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CHAPTER 4 : THE EVIDENCE FOR JERUSALEM AS THE HARLOT



The case for identifying Jerusalem as the intended
referent for the harlot image in Revelation proceeds on
several fronts. Some are related to internal evidence

throughout the Apocalypse, others involve the background of
the rest of Scripture and general thematic emphases of
biblical prophecy. But when taken together, I am persuaded
that these lines of argument point in one primary direction, as
we will see in the following evaluation of the evidence. 

Common Objections
The first step in examining the Jerusalem case, if we are to
have a fair hearing of the evidence, is to consider the main
objections that are offered by opponents to the this view. Of
course, the most common is the contention that the
Apocalypse was written after A.D. 70 and could therefore not
be concerned with a prophecy of the fall of Jerusalem. This
objection has been thoroughly analyzed in chapter three
above, and the arguments related to such need not be repeated
here. There are however a few others that warrant
deliberation. 

Babylon Imagery in Jewish Sources 
One of the chief reasons many have contended that Babylon
represents Rome in the Apocalypse is the widely recognized
fact that a number of Jewish sources use this device to
critique Rome.1 Certainly this is not uncommon, and it is
understandable that many commentators find this
compelling. Moreover, this argument presupposes the
understanding that these Jewish writers used such imagery in
light of the destruction of the temple, an act first executed by
historical Babylon, and later recapitulated by the Romans.2 Of
course, tied to this approach is the assumption that the book
was written after the second destruction, which is also when
all of the aforementioned Jewish instances of this
representation for Rome occur.3

Beale takes the argument a step further, noting that there is
no example in Jewish literature of the use of the name
Babylon for Jerusalem.4 But this particular silence argument
seems weak. It is to be expected that the Jews would not apply
the name “Babylon” to themselves. Who would?5 It is, in fact,
the very unexpected dramatic irony of such imagery that
makes John’s use of the label from a Christian perspective so
striking and meaningful if Jerusalem is in view. 

Beale also points out that Sodom has precedent for being used
as a metaphor for Israel,6 but not Babylon.7 But this
argument, too, carries little weight. Most of the prophets were
written before Babylon had fallen (many before she existed!),
the few exceptions being written shortly thereafter.8
Therefore, she naturally would not be used as an ancient fallen
enemy of God, the way Sodom or Egypt would. This would
have carried about as much thrust of clarity and style as
calling Jerusalem “Rome” in the Apocalypse while Rome was
still standing. It would have been confusing, and would not
follow the precedent of previous prophets. 

On the other hand, now that Babylon’s horrific rule had
become a distant memory, application of her name to apostate
Jerusalem, like the names of Sodom and Egypt, which of
course have been used for Jerusalem in this very book,9 would
be absolutely appropriate. It would mean Christians were
living in exile in the center of heathenism (not even Rome,
but God’s adulterous wife!), but they would soon be rescued
and vindicated as she was judged by God, just as had happened
with Sodom and Egypt before.

There is a further point to be made here regarding the
purpose of the Babylon metaphor. As has been said, most
scholars understand the connotations of the image to relate to
the destroyer of the temple, which would of course not fit
Jerusalem. However, Wilson has argued that, while these
connotations with Babylon became the major thrust post-70,
the focus in earlier writings was on Babylon as the place of
exile, the pagan place where God’s people sojourned.10 In this
vein, Revelation does not at any point connect Babylon to the
temple’s destroyer. The image is only employed in terms of a
pagan city that persecutes the saints, out of which God’s true
people are to flee. Wilson, in fact, considers this usage more
consistent with other pre-70 sources, and thus considers it to
be suggestive of an early date for the book.

Whether or not these ideas may be decisively established, it
does seem fair to say in light of these issues that the Jewish
usage of the name Babylon for Rome, while perhaps worth
considering as a useful piece of evidence in favor of the Rome
view, does not preclude usage by John with reference to
Jerusalem; the task remains for us to consider the
corroborating evidence as to which referent is more likely in
this context. 

Language of Exaltation 
A second difficulty with the Jerusalem view for some is the
lofty language used by the author of Revelation to describe the
city of Babylon, especially in 17:18 which reveals the identity
of the harlot as “the great city which has dominion over the
kings of the earth” (hJ povli" hJ megavlh hJ e[cousa basileivan
ejpiÉ tw'n basilevwn th'" gh'"). Most commentators make a
very natural move in jumping to Rome as the most obvious
candidate, considering the dominance of the empire in John’s
day.11 From a sheer political standpoint, this seems very
persuasive. 

In order to deal with this objection, we must look at the two
composite parts of this phrase individually in the light of their
literary background within the context of Revelation. The first
part, the title “the great city” seems at first glance an odd
name to apply to Jerusalem, especially if considered in
contrast to the glory of Rome. However, there is much to be
said not only in defense, but also in favor of the Jerusalem
view at this point from the perspective of historical sources as
well a literary-contextual perspective within the bounds of the
Apocalypse itself. There is strong precedent, and perhaps even
direct indication that this phrase is synonymous with
Jerusalem in the book, and such will become a major piece of
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evidence for our view based on the more elaborate discussion
of this specific question below under “‘The Great City’.” If the
argument given there about this point stands, we need not
discard the Jerusalem view as a reaction to the use of this
phrase.12

The second part of the title, “which has dominion over the
kings of the earth,” appears to be more difficult. Again, from a
sheer political standpoint, this seems to be fairly
straightforward. Rome would be an easy choice. Who else “has
dominion over the kings of the earth”? Can this be said of
Jerusalem in any sense? 

