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A study of the 7 Letters to the Churches 
Ephesus – The Church That Lost Its Love Revelation 2:1-7 

 
Introduction comments from Reversed Thunder by Eugene H. Peterson 
“The Revelation makes explicit what is true of all scripture: it originates as God’s word spoken and heard, or 
presented and seen. The Christian believes that God speaks and that, as a result of that speaking, all things are 
brought into being: nature and supernatural, the stuff of creation and the relationships of the covenant, and, 
eventually, scripture. God’s word brings the cosmos into existence. God’s word accomplishes forgiveness. 
 
“As God’s word written (scriptura) the scriptures are a great, but mixed blessing. They are a blessing because each 
new generation of Christians has access to the fact that God speaks, the manner of his speaking, the results of his 
speaking. The scriptures are a mixed blessing because the moment the words are written they are in danger of losing 
the living resonance of the spoken word, and reduced to something that is looked at, studied, interpreted, but not 
heard personally. For from the moment that a word is written, it is separated from the voice that spoke it and is 
therefore depersonalized. 
 
“The Revelation is the Spirit’s emphatic declaration that the written word has not done its work until we  hear the 
words in a personal act of listening….The subtlest and most common attack in the satanic assault on God’s ways 
among us is a subversion of the word. This subversion unobtrusively disengages our imagination from God’s word 
and gets us to think of it as something wonderful in print, at the same time that it dulls any awareness that it is spoken 
by a living God. It has been an enormously successful strategy: millions of people use the  Bible in which they 
devoutly believe to condemn people they do not approve of; millions more read the word of God daily and within ten 
minutes are speaking words to spouses, neighbors, children and colleagues that are contemptuous, irritable, 
manipulative, and misleading. 

 
Our Lord set his church in the midst of the world. It is his instrument to control and determine human history. Jesus 
calls the church "the light of the world" {Matt 5:14}, and "the salt of the earth," {Matt 5:13}.  
 
The Apostle Paul calls it "the pillar and ground of the truth," {1 Tim 3:15}. That is the mystery and mission of the 
church. It is expected to exert tremendous influence in the world's affairs. It is a mistake, therefore, to pass these 
letters over. Here we see our Lord correcting things within the church, encouraging and teaching it how to live 
influentially in the day in which it is called to live.  
 
As we come to these letters we must ask ourselves: "Why are there only seven churches, and why these particular 
seven?" The only satisfactory answer is that these are representative churches. They are carefully selected churches.  
 
There were many other churches in the province of Asia at the time John wrote this letter. Others of them could have 
been selected, but only these seven were chosen. They were not even the best known churches in Asia, but they were 
chosen by the Lord because they represent conditions that will obtain throughout the whole period of church history 
from its beginning to its end.  
 
In other words, is God telling us that there are only seven types of churches that exist at any one given period of 
time? Can church that truly knows Jesus as Lord be recognized as one of these seven at some particular moment of 
its history?  
 
By repentance or disobedience it may change its classification to another of these seven types, but it will always be 
found to fit somewhere in this seven-fold pattern.  
 
But beyond that, as many commentators have pointed out, these letters are a kind of preview of the entire history of 
the church from its beginning to its consummation. In other words they represents even stages or periods of church 
history. The key that suggests this is the word (in 1:3) that calls this whole book a "prophecy." This prophecy 
includes Chapters 2 and 3, as well as the rest of the book. Seven, as we have already seen in Chapter 1, is the number 
of completeness. These letters, then, is our Lord's preview of the entire church throughout its history as it moves 
through various stages of development.  
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We must never forget that all of Revelation was written for these seven churches. Each is expected to know and 
understand the whole book. It is not just Chapters 2 and 3 that concern the churches; their concern is the entire vision 
that was given to John. As we go through these letters we will try to trace the different periods of the history of the 
church, and also take careful note of what the Lord says to each historic individual church. Somewhere in this listing 
of churches we will find West Broward as well.  
 
One further preliminary before we turn to the text. These churches are here called "lampstands," i.e., they are light-
bearers. They are not the light themselves, but they hold or bear the light. The light, of course, is the truth as it is in 
Jesus, that truth which God wants the human race to know.  
 
There are many truths that are unknown to man in his natural state. No university, great or mighty or important as it 
may be, has knowledge of the truth which the church is given to tell the world. That is the moral and redemptive 
"light" which the church is called to reflect to a dark world.  
 
It is the business of the church to tell truth to the world. We must never forget that. We are not simply to make our 
way through this difficult world as best we can, coming together in little holy huddles to survive until the coming of 
the Lord. We have an influence to exercise, and these letters to the seven churches marvelously reflect that fact.  
 
Notice also that each letter is addressed to the angel of the church. Many commentators struggle over this. What is 
meant by "the angel of the church"? It is true, as some have pointed out, that this word can be translated "messenger," 
and in other parts of the New Testament it does have that meaning.  
 
But it does not have that meaning elsewhere in Revelation! The word "angel" appears many times in the book outside 
these seven letters, and in every case it refers to a heavenly being -- what we normally think of as an angel. It is 
suggestive here that each church has a heavenly being responsible for guiding the human leadership of each.  
 
Some have seen this is as a reference to the elders, or human leaders of the church. That is not likely since in all the 
churches of the New Testament you never find a single human leader. Leadership is always in the plural -- elders and 
pastors of churches. It is men who have made that change in the centuries since our Lord began the church.  
 
But here we have no human leader addressed. It is sent to the angel of the church, the one responsible to help the 
human leaders of the church to know the mind of the Lord. Remember that in Hebrews we are told that angels are 
"ministering spirits, sent forth to serve the heirs of salvation" {Heb 1:14 KJV}, i.e., Christians.  
 
It seems very likely therefore that in those invisible realms, which are very real but which we cannot see, there are 
angels assigned to each church to help the leaders and the congregation to know what is on the heart of its Lord. Now 
let us come to the church at Ephesus in the opening verses of Chapter 2:  
 
"To the angel of the church in Ephesus write:  
"These are the words of him who holds the seven stars in his right hand and walks among the seven golden 
lampstands: I know your deeds, your hard work and your perseverance. I know that you cannot tolerate wicked men, 
that you have tested those who claim to be apostles but are not, and have found them false. You have persevered and 
have endured hardships for my name, and have not grown weary." {Rev 2:1-3 NIV} 
 
The first thing the Lord wished to impress upon this church at Ephesus was that he was the Lord of all the churches. 
He was in their midst, observing among the lampstands. He was also in direct control of the angels of the churches 
and therefore had full access to the leadership of each church.  
 
This church at Ephesus had been begun by the Apostle Paul. You can read the account of it in the 19th chapter of 
Acts. When Paul came to Ephesus he found a number of disciples who had been led to some knowledge of truth by 
Apollos, the great orator of the early church. But they knew nothing but the ministry of John the Baptist. When Paul 
asked them whether they had received the Holy Spirit they confessed that they did not know that the Holy Spirit had 
been given.  
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So Paul preached Jesus to them, they believed and were baptized by the Spirit and so the church in Ephesus came 
into existence. Some time later Paul himself labored there for over two years, and many years later he sent Timothy 
to this church. (The two letters to Timothy are addressed to him while he is working there).  
 
When we know something of the history of Ephesus and learn something of its conditions at this time, it is easy to 
see why it comes first in the list of the seven Churches.  
 
