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To Whore or Not to Whore? 

The Question of Gender-Specific Moral Identity Within the Language of Revelation  

 

In the United States, a sexual assault is committed every 107 seconds.1  This 

statistic is heavily weighted by women, ages 18-30 who do not allow the intimidation of 

their assailant to prevent reporting sexual assault when it occurs, and who also take the 

initiative to seek help after assault has taken place.  However, within the United States, 

one particular demographic of sexual assault victim is largely ignored and unheard.  

According to the 2010 “National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence” survey produced 

by the Center for Disease Control, 42.2% of rape victims reported being assaulted before 

the age of 18.2  And in a sample study referenced in a special report by Al Jazeera 

America, 60 percent of high school aged boys, in certain circumstances, found it 

acceptable to force sex upon another individual.3  In a culture that, in recent years, has 

proclaimed and promoted its status as a Christian nation, the question to be asked is: do 

biblical texts and their interpretations promote and/or even exonerate the flourishing of 

rape culture within the United States?  

To begin exploration of this question, an examination of conventional, academic 

and male-biased reading and interpretation of “whore” language in Revelation 17 and 

“pure bride” language within Revelation 21 is an excellent starting point for critical, 

                                                        
1 “Statistics,” Rape Abuse and Incest National Network, accessed November 13, 2015, 

https://rainn.org/statistics. 
2 Michele Black et al., National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey: Executive Summary 

(Atlanta, GA: The National Center for Disease Control, 2010), 2, accessed November 13, 2015, 

http://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pdf/nisvs_executive_summary-a.pdf. 
3 Claire Gordon, “By the Numbers: Sexual Violence in High School,” Al Jazeera - America, November 14, 

2014, accessed November 17, 2015, http://america.aljazeera.com/watch/shows/america-

tonight/articles/2014/11/14/by-the-numbers-sexualviolenceinhighschool.html. 

https://rainn.org/statistics
http://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pdf/nisvs_executive_summary-a.pdf
http://america.aljazeera.com/watch/shows/america-tonight/articles/2014/11/14/by-the-numbers-sexualviolenceinhighschool.html
http://america.aljazeera.com/watch/shows/america-tonight/articles/2014/11/14/by-the-numbers-sexualviolenceinhighschool.html
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contextual analysis and interpretation.  Typically, these particular texts are treated in a 

manner which only considers the passage content from the perspective of political 

climate at the time of its writing.  While reading from this lens is an accurate historical-

critical interpretation, such perspective fails to account for the cultural damage that can 

be caused by using language that creates a dichotomy intended to define the value and 

worth of a person, specifically, a woman.  Customarily, biblical text is not used within 

congregations to provide a historical account of biblical era intentions; rather, text is used 

to present a moral code to be applied by the believer in a manner that the text itself is 

used as an example of Divine expectation of human behavior.  A consequence of this 

presentation is an unrealistic treatment of feminine value.  This value assignment often 

breaks women into two categories – the “whore” and the “pure bride.”  These opposing 

categories provide no room for middle ground for the woman who is seeking relationship 

with the Divine while in community, especially when that community, at best encourages 

silence as appropriate response to incidences of rape and sexual abuse.  For women, 

sexual activity itself is considered to be whorish, whether or not economic compensation 

results from sexual activity.  This paper will explore the danger in treating passages that 

contain feminine, sexually based language assignments as merely political statements, 

specifically within the text of Revelation 17 and 21. 

There are many Bible commentaries that address Revelation from a historical 

critical perspective.  Within this perspective, the text is approached from the lens of how, 

exactly, it relates to the societal and cultural settings at the time of its writing.  One such 

commentary that analyzes Revelation is J. Massyngberde Ford’s treatment of Revelation 

in The Anchor Bible.  Ford’s treatment of Revelation 17 is thorough, well researched and 
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succinct – so much so that it barely mentions the “whore” and “pure bride” language 

within the text.  In fact, the word “whore” isn’t used at all.  Ford prefers to use the term 

“harlot” in place of the more abrasive verbiage of “whore.”4  What is problematic about 

this treatment of the language within the text is that by definition, utilizing the word 

“harlot” creates a word picture of prostitution that is almost glamorous, whereas using the 

word “whore” in reference to Rome’s role as cosmopolitan prostitute creates an image of 

Rome’s debauchery that is defiling and derogatory.  In other words, the imagery that the 

word “harlot” creates is almost glamorous and romantic as it portrays first century 

Rome’s political promiscuity verses a more harsh depiction of Rome as a guileless, 

consumeristic and almost politically sociopathic whore that devours all that it comes in 

contact with.  The application of harlot/whore language in this fashion seems to set the 

tone for a glamorization of the act of rape itself. 