Certainly, this is one of the more problematic issues for the
Jerusalem view, but a case can be made that this sort of
language is not out of line in a context such as this. There is
in fact a fairly substantial precedent for similar hyperbolic
language of exaltation for the city of Jerusalem in the Old
Testament as well other early Jewish sources.13 For instance,
in Ps 48:2, Jerusalem is said to be the “exultation of all the
earth” because it is the “city of the great king”. The NET Bible,
commenting on this verse, summarizes well: “The language is
hyperbolic. Zion, as the dwelling place of the universal king,
is pictured as the world’s capital.”14 Ford proposes that Rev
17:18 “is probably a similar hyperbole; cf. 4QLam which
describes [Jerusalem] as ‘princess of all nations’.”15 The
paradigm undergirding such descriptions is the
preunderstanding that as God’s covenantal mediators, it is
Israel through whom God exercises His kingly rule. The very
fact that Jerusalem is called “the great city”16 at all during a
time of pagan occupation shows that the author may be
viewing it theologically, not with a political literalism, which
would perhaps be out of place in the context of this work.17

In fact, we may have a good indicator within the text of the
Apocalypse itself that this type of thinking lies behind the
phraseology of 17:18. Specifically, there may be a literary
connection with previous usage of this kind of language
within Revelation. In 1:5, Christ himself is described as “the
ruler of the kings of the earth”(oJ a[rcwn tw'n basilevwn th'"
gh'"). The term for ruling authority here is of course a[rcwn
rather than basileivan, but the meaning certainly overlaps
with 17:18, and it seems likely that an allusion to the same
concept or background is intended. In 1:5, the Old Testament
text in the background is Ps 89:27,18 which is taken from a
thoroughly messianic context. The overtones of the Psalm are
overtly related to the implications of the Davidic Covenant,
and being placed in the position of authority over the kings of
the earth is construed as the messianic role. It seems
probable, given the near identical phrasing, that 17:18
hearkens back to 1:5 and its allusion to Christ’s messianic
rule. This then puts us at a crossroads. It is possible that this
type of language is used at this point in the Apocalypse merely
as a dark parody of the rule of Christ as manifest in Roman
sovereignty (or whichever referent other than Jerusalem one
might prefer). On the other hand, the messianic connotations
of this language may narrow the options of what city should
be in view here. It is quite plausible that the choice of this
messianic terminology is most rightly associated with the
messianic city, the place of the Davidic rule.19 It seems to me
that this literary link should at least be given due
consideration alongside the common reading based on the
political atmosphere of the day.20 

Once again, there seem to be valid arguments on either side.
The point to be made here is simply that there is enough
credible evidence for the Jerusalem interpretation even in an
apparent problem area such as this that we need not disregard

this theory from the outset. The case for the Jerusalem view
must still be considered on the merits of the evidence in its
favor. 

The City on Seven Hills 
Advocates of the Rome view have regularly argued that strong,
if not conclusive support for their interpretation can be found
in Rev 17:9 which describes the “seven hills/mountains”
(eJptaÉ o[rh) on which the woman sits. It is beyond dispute
that Rome was very commonly called the “city on seven hills”
because of its topography.21 A number of references to this in
ancient literature could be cited, including, for example,
Virgil,22 Horace,23 and Cicero.24 Understandably then, many
commentators see this verse as a clear indicator that John is
speaking of Rome and doing so in the common language of
the day.25 Certainly, it cannot be denied that this is a very
significant argument for the Rome view. However, this line of
reasoning is not without its problems, and I believe there may
be a more suitable understanding of this verse, one that seems
to have been largely overlooked by most writers.

One hindrance to an assured link here is the question of how
widespread this terminology for Rome really was. Few actually
raise this issue, but the truth is that the evidence to which we
have access only places this “seven hills” language in the
Western Mediterranean regions. As far as whether this usage
was familiar in the East, we simply do not know. There just is
not any record to indicate this for us.26 It may be hasty
therefore to automatically presume that this Roman reference
would be the shared understanding in Asia Minor.

It could be added, as Beale observes, that every other
occurrence of o[ra in Revelation refers to a mountain, not a
“hill,” and this may caution us further against viewing 17:9 as
a reference to the “hills” of Rome.27 Certainly, the term can
go either way lexically, but within the context of this book, a
departure from the “mountain” image evoked elsewhere
would be unexpected, and should probably be avoided in our
translation if possible. A more likely connection is the
association of mountains with the symbolism of power and
kings/kingdoms that is to be found in the Old Testament and
other Jewish works.28 “Seven,” of course, is often symbolic of
completion or perfection, and thus it may be that the seven
mountains are best understood from a Jewish mindset as a
symbol of completeness of authority, or fullness of royal
power.29 Still, in harmony with this imagery there is
background material to be considered here that may very well
give us insight into which royal power we are dealing with. 

As a number of scholars have recognized, the pseudepigraphal
book of 1 Enoch bears numerous striking affinities with the
Apocalypse of John; several are even persuaded of literary
dependence of portions of the Apocalypse upon Enoch.30
Others are more cautious; Bauckham for instance feels we
may not have enough evidence to conclusively identify literary
dependence on such a work, though the parallels that must be
acknowledged at least give clear testimony to traditional
imagery that was already prevalent in Jewish culture prior to
Revelation.31

The significance of 1 Enoch for our study is that certain
passages paint images that are intriguingly similar to Rev
17:9. In 1 Enoch 24–25,32 the writer describes his journey to
a certain place on earth where he encounters a great
mountain. This great mountain, as the angel Michael
explains, is the location of “the throne of God … on which the
Holy and Great Lord of Glory, the Eternal King, will sit when



he descends to visit the earth with goodness.”33 Furthermore,
this place is associated with God’s end-time city-paradise
where the elect will find the “fragrant tree” (v. 4) that will give
them “fruit for life” (v. 5) in the eschaton, and this tree will be
planted “upon the holy place” (v. 5). Clearly, in some sense
Jerusalem (albeit in its eschatologically idealized form), or at
least the future mountain-throne of Yahweh, is the site being
painted with such gloriously vivid language. This passage is in
fact regularly cited by commentators for background imagery
underlying John’s depiction of the New Jerusalem with its
great mountain, throne, and tree of life in Rev 21–22.34

What is not mentioned in these discussions is that the passage
also says this great mountain is seated among “seven dignified
mountains” (24:2). These “seven mountains” (v. 3) are
elaborately described as to their appearance and formation in
24:2–3, and the central, taller mountain of the seven is then
revealed as the place of God’s earthly rule (25:3–6).35 