Pergamum was the official capital of the province of Asia but Ephesus was by far its greatest city. It claimed as its 
proud title "The first and the greatest metropolis of Asia." A Roman writer called it Lumen Asiae, The Light of Asia. 
Let us see, then, the factors which gave it its preeminent greatness.  
 
(i) In the time of John, Ephesus was the greatest harbour in Asia. All the roads of the Cayster Valley--the Cayster was 
the river on which it stood--converged upon it. But the roads came from further afield than that. It was at Ephesus 
that the road from the far-off Euphrates and Mesopotamia reached the Mediterranean, having come by way of 
Colossae and Laodicea. It was at Ephesus that the road from Galatia reached the sea, having come by way of Sardis. 
And from the south came up the road from the rich Maeander Valley. Strabo, the ancient geographer, called Ephesus 
"The Market of Asia," and it may well be that in Rev 18:12-13 John was setting down a description of the varied 
riches of the marketplace at Ephesus.  
Ephesus was the Gateway of Asia. One of its distinctions, laid down by statute, was that when the Roman proconsul 
came to take up office as governor of Asia, he must disembark at Ephesus and enter his province there. For all the 
travellers and the trade, from the Cayster and the Maeander Valleys, from Galatia, from the Euphrates and from 
Mesopotamia, Ephesus was the highway to Rome. In later times, when the Christians were brought from Asia to be 
flung to the lions in the arena in Rome, Ignatius called Ephesus the Highway of the Martyrs.  
 
Its position made Ephesus the wealthiest and the greatest city in all Asia and it has been aptly called the Vanity Fair 
of the ancient world.  
 
(ii) Ephesus had certain important political distinctions. It was a free city. In the Roman Empire certain cities were 
free cities; they had had that honour conferred upon them because of their services to the Empire. A free city was 
within its own limits self-governing; and it was exempted from ever having Roman troops garrisoned there. It was an 
assize town. The Roman governors made periodical tours of their provinces; and at certain specially chosen cities and 
towns courts were held where the governor tried the most important cases. Further, Ephesus held yearly the most 
famous games in Asia which attracted people from all over the province.  
 
(iii) Ephesus was the centre of the worship of Artemis or, as the King James Version calls her, Diana of the 
Ephesians. The Temple of Artemis was one of the seven wonders of the ancient world. It was four hundred and 
twenty-five feet long by two hundred and twenty feet wide; it had one hundred and twenty columns, each sixty feet 
high and the gift of a king, and thirty-six of them were richly gilded and inlaid. Ancient temples consisted mostly of 
colonnades with only the centre portion roofed over. The centre portion of the Temple of Artemis was roofed over 
with cypress wood. The image of Artemis was one of the most sacred images in the ancient world. It was by no 
means beautiful but a squat, black, many-breasted figure; so ancient that none knew its origin. We have only to read 
Ac 19 to see how precious Artemis and her temple were to Ephesus. Ephesus had also famous temples to the godhead 
of the Roman Emperors, Claudius and Nero, and in after days was to add temples to Hadrian and Severus. In 
Ephesus pagan religion was at its strongest.  
 
(iv) Ephesus was a notorious centre of pagan superstition. It was famous for the Ephesian Letters, amulets and 
charms which were supposed to be infallible remedies for sickness, to bring children to those who were childless and 
to ensure success in any undertaking; and people came from all over the world to buy them.  
 
(v) The population of Ephesus was very mixed. Its citizens were divided into six tribes. One consisted of those who 
were descendants of the original natives of the country; one consisted of those who were direct descendants of the 
original colonists from Athens; three consisted of other Greeks; and one, it is probable, consisted of Jews. Besides 
being a centre of religion the Temple of Artemis was also a centre of crime and immorality. The Temple area 
possessed the right of asylum; any criminal was safe if he could reach it. The temple possessed hundreds of 
priestesses who were sacred prostitutes. All this combined to make Ephesus a notoriously evil place. Heraclitus, one 
of the most famous of ancient philosophers, was known as "the weeping philosopher." His explanation of his tears 
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was that no one could live in Ephesus without weeping at its immorality.  
 
Such was Ephesus; a more unpromising soil for the sowing of the seed of Christianity can scarcely be imagined; and 
yet it was there that Christianity had some of its greatest triumphs. R. C. Trench writes: "Nowhere did the word of 
God find a kindlier soil, strike root more deeply or bear fairer fruits of faith and love."  
 
Paul stayed longer in Ephesus than in any other city (Ac 20:31). It was with Ephesus that Timothy was connected so 
that he is called its first bishop (1Tim 1:3). It is in Ephesus that we find Aquila, Priscilla and Apollos (Ac 18:19, 24, 
26). Surely to no one was Paul ever more close than to the Ephesian elders, as his farewell address so beautifully 
shows (Ac 20:17-38). In later days John was the leading figure of Ephesus. Legend has it that he brought Mary the 
mother of Jesus to Ephesus and that she was buried there. When Ignatius of Antioch wrote to Ephesus, on his way to 
being martyred in Rome, he could write: "You were ever of one mind with the apostles in the power of Jesus Christ."  
 
There can be few places which better prove the conquering power of the Christian faith.  
 
We may note one more thing. We have spoken of Ephesus as the greatest harbour of Asia. Today there is little left of 
Ephesus but ruins and it is no less than six miles from the sea. The coast is now "a harbourless line of sandy beach, 
unapproachable by a ship." What was once the Gulf of Ephesus and the harbour is "a marsh dense with reeds." It was 
ever a fight to keep the harbour of Ephesus open because of the silt which the Cayster brings down. The fight was 
lost and Ephesus vanished from the scene.  
 
John begins the letter to Ephesus with two descriptions of the Risen Christ.  
(i) He holds the seven stars in his right hand. That is to say, Christ holds the Churches in his hand. The word for to 
hold is kratein, and it is a strong word. It means that Christ has complete control over the Church. If the Church 
submits to that control, it will never go wrong; and more than that--our security lies in the fact that we are in the hand 
of Christ. "They shall never perish, and no one shall snatch them out of my hand" (Jn 10:28).  
 
There is another point here which emerges only in the Greek. Kratein normally takes a genitive case after it (the case 
which in English we express by the word of). Because, when we take hold of a thing, we seldom take hold of the 
whole of it but of part of it. When kratein takes an accusative after it, it means that the whole object is gripped within 
the hand. Here, kratein takes the accusative and that means that Christ clasps the whole of the seven stars in his hand. 
That means he holds the whole Church in his hand.  
We do well to remember that. It is not only our Church which is in the hand of Christ; the whole Church is in his 
hand. When men put up barriers between Church and Church, they do what Christ never does.  
 
(ii) He walks in the midst of the seven golden lampstands. The lampstands are the Churches. This expression tells us 
of Christ's unwearied activity in the midst of his Churches. He is not confined to any one of them; wherever men are 
met to worship in his name, Christ is there.  
 
John goes on to say certain things about the people of the Church of Ephesus.  
(i) The Risen Christ praises their toil. The word is kopos and it is a favourite New Testament word. Tryphena, 
Tryphosa and Persis all work hard int he Lord (Rom 16:12). The one thing that Paul claims is that he has worked 
harder than all (1Cor 15:10). He fears lest the Galatians slip back, and his labour is in vain (Gal 4:11). In each case--
and there are many others--the word is either kopos or the verb kopian. The special characteristic of these words is 
that they describe the kind of toil which takes everything of mind and sinew that a man can put into it. The Christian 
way is not for the man who fears to break sweat. The Christian is to be a toiler for Christ, and, even if physical toil is 
impossible, he can still toil in prayer.  
 
