Feminine Images in the Book of Revelation
1.  Introduction 

The Book of Revelation belongs to a literary form (‘apocalypse’) in which a seer describes visions that reveal the mysteries of the heavenly world and the 
eschaton. These visions are set within the framework of a letter to the seven churches in Asia Minor. The book was written during a period of crisis, either due to the persecution of the emperor Domitian (81-96 CE) or a more general social crisis caused by a split with the local Jewish communities, a rejection of Graeco-Roman life and culture, hostility towards Rome and resentment of the unequal distribution of wealth.


All symbols of the feminine or female figures in this book are linked either to God or 
to Satan. In 2:20-23 the seer speaks of a rival prophet as ‘Jezebel’, claiming that ‘she refuses to repent of her fornication’. All other references to females occur within metaphorical or visionary speeches: the woman ‘clothed with the sun’ who gives birth to the Messiah (12:1-17), 144,000 men ‘who have not defiled themselves with women, for they are virgins’ (14:4); the city of Babylon portrayed as a harlot ‘clothed in purple and scarlet’ and ‘holding in her hand a golden cup full of abominations and the impurities of her fornication’ (17:4-5); the new Jerusalem, portrayed as ‘coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband’ (21:2);

2. Jezebel (2:20-23) 

John seeks to discredit a rival prophet active in the church at Thyatira. ‘Jezebel’ is not her real name, and the author aims to associate this rival prophetess with the Israelite queen (I Kings 16:31; 19:1-3). Why? She is claiming a divine right from the Son of God (2:18) and is ‘teaching and beguiling my servants to practice 
fornication and to eat food sacrificed to idols’. 

The verb ‘to beguile/deceive’ is frequently used to describe the evil activity of the dragon (12:9), the beast (13:14), Babylon (18:23) and Satan (20:8). Fornication (porneia) probably represents idolatry rather than sexual immorality (cf. Hos. 2:1-13; Exod. 34:16; Isa. 57:7-13), particularly as the first Jezebel’s idolatry was described as ‘many whoredoms and sorceries’ (II Kings 9:22). The issue of eating meat left over from pagan sacrifices was a 
practical issue of concern among the early Christians, and it seems that this prophetess was stating that her followers could eat food sacrificed to idols and participate in pagan religious festivities. John regards this as an unnecessary compromise; behind these idols stand the demonic power of Satan. 


The author characterizes her gathering-place as a bed of seduction; all who follow the 
teachings of Jezebel are ‘adulterers’ and will be severely punished (2:22) and her children 
will be struck dead (2:23).

Feminist scholars note that ‘Jezebel’ was probably a successful person who used her teaching and prophetic talents to 
persuade people to follow her religious beliefs. John is claiming the authority of the risen Christ to combat the claims of his rivals, and it may be that Jezebel was having greater influence than John in certain communities within Asia Minor; she is probably an itinerant preacher who advocates the eating of meat sacrificed to idols (cf. I Cor. 8-10).

3. The Woman Clothed with the Sun (12:1-6, 13-17) 


This vision describes a conflict between the dragon and a woman clothed with the sun. 
The dragon is poised to devour (lit. ‘eat’) the woman’s newborn child, but God 
snatches the male child to heaven. The woman remains in danger on earth and flees with 
the aid of an eagle’s wings to the desert (vv. 13-17). The dragon tries to drown her, but 
she is saved by the earth. The dragon will make war on the woman’s offspring. 


Here we encounter a combination of images from the Hebrew Scriptures and ancient 
mythical images of the births of gods and divine battles with monsters of chaos. The 
woman’s appearance is described with strong images of light (clothed with the sun, moon 
and crowned with the stars); this links her to the myths of a goddess or ‘queen of 
heaven’ (e.g.,goddesses such as the Ephesian goddess Artemis and the Egyptian goddess Isis 
were linked to stars and planets in ancient art and on coins).