In surveying the major commentaries, I have been surprised
to find no mention of this passage in connection with Rev
17:9, though it is repeatedly cited as background for the New
Jerusalem.36 If this passage of Enoch bears such close
resemblance to the Apocalypse, how is it that an apparent
reference to Jerusalem sitting on “seven mountains” is
ignored? Is this not easily as significant as the typically cited
idiom for Rome? Interestingly, Beale references 4 Ezra for
more imagery of the restored Jerusalem, and even notes that
work’s amplification of “great mountain” imagery to “seven
great mountains,”37 yet he makes no connection with the
“seven mountains” of Revelation.38 This seems an
unfortunate oversight. Nonetheless, this gives a second
example in the apocalyptic tradition for portraying the place
of God’s future earthly rule (no doubt the idealized Jerusalem)
as located among seven mountains.39 

Based on this evidence, I do not find the “city on seven hills”
argument for Rome to be as persuasive as I once did. It would
seem that a very compelling case can be made that the stream
of Jewish apocalyptic tradition energizing Revelation more
naturally evokes the image of Jerusalem as the city seated on
seven mountains in 17:9 than Rome. The view that Babylon is
a cipher for Jerusalem in the Apocalypse cannot then be
dismissed on the basis of this common objection; not only can
it be defended that the evidence of 17:9 can fit Jerusalem,
there are strong reasons to believe that it in fact does most
properly fit Jerusalem.40 

Idolatry after the Exile 
It has been argued by some that the element of idolatry in Rev
17–18 strongly militates against the possibility that Jerusalem
is being described because Judaism was, in the first century,
strictly monotheistic, and never compromised with the
idolatry of their pagan neighbors.41 This would seem to make
it difficult to maintain that the Jewish leadership is being
portrayed as idolatrous at the time of the writing of the
Apocalypse, especially when Rome’s rampant idolatry is so
historically notorious.

However, we may be missing John’s point if we assume that
only literal idols can be the issue in a book full of symbolic
polemic. There is in fact very good reason to suppose
otherwise when we consider the connotations of idolatry in
the book, especially in the letters. There is much to be said
here, but for now I would simply note that certain parallels set
forth in earlier sections of Revelation strongly imply that the
idolatry with which John is concerned is related to the

“paganism” of Jewish rejection of Christ and aggravation and
persecution of the saints in collaboration with Roman
authority. This will be elaborated at some length below under
“False Jews and Idolatry,” and if the connection is defensible,
the idolatry question should not be seen as an obstacle to the
Jerusalem = Babylon position. 

Extent of Sea Trade 
One final objection commonly leveled against the Jerusalem
interpretation of the harlot is the great wealth and extensive
sea trade described in chapter 18. This imagery is seen by
many to be clearly indicative of Rome (or at least some ideal
or future world dominating power) in its sheer vastness.42
Much ink has been spilt over the economic elements of this
passage, yet while such discussions are understandable when
we consider the extravagant language of the chapter, they may
be misguided. Old Testament scholar Iain Provan has recently
argued that the form of the passage recalls familiar lament
song patterns from the Old Testament tradition, and that the
function of the use of this form is to echo God’s past judgment
of pagan peoples, rather than highlighting the economic
details, which, according to Provan, are likely simply the
carry-over of the language of the original songs that are being
reused.43 The point of the rhetoric would not be to actually
focus on financial abuses, but rather to compare the fall of the
city in the present context to the fall of other pagan peoples in
the Old Testament. To this end Provan asks poignantly
(regarding Rev 18’s list of cargoes), “[D]oes this list signify
economic critique of Rome as such, or is it there simply
because it is the sort of thing that one finds in biblical laments
and dirges?”44 

Moreover, the especially striking thing about Provan’s article
is that in considering the actual contents of the text from this
perspective, he finds certain details to have been altered from
the original Old Testament source material that is being
reapplied. These alterations, he argues, all amend the lament
song for Babylon with embellishments that redirect the
critique to another city, namely, Jerusalem.45 In fact, whereas
many New Testament scholars have found the language of
chapter eighteen to be fatal to a Jerusalem reading, Provan
(rather than being persuaded to a Jerusalem interpretation on
the basis of the literary features of chapter seventeen that
compel most advocates of this view), as an Old Testament
scholar, is primarily persuaded that Jerusalem is in view
precisely because of what he sees at work in John’s crafting of
Rev 18, and he argues the case from this evidence.46

If Provan is accurately grasping John’s use of the Old
Testament here, then something that has been seen as an
obstacle to the Jerusalem view may actually turn out to be a
supporting argument for it. Some of the key elements of this
proposition will be examined in more detail under the section
entitled “Economic critique and Revelation 18,” but the point
to be made for this stage of the argument is that it seems fair
to say that all of the major objections to seeing Jerusalem in
this passage are manageable, at least to varying degrees.
Moreover, as we have noted, in several cases a deeper
investigation of the issues behind the objections may in fact
reveal that these too hint at Jerusalem. 

The Case for Jerusalem
It is hoped at this point that at the least a fair case has been
made that these more difficult elements of the discussion can
be made to fit with the view being proposed by this thesis with



a reasonable amount of exegetical credibility. Given
thoughtful investigation, none of the objections raised
decisively precludes Jerusalem as the harlot of the Apocalypse.
The burden of proof still lies on the cumulative evidence that
can be used to support this interpretation. Therefore, having
surveyed the major solutions that have been proposed for this
passage, and having now taken into account the primary
objections to the solution proposed by this thesis, the case for
Jerusalem will be set forth. 

