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INTRODUCTION 
 
The Seven Churches of Revelation also known as The Seven Churches of Asia Minor were seven churches 
of significance in the early church.  All seven churches were situated in what is modern-day 
Turkey.  Sadly, none today has significant Christian populations.  They are mentioned in 
Revelation chapter 2 and 3 as: 
 
1. Ephesus (Revelation 2:1-7). 
2. Smyrna (Revelation 2:8-11). 
3. Pergamos (Revelation 2:12-17). 
4. Thyatira (Revelation 2:18-29). 
5. Sardis (Revelation 3:1-6). 
6. Philadelphia (Revelation 3:7-13). 
7. Laodicea (Revelation 3:14-22). 

 

There were other churches, some even more famous, that could have been chosen but why  
these ones?  It seems they were selected to be representative of all churches both in John’s day 
and at any time in the history of the church.  In many of the letters there is a relationship 
between the problems they faced and the particular circumstances and character of the 
environment in which they lived. 

Notably each of the letters end in a personal exhortation beginning with the phrase “He 
that hath an ear, let him hear.”  Therefore, the messages are pertinent to us today on a personal and 
a corporate level, as we face differing conditions and trials.  Until the end of the age every church 
can find itself reflected in one or more of these seven churches.  We in our local church are also 
recipients of this important letter. 

All of the seven churches faced crisis – only two of them had problems solely from 
without, whereas the greatest challenge to others was from within.  Sin always causes problems 
to any church no matter how God has used it in the past.  At least five out of seven of them 
were a mixture of evil and good.  This is still true of most churches today.  Most of the letters 
contain words of warning as well as promise to those who hear and respond.  These should be 
carefully noted and heeded by us also. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

The Church that began Well (Rev. 2:1-7) 
 
Trying to evaluate a church can be problematic.  Most of us can be led astray by judging a church 
by the wrong standards.  This is especially true if we are members of that local church.  The 
seemingly poor church can be actually rich (Revelation 2:9) and the seemingly rich church can be 
in fact poor (Revelation 3:17). 

Here in Revelation chapters two and three, we are given a true insight into the spiritual 
character of seven churches as seen from God’s perspective.  The Head of the Church, Jesus 
Christ holds every church in His hand (Revelation 1:16).  He walks up and down constantly 
observing their needs, their service, their motives, and their actions (Revelation 1:13).  This fact 
is comforting but also is a note of warning. 

It is the Lord Jesus Christ alone that founds, provides, protects, and builds a local church.  
He sees deeper than the superficial things such as mere congregational numbers, financial wealth, 
and spectacular buildings.  Jesus Christ sees both the internal and external conditions of each 
local church (Revelation 2:23b).  Nothing escapes His knowledge. 

Every local church has been planted by Jesus Christ to be “the salt of the earth” and “the 
light of the world” (Matthew 5:13-14).  The Apostle Paul calls it “the pillar and ground of the truth” 
(1 Timothy 3:15).  As we read these seven letters from Jesus Christ we should remember that 
they are not written simply to increase our historical knowledge.  We are to learn from the 
strengths as well as the weaknesses of each church. 

These spiritual “X-rays” are also to warn us that Christ is interested and takes careful note 
of the spiritual condition of our local churches today.  This same Jesus is walking in the midst of 
our church and subjecting it to the same inerrant and objective examination.  A Church can fool 
the Christian world around it (and even itself) that it has God’s approval, but these letters warn 
that this assumption should not be so quickly taken for granted.  
 
BACKGROUND TO THE CHURCH AT EPHESUS 
 
Ephesus was a major port city on the western coast of Asia Minor.  It was known as “the 
metropolis of Asia,” as it was the fourth largest city in the Empire, and boasted a population of 
perhaps 300,000 people.  A famous landmark was one of the seven wonders of the ancient 
world, the temple of Diana or Artemis.  This temple was 425 feet long, 220 feet wide, and 60 feet 
high, with 127 marble pillars, many of them covered with gold.  This cult worship dominated the 
religious life and was associated with gross immorality.  It was a stronghold of the devil. 

The Ephesian Church is unique in the treatment it receives in the New Testament as three 
inspired writers record God’s evaluation of the work there.  Luke wrote of its formation, Acts 18, 
19, then of its foundation, Acts 20.  Paul sent a wonderfully deep epistle to the Ephesians, which 
implied its spiritual depth.  John finally was inspired to send a letter to it in Revelation 2:1-7. 

The Church at Ephesus also holds a unique and privileged position in Biblical history 
having had for sustained periods the Apostle Paul and Timothy as pastors.  A strong Church 
tradition is that John the Apostle also pastored there after Paul’s death.  The Apostle Paul 
founded the church there and remained longer at Ephesus than he did at any other one place, 
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preaching the gospel.  There is no Bible-believing church there today.  Certainly, it proves that 
gifted and godly pastors are no guarantee of spiritual progress for the future.  

The apostle Paul paid his first visit to Ephesus on his second missionary journey (Acts 
18:19-21), but it was very short.  On his third journey he returned and remained two years and 
three months.  There he spent “three months disputing and persuading the things concerning the kingdom of 
God” with the Jews at the local synagogue.  After Paul had seen that further disputing with the 
synagogue Jews was pointless, he separated his disciples from them and utilized the school (or 
lecture hall) of a teacher Tyrannus to preach and teach the gospel for the next two years (Acts 
19:8-9).  Throughout this time God moved in a remarkable way and “all they which dwelt in Asia 
heard the word of the Lord Jesus, both Jews and Greeks.” (Acts 19:10b)  Paul was also able to perform 
“special miracles” there and many of those who practised pagan magic burned their occult books 
(Acts 19:11, 19). 

It would appear that Paul set himself deliberately to work to establish a congregation there, 
as this was the principal seat of idolatry in the world at that time and was a place of great 
importance in the civil affairs of the Roman empire.  This may also explain why John later made 
it his permanent home.  Paul’s labours there were very assiduous, for he visited “from house to 
house”, and “ceased not to warn every one night and day with tears” (Acts 20:20, 31).  The opposition he 
met with was correspondingly great and he recounts to the Corinthians that he had “fought with 
beasts at Ephesus”.  Ephesus became a beachhead for evangelising the whole region.  Acts 20 
reveals Paul’s affection for them was deep and personal. 
 
EXAMINATION OF THE CHURCH (v1) 
 
The first thing the Lord makes clear in verse one to this church at Ephesus was that he is the 
Lord of all the churches and observes them from within their midst. Jesus Christ has examined 
this church.  He makes clear “I know” what is going on there.  This is not an educated guess but 
the infallible and inerrant truth about them (cf. 1 Corinthians 3:12; 2 Corinthians 5:9-10; Psalm 
139:1-12). 

Good news and bad news will form the content of the first letter.  In graciousness the 
Lord begins with words of commendation but then He also unerringly points out in words of 
condemnation their failures.  This condemnation is to encourage them to correct their deviations 
from what Christ demands. 
 

(1) COMMENDATION OF THIS CHURCH (v2-3, 6) 
 
We see a number of things that this church is commended for: 
(a) SERVICE – They were a church that did “works.”  This was not a lazy church full of 
couch potatoes, where the members simply came to be entertained as “spiritual consumers” each 
week.  They were willing to minister to others both inside and outside the local church.  
Doubtless, this church had a full schedule of activities each week.  

The Apostle instructed them in his epistle to the Ephesians “For we are his workmanship, 
created in Christ Jesus unto good works, which God hath before ordained that we should walk in them.”  This 
Ephesian Church took these words seriously and was continually serving.  Our Lord commends 
them for that.  Jesus Christ carefully observes and records every ministry of every local church 
e.g. ushers, Sunday School teachers, audio workers etc.  No act of service is too small to escape 
His attention (2 Corinthians 5:9-10; Hebrews 6:10-12). 
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(b) SACRIFICE – This was a sacrificial church.  This Greek word translated “labours” 
means to “toil to the point of exhaustion.”  It emphasises the depth and degree of their labour 
for the Lord.  Despite much hardship and suffering, these people did not just talk Christianity 
but they took their faith seriously and put it to work.  They put their heart and soul into their 
ministry.  We know from the book of Acts that the gospel had a profound impact in that city 
and even went out from there to all of Asia Minor (Acts 19:10, 25-27). 

Their motive was even right “for My Name’s sake hast laboured.”  They laboured not for self 
but for the honour and glory of Jesus Christ.  Sadly too many today serve with the wrong 
motives in many churches.  A faithful church should be serving the Lord sacrificially if it is to be 
used as an instrument of God to reach the world around.  As one commentator put it, “To come 
to Christ costs nothing, to follow Christ costs something, but to serve Christ costs everything.”  
The Ephesians gave everything for Christ’s sake. 
(c) STEADFASTNESS – This church did not wilt under pressure.  They are commended 
for their “patience” a word meaning “endurance under trials.”  Also, they are praised for the fact 
that they “hast not fainted” in their labours.  This is a consistent church where there are no fair-
weather followers or John Mark/Demas type Christians at Ephesus.  They stuck with the work 
through all kinds of difficulties and discouragements. 
(d) SEPARATISM – Despite the immoral and idolatrous environment of proud and 
wealthy Ephesus, this was a church that maintained continually high moral and theological 
standards.  They were not blown away by the latest theological wind of error, but were willing to 
make difficult choices and suffer any resulting consequences.  They had not yielded to the 
pressures to conform to the idolatrous and immoral world around them.  As a church, they did 
not place unity over truth, but earnestly contended for the faith.  Clearly they knew and revered 
God’s Word, Apostolic doctrines and practices intimately to make such effective judgments. 

The Apostle Paul had warned them more than thirty years previously in Acts 20:28-30 of 
the dangers of evil men teaching “perverse things” seeking to infiltrate them from within and 
without.  He also warned them when he wrote his letter in Ephesians 4:27, “Neither give place to the 
devil.” 

The Ephesians Christians could discern between a phoney and the real thing.  They 
actively guarded their pulpit from false teachers; they tested them biblically (1 John 4:1); and they 
refused to fellowship with them.  In v6 we are told they hated what Christ hated as, “thou hatest 
the deeds of the Nicolaitanes, which I also hate.”  They separated from false doctrine and false deeds!  
This church was undoubtedly a “bastion of truth” and a “fortress of the faith.” 

Christ commends them here for fully following Paul’s commands.  He certainly does not 
charge them for being “unloving” or “judgmental” by protecting the purity of the Gospel truth.  
The church that Christ commends hates all immorality and theological error, and does not allow 
it in the church.  Intolerance of moral evil and doctrinal deviation within the church is not 
unchristian, unloving, or unkind! (Psalm 119:128; Amos 5:15) 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
Clearly, there was much to praise at Ephesus.  It was orthodox in theology, practice, motive, and 
service.  In this sense, the church was rock-solid!  Moffatt pertinently observed that it was “Tired 
in loyalty, not of it.  The Ephesian church can bear anything except the presence of impostors in 
her membership.”  As we read this commendation, we may be tempted to conclude that this is 
an exemplary church.  Even the Lord Jesus Christ effectively graded it A+ for its service, 



 

  7 

sacrifice, steadfastness, and separatism. 
Very few churches today are serving sacrificially, are steadfast, and even fewer are willing 

to practice biblical separation from moral evil, false doctrine, and deviant preachers.  Indeed, 
some may conclude that the church at Ephesus was probably better than any church in 
Singapore today.  What could possibly be wrong with a church like this? 

Most of us would likely conclude that there couldn’t be anything wrong with this church.  
Probably few, if indeed any, could see a major failure, except God.  The One whose eyes are as 
“a flame of fire” will look into every part both inwardly and outwardly.  

 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
 

1. Who is the Person who “holdeth the seven stars in his right hand, who walketh in the midst of the 
seven golden candlesticks”?  What are the seven stars and seven golden candlesticks (2:1b)?  
Who is the Head of our Church?  What is significant about that for us?  

2. Can you describe what this church is commended for?  Summarise these strengths in your 
own words. 

3. Is it wrong to judge other professing Christians and Churches?  Were the Ephesian 
Church wrong when Christ noted “thou canst not bear them which are evil: and thou hast tried them 
which say they are apostles, and are not, and hast found them liars?” What did Christ mean in 
Matthew 7:1 when He said, “Judge not, that ye be not judged”? 

4. If Jesus Christ was writing to our church, what positive qualities might He commend us 
for?  How many of the commendations of the Church at Ephesus are reflected in our 
church?  How many are reflected in your life? 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

The Church that lost its love (Rev. 2:1-7) 
 
 
The Church at Ephesus had many things to commend it.  It was graded highly for its service, 
sacrifice, steadfastness, and separatism.  As Morgan said, “If the Master, visiting the church to 
which we belong uttered such words as these, should we not feel that they constituted the 
highest commendation that could possibly be passed?”  However, if we simply looked at v1-3 
and ignored v4-6 we would get an unbalanced view of this church.  There is a “nevertheless” in 
v4 that needs to be faithfully pointed out.  The Bible never encourages us to simply look for the 
good points in a church and ignore the failures.  Nor, it should be noted, does it encourage us to 
simply seek to point out the failures in a church and ignore its commendatory points. 

Too often believers swing to one of these extremes in assessing churches, fellow believers, 
and even family members.  Some seem to revel in criticizing and faultfinding whereas others go 
the other end of the spectrum and ignore any failure or sin.  An honest yet balanced approach is 
the way of our Master and this is something every parent and every church leader should note. 

There is a “nevertheless” that needs to be faithfully pointed out.  This “nevertheless” is 
not the sin of the church around the corner but the sins of our church and in our lives.  Too 
many preachers seem to revel in pointing out the faults in other churches (which need to be 
pointed out), but fail to deal with the sins of those in front of them.  Don’t just listen to what a 
preacher says, but listen to what he leaves out!  The Apostle Paul draws attention that he 
preached, “all the counsel of God” at Ephesus (Acts 20:27). 
 

(2) CONDEMNATION OF THIS CHURCH (v4-5) 
 

To the outside observer, things look rosy, but Christ sees much deeper that the external.  
Hebrews 4:13 warns us, “Neither is there any creature that is not manifest in His sight: but all things are 
naked and opened unto the eyes of Him with whom we have to do.”  Many people like to criticize our 
church that we can shrug off but when God speaks against us then our church should take 
careful note. 

The tone of this letter suddenly changes abruptly at this juncture.  Jesus Christ hones in on 
a glaring failure that maybe no one else saw but that He sees in this church, “Nevertheless I have 
somewhat against thee, because thou hast left thy first love.”(v4).  It is a seemingly small condemnation 
compared to their lengthy commendation.  This love here is that agape love, that selfless 
sacrificial love that chooses to love without any demand for reciprocation.  They were guilty of 
an inward sin that is sometimes hard to detect.  But it is not hidden to the laser eyes of the 
Master who penetrates every external façade. 

In Paul’s epistle to the Ephesians he told them they were “raised us up together, and made us sit 
together in heavenly places in Christ Jesus” (Ephesians 2:6).  Now, the same Christ tells them “thou art 
fallen” (v5a).  This verb “art fallen” is in the perfect tense in the Greek indicating a state that was 
completed in the past that the results continue into the present.  
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After such words of praise in v1-3, this must have been like a thunderbolt to the 
congregation at Ephesus as it was read out.  Despite their faithful and zealous ministries and 
defence of the faith, they have critical “heart trouble.”  Their labours and defence of the faith 
was from a heart that was no longer motivated by love for Christ.  They were still fundamentalist 
but sadly were now also merely formalistic.  Their doctrine and practice had not changed but 
there was a change inwardly.  This decline may seem insignificant to us but it was not to God.  
Sound doctrine is vital, as a church that stands for nothing will fall for anything.  However, 
sound doctrine is not enough. 

We need to note it is not just what we do for the Lord that is important but how we do i t  
i s  equal ly  s igni f i cant .  Their overall motive was right “for My Name’s sake hast laboured.” (v3)  So 
what is amazing and frightening here is that a church can do the right thing with the right 
motive, yet fail because they do it not from a heart blazing with love for Christ. 

It is interesting to note that the Apostle Paul in his epistle to the Ephesians mentions on at 
least 20 occasions refers to this word “love.”  He prayed for the saints there that “That Christ may 
dwell in your hearts by faith; that ye, being rooted and grounded in love” (Ephesians 3:17).  He also urged 
them to “walk in love” (Ephesians 5:2) and to be “speaking the truth in love” (Ephesians 4:15).  Too 
many today win an argument but lose a friend.  It is not just what you say that is critical but also 
how you say it. 

WHAT IS FIRST LOVE? 