Various stories were narrated about a mother whose child was attacked by a monster of 
chaos; cf. the Egyptian myth of the birth of Isis to Horus (threatened by Seth-Typhon) and 
the Greek myth of Leto’s delivery of her son, the sun-god Apollo (pursued by the dragon 
Python). The mother flies through the air (with the aid of wings according to Revelation, 
whereas Leto flies with the aid of the north wind). In both myths, the attacker seeks to 
prevent the child from gaining authority; mother and child escape by means of divine 
intervention (God or Zeus). 


Such stories would have been well known in first-century Asia Minor. Roman coins claim 
that the mother goddess was Roma, her son was the empire, and the dragon represented the 
powers of evil and darkness. John takes over the basic plot, reinterprets the woman and the 
newborn child as the Messiah (no pagan parallel for emphasis on the woman’s birth-pangs, 
but see Isa. 26:16-27; 54:1); the child is to rule with a rod of iron (cf. Ps. 2:9).


Who is this woman? The following proposals have been made: 

1. Later Christian exegetes identify her with Mary (cf. the escape into Egypt from the persecution of Herod in Matt. 2). But this amounts to later exegesis, and the rescue of the male child probably alludes to Jesus’ resurrection or exaltation as ‘the firstborn of the dead’ rather than his birth (note that in 19:11 the child appears as a full-grown man seated on a horse). 

2. A representation of Eve: the dragon is called ‘the ancient serpent’ (12:9; cf. Gen. 3), and is said to make war ‘with the rest of her seed/offspring’ (12:17; cf. Gen. 3:15). 

3. Some claim that she is identified with the church (v. 17: the dragon will subsequently persecute the woman and make war ‘on the rest of her children, those who keep the commandments of God and the testimony of Jesus’). How can the church be regarded as the mother of the Messiah? A more specific definition is offered in term of ‘the messianic community’, the church in continuity with Israel (see below).

4. The woman represents the true people of Israel, who gave birth to the Messiah and the church (cf. Zion as a mother who gives birth to a nation in Isa. 66:7-13). Note Exodus imagery and echoes of Israel’s experiences in the wilderness: both are threatened by a flood of water, the eagle’s wings is reminiscent of Exod 19:4: ‘You yourselves have seen what I have done to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself’. The desert is a sanctuary for the woman, because she is nourished by God (cf. manna). The woman’s time in the desert is 1260 days (‘a time, and times and half a time’) which alludes to Dan. 7:25 where the saints of the Most High (= Israel) are given into the hands of Antiochus. Cf. also Testament of Asher 7:3 which says that the Most High will save Israel when he visits the earth ‘crushing the dragon’s head in the water’. 

A combination of 3. and 4. seems most likely. The woman clothed with the sun is the church in continuity with Israel, ‘the messianic community’.

4. 144,000 Followers of the Lamb (14:1-5) 


In this particular vision John sees 144,000 followers of the Lamb ‘who had his name and 
his Father’s name written on their foreheads’ (v. 1). They have been portrayed in 7:1-8 as 
an assembly, consisting of 12,000 persons from each of the twelve tribes of Israel. These 
figures stand as ‘the anti-image’ of those who worship the beast, described as those 
‘marked on the right hand or on the forehead’ (13:16). The 144,000 followers are a 
particular group of the elect who would rather die than worship the beast or receive its mark 
(cf. 7:4-17; 14:1; 20:4). They are said to 
be ‘unblemished’ (amômoi), a technical term which 
denotes the absence of defects on sacrificial animals; cf. the use of the term ‘first fruits’ for 
the first group, and the rest of humanity as the harvest. These are the first martyrs, and they 
will enjoy the privileges of the first resurrection (20:4).


Why does John state that these figures ‘have not defiled themselves with women, but have 
kept themselves virgins ’? This portrayal may have been influenced by Holy War traditions, 
for those who fight alongside Yahweh in the Holy War must refrain from sexual intercourse 
so as to be ritually pure (see Deut. 23:9-14; Joshua 3:5; 7:13; I Sam. 21:5); the presence of 
Yahweh and his angels meant that the camp had to be kept holy (cf. also purity within the 
Qumran community in preparation for the eschatological battle). Since the men in Rev. 14 
are also virgins, it is implied that they go beyond the standard of purity required for 
participation in the Holy War (it also implies of course that the ideal Christian disciple is 
male). Alternatively, one may argue that the term ‘virgins’ (parthenoi) is used by John in a 
metaphorical sense for all God’s people, male and female (cf. Philo in 
De Cherub 49-50). It 
does not so much refer to those who abstain from sexual relations (celibacy is not mentioned 
elsewhere in Revelation), but to those who refuse the idolatry associated with the imperial 
cult.