“The Great City” 
One of the simplest, yet strongest clues that Jerusalem is to be
understood as the harlot of Babylon is that John seems to give
the answer away directly to the observant reader in a couple of
key places in Revelation. At the end of chapter 17, the
interpreting angel tells John the identity of the adulterous
woman explicitly: “The woman whom you saw is the great city
which has dominion over the kings of the earth” (hJ gunhÉ
h}n ei\de" e[stin hJ povli" hJ megavlh hJ e[cousa basileivan
ejpiÉ tw'n basilevwn th'" gh'"). This phrase “the great city”
seems to be set forth with the assumption that the reader
knows what city that would be, and the phrase is tossed
around several more times in this passage.47 Moreover, the
phrase appears to be used quite exclusively in the book of
Revelation. Outside of this passage, in which it occurs many
times, all of which clearly refer to Babylon, the phrase only
appears twice in the rest of this twenty-two-chapter book. The
first, and most important occurrence of the designation “the
great city” is in 11:8, which reads, “And [the two witnesses’]
bodies will lie in the street of the great city which is spiritually
called Sodom and Egypt, where also their Lord was crucified”
(toÉ ptw'ma aujtw'n ejpiÉ th'" plateiva" th'" povlew" th'"
megavlh" h{ti" kalei'tai pneumatikw'" Sovdoma kaiÉ Ai[gupto"
o{pou kaiÉ oJ kuvrio" aujtw'n ejstaurwvqh).48 This verse is
extremely significant. In it, we have two major pieces of
information relevant to our study. 

First, it is all but indisputable that “the great city” as identified
here is Jerusalem, “where also their Lord was crucified.”49
This alone sets a powerful precedent for the term before we
come to chapters 17 and 18. This term is not used carelessly
for many cities in the book, but rather only twice without
explicit reference to Babylon. It is hard to imagine this
reference not ringing in the ears of the original audience
when they would arrive at 17:18. It would easily be the most
natural step, if a somewhat shocking one. 

Secondly, the writer also sets a precedent for using
metaphorical names for Jerusalem, specifically names of
Israel’s ancient enemies. This tells us two things: we should
not be surprised if he does it again, and Jerusalem is being
painted in a very negative light in Revelation. 

A similar occurrence of the phrase “the great city” is found in
16:19, where again we have a vital clue to the identity of the
harlot who appears later. The verse reads, “And the great city
was split into three parts, and the cities of the nations fell”
(kaiÉ ejgevneto hJ povli" hJ megavlh eij" triva mevrh kaiÉ aiJ
povlei" tw'n ejqnw'n e[pesan). The key point to be made here
is that “the great city” is apparently contrasted with “the cities
of the nations.” It could be that the great city is merely one of
the cities of the nations, but it seems more likely that the two
are to be distinguished; we are not told that the other cities of
the nations fell, just that the cities of the nations fell, as
distinct from the great city. As Ford comments, “The
juxtaposition of this phrase with the ‘cities of the nations’

suggests that it is not a Gentile location, such as Rome.”50
This also becomes more probable in light of the lexical
ambiguity of the Greek. For neutrality’s sake, the translation
given above has simply rendered tw'n ejqnw'n “of the
nations.” In Greek, of course, the term may be translated
either in this manner or more specifically as “of the Gentiles.”
The NET Bible notes this as an alternative translation, and if
we take this option, the text is even more telling. In this case
“the great city” would be juxtaposed against “the cities of the
Gentiles.” In light of the last use of “the great city,” in which
it was identified as the place “where also their Lord was
crucified,” this does not seem unlikely. What makes this
especially significant for our present study is that this verse
may bridge the gap between 11:8 and 17:18 in that the
remaining portion of 16:19 fills out the image of this “great
city” by identifying it explicitly as Babylon. 

In addition, this interpretation can be further validated by the
Old Testament background of the city’s fate in this passage. As
several commentators have recognized, the splitting of the
city into three parts seems to echo Ezek 5:1–5 in which God
has the prophet divide his hair into three parts as a depiction
of coming judgment upon a city, specifically, the desolation of
Jerusalem, which will occur in thirds.51 Taking together the
precedent of Rev 11:8, the contrast with the cities of the
nations/Gentiles, and the background of Ezek 5, we have very
compelling reasons to think 16:9, like 11:8, may be referring
to Jerusalem as “the great city.” Not only that, “the great city”
is here also clearly connected to the name “Babylon.” Again,
these are the only two references to “the great city” in the
book before we get to chapter 17. There is no other “great
city” to be found in the Apocalypse, no other precedent to
follow. If Jerusalem is not the harlot, it is worth asking at this
point why John, who uses the phrase “the great city” so
colorfully in chapters 17 and 18 has been so uncareful as to let
it slip at two other places in the book, both of which would
likely lead one to see Jerusalem as God’s enemy, if not Babylon
itself.52

One other similar phenomenon occurs in chapter 14, in
which “the winepress was trodden outside the city” (ejpathvqh
hJ lhnoÉ" e[xwqen th'" povlew" [14:20]). Almost all
interpreters identify this city as Jerusalem53 (due to the
grapes/vine imagery that is so commonly associated with
Israel in the Old Testament54), yet the only “city” mentioned
thus far in the chapter is “Babylon the great” (BabulwÉn hJ
megavlh) in verse 8. The identification seems to be taken for
granted. If this is the case, then all three passages in the book
that anticipate the revealing of “the great city” in chapters 17
and 18 can be said to be evocative of, if not indicative of
Jerusalem, and this necessarily sets a powerfully consistent
motif in the mind of the reader by the time these later
chapters are encountered.

Her Adornment 
When we examine chapters 17–18, one striking feature of the
image of the harlot we see emphasized is her adornment. She
is arrayed in “purple and scarlet, and adorned with gold and
precious stones and pearls” (porfurou'n kaiÉ kovkkinon kaiÉ
kecruswmevnh crusivw/ kaiÉ livqw/ timivw/ kaiÉ margarivtai"
[17:4; 18:16]). As Beale observes, this combination of words in
the Greek is identical to the LXX description of the high
priest’s garments.55 In other words, the city is being
represented as having the role of high priest, or at least an
association with the Jewish priestly system. Certainly
Jerusalem is the most natural referent.56 It is also interesting



to note a comment by Josephus that the veil covering the
temple gate (which was over 80 feet high and 24 feet wide) was
“a Babylonian curtain, embroidered with blue, and fine linen
[cf. Rev 18:16], and scarlet, and purple.”57 There may be no
connection—the LXX reference is a stronger link—but it is
not unreasonable to wonder if this could possibly have been in
the mind of John at the time of the writing of Revelation.
Regardless, the high priestly nature of Jerusalem seems to be
the point of this attire. 