An interpretation of prostitute Rome that glamorizes political prostitution verses 

demonizing it creates another language problem within the text.  The problem of the 

objectification of the feminine seen in these two different words used to describe the 

same behavior suggests almost a level of expectation of function of prostitution within 

society.  By systematically listing all instances of “harlotry” that can be found within 

Apocalyptic texts of the Old Testament5 as a foundation for the usage of “harlot” within 

the text of Revelation, Ford is suggesting that harlotry, as it applies to a political climate, 

                                                        
4 In the Anchor Bible Commentary volume on Revelation, J. Massyngberde Ford puts an extensive amount 

of effort into comparing the prostitution reference within Revelation to the multitudes of references to 

city/state as prostitute within Old Testament apocalyptic literature.  However, he seems to take a more 

genteel approach to dealing with the verbiage to describe prostitution in his application of the word “harlot” 

to the text.  See The Anchor Bible, vol. 38), Revelation (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday & Co., 1975), pgs. 

283-287. 
5 J. Massyngberde Ford, The Anchor Bible, vol. 38), Revelation (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday & Co., 

1975), pgs. 283-287. 
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is almost an expectation and natural consequence of the empire that “falls away from 

god.”6  Furthermore, by using harlot, which is not, by definition a derogatory language 

assignment to the function of prostitute, Ford has assigned romanticized language to the 

sexual feminine - this assignment creates a category of function for the feminine.  In 

other words, as long as there is room for the function of harlot within any society, there is 

not room for redemption of the harlot.  In a political society, a prostitute cannot be a 

prostitute and redeemed of God at the same time.  In a political society that utilizes 

Biblical texts like Revelation 17 as a means to establish and define moral code, 

redemption of the harlot cannot occur as long as there is room for the harlot’s role within 

society, whether the harlot is an empire or a person.  Therefore, there is no room for the 

redemption of the sexualized feminine, as the function of the feminine is determined by 

political structure and cultural practices. 

In a male dominated academy and church, influenced by a social structure of 

applied misogyny, there seems to be a certain safety in interpreting Biblical text from the 

typical point of view of political critique – even if the interpreter is a woman.  Elisabeth 

Schüssler Fiorenza demonstrates this in her short and concise commentary on Revelation.  

Within the commentary, Fiorenza briefly gives treatment to the passages that depict 

Rome as prostitute; however, she approaches this text much like Ford does, by referring 

to the prostitute merely as a “harlot.”7  Fiorenza’s careful approach adamantly asserts a 

                                                        
6 Ibid, 283-287. 
7 Schussler-Fiorenza exegetes that “John thus uses the image of woman to symbolize the present 

murderous reality of the imperial world power as well s the life-nurturing reality of the renewed world of 

God.  It must not be overlooked, however, that such female imagery for cities utilizes conventional 

language because then, as today, cities and countries were grammatically construed as feminine… the 

images of the heavenly woman, the bride or the harlot  symbolize cities as the places of human culture and 

political institutions…”  see Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Revelation: Vision of a Just World (Minneapolis: 

Fortress Press, 1991), 95-96 
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certainty that John’s purpose in penning Revelation is not to specifically condemn the 

actions of the individual woman, but rather to remain true to the linguistic structure and 

context of his period.8  Fiorenza’s focus is obviously to remain both exegetical and 

academic; hermeneutic, contextual interpretation seems to have no practical place within 

this piece of her work.  While there is a great deal of academic safety utilized in this 

approach, there is also a great deal of danger within it.  For a prominent, female scholar 

to only approach the historical context and implications of language application within 

the text of Revelation 17, combined with the safe interpretation of the act of prostitution 

as harlotry rather than derogatory whore language, Fiorenza not only neutralizes the text 

– relegating it to merely a historical critique – she also diminishes the power that 

derogatory hate language has in categorizing and objectifying feminine worth. 

