exposing their persecution of the saints and their doomed
future. Through angelic interpretation, the chapter connects these symbols to historical
and prophetic realities, emphasizing the temporary nature of evil and the assured triumph
of Christ. This vision deepens the book’s message of divine sovereignty and judgment,
calling believers to faithfulness and hope amid trials.
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