Harlotry in the Prophets 
One of the most important issues in this discussion is the
meaning of harlotry in prophetic literature. The woman in
Rev 17 and 18 is depicted as “the great harlot … with whom
the kings of the earth have committed fornication” (th'"
povrnh" th'" megavlh" . . . meq j h|" ejpovrneusan oiJ basilei'"
th'" gh'" [17:1–2]), “the mother of harlots” (hJ mhvthr tw'n
pornw'n [17:5]), and related images. Her fornications are the
reason for her judgment (ch. 18). This theme cannot be
overemphasized. In the Old Testament prophets, the imagery
of a people or city committing adultery, or being labeled a
harlot, is consistently a reference to covenant
unfaithfulness.58 A multitude of passages in various prophetic
books use the harlotry theme to condemn Israel for her sin.59
In fact, of the many passages that illustrate this constant
theme, the only two exceptions to Israel being the referent are
two prophecies against Tyre60 and Nineveh61, both of which
had formerly been in covenant with Yahweh.62 

The point here is too consistent to be overlooked: one cannot
commit adultery against God if one is not married to God. It
is difficult to conceive of any city other than Jerusalem that
would be described as the covenant-breaking harlot in
Revelation, especially in light of the dozens of times she has
been given this appellation already throughout the Old
Testament.63 It would be highly unprecedented to expect
another referent. Over and over again in biblical prophecy,
Israel is the harlot.64 This issue becomes all the more striking
when we recognize that a great deal of the substance of
Revelation comes from John’s reapplication of the contents of
Ezekiel,65 a work which is consumed largely with the
prediction of Jerusalem’s approaching destruction because of
her great adultery, which is followed by a vision of the New
Jerusalem. The connection is not insignificant. 

Lastly, on this point, it is worth noting that the call for the
harlot to be repaid “double according to her deeds” (taÉ dipla'
kataÉ taÉ e[rga aujth'" [18:6]) is used in the Old Testament
only against God’s people, Israel.66 The Old Testament image
of the doom of Babylon has been conflated with language from
the prophetic tradition against Jerusalem. Moreover this is no
anomaly—this is a common pattern throughout the entire
section.

Her Forehead 
“And upon her forehead a name was written a name, a
mystery, ‘Babylon the great, the mother of harlots and of the
abominations of the earth’” (kaiÉ ejpiÉ toÉ mevtwpon aujth'"
o[noma gegrammevnon, musthvrion, BabulwÉn hJ megavlh,
hJ mhvthr tw'n pornw'n kaiÉ tw'n bdelugmavtwn th'" gh'"
[17:5]). The writing of this title on the woman’s forehead
seems to hearken back primarily to two Old Testament texts,
both of which are incriminating for Jerusalem as the harlot.
The most obvious is Jer 3:3,67 in which God says of Israel,
“You had a harlot’s forehead” (%l'ê hy"h" hn"Az hV'Ûai). The

other is Exod 28:36–38, in which the high priest’s cap (which,
as Beale observes, is also made of some of the same materials
as the high priest’s garment discussed above68) is to have
written on it “Holy to the LORD” (hw")hyl;( vd,qO). This gives
stark contrast to the figure wearing the priestly colors in
Revelation, whose forehead bears the title “mother of harlots.”
Regardless of which passage is the greater influence here,
both seem to point in the same direction.69

On the other hand, it is commonly claimed that the forehead
writing here is to be associated with the Greco-Roman culture
of the day, in which prostitutes are said to have worn
headbands with their names on them.70 However, the
evidence for this practice is less than scanty, and several
scholars are now questioning its occurrence altogether.71
Nevertheless, even if this custom could be tied to history,
should it really be considered a more likely background for
the imagery than the Old Testament precedent of Jer 3:3? This
Old Testament source is especially significant in light of the
fact that, in the succinct words of Beagley, “Jeremiah soon
afterwards warns faithless Judah that, dressed in scarlet as she
was, her lovers have turned upon her and are now seeking to
kill her.”72 Read in concert with the gruesome turn of events
in Rev 17:16, in which the beast and the ten horns turn on
their mistress the harlot and destroy her, this passage gives us
several strong links to Jerusalem. 

False Jews and Idolatry 
In the Old Testament passages regarding harlotry, often
idolatry is a large part of the “spiritual adultery,” and this
seems to belong to the images of compromise with the
nations and being involved with “unclean things” and
“abominations” in Rev 17 and 18 as well.73 As we discussed
before, some have therefore objected to the Jerusalem view on
the basis that first-century Judaism was not given to idolatry,
and did not compromise with Rome.74 This, however,
overlooks certain factors. 

For several reasons, “idolatry” as a concept should perhaps
not be too concretely limited in this context. Chapters 2–3 in
fact may give us something of a hint of the kind of “idolatry”
that is plaguing many of the churches of John’s day. The
letters to the seven churches are often noted for their literary
crafting, which probably reflects quite a bit of subtle
theological design, rather than merely epistolary form and
content. 

For instance, it is likely that the letters serve to introduce
many of the themes of the book, and they also clearly form a
chiastic pattern.75 Moreover, it has been argued that the
individual letters follow the so-called “covenant” form of
ancient Near Eastern treaties, much like the Book of
Deuteronomy.76 These features are mentioned here simply to
highlight the point that we ought not be surprised to find
theological motifs being hinted at in these passages, both
structurally and symbolically. There is, in other words,
legitimate reason to not view these letters as mere letters.