First love is the “honeymoon love” of a young couple.  It is hard to exactly define but it is 
fervent, selfless, instinctive, and openly displayed.  In Christian terms, it is the love for Christ 
that characterizes a new believer.  He or she is consumed with the beauty and the glory and the 
majesty of Christ.  It is that pure or chaste love that Paul wrote to the Corinthians, “For I am 
jealous over you with godly jealousy: for I have espoused you to one husband, that I may present you as a chaste 
virgin to Christ. But I fear, lest by any means, as the serpent beguiled Eve through his subtilty, so your minds 
should be corrupted from the simplicity that is in Christ” (2 Corinthians 11:2-3) 

This is evidenced when the Bible seems a wonder to you; prayer is a continual joy; you 
loved to sing about Jesus; and the fellowship of the saints was so precious to you.  It is a period 
when “He is precious” (1 Peter 2:7) and a believer is living in a state that Peter described “Whom 
having not seen, ye love; in whom, though now ye see him not, yet believing, ye rejoice with joy unspeakable and full 
of glory” (1 Peter 1:8).  Jeremiah also refers to it, “Moreover the word of the LORD came to me, saying, 
Go and cry in the ears of Jerusalem, saying, Thus saith the LORD; I remember thee, the kindness of thy youth, 
the love of thine espousals, when thou wentest after me in the wilderness, in a land that was not sown.” (Jeremiah 
2:1-2) 

Jesus Christ instructed that the foundation of Christianity was laid on a love for Him more 
that you love anybody else, “He that loveth father or mother more than me is not worthy of me: and he that 
loveth son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me”. (Matthew 10:37) 

However, now the Ephesian believer’s labour gradually came to be merely mechanical.  There 
is always a danger that our love grows cold.  Just like Martha, we can place service for Christ 
over the better place of fellowship with Him (Luke 10:38-42).  Jesus Christ explicitly predicted 
that “the love of many shall wax cold” (Matthew 24:12).  We must all be careful of this danger that 
our service for Christ does not become dead orthodoxy i.e. we become dead from the neck 
downwards!  
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The word “left” is a Greek word that means “to leave, forsake, depart.”  It pictures a 
gradual departure.  Probably few noticed the departure.  This was not something that simply 
occurred in 24 hrs.  As they laboured fervently there came a point where their love began to 
wane.  Instead of the love for Christ maturing and deepening as the years progressed, the 
Ephesian Christians began to lose the excitement and joy of that first love that dawned on their 
souls.  Other things had replaced it such as a love for money, possessions, position, 
entertainment, learning, family etc.  These became the idols in their hearts competing with their 
love for the Master. 

Doubtless, this decline in their love for Christ also manifested in a diminished love for 
each other, a reduced love for the lost, which was characteristic of the church when it was 
originally founded.  In Acts 19 it was so glorious when “mightily grew the word of God and prevailed” 
(Acts 19:20). Christ recognizes that the emotion and the enthusiasm have dwindled.  The Master 
sees and is concerned about the inward backsliding.  The “somewhat” that Christ has against this 
church is not insignificant but it is a critical issue! 

Some think that the lack of any emotion and enthusiasm in a church is a good thing.  They 
believe that the longer your face the more spiritual you are!  This passage shows what a foolish 
and unbiblical idea that is.  However, it is true that mere emotionalism and enthusiasm without 
doctrinal substance is equally foolish. The Ephesians had the latter and were commended, but 
they were condemned for the absence of the former.  One cannot be substituted in God’s eyes 
for the other.  Paul warned the Corinthians of this, “Though I speak with the tongues of men and of 
angels, and have not charity, I am become as sounding brass, or a tinkling cymbal. And though I have the gift of 
prophecy, and understand all mysteries, and all knowledge; and though I have all faith, so that I could remove 
mountains, and have not charity, I am nothing.” (1 Corinthians 13:1-2) 

The ministry schedule was full, the tithes were being paid, the membership roll was large, 
but sadly the honeymoon is now over at Ephesus!  John MacArthur makes a poignant comment 
on how they went about their service,  

Oh, they were doing what they always did, because that’s what you do.  That’s what’s 
expected.  That’s what’s planned.  That’s the way the program’s laid out.  That’s the way 
people are gonna evaluate you and respect you and honor you, and they did it, and the 
theology was in place.  But the honeymoon was over.  It was like a marriage can be.  
Everything was there.  Faithfulness was there, and duty was there, and responsibility was 
there.  But the passion was gone.  No great scandal.  No great organization blunder.  No 
loss of resources financial or human.  But the heart was cold.  The thrill was gone. The 
enthusiasm was drying out. 

The Ephesians had now doctrine without devotion, labour without love, activity without 
affection, and purity without true passion.  All of these things must be present for a Church to 
please Christ - anything less than that, stirs Christ’s displeasure.  We so often forget that the great 
commandment is to “love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind” 
(Matthew 22:37).  The simple test of our spiritual standing is to what degree do we love Jesus 
Christ?  MacArthur warns,  

Evangelical Christianity has all but lost this perspective on the Christian life.  Most people 
have the idea that the Christian life is about how much God loves me and wants to fulfill 
my dreams and my desires and my ambitions and my goals and my objectives.  And what 
he wants to do is make something wonderful out of me, and lift me up, and elevate me, 
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and fulfill all the hopes of my heart.  It's more about God loving me so much that he 
wants to do all of this than it is about me loving him. 

 
(3) COUNSEL TO THIS CHURCH (v5) 

 

Our Lord does not simply point out the faults in this church and leave it to respond.  In grace 
and longsuffering the Great Physician prescribes the remedy for their spiritual heart disease.  
Christ is the Authority over their lives, but He also is the Answer for their problem.  The pattern 
of our Lord is worth remembering here.  His words of condemnation are preceded with loving 
words of commendation and then His words of condemnation lead to a window of hope.  Jesus 
Christ gives an impassioned plea of “3 R’s” in order to deal with their failure: 

(1) REMEMBER 

(2) REPENT 

(3) RETURN 

However, He also solemnly warns that if they do not follow His spiritual prescription to 
deal with their disease, He will have to REMOVE.  So the choice Jesus Christ lays before this 
church and indeed any church that is flagging in its devotion for Him is REMOVAL or 
REVIVAL.  There is no third option offered! 

The church at Thessalonica offered them a pattern of what they should be in deeds, 
motive, and method by a church in its first love.  The Apostle Paul gives thanks for a church, 
“remembering without ceasing your work of faith, and labour of love, and patience of hope in our Lord Jesus 
Christ, in the sight of God and our Father” (1 Thessalonians 1:3).  Their labour was rooted in love.  
Morgan gives a very apt application and illustration to us today,  

Your work, your labour, your patience are all evident.  Never were you busier.  Never were 
your organisations more complete, but where is your first love?  A friend of mine some 
years ago had a little daughter whom he dearly loved, and at the time of my story, she was 
between ten and eleven years of age.  They were great friends, and were always found in 
each other's company.  But about this time there seemed to come some estrangement 
between them for which he could not account.  He was not able to get her company as he 
had been.  She seemed to shun him, and if he went for a walk, excused herself for she had 
something she must do at home.  He grieved about it and could not understand it, and yet 
hardly cared to mention to her what was apparent to him.  One day his birthday came, and 
in the morning of that day she came into his room, with her face wreathed in smiles and 
said, “Father I have brought you a present.”  She handed him a parcel, and unfastening it 
he found an exquisitely worked pair of slippers.  He said, “Darling, it was very good of you 
to buy these for me.” “Oh, Father,” said she, “I did not buy them.  I have made them for 
you.”  Then looking at her he said, “Oh, now I think I understand.  Is this what you have 
been doing for the last three months?”  She replied, “Yes, Father, but how did you know 
how long I had been at work on them?”  He said, “Because for three months I have 
wanted much of you, but have not been able to have it.  You have been too busy.  My 
darling, I like these slippers very much, but next time, buy the slippers, and let me have 
you all the days; I would rather have my child than anything she can make for me.” 
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Ephesus had just the outward forms of religion without the love of the heart that should 
have channeled them.  Christ counsels that the first love can be restored to the Church at 
Ephesus if they do the following three things: 

REMEMBER – the idea here is that they should cast their minds back to the time when they 
served Christ not as a mechanical duty but because their hearts were ablaze with love for Him.  
The verb form is literally “keep on remembering” on a continuous basis.  No doubt, such a 
process will lead them to recognise their current loveless state of service.  They needed to 
remember the spiritual darkness of immorality and idolatry they were saved from and the peace 
and joy they obtained.  They also needed to remember how Christ did a work of revival in the 
city of Ephesus.  The Bible is full of instances of when God calls us to remember what He has 
done in our lives in the past. 

All of us need to spiritually audit our love for Christ each day.  We need to check whether 
our Christian service lost some of its excitement and joy.  Is it somewhat boring and routine?  
Do you love Christ more now than you have in the past?  As one preacher questioned, “Do you 
remember when your passion was to know him and the power of his resurrection?  Remember 
when there was absolutely nothing that would prevent you from coming to church?  And yet 
now the slightest little thing will keep you away.  Remember when even the smallest 
commandment would prick your heart and you would be broken before the Lord and you would 
gladly repent and begin to obey?  But now it is as if nothing really moves you.  Remember when 
you had that joyful countenance on your face and your heart was overflowing with praise and 
you longed to sing the wonderful songs of redemption?  But now you have kind of grown cold 
and a bit sour and sullen and you complain and, frankly, you are kind of apathetic about those 
things.  Remember when, once upon a time, wild horses couldn’t keep you away from coming 
and praying together with the saints?  But now you have just got more pressing priorities.  It is 
amazing, isn’t it, how somehow imperceptibly our love can grow cold, how subtly our worship 
can become dead and perfunctory, just a duty, just something that we go through in terms of 
motions without really any passion or love. 

Christian - look back on the past and what Christ has done for you.  Consider the grace of 
God like John Newton when he wrote, 

 
“In evil long I took delight, 
Unawed by shame or fear, 

Till a new object struck my sight, 
And stopped my wild career.” 

REPENT – the Greek word translated “repent” means to literally “have a change of mind.”  It 
will involve recognising that our previous actions were sinful and sorrowfully turning away from 
such a path.  Failure to love Christ is not some insignificant thing to God.  It is a sin not to love 
Christ with all of your heart.  Confession of this sin is required (1 John 1:9) as this is not a minor 
failure, “If any man love not the Lord Jesus Christ, let him be Anathema Maranatha” (1 Corinthians 
16:22).  They were to recognise their sin, confess it, and then have a change of mind about loving 
and serving Christ.  

RETURN – they are also called to return or to repeat the “first works.”  A true love for Christ 
always manifests in works of love and service.  This word translated “first” means “first in time, 
place, or rank.”  Christ is calling the Ephesian believers to return to the works they did when 
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they first served with fervent sacrificial love.  He is calling them also to return to do the works 
they prized above every other.  Doubtless, this period in their lives was when they served 
according to the command of Christ, “But seek ye first the kingdom of God, and His righteousness; and 
all these things shall be added unto you” (Matthew 6:33). 

ALTERNATIVE – REMOVAL (v5b) 

Jesus Christ is longsuffering and merciful to this church.  All was not well but all was not lost yet.  
The displeased Saviour extends this window of opportunity to remember, repent, and return.  
But this day of grace should not be presumed upon.  He warns, “or else I will come unto thee quickly, 
and will remove thy candlestick out of his place, except thou repent.”  This “or else” is not some idle threat 
or mere suggestion but carries with it the authority of the Triune God.  Christ will “unchurch” 
such a church!  A loveless Christian and a loveless Church grieves the Holy Spirit and quenches 
the Holy Spirit. 

What Christ is warning here is that He will come and personally remove the light-bearing 
capacity of this church.  This is not the judgment of the second coming but a special judgment 
upon a local church.  Despite all these privileges the church was in danger of losing them all.  
Eventually it did!  Today the city of Ephesus lies in ruins and there is no Bible-believing witness 
there.  The candlestick has been gone for centuries!  Similarly, there are many churches today 
that have a great history with famous godly pastors but today they are just an empty shell of 
religious activity.  Yes, the ministries still go ahead but the light of Christ is not present. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

This church at Ephesus had a really incredible beginning with the best possible leadership, but 
tragically a terrible ending.  For a church like ours, we are probably not in immediate danger of 
succumbing to doctrinal heresy or an obvious change in the level of service.  The greatest threat 
to our future is from within the hearts of our members.  We may be faithful in our service, our 
sacrifice, and our separation, but these do not in themselves necessarily reflect a true love for 
God.  Our heads may be doctrinally right while our hearts be going the wrong direction.  
Loveless orthodoxy and service will be like a silent killer disease that will poison us from within.  
A church becomes like the one at Ephesus when its people diminish in love for Christ.  

Accurate self-appraisal is always difficult but are we guilty of waning in our love for Christ?  
Has a cold fog descended on you today?  Do you love the service more than you love the 
Saviour?  The Risen Lord has one question for us today, “Lovest thou Me?”  Are you able to 
truthfully reply, “Lord, Thou knowest all things; Thou knowest that I love Thee.” (John 21:17)  Do not 
think that we will be an exception to these warnings as Christ applied it to us also, “He that hath 
an ear, let him hear what the Spirit saith unto the churches.” (v7) 
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 

 

5. Can you describe what this church is condemned for?  Summarise this in your own words. 

6. What motivates you to serve the Lord?  Have you become too busy to spend time with 
Him?  Are you too distant and cold?  What could you do to remind yourself of the love, 
devotion and passion you had when you first came to the Lord? 

7. Do we mirror the church in Ephesus in every respect, in both strengths and weaknesses?  
What is the most glaring need for improvement in our church?  What can you do to be a 
part of the solution? 

8. From the way Jesus Christ speaks here, is there an encouragement and a challenge for your 
life?  
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

The Suffering Church (Rev. 2:8-11) 
 

The next epistle was sent to the Church at Smyrna.  It is the shortest letter of the seven, but it 
ministers to the needs of these people.  We have no record in the NT of how or when it was 
formed.  Probably, it was planted by the great revival work in Ephesus that spread throughout all 
of Asia Minor (Acts 19:10).  Smyrna was a city just 35 miles north up the coast from Ephesus at 
the foot of the Aegean Sea.  Today this city is called Izmir and it is the 3rd largest city in the land 
of Turkey. 

In the first century, Smyrna was said to be the most beautiful city of Asia Minor as the 
“crown of Asia.”  Alexander the Great wanted to make it a model city and on its coins it bore 
the inscription “first in Asia in beauty and size.”  The city got its name from one of its principle 
products, a sweet perfume called myrrh.  This perfume was obtained by crushing the bark of a 
flowering myrtle tree. 

Smyrna was a wealthy city where education, philosophy, and the sciences flourished.  It 
was also a commercial centre, second only to Ephesus in exports.  Behind the city on a hill was a 
street called the “Street of Gold” or “the Crown of Smyrna.”  At this scenic spot were beautiful 
stately buildings and ornate pagan temples, which was shaped to give the appearance of a jeweled 
crown.  This crown symbolized the pride of its citizenry.  The grandeur of the idolatrous places 
of worship must have been sharp in contrast to the simple meeting places of the persecuted 
church there. 

There were other significant facts about this city.  Smyrna was a politically astute city.  It 
was marked out as a free city by the Romans with the privilege of self-government and was 
granted tax-free status because it was unusually devoted in fidelity to the Roman Empire.  It won 
the right over other cities to erect a temple to the goddess Roma and to the spirit of Rome. 

A large marble statue of Caesar was prominently displayed and every citizen was 
commanded to annually worship Caesar by publicly offering a pinch of incense there.  Any 
refusal usually led to execution.  This threat was heightened, as the Emperor at this time was 
Domitian who was infamous for his hatred and widespread persecution of Christians.  Some 
historians detail that in Smyrna there were mass executions of Christians who refused to worship 
Caesar.  So Smyrna was not an easy place to be a Christian where annually every believer had to 
choose between saying, “Jesus is Lord,” or, “Caesar is Lord.” 

Another fact of importance concerns the Jews there, who joined in an unholy alliance with 
the local authorities.  The large and influential Jewish community repeatedly incited the local 
Roman government to attack the Christians.  Their hatred of Christ and His people was 
exceptionally deep.  In this letter, Christ will refer to them in particularly strong terms as the 
“synagogue of Satan.”  All apostate churches are ultimately synagogues of Satan. 
 



 

  16 

(1) THE SUFFERING OF THIS CHURCH 
 

Jesus Christ knows every detail of this Church and the society in which they live.  Christ 
introduces Himself as, “the first and the last, which was dead, and is alive.” (Revelation 2:8)  By such an 
introduction, Christ is identifying with this suffering church.  This is the experiential knowledge 
of the Master, “For we have not an high priest which cannot be touched with the feeling of our infirmities; but 
was in all points tempted like as we are, yet without sin” (Hebrews 4:15). 

As in the Church in Ephesus, Christ reveals that He has full knowledge of their difficulties 
and trials.  Sometimes we get to the point that we feel no one cares about our struggles, but even 
if there is no one else: remember, there is always the Lord.  This knowledge should lead us to 
seek His help at every opportunity, should strengthen our faith, and should give us a 
determination to endure for His sake. 

The Church at Smyrna was attacked on a number of fronts: 

(1) POLITICALLY – The Roman State was attacking them as Christ mentions their 
“tribulation” (v9) and imprisonment (v10).  This word “tribulation” is a Greek word meaning to 
crush an object such as the squeezing of a grape to extract the juice.  The local authorities in 
Smyrna were relentlessly trying to crush the Church.  The Roman historian, Tacitus writes of the 
typical sufferings of the saints in the Roman Empire under the Emperor Nero in 64 AD,  

First those were seized who confessed that they were Christians.  Next, on their 
information, a vast multitude were convicted, not so much on the charge of burning the 
city, as of hating the human race.  And in their deaths they were also made the subject of 
sport, for they were covered with the hides of wild beasts and worried to death by dogs, or 
nailed to crosses or set fire to and when day declined, burned to serve for nocturnal lights. 
Nero offered his own gardens for the spectacle. 

