
the truth about God and the truth about the world in which they live. Accord-
ingly, the message of the book is both negative and positive, an oracle of doom 
infused with a promise of hope.

The Corruption of Human Society

Revelation shows believers what their world is really like, and it is not a 
pretty picture. In chapter 17 John beholds a vision of a woman who is “the 
great city that rules over the kings of the earth” (17:18). Scholars identify 
this city as Rome: the woman sits on seven mountains (17:9), just as Rome 
was built on seven hills, and she is also seated on many waters (17:1), just 
as Rome was fabled for its control of the seas. She is adorned with jewels 
and clothed in fine linens (17:4) in a manner emblematic of Rome’s great 
prosperity. But although this woman seems rich and powerful, she is not a 
figure to be envied; she is, in fact, a drunken whore, supported by a mon-
ster, covered with blasphemies, sated with the blood of martyrs and saints 
(17:1–6). A horrible fate awaits her, and when it comes, she will be getting 
her just deserts (17:15–16). Thus one prominent message of Revelation is 
that the powerful and prosperous empire is not what it appears to be: when 
the empire is unveiled, it is exposed as a corrupt and horrible reality that 
believers should renounce and abhor.

Some theologians complain that Revelation’s perspective on human society 
is too pessimistic, and they suggest that this extreme perception be balanced 
by more positive or neutral takes on the political world elsewhere in Scripture 

EXPLORE 30.15  
Church and State: 
Revelation as an Ex-
ample of the Ethic 
of Resistance

Box 30.5

The Grapes of Wrath
Did you ever wonder about the title of John Steinbeck’s 1939 novel The Grapes of Wrath? The 

book focuses on the hardships of tenant farmers during the Great Depression, but what exactly 

are “grapes of wrath”?

The book’s title was inspired by a line from “The Battle Hymn of the Republic,” composed by 

abolitionist Julia Ward Howe in 1861:

Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord: He is trampling out the vintage where the 

grapes of wrath are stored.

But that line in itself makes little sense unless one realizes that it is an allusion to Revelation 14:19:

The angel swung his sickle over the earth and gathered the vintage of the earth, and threw it into the 

great wine press of the wrath of God.

The biblical verse describes divine judgment meted out on those who have oppressed and 

exploited others: they will themselves be oppressed by God’s avenging angel. The vision of judg-

ment day as an awful, final harvest also recalls the words of Jesus in Matthew 13:24–30, 36–43.
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