The significance of this observation for the present discussion
is that the theme of idolatry is certainly very important in the
seven letters,77 and we may find subtle hints in this section of
John’s connotations for the concept. Specifically, there are
parallels between the heresies condemned in the letters that
have been regularly recognized by commentators, parallels, in
fact, that are so close that these heresies are generally
considered to be the same idolatrous teaching under different
names, at least in the cases of the Nicolaitans, the Balaamites,



and Jezebel.78 Moreover, it is instantly recognizable that the
latter two echo names of Old Testament figures, and should
therefore automatically strike a chord with us that there is
perhaps some form of intentional symbolism being implied.
As far as the Nicolaitans, few commentators have been able to
find a satisfactory connection as to the identity of these
aggravators.79 However it is often noted that part of the
reason the Nicolaitans and the Balaamites should be so closely
identified is the similar etymology of their names, which is
related to one who “overcomes/consumes the people.”80 It
may be that the name of the Nicolaitans is based on a Greek
translation of Balaam’s name. Regardless of whether that
oversimplifies the matter, the semantic connection here that
parallels with the heretical connection gives further
justification for supposing we may be dealing with the same
problematic teaching, which is then recapitulated in Jezebel.

Moreover, the two Old Testament characters utilized here
happen to be a false prophet and a harlot, two roles that will
be played by villainous figures in later chapters of the
Apocalypse.81 If valid, this connection seems fairly
significant, in that it may mean the letters are subtly
introducing the themes that will later be developed in the rest
of the book, and this type of structuring and theological
insinuation would certainly not be out of character with the
multi-layered literary sophistication we find pervading the
book. 82

There is, however, one other key worker of evil in the
Apocalypse, the driving force behind the entire iniquitous
drama—the Serpent, Satan himself. In perfect harmony with
the pattern above, Satan too is revealed in the letters,
especially in the letter to Pergamum. This city is depicted as
the place where Satan has his throne, and there too, the
people are plagued by the teachings of the Balaamites and
Nicolaitans. The idolatry into which these teachers are leading
the people is tied to the hidden forces of the Dragon, who is
working the whole wicked scheme from behind the curtains.
In fact, he is not only working in these contexts that appear to
be what we would consider blatant idolatry, he is also rearing
his scaly head in two other places in the letters. In the letters
to Smyrna and Philadelphia, we are told of a sinister
“synagogue of Satan” (sunagwghÉ tou' satana'),composed of
“those who call themselves Jews and are not” (tw'n legovntwn
jIoudaivou" ei\nai eJautou" kaiÉ oujk eijsivn).83 The language
of being a “synagogue of Satan” quickly declares one thing:
the Judaism in view is considered paganism. While purporting
to be the worship of Israel, it has become idolatry; these are
not “true” Jews. This then gives us a remarkable precedent for
the meaning of idolatry and pagan worship in Revelation.
Especially when we consider the fact that the Satanic teaching
in all of the other church contexts was essentially
synonymous, it is quite possible that apostate Judaism is here
being given the connotations of idolatry, in keeping with the
parallels in the other letters, and this sets the stage for later
stark portrayals of non-Christian Judaism such as Rev 11:8.

Naturally, the “paganism” of which these false Jews are guilty
cannot be separated from interaction with Rome. If the basic
contention of this thesis is correct and the Babylon of
chapters 17–18 represents apostate Jerusalem, then chapter
18 certainly links much of her sin to compromise with other
nations. Similarly, chapter 17 focuses on the harlot’s riding of
the beast, using its authority to persecute the saints and
commit sin. This depiction, while quite disturbing, would be
very appropriate from John’s perspective for those who are

working with Roman power to persecute the followers of
Christ. 

Furthermore, the Jerusalem leadership was certainly guilty of
the ultimate pagan compromise with Rome, the rejection and
crucifixion of Christ Himself. This would more than qualify as
sufficient basis for seeing Jerusalem as having committed
adultery with Rome’s paganism, and as having rejected the
true God. No doubt this event would have left a permanent
impact on John’s view of Jerusalem as one who makes illicit
ties with an idolatrous nation for her own rebellious gain.84

Economic Critique and Revelation 18. 
As we have discussed above, certain elements of chapter 18 are
often seen as troublesome for a Jerusalem connection to
Babylon, especially the vast nature of the sea trade described
and the overall economic power and influence. In fact, in the
beginning stages of compiling the research for this thesis, I
must admit that I found this problem quite difficult to handle
as well, and wondered if there was a reasonable response to
this objection at all. While other evidences seemed quite
persuasive for the Jerusalem view, this questioned appeared at
least as of yet unanswered, if not unanswerable. 

For this reason I am quite indebted at this point to the work
of Old Testament scholar Iain Provan, whose article
mentioned above, “Foul Spirits, Fornication and Finance:
Revelation 18 From an Old Testament Perspective,” has been
a welcome source of insights. For Provan, the complex
language of Rev 18 is not only not a hindrance to a Jerusalem
perspective, it is one of the strongest arguments for it.
Provan’s contention throughout is that it is a false assumption
that the detail of imagery present in a passage such as this
must be taken at face value in all its particulars as a literal
description of the situation of the day when the language
being employed is clearly a reapplication of a major portion of
an Old Testament text. His reason for believing this is related
to his own study in the area of traditional “lament songs,”
which informs his understanding of the use of such language
in this passage.85 Clearly the “lament” form is at work in Rev
18, as is plain from the fact that much of the content is taken
from a previous lament for Tyre found in Ezek 26–28
(combined of course with OT oracle language against
Babylon, the namesake of Revelation’s “great city”). The use of
such a traditional form is significant to Provan, who notes,
“[I]t is not simply Old Testament language and imagery which
has shaped Revelation 18, but also the very form and structure
of Old Testament texts—the very manner in which they have
been composed.”86