 

(2) RELIGIOUSLY – Like Christ was blasphemed by the Jews, so the Church was also 
blasphemed by, “the blasphemy of them which say they are Jews, and are not, but are the synagogue of Satan” 
(v9).  Indeed, the very name “Satan” meant the “Adversary.”  As you read the book of Acts the 
hatred and persecution of the Christians by the Jews is a dominant theme.  All throughout 
Church history, the greatest persecution against the true Church has come from apostate Judaism 
and apostate Christianity. 

Christian historians from this era reveal that the Jews would incite suspicion and hatred of 
the Christians by arguing: they were guilty of incest because they called each other brother and 
sister; that they were cannibals because they ate the Lord’s Supper; that they were rebellious as 
they refused to worship Caesar, and that they were atheists because they refused to recognise the 
gods of Rome.  We see a classic illustration of this in Acts 17 when the Jews in Thessalonica 
slandered Paul and his followers, “these all do contrary to the decrees of Caesar, saying that there is another 
king, one Jesus” (Acts 17:7). 
 

(3) SATANICALLY – Inciting and empowering the Roman Empire was the Evil Empire of 
hell.  The devil himself personally was assaulting this Church as we read, “the devil shall cast some of 
you into prison, that ye may be tried” (v10).  This is another episode in the serpent’s long battle with 
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the Lord Jesus Christ and His people (Genesis 3:15; John 15:18-21).  However, this will only last 
“ten days” which emphasizes that Christ is all-knowing and Sovereign of even these events.  Just 
like Job, the devil is given permission to afflict them only to the degree that God permits. 

Although the devil wants to destroy our faith in a test like this, Christ explains that the trial 
is allowed for the purpose to test their faith, “that ye may be tried” (v10).  Such a trial will ultimately 
produce great character and hope in us, “And not only so, but we glory in tribulations also: knowing that 
tribulation worketh patience; And patience, experience; and experience, hope: And hope maketh not ashamed; 
because the love of God is shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Ghost which is given unto us.” (Romans 5:3-
5)  We need to constantly remind ourselves that our trials and sufferings are doing something 
valuable to us. 
 

(4) ECONOMICALLY – In spite of the great wealth and luxury of the citizens of Smyrna, 
this Church was suffering economic hardship.  Christ acknowledges their “poverty” (v9). This 
Greek word is a strong one, which means absolute poverty or complete destitution.  Doubtless, 
they suffered this because of their stand for Christ.  Paul speaks of believers like this, “For ye had 
compassion of me in my bonds, and took joyfully the spoiling of your goods, knowing in yourselves that ye have in 
heaven a better and an enduring substance” (Hebrews 10:34).  These people did not suffer poverty 
because they were out of the will of God, but because they were in it! 
 

(2) THE SUSTAINING OF THIS CHURCH 
 

The Lord has only positive things to say about this church.  As He does not point out any 
failure, then we surmise that their suffering is not a consequence of their sin.  This Church is 
facing incredible pressure and difficulties.  It is not easy to stand up to intimidation and 
humiliation.  Nor is it easy to live a life of toil and poverty with the threat of imprisonment or 
death hanging over you constantly.  We can only but imagine the anxiety of parents as they 
looked at their children in such a scenario.  None of us easily embrace such as a calling. 

The Lord writes this message to comfort them.  What is important to note is not just what 
Christ says, but also what He does not say.  Christ does not promise this is easy neither does He 
assure them there is a way to avoid the pressure.  In fact, He promises them that it will get 
worse, “the devil shall cast some of you into prison, that ye may be tried; and ye shall have tribulation ten days: 
be thou faithful unto death.” (v10) 

However, Christ speaks wonderful comforting words to them.  He speaks to them of: 

(1) PERSONAL IDENTIFICATION - In v9, Christ identifies Himself with them in 
suffering and assures them that “I know” their sufferings.  When Saul of Tarsus launched his 
violent and vicious campaign against the Church, the Master identified with His people and 
warned, “I am Jesus whom thou persecutest” (Acts 9:5).  Jesus Christ knew what it was to be poor, 
hated, falsely accused, physically harmed, spat upon, and put to death.  Indeed, no one suffered 
more unjustly or more deeply than Jesus Christ.  Our great Leader has gone before us in every 
trial of life and conquered it all.  As someone once said, “there is no pit so deep that Christ is not 
deeper still.” 

The Master then exhorts them to not be overcome with trial, “Fear none of those things which 
thou shalt suffer” and “be thou faithful unto death.”  As the One “which was dead, and is alive” Christ had 
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conquered death so He can assure them not to fear even that.  He is Sovereign and they need to 
recognise that He is in control of this trial.  Sometimes the fear of a trial can lead us to back away 
before it is even realized.  John Walvoord comments, 

They had nothing really to fear in this persecution because it could not rob them of their 
priceless eternal blessings in Christ.  In any case they were in the hands of God.  Whatever 
was permitted was by His wise design. 

In the same manner, the truth is the same for us today.  Jesus knows the struggles that we are 
having right now.  He is aware of the dark valleys we are going through and identifies with us. 
 

(2) TRUE WEALTH - Physically they were destitute in material things, but Christ states, “but 
thou art rich” (v9).  They had something no money could buy as they were “rich toward God” and 
“rich in faith” and “rich in good works,” with “treasure in heaven” (Luke 12:21; James 2:5; 1 Timothy 
6:18; Matthew 6:20).  They were like the apostle, “as having nothing, and yet possessing all things” (2 
Corinthians 6:10).  It is not always the wealthy church materially that truly is the spiritually rich 
church.  They were rich in what really matters unlike the Church at Laodicea (3:17) or even their 
persecutors in Smyrna. 

Often we feel sorry for persecuted Christians in countries like China when we read of 
them losing their homes and possessions, yet it is us who are truly poor.  Sadly, too many of us 
would prefer to be rich materially and poor spiritually.  We would fit more comfortably into the 
Church at Laodicea than at Smyrna!  I like the way one writer captured this truth in a poem, 

 
I counted dollars while God counted crosses. 

I counted gain while He counted losses. 
I counted my worth by the things gained in store, 

But he sized me up by the scars that I bore. 
I coveted honors, and sought for degrees. 

He wept as He counted the hours on my knees. 
I never knew till one day by a grave, 

How vain are the things that we spend life to save. 
I did not yet know, ‘til a Friend from above, 
Said, richest is he who is rich in God's love! 

 

(3) PRIZE AHEAD – Smyrna may have been known as “the crown of Asia,” but here the 
Lord offers a greater crown - the “crown of life.” (v10)  From the crucible of tribulation they shall 
have their triumph.  This crown is not temporal like earth’s crowns, but this one is eternal.  As 
Paul tells us, “For our light affliction, which is but for a moment, worketh for us a far more exceeding and 
eternal  weight o f  g lory” (2 Corinthians 4:17).  Christ reminds them at the beginning of this letter 
that He is “the first and the last” (v8).  He can promise eternal things because He is the Eternal Son 
of God. 
 

(4) PROMISE – Christ makes them this promise, “He that over-cometh shall not be hurt of the 
second death” (v11).  The saints of God at Smyrna can fearlessly face up to the first death without 
fear because the second death has lost its power over them. (Revelation 20:14).  They may be 
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slandered in Smyrna, but they are the jewels of heaven.  All the people of Smyrna will have to 
face death, but only the saints who trust in Christ will find the second abolished.  These suffering 
saints may only have Christ, but in the troubles of life that is all they needed.  As Alexander 
Maclaren points out,  

Whatever else we lose, as long as we have Him we are rich; and whatever else we possess, 
we are poor as long as we have not Him.  God is enough; whatever else may go. 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

This Church at Smyrna lived on the edge of eternity each day.  Doubtless, the words to them by 
Christ encouraged the aged exile John on the Isle of Patmos, as he suffered there for the sake of 
the Gospel.  However, the Holy Spirit also applies this to us today by declaring, “He that hath an 
ear, let him hear what the Spirit saith unto the churches” (v11).  For all of us will face some measure of 
persecution, “Yea, and all that will live godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer persecution” (2 Timothy 3:12).  
Yet, despite their trials this Church held fast to the faith.  As MacArthur points out, 

They were poor because of their faith.  They had been robbed and plundered, slandered, 
accused, and imprisoned.  This church had every human reason to collapse, did it not?  
Every human reason.  Every human reason to say, “Who needs this religion?  We’ll try 
another one.”  But they didn’t.  They just leaned all the more on Jesus Christ and they 
never lost their first love. 

Persecution has a way of purifying the Church and it is noteworthy that Christ has no 
word of rebuke for this church.  The name Smyrna is especially fitting as it reminds us that the 
beautiful fragrance of the perfume is only released after the myrrh plant is crushed.  As this 
Church was crushed by the persecution, it gave off a beautiful fragrance of Christ to the world 
around it.  They were participating in the “fellowship of His sufferings.” (Philippians 3:10)  Campbell 
Morgan has a wonderful comment about this, 

Now let us mark the commendation.  First the silence, and what can be said concerning 
silence.  It is more eloquent than all language.  He has no word of complaint to utter.  The 
character and conduct of the church at Smyrna was such as perfectly to satisfy the heart of 
the Lord, and how wonderful it is when we remember that tribulation and poverty and 
reviling make more terrible demands than any other circumstances upon the spirit of those 
passing through it.  There is no profounder proof of grace of character than that of being 
able to suffer wrongfully and yet to manifest a gracious spirit.  How often have we all fallen 
at that very point.  Repeatedly in the midst of suffering for righteousness sake, we have 
manifested unrightness of character and of conduct.  Is not that the whole story of the 
failure of God’s wonderful servant Moses? “He spake unadvisedly with his lips.”  And yet 
the people were doing wrong.  There was no possible defence of their action, but in the 
presence of their wrong-doing he did wrong, in that he manifested a provoked spirit.  
Christ watched these saints at Smyrna, persecuted, beggared, vilified, and yet had no fault 
to find with them.  Their spirit under tribulation was such as to satisfy the heart of Christ.  
The finer graces of the Christian character are only revealed under bruising and pressure, as 
the fragrance of fine spices is only obtained through crushing. 
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Church history testifies that this church remained steadfast.  Typical of the leaders of 
Smyrna was one of the early church fathers and friends of the Apostle John called Polycarp.  He 
was the pastor of the Church in Smyrna not long after the book of Revelation was written.  
When he was 86 years old Polycarp was tried and triumphantly martyred.  Church historian 
Ignatius records this stirring account in the Martyrdom of Polycarp,  

But when the magistrate pressed him hard and said, ‘Swear the oath, and I will release thee; 
revile the Christ,’ Polycarp said, ‘Fourscore and six years have I been His servant, and He 
hath done me no wrong.  How then can I blaspheme my King who saved me?’…….But on 
his persisting again and saying, ‘Swear by the genius of Caesar,’ he answered, ‘If thou 
supposest vainly that I will swear by the genius of Caesar, as thou sayest, and feignest that 
thou art ignorant who I am, hear thou plainly, I am a Christian.  But if thou wouldest learn 
the doctrine of Christianity, assign a day and give me a hearing.’……Whereupon the 
proconsul said; ‘I have wild beasts here and I will throw thee to them, except thou repent’.  
But he said, ‘Call for them: for the repentance from better to worse is a change not 
permitted to us; but it is a noble thing to change from untowardness to righteousness.’  
Then he said to him again, ‘I will cause thee to be consumed by fire, if thou despisest the 
wild beasts, unless thou repent.’  But Polycarp said; “Thou threatenest that fire which 
burneth for a season and after a little while is quenched: for thou art ignorant of the fire of 
the future judgment and eternal punishment, which is reserved for the ungodly.  But why 
delayest thou?  Come, do what thou wilt.” 

Every Christian is called to be faithful unto death when or how that death comes.  It may be by 
martyrdom or it may be by natural causes.  The critical thing is not if we die, but how we die?  
Tengah member: Are you an overcomer?  Are you confident that you will escape the second 
death?  If you are under the load of sufferings and trials today, take heart – Jesus knows all about 
it and sympathizes.  It may even get worse, but take heart that the cross you are called to bear is 
never greater than His grace to endure.  

 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 

 

9. What kind of trials and poverty did the church at Smyrna face? 

10. What is the second death?  See Revelation 20:15. 

11. How poor were these Christians?  How can Jesus Christ say they are rich if they are poor? 

12. Have you ever been persecuted because you are a Christian?  Are you willing to be “faithful 
until death”? 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

The Tolerant Church (Rev. 2:12-17) 
 

The next epistle was sent to the Church at Pergamos.  This church was one that lived at the 
devil’s headquarters “where Satan’s seat is.” (v13).  As a church it was characterised by its 
compromise as it was harbouring error.  MacArthur comments, 

This church is beginning to be linked inseparably to the world.  And this church has 
decided that it can maintain some kind of Christian credibility and also associate itself with 
the sins of the past.  Pergamos is a picture of any church that courts the world, any church 
that marries paganism in any form.  The church at Pergamos is a picture of any believer, 
any Christian who weds the world. 

The city itself was about 55 miles north of Smyrna.  It was the capital city of the Roman 
province of Asia Minor and was very wealthy and fashionable.  Smyrna was also a centre of 
learning with its own university.  It had one of the most famous libraries at that time with 
200,000 volumes. 

Pergamos was also famed for its idolatry.  It was a regional centre of Emperor cult worship.  
Indeed, it was the first city to build a temple to Caesar.  Another significant landmark was the hill 
behind the city, which rose steeply to over one thousand feet above the city.  It had many pagan 
altars and temples.  The most prominent on this acropolis was a 40 feet high throne shaped altar 
dedicated to the greatest of all Greek deities, Zeus. 

So entrenched was idolatry at Pergamos that they even had their own localized god.  This 
was Asclepias known as “Asclepios Soter” or “Asclepios Saviour” the god of healing, whose idol 
was in the form of a serpent entwined on a staff (this is still the symbol of the medical profession 
today).  Historians record that worshippers came to the temple of Asclepias, where serpents 
would crawl down allowing the snakes to touch their bodies.  It was thought that the touch of 
the serpents was the touch of the god, which would then impart healing power.  The serpent was 
said to be their saviour.  The devil always offers counterfeits to the real Saviour.  Crowds flocked 
there from all over the empire for healing from disease.  Interestingly, the devil is often 
symbolised as a serpent (2 Corinthians 11:3; Revelation 12:9).  

 
(1) THE COMMENDATION OF THIS CHURCH (v13) 

Jesus Christ knows every detail of this church and the society in which they live.  He introduces 
Himself this time as a judge, “He which hath the sharp sword with two edges.” (v12)  In Revelation 1:16, 
John observed the same fact about Christ.  This also reminds us of the description of the Word 
of God in Hebrews 4:12, “For the word of God is quick, and powerful, and sharper than any two-edged 
sword, piercing even to the dividing asunder of soul and spirit, and of the joints and marrow, and is a discerner of 
the thoughts and intents of the heart.”  The Word of God with two edges can cut two ways.  It can be 
at the same moment an instrument of salvation and also an instrument of death. 

Ultimately, the Lord Jesus judges everything by the Word.  Now the Saviour will 
demonstrate the use of this sword to the Church in Pergamos.  They will feel the power of its 
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sharp edges to cut through the wheat and tares co-existing among the Christians in Pergamos.  
This sword is truly the symbol of the discerning and ruling power of truth.  It was far more to be 
feared than the sword of the Roman authorities in Pergamos.  MacArthur believes, “It is the first 
negative introduction of Christ because the Pergamum church faced imminent judgment.” 

Like their brethren in Smyrna, the believers in Pergamos faced persecution.  In His 
message of commendation, the Master begins with a word of encouragement, “I know” (v13).  
The risen Lord knows certain facts about them: 

(1) LOCATION – In Smyrna the church there faced opposition from the devil indirectly 
through the synagogue.  But here at Pergamos the devil’s threat to them is not even veiled but 
direct as they are dwelling “where Satan’s seat is.” (v13)  It seems that this place was the centre of 
his operations.  They were witnessing behind enemy lines at the devil’s headquarters.  Despite 
the threat, Christ commends their “works” there in that city.  

In such a place it is amazing that with such a hostile satanic presence that there was even a 
Christian witness at all.  However, Christ’s power is always greater than the devil as He 
reminded, “…I will build my church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it” (Matthew 16:18).  It 
is comforting to note that Christ knows all about the location of our churches today.  He knows 
everything about us - every trial, every pain, every tear, and He even knows our enemies. 

(2) LOYALTY - Christ also commends their loyalty to His Person for “thou holdest fast my 
name” (v13).  This means that they refused to deny Him or accept that Caesar or Asclepias was 
Saviour.  Despite the intimidation and appeal to conform they held firm on this issue.  They were 
biblically correct even if this was not politically correct!  The verb “holdest” is in the present 
continuous tense indicating they were still doing this.  The fidelity and courage of these believers 
challenge us today, as so often we are intimidated into silence by far less of a threat.  Yet amidst 
the daily threat of the devil, they stood up for the Name of Christ. 