5. The Whore of Babylon (14:8; 16:19; 17-19:5) 


One of the seven angels showed John ‘the judgement of the great whore who is seated on 
many waters, with whom the kings of the earth have committed fornication’ (17:1-2). 
Great 
attention is paid to her attire: adorned with purple and scarlet and jewels, and her name - a 
mystery - is worn on her forehead: “Babylon, the great, mother of whores and of earth’s 
abominations” (17:5). The woman is also said to be seated on ‘a scarlet beast that was full of 
blasphemous names’, namely the beast from the land (13:1-10). The whore of Babylon is 
described as seated on the beast, committing fornication with the kings of the 
earth, and is 
drunk with the blood of the martyrs. 


The beast represents the Roman Empire, and the woman represents the city of Rome 
(17:18). John is dependent on the depiction of the goddess Roma on certain ancient coins 
as seated on Rome’s seven hills. John turns the goddess into a Roman prostitute in order to 
convince his readers of the true character of Rome. Her mysterious name (“Babylon the 
great”; cf. also 16:19; 17:5; 18:2, 10, 21) was a symbolic designation for Rome, since 
Babylon had also conquered Jerusalem and destroyed the Temple. In both Jewish and early 
Christian literature of this period, Rome was the contemporary counterpart of Babylon (4 
Ezra 3:1-2; 2 Baruch 10:1-3; 67:7; Sibylline Oracles 5:143, 159).


The image of an adulterous woman to represent an idolatrous people is commonly used in 
the Hebrew Bible: Israel equated with the adulterous wife (Hosea; Ezek. 16:8-58). This 
metaphor is sometimes extended to foreign nations: Tyre (Isa. 23:15-18), Nineveh (Nahum 
3:4).


The author describes the destruction of Babylon (17:18) by the beast (Nero redivivus). 
Commentators note that three charges are brought against the city of Rome. 

1. She is linked to idolatry and sorcery (18:23: ‘all your nations were deceived by your sorcery’), also suggested by the depiction of the city as a whore (cf. prophetic traditions) and the city’s close connection with the beast and its ‘blasphemous names’. 

2. The city is charged with violence: ‘drunk with the blood of the saints, and the blood of the witnesses to Jesus’ (17:6; cf. 18:24). In exchange for making all nations drink ‘the wine of the wrath of her fornication’ (14:8; 18:3), Babylon will be made to drink ‘the wine, the cup of the fury’ of God’s wrath (16:19; cf. 17:16; 18:6). 

3. Babylon is condemned for excessive wealth and extravagance (18:3, 8, 7, 9). Moreover, she offers the nations (‘merchants and shipowners’) all kinds of wealth and luxuries (jewels, fine clothing) but these will all die with her. A critique of the wealth linked to the Roman empire; it brought economic growth and heavy Roman taxes. Rome’s prosperity involved the economic exploitation of her subjects.

6.  The New Jerusalem 


Heaven rejoices when the fall of Babylon is announced (19:1-5), and this leads to a 
celebration of the marriage of the Lamb and ‘the bride’ (19:6-8). Whereas Babylon was 
‘the mother of whores and of earth’s abominations’ (17:5), the bride is adorned with ‘fine 
linen, bright and pure’ (19:8). After this short description of the bride, several visions 
follow 
(19:9-20:15: the messiah, the capture of the beasts, the first resurrection, the defeat of Satan, 
the second resurrection and judgement).  