(ii) The Risen Christ praises their steadfast endurance. Here is the word hupomone which we have come upon again 
and again. It is not the grim patience which resignedly accepts things. It is the courageous gallantry which accepts 
suffering and hardship and turns them into grace and glory. It is often said that suffering colours life; but when we 
meet life with the hupomone which Christ can give, the colour of life is never grey or black; it is always tinged with 
glory.  
 
The Risen Christ goes on to praise the Christians of Ephesus because they have tested evil men and proved them 
liars.  
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Many an evil man came into the little congregations of the early church. Jesus had warned of the false prophets who 
are wolves in sheep's clothing (Matt 7:15). In his farewell speech to the elders of this very Church at Ephesus, Paul 
had warned them that grievous wolves would invade the flock (Ac 20:29). These evil men were of many kinds. There 
were emissaries of the Jews who sought to entangle Christians again in the Law and followed Paul everywhere, 
trying to undo his work. There were those who tried to turn liberty into licence. There were professional beggars who 
preyed on the charity of the Christian congregations. The Church at Ephesus us was even more open to these itinerant 
menaces than any other Church. It was on the highway to Rome and to the east, and what R. C. Trench called "the 
whole rabble of evil-doers" was liable to descend upon it.  
 
More than once the New Testament insists on the necessity of testing. John in his First Letter insists that the spirits 
who claim to come from God should be tested by their willingness to accept the Incarnation in all its fullness (1Jn 
4:1-3). Paul insists that the Thessalonians should test all things and then hold on to that which is good (1Th 5:21). He 
insists that, when the prophets preach, they are subject to the testing of the other prophets (1Cor 14:29). A man 
cannot proclaim his private views in the assembly of God's people; he must abide in the tradition of the Church. Jesus 
demanded the hardest test of all: "By their fruits you will know them" (Matt 7:15-20).  
 
Each of these letters consists of a searching appraisal, of both good and bad, which our Lord makes of the condition 
of that church; and also an appeal for repentance on the part of those who had fallen away and plea for a return to 
faith, with a spiritual promise to those who hold fast. The Lord sees three commendable things about this church.  
 
First, he says they were hard, committed workers: "I know your deeds, your hard work and your perseverance."  
 
These Christians were activists. They were not couch potatoes. They took their faith seriously and they put it to work. 
They witnessed; they labored; they ministered to human needs. They helped the downcast and ministered to the 
homeless and outcasts of society. They were busy people, continually working, and our Lord commends them for 
that.  
 
Second, their doctrine was orthodox. Jesus commends them highly for this: "I know that you cannot tolerate wicked 
men, that you have tested those who claim to be apostles, but are not, and have found them false."  
 
Their faith was well defined and well defended. They did not run after every theological fad that came along. They 
examined them as to whether or not they were true. They checked up on what was being taught and they strongly 
opposed some of the teaching that was being presented by some of the itinerant speakers of that day.  
 
In his last visit with the elders of the church at Ephesus the Apostle Paul had warned them that they would have 
trouble in this area. In the 20th chapter of Acts we find him summoning the elders of Ephesus to come down to him 
at the city of Miletus. There he delivered to them a farewell message of moving impact because he thought he would 
never see them again.  
 
In the course of it, he said to them, in Verse 29:  
"I know that after I leave, savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the flock. Even from your own 
number men will arise and distort the truth in order to draw away disciples after them. So be on your guard! 
Remember that for three years I never stopped warning each of you night and day with tears." {Acts 20:29-31 NIV} 
 
So Paul understood the problem that would confront this church. Here, the Lord Jesus recognizes how well they had 
followed the apostle's advice. They had checked up on speakers, and had refused the teaching of many. They had 
tested those who claimed to be apostles and found them to be false.  
 
Paul had shown these elders in Ephesus how to test doctrine. He gives it in that same passage, in  Verse 32:  "Now I 
commit you to God and to the word of his grace, which can build you up and give you an inheritance among all those 
who are sanctified." {Acts 20:32 NIV} 
What is the ground of testing? It is whether a teaching agrees with the Scriptures, with the "word of God's grace," as 
he calls it there.  
 



 6

If this were more widely practiced today we would probably have been spared much of the terrible, shameful 
scandals that have occupied the front pages of our papers and other media. Think, for instance, what would have 
happened in the Bay Area if some church had analyzed the teaching of Jim Jones and had warned people of his 
errors. How many of the thousand that he led to their deaths would still be living today if the churches had had the 
courage and wisdom to analyze his teaching and challenge it!  
 
Our Lord commends the Ephesians for doing this. He does not charge them with being judgmental, or say, as many 
do today, that churches have no right to judge. He points out that this was part of the teaching they had received, and 
he commends them for it.  
 
The third thing he commends them for is found in Verse 3: "You have persevered and have endured hardships for my 
name, and have not grown weary."  
 
They had persisted in their teaching and their work despite much discouragement and hardship. They were not 
quitters. They were sturdy, determined disciples, faithfully working and witnessing and not deviating from the truth 
they had received. Up to this point in the letter they were getting a grade of A+.  
 
But -- that is not the whole story. Our Lord goes on:  
"Yet I hold this against you: You have forsaken your first love. Remember the height from which you have fallen! 
Repent and do the things you did at first. If you do not repent, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its 
place. But you have this in your favor: You hate the practices of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate." {Rev 2:4-6 RSV} 
 
The Church at Ephesus had faithfully applied its tests and had weeded out all evil and misguided men; but the trouble 
was that something had got lost in the process. "I have this against you," says the Risen Christ, "that you have lost 
your first love." That phrase may have two meanings.  
 
(a) It can mean that the first enthusiasm is gone. Jeremiah speaks of the devotion of Israel to God in the early 
days. God says to the nation that he remembers, "the devotion of your youth, your love as a bride" (Jer 2:2). There 
had been a honeymoon period, but the first flush of enthusiasm is past. It may be that the Risen Christ is saying that 
all the enthusiasm has gone out of the religion of the Church of Ephesus.  
 
(b) Much more likely this means that the first fine rapture of love for the brotherhood is gone. In the first days 
the members of the Church at Ephesus had really loved each other; dissension had never reared its head; the heart 
was ready to kindle and the hand was ready to help. But something had gone wrong. It may well be that heresy-
hunting had killed love, and orthodoxy had been achieved at the price of fellowship. When that happens, orthodoxy 
has cost too much. All the orthodoxy in the world will never take the place of love. 
 
Now we can see that this is a church in serious trouble. Despite all the commendable things, there is something 
seriously wrong. Our Lord puts it in one brief phrase, "You have abandoned your first love." That is the problem. So 
serious is that that he says, "If you do not correct it, I will remove your lampstand." This indicates this is a very 
serious matter.  
 
Sadly, we have to say that there are thousands of churches like this in our country today. There are churches where 
congregations are still meeting year after year, Sunday after Sunday, doing religious things -- singing hymns, reciting 
the Apostles' Creed, perhaps doing some good works in the neighborhood -- but having no spiritual impact, seeing no 
change in people's lives, no releasing of them from their sins, no changes in the morals or outlooks of a whole 
community. Their light has failed.  
 