Another thing He commends them for was their loyalty to His Precepts for He says, “and 
hast not denied my faith.” (v13)  Whatever truths taught by Christ in respect of discipleship they 
sought to live up to them.  They did not run away, but daily took up their cross and followed 
after Him.  Again, such a Church should make us think how we truly live up to the teachings of 
Jesus Christ.  Are we daily taking up our Cross or is Christianity merely an incidental part of our 
life?  Are there teachings of Christ that we do not want to apply to our lives? 

(3) LOSS – The church at Smyrna even had lost faithful members to persecution.  Christ 
shows His knowledge and interest in His martyred children, “in those days wherein Antipas was my 
faithful martyr who was slain among you, where Satan dwelleth” (v13).  The name Antipas literally means 
“against all,” which may be an indication that this man stood against everything that was opposed 
to Christ. 

Little is known about Antipas, although his testimony must have been well known to the 
locals there.  One church tradition is that he was martyred by being roasted to death inside a 
hollowed out brass bull.  Despite his obscurity, it is comforting to note the Lord knows Antipas’ 
name and his faithfulness.  Indeed, the Greek word translated “martyr” is the same one that is 
translated “witness” in Revelation 1:5.  So Antipas has the honour of being like his Master as a 
“faithful martyr” or “faithful witness.”  Precious in God’s sight is the death of His saints (Psalm 
116:15). 



 

  23 

There is always a temptation to take the easy path of appeasement rather than the harder 
road of walking by faith.  Too many of us are all too willing to compromise our faith when it 
costs us, even in small ways.  Antipas is still a faithful witness to us. 

 
(2) THE CONDEMNATION OF THIS CHURCH (v14-15) 

The Lord sees much to commend this suffering and intimidated flock at Pergamos.  They stood 
firm in their fidelity to Christ in the midst of such a great threat.  There were some choice saints 
in their fellowship.  However, the devil has other ways of attacking the work of God there.  If 
intimidation did not overthrow them, then Satan tries compromise.  Sometimes he comes as a 
roaring lion, other times he tries to join the church as a deceiving serpent or even as “ministers of 
righteousness” (2 Corinthians 11:3, 15).  

Christ is faithful to commend their faith, but He is also faithful to condemn their failure.  
He contrasts His commendation with, “But I have a few things against thee.” (v14)  Christ selects two 
examples of the heresies being taught there.  One group was tied up to the teachings of an Old 
Testament character called Balaam, whereas the other was tied into the teaching of a heretical 
group known as the Nicolaitanes.  Whilst we do not know enough about the latter group to be 
sure of what they believed, we do know from the Scriptures what Balaam taught and did 
(Numbers 22-25). 

In the book of Numbers we read that God forbade this hired prophet Balaam from 
cursing Israel directly.  Rather than repent and humbly submit to the Will of God, this evil man 
sought a more subtle way of destroying Israel.  He advised the king of Moab, Balak to seduce the 
Israelite men with Moabite women.  Sadly, this devilish strategy was successful.  This fornication 
led to idolatry and brought the judgment of God upon Israel (Numbers 25:1-9; 31:16).  So 
Balaam’s doctrine was a compromise related to idolatry and immorality. 

Now a heretical group replicated the strategy of Balaam at Pergamos.  They must have 
seduced some of the members into sexual and spiritual infidelity (v14).  Said Christ, “Thou hast 
there them”.  Probably this was through hireling preachers or teachers like Balaam who seduced 
some of the members to engage in the immorality widely practised at Pergamos in the idolatrous 
feasts. 

All of this was a clear violation of the counsel of Jerusalem in Acts 15.  God had prevented 
Balaam from attacking them directly, but the false prophet had managed to cause Israel to 
stumble by a subtler error.  The Church at Pergamos had withstood the assault of the devil by 
the front door, but had let him sneak in through the back door.  Not everyone was as consistent 
as Antipas! 

Sadly, today those propagating the doctrine of Balaam have invaded the church.  Many 
compromise with the world in order to advance themselves within and without the church.  
They do not want to be disliked by the world nor do they want to carry the cross of shame that a 
holy separated life requires.  Antinomianism is popular with people today who argue because 
they are free in Christ that grace covers any sin they want to indulge in. 

Sin and worldliness has infected many churches.  Many professing Christians in our 
modern world seem to be utterly oblivious to these enemies.  Sensual “Delilah’s” dance on the 
platform leading the singing; adulterers and sodomites are placed in the pulpit and Session.  
Unbelievers should feel convicted and aliens in the holy atmosphere of a godly separated church.  
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The church is never meant to be a place where unbelievers feel comfortable and welcome to 
join.  Indeed, there are many churches today that deliberately strategize to make their churches 
comfortable for unbelievers.  They boast that they are “seeker sensitive.” 

Many will not dare to propagate false doctrine but instead throw stumbling blocks in the 
way of other saints.  They want the best of both worlds.  Have you been stumbling others by 
your compromise with sin?  As Horatius Bonar once said, “I looked for the church I found it in the 
world, I looked for the world I found it in the church.” 

 
(3) THE COUNSEL TO THIS CHURCH (v16) 

Just as He did in Ephesus, the Lord offers counsel to deal with this false charity.  The Saviour 
not only exposes our failures but meets the need also.  He calls upon the entire church here to 
“repent,” either of practising this heresy or using expediency to tolerate it.  The verb “repent” is an 
imperative in the Greek text demonstrating the element of urgency and the sinfulness of their 
accommodation.  The judge’s arrival is imminent or “quickly” if they do not repent.   

This repentance would definitely include practising Church discipline and exercising 
biblical separation.  The type of sin must be confronted directly as Paul instructed, “....Know ye not 
that a little leaven leaveneth the whole lump? Purge out therefore the old leaven, that ye may be a new lump, as ye 
are unleavened…..But now I have written unto you not to keep company, if any man that is called a brother be a 
fornicator, or covetous, or an idolater, or a railer, or a drunkard, or an extortioner; with such an one no not to eat. 
For what have I to do to judge them also that are without? do not ye judge them that are within? But them that 
are without God judgeth. Therefore put away from among yourselves that wicked person”. (1 Corinthians 5:6-7, 
11-13). 

It should be noted that the Lord is not indifferent to it.  Jesus Christ is intolerant of the 
tolerance of sin.  He does not use grace to excuse or cover up this sin.  Nor does He say. 
“doctrine divides, love unites.”  Indeed, He threatens that, “Repent; or else I will come unto thee 
quickly and will fight against them with the sword of my mouth” (v16).  Every church that compromises 
needs to be warned that there is the eternal Word of God whose standards change not.  This 
two-edged sword of the Word of God has an edge of comfort or peace but also the double edge 
of judgment. 

This coming is not His Second Coming, but to a special judgment upon this church, as 
God did with Balaam (Numbers 22:23, 31; 25:5; 31:8).  When the Corinthian church refused to 
deal with sin in their midst, the consequence was sickness and even death (1 Corinthians 11:30).  
The Lord praised the Church at Ephesus because they hated the deeds of the Nicolaitanes but 
the church at Pergamos did not emulate this example.  So, either the church at Pergamos deals 
with the sin or Christ will deal with this Church, “For if we would judge ourselves, we should not be 
judged”. (1 Corinthians 11:31).  As Morgan observed, 

What an inference of love lies behind this threat.  It is as though the Lord would say 
“Discipline these people, for the judgment will be swift and heavy if they are not 
excluded.”  For the sake of the men that hold pernicious doctrine, they should be excluded 
from the church.  There are men in the borders of our churches to whom we are doing 
incalculable harm by allowing them to remain there.  We allow them to remain, and they 
imagine that they are in a place of safety when they are in the place of death.  We are 
sometimes inclined to treat this warning as though it were not alarming, but I want to say 
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that it is one of the most solemn in all these epistles.  It is a warning that the Lord Jesus 
will come, and by exercise of righteous judgment, will remove what the church itself 
refuses to remove. 

It may well be that Christ did come and dealt personally with the Nicolaitanes, as there is 
no reference to such a sect extending beyond the early church. 

The Lord extends promises to those who “overcometh” the doctrine and practices of Balaam 
and the Nicolaitanes at Pergamos.  Those who persevere in their faith at Pergamos will enjoy the 
blessing of “hidden manna” and be presented with a “white stone” which has “a new name written”. 
(v17)  What these exactly refer to has been the subject of much conjecture.  With respect to the 
“hidden manna”, Christ is likely referring to the spiritual manna of Himself, which is eternal and 
not temporal like physical food.  While believers partake somewhat now of this, in glory they 
shall enjoy a greater manifestation of the Saviour.  Unbelievers, by contrast, cannot partake of 
this as it is hidden to them.  This is the thought He expressed in John 6:48-51, “I am that bread of 
life. Your fathers did eat manna in the wilderness, and are dead. This is the bread which cometh down from 
heaven, that a man may eat thereof, and not die.  I am the living bread which came down from heaven: if any man 
eat of this bread, he shall live forever: and the bread that I will give is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the 
world.” 

There is endless speculation as to what this “white stone” is.  In the ancient world, the use of 
a white stone was used in many differing contexts.  The one thing that can be ascertained 
certainly is that it is an assured means of entry into glory with Christ for those believers who 
overcome the assault of the world on their lives.  It is like our boarding pass reserved and waiting 
for us to pick up.  This “new name” is likely either the name of God (cf. 3:12) or the believer.  It 
certainly shows that we are not some impersonal number, but we are personally known and 
named by a loving Father. 

CONCLUSION 

It is interesting to note that a church can be faithful in the midst of such awful conditions, yet 
still harbour error.  Even with great examples such as Antipas, a church can still tolerate 
doctrinal heresy to creep in and fester in its midst.  It was not that the whole church held to 
these false doctrines, but that they tolerated them.  It could well be that because of the intensity 
of the persecution that they felt that they needed to be as united as possible.  Or it may be that 
they felt they did not have time to deal with this issue, as they were fighting every day to just 
continue in existence.  However, Luther wisely warned, “It is better to be divided by truth than 
to be united in error.” 

The grave danger to this church was not from persecution from without, but from 
tolerating error within.  This condemnation and counsel by Christ to the saints at Pergamos is 
especially helpful for us today, as we live in an age of ecclesiastical compromise and tolerance of 
sin.  A theological fog has descended on most of Christendom and confusion abounds. 

This letter to the Church at Pergamos reminds us in our church that we are not just to be 
concerned about our own orthodoxy, but also those who are in fellowship with us.  It is not 
enough to simply believe the gospel but we must defend it also.  When false disciples and false 
doctrine enter our churches, we cannot just bury our heads in the sand and hope that it goes 
away.  You cannot overcome error by compromising with it.  It is no sin to hate what Christ 
hates (v16).  Truth cannot be sold off at the expense of unity as Tozer warned, “Truth is slain to 
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provide a feast to celebrate the marriage of heaven and hell, and all to support a concept of unity 
which has no basis in the Word of God”.  

No one likes to be accused of being schismatic or too narrow-minded.  As someone once 
said, “To avoid criticism do nothing, say nothing, and be nothing.”  However, indifference even 
by the majority to the sins of a minority is noticed and displeases the Risen Lord.  Yes, we are to 
try and evangelise the lost by love, but it is not loving to accommodate the depraved and the 
wicked in the membership of the fellowship.  If we accommodate error then the Lord will 
inevitably come and make war with us.  Do we have ears to hear? 

 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
 

13. Why does Jesus refer to Himself as “He which hath the sharp sword with two edges?”  What does 
this “sword” represent? 

 
14. Should we agree to differ on fundamental doctrine within our church?  What is the 

difference between a principle and a preference? 
 
15. Is it wrong for a church to allow openly immoral persons into membership? 
 
16. What biblical principles are you tempted to compromise?  Do you feel the pull of the 

world?  Describe in what areas. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

The Compromising Church (Rev. 2:18-29) 
 

The next epistle was sent to the Church at Thyatira.  Like the church at Pergamos, it was a 
church that tolerated compromise.  The difference seems that the error was much more deeply 
ingrained in Thyatira than at Pergamos.  As MacArthur put it,  

If the church was married to the world in Pergamos, in Thyatira they were celebrating 
anniversaries.  If compromise had begun in Pergamos, it had taken over in Thyatira.  And 
this letter shows the depth of sin that compromise ultimately leads to full-scale idolatry, 
full-scale immorality, and worst of all, tolerance of both.  This is the church that has been 
infiltrated by the world.  This is the church that tolerated sin, the church that absorbed sin, 
absorbed error and lived happily ever after with it.  This is the kind of church that is 
common today, as it has been through all of the centuries, but completely inconsistent 
with the demands of the Lord Jesus Christ who is the head of the church. 

It is interesting to also note that Smyrna was being assaulted from the outside by a synagogue of 
Satan, Pergamos was being attacked externally by the throne of Satan, but Thyatira was tolerating 
“the depths of Satan” (v24) in their midst. 

Thyatira was the smallest city of the seven, yet it received the longest letter.  
Geographically, Thyatira was located about 35 miles southeast of Pergamos.  Despite its small 
size, it was a busy commercial centre located on a major trade route of the Roman Empire.  
Thyatira was particularly famed for its wool production and dyeing of cloth.  Interestingly, today 
it is a small but flourishing town in Turkey called Akhisar, which produces and exports 
essentially the same products of ancient Thyatira. 

Thyatira was renown for a unique purple dye that came from a local plant and a shell fish.  
The extraction of this dye was a time-consuming process, but it made the purple cloth from 
Thyatira very expensive and much prized.  The Bible records an incident in Acts 16 of the 
conversion of a woman named Lydia, a seller of purple, who came from Thyatira. 

As a consequence of its commercial power, many specialist trade guilds sprang up in 
Thyatira such as dyeing cloth, cobblers, weavers etc.  Anyone who wanted to prosper in a 
specialist trade was expected to join one of these guilds.  However, each guild had its own unique 
guardian god or goddess, which was worshipped in immoral and pagan rituals.  Those who 
wanted to belong to this guild were expected to fully engage in these perverted and unbiblical 
rituals.  Refusal to do so would seriously inhibit your business or may cause you to forfeit it 
altogether.  So, it is not difficult to imagine the struggle for any believer who was saved from 
such a background. 

(1) THE COMMENDATION OF THIS CHURCH (v18-19) 

The Lord introduces Himself to the church in Thyatira as, “the Son of God, who hath His eyes like 
unto a flame of fire, and His feet are like fine brass.” (v18)  This is a striking introduction by 
immediately focusing the readers of this letter’s attention of the Deity of the Son of God.  The 
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descriptions of His eyes and feet are no doubt to emphasise the indignation of the Master about 
their sin and the severe threat of judgment that will follow (cf. Micah 4:13; Revelation 19:15).  
These flaming eyes He tells them are like spiritual lasers for, “I am He which searcheth the reins and 
hearts” (v23). 

Sin may be hidden well from others in the church, but it never can be hidden from the 
searching omniscient eyes of the Head of the Church.  It is deliberately a terrifying and 
threatening imagery.  We today need to heed carefully this picture.  Christ is searching our 
Church for sin and He has the knowledge, will, and power to deal with it.  Sadly, today there is a 
dangerous lack of reverence for the risen Christ.  Too many treat Christ as a “cosmic buddy” 
rather than the majestic, King of kings who has the authority and power to judge all.  He judges 
their motives, ministry, methods, and message.  We should note that even John the Apostle, who 
knew Christ intimately as He walked in veiled glory on earth, fell at the feet of the risen Saviour 
“as dead” (1:17). 

The Church at Thyatira was commended for a number of things, “I know thy works, and 
charity, and service, and faith, and thy patience, and thy works; and the last to be more than the first.” (v19)  
Christ notes and commends them for the following: 

(a) WORKS – This was not a lazy church, but they were busy in their various ministries.  
They served faithfully and had a diverse range of activities to meet various needs.  Doubtless, 
there was a great temptation in such a commercially productive place, as Thyatira to get sucked 
into simply making money, but this church didn’t neglect serving in the Church. 

(b) CHARITY – This word translated “charity” here is agape, which is that selfless sacrificial 
love that chooses to love without any demand for reciprocation.  Unlike the church at Ephesus 
that was noted for its declining love, Thyatira is commended for this quality.  Their works 
seemed to be motivated by genuine love for the Lord. 

(c) SERVICE – This church has love in action as they actively ministered to the needs of 
others.  The Greek word translated “service” here is diakonian, which we derive the word deacon 
from.  The most basic meaning is “table servant.”  The word is used in the NT to refer to those 
who serve the church (Acts 6:1-7; Romans 16:1-3) & those who were preaching the Word of 
God (Colossians 1:7, 23, 25).  Serving in the Church requires the heart of a humble servant.  
Dwight. L. Moody once wisely said, “The measure of a man is not how many servants he has, but how 
many servants he serves.” 

(d) FAITH – The Church also was orthodox in its creed at Thyatira at least in some outward 
ways.  They believed in Jesus Christ and loved the Master.  They were a dynamic and vibrant 
fellowship and believed God to extend their ministries. 

