
The Angelic Interpretation of the Beast and the Prostitute 
(Revelation 17:7-18) 

 

 The book of Revelation poses multiple interpretive challenges.  Thankfully, there are 

passages within the book that provide some interpretations.  Revelation 17:7-18 is one such 

passage.  Not without their own difficulties, these verses point us in the direction of a clearer 

understanding about the identity and nature of the beast and the prostitute—Babylon the Great. 

The wicked world’s corrupt systems—political, religious, and commercial—can be summarized 

by the name “Babylon,” each with its unique grip on human hearts.  The roots of apostate 

religion and political oppression run so deeply in this world that only a painful series of 

judgments will extract them, paving the way for the return of Jesus Christ.  While the prostitute 

represents apostate religion the beast represents human political hubris at its worst.  However, 

the angel’s interpretation of the woman and the beast has at its center the overcoming power of 

Jesus Christ.  When things look hopeless there’s hope in Jesus. 

 

 

The Beast—Human political hubris will  

only grow until the return of Jesus Christ (17:7-13). 

 

 Seemingly inseparable, the prostitute and the beast are distinct entities.  The angel who 

interprets this imagery focuses on the nature of the beast and its ultimate resistance toward the 

prostitute. 

 

The angel offered to interpret the mystery of the prostitute and the beast (17:7-8). 

 

 When John saw the vision of the prostitute riding the seven-headed beast he was, 

understandably, astonished.  The angel who showed John this vision asked, rhetorically no 

doubt, why he was astonished.  The angel then offered to interpret the “mystery” of the woman 

and the seven-headed, ten-horned beast that carried her.  The fact that the angel refers to this 

vision as a mystery reinforces the symbolic nature of the vision as already noted in verse 5.  This 

angel then went on to explain the meaning of this vision. 

 The beast, or Antichrist, first appeared in Revelation 13:1 and then again in Revelation 

17:3.  This ferocious animal “was,” and “is not,” and “is about to come out of the Abyss.”  It had 

a previous existence, died, and will be restored to life through demonic power (since the Abyss is 

always associated with demons).  While the beast is an individual, a future world ruler, that ruler 

represents an empire.  Rulers and their empires are often used interchangeably.  In this setting the 

beast seems to refer to a dominant empire that passed from the pages of history but will again 

come alive in the future.  Since John was writing during the days of the Roman Empire, this 

same empire would best fit the description of the beast.  Through Satanic and demonic influence, 

an oppressive, Rome-like empire will once again dominate the world in the future.  However, 

this future empire’s rule will be limited.  It will go to its destruction.   

 Just as John “wondered” at the vision, so those living on the earth in that future day will 

“wonder” when they see the beast that “was,” and “is not,” and yet “will come.”  These future 

inhabitants of the earth are described as not having their names written in the book of life “from 

the foundation of the world.”  The book of life is a record of those who’ve received eternal life 

through faith in Jesus Christ (compare Revelation 3:5; 13:8).  These future inhabitants of the 



earth will reject Jesus and their rejection was known by God from before creation.  In spite of 

their rejection of God, these individuals will still be amazed at the restoration of that future 

Rome-like empire.  Tyranny revived will astound them.  

 

The seven heads on the beast represent seven kings and kingdoms past and future (17:9-10). 

 

 The angel then stated that it takes a mind of wisdom to comprehend the identity or 

possibly the magnitude of the beast.  The angel then said that the beast’s seven heads are seven 

hills or mountains on which the woman sits and that they are also seven kings.  The seven hills 

may refer to the city of Rome which was situated on seven hills.  However, the word might better 

be translated “mountains” and would therefore refer kingdoms which are sometimes described as 

mountains due to their dominance over the lives of people.  The fact that the angel links the 

seven mountains with seven kings reinforces this interpretation.  These seven kings and their 

kingdoms include some past and some future.  Five of the seven kingdoms had already fallen—

Egypt, Assyria, Babylon, Persia, and Greece.  One was still in existence at the time John 

received this revelation, Rome.  The seventh is yet future, the kingdom of the Antichrist.  When 

that ruler and his kingdom rise it will be for but “a little while.”  Its days are numbered. 

 

The beast is the final king and kingdom and will ultimately be destroyed (17:11). 

 

 At this point the angel states that the beast “who once was and now is not” constitutes an 

eighth kingdom that flows from the first seven.  It appears that the Antichrist is associated with 

both the seventh and now an eighth empire.  It may be that the Antichrist will establish the 

seventh kingdom in political continuity with the previous world empires but will at some point 

recast that empire as something new, possibly at the time he casts off the “prostitute,” the 

religious control over his empire.  Again the angel declares that the beast is actually heading for 

destruction (compare verse 8).  Jesus Christ will prevail. 

 

The ten horns on the beast represent ten future kings who will reign briefly with the beast 

(17:12-13). 