In order to fully understand the negative implications of “whore” language as 

projected onto the feminine, the significance of “pure bride” language within Revelation 

21 must also be examined.  In her article “Unveiling the Bride,” Lynn R. Huber briefly 

examines the role and value of the “chaste wife” within first century Roman culture.9  

Huber explains that within the cultural construct of first century Rome, the married 

woman could work towards redemption of sexual purity through embracing the role of 

“chaste” wife.  Chastity was not merely a matter of sexual purity, but was instead a 

means of conformity; the truly chaste, Roman wife was the perfect domestic who had no 

personal identity.  The chaste, Roman wife adapted to her husbands political views, 

fulfilled his desires and served his needs.10  The first century Roman woman’s moral 

                                                        
8 Ibid, 96. 
9 Amy-Jill Levine and Maria Mayo Robbins, A Feminist Companion to the Apocalypse of John (London: Bloomsbury 

T&T Clark, 2010), 159-179 
10 Huber writes: “The ideal of marital harmony did not typically imply an equal partnership, but a partnership that 

involved the wife’s conforming to the views, needs and desires of her husband.”  See Lynn R. Huber, “Unveiling the 
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worth was not measured by virtue and personal conscience, but rather through the manner 

in which this woman embraced and performed her domestic role.  Such a domestic role 

included tasks that edified the household; for example, weaving, looming, knitting and 

other means of textile creation.11  In viewing John’s depiction of the “pure bride” in 

Revelation 21, it could be assumed that the chastity of the “pure bride” was partially 

attained through the labor spent in the creation of her own “fine linen, bright and pure.”12  

In this context, even as a chaste partner, the “pure bride’s” redemption is not gifted from 

God, but is merely an act of personal validation.  In other words, the “pure bride” can 

only hold as much value as she works to attain.  Seemingly, the pure bride can only attain 

redemption through actions of chastity derived from complicity in relationship to her 

male partners, typically limited to her husband.  Likewise, the “pure bride,” once sexually 

defiled by her husband, can only avoid descending into the depths of whoredom by both 

losing her personal identity and tirelessly performing tasks in hopes of attaining and 

maintaining a chaste relationship with her husband.  Subsequently, the “pure bride” 

becomes objectified as merely an extension of her husband, subject to whatever identity 

her husband chooses to assign to her.   

The question could be asked if the feminist consumer who reads the prostitution 

passages within the text of Revelation 17 in comparison to the “pure bride” depicted in 

chapter 21 is perhaps over-reacting to the negative implications that harlot, whore or even 

pure-bride language present within the text.  If a reader takes the neutral, historical-

                                                        
Bride.” In A Feminist Companion to the Apocalypse of John. Amy-Jill Levine and Maria Mayo Robbins, editors 

(London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2010), 168. 
11 Ibid, 169. 
12

Michael D. Coogan et al., eds., The New Oxford Annotated Bible with Apocrypha: New Revised Standard 

Version, 4th ed. (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Oxford University Press, USA, 2010), 2176. 
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critical approach the answer to the question could be “yes.”  However, Brian Blount 

aggressively challenges the neutrality of historical critical interpretation of the text.  

Blount asserts that even within its historical context, John’s gender-degrading, 

misogynistic language within the text of Revelation 17 viciously “bludgeons and 

degrades” women in “one sweeping blow.”13  Blount aggressively explores the whore 

language within Revelation 17 from a place of marginalization by pointing out that by 

representing feminine as evil within the text, John effectively disparages the sexuality of 

the feminine while promoting an agenda of redemption that is accessible to men only, 

and only through avoidance of contamination by the “whore.”14  Blount further 

acknowledges that while the writer’s intent may not have been to disparage women, when 

preaching this text from the pulpit today, the greatest challenge faced is being able to 

present the passage to congregations in a way that does not promote objectification and 

violence towards women.15  In analyzing Blount’s approach, it would seem that the 

contemporary interpreter of Revelation 17 should not only be concerned with the 

degrading and even murderous language within the text, but this interpreter should feel 

compelled to find ways to approach the text in a manner that both affirms the God 

created, human value of the feminine while simultaneously promoting a message of 

                                                        
13 Blount states that “the righteously indignant seer makes a vicious rhetorical turn that bludgeons women 

with a sweeping hammer of misogynism as it nails Rome up against the wall of civil and cultic tyranny…” 

he goes further to say that “the problem with the whore imagery is that, as it strikes out at Rome, it 

disparages women.”  See Brian K. Blount, Revelation: a Commentary (Louisville, KY: Westminster John 

Knox, 2009), 309. 
14 Ibid, 310. 
15 Blount states that “if I were preaching from this text, I would struggle to find another image that, while 

maintaining John’s concern for the seductive and ultimately destructive allure of any entity that would 

idolatrously place its own image on a par or in place of God, does not disparage the feminine.  There ought 

to be a way to target the evil of empire without exposing women to such rhetorical and potentially real 

collateral damage.”  See Brian K. Blount, Revelation: a Commentary (Louisville, KY: Westminster John 