(e) PATIENCE – This Greek word literally means “to remain under.”  It has the idea of 
perseverance under trials.  The church here did not quit when things got difficult, but bore up 
under the heavy load of their burdens.  Too often Christians are inconsistent in their service and 
especially pull back under duress, but not these believers. 

This church at Thyatira had many impressive qualities such as service, love, fidelity, and 
endurance.  Furthermore they were not stagnating but had these in increasing measure as, “the 
last to be more than the first.” (v19b)  There was clearly a significant growth in the outreach and 
impact of this church, which they matched with increased activity, faith, and love.  From an 
outward perspective, things looked healthy and exemplary in this assembly. 



 

  29 

There are many churches today that are famed for their extensive ministries, genuine 
warmth and love, endurance, and orthodox faith.  There are many Neo-Evangelical churches 
that match up to this description.  Many are greatly impressed by these welcoming and 
expanding churches.  Outwardly they prosper and are attractive and warm places to visit.  Yet as 
one will discover, that is not enough.  Love and sacrificial service for others are not a panacea 
that covers other faults, especially the toleration of sin. 

(2) THE CONDEMNATION OF THIS CHURCH (v20-23) 

Many at Thyatira may have felt somewhat relieved by the Lord’s gracious words of 
commendation, but the tone is about to drastically change.  The Saviour is never afraid to hurt 
feelings or rock the boat when sin is involved in His church.  He directly states, “notwithstanding I 
have a few things against thee, because thou sufferest that woman Jezebel, which calleth herself a prophetess, to 
teach and to seduce my servants to commit fornication, and to eat things sacrificed unto idols” (v20). 

The church at Thyatira’s great failure was a toleration of a prominent self-appointed false 
prophetess in their midst, whom Christ calls Jezebel.  Now, it is unlikely that her real name is 
actually “Jezebel” since it is so infamous.  What is probable is that the name is symbolic because 
she personifies the same spirit of deceit and influence of Jezebel of 1 Kings 16-19 in promoting 
immorality and idolatry.  Doubtless, she was equally domineering, manipulative, and proud as 
her namesake of the OT. 

As Thyatira was a centre of trade guilds, it is entirely feasible to imagine that this woman 
claimed inspired authority to encourage the members to compromise in the licentious and pagan 
guild feasts.  This involved acts of gross immorality and feasting on meats dedicated to the pagan 
gods of the guilds.  It is not as if they were ignorant of these issues, as the first Church Council 
of Apostles and Elders in Jerusalem issued decrees that this type of behaviour was explicitly 
forbidden, “That ye abstain from meats offered to idols, and from blood, and from things strangled, and from 
fornication: from which if ye keep yourselves, ye shall do well. Fare ye well.” (Acts 15:29)  Often the work 
environment is the place we are under the greatest pressure to compromise.  It certainly 
illustrates the depravity of sin that a church can fall into if it begins to compromise the truth.  

Doubtless, this false prophetess appealed to their baser lusts by seductively argued that 
grace covered it all and that the end justifies the means.  Maybe she even claimed this would be a 
good testimony for the church to be so involved with their neighbours and co-workers.  They 
could be salt and light there!  After all, she might say didn’t Jesus Christ eat with publicans and 
sinners (Matthew 9:9-13).  And even the apostle Paul claimed, “I am made all things to all men, that I 
might by all means save some” (1 Corinthians 9:22b). 

Like Jezebel of the OT, this false prophetess was seeking to promote compromise and 
destroy the doctrine of separation in the Thyatira church.  That is devilish which is why her 
influence is called “the depths of Satan” (v24).  Her authority was clearly very great, as no one dared 
stand up to her.  They were more interested in pleasing her than pleasing the Lord.  In her pride 
this false prophetess stubbornly refused the offer of grace to repent as, “I gave her space to repent of 
her fornication; and she repented not.” (v21)  Indeed, the fact that she is called Jezebel is suggestive 
that she is an unbeliever.  Now, the Lord would give the church an opportunity to repent. 
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(3) THE COUNSEL TO THIS CHURCH (v22-29) 

The Lord warns that He will use Thyatira as an example to “all the churches” (v23) of the 
consequences of tolerating evil if they do not repent.  He promises a trio of “I wills.”  These are: 

(a) I will “cast her into a bed, and them that commit adultery with her into great tribulation, except they 
repent of their deeds.” (v22)  This “adultery” includes both physical and spiritual adultery (James 4:4) 
and is suggestive that those following this woman were actually true believers.  Indeed, in v20 we 
are told she was able, “to teach and to seduce my servants.”  Both the false prophetess and those who 
followed here are in immediate danger of facing a judgment of, “great tribulation.”  However, the 
Lord leaves one window of mercy that He will not pour down this tribulation if “they repent of their 
deeds.” 

(b) I will “kill her children with death; and all the churches shall know that I am He which searcheth the 
reins and hearts” (v23) – This warning is reminiscent of God’s public slaying of Ananias and 
Sapphira.  The NT contains warnings of God chastising His true children with sickness and 
death for flagrant sins, “But let a man examine himself, and so let him eat of that bread, and drink of that 
cup. For he that eateth and drinketh unworthily, eateth and drinketh damnation to himself, not discerning the 
Lord’s body. For this cause many are weak and sickly among you, and many sleep. For if we would judge 
ourselves, we should not be judged. But when we are judged, we are chastened of the Lord, that we should not be 
condemned with the world.” (1 Corinthians 11:28-32; cf.1 John 5:16-17). 

(c) I will “give unto every one of you according to your works” (v23) – In other words, they will reap 
what they sowed, “Be not deceived; God is not mocked: for whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap. 
For he that soweth to his flesh shall of the flesh reap corruption; but he that soweth to the Spirit shall of the Spirit 
reap life everlasting.” (Galatians 6:7-8) 

FAITHFUL REMNANT 

Clearly not everyone at Thaytira had bowed the knee to Jezebel’s teaching by being unfaithful to 
the Master.  Christ has a special word of encouragement for this remnant, “as have not this doctrine, 
and which have not known the depths of Satan.” (v24)  He urged them to “hold fast till I come” (v25b) 
and promises “And he that overcometh, and keepeth my works unto the end, to him will I give power over the 
nations” (v26).  This promise seems to refer to the millennium when God’s people reign with 
Christ on this earth (Revelation 5:10; 20:4).  It is then that, “He shall rule them with a rod of iron; as 
the vessels of a potter shall they be broken to shivers: even as I received of my Father” (v27) (cf Psalm 2:8-9). 

CONCLUSION 

In Acts 16 a woman from Thyatira was a great asset to the Church, but here we discover 
that another woman was a great liability.  The devil does not enter our churches with a pitchfork 
and horns.  He comes under the guise of truth and respectability.  Often he can come in through 
the form of a woman.  Maybe this church had been discerning enough to keep out false male 
prophets, but the devil is too cunning to be put off by this.  He is a past master in the art of 
seduction and women have proven to be useful subjects for him to utilise e.g. Eve, Delilah etc.  
Doubtless, this prophetess was charismatic, attractive, and energetic.  It is amazing what 
Christians can be deceived with when they take their eyes off the Word of God. 
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Tragically, all too often, churches that once were faithful for God have been destroyed by 
giving undue heed to the seductive voice of false prophets and prophetesses.  All of us need to 
learn that we need to test every person in our church by the infallible, eternal standard of God’s 
perfect Word as, “To the law and to the testimony: if they speak not according to this word, it is because there 
is no light in them” (Isaiah 8:20).  It should be noted that Christ states that many of those who were 
seduced by this false prophetess were “my servants.”(v20)  The fact that someone is a genuine 
believer, does not guarantee his or her discernment is always biblical and sound. 

Tolerance is seen as a virtue in religious circles today, whereas intolerance is seen as the 
unpardonable sin!  Those who stand up to the Jezebels in any age will never be popular, but as 
MacArthur says, “You cannot be faithful and popular, so take your pick.”  There are many 
Jezebels around today seeking to seduce us to permit worldliness and idolatry in the church.  Any 
church that does so is under the sway of the devil himself.  It is easy to be sucked into thinking 
that we need to tolerate everything under the heading of Christianity, even if it means 
assimilation to the ungodly culture around us.  No one likes to stand out from the crowd, 
especially as it brings a reproach.  G. Campbell Morgan once remarked that the church did the 
most for the world when the church was the least like the world.  We, as salt and light, need to 
be distinctive from the culture in order to show the difference between the world and the 
church. 

The church at Ephesus was faithful in judging false teachers, but lacking in love.  By 
contrast, Thyatira was commended for their love, but condemned for their toleration of this evil 
woman and her teaching.  We need to avoid both extremes in our church but to be biblically 
balanced in, “speaking the truth in love” (Ephesians 4:15). 

Verse 29 again repeats the familiar call for us to heed the warning of this message, “He that 
hath an ear, let him hear what the Spirit saith unto the churches.”  This letter is pertinent and practical for 
the age in which we live.  It is not enough to be orthodox in creed, loving in our attitude, 
sacrificial, and stedfast, if we then tolerate sin.  Remember, what we reap, we will ultimately sow.  
If we sow to the flesh, we will reap the flesh in our churches, homes, and lives.  The Lord stands 
at our church doors with flaming eyes and burning feet, ready to stamp His judgment out upon 
us. 

This message to Thyatira is no insignificant warning.  These dangers are all around us.  
God is never indifferent to sin and impurity in His Church.  Judgment will begin at the house of 
God (1 Peter 4:17).  Is Jezebel’s voice prominent in our church minimizing sin and excusing it?  
Are we being seduced away from the Word of God by sensual worldliness and into compromise? 

It is not only lost sinners that need to repent but also compromising believers.  The Lord 
wants our churches and homes to be holy places that are intolerant of sin.  May we never tolerate 
those teachers and teaching in our homes and churches that God abhors. 
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
 

17. What are some examples of false beliefs or teachings popular today? 
 
18. What should this church have done with this prophetess? 
 
19. What would you do if a leader in your church started teaching things you knew were not in 

line with the Scriptures? 
 
20. Would it be easy for a false teacher to influence your life, your home, and your church?  

How do you think they would try to penetrate? 
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

The Church of the Living Dead (Rev. 3:1-6) 
 

The fifth epistle on this circuit was sent to the Church at Sardis.  It received one of the most 
critical letters from the Head of the Church.  The Church at Sardis seems to have been in a 
worse spiritual condition than all the others we have read about so far.  Ephesus had lost its first 
love, Pergamos and Thyatira tolerated compromise, but Sardis was pronounced dead by the 
Lord.  The other churches may have had failures but at least they still were alive! 

Sardis represents the churches that exist throughout history right up to the present that 
appear to be alive and functioning, but are really spiritually dead.  They may go through the 
exercises of dead formal ritualism and religion, but there is no life there.  Such churches are 
those, “having a form of godliness, but denying the power thereof” (2 Timothy 3:5).  Jesus Christ knows 
perfectly what a church is and what a church does.  We can hide nothing from the omniscient 
Head of the Church. Dennis Lyle pointedly remarks, 

Tragically, many churches are dead.  Like the rotting carcass of Lazarus, these church bodies 
have the foul stench of death upon them.  They have the appearance of life, but they are in 
actuality, dead.  Their sanctuary is A Morgue with a Steeple.  They are congregations of 
corpses.  They have undertakers for ushers.  Embalmers for elders.  And morticians for 
ministers.  Their pastor graduated from the Cemetery.  The choir master is the local 
coroner.  They sing, “Embalmed in Gilead.” 

Sardis was one of the greatest cities of the ancient world.  It was the capital of the ancient 
kingdom of Lydia.  Sardis was very wealthy because of the abundance of gold taken from a 
nearby river.  Its most famous king, Croesus rode in a gold chariot and his name lives on in the 
saying “as rich as Croesus.”  As a consequence of such wealth coupled with idolatry, the city was 
famed for its decadent and immoral lifestyles. 

Geographically, the city was located some 1,500 feet above the valley floor in an almost 
inaccessible acropolis.  On three sides it was surrounded by steep cliffs, which made it almost 
impossible to scale.  The only way to the city was through a narrow path of approach.  With such 
natural defences, it bred a complacent spirit of invincibility among the people there.  Often they 
did not post guards to watch its defences.  However, through this arrogant overconfidence and 
carelessness twice in its history invaders scaling a secret path up the cliff captured it. 

(1) THE CONDEMNATION OF THIS CHURCH (v1-2) 

Christ introduces Himself as, “He that hath the seven Spirits of God” (v1) which is similar to the 
description in Revelation 1:4.  The “seven Spirits of God” is likely a reference to the Holy Spirit who 
proceeds from the Father and the Son to the believer (cf. John 15:26; Zechariah 4:10).  Walvoord 
comments that it is, “an apparent allusion to the sevenfold character of the Holy Spirit as resting 
upon Christ according to the prophecy of Isaiah 11:2-5.”  A dead or dying church needs the 
fullness of the Spirit of God to convict and revive them.  There is no lack of power in God to 
make the dry bones live. 
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There is no immediate commendation of this church in a corporate sense.  Instead, the 
Master passes direct to condemnation in a spiritual autopsy. 

REPUTATION 

This church evidently had an impressive historical reputation, “that thou hast a name that thou livest” 
(v1).  Doubtless, they prided themselves on their illustrious past.  They enjoyed their reputation 
as being a church that others envied for its spiritual life.  Almost all liberal churches today began 
in days of revival blessing as evangelical churches.  Today, we see around us churches that have a 
great history, but now have drifted far beyond the teaching and practice that they were founded 
upon.  Yes, the members boast about their past and even celebrate it, but they do not resemble it 
in any way in their church lives.  The preacher, Vance Havner articulated once that every spiritual 
ministry tends to go through four phases, “A Man, A Movement, A Machine, and A Monument.”  
Sardis was at the Monument stage. 

The church at Sardis still engaged in “works” (v1), but these were simply powerless religious 
acts.  So, despite the fact that they had died spiritually, the mechanics of organised religion 
continued functioning.  This was an active, dynamic, church with many activities and programs 
geared for all the family.  No doubt they had a beautiful multi-purpose sanctuary that was just a 
well-kept mausoleum.  They may have had an eloquent educated preacher but there was no 
power or unction.  Sardis had a “form of godliness, but denying the power thereof” (2 Timothy 3:5).  It 
was truly the “Ichabod Memorial Church of the Living Dead.” 

REALITY 

The reality of churches as Christ sees them can often be very different from what others see.  
God is not persuaded by the reputation a church has in the public domain.  A good reputation in 
the world will not keep you out of hell!  The believers at Smyrna were blasphemed and slandered 
by the apostate religious world, but Christ had a high opinion of them.  At Sardis the Master 
acknowledges they had a name in the past but He pronounces, “and art dead.” (v1)  He sees them 
for what they really were – a church in a coffin!  The Sardis church was a relic of the past.  It was 
like a museum of stuffed animals.  They looked alive in the displays but inwardly they were dead.  
A good heritage and past reputation are a blessing, but they cannot substitute the reality of life in 
the present. 

Death is characterised by separation and the absence of life.  Now, a church is dead when 
they are spiritually dead because of a lack of saving faith, “And you hath He quickened, who were dead 
in trespasses and sins” (Ephesians 2:1) and “We know that we have passed from death unto life, because we 
love the brethren. He that loveth not his brother abideth in death” (1 John 3:14).  We can only conclude 
that sin had killed this church.  It was a church dominated by tares rather than wheat.  They were 
like those referred to in Matthew 7, “Many will say to Me in that day, Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied 
in Thy name? and in Thy name have cast out devils? and in Thy name done many wonderful works? And then 
will I profess unto them, I never knew you: depart from Me, ye that work iniquity.” (Matthew 7:22-23) 

Christ does not pinpoint exactly the cause of the death of this church.  It is notable that 
there is no record of the church having to endure persecution or the prominence of famous false 
teachers.  This was likely because they were no threat to the kingdom of darkness, as the devil 
never wastes time attacking something that can do him no harm.  As a spiritual graveyard of 
inoffensive Christianity, they had the peace of the dead.  As one writer said, they were “content 



 

  35 

with mediocrity, lacking both the enthusiasm to entertain a heresy and a depth of conviction which provokes 
intolerance, it was too innocuous to be worth persecuting.” 

A church may have impressive buildings, swollen membership rolls, large balance sheets, 
thriving ministries, and big reputations in the community around them.  That is not the test of 
whether it is dead or alive spiritually.  Religion can be especially deceptive.  Often, the easiest 
people to deceive are ourselves!  We can be like Samson: believing that God is with us because 
of the past but, “wist not that the LORD was departed from him” (Judges 16:20).  Campbell Morgan 
comments,  

He who seeks first for the inward life, finds nothing to satisfy His heart in this church.  
Scaffolding is of no value to Him if the building be making no progress behind it.  The 
whiteness of a sepulchre does not attract Him if within there be nothing but dead bones.  
He seeks always for the inward, and only for the outward as it continues to be the 
expression of the inward.  The breaking of bread is nothing save as there is the spiritual 
feeding upon Himself.  The meeting for worship is valueless save as through the externals, 
the soul passes into communion with Him.  Gifts are not accepted when they are the mere 
observance of a duty, and not the expression of the heart's adoration.  The life which 
expresses itself in love was absent, and so the church lacked what would be acceptable to 
Christ, and would satisfy for all the toil He had endured to win it for Himself. 