 

 The seven-headed beast has ten horns (compare Revelation 13:1; Daniel 7:24).  The angel 

told John that these ten horns are ten kings, kings who had not yet received their kingdoms but 

will receive kingly authority with the beast for one hour.  It may be that this future coalition of 

kings under the authority of the Antichrist will be instrumental in dislodging apostate religion’s 

control and thereby share in an eighth kingdom.  But their reign will be short.  “One hour” is 

mentioned as the duration of their reign, a phrase repeated in Revelation 18:10, 17, and 19.  This 

may simply refer to a short period of time, although it’s not out of the question to take this as a 

literal sixty-minute period of triumph that will be quickly quashed by Jesus at His return.  These 

ten kings will have a single purpose—to yield their power and authority to the beast.  The beast, 

the Antichrist, will make himself out alone to be worthy of worship and authority (Revelation 

13:8).  This description of the future world ruler reminds us that human political hubris, while 

nothing new, will continue to grow, spreading its roots into the world system until Jesus returns. 

 

 

The Lamb—Human political hubris will be  



vanquished by the Lamb, Jesus Christ (17:14). 

 

 At this point, midway between his description of the beast and the prostitute, the 

interpreting angel interjects the truth of Jesus’ ultimate triumph.  It’s as if we needed a reminder 

that the Lamb is in fact Lord. 

 

The future coalition of kings will make war with the Lamb (17:14a). 

 

 Having identified the ten horns on the beast as ten kings, the interpreting angel states that 

this coalition of kings will make war with the Lamb.  The Lamb, of course, is Jesus Christ 

(Revelation 5:6).  How these kings engage this war is uncertain, but their political hubris will 

doubtless defy God and attack God’s people.  To attack God’s people is to attack God’s Son, the 

Lamb. 

 

The Lamb will overcome the future coalition of kings because He is Supreme (17:14b). 

 

 “The Lamb will overcome them.”  There can be no mistake about it.  The Lamb, Jesus 

Christ, will be victorious over all who oppose Him.  After all, He is both Lord of lords and King 

of kings (compare Revelation 19:16), supreme over all authorities and superior to all human 

political hubris.  The Lamb’s conquering campaign will involve His people, those called and 

chosen and faithful.  According to Revelation 19:14 the armies of heaven will accompany Jesus 

at His return.  That army will likely include both angelic beings as well as redeemed human 

beings.  The Lamb is Lord, and His people will share in His triumph.  

 

 

The Prostitute—Human political hubris will cast off the controlling  

influence of apostate religion in order to take center stage (17:15-18). 

 

 The interpreting angle now turns his attention to the identity and nature of the prostitute 

riding on the beast. 

 

The waters on which the prostitute sits represent the people and nations of the earth (17:15). 

 

 In John’s vision he saw the prostitute, apostate religion, sitting on “many waters” 

(Revelation 17:1).  The angel explains that these waters symbolize “peoples, multitudes, nations, 

and languages.”  The woman dominates the nations of the earth.  Apostate religion, like 

oppressive political systems, reaches into every corner of the world and has a controlling 

influence over the minds and hearts of humankind. 

 

The beast and the future coalition of kings will destroy the prostitute in order to concentrate 

power in the beast alone (17:16-17). 

 

 While it seems that apostate religion and political power go hand in hand—and they often 

do—these two factions vie for dominance.  Political rulers have always contended with religious 

leaders for primacy.  The ten horns, the future coalition of ten kings, together with the Antichrist 

will hate the prostitute.  The prostitute rides atop the beast, a position of power.  But the beast, 



like a bucking bronco, will unseat the prostitute.  The political powers will plunder the wealth of 

the apostate religious systems and leave the prostitute “naked,” exposing her corrupt influence.  

They will “eat her flesh” and “consume her with fire.”  In other words, the political powers will 

viciously and totally destroy apostate religion’s dominance.  The coalition of kings will replace 

the prostitute with the Antichrist as the sole object of worship.  They’ll agree to fulfill his 

purpose, giving their own kingdoms to the beast.  What will prompt these kings to so willingly 

surrender their power to the beast?  The angel states that God will put this attitude of surrender 

into their hearts and thereby fulfill His words, His purposes for the culmination of human 

political hubris.  God indeed guides the hearts of kings (Proverbs 21:1). 

 

The prostitute represents the center of power over the kings of the earth (17:18). 

 

 The angel concludes his interpretation by identifying the woman, the prostitute, as “the 

great city,” the one ruling over the kings of the earth.  Revelation 17:5 equates the prostitute with 

the city of Babylon, albeit a “mystery” Babylon, thereby assigning Babylon a symbolic meaning.  

Babylon the Great can be any city that embodies an anti-God, anti-Christ position of power.  

Babylon will fall (the subject of the next chapter).  In addition, the beast will go to his 

destruction.  Jesus will return and overcome all who oppose Him, establishing His kingdom of 

righteousness on earth.  When things look hopeless there’s hope in Jesus Christ. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


