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I 
 
One of the great publishing success stories of recent years has been the Left Behind series – a 
string of novels that depict the events of Revelation in contemporary terms. On the chance that 
some of you may not have read any of these novels, let me try to suggest something of their 
substance and what the hub-hub over them has been all about. In short, the authors of Left 
Behind portray a series of events that one could actually imagine unfolding on the pages of our 
newspapers and which even seem conceivable given the shape of trends already visible in our 
time.   
 
They picture the rise of a one-world system of government, fueled by people’s exhaustion with 
the inability of parochial governments to solve the great social and political problems limiting 
human progress. They detail the development of a universal economy made possible by an 
explosion of information technology and the progressive union of states, businesses, and 
institutions.  They show how there might arise a new global religion that brought an end to 
much of the sectarian strife that had raged in less “civilized” times.   
 
On one level, these changes herald an era of unprecedented peace, pleasure, and prosperity -- 
a veritable golden age of humanity – a new “Babylon” as it is called.  Yet, as we discover, all is 
not as bright as it seems. Behind all these seemingly natural and benevolent developments, 
there lies a supernatural and malevolent will. Through a variety of human puppets, a hideously 
evil intelligence is setting up a world in which moral decadence will be accepted in the name of 
religious tolerance; a society in which despotic power will be worshipped in the name of 
progress; and a culture in which anyone who stands up for God’s vision of human life will be 
systematically marked, marginalized, and finally murdered in the name of peace. It is in this 
context that God pours out upon the earth a series of plagues and sends forth a host of angelic 
warriors which ultimately overthrow evil and usher in a genuinely holy and hopeful age. 
 
The Left Behind series makes for some compelling reading. At its core, it espouses what biblical 
scholars call the Futurist understanding of Revelation.  That is, it understands Revelation as 
describing the particular sorts of figures and phenomena we should expect to see rise up some 
time in the future, as God brings to fulfillment his plan for humanity.  

 
II 

 
It must be said, however, that there is at least one other way to look at the last book of the 
Bible.  That way is what scholars call the Preterist view. In this understanding, Revelation is 
regarded not as detailing future occurrences but rather past ones instead. Those who believe in 
this interpretation of the book, suggest that Revelation is clearly describing people and events 
native to the First Century setting in which the vision was originally given to the Apostle John.  
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Much as the allies during World War 2 used code terms like “Overlord” to describe their 
operations or to name the enemy’s movements, so the Book of Revelation details the terms of 
engagement and predicts the ultimate outcome of the great spiritual war even then being 
worked out in the fields and villages of the ancient world. It simply does so in code language so 
that Christians wouldn’t be imprisoned for holding this document, should the pages of 
Revelation fall into enemy hands. This covert quality is what is suggested when the book of 
Revelation says that interpretation of the imagery was left “for a mind with wisdom.” The 
fact is that most Jews living in ancient times would certainly possess the wisdom to decipher 
the code language contained in this book. 
 
Since the time of Daniel in the 6th Century B.C., for example, the ancient Jews had used the 
imagery of a “Beast” to describe any particularly nasty political power. The very worst of 
oppressors were given the even darker epithet of “Babylon,” since it was the Babylonians who 
had committed the unthinkably vile act of destroying the holy Temple at Jerusalem in 587 B.C., 
of seducing Israel’s brightest young leaders into serving its pagan gods, and of demanding that 
their kings be worshiped as divine.  
 
By the end of the First Century A.D., Jews and Christians alike clearly regarded the Romans as 
the new Babylon. After a Jewish revolt in Palestine failed in 70 A.D., the Romans had also 
destroyed the Jerusalem Temple. The Roman culture was increasingly stealing the hearts of the 
young as well. The decades before the Christian Century had been ones of terrible civil disorder, 
war, and economic chaos.  When Caesar Augustus rose to power in 29 B.C., however, he 
ushered in an unprecedented era of law and order. As the Roman forces eliminated piracy on 
the seas and established a superb network of new roads and legal courts, commerce flourished 
as never before. Not surprisingly, many young Jews and Christians had become enamored with 
the extraordinary new world the Romans were opening up.  Many of them became de facto if 
not nominal converts to the Roman approach to life.  
 
It was not long before zealous supporters of the Roman way began to suggest that all this 
genius must have roots in the supernatural genius of the Emperor himself. By the time John 
wrote, 35 cities in the province of Asia Minor alone had erected temples for the worship of the 
divine Caesars. When you worship a Lord who says that He alone is God… When you see “the 
blood of those who bore testimony to Jesus” being poured out because they refused to 
bow down to Caesar… When you see this “scarlet beast” growing drunker and drunker on its 
power… it is easy to understand why the most vile of Emperors would be regarded as the 
“Anti-Christ.”  
 