Knox, 2009), 310. 
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redemption that is edifying to both male and female alike.  Furthermore, the responsible 

reader will not only appreciate the danger that worldly exploitation presents, but will also 

understand that such misuse includes issues such as human trafficking, mass conspicuous 

consumption and overall exploitation of God’s creation.  In an ever-changing society, the 

value of historical-critical interpretation and subsequent neutralization of “whore” 

language needs to be flexible; lack of flexibility will only contribute to the oppression 

and marginalization of those not within places of privilege within typically defined social 

structures. 

Practical treatment of the whore principle can be seen within the interpretation 

and application of the Revelation 17 passage in contemporary society.  Vander Stichele 

begins examination of duality of the feminine construct of whore.  In “Re-membering the 

Whore” she writes “it is therefore important to consider Babylon as Great City and Great 

Whore, as dominant, colonial power and prostitute… the “female” personifications of 

mother, virgin, or whore in Revelation must be problematized not only in terms of gender 

but also in terms of systemic structures of race, class and imperialist oppression.”16  

Biblical depiction of women as whores, specifically within the context of Revelation 17 

projects the violence of the political whole onto a feminized “scapegoat” further 

dehumanized by the title of “whore.”  By making evil feminine, and labeling such evil as 

whorish, a societal and cultural hierarchy is created in which said evil must be combated 

and subdued by the noble male warrior – regardless of the whorish nature of such 

conquests.  By creating a hierarchal structure of the noble male followed by abominable, 

evil female whore, the conquests of the male will always be viewed as honorable and just 

                                                        
16 Amy-Jill Levine and Maria Mayo Robbins, A Feminist Companion to the Apocalypse of John (London: 

Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2010), 116. 
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while the non-passive female will always be considered unworthy of purity and 

redemption.  In this state, the “whorish” female is viewed as only holding value within 

society so far as the limits of society’s ability to consume her lend; meaning that the 

woman who, by default, ends up delineated within the category of whore by the societal 

whole will not be viewed by society as worthy of anything other than conquest.   Instead, 

the ways in which the “whore” is abused, defiled, degraded and marginalized will be 

considered to be justified within a society that even today measures a woman’s worth 

upon whether or not her marital bed sheets are stained red by her husband only.  The 

woman who either chooses or is forced into not being the “pure bride” is branded a 

whore, even if the brand is unspoken, and it is this brand that allows the leaders within a 

misogynistic society to deny the “non-pure” woman justice in all of society’s arenas, 

whether the arena is the bedroom, the boardroom, the courtroom or within the rooms in 

which laws are passed that mandate what a woman can or cannot do with her body. 

The greatest question to be asked when examining whore verses pure bride 

language within the text of Revelation is “what are the theological implications of 

applying language that degrades to cultural and human situations?”  Though historical-

critical method of interpreting Revelation is often invoked to try and downplay the 

cutting harshness of whore vs. pure bride language within the text, the reality is that such 

invocation merely serves to underscore the severity of the language itself.  Vander 

Stichele addresses this dilemma by pointing out that the responsible Biblical interpreter is 

faced with a situation in which addressing whore language presents two problems.  The 

first problem is that by questioning such language, the woman is forced to sacrifice 
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sexual identity in order to be in accordance with the author’s – or agent of God – intent.17  

Such sacrifice forces the feminine interpreter to compromise their position as unique, 

human creation in order to be viewed as morally upright within the community of 

believers.  Vander Stichele further argues that if the feminine interpreter chooses not to 

compromise sexual identity, the interpreter is then forced to assume the role of whore as 

depicted within the text.18  Can the title of “whore” which brings with it overwhelming 

stigmas of abomination and impurity be the only viable Divine categorization for the 

woman who chooses to be sexually honest?  In order to exist within community, wheter 

as a prostitute or post-rape, must women, by default, accept that the name of the non-

pure, female creation of God is tattooed on the hand of Divinity merely as “whore?” 

