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A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

In this series on the book of Revelation I’m particularly indebted to Peter Lewis (Cornerstone Church, Nottingham, UK) and Sam Storm (Bridgeway Church, Oklahoma. Most of my understanding and interpretations in this series is down to them.  

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
The woman on the Beast and Babylon


Tonight we’re going to look at Ch 17&18. The focus in these chapters is on the ‘prostitute’ and ‘Babylon’. If we’re to make any sense it’s important that we quickly understand that they are actually one and the same thing – look at 17:5 & cp 18:16 with 17:4. The reason why the two images are chosen will become clear as we go on.

17v1 makes it clear that The Lord is showing John the demise, God’s punishment of Babylon/the prostitute. In a sense it’s like he’s taking bowls 6 & 7 and holding them up for closer inspection, putting them under the microscope. So what we have here is not an addition to what was described in the last part of Ch 16 but simply another, closer look at part of it. Ch 17 takes us through a bit of the nature and history of the prosi whilst in ch18 the focus is on her punishment.
Most important of all we need to understand who/what this image of a prosi & Babylon represents. The clue is in what the woman is called and the way she appears. 

A prostitute – look at her in v4. Dressed to kill, dressed to impress, dressed to allure, seduce, tempt. V5 tells us that she’s drunk on the blood of the saints (martyrs. So we know for sure that she’s not good. She’s against God and his people. 
She’s also ‘Babylon’ – harks back to ancient Babylon which had a reputation for being pleasure mad, arrogant, proud and presumptuous. 

Together and combined these two symbols are a kind of code name that represent what we often call ‘the world’ – the culture that seduces and draws people away from God and persecutes those who resist its charms. It is any institution, system, philosophy or religion that opposes God’s rule and his kingdom. As such it is not confined to any one person place or person, but antichristian culture of any age, past, present and future. 
Of course, for the people of John’s day to have any comfort form what he’s saying it needed to be rooted in the reality of their time. So for them ‘Babylon’ was a codename for Rome’ – the rule, the culture, the ethos of the Roman Empire. This is actually quite clear from v9 where there is a reference to ‘seven hills’ – Roman was the city of seven hills!
The reference to the 7 kings is difficult because there were way more than 7 emperors of the empire. It seems logical therefore to understand this as another figurative number, indicating a whole succession on empowers. They are at #6 of this line – ie near the end. The encouragement here is that it’s not unending, it will change; and that in any case God knows exactly what is happening. 

V12 speaks of 10 further kings that the woman rules over, reigns over (so indicated in v1 because she ‘sits’). These are probably local, smaller leaders who govern/rule parts of the empire under the authority of Rome. V13 – they have no real independence, they are vassal states which work for the good of the capital city. V14 tells us that they are united in opposition and resistance to God’s kingdom.
But do not fear, says John, they will not win, despite how things looked to those living at that time. The Lamb – we know who that is, ‘Jesus’ - will rise and overcome them in the end – v14b ‘But the Lamb will overcome them because he is Lord of Lords and king of kings’. Business and nations and religions and ideologies are not king! He is! And at his Coming they will, all of them, vanish away, buried in the grave of fallen human history.
Both v1 & v15 tell us of the breadth of the influence of the prostitute/Babylon – this anti Christian culture/society. In v1 she sits on many waters and v15 explains what this indicates – the waters indicate many nations, peoples, languages. Such indeed was the influence of the Roman Empire.
Rome brought prosperity, peace, law, entertainment to the masses. It brought a kind of unity and stability – which though it wasn’t perfect was, for many far better than the alternative. 
But it’s not going to last – this beast, this Babylon which beguiled the masses was set against God and his people and it will be brought down and Ch 18 takes this up in force and in graphic nature brings to us the demise and ultimate collapse of all this that people have held so precious. Ch 18 shows us the end of any Babylon. 

Here it is Rome, but before that it was Babel, and then lit Babylon, or Greece, or the catholic church of the middle ages, or Victorian British empire, or the 3rd Reich or communism or Atheism. Any society, any system, any philosophy or belief will fail – and at the end of time, when the Babylon of anti God forces reaches its height and seems invincible – it will fall. 
Why? Because behind them all is what is revealed in v2 - regardless of the innocent and harmless beginnings these forces, systems and cultures may have they always become the home for the devils allies. Behind the respectable, beguiling the façade of business and art, and culture and false religion, and security lies Satan pouring in his poison that leads to death and destruction.

Culture, wealth, society is rarely the neutral or even pure thing it pretends to be. Many of the things can be good in themselves, but Satan uses them to entrap unsuspecting people as they pass by. Look at our nation now!!
The list of laments from v9-20 shows the grief people with have as everything they have depended on falls into ruins under the hand of God People will weep and moan and mourn as their livelihoods, hopes and dreams are ripped away – all those things that so captivated them will ultimately prove futile and useless. 

Every political movement that promises so much, every business that buys too much, every pleasure and delight that gave so much – but which left God out, will lie in the gutter as ruins.

It is for this reason that the Lord pleads with his people of Johns day and indeed of every age to ‘come out of her my people’ – 18v4 (repeat of an oft made OT call). To play with the world is to play with the enemy; it is to risk being ensnared in her sin and caught up in her punishment (remember Lot?). It may look attractive but it leads astray – which is why God calls it a ‘prostitute’. 
You see, as much as Rome brought wealth, stability, peace, etc, there was also a dark, dark side to the system – as there is with every Babylon. It was a tyrant to any who dared question, to those who refused to buy into the system. Those who wouldn’t worship Caesar, who resisted the system, who wouldn’t pay the bribes, join the unions or whatever else. 1000’s, millions were mercilessly slaughtered.

Of course we see it today – Communism, false religion, Islam, dictators – enemies killed. Rule by fear, looking after only the supporters. Intolerance of diversity

And what about in business – look where the greed of business and money has got the world! And what about the ethics of multinationals? – the child labour, the sweat shops – all there because of our insatiable desire for pleasure, fashion, cheap goods – as well as the victims desire for a ‘better life’ at whatever cost. 

And in our western culture we have so much affluence which gives us such seemingly innocent things like - clothes, entertainment, holidays, pensions, – but how often and easily when a decision has to be made we think how it will affect these things and not about the Lord. Part of Babylon – the culture that can rule even us if we are not careful. 
The Lords call for us to ‘Come out of her’ is a serious call. Not to be like them. It calls us to look at our priorities, our own ethics, our own consideration of other people and our planet. It’s a call to look at our priorities and the things that drive us; it’s a call to self examination to see whether (or where) we’ve cosied up to the prostitute and in danger of becoming tarred with her dirt and stains. 

Prayer

Sing: - Songs about Cleansing 
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