What causes that condition? Our Lord says it is because they left their first love. They abandoned it. When we ask, 
"What is first love?" the answer is almost obvious. It is the love you felt for Jesus when you first came to know him. 
It is that wonderful sense of discovery that he loved you, and had delivered you, and freed you from your sins.  
 
Your heart went out to him in gratitude and thanksgiving; you had eyes for no one but him. Watch a couple who have 
fallen in love. Note how they have eyes only for each other. How spacy they are! Talk to them, and they do not even 
hear you. They are only thinking of the wonder of each other. So it is with a Christian when he first comes to Christ. 
His heart is filled with gratitude. What an amazing thing it is to him that he has been forgiven! He can hardly believe 
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it. I have seen strong men break down completely and are unable to tell their story because it means so much that 
Jesus has come into their heart. Their home, their family is different. They are forgiven of their sins. The love of 
Christ seems almost incredible to them.  
 
Earlier we heard recited the poem of John Newton,  
In evil long I took delight, Unawed by shame or fear, 
Until a new object met my sight, And stopped my wild career. 
He saw that Jesus had forgiven him. He could not believe it. It seemed too wonderful to him. 
Amazing love, how can it be That Thou My God should die for me! 
 
That is first love. Under the impact of it, the new Christian eagerly takes on various ministries. It is a delight to serve, 
to sing, to help, to reach out to others. It seems the least he can do for such a wonderful Lord. That is first love. But 
gradually there comes an almost imperceptible shift of focus. We get busy, and what we do for Christ begins to loom 
more and more important to us. Gradually our position, our status, the longing for approval by others, begins to take 
first place. We go on doing the same things but not from the same drive or motive. We drift into the loss of first love.  
 
Rick Warren: “Community requires commitment. Only the Holy Spirit can create real fellowship between believers, 
but he cultivates it with the choices and commitments we make. Community is built not on convenience (“we’ll get 
together when I feel like it”) but on the conviction that I need it for spiritual health. If you want to cultivate real 
fellowship, it will mean meeting together even when you don’t feel l like it, because you believe it is important. 
 
“The difference between being a church attender and a church member is commitment.  
Attenders are spectators from the sidelines; members get involved in the ministry. Attenders are consumers; members 
are contributors. Attenders want the benefits of a church without sharing the responsibilities. They are like couples 
who want to live together without committing to a marriage.” 
 
“Why is it important to be part of a local church family? Because it proves you are committed to your spiritual 
brothers and sisters in reality, not just in theory. God wants you to love real people, not ideal people. You can spend a 
lifetime searching for a perfect church, but you will never find it. You are called to love imperfect sinners, just as 
God does.” 
 
There are always symptoms, signs, of this happening. Here are three of them:  

1. The first one, visible at first only to the individual, is the loss of the joy and glow of Christian life. It soon 
becomes humdrum and routine. You begin to feel like you have heard it all already. Even the church service 
loses its impact. It seems mechanical, routine, dull and drab. That is a sign you are beginning to lose your 
first love.  

2. Second, you lose your ability to love others. One of the great revelations of the Scripture is that the reason 
we love others is because we have first been loved ourselves. When we lose that consciousness of the wonder 
of Jesus' love we also lose our awareness of others and find our love for them fading. It is difficult to love. 
We become critical, censorious, complaining. We begin to choose our friends more closely and only 
associate with those we like. We lose the compassion that reached out to everyone at first.  

3. Then, third, we lose a healthy perspective of ourselves. We become more and more important in our 
thinking. Instead of what the Lord wants and what will please him we begin to think of what we want and 
what will please us. Gradually, we become sensitive and touchy, unable to bear criticism. This begins to 
make divisions and often schisms in a congregation. Individuals in the church are no longer interested in 
evangelism. They are no longer concerned about those around them without Christ, but are focused on 
themselves, their own comfort, their own pleasure. Self-centeredness sets in.  

 
Those are the marks of the loss of first love, and this is what was happening at Ephesus. I am fully aware that we 
have all done this at times. I have. You have. We have all felt the debilitating symptoms of a loss of first love. When 
a whole congregation begins to reflect that atmosphere it soon loses its influence. Its light goes out. Its lampstand has 
been removed.  
 
What do you do when that happens? How do you recover from this? Our Lord gives three clear, specific steps to 
take: Remember, repent, and return!  
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There it is.  
"Remember the height from which you have fallen." Look back. Remember what it was like when you first came to 
Jesus. Remember the joy you had in the Lord. Remember the closeness you felt to him and him to you. Remember 
the inner support you leaned upon in times of pressure and trouble. Remember the ease with which you prayed. 
Remember the delight you took in other Christians, in the reading of the Word and in the hearing of it. Remember 
how you could hardly bear to miss a service because you were learning so much of the truth about life. Remember 
that?  Look back. Think back. Our Lord says, "Remember the height from which you have fallen."  
 
O. Henry has a short story. There was a lad who had been brought up in a village; and in the village school he had sat 
beside a village girl, innocent and sweet. The lad found his way to the city; fell into bad company; became an expert 
pickpocket. He was on the street one day; he had just picked a pocket--a neat job, well done--and he was pleased with 
himself. Suddenly he saw the girl he used to sit beside at school. She was still the same--innocent and sweet. She did 
not see him; he took care of that. But suddenly he remembered what he had been, and realized what he was. He 
leaned his burning head against the cool iron of a lamp post. "God," he said, "how I hate myself." Memory was 
offering him the way back.  
 
     William Cowper wrote:  

Where is the blessedness I knew  When first I saw the Lord?  
Where is the soul-refreshing view Of Jesus and his word?  

      A verse like that may sound like nothing but tragedy and sorrow, but in fact it can be the first step of the way 
back; for the first step to amendment is to realize that something has gone wrong.  
 
And then, repent! Change your mind. That is what repentance means. Change your mind about what has taken the 
place of Jesus in your life. Renounce that ambition, that pride of position, that longing for approval that has become 
all-important to you and is motivating your work. Give up your critical spirit, your complaining attitude, your 
reliance on your knowledge or your training to make an impact in life. Put the Lord back in the center and focus of 
all your endeavors. Repent. Change your mind.  
 
When we discover that something has gone wrong, there is more than one possible reaction. We may feel that 
nothing can sustain its first lustre, and so accept what we consider inevitable. We may be filled with a feeling of 
resentment and blame life instead of facing ourselves. We may decide that the old thrill is to be found along 
forbidden pathways and try to find spice for life in sin. But the Risen Christ says, "Repent!" Repentance is the 
admission that the fault is ours and the feeling of sorrow for it. The prodigal's reaction is: "I will arise and go to my 
father and say I have sinned." (Lk 15:18). It is Saul's cry of the heart when he realizes his folly: "I have played the 
fool and I have erred exceedingly" (1Sam 26:21). The hardest thing about repentance is the acceptance of personal 
responsibility for our failure, for once the responsibility is accepted the godly sorrow will surely follow.  
 
And then, return!  
 
What are those things? Well, you read your Bible with eager eyes. You could not get enough of it. You longed to find 
out what the Word of God said. And you prayed about everything -- even finding a parking place! You responded to 
the hurts and the needs around you with compassion and with love, and you did not count it an imposition. Above all, 
you praised God from your heart. You loved to sing praises to his name and to think about his grace to you. Now, do 
that again, Jesus says. Start there.  
 