The general point that is relevant here is whether we should
look for historical reference for each detail of such a
reapplication of imagery, or whether the function of the
imagery is more properly to provide an echo of the form
traditionally used when a city such as Tyre falls from a great
height. For instance, regarding the vivid list of cargoes given
by John (18:12-13), Provan asks, “[D]oes this list signify
economic critique of Rome as such, or is it there simply
because it is the sort of thing that one finds in biblical laments
and dirges?”87 In other words, if the author is employing Old
Testament language to express the fall of a city or people in
familiar prophetic terms, can we be sure we have warrant to
read the language as (for the author) contemporarily literally
applicable? Again, “How can one say [as Bauckham does] that
the presence of wheat on John’s list [of cargoes] shows how
the general population of Rome survived only at the expense



of the rest of the empire, when wheat appears on the very list
in Ezek 27 that provides the basis for John’s list?”88 No doubt
the details could correspond, but the fact that they are
employed rhetorically for their connotations with the fall of
arrogant enemies of God in the Old Testament calls us to
consider hermeneutical questions of whether the language
demands historical correspondence, or is rather subservient
to the driving point of the severity of the fall of a people judged
by God. The point may simply be, “You, ‘Babylon,’ are
tragically fallen just as Tyre and historical Babylon before
you.”89 This is certainly the great thrust of the passage;
whether or not there is reason to seek application for all of the
details is an area that must be admitted to involve some
degree of ambiguity. Caution seems quite justified, however,
when we recognize the fact that the details cannot even be
made to comfortably fit Rome (for most, the necessary
referent of the passage) with consistent literalism either,
considering it was not a major seaport or trading city.90 

However, the argument of Provan’s article is not merely that
we ought not get caught up in the details of material that is
being structurally appropriated for a rhetorical point. The
issue that catches his eye is the fact that at many points, the
author of Revelation does not leave the reapplied language in
its original form, but instead subtly alters it. It is these fresh
literary features, not the details imported from a previous
context, that may be of most use to us for tracking with John’s
thought. It is these areas in which he has not merely
compared the present villain to previous ones, but has added
original critique to the message, and has perhaps hinted at the
identity of his antagonist.91 

Examples of this phenomenon noted by Provan include the
addition of chariots to Ezekiel’s cargo list (quite likely an
import from the list of goods in 1 Kgs 4, which subtly reminds
the Old Testament audience of Solomon’s disregarding of the
former command not to widely accrue horses and chariots in
Deut 17:16),92 the language of the “clinging” of the harlot’s
sins (the term kollavw, having LXX covenant language
connotations, being added to a Babylon oracle [v. 5]),93 the
use of an Old Testament oracle against Judah and Jerusalem
in verses 23–24 in the middle of borrowed Tyre lament
language,94 the double recompense (in the Old Testament,
only ever used against Israel) warning of verse 2 in the middle
of Babylon allusions, and a number of echoes of passages from
Lamentations reflecting on Jerusalem’s fall.95 

The point of this sampling is simply to show that it is quite
plausible that what the author is doing here is adapting an Old
Testament lament song for his own purposes by invoking
Jerusalem judgment language at various points, thereby
redirecting the reader to the true identity of this harlot.
Whether this evidence on its own is as noteworthy as the
precedent of Rev 11:8, the attire of the woman, or the charge
of adultery is up for discussion. But the cumulative evidence
of the use of the Old Testament in chapter 18 was at least
enough to get one Old Testament scholar’s attention.

The Origin of This Image 
As we have said before, we do not necessarily have to find any
previous instance of Jerusalem being called Babylon outside of
Revelation in order to take this possibility seriously here—it
could simply have originated with John’s vision. But there is
perhaps more that can be said on this issue. Is John truly
without precedent in this application of imagery? If this
proposal had already existed in early Christianity, we would

certainly have a much stronger case that this is John’s
intention. And, in fact, I think a case can be made that such a
precedent can be found for equating Babylon with Jerusalem;
moreover, the precedent is drawn from one of John’s most
substantial influences, the teaching of our Lord Jesus Himself.

In the Olivet Discourse, Christ prophetically warns of
Jerusalem’s impending doom. Even among those who prefer
to keep preterism at a distance it is generally a universal
recognition that at least some of Jesus’ words apply to A.D. 70.
The point worth noting here is that while it is obvious that
much of Jesus’ language alludes to the Old Testament, it may
not be as obvious what many of the allusions have in common.
Specifically, N. T. Wright has extensively argued that much of
the discourse is heavily dependent upon prophecies of the
destruction of one particular enemy of the people of God:
Babylon.96 This is especially true of the warnings for the
people of God to flee the city when her judgment has come,
which eerily echo the “Come out from her!” passages of
Jeremiah.97 

Beagley likewise sees this motif underlying the discourse, and
approvingly notes van der Waal’s suggestion that Christ is
specifically applying Jer 51:45 (concerning Babylon) to
Jerusalem.98 The scenario we may have on the Mount of
Olives, then, is this: Christ warning of impending judgment,
warning the people of God to escape when they can, and
pronouncing Old Testament prophecies directly against
Jerusalem, when these prophecies were known to originally
apply to Babylon. In Wright’s words, “Luke’s reading of Mark
is quite clear: all this language refers to the fall of Jerusalem,
which is to be understood against the background of the
predicted destruction of Babylon.”99 If this is correct, the
paradox must have been truly shocking. One can imagine the
disciples’ absolute astonishment as they began to realize the
horrifically ironic implications of Jesus applying these words
to their great city. “He’s calling Jerusalem Babylon!” perhaps
quickly became an uncomfortable whisper among the men.
Again, Wright remarks, “Here … is the all-important change
of roles. Jerusalem has become Babylon; Jesus and His
disciples have become Jerusalem,” and, “The new Babylon was
to be destroyed in an instant, and flight was the only
appropriate action, the only way of salvation for Jesus’
renewed Israel.”100

If such a reconstruction is valid, we must take seriously the
impact this event would have had on John’s thinking.101 If
this interpretation is correct, then John would not be
inventing the “Jerusalem has become Babylon” theme.
Rather, it would have originated with Jesus. In composing the
Apocalypse, John’s use of this imagery would be a natural
retelling of Jesus’ own teaching. And, of course, many have
noted the point that much of Revelation seems to simply be a
reworking of the Olivet Discourse.102 It would be of no
surprise, then, if this metaphor reappeared with more vivid
narration. Not to mention the fact that if much of Revelation
truly is, to whatever extent, a rehashing of Olivet themes, then
Jerusalem’s impending judgment, an important emphasis of
the discourse, has a high probability of being a primary theme
in the Apocalypse as well. Indeed, it would perhaps be
somewhat surprising if this were not so.

It seems, then, that a very plausible scenario can be
constructed out of which John would have likely produced the
depiction of Jerusalem as the enemy Babylon. This certainly
does not prove that such must be the case, but it does give
some roots of credibility to the hypothesis.



