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Lesson 26  Commentary  Revelation 17-18

Lesson 27  Questions        Revelation 19-20

THE WOMAN ON THE SCARLET BEAST

Revelation 17-18

INTRODUCTION


We are now at the climax of the story. At the time John wrote chapters 17 and 18, Rome was established as the world leader and would remain so for 300 more years. But the proud city and empire were destined to be defeated by an unexpected army, which will then be overcome by even a stronger force. Let us keep that in perspective. That hardy Roman hero, Horatio at the Bridge, has been forgotten. The idol is now an emperor, mostly dissolute, with few moral values, and worshipping false gods, or himself.

I. THE WOMEN OF ROME


A. The Deserted Woman and the Beast (Revelation 17:1-6). In contrast to the queenly woman in the heavens in chapter 12 who is protected in the desert as the Israelites had been, we visit a wilderness, a deserted place where a woman on a beast sits in punishment, alone. This woman has the purple and scarlet of rich Roman society and is covered with expensive jewelry and ornaments. She is a harlot. This symbolic sight is the corrupt and proud city of Rome with its emperor who is worshipped as a god. In Scripture, worship of a false god is likened to harlotry, prostitution, untruthfulness to a rightful husband. The Jews called idolatry “harlotry.” This woman is “covered with blasphemous names,” an illusion to the emperors claiming divine names for themselves. “On her forehead was the name of Babylon” (Revelation 17:5). This was the “safe” name for St. John, the author, to use, because Babylon had existed hundreds of years earlier.


B. Young Heroines in The Book of Life (Revelation 7:13-17, 19:5-9). The woman is “drunk on the blood of the holy ones and on the blood of the witnesses to Jesus” (Revelation 17:6), the Roman martyrs. The names of Cecilia, Agnes, Dorothy and Agatha all belonged to Godly young Christian women whose death “was the seed of Christians.” They have been in the “Hall of Fame” of the Church since 100 A.D. and their names were given early on to children in Christian baptisms, so they never have been forgotten. “Agnes” means “lamb of God,” and “Dorothy” means “gift of God.” Agatha, Agnes and Cecilia have long been mentioned in Eucharistic Prayer I in the Roman Canon, available for use at any Mass. These and other early martyrs braved going to cruel deaths rather than to deny Christ. Agnes, at age 11 or 12, refused marriage to a pagan (often girls married young then) and went from prison to the amphitheater singing. Her feast day is January 21. Their tombs are in Rome. All this shows the victory Christ brings and the eventual downfall of Satan’s empires.


C. The Roman Emperors (Revelation 17:7-13). As we learned in Revelation 13, the beast in this scene with the seven heads and ten horns represents the Roman emperors, the persecutors of the early Christians, or the satellite kings whose “idols” were the emperors—all “captive” worshippers. The “beast that... existed once but now exists no longer” is Nero (who killed himself), but who “existed” again in Domitian, the persecutor during John’s exile. “Yet it will come again,” may be considered a reference to Diocletian, a later emperor who launched a cruel persecution of Christians in Rome—the time of the catacombs when the young women mentioned earlier were martyred. Or it may be a comment on the legend that Nero would return.


“They are of one mind and will give their power and authority to the beast” (Revelation 17:13). This “beast” is a symbol of the pomp and heady power of Satan’s activity in our world. These kings trafficked across the trade routes to Rome. Their great idols were commerce, trade, business, wealth and pleasure. Is this also an idol for us? Perhaps these are more important to us than a life lived for God’s kingdom to come on earth. They are natural enemies of the Lamb and they “will fight with the Lamb, but the Lamb will conquer them, for he is the Lord of lords and king of kings, and those with him are called, chosen, and faithful” (Revelation 17:14, 1 Timothy 6:15, Jude 1).


Are we the called, the chosen, the faithful to the conquering Lamb?



1. Called (Ephesians 4:17-24)




a. In Baptism, in your infancy, childhood or adulthood, Jesus knew you and wanted you to belong to Him, not to the false values and false lives of “the world” of which Sts. John and Paul warn us (Ephesians 4:17-24, 1 John 4:4-6). These false values are natural enemies of the Lamb.




b. Remember in life’s work, God made you for a purpose, a fitting contribution to others. He draws you by circumstances, talents, attraction to, training, education, etc. We are not set loose and forgotten. Each of us is in His plan. Ask Him to show His plan to you. That is the way to Him for you.