Within contemporary society, not all language assignments of “whore” are 

prostitution-specific.  On August 11, 2012, in Steubenville Ohio, two sixteen-year-old 

male classmates repeatedly sexually violated and raped a sixteen-year-old high school 

girl.  In a period of time that spread out over several hours, the two young males sexually 

abused the young woman while encouraging cohorts to also sexually violate the young 

woman.  As the mass rape took place, the young men documented their acts of sexual 

violence on social media sites such as Twitter and Facebook.  Despite being convicted of 

raping the young woman, it was the young men who were depicted within the media as 

being victims.  Poppy Harlow, a reporter for CNN, went as far as to publicly decry the 

                                                        
17 In her article titled “Remembering the Whore: The Fate of Babylon According to Revelation 17:16,” 

Caroline Vander Stichele quotes JK Kim’s “Uncovering Her Wickedness,” stating “Kim observes how 

female readers of this text are placed in a double bind ‘because we are forced to betray our sexual identity 

in order to share the perspective of the author/God; otherwise we have to identify ourselves with the female 

object in the text.” See Amy-Jill Levine and Maria Mayo Robbins, A Feminist Companion to the 

Apocalypse of John (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2010), 117. 
18 Ibid 117 
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compromised futures of the young men.19  In this particular act of violence against a 

woman, the role of “whore” was automatically imposed upon the young, high school 

woman the moment she took the first drink of alcohol.  Within this particular male-

valued society, the young woman’s inebriated state negated her chastity, thus justifying 

the young men’s choice to sexually violate her.  Within this male-dominated society, the 

young woman was not viewed as being a victim; rather, victimization was applied to the 

privileged young males.  The general reaction of the media indicated that the young 

males’ compromised future was more of a travesty of justice than the violent sexual 

crime committed against the young woman.  Such a warped view of justice is a 

consequence of a society that devalues women into the category of whore while exalting 

a perception of the noble male.  Neutralizing language such as “whore” and “pure bride” 

as merely an imposition of verbiage upon a political situation provides justification for 

the physical, emotional and sexual violation of women while establishing a cultural 

construct in which the violator is labeled the “victim” by a society that values male 

privilege over human worth.  In such a society, the redemption of the female is 

impossible as the woman is viewed as object rather than created of God.  Within 

situations of sexual violence against women, it is the woman who is viewed as the 

catalyst of the crimes committed against her, with the only resolution to the crime being 

in the complete physical destruction and sexual devouring of the woman. 

In her poem “When I Was 14,” Dawn Saylor writes “and I heard myself say “no” 

over and over… But he didn’t hear me, wouldn’t listen when he called me a “whore”, 

                                                        
19

 David Edwards, “Cnn Grieves,” The Raw Story (blog), March 17, 2013, accessed May 25, 2013, 

http://www.rawstory.com/rs/2013/03/17/cnn-grieves-that-guilty-verdict-ruined-promising-lives-of-

steubenville-rapists/. 

http://www.rawstory.com/rs/2013/03/17/cnn-grieves-that-guilty-verdict-ruined-promising-lives-of-steubenville-rapists/
http://www.rawstory.com/rs/2013/03/17/cnn-grieves-that-guilty-verdict-ruined-promising-lives-of-steubenville-rapists/
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pinning me down and taking the only innocence I had left… And I was searching still for 

purity.”20  Though some progress has been made in exploring the societal implications of 

gender-specific, degrading language within biblical text, including Revelation 17 and 21, 

the neglect of past treatment regarding “whore” language will have long and lasting 

effects within this culture; one that chooses to embrace the Christian message and the 

prophetic message found within the Apocalypse.  Unfortunately, until the humanity of all 

women is addressed beyond the dichotomy of the whore and the pure bride, the text of 

Revelation will continue to contribute to the oppression and marginalization of women 

specifically within the community of believers.  The subjection of either/or language 

upon women creates an environment of hostility in which there is no space in the area 

that divides the woman who is a whore and the woman who is pure.  This lack of space 

creates an environment in which women cannot feasibly choose to not attach to a man 

without the stigma that is bound to a woman who is by choice or by force, sexually 

active, and not married.  Defining the value of the feminine strictly upon sexual activity, 

or lack thereof, both diminishes the value of the created woman but also establishes a 

paradigm in which a woman’s personal worth is determined by sexuality alone.  Until 

society as a whole can appropriate value to humanity based upon a measurement that is 

not calibrated by sexuality, this society will continue to treat the whore or the pure bride 

as objects to be conquered, collected or even destroyed, rather than loved, nurtured and 

worthy of redemption, as God’s creation. 

 

 

                                                        
20 Dawn Saylor. Poemhunter.com: Dawn Saylor; When I was 14. Retrieved from 

http://www.poemhunter.com/poem/when-i-was-14/ 

http://www.poemhunter.com/poem/when-i-was-14/
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