The Blood of the Saints and Prophets 
One of the most important themes in Revelation that seems to
have been drawn from Jesus’ prophetic warnings in the
gospels is that “in her [Babylon] was found the blood of the
prophets and saints and all who have been slain upon the
earth” (18:24).103 This is almost unmistakably a reference to
Jesus’ words found in Matthew 23:34–35: “… I am sending to
you prophets and wise men and scribes; some of them you will
kill and crucify, and some of them you will scourge in your
synagogues and persecute from city to city, so that upon you
might fall all the righteous blood shed upon the earth, from
the blood of righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah son of
Berechiah, whom you murdered between the sanctuary and
the altar.”104 Likewise, Luke 11:50–51: “… in order that the
blood of all the prophets shed since the foundation of the
world may be required from this generation, from the blood of
Abel to the blood of Zechariah, who was killed between the
altar and the sanctuary; yes, I say to you, it will be required of
this generation.”105

While Rome certainly had her hands stained with Christian
blood, as Gentry points out they could not be charged with the
death of the Old Testament prophets,106 especially in light of
Jesus’ direct charge to Jerusalem that she will be held
responsible. Again, if we can suppose John’s dependence upon
Christ’s prophetic teachings, then Jerusalem must be most
appropriately understood as the guilty party indicted in Rev
18:24.

Her Desolation by the Beast 
Another point that should not be overlooked is how well
Jerusalem fits into the picture of Babylon’s fate at the hands
of the beast. Here the Rome view runs into great difficulty
because of the fact that the beast is viewed by just about
everyone as having some link to Rome.107 But in chapter 17,
the beast and the harlot not only interact, the beast even hates
and destroys the harlot. This prompts Beagley to ask, “[I]n
what sense can it be said that the Empire or one specific
Emperor turns against the capital city and destroys it? How
can Rome destroy Rome?”108 On the one hand, this probably
overstates the issue, in that Nero’s apparent role in the fire at
Rome (A.D. 64) could fit this image quite reasonably.109 But
while this approach cannot be dismissed outright, it may not
do sufficient justice to the distinction between the two
characters. 

If, however, Jerusalem is the harlot attacked by beastly Rome,
the imagery in 17:16 makes obvious sense: “… the beast …
will hate the harlot and will make her desolate and naked, and
will devour her flesh and will burn her up with fire.” This
certainly fits perfectly against the backdrop of the Olivet
Discourse,110 and sounds very much like a reference to the
events of A.D. 70. Interestingly, Beale gives lengthy treatment
to the dependence of the imagery in this verse upon Old
Testament descriptions of Jerusalem’s impending destruction,
yet stops short of granting what might seem to be the natural
implications of this phenomenon:

The portrayal of the harlot’s desolation is sketched according
to the outlines of the prophecy of apostate Jerusalem’s
judgment by God in Ezek. 23:25-29, 47: “your survivors will
be devoured by the fire … they will also strip you of your
clothes … and they will deal with you in hatred … and leave
you naked and bare. And the nakedness of your harlotries will
be uncovered … they will burn their houses with fire.”

Likewise, Ezek. 16:37-41 prophesies against faithless Israel: “I
will gather together all your lovers with whom you have
consorted … they will break down your house of
harlotry…and they will leave you naked … they will burn
your houses with fire.” … The Ezekiel picture is
supplemented by similar OT descriptions of Israel’s coming
judgment, which prophesy that God “will strip her naked and
… make her desolate” (Hosea 2:3; cf. also Jeremiah 10:25;
41:22 LXX; Micah 3:3 …).111

Note the consistency of the application of this language to
apostate Israel. It seems difficult to imagine the weight of this
background not giving the original readers the sense that
Jerusalem is the city being made desolate in 17:16, especially
if the aggressor is understood to be Rome.112 

Milligan solemnly elaborates:

[I]t is difficult not to think that there was one great drama
present to the mind of the Seer and suggestive of the picture
of the harlot’s ruin, that of the life and death of Jesus. The
degenerate Jewish Church had then called in the assistance of
the world-power of Rome, had stirred it up, and had persuaded
it to do its bidding against its true Bridegroom and King. An
alliance had been formed between them; and, as a result of it,
they crucified the Lord of glory. But the alliance was soon
broken; and, in the fall of Jerusalem by the hands of her guilty
paramour, the harlot was left desolate and naked, her flesh
was eaten, and she was burned utterly with fire.113 

New Jerusalem/Old Jerusalem 
(or The Bride Versus the Harlot) 

Finally, a consideration of a general theme of the Apocalypse
may serve to bookend the evidence on this matter quite neatly,
particularly that of the contrast between Babylon and the New
Jerusalem of chapter 21. Revelation is full of “yin/yang” style
contrasts, including the Lamb versus the Dragon, the Father’s
name versus the beast’s name on people’s foreheads, and,
here, the image of the bride versus the harlot, or, New
Jerusalem versus Babylon.114 As was mentioned before, it is
not a great leap from the apparent background of Jeremiah 3
(which includes Yahweh’s “divorcing” of Israel for harlotry) in
our Babylon passage to the estimation that the harlot in
Revelation is being dismissed by God as an unfit wife for
Christ. There is clearly a deliberate literary contrast present
between the bride of chapter 21 and the harlot of chapters
17–18 in the language of their respective (and closely parallel)
introductions, characterizations, and environments.115 

As we have already noted, Jerusalem’s rejection of her
Messiah, who had come as her husband, sets the stage for the
Messiah to take another bride. And if this new bride is called
the “New” Jerusalem, a likely corollary is that the former,
unfaithful woman was the Old Jerusalem.116 This ties the two
sections together perfectly and logically, and suddenly creates
a very natural harmony of purpose and flow of thought for the
Apocalypse in broad strokes. Simply stated, it makes much
sense of the book.

This, then, is the bulk of the evidence for the Jerusalem view,
evidence which I think is highly significant. Certain points
may be stronger than others, but overall I think their
cumulative weight warrants careful consideration.
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