At this point, Jesus says a rather strange thing: "But you have this in your favor: You hate the practices of the 
Nicolaitans, which I also hate," (Verse 6).  
 
Why did he not mention that in the things he commended earlier? The answer is that here was where the Ephesians 
were to begin. There is much controversy as to who these Nicolaitans were. They appear again in the letter to the 
church at Pergamum, and we will say more about them there. But the Lord links this with the steps to recovery for 
this Ephesian church because this is where they are to start. Their passion is not all gone yet. In one thing they still 
retain something of their first love: They hated the practices of the Nicolaitans.  
 
As best we can tell from the early church fathers and the references of Scripture, this was a group that linked 
Christian faith with loose sexual practices. They believed you could be Christian but your sex life could still reflect 
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that of the world. They tied that in with a false religious piety. They laid claim to special position and power with 
God, but they lived like the devil.  
 
We meet here a heresy which the Risen Christ says that he hates and which he praises Ephesus for also hating. It may 
seem strange to attribute hatred to the Risen Christ; but two things are to be remembered. First, if we love anyone 
with passionate intensity, we will necessarily hate anything which threatens to ruin that person. Second, it is 
necessary to hate the sin but love the sinner.  
 
The heretics we meet here are the Nicolaitans. They are only named, not defined. But we meet them again in 
Pergamum (Rev 2:15). There they are very closely connected with those "who hold the teaching of Balaam," and that 
in turn is connected with eating things offered to idols and with immorality (Rev 2:14). We meet precisely the same 
problem at Thyatira where the wicked Jezebel is said to cause Christians to practise immorality and to eat things 
offered to idols.  
 
We may first note that this danger is coming not from outside the Church but from inside. The claim of these heretics 
was that they were not destroying Christianity but presenting an improved version.  
 
We may, second, note that the Nicolaitans and those who hold the teaching of Balaam were, in fact, one and the 
same. There is a play on words here. The name Nicolaos, the founder of the Nicolaitans, could be derived from two 
Greek words, nikan, to conquer, and laos, the people. Balaam can be derived from two Hebrew words, bela, to 
conquer, and ha'am, the people. The two names, then, are the same and both can describe an evil teacher, who has 
won victory over the people and subjugated them to poisonous heresy.  
 
In Num 25:1-5 we find a strange story in which the Israelites were seduced into illegal and sacrilegious unions with 
Moabite women and into the worship of Baal-peor, a seduction which, if it had not been sternly checked, might have 
ruined the religion of Israel and destroyed her as a nation. When we go on to Num 31:16 we find that seduction 
definitely attributed to the evil influence of Balaam. Balaam, then, in Hebrew history stood for an evil man who 
seduced the people into sin.  
 
Let us now see what the early church historians have to tell us about these Nicolaitans. The majority identify them 
with the followers of Nicolaus, the proselyte of Antioch, who was one of the seven commonly called deacons (Ac 
6:5). The idea is that Nicolaus went wrong and became a heretic. Irenaeus says of the Nicolaitans that "they lived 
lives of unrestrained indulgence" (Against Heresies, 1.26.3). Hippolytus says that he was one of the seven and that 
"he departed from correct doctrine, and was in the habit of inculcating indifference of food and life" (Refutation of 
Heresies, 7: 24). The Apostolic Constitutions (6: 8) describe the Nicolaitans as "shameless in uncleanness." Clement 
of Alexandria says they "abandon themselves to pleasure like goats...leading a life of self-indulgence." But he acquits 
Nicolaus of all blame and says that they perverted his saying "that the flesh must be abused." Nicolaus meant that the 
body must be kept under; the heretics perverted it into meaning that the flesh can be used as shamelessly as a man 
wishes (The Miscellanies 2: 20). The Nicolaitans obviously taught loose living.  
 
 Let us see if we can identify their point of view and their teaching a little more definitely. The letter to Pergamum 
tells us that they seduced people into eating meat offered to idols and into immorality. When we turn to the decree of 
the Council of Jerusalem, we find that two of the conditions on which the Gentiles were to be admitted to the Church 
were that they were to abstain from things offered to idols and from immorality (Ac 15:28-29). These are the very 
conditions that the Nicolaitans broke.  
 
They were almost certainly people who argued on these lines. (a) The Law is ended; therefore, there are no laws and 
we are entitled to do what we like. They confused Christian liberty with unchristian licence. They were the very kind 
of people whom Paul urged not to use their liberty as an opportunity for the flesh (Gal 5:13). (b) They probably 
argued that the body is evil anyway and that a man could do what he liked with it because it did not matter. (c) They 
probably argued that the Christian was so defended by grace that he could do anything and take no harm.  
 
What lay behind this Nicolaitan perversion of the truth? The trouble was the necessary difference between the 
Christian and the pagan society in which he moved. The heathen had no hesitation in eating meat offered to idols and 
it was set before him at every social occasion. Could a Christian attend such a feast? The heathen had no idea of 
chastity and sexual relations outside marriage were accepted as completely normal and brought no shame. Must a 
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Christian be so very different? The Nicolaitans were suggesting that there was no reason why a Christian should not 
come to terms with the world.  
 
Sir William Ramsay describes their teaching thus: "It was an attempt to effect a reasonable compromise with the 
established usages of the Graeco-Roman society and to retain as many as possible of those usages in the Christian 
system of life." This teaching naturally affected most the upper classes because they had most to lose if they went all 
the way with the Christian demand. To John the Nicolaitans were worse than pagans, for they were the enemy within 
the gates.  
 
The Nicolaitans were not prepared to be different; they were the most dangerous of all heretics from a practical point 
of view, for, if their teaching had been successful, the world would have changed Christianity and not Christianity the 
world.  
 
Jesus is saying to these Ephesian Christians, "Retain your hatred of such practices. That is a vestige of your first love 
still remaining. You hate them because I hate them. Start there. Continue to abhor such practices, but then go back 
and do the rest of the things again."  
 
When we look at this letter from the standpoint of church history, we see this loss of first love becoming widespread 
in the churches after the apostles had passed away. This first period of church history covers the years from 70 A. D., 
when the temple was destroyed, to about 160 A. D., the middle of the 2nd century.  
 
During that time the churches were drifting away from a warm, loving, compassion-filled ministry to the world and 
becoming involved in doctrinal controversies and theological discussions, pounding out the teaching of the church on 
the anvil of controversy. They were moral, but increasingly formal and perfunctory. This kind of condition is still 
with us today in many churches.  
 
The dominant atmosphere of that first period of church history was a drifting away from loving fellowship with Jesus 
into a critical and somewhat contentious attitude where human endeavors were of chief importance.  
 
Verse 7, which we will take very briefly, contains our Lord's appeal to this church and the promise he makes to it: 
"He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To him who overcomes, I will give the right to 
eat from the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God." {Rev 2:7 NIV} 
 
"To him who has an ear," i.e., to the one who is willing to listen to the voice of the Lord. Do you have an ear to hear 
what Jesus says? Do you respond with sympathy and obedience to the word that he gives us? Do you have an opened 
ear? Then, this is what he says: "To him who overcomes, I will give the right to eat from the tree of life, which is in 
the paradise of God." 
 
The tree of life, you will remember, was in the Garden of Eden at the beginning. It was the tree that Adam and Eve 
were free to partake of until they sinned. After that, they were excluded from the Garden, lest they should eat of the 
tree of life.  
 