Then ‘the new Jerusalem’ appears ‘coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a 
bride adorned for her husband’ (21:2). Who is this ‘bride’? It may relate to the 
description of the church as the bride of Christ (cf. II Cor. 11:2; Eph. 5:23-24); this would 
mean that the new Jerusalem represents the new people of God (note that the bride’s fine 
linen is ‘the righteous deeds of the saints’ (19:8).  But the focus is on ‘the new 
Jerusalem’, which, according to Jewish traditions, was to be kept in heaven until the last 
days (cf. 2 Esdras 7:26; 8:52; 9:38-10:60).  The ‘new Jerusalem’ is the renewed and 
transformed world of God.  

7. Assessment of the Female Images of Revelation

7.1 Dichotomy of Good/Evil Note the apparent ambivalence in John’s use of such 
imagery, particularly his virgin/harlot and good/evil dichotomy. Some scholars regard this 
dichotomy as potentially dangerous; the author characterizes women as either good (the 
woman clothed with the sun, the mother of the Messiah) or as bad (Babylon and 
Jezebel).  What accounts for this distinction? 

i) It reflects a culture that emphasizes male control over female sexuality. Thus the negative feminine images speak of vivacious and intelligent women who control congregations (Jezebel) and empires (Babylon), whereas the positive images are women who have no control or power.

ii) The tendency to polarize women into such categories is a feature of texts produced in a patriarchal society. Toril Moi (Sexual/Textual Politics: Feminist Literary Theory, London, 1985) has analysed the way in which women are placed on the peripheries within a patriarchal structure.  She speaks of a’ symbolic order’ in which women function as the borderline of that order; in such a society women come to represent the ‘frontier’ between man and chaos. As borderline figures, women can be perceived as either inside or outside 
male society, or - because of their very marginality - they are neither inside nor outside. Due to this symbolic order, women are sometimes vilified as representing darkness and chaos (harlots, temptresses: the borderline is seen as part of the chaotic wilderness outside), whereas in other cases women are elevated as representatives of purity (virgins: a part of the inside which shields the symbolic order from the imaginary chaos). Motherhood or virginity characterizes the good woman; sexuality and sensuality characterize the evil one.

7.2 Symbols of Resistance and Renewal Others claim that the positive images of 
women have an enduring message for both men and women. The female in Rev. 12 is 
confronted with evil, and represents the struggle of Christians to remain faithful to God (a 
vision of encouragement to churches). The women signify the protection and 
salvation of 
the people of God (woman clothed with the sun), but also the future of a renewed world (the 
bride of the Lamb). Thus one should not overlook the positive feminine images, particularly 
as they stand as counter-images of Babylon the great harlot.

7.3 ‘Translating’ Revelation’s Images The images in Revelation present a dilemma to feminist readers: a woman may wish to identify with the good, but these images deny female self-determination; she does not wish to identify with the bad females, although she may take their defiance as a positive element. 

Note the metaphorical dimension of the use of gender imagery in Revelation; it is used as part of the ‘sign system’, 
although a metaphor of violence still connotes violence. Cities were grammatically defined as feminine (note also the author’s dependence on prophetic traditions in which Jerusalem is characterized as a bride, wife and a harlot). 


‘The female imagery of Revelation, therefore, would be completely misconstrued if it were 
understood as referring to the actual behaviour of individual women.... just as the image of 
the Lamb refers to an actual historical person and not to animals, so the images of the 
heavenly woman, the bride, or the harlot symbolize cities as the places of human culture 
and political institutions and do not tell us anything about the author’s understanding of 
actual women’ (E. Schüssler Fiorenza, Revelation, 96). There is, nevertheless, much debate 
between feminist scholars regarding the actual significance of metaphorical language.


7.4 Symbols of Violence Some feminist scholars express regret that the positive 
message of Revelation (evil earthly powers will one day be brought to account) is conveyed 
with the aid of negative feminine images. Susan Garrett notes: ‘The objection that 
“Babylon” is only a metaphor, a symbol, does not eliminate the problem that the text 
creates 
for women readers. The author’s exultation over the mutilation, burning and eating of a 
woman - even a figurative one - tragically implies that women are sometimes deserving 
of such violence’ (p. 381). Revelation offers a vivid response to a current crisis and does so 
by means of a powerful portrayal of conflict on a cosmic scale.
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