(2) THE COMMENDATION OF THIS CHURCH (v4) 

There was little that Christ could commend in this church.  It was in a critical condition on the 
verge of extinction.  However, despite the spiritual deadness of this church, remarkably Christ 
identifies a faithful remnant of wheat amidst the tares, “Thou hast a few names even in Sardis which 
have not defiled their garments; and they shall walk with Me in white: for they are worthy” (v4).  God will 
never leave Himself without witnesses in this world.  He will build His church amidst the ruins 
of the church of the tares! 

Doubtless, they were spiritually malnourished, isolated, and grieved by the deadness 
around them.  They would have experienced what Lot did in Sodom, “For that righteous man 
dwelling among them, in seeing and hearing, vexed his righteous soul from day to day with their unlawful deeds” 
(2 Peter 2:8).  These people were the only positive note in this church and the only glimmer of 
hope.  They had not defiled themselves in the sinful corruption there, which implies that the rest 
had.  

(3) THE COUNSEL TO THIS CHURCH (v3-6) 

The Lord has a counsel for this church at Sardis for spiritual restoration and reformation.  He is 
particularly addressing the remnant for there is no point in talking to the unbelieving corpses 
who are dead.  The Saviour encourages the true remnant not to give up just because most are 
dead around them, “Be watchful, and strengthen the things which remain, that are ready to die: for I have not 
found thy works perfect before God. Remember therefore how thou hast received and heard, and hold fast, and 
repent” (v2-3a).  This expression “be watchful” means to “wake up” or “get awake.”  Clearly, they 
had spiritual lethargy and needed to wake up (1 Peter 5:8). Sin tends to make us lose sight of the 
right perspective. 

They needed to then live up to the spiritual graces that they had left in this church and, 
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“strengthen the things which remain.” (v2)  They needed to stabilize their spiritual testimony.  Christ 
uses the imperative mood to demonstrate the need of urgency for them to do so.  They did some 
works but inconsistently, “for I have not found thy works perfect before God.”(v2)  This word, “perfect” 
means completed.  God is not impressed by such variability as, “A double minded man is unstable in 
all his ways” (James 1:8).  D. L. Moody used to remark, “I would rather say, this one thing I do, than say 
these forty things I dabble with.” 

The next step the Master instructs them is to call to remembrance the glorious days of the 
past, when God was speaking to them through the Word of God by what they, “received and 
heard.” (v3)  They needed then to hold on to these principles they once believed by obedience.  
Spiritual regression always occurs when we stop applying the principles of God’s Word to our 
lives.  Where these people at Sardis had failed subsequently and been disobedient, they must 
“repent.”  The evidence of true repentance is by manifesting the fruits of obedience (Matthew 
3:8). 

Now, the Lord warns them that if they ignore this window of opportunity, He will deal 
with them.  He says, “If therefore thou shalt not watch, I will come on thee as a thief, and thou shalt not know 
what hour I will come upon thee” (v3).  We are not told the exact detail of what judgment Christ will 
pour out on them.  Temporal judgment can take on many different forms.  One of the most 
significant is when God simply abandons a church and removes His glorious presence from their 
midst. 

It seems the Lord is utilising the past history of Sardis to illustrate the real and urgent 
threat of judgment.  On at least two occasions, invaders ascending the steep cliff faces came as 
an unexpected thief in the night and had captured the city.  The complacency to appoint 
watchmen allowed this.  Christ is urging the watchmen of Sardis to wake up lest the enemy 
destroy the remainder of the dying and decaying church there.  He is reminding them to keep the 
imminence of Christ’s return in their thoughts, which will be as the thief in the night (1 
Thessalonians 5:2-4; 2 Peter 3:10).  The Lord’s return should bring joy and hope for a church, 
but for dead churches it will only be a fearful judgment.  The beloved apostle tells us there are 
contrasting emotions of confidence or shame for a church and a Christian when the Lord 
returns, “And now, little children, abide in Him; that, when He shall appear, we may have confidence, and not 
be ashamed before Him at His coming.” (1 John 2:28) 

The Saviour goes on to offer this promise, “He that overcometh, the same shall be clothed in white 
raiment; and I will not blot out his name out of the book of life, but I will confess his name before My Father, and 
before His angels” (v5)  Now the statement, “I will not blot out his name out of the book of life” has 
caused much confusion as some have argued that it means that we could potentially lose our 
salvation.  MacArthur makes a pointed rejoinder,  

People will say to me, “Does this mean that God might erase my name from the Book of 
Life?”  I can’t believe people ask that question because the verse says, “I will not erase his 
name from the Book of Life.”  What would make someone think that He might when He 
just said He won’t?  How can you turn a promise into a threat?.......In John’s day, a king 
always kept a register.  If a man committed a crime against the state, or if he died, his name 
was erased.  So they always kept the register of the city accurate.  When you died, your 
name was erased, you were taken off the roll.  Or if you committed a crime you were 
erased, your name was taken off the roll.  Christ is saying the king, the mayor, whoever 
runs your city might take your name off the list for something you've done, but, believe 
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Me, I will never take your name off My list. 

We need to remind ourselves also that the one who “overcometh” is simply the true Christian 
who believes in Jesus Christ, “For whatsoever is born of God overcometh the world: and this is the victory 
that overcometh the world, even our faith. Who is he that overcometh the world, but he that believeth that Jesus is 
the Son of God?” (1 John 5:4-5) 

So, what Christ is promising the faithful remnant that if they persevere on evidencing that 
they have the true root of faith, their name cannot be removed from the Book of Life and He 
will confess their name, “before My Father, and before His angels,” (v5) as He promised in Matthew 
10:32.  We get a glimpse of this when Christ stood to welcome Stephen in Acts 7:56. 

CONCLUSION 

We should never forget that these churches were real historical churches.  All the messages to 
these churches are just as relevant to us as to those in the first century.  Human nature has not 
changed so we must utilize these letters as mirrors to test and try our own churches.  It should 
also check our own personal walk with God, for what is true of the Church is equally true of the 
individual.  A golden past is not a guarantee of a golden future.  

Churches can become spiritually dead with the corruption of sin.  MacArthur gives some 
examples of dangers signs that a church is dying, 

(1) Sit on its past laurels; 

(2) Concerned with liturgical forms rather than spiritual reality; 

(3) Focus on curing social ills rather than changing people’s hearts through preaching the life-
changing gospel of Jesus Christ; 

(4) More concerned with what men think than what God said; 

(5) When it is more enamored with doctrinal creeds and systems of theology than with the 
Word of God; 

(6) Lose its own conviction that every Word of the Bible is the Word of God Himself.  

There were two distinct groups in this church at Sardis – the living dead and the sleeping 
remnant.  Are you in either category?  If you are spiritually dead you need to repent and get 
saved.  If you are sleeping you also need to repent and waken up.  Religion and past reputation 
do not save.  This is the truth that needs to be proclaimed to the dying churches around us.  Sad 
to say, active churches with a big reputation are the most difficult to convince that they are 
spiritually dying. 

There is no greater tragedy than a church where the light and life of Christ should be 
shining to a world in darkness is actually promoting that darkness.  Is our church simply living 
on the reputation of the past?  Do we emotionally recollect the memory of great men and the 
excitement of former days, yet live in spiritual apathy today?  Do we have more appetite for the 
television than spiritual vision?  Do we just talk about the “old paths” but forget to follow them?  
Are we shining forth the light of Christ or are we just a spiritual social club or a family activity 
centre? 
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It is not as we imagine ourselves to be but as we really are.  When Christ looks at you 
today, what does He see?  It is not just what we were yesterday, but what we are today.  “He that 
hath an ear, let him hear what the Spirit saith unto the churches” (v6) – are we listening?  

 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
 

21. Can you give examples of churches that had a great beginning and history yet today are 
spiritually dead? 

 
22. Are there areas of your life where you are in danger of living on past successes without a 

present reality? 
 
23. Does our church live in the past only?  What evidence is there of present spiritual growth? 
 
24. How do you know that your name is in the book of Life and will never be erased?  Will 

God erase the names of believers who don’t overcome?  Why or why not? 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
 

The Church with the Open Door (Rev. 3:7-13) 
 
The penultimate epistle on this circuit was sent to the church at Philadelphia.  Like Smyrna, the 
Lord to this church gives no explicit rebuke.  It does not mean that it was sinlessly perfect, but 
that there were no glaring imperfections.  Most of us would hope that our local church resembles 
this one.  What this letter certainly proves that there was no excuse for the imperfections in the 
other five churches.  As only two out of seven were completely faithful, this may be an 
indication of the power of sin in the church throughout church history.  MacArthur observes, 

 
Two of the seven churches have nothing condemning them in the letter because they are 
the regenerate church.  The church at Smyrna; the church at Philadelphia were faithful, 
godly, loyal, effective.  And we see these two churches as the models throughout all of 
church history of good, solid, regenerate, faithful churches. 

The city of Philadelphia, whose name means literally “brotherly love,” was located along 
the Hermus River valley on a hill about 38 miles southeast of Sardis.  It sat near the epicenter of 
an earthquake zone, which made it a dangerous place to live.  Because of the prevalence of 
earthquakes and volcanic eruptions, the ground around the city was particularly fertile from 
volcanic ash.  It was known also for its idolatry and was nicknamed “little Athens” because of 
the abundance of pagan temples. 

Philadelphia was situated at a strategic point of converging trading routes in the Empire on 
the borders of the regions of Mysia, Lydia and Phrygia.  As one of the most important trading 
gateways to the East, it was intended to be a model outpost or “open door” through the 
converging trading routes to spread the Greek language and culture to the surrounding regions.  
Any church in this city certainly had a prime opportunity to be a beachhead for the gospel.  It 
need not be big numerically if it has the power of a great God to extend its influence.  

(1) THE CORRESPONDENT TO THIS CHURCH (v7) 

In each of the letters, the Saviour reveals something about His character by His introduction of 
Himself.  He never introduces Himself by simply using His name.  Here Christ introduces 
Himself as, “He that is holy, He that is true, He that hath the key of David, He that openeth, and no man 
shutteth; and shutteth, and no man openeth” (v7).  This introduction seems to have distinctly Old 
Testament and Messianic features.  This is also significant as clearly there is some Jewish hostility 
to this church.  It is not a vision indicating Christ’s judgment but of His power and control over 
the future. 

The ascription of absolute holiness and truth is an indication of Christ’s Deity, “Who shall 
not fear thee, O Lord, and glorify Thy name? for Thou only art holy” (Revelation 15:4a).  There were many 
competing deities in Philadelphia, but only One was the absolute truth and holiness.  
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The “key of David” seems to indicate Christ’s messianic office (Isaiah 22:22) as David is 
used to symbolize this in Revelation (cf. 5:5; 22:16).  The key is often used to indicate power and 
authority, as Christ alone, we are told, has the keys to heaven and hell (cf. 1:18).  This sovereign 
power is enhanced by the further description, “He that openeth, and no man shutteth; and shutteth, and 
no man openeth.” (v7)  So this picture here emphasises that Jesus Christ has the sovereign 
messianic authority to control His kingdom.  

The Head of the Church alone can extend the ministry of this faithful church, “….I will 
build My church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it” (Matthew 16:18).  Christ does not need 
big budgets, eloquent speakers, famous names, skilled musicians, and promotional schemes to 
widen His kingdom.  He, as the sovereign Almighty God, has the power for the Church at 
Philadelphia to take the gospel to the surrounding areas of this “open door.”  This is not just a 
great comfort, but a great encouragement for the saints there.  What motivation also for us in 
this decadent and apostate age to lift up the banner of the Cross.  

(2) THE COMMENDATION OF THIS CHURCH (v8) 

Christ commends certain qualities that He sees in this church: 

(1) WORKS – Like many of the other churches this was a dynamic and functioning church.  
The omniscient eternal Son of God proves again that He sees everything about this church – 
internal and external, “I know thy works” (v8).  They may not be powerful as “thou hast a little 
strength” (v8), but they made the best of what they had.  The saints at Philadelphia saw glorious 
opportunities and sought to utilise them. 

Now, we should not assume that this statement “thou hast a little strength” means that they 
were spiritually weak because of sin.  More likely it is referring to their insignificance from the 
world’s perspective.  Compared to the other cults and religions in the city, they were seen as 
irrelevant.  Perhaps they had little material wealth or gifted men to proclaim the gospel with 
power.  The Lord takes note of even the smallest of His assemblies.  Indeed, God delights in 
using the despised for His glory, “But God hath chosen the foolish things of the world to confound the wise; 
and God hath chosen the weak things of the world to confound the things which are mighty; And base things of the 
world, and things which are despised, hath God chosen, yea, and things which are not, to bring to nought things 
that are: That no flesh should glory in His presence.” (1 Corinthians 1:27-29) 

Today, with the obsession with the mega-church philosophy in modern Christianity this is 
important to remember.  Often we are tempted to despise the day of small things forgetting that 
the Saviour, as Head of the Church, poured His life of ministry into just 12 disciples.  This 
reminds us of Jesus’ words in Luke 12:32, “Fear not, little flock; for it is your Father’s good pleasure to 
give you the kingdom.”  It is not the size or strength of a church that determines its significance in 
God’s eyes but its faithfulness (cf. Matthew 25:21).  Physical size is the world’s measuring stick, 
but faithfulness is the heavenly measure. 

(2) OBEDIENT – They were commended for their obedience to the Word of God, “and hast 
kept My word” (v8).  This word translated “kept” has two major meanings, “to watch over, guard, 
keep, preserve” and “give heed to, pay attention to, observe.”  Probably both were true of this 
church – they preached, lived and defended the Bible.  Outwardly they were weak, but inwardly 
they were strong.  
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Antinomianism or lawlessness is a powerful influence even on Christians, but the saints at 
Philadelphia held fast to the Word of God.  At Thyatira and Pergamos, they compromised the 
Word, but not at Philadelphia.  Doubtless, there were great temptations to dilute or twist the 
Scriptures in a wealthy commercial centre like this city, but these people refused to budge from 
the Word.  As Morgan says, “No man who loves purity can be loyal to impurity.”  This is 
noteworthy and exemplary for us today. 

(3) FAITHFUL - Christ commended them for their fidelity, “and hast not denied My name” (v8) 
and “thou hast kept the word of My patience” (v10).  Evidently the saints faced some real threat of 
local persecution, yet never buckled under it.  They were men and women of conviction and 
remained faithful in spite of any threats.  This phrase, “the synagogue of Satan,” (v9) may be an 
indication of a significant threat to them from apostate Judaism, as in Smyrna (2:9).  Apostate 
religion is one of the devil’s most potent weapons.  Some Jewish converts may have been 
excluded from the synagogue, but they will find an “open door” for them to serve the Saviour.  
It is not easy to maintain a faithful witness in the face of such opposition. 

Being a Jew was a great privilege, but spiritual privileges are no guarantor of salvation 
(Romans 2:17-19).  Such Jews by birth are not truly Jewish, as they fail to live up to the privileges 
they were born with, “and are not, but do lie” (v9).  This is what Paul taught in Romans 2:28-29. 

(3) THE COUNSEL TO THIS CHURCH (v9-12) 

This faithful church is living with the threat of being swept away at any moment.  How will they 
be able to cope?  The Master makes three distinct astounding promises to His overcoming 
faithful church there: 

(a) He would deal with their enemies, “I will make them of the synagogue of Satan, which say they are 
Jews, and are not, but do lie; behold, I will make them to come and worship before thy feet, and to know that I 
have loved thee” (v9).  Christ promises that one day their Jewish enemies would be humbled and 
acknowledge their true relationship to God.  This may well be an indication that God would do a 
work of revival amongst the former enemies there.  God has a wonderful way of overturning the 
plans of His enemies.  Indeed, this is what happened with Saul of Tarsus – the greatest opponent 
of Christianity became by a sovereign work of grace the greatest proponent of Christianity.  

Men may try to bind God’s work, but God’s Word is not bound (2 Timothy 2:9).  What an 
encouragement to the saints there and to us to see that even our enemies are under the sovereign 
control of God.  It would also encourage them to love them, pray for them, and seek to witness 
to them. 

(b) He would keep them from a period of great trial, “I also will keep thee from the hour of 
temptation, which shall come upon all the world, to try them that dwell upon the earth” (v10).  Because the 
saints at Philadelphia had endured so many great tests, then the Saviour promises to keep them 
from the ultimate one.  This may well be the widespread persecution, which would soon break 
across the empire under Rome.  Others argue that this period is that described in Revelation 6-19 
known as the Great Tribulation Period (GTP), as “to try them that dwell upon the earth” seems to 
extend further than the local persecutions at this time.  

Many of those who hold to the Pre-Tribulation Rapture position see this verse as 
suggestive evidence that the church will not go through the GTP (cf. 1 Thessalonians 5:9), 
especially as it is to be applied to all readers, “He that hath an ear, let him hear what the Spirit saith unto 
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the churches” (v13).  In fairness, post-Tribulation rapture advocates, who believe that the Church 
will go through the GTP, point out that: 

(i) There is no church now at Philadelphia so they have been kept from the future GTP.  This 
was a local promise to a local church at that time, which has been fulfilled.  However, there is a 
further application of this promise to all believers in v13. 