It appears again in the book of Revelation, in the 22nd chapter. There we see the new heaven and the new earth, and 
the tree of life is in the midst of the city. Its twelve fruits, one for each month, is the food of the people of the city. It 
is the Fruit of the Month Club, if you like! 
 
Finally, the Risen Christ makes his great promise to those who overcome. In this picture there are two very beautiful 
conceptions.  
 
(i) There is the conception of the tree of life. This is part of the story of the Garden of Eden; in the midst of the 
garden there was the tree of life (Gen 2:9); it was the tree of which Adam was forbidden to eat (Gen 2:16-17); the 
tree whose fruit would make a man like God, and for eating which Adam and Eve were driven from Eden (Gen 3:22-
24).  
 
In later Jewish thought the tree came to stand for that which gave man life indeed. Wisdom is a tree of life to them 
that lay hold of her (Prov 3:18); the fruit of the righteous is a tree of life (Prov 11:30); hope fulfilled is a tree of life 
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(Prov 13:12); a tongue is a tree of life (Prov 15:4).  
 
To this is to be added another picture. Adam was first forbidden to eat of the tree of life and then he was barred from 
the garden so that the tree of life was lost for ever. But it was a regular Jewish conception that, when the Messiah 
came and the new age dawned, the tree of life would be in the midst of men and those who had been faithful would 
eat of it. The wise man said: "They that do the things that please thee shall receive the fruit of the tree of immortality" 
(Ecc 19:19). The rabbis had a picture of the tree of life in paradise. Its boughs overshadowed the whole of paradise; it 
had five hundred thousand fragrant perfumes and its fruit as many pleasant tastes, every one of them different. The 
idea was that what Adam had lost the Messiah would restore. To eat of the tree of life means to have all the joys that 
the faithful conquerors will have when Christ reigns supreme.  
 
(ii) There is the conception of paradise, and the very sound of the word is lovely. It may be that we do not attach any 
very definite meaning to it but when we study history, we come upon some of the most adventurous thinking the 
world has ever known.  
 
(a) Originally paradise was a Persian word. Xenophon wrote much about the Persians, and it was he who introduced 
the word into the Greek language. Originally it meant a pleasure garden. When Xenophon is describing the state in 
which the Persian king lived, he says that he takes care that, wherever he resides, there are paradises, full of all the 
good and beautiful things the soil can produce (Xenophon: Oeconomicus, 4: 13). Paradise is a lovely word to 
describe a thing of serene beauty.  
 
(b) In the Septuagint paradise has two uses. First, it is regularly used for the Garden of Eden (Gen 2:8; Gen 3:1). 
Second, it is regularly used of any stately garden. When Isaiah speaks of a garden that has no water, it is the word 
paradise that is used (Isa 1:30). It is the word used when Jeremiah says: "Plant gardens and eat their produce" (Jer 
29:5). It is the word used when the preacher says: "I made myself gardens and parks, and planted in them all kinds of 
fruit trees" (Ecc 2:5).  
 
(iii) In early Christian thought the word has a special meaning. In Jewish thought after death the souls of all alike 
went to Hades, a grey and shadowy place. Early Christian thought conceived of an intermediate state between earth 
and heaven to which all men went and in which they remained until the final judgment. This place was conceived of 
by Tertullian as a vast cavern beneath the earth. But there was a special part in which the patriarchs and the prophets 
lived, and that was paradise. Philo describes it as a place "vexed by neither rain, nor snow, nor waves, but which the 
gentle Zephyr refreshes, breathing ever on it from the ocean." As Tertullian saw it, only one kind of person went 
straight to this paradise, and that was the martyr. "The sole key," he said, "to unlock paradise is your own life's 
blood" (Tertullian: Concerning the Soul, 55).  
 
Origen was one of the most adventurous thinkers the Church ever produced. He writes like this: "I think that all the 
saints (saints means Christians) who depart from this life will remain in some place situated on the earth, which holy 
Scripture calls paradise, as in some place of instruction and, so to speak, class-room or school of souls.... If anyone 
indeed be pure in heart and holy in mind, and more practised in perception, he will by making more rapid progress, 
quickly ascend to a place in the air, and reach the kingdom of heaven, through these mansions (stages) which the 
Greeks called spheres and which holy Scripture calls heavens.... He will in the end follow him who has passed into 
the heavens, Jesus the Son of God, who said: 'I will that where I am, these may be also.' It is of this diversity of 
places he speaks, when he said: 'In my Father's house are many mansions'" (Origen: De Principilis, 2: 6).  
 
The great early thinkers did not identify paradise and heaven; paradise was the intermediate stage, where the souls of 
the righteous were fitted to enter the presence of God. There is something very lovely here. Who has not felt that the 
leap from earth to heaven is too great for one step and that there is need of a gradual entering into the presence of 
God? May it have been of this that Charles Wesley was thinking when he sang:   

 Changed from glory into glory,  Till in heaven we take our place,  
Till we cast our crowns before thee,  Lost in wonder, love, and praise.  
 
(iv) In the end in Christian thought paradise did not retain this idea of an intermediate state. It came to be equivalent 
to heaven. Our minds must turn to the words of Jesus to the dying and penitent thief: "Today you will be with me in 
paradise" (Lk 23:43). We are in the presence of mysteries about which it would be irreverent to dogmatize; but is 
there any better definition of paradise than to say that it is life for ever in the presence of our Lord?  
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When death these mortal eyes shall seal,  And still this throbbing heart,  
The rending veil shall thee reveal All glorious as thou art--  

 and that is paradise.  
 
Our Lord is himself that tree of life. This is a symbol of Jesus. If we think of him much and draw strength from him, 
praying to him, and taking from him that strength he offers, we will find ourselves internally strengthened to meet the 
pressures and the battles we face today. That is what he is saying. Feed upon the tree of life. Listen to what Jesus 
says, and obey it, and you will soon find your spiritual life flourishing. You will grow strong in the pressures and 
struggles that come your way. That is the tree of life.  
 
Perhaps we should often sing that Gaither chorus,  
Jesus, Jesus, Jesus,  There is just something about that name.  Master, Savior, Jesus, Like the fragrance 
after the rain. Jesus, Jesus, Jesus Let all heaven and earth proclaim. Kings and kingdoms will all pass away 
But there's something about that name.  Though the heavens and earth may pass away, still that name 
remains, and is to be a fragrance in our hearts whenever we think of him.  
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A study of the 7 Letters to the Churches 
Smyrna: The Suffering, Pressured Church Revelation 2:8-11 

 
It has been often said, with much truth, that Christians ought to live with the newspaper in one hand and a Bible in 
the other. It takes one to understand the other. The newspaper records the visible events that are taking place upon the 
earth at the present hour, but the Bible looks beyond to the invisible realm where the councils of God determine what 
will take place on earth. You cannot really understand life until you see both realms.  
 
It is especially the province of the book of Revelation to open that invisible realm to us. As we look at this great 
book, we will learn much about what is to happen on earth, as well as what is happening right now.  
 
The latter is covered by the letters to the seven churches. The entire church age is brought before us in the purview of 
these letters.  
 