Not surprisingly, those who believe in the Preterist interpretation of Revelation are convinced 
that when we read about “the great prostitute” who sits on “seven hills,” we are not 
hearing about some future nemesis; we are clearly hearing about Rome. The ancient writer, 
Virgil, actually called Rome “the City of Seven Hills.” The reference to the Empire as a 
“prostitute” also made sense since, increasingly, you couldn’t get anywhere in life if you weren’t 
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“in bed” with Rome. Preferential treatment was given to those citizens who did volunteer work 
at the Imperial Temple. The coins you traded with bore the images of the emperors as gods. All 
this may have been what Revelation means when it says “no one could buy or sell unless 
he had the mark” of the Beast. The Preterists point out that even the number “666” is 
simply the official title of the Emperor Nero when the Hebrew letters are translated into a 
numbers. 
 

III 
 
So which interpretation is right – the Futurist one or the Preterist one?  Does Revelation 
describe events in the past or ones that are still to come, maybe even happening now?  The 
answer, I believe, is YES.  Revelation has to do with the past and with the future and with 
what’s happening today.  You see, there is a third way of understanding the Book of Revelation 
that goes by the name of the Idealist view.  The Idealist view sees this book as giving symbolic 
description of timeless realities and struggles that have very real, very practical historical 
application in every age – and an ultimate fulfillment in an age to come.  
 
You see, in every age there has been a Babylon. Yesterday it may have been Rome.  Today, it 
may be a decadent American culture. Tomorrow it may be some global entity whose dimensions 
we are just starting to see take shape. The point is that there have always been institutions and 
individuals through which the One who has opposed God from the beginning could work out his 
purposes – whether his instruments know they are being used or not. His strategy in each age 
has always been the same: First, tear down the places where God is truly worshipped.  
Secondly, seduce the brightest leaders into obsessively pursuing the pleasure, power, or 
possessions that Babylon can grant. And thirdly, deceive people into putting their ultimate faith 
in anything but God.  
 
While teaching at the great city of Caesarea Philippi in the far north of Galilee, Jesus once spoke 
to a band of disciples who could easily have been targets of a strategy like that – even as 
disciples in our time and the times to come can be. And so Jesus posed one of those sorts of 
questions He often asked – a question designed to help His followers identify where they really 
stood – whether on the inside or the outside of Babylon’s gates. Jesus asked: “Who do the 
people say that the Son of Man is?”  
 
The question was a challenging one.  It was late in Christ’s earthly ministry. The disciples could 
surely feel that opposition to Him was growing. Standing there with Jesus in one of the most 
splendid of Roman cities, some of them must also have had moments when they wondered 
whether or not they were foolish to stake their hopes on the way of Christ instead of the way of 
Caesar, so resplendent all around them.  After all, Babylon always looks beautiful at her height. 
 
Matthew tells us that the disciples replied to the Master’s question by saying: “’Some say [you 
are] John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, Jeremiah or one of the 
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prophets.’ ‘But what about you?’ he asked. ‘Who do you say I am?’” It was then that 
Simon Peter answered: "Why, you are the Christ” – which is to say the Lord of Lords, the 
King of Kings, the Sovereign above all Caesars – you Jesus “are the Son of the living God.” I 
picture a slow smile spreading across the face of Jesus and a sparkle in His eyes, as he replied: 
"Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this was not revealed to you by man, but 
by my Father in heaven. And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will 
build my church, and the gates of Hell will not prevail against it.”1  
 
I’ve always loved that interchange.  But you know, I never understood the vision Jesus was 
intending His disciples to take with them, until I went to Caesarea Philippi myself some years 
ago. You see, the ancient city was nestled up against a hill.  In the base of that rise was a cave 
in which had once been located a proud Roman temple, guarded by great strong gates at the 
mouth of the cave.  It was a glorious symbol, as that whole city was, of the might of Rome, the 
height of Babylon.  
 
But what fills the eye of my mind, even now, is not that pagan temple.  It is the towering cliff 
that rose hundreds of feet above the place of those gates – a massive rock face that the winds 
of time have not even begun to erode. The gates and the great Empire they once signified are 
gone today.  The city of Caesar is nothing but rubble today.  But mark this truth: The Rock 
remains. This is the message of Revelation and God’s Word to all who are tempted to serve or 
be too overawed by Babylon.  “I will build my church,” says the Lord, “and the gates of 
Hell itself, will not prevail against it.” 
 
Let us pray… 
 
Glorious God, we come before you as a people who live in the  midst of testing times. There is 
so much in our world that would claim our attention and allegiance, and some of us live so 
deeply behind Babylon’s gates that we have almost forgotten our true identity. Give us the ears 
to hear your voice calling to us today, speaking our name, inviting us to come out of Babylon 
and into the fuller life and light of your Kingdom.  Enable us to walk from this place, pleasing 
you with our every thought, word, and deed.  For we pray in the name of Him who gives us the 
power to prevail, Jesus Christ.  Amen. 
  
                                                 
1 Matthew 16:13-18 
 
 



 

THE GATES OF BABYLON 
Future Faith (Part 13) 
Text: Revelation 17 & 18 

 
 

This message was provided by Christ Church of Oak Brook and 
 Love Changes Life, the broadcast ministry at Christ Church of Oak Brook. 

 

© Daniel D. Meyer / Christ Church of Oak Brook 5

                                                                                                                                                             

                                 Broadcast Ministry 
at Christ Church of Oak Brook 