(ii) The verb “keep” can mean that God will preserve His people through the GTP as He did 
with Noah in the ark.  The difficulty with this argument is that it is clear that many believers will 
be martyred in the GTP (cf. Revelation 6:9-11; 7:9-14).  It would not be much of a meaningful 
encouragement to know that believers face the same fate as sinners in the GTP! 

(c) He would honour them, “Him that overcometh will I make a pillar in the temple of My God, and he 
shall go no more out: and I will write upon him the name of My God, and the name of the city of My God, which 
is new Jerusalem, which cometh down out of heaven from My God: and I will write upon him My new name” 
(v12).  Living as a faithful pilgrim in this life will result in the metaphorical promise of being a 
pillar in the next.  True believers overcome, as God’s sovereign grace eternally secures us by 
giving us a persevering faith. 

The symbolism of permanent stability inherent in this promise “he shall go no more out” (v12) 
would not be lost on persons living on an earthquake zone or in constant peril of persecution.  
This promise of a “new name” is another indication of Divine ownership and security.  The 
overcoming saints at Philadelphia shall be eternally secure in the presence of God for all eternity. 

CONCLUSION 

This church may have been small but they were obedient, faithful, and had no major flaws.  The 
Lord has encouraging counsel for this church at Philadelphia to seize the opportunities despite 
the obstacles.  He assures them, “behold, I have set before thee an open door, and no man can shut it” (v8).  
This seems to be an open door for service the fruit of which is hinted at in verse 9.  They were in 
a similar situation to Paul in Corinth, “For a great door and effectual is opened unto me, and there are many 
adversaries” (1 Corinthians 16:9).  

Unbelief and doubt will hinder them in taking advantage of such providential 
opportunities, but faith sees God as the sovereign power who “openeth, and no man shutteth; and 
shutteth, and no man openeth” (v7) who is greater than the opposition.  It is not that the opposition 
is insignificant, but your view of God must be greater.  The only way to minimize a Goliath is to 
magnify your understanding of God.  “Behold, I come quickly” (v11) is a motivation for further 
service to the faithful, but a threat to the failing at Sardis (Revelation 3:3). 

This does not mean that we have no responsibility.  On May 31st, 1792 William Carey 
preached his famous sermon to launch the modern missionary movement.  Taking Isaiah 54:2 as 
his text he argued, “Expect great things from God; attempt great things for God.”  God has 
planted churches like ours in His sovereign wisdom and plan.  He has set before us an “open door” 
of service and opportunity.  The fields are white unto harvest.  Missing these opportunities has 
eternal consequences, as the Saviour warned, “hold that fast which thou hast, that no man take thy 
crown” (v11).  The battle is not over yet.  You can be justified and in heaven like Lot, but lose a 
great reward there by your unfaithfulness here (cf. 1 Corinthians 3:11-15; 2 Timothy 4:1-8).  
Often the greatest danger to believers is ourselves. 
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The world is fired with ambitions to spread their empty philosophies and teachings.  Are 
we the church fired with similar ambitions for the kingdom of God?  If God closes certain doors 
of service to us, then we must wait.  If other doors have been opened to us, then we must take 
up His call.  Some doors have been opened; the message and commission has been put before us.  
Will we as a church or as individuals go through it or pull back?  Yes, we are feeble and the 
opposition seems great, but never forget that our Almighty Sovereign God is greater than all of 
these circumstances.  Havner commented, 

 

It is not a matter of great strength, not great ability but great dependability.  Samson had 
great ability but poor dependability.  A little strength faithfully used means more than much 
strength flashily and fitfully used. 

The message to the feeble church at Philadelphia is equally applicable to us - faithfulness 
to God opens great doors.  A church can be too big-headed for God to use, but it can never be 
too small!  Remember, this message is for us in Singapore in 2011, “He that hath an ear, let him hear 
what the Spirit saith unto the churches” (v13).  There is an incredible blessing and privilege in being a 
faithful church.  Are we truly listening and willing to obey the call?  Have we taken this message 
to heart? 

 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
 

25. Are you discouraged by the apparent smallness of Bible-believing churches in our land? 
 
26. Can you give examples of open doors for our church to go through for the kingdom of 

God? 
 
27. Is our church seizing the opportunities to take the gospel into all the world?  How could 

we do it better? 
 
28. How have you been challenged by the testimony of the believers at Philadelphia?  What 

lessons have you learned from the words of Christ to them? 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
 

The Lukewarm Church (Rev. 3:14-22) 
 

The final epistle on this circuit of the seven churches was sent to the church at the city of 
Laodicea.  This church has the unenviable distinction of making the Head of the Church feel 
nauseated about its spiritual state.  Consequently, He sends them a stinging rebuke.  There is a 
marked difference from the previous letter.  Writing to the church at Philadelphia the Lord has 
nothing bad to point out, whereas writing to the church at Laodicea He has nothing good to say.  
Although Christ finds nothing to commend in them, the members at Laodicea were clearly busy 
commending themselves. Keathley observes, 

“This church illustrates and speaks to the church in our time, our modern period of 
materialism, consumerism, self-sufficiency, do-your-own-thing kind of independence and 
individualism, religiosity, and apostasy.” 

Of the seven cities in the letters, Laodicea was situated the furthest to the southeast.  It 
was the chief city of Phrygia sitting in the fertile Lycus Valley making up a tri-city combination 
with Colossae, ten miles east and Hierapolis, six miles to the North.  The rivers around Laodicea 
were inadequate for its water supply because they were often polluted and even dried up at times.  
Colossae was known for its pure, cold water whereas Hierapolis was famed for its hot 
therapeutic springs.  Because of a shortage of clean water in the locality of the city, water was 
pumped in from Colossae and Hierapolis through aqueducts.  Often by the time the water 
reached Laodicea from Colossae it was neither cold and from Hierapolis it was neither hot, but 
somewhat lukewarm or tepid. 

The city of Laodicea was also located at a pivotal point on a major trading road running 
from 40 miles east at Ephesus to Phrygia in the east.  Another major road from Pergamos and 
Sardis bisected south to the coast.  Major movements of commerce and people flowed in and 
out of the city daily.  Its strategic location made it a wealthy, powerful, and proud city.  Its banks 
flourished and financed most of the commercial enterprise in the region around it.  The city 
constructed great theatres, a huge stadium, shopping centres, and lavish public baths.  Indicative 
of Laodicea’s self-sufficient pride and wealth was when an earthquake destroyed much of the city 
in 60 AD the city refused any assistance from Rome.  They boasted that they had “need of 
nothing.”  They rebuilt it in even greater splendour than before. 

A significant feature of its trading power was the wool industry.  Laodicea produced soft 
but glossy black wool that was extremely valuable.  It was used to weave carpets, which were 
then prized as exports.  To add to this, the city produced commercially a medicinal eye salve 
product from its famous medical school.  People came from all over the empire to purchase this 
product, which was known to bring a measure of comfort and healing. 

(1) THE CORRESPONDENT TO THIS CHURCH (v14) 

Jesus Christ introduces Himself here as, “the Amen, the faithful and true witness, the beginning of the 
creation of God.” (v14)  The word “Amen” is a Hebrew expression tied into a root word meaning 
truth.  Isaiah calls God “the God of truth,” literally, “the amen God” (Isaiah 65:16).  Jeremiah gives 
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us an inspired commentary on the word as, “Even the prophet Jeremiah said, Amen: the LORD do so: 
the LORD perform thy words which thou hast prophesied” (Jeremiah 28:6a).  So the word in this context 
justly emphasizes the Deity of Christ and the idea of His truth and faithfulness.  So every time 
Jesus Christ speaks here, He speaks as God who is perfectly accurate and absolutely trustworthy.  
It is as foolish for any person at Laodicea to think they can hide their deeds from God like Adam 
and Eve tried in Eden. 

This church seemed to be the most in need of a realistic and truthful spiritual examination.  
They believed they were, “rich, and increased with goods, and have need of nothing,” but this was far 
from the reality, “and knowest not that thou art wretched, and miserable, and poor, and blind, and naked.” 
(v17)  Religion has a powerful ability to delude self.  Keathley notes,  

“As the “Faithful and True Witness,” He stripped them and so also us of all our false 
appearances and pretentiousness, rationalizations and excuses.  It stresses the need in each 
of us for honest examination followed by an honest to God confession that demonstrates a 
genuine desire for a change of life.  It would further teach us the need to be in His Word 
which reveals our true condition (Hebrews 4:12).  The Lord said, “Sanctify them through thy 
truth: thy word is truth.” (John 17:17).” 

(2) THE CONDEMNATION OF THIS CHURCH (v15-17) 

Christ immediately condemns this church by identifying four major areas of concern that they 
had lost – their vigour, their values, their vision, and their vesture.  Now, it is not clear whether 
Christ is addressing a church filled with tares only or a church with a mixture of tares like Judas 
and backslidden believers like Lot.  There are a number of things mentioned in this section that 
could apply to both groups. 

(a) VIGOUR (v15-16) – He points firstly to their spiritual temperature as being lukewarm, “I 
know thy works, that thou art neither cold nor hot: I would thou wert cold or hot” (v15).  Like the tepid local 
water supply at Laodicea, the people in the church were spiritually lukewarm.  Lukewarm water is 
a result of mixing hot and cold.  So spiritual lukewarmness is a similar mixing of the coldness of 
sin with the heat of truth, which is compromise.  The members at Laodicea were clinging onto a 
nominal, anaemic form of religion.  They were trying to live like Lot with one foot in the world 
and one in the church forgetting the warning of Christ, “No man can serve two masters: for either he 
will hate the one, and love the other; or else he will hold to the one, and despise the other. Ye cannot serve God and 
mammon” (Matthew 6:24).  

A lukewarm Christian is apathetic, complacent, compromised, comfortable, and doesn’t 
see his need.  He doesn’t take sin, holiness, and sacrificial service seriously.  Tragically, his self-
satisfied and carnal life serves to actually turn people away from Christ.  Like Lot who “seemed as 
one that mocked unto his sons-in-law” (Genesis 19:14), the lukewarm has no testimony, but is as salt 
that has “lost his savour” and “is thenceforth good for nothing” (Matthew 5:13).  Judged by Christ’s 
standard, Laodicea was good for nothing.  When a Christian lives hypocritically the devil is only 
too delighted to point this out to the unbelieving world.  Unsaved people discern much more 
than you often give them credit for. As the poet wrote, 

“The gospel is written a chapter a day 

By deeds that you do and words that you say. 

Men read what you say, whether faithless or true. 
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Say, what is the gospel according to you?” 

It is not that a cold-hearted member is good, but Christ prefers, “I would thou wert cold,” as this 
coldness would make him shiver and at least reveal his need of warmth.  Barnhouse observed, 

“So the Lord is saying, ‘If instead of being lukewarm, you were so cold that should you feel 
that coldness, then the very feeling of your need might drive you to the true warmth, but 
now in your lukewarmness, you have just enough to protect yourselves against a feeling of 
need.’” 

The word “hot” here is a Greek word, which means, “boiling hot.”  A believer is meant to 
have a burning heart full of the love of Christ and to be, “fervent in spirit” (Romans 12:11).  They 
should be like the disciples on the road to Emmaus who testified, “Did not our heart burn within us, 
while he talked with us by the way, and while He opened to us the scriptures?” (Luke 24:32)  It is worth 
noting that it was the word of God that warmed their hearts.  That is what the Laodiceans 
needed – to be revived in a radical spiritual renaissance by the Word of God.  

It is easy to fool many people as to your spiritual state, but you can never fool Jesus Christ.  
The Master’s startlingly response in metaphorical language to lukewarm compromising 
Christianity is, “because thou art lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I will spue thee out of my mouth” (v16).  
This word “spue” means to vomit or spit out.  This graphic response is utilised to show the deep 
disgust and loathing the Saviour has for such a spiritual life.  He is far from indifferent!  The 
members of the church at Laodicea would easily understand this metaphor, as they knew 
experientially the nauseating reaction to tepid, lukewarm water. 

(b) VALUES (v17-18a) – Christ also sees that the members of the church had a wrong 
understanding of spiritual values.  They boasted, “I am rich, and increased with goods, and have need of 
nothing” when in reality, “thou art wretched, and miserable, and poor.”  This “affluenza” is a lack of 
discernment, which is another characteristic of lukewarm Christianity.  It is the equating of 
material success with spiritual success.  As MacArthur says,  

“It is the sickening condition of thinking you are spiritually rich when you’re bankrupt, of 
thinking you are beautiful when you are wretched, of imagining you are to be envied when 
you are to be pitied, of believing you see clearly everything when you see nothing.” 

Clearly, in a wealthy, proud, and materialistic city like Laodicea the spirit of the city had 
permeated the thinking of the church members.  Their wealth gave them a false sense of security, 
success, and satisfaction.  They looked at all the external measurements of success and crowed 
that they “have need of nothing.”  They likely boasted in their beautiful buildings, financial surpluses, 
large membership rolls, sophisticated choirs, social status of members, abilities, and diversity of 
dynamic ministries.  Such people pray lukewarm prayers, sing in a lukewarm manner, listen to 
lukewarm sermons, and exchange lukewarm words with one another.  It is not utter indifference 
to Christianity but as Morgan says, “the Cross is not denied, but it is not vital.”  

Too many believers today feel the same way.  They look at their social status, pension and 
savings, impressive homes and vehicles and say in their heart, “I have need of nothing.”  They don’t 
feel the need to trust God or put Him first, as they are confident their material possessions can 
get them out of every situation.  Rather they treat God as someone incidental to their lives.  
Worship, prayer, and Bible study are simply options to be exercised at their convenience.  
Christianity is just a “holy hobby” that they take up and cast aside at will.  Their church is 
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effectively a “Religious Country Club” that exists for their benefit.  

However this letter proves, a church may have impressive statistics but at the same 
moment Christ declares that He wants to “spue thee out of my mouth” (v16).  The standard Christ 
uses to assess this church is different from the scale they use.  Jesus warned, “without me ye can do 
nothing” (John 15:5) but the Laodicean Bible Version was, “without me ye can do everything!”  Instead 
of being rich as they thought, this church was, “wretched, and miserable, and poor.”  The word “poor” 
here means absolutely “destitute” or “impoverished.”  It is used to describe beggars seeking a 
few crumbs to survive on.  Keathley points out, 

“Those who try to find happiness and security in the details of life are like beggars trying to 
exist on crumbs while, as we see in verse 20, Christ stands at the door inviting us to come 
in out of the cold and dine with Him in fellowship.” 

(c) VISION (v17b) – The Saviour makes clear that this church had lost its vision as they are 
now, “blind.”  These people could not see spiritual reality.  They only see the material as 
significant and are blinded to real eternal spiritual riches.  In their lukewarm self-satisfied state 
they cannot see their sin and who they were in the mirror of God’s Word.  They could not see 
the Lord was standing outside the door, but assumed He was with them.  Such people cannot 
see the opportunities for service and evangelism around them.  Peter points to this type of 
declining spiritual vision in believers who are not growing in the Lord (2 Peter 1:5-9).  They are 
like Samson who, “wist not that the LORD was departed from him” (Judges 16:20).  

A classic example of the spiritual blindness was in the days of Jeremiah the prophet.  The 
young prophet was sent by God to preach a sermon at “the gate of the LORD’s house” to those who 
enter to “worship the LORD” (Jeremiah 7:2).  This message was not to be preached to pagans or 
the godless rabble but to the most outwardly religious in Israel.  These worshippers were trusting 
in “lying words” and trusted in a kind of superstitious temple creed (Jeremiah 7:4).  The temple 
had a long history of God’s preservation and protection.  These people had confidence in 
tradition, location, and in their outward practices, but not in God Himself.  They thought by 
going through the motions of religious worship at the temple would absolve them from God’s 
judgment against their sins at home and in the community. 

Jeremiah pointedly warns them that trusting in “lying words” ultimately “cannot profit” 
(Jeremiah 7:8).  Now they were comfortable in their sins and the delusion had got so powerful 
that they could even rationalize these sins as being overlooked, “And come and stand before Me in 
this house, which is called by My name, and say, We are delivered to do all these abominations?” (Jeremiah 
7:10)  Jeremiah warned them that they may fool themselves but they cannot fool God as “behold, 
even I have seen it, saith the LORD” (Jeremiah 7:11).  

(d) VESTURE (v17b) – Christ also points out another sad reality of these church members – 
they are “naked.”  This nakedness He describes as a “shame” in v18.  Yes, they may have been 
clothed in the most expensive designer attire that Laodicea has in its iconic stores, but they were 
spiritually naked.  They had nothing of any value in God’s eyes.  This sense of nakedness may 
indicate one of two things:  

(i) Some members at Laodicea are unregenerate whose righteousness is as filthy rags and need 
to have the righteousness of Christ imputed to them by faith (2 Corinthians 5:21; Philippians 
3:9).  These people are like the Pharisees, who don’t feel their spiritual need for Christ’s 
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righteousness, “..God, I thank thee, that I am not as other men are…” (Luke 18:11).  They are also like 
the unregenerate religionists of Matthew 7 who boast in their outward works, yet have no saving 
relationship with Christ.  They are spiritually dead, but are made lukewarm by the spiritual 
trappings of religion. 