Smyrna was a beautiful city located on the coast about 40 miles north of Ephesus. It was one of the most prosperous 
cities of Asia. With typical Chamber of Commerce humility the city fathers called it "the pride of Asia."  Today it is 
called Izmir, Turkey. Scripture does not give us any information concerning the founding of this church, nor is it 
mentioned in the book of Acts. Presumably, this church was founded during Paul’s ministry in Ephesus (Acts 
19:10).1  
 
“The Greek word translated ‘Smyrna’ was used in the Septuagint (the Greek translation of the Old Testament) to 
translate the Hebrew word for myrrh, a resinous substance used as a perfume for the living (Matthew 2:11) and the 
dead (John 19:39). Its association with death perfectly pictures the suffering church at Smyrna. Like myrrh, produced 
by crushing a fragrant plant, the church at Smyrna, crushed by persecution, gave off a fragrant aroma of faithfulness 
to God.”2 
 
This was a message meant to encourage them in light of what they were facing presently and were about to face in 
the future. The church at Smyrna was to undergo some intense persecution and tribulation. Jesus wanted to encourage 
them to stand strong, even if it meant physical death.  
 
There was a hill named the Pagos back of the city, and around the crest of that hill a number of pagan temples, 
forming a rough circle, had been erected. Because it looked like a crown, Smyrna was also called "the Crown of 
Asia." That will explain a reference we find later in this letter.  
 
If it was inevitable that Ephesus should come first in the list of the seven Churches, it was but natural that Smyrna its 
great rival should come second.  Of all the cities of Asia, Smyrna was the loveliest.  Men called it the ornament of 
Asia, the crown of Asia and the flower of Asia.  Lucian said that it was "the fairest of the cities of Ionia."  Aristides, 
who sang the praise of Smyrna with such splendour, spoke of "the grace which extends over every part like a 
rainbow . . . the brightness which pervades every part, and reaches up to the heavens, like the glitter of the bronze of 
armour in Homer." It added to the charm of Smyrna that the west wind, the gentle zephyr ever blew through its 
streets.  "The wind," said Aristides, "blows through every part of the city, and makes it as fresh as a grove of trees."  
The constant west wind had only one disadvantage.  The sewage of the city drained into the gulf on which the city 
stood, and the west wind tended to blow it back upon the city rather than out to sea. 
 
Smyrna was magnificently situated.  It stood at the end of the road which crossed Lydia and Phrygia and travelled out 
of the far east, and it commanded the trade of the rich Hermus valley.  Inevitably it was a great trading city.  The city 
itself stood at the end of a long arm of the sea, which ended in a small land-locked harbour in the city's heart.  It was 
the safest of all harbours and the most convenient; and it had the added advantage that in time of war it could be 
easily closed by a chain across its mouth.  It was fitting that on the coins of Smyrna there should be an inscription of 
a merchant ship ready for sea. 
 
The setting of the city was equally beautiful.  It began at the harbour; it traversed the narrow foothills; and then 
behind the city there rose the Pagos, a hill covered with temples and noble buildings which were spoken of as "The 
Crown of Smyrna."  A modern traveller describes it as "a queenly city crowned with towers."  Aristides likened 
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Smyrna to a great statue with the feet in the sea; the middle parts in the plain and the foothills; and the head, crowned 
with great buildings, on the Pagos behind.  He called it "a flower of beauty such as earth and sun had never showed 
to mankind." 
 
Its history had not a little to do with the beauty of Smyrna, for it was one of the very few planned cities in the world.  
It had been founded as a Greek colony as far back as 1000 B.C.  Round about 600 B.C. disaster had befallen it, for 
then the Lydias had broken in from the east and destroyed it.  For four hundred years Smyrna had been no city, but a 
collection of little villages; then Lysimachus had rebuilt it as a planned whole.  It was built with great, straight, broad 
streets.  Strabo speaks of the handsomeness of the streets, the excellence of the paving and the great rectangular 
blocks in which it was built.  Most famous of all the streets was the Street of Gold, which began with the Temple of 
Zeus and ended with the Temple of Cybele.  It ran cross-wise across the foothills of the Pagos; and, if the buildings 
which encircled the Pagos were the crown of Smyrna, the Street of Gold was the necklace round the hill. 
 
Here we have an interesting and a significant thing which shows the care and knowledge with which John set down 
his letters from the Risen Christ.  The Risen Christ is called, "He who died and came to life."  That was an echo of 
the experience of Smyrna itself. 
 
Smyrna had other claims to greatness besides its city.  It was a free city and it knew what loyalty was.  Long before 
Rome was undisputed mistress of the world, Smyrna had cast in its lot with her, never to waver in its fidelity.  Cicero 
called Smyrna "one of our most faithful and our most ancient allies."  In the campaign against Mithradates in the far 
east things had gone badly with Rome.  And when the soldiers of Rome were suffering from hunger and cold, the 
people of Smyrna stripped off their own clothes to send to them. 
 
Such was the reverence of Smyrna for Rome that as far back as 195 B.C. it was the first city in the world to erect a 
temple to the goddess Roma.  And in A.D. 26, when the cities of Asia Minor were competing for the privilege of 
erecting a temple to the godhead of Tiberius, Smyrna was picked out for that honour, overcoming even Ephesus. 
 
There remains one feature of Smyrna which stands out in the letter and which had serious consequences for the 
Christians there.  The Jews were specially numerous and influential (verse 9).  We find them, for instance, 
contributing 10,000 denarii for the beautification of the city.  It is clear that in Smyrna they were specially hostile to 
the Christian Church, no doubt because it was from them and from those interested in Judaism that Christianity drew 
many of its converts.  So, then, we may well end this study of Smyrna with the story of the most famous Christian 
martyrdom which happened there. 
 
Polycarp, Bishop of Smyrna, was martyred on Saturday, 23rd February, A.D. 155.  It was the time of the public 
games; the city was crowded; and the crowds were excited.  Suddenly the shout went up:  "Away with the atheists; 
let Polycarp be searched for."  No doubt Polycarp could have escaped; but already he had had a dream vision in 
which he saw the pillow under his head burning with fire and he had awakened to tell his disciples:  "I must be burnt 
alive." 
 
His whereabouts was betrayed by a slave who collapsed under torture.  They came to arrest him.  He ordered that 
they should be given a meal and provided with all they wished, while he asked for himself the privilege of one last 
hour in prayer.  Not even the police captain wished to see Polycarp die.  On the brief journey to the city, he pled with 
the old man:  "What harm is it to say, 'Caesar is Lord' and to offer sacrifice and be saved?"  But Polycarp was 
adamant that for him only Jesus Christ was Lord. 
 
When he entered the arena there came a voice from heaven saying:  "Be strong, Polycarp, and play the man."  The 
proconsul gave him the choice of cursing the name of Christ and making sacrifice to Caesar or death.  "Eighty and 
six years have I served him," said Polycarp, "and he has done me no wrong.  How can I blaspheme my King who 
saved me?" The proconsul threatened him with burning, and Polycarp replied:  "You threaten me with the fire that 
burns for a time, and is quickly quenched, for you do not know the fire which awaits the wicked in the judgment to 
come and in everlasting punishment.  Why are you waiting?  Come, do what you will." 
 