2. Chosen (1 Peter 2:9, 1 Peter 3:9, Romans 8:28-30, Ephesians 1:4, 5, 13). God chose us to be united to Jesus His Son, “... he chose us in him, before the foundation of the world” (Ephesians 1:4). “In love he destined us for adoption to himself through Jesus Christ... sealed with the promised Holy Spirit, which is the first installment of our inheritance toward redemption as God’s possession” (Romans 8:17a).



3. Faithful. This is a question to ponder. Check your response to this call, this is a special choice for you of great things forever. Are we faithful to this call?


D. Rome, the Hated Harlot, Falls (Revelation 17:16). The entire populace of the Roman Empire deserted Rome in a gradual dissolution which came about through weak emperors—selfish men, surfeited with pleasure, and wanton living. They were cruel and hated by their people. Rome destroyed itself by vice and corruption. The outer fringes of the empire touched on barbarian lands, Teutonic peoples, pushed from behind by hordes of Vandals farther east. The Barbarians invaded the empire in the third century.

II. ROME, A CHRISTIAN MEMORIAL

Invasion fulfilled the prophecy in Revelation 17:16. Rome was set fire to more than once. But many monuments and buildings have survived till today and amaze tourists with their excellence. Catholic tourists (and other Christians) want to stand in the Colosseum, near the ground where brave martyrs of all ages died cruel deaths for their faith: that Jesus Christ was their God, not lifeless objects made by human hands and not a man like the emperor who ordered their deaths and watched in entertainment.


The story has come down to us that the Roman citizens were astonished by the deep love Christians showed to each other. Jesus said, “... love one another as I have loved you” (John 15:12), and “This is how all will know you for my disciples: your love for one another” (John 13:35). This love was a new thing, a wonderful thing. “See how these Christians love each other,” Romans observed. It was this, the old story goes, that attracted Romans to ask for Baptism which admitted them into such a company. By the 4th or 5th century, Rome and its empire were more Christian than pagan. Jesus had conquered the Roman Empire!


Of interest to us also is that Christian sources tell us that St. Peter eventually went to Rome as head of the Church, for “all roads lead to Rome.” St. Peter was martyred in the Colosseum by crucifixion, requesting that he be placed upside down. This was a double martyrdom for the Church because St. Paul also was martyred on the same day, beheaded outside the walls of Rome. Because Paul was a Roman citizen, he could not be executed inside the city walls and was “entitled” to beheading rather than crucifixion.


And so it happened that after Peter’s hardship and death there, the city of Rome ever since has been a new capital; the bishop of Rome, since then, has been the successor to the authority of St. Peter, a fisherman, fulfilling Jesus’ appointment (Matthew 16:13-19). Rome is a holy city, visited by millions throughout history, because of Jesus’ Church “headquarters.” The name “Pope” stems from the Italian word for “Father”—Papa. We call him the Holy Father. Christians are especially brothers and sisters in Christ. Rome is still a world “empire” but its government in the Church is one of love and faith. Christ had conquered Rome, again.

III. A DIRGE FOR A FALLEN CITY (Revelation 18:1-24)

An angel of great authority came down from heaven. His splendor was so great that it lit up the earth (Revelation 18:1). In a mighty voice he began a “lament,” a poetic announcement of a death, often for a conquered and fallen enemy. In rhythmical language he described the Fall of Rome— “Babylon.”


All who worshipped the emperor were caught as in “a cage,”—nations, kings, and merchants—all who “grew rich from her drive for luxury” (Revelation 18:2-3).


From heaven, there came another voice: “Depart from her, my people, so as not to take part in her sins and receive a share in her plagues” (Revelation 18:4). Notice “my people.” Who is speaking from heaven? “The merchants of the earth will weep and mourn for her, because there will be no more markets for their cargo” (Revelation 18:11). Why do the merchants weep for the downfall of the great city? The list of precious stones, fabrics, wood and ivory, bronze and iron, small articles, fruit, etc. might be like one of our ports’ cargoes. It is not for the sake of the city they mourn but for their financial losses that they weep! (What was the reason for our liberation of Kuwait during Operation Desert Storm in 1991? Was it oil?)