(ii) Some members are regenerated but backslidden.  These persons were once hot in their 
heart but have cooled down by their apathy, complacency, and self-dependence, “because iniquity 
shall abound, the love of many shall wax cold” (Matthew 24:12).  Guzik says of such, “they have too 
much of the world to be happy in Jesus, but too much of Jesus to be happy in the world.”  
Believers are called to be continually clothed in the experiential righteousness of the fruit of the 
Spirit.  This happens progressively in sanctification by acts of righteousness and being 
conformed to the image of Christ, “But put ye on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make not provision for the 
flesh, to fulfil the lusts thereof” (Romans 13:14; cf. Ephesians 4:22-24; Colossians 3:12; Galatians 
5:22-23). 

CONCLUSION 

The church at Laodicea thought they were a spiritual success.  But the reality is very 
different.  They are the opposite of the “poor in spirit” Jesus spoke of in Matthew 5:3.  Before we 
judge them too quickly, we need to examine ourselves in the same light.  What is our spiritual life 
like?  Are we today, “fervent in spirit?” (Romans 12:11)  Do our hearts burn today with the love of 
Christ as we study the Word of God?  Do we still rejoice in the place of prayer?  Are there 
lukewarm areas of our spiritual life?  Do we think we have need of nothing? 

Christ does not leave the members of the Laodicean church without a glimmer of hope.  
In all of His letters to the churches, the Master is faithful to point out the imperfections, but He 
is equally faithful and merciful to extend a window of grace.  This prescription to the disease that 
was destroying this church from within, He lovingly details in v18-22. 

 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
 

29. If you did a stock take of your life, what would be the lukewarm areas? 
 
30. Can you give examples of lukewarm areas in our church?  Do you think there is a tendency 

to trust in outward material things? 
 
31. Using the spiritual thermometer of Scripture, is your spiritual life boiling hot or cold or 

merely lukewarm? 
 
32. How have you been challenged by the church at Laodicea?  What lessons have you learned 

from the words of Christ to them? 
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CHAPTER NINE 
 

The Hope for the Lukewarm Church (Rev. 3:14-22) 
 

The final epistle to the church at the city of Laodicea is a startlingly rebuke.  The church of Jesus 
Christ does not belong to the members but to the Head of the Church.  He does not sugar coat 
their failures, but paints them in stark and unambiguous colours.  As God, He can see right 
through the superficiality of the church and can see what’s wrong on the inside.  Newell notes, 
“How many preachers love their saints enough to risk their resentment by obeying 2 Timothy 
4:2: reprove, rebuke?”  This lukewarm church was complacent and indifferent to their desperate 
spiritual needs.  What a shock it must have been, when the Master revealed to the Laodiceans 
their real condition.  G. Campbell Morgan observed, 

“If we had visited the church at Laodicea in all probability they would have shown us the 
church premises, they would have told us how much they paid for the property, how much 
the church cost.  They would have said, Whatever we want, we have. If we require new 
premises, we build them.  We are independent.  Did you suggest some form of service that 
would create new spiritual power, they would have been astonished.  Did you propose a 
mission?  No, certainly not, we do not want a mission here, we have need of nothing.  A 
series of meetings for the deepening of spiritual life?  Oh no, hold them in some other 
district, we have need of nothing.  A time of special humiliation and prayer?  We have no 
need of humiliation, we have need of nothing.  That was the condition.  They needed 
nothing because they had everything.” 

(1) THE COUNSEL TO THIS CHURCH (v18-19) 

Jesus Christ could have destroyed this lukewarm church and immediately removed the 
candlestick.  But the blow has not yet been struck.  In grace and mercy He counsels this church 
to change, “be zealous therefore, and repent” (v19).  Both these verbs are in the imperative mood 
indicating that this is an urgent command.  Interestingly, the word “zealous” has the idea of 
boiling over with a fervent spirit.  They needed to heat up fast.  The word “repent” has the literal 
idea of a “change of mind.”  The Laodiceans needed to have a change of perception of what is 
real and of their true selves, which would result in a different course of life. 

This reprimand is “tough love” from a heart of tender affection for them as He makes 
clear, “As many as I love, I rebuke and chasten” (v19).  It seems from this statement that there are at 
least some believers there as, “For whom the Lord loveth He chasteneth, and scourgeth every son whom He 
receiveth” (Hebrews 12:6).  If Christ did not truly love them He would have abandoned them.  
The church must repent of its apathy, pride, and self-sufficiency.  Their condition made the 
Master feel nauseous and broke the heart of Jesus, yet He still lovingly longed for their 
deliverance.  Barnhouse observes, “Yet upon a church that has sunk so low as Laodicea, the 
risen Lord still showers His love.” 

The Saviour will make a three-fold appeal using images that the members of the church 
there would be instantly familiar with.  They had been shopping too long at the wrong stores.  
He counsels that they need spiritual gold, spiritual clothing, and spiritual vision.  They need to 
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turn to Him alone to receive these.  As He has all that the church really needs to function, He 
urges, “buy of me.” (v18)  They need to now start shopping at a different store.  This will require 
self-denying repentance and faith in the Word of God.  Now this should encourage any church 
today – all we need to function as the Master desires is to be found in Him.  He is all we have 
and He is all we need.  We are complete in Him, “But of Him are ye in Christ Jesus, who of God is 
made unto us wisdom, and righteousness, and sanctification, and redemption” (1 Corinthians 1:30).  Morgan 
observes, 

“How graciously He offers to supply the need, and yet with what tender irony mingled with 
mighty compassion this statement of His ability confronts their false notion of their 
sufficiency.  They said, “We are rich.”  He said, “Buy My gold.”  They said, “We have need 
of nothing.”  He said, “Seek all from Me.”” 

SPIRITUAL GOLD 

The Laodiceans were materially rich but spiritually poor.  So Christ says they must first, “buy of me 
gold tried in the fire, that thou mayest be rich” (v18).  The Laodiceans loved to buy material things but 
Christ tells them they must do business with Him over spiritual treasure.  

The Apostle Peter wrote of a faith “being much more precious than of gold that perisheth” (1 Peter 
1:7).  This gold “tried in the fire” is pure gold, which has the dross and impurities burned off.  It 
symbolizes faith that has stood the test of trial and affliction, which brings forth the fruits of 
righteousness.  This golden faith is not some passive substance that we receive just by living but 
comes from knowing, meditating, and living God’s Word, “So then faith cometh by hearing, and 
hearing by the word of God” (Romans 10:17).  D L Moody once testified, 

“I prayed for faith and thought that some day faith would come down and strike me like 
lightning.  But faith did not seem to come.  One day I read in the tenth chapter of Romans, 
“Faith cometh by hearing, and hearing by the Word of God.”  I had up to this time closed 
my Bible and prayed for faith.  I now opened my Bible and began to study, and faith has 
been growing ever since.” 

The Laodiceans were lukewarm.  They needed their hearts warmed by the Word of God 
like the disciples on the road to Emmaus who testified, “…Did not our heart burn within us, while He 
talked with us by the way, and while He opened to us the scriptures?” (Luke 24:32)  The power to save 
sinners is in the Word of God (1 Peter 1:23) but also the power to strengthen the faith of 
believers, “…I commend you to God, and to the word of His grace, which is able to build you up, and to give 
you an inheritance among all them which are sanctified” (Acts 20:32). 

SPIRITUAL CLOTHING 

The second thing they needed to purchase was, “white raiment, that thou mayest be clothed, and that the 
shame of thy nakedness do not appear” (v18).  They were proud of the fine cloth they purchased from 
the expensive wool merchants of Laodicea.  Despite the external finery, Christ says they are 
spiritually naked.  This is a spiritual shamefulness. 

This spiritual clothing would be in two categories.  Tares amongst the wheat in this church 
needed to be saved and be clothed with the imputed righteousness of Christ (2 Corinthians 5:21; 
Philippians 3:9).  

Jesus ,  thy blood and r ighteousness  
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My beauty are ,  my g lor ious dress ;  

'Midst  f laming worlds ,  in these  arrayed, 

With joy shal l  I  l i f t  up my head. 

Backslidden saints needed to put on experientially or by impartation Christ’s righteousness by 
returning to a life of holiness and righteousness (Colossians 3:12-14; Revelation 19:8; Galatians 
5:22-23). White raiment is used to describe the purity of those who have come through trials of 
their faith well (cf. Revelation 6:11; 7:9, 13-14). 

SPIRITUAL VISION 

The final thing Christ counsels them is to, “anoint thine eyes with eyesalve, that thou mayest see” (v18).  
This is clearly speaking of their impaired spiritual vision.  They were like the leaders of Judaism 
in the Gospels that thought they were rich and wealthy in spiritual things and in need of nothing, 
but ignorant of the reality that they were wretched, miserable, poor, blind and naked.  How 
terrible to live with such an illusion!  We see this today in apostate Christianity that boasts in 
their perceived ascended spiritual knowledge, but in reality are spiritually blind.  MacArthur 
applies this in this way, 

“That is a marvelous description of the religious and lost person.  Those people who are 
caught in these churches that deny gospel truth or deny the deity of Christ, or deny the 
veracity, inerrancy and authority of the Word of God who come up with their man-made 
religion under the name of Christianity, they think they’re erudite, they think they’re 
academic, they think they’re well trained, they think they’re very religious.  And they don’t 
know that they are wretched and miserable and poor and blind and naked.  And so they are 
in the same condition as apostate Israel.  They sicken the Lord and they are self-deceived.” 

The reference to “eyesalve” may be a play on the fact that they produced the famous eye 
medicine at Laodicea.  Keathley observes of this ointment, “this most likely refers to the person 
and work of the Holy Spirit as God’s anointing who anoints our eyes to discern His Word (John 
14:26; 1 Corinthians 2:14-16).”  The Laodiceans needed to see their lives and spiritual realities 
and priorities from a new perspective.  This would take the illumination of the Spirit of God. 

(2) THE PROMISE TO THIS CHURCH (v20-21) 

In this letter we find rebuke as well as encouragement.  Christ’s love of the Laodiceans is as deep 
as His loathing of their lukewarm lives.  At Sardis the Master appealed to the remnant as a group.  
Here He graciously and tenderly calls the individual to restore the joy of fellowship and 
communion with Him, “Behold, I stand at the door, and knock: if any man hear My voice, and open the 
door, I will come in to him, and will sup with him, and he with Me” (v20).  The symbolic picture of the 
Saviour standing at the door knocking is one of nearness, concern, and urgency.  The Greek 
indicates that He has been standing for a fixed period and is knocking continuously in the 
present time. 

They were not abiding in Him and didn’t even think they needed Him, but without Him 
they were nothing (John 15:1-8).  Boasting of their self-sufficiency they did not even recognise 
the Lord was outside the church.  They needed to cry like the penitent Psalmist, “restore unto me 
the joy of thy salvation” (Psalm 51:5).  The key to this is the re-admission of Christ to His rightful 
place in their church lives.  Morgan notes, “To find Him is to find gold refined by fire, and 
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clothing, so that there may be no shame of nakedness, and eye-salve which broadens the 
outlook, and creates all vision.” 

Christ seems to recognise the obstacles in having a burning heart for Him in such a church 
like this.  He gives the wonderful promises to those who repent that, “To him that overcometh will I 
grant to sit with Me in My throne, even as I also overcame, and am set down with My Father in His throne” 
(v21).  This overcomer is what 1 John 5:5 said, “Who is he that overcometh the world, but he that 
believeth that Jesus is the Son of God?”  The overcomer is the true elect of God that always perseveres 
on in his faith.  

Adam lived in the paradise of Eden, but grace will take us to heights we never could have 
imagined we deserved.  We will not be relegated to some corner of heaven but to sit with God 
on the throne.  This means we will reign and rule with Him as kings (Revelation 1:6; 5:10).  What 
a wonderful incentive to serving fervently and not lukewarmly the King of kings.  Grace truly is 
greater than our sin. 

CONCLUSION 

These letters were sent not simply to inform or entertain us about the past.  They are spiritual x-
rays that are meant to enable us to examine ourselves, and also our churches today.  It is 
probable that every age has had some characteristics of all seven churches.  Indeed, each local 
church may be a combination of differing elements.  Therefore, today as both individuals and in 
a corporate local church context we need to heed what the Spirit says to the “churches” (v22) in 
His complete message from Revelation 2-3.  MacArthur points out, 

“These letters, as you know, are directed at seven churches, actual churches, historical 
churches in actual cities in Asia Minor.  But they transcend their time and space and they 
become model letters to various kinds of churches that exist in all eras of church history.  
They illustrate for us the character of churches in our own day, in fact since Pentecost.” 

Some see these letters as a prophecy of the course of church history, but there is nothing 
here that requires this or even suggests it.  That does not rule out observing a dominance of 
certain characteristics in each age.  Perhaps none of the messages fits best the general state of 
Christianity in our land today as this one. 

Spiritual ease and contentment with material things have always been a particular 
temptation for believers.  In an affluent society like ours, it is all too easy to equate material with 
spiritual blessing.  Often many erroneously believe that if they have the former, they possess the 
latter.  With all of our creature comforts and credit cards we think we have need of nothing!  As 
in the Parable of the Sower, the thorns and thistles of this world often choke the seed of the 
Word of God.  There is no pressing need for prayer.  We have no thought of heaven as we are 
enjoying earth so much.  It is one of the tragic deceptions prevalent in this age.  

In the rush of modern life, it’s easy to lose sight of our real priorities.  Many are building 
their lives on the sand.  As far back as the book of Deuteronomy, God warned of this, “And it 
shall be, when the LORD thy God shall have brought thee into the land which he sware unto thy fathers, to 
Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, to give thee great and goodly cities, which thou buildedst not, And houses full of 
all good things, which thou filledst not, and wells digged, which thou diggedst not, vineyards and olive trees, which 
thou plantedst not; when thou shalt have eaten and be full; Then beware lest thou forget the LORD, which 
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brought thee forth out of the land of Egypt, from the house of bondage.” (Deuteronomy 6:10-12)  Morgan 
makes a pointed application of this letter, 

“Lukewarmness is in itself a contradiction of all we profess to believe.  I do not think in 
the whole scheme of these letters there is anything of greater importance, or anything 
more needing emphasis today than this truth.  The things we profess to believe are of such 
a nature that we cannot be lukewarm without practically denying them.  Better be cold, be 
frozen.  Better abandon all profession of interest in sacred things than to pretend to 
believe them and sing about them, and yet be lukewarm.  We work far more harm to our 
age by tepid character than by open denial of Christ. ….. He loathes the unimpassioned 
regularity of the man who professes to believe the facts, which constitute evangelical faith, 
and does not yield himself to the great claims lying within these truths.  Lukewarmness is 
the worst form of blasphemy.” 

We are often blinded to how bad the problem is.  Indeed, we may not even discern that 
the Lord is actually outside the church.  Matthew Henry warns using the illustration of Samson 
in Judges 16:20 of the presumption of self-dependence, “Satan ruins men by flattering them into 
a good opinion of their own safety, and so bringing them to mind nothing, and fear nothing; and 
then he robs them of their strength and honour, and leads them captive at his will.  When we 
sleep our spiritual enemies do not.”  The Apostle Paul warned Timothy to teach concerning the 
dangers of trusting in materialism, “Charge them that are rich in this world, that they be not highminded, 
nor trust in uncertain riches, but in the living God, who giveth us richly all things to enjoy; That they do good, that 
they be rich in good works, ready to distribute, willing to communicate;” (1 Timothy 6:17-18) 

It is easy to look down our spiritual noses at this church at Laodicea and even at apostate 
and liberal churches today.  The great question is: What about you?  What about our church?  
Too often we let the fires of our spiritual lives die down.  Do you hate what God hates and love 
what God loves?  Do you echo the sentiments of the Psalmist, “I was glad when they said unto me, 
Let us go into the house of the LORD?” (Psalm 122:1)  Are you hungering and thirsting for 
righteousness?  The eye of perfect omniscience sees through our lukewarm heart and outward 
pretence of spiritual fervour.  Every week we are presented with opportunities for spiritual 
advancement – are you seizing them or missing them?  The gold is ours, if we give ourselves to 
the Lord and His Word. 

Jesus Christ is Lord, who always confronts sin and demands obedience.  His counsel to 
this church (and to all the failing churches) is equally applicable to us, “be zealous therefore, and 
repent” (v19).  We cannot change the past, but we can change now for the future.  Vance Havner 
used to say, “The big question today is not, ‘Is God speaking?’ The really big question is, ‘Are 
you listening?’”  May God help us to heed the messages and what the Spirit is saying to us today.  
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
 

33. What elements of the characteristics of the seven churches reflect best our local church?  
 

34. Do you see elements of the characteristics of the seven churches in your own life?  Which 
ones?  

 
35. Is affluence and complacency a strong temptation for believers today?  How can it affect a 

person’s spiritual life? 
 
36. How have you been challenged by the study of the seven churches?  What lessons will you 

apply to your life? 

 

 