So the crowds came flocking with faggots from the workshops and from the baths, and the Jews, even although they 
were breaking the Sabbath law by carrying such burdens, were foremost in bringing wood for the fire.  They were 
going to bind him to the stake.  "Leave me as I am,"  he said, "for he who gives me power to endure the fire, will 
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grant me to remain in the flames unmoved even without the security you will give by the nails."  So they left him 
loosely bound in the flames, and Polycarp prayed his great prayer: “O Lord God Almighty, Father of thy beloved and 
blessed Child, Jesus Christ, through whom we have received full knowledge of thee, God of angels and powers, and 
of all creation, and of the whole family of the righteous, who live before thee, I bless thee that thou hast granted unto 
me this day and hour, that I may share, among the number of the martyrs, in the cup of thy Christ, for the resurrection 
to eternal life, both of soul and body in the immortality of the Holy Spirit.  And may I today be received among them 
before thee, as a rich and acceptable sacrifice, as thou, the God without falsehood and of truth, hast prepared 
beforehand and shown forth and fulfilled.  For this reason I also praise thee for all things.  I bless thee, I glorify thee 
through the eternal and heavenly High Priest, Jesus Christ, thy beloved Child, through whom be glory to thee with 
him and the Holy Spirit, both now and for the ages that are to come.  Amen.” 
 
So much is plain fact, but then the story drifts into legend, for it goes on to tell that the flames made a kind of tent 
around Polycarp and left him untouched.  At length the executioner stabbed him to death to achieve what the flames 
could not do.  "And when he did this there came out a dove, and much blood, so that the fire was quenched, and all 
the crowd marvelled that there was such a difference between the unbelievers and the elect." 
 
What is sure is that Polycarp died, a martyr for the faith. 
 
It can have been no easy engagement to be a Christian at Smyrna, and yet the letter to Smyrna is one of the two in 
which there is undiluted praise. 
 
The city was one of the major centers of emperor worship. As early as 26 A. D., during the reign of Tiberius Caesar, 
a temple had been erected to the emperor, and thus the Christians of Smyrna were confronted with the need annually 
to choose between saying, "Jesus is Lord," or, "Caesar is Lord."  
 
That was the test the Romans applied to all their citizens. It meant that a great deal of pressure and persecution came 
upon this church because of their unwillingness to say "Caesar is Lord." There was also a large community of Jews 
within the city who were hostile to the Christian faith, as we will see.  
 
To the church in this city of Smyrna, then, the Lord Jesus addressed these words:  
"These are the words of him who is the First and the Last, who died and came to life again. I know your afflictions 
and your poverty -- yet you are rich! I know the slander of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a 
synagogue of Satan. Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. I tell you, the devil will put some of you in 
prison to test you, and you will suffer persecution for ten days. Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give 
you the crown of life." {Rev 2:8b-10} 
 
That is our Lord's appraisal of this church. It is obviously a church in trouble. The name Smyrna means "myrrh." It is 
a very fitting name because myrrh is a perfume, the fragrance of which is released by crushing. Here was a church 
that was being crushed through persecution.  
 
It was tough to be a Christian in Smyrna because they had to live constantly between two extremes. There was within 
the church a rich and loving fellowship which must have greatly warmed their hearts and strengthened their faith, but 
outside, in the city, they faced continuous cruel and persistent hostility. Thus, the Christians of Smyrna lived within 
these two extremes.  
 
But notice how the Lord reveals himself to them. He says, "I am the First and the Last. I am the one who died and 
who lives."  
 
Christ the Eternal One. To this church our Lord is introduced as the One who is “the first and the last, which was 
dead, and is alive.” In describing Himself as “the first and the last” Christ is relating Himself to time and eternity. He 
is the eternal God who has always existed in the past and who will always exist in the future. In keeping with this 
attribute He is also portrayed as the One who was dead, literally, the One “who became dead,” referring to His death 
on the cross. He is also the One who is alive, literally, “who lives,” referring to His resurrection as the eternal and 
resurrected One. He is not only the eternal One in relation to time but the resurrected One in relation to life.  
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In His person He therefore is presented as the eternal One, a description which is prominent in the first chapter in the 
Revelation as given to John on the Isle of Patmos. The church at Smyrna is told that the One who was eternal became 
incarnate and died, a reminder that even the eternal Son of God willingly became subject to the rejection and 
persecution of man. Like Christ, the church at Smyrna should anticipate ultimate victory. Even as the grave could not 
hold Christ, and He is now described as the One who “lives,” symbolizing His triumph over death, rejection, and 
mistrial, so they too could anticipate their ultimate victory. 
 
These features of the person and work of Christ are especially adapted to constitute words of encouragement to the 
church at Smyrna which was undergoing great trial and affliction. The word Smyrna itself means “myrrh,” a sweet 
perfume used in embalming dead bodies, and included in the holy anointing oil used in the Tabernacle worship in the 
Old Testament (Exodus 30:23).  
 
It was also a common perfume and is mentioned as used by the bridegroom in the Song of Solomon 3:6 where the 
question is asked, “Who is this that cometh out of the wilderness like pillars of smoke, perfumed with myrrh and 
frankincense, with all powders of the merchants?” Likewise in Psalm 45:8, the heavenly Bridegroom is described as 
using myrrh as perfume: “All thy garments smell of myrrh, and aloes, and cassia, out of the ivory palaces, whereby 
they have made thee glad.” The fragrance of Christ as the bridegroom is thus represented typically by the myrrh. 
 
Those are extremes: First and last; death and life. Jesus presents himself as the Lord of the extremes. He encompasses 
all the forces and events between these two extremes. Remember that at the giving of the Great Commission he said 
to his disciples, "All power in heaven and on earth has been given unto me," {, Matt 28:18}.  
 
He is Lord of all heavenly and earthly forces. It must have been a great encouragement to the Christians at Smyrna to 
receive this word from their Lord.  
 
The Church of Smyrna was in trouble and further trial was imminent. 
Commendation of faithfulness in trial. In the best manuscripts the expression “thy works” is omitted, making the 
statement much more direct: “I know thy tribulation, and poverty.” In referring to their tribulation He assures them 
that He knows of their oppression by their enemies and its resulting affliction. The word used for “poverty” (Gr., 
pto„cheian) is the word for abject poverty. They were not just poor (Gr., penia). It may be that they were drawn from 
a poor class of people, but it is more probable that their extreme poverty is explained by the fact that they had been 
robbed of their goods in the process of their persecution and affliction. He quickly reminds them, however, “But thou 
art rich.” In the same spirit James refers to “the poor of this world rich in faith” (James 2:5) using the same Greek 
words for poverty and riches. Paul used the verb forms of the same words in his statement “as poor, yet making many 
rich” (2 Cor. 6:10). 
 
It would seem that their persecutors were not only pagans, who naturally would be offended by the peculiarities of 
the Christian faith, but also hostile Jews and Satan himself. Recognition of the opposition of Jews is made in verse 9 
where Christ said, “I know the blasphemy of them which say they are Jews, and are not, but are the synagogue of 
Satan.” As Alford observes, 
 
These slanderers were in all probability actually Jews by birth, but not (see Rom. 2:28; Matt. 3:9; John 8:33; 2 Cor. 
11:22; Phil. 3:4 ff.) in spiritual reality; the same who everywhere, in St. Paul’s time and afterwards, were the most 
active enemies of the Christians.74 
 
Alford confirms this interpretation by the account of the martyrdom of Polycarp in which the Jews were active.75 
Thus it has always been in the church; false religion has been most zealous in opposing that which is true. The 
Smyrna Christians found few friends in the hostile world around them. 