While the merchants and economics leaders were weeping, John, who has written rather scornfully about them, says, “Rejoice over her, heaven, you holy ones, apostles and prophets. For God has judged your case against her (the great city)” (Revelation 18:20). Unlike the proud, world-conquering, Jesus announces, “Blessed are the meek,” then he states the future of His people, who know who they are before God, saying, “for they will inherit the land” (Matthew 5:5). Not the land of Italy but the land of a much more delightful and abundant life by knowing, loving, and serving God (remember the Baltimore Catechism?), being answerable to Him, not to lying leaders promising unlasting values. Not one penny of earth’s money can we take with us when God comes for us. Our observance of divine laws and following His ministers brings peace and eternal good through Christ.


“When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit upon his glorious throne, and all the nations will be assembled before him,” Jesus said in Matthew 25:31-32. His standard of judgment is outlined carefully and recorded by Matthew, in his chapter before Jesus’ last days. Christ is forever a king (“glorious throne”), a judge (“and he will separate them one from another”) and to them he will say, “Come, you who are blessed by my Father,” or “Depart from me, you accursed.” To each He will list their deeds and sins or virtues on earth. Some will depart for “the eternal fire,” and some will “inherit the kingdom prepared” (Matthew 25:31-46).

APPLICATION


Today we are always in danger of falling in with the false values in our cities and culture. Environment is a powerful influence on us, especially when we accept it as a status quo and do not challenge it or change it.


In the Roman Empire there was a “Satanic Trinity,” the “dragon,” Satan, the “sea beast,” greedy trade and commerce of the Mediterranean nations, and “land beasts,” rich and leading nations. These deflect our worship from the God we cannot see to the authorities we do see. They get us to buy into a belief system with visible, bodily results: self-gratification.


Ask yourself if you’re buying into America’s numerous commercials and ads so that you want the products, strive for the products (1 Timothy 6:17). Are your teen-agers brought up to go without, to sacrifice, to share with the poor and less-advantaged?


These are real challenges in our consumption-oriented world—challenges to live the Gospel values. We all have Rome in our hearts: a materialistic society gratifying itself.


Jesus’ and Moses’ creed is for us, too: “Hear, O Israel! The Lord is our God, the Lord alone! Therefore, you shall love the Lord, your God, with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength.” Take to heart these words. Drill them into your children (Mark 12:29, Deuteronomy 6:4-7).

* * * * * * *
QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 27

Revelation 19-20

Day 1

Read the notes


a.
Quote a few lines that helped you.


b.
What was your reaction to the notes or the lesson?

Day 2

Read Revelation 19:1-9, Psalm 111:1, 113:1.


a.
In Revelation 19:1, 3, 4, 6 what exclamation word occurs in each one? Where was it being sung and by whom?


b.
What does the “bright, clean” or “dazzling linen” symbolize?


c.
What beatitude is found in Revelation 19:9? What is the “wedding feast” a symbol of here?


d.
Read Matthew 22:1-14. In verse 3, when were you invited to the wedding feast?

Day 3

Read Revelation 19:10.


a.
How does the angel describe himself? What word does he use to identify Christians?


b.
What is the meaning of “Witness to Jesus in the spirit of prophecy”? (See footnote in New American Bible.)


c.
Read Revelation 19:11-16 and the other Scripture reference indicated for each verse. Write an additional idea you received in these Scripture references.

Day 4

Read Revelation 19:17-21.


a.
What does verse 21 mean in relation to Hebrews 4:12?


b.
Read Revelation 20:1-3 and Matthew 12:28-29. What does it say to you?


c.
Read Revelation 20:4-6 and Matthew 19:28. What does “thousand years” mean in Revelation 20:5?

Day 5

Read Revelation 20:6.


a.
What do you think is the first resurrection?


b.
Read Revelation 20:7-10. In verse 9 what is the “beloved city”?


c.
What does the Church call the place described in verse 10? How long will it last (see Matthew 18:9 and Acts 2:31)?

Day 6

Read Revelation 20:11-15.


a.
How was each person judged and by whom?


b.
Who had the second death? Where?


c.
What do these facts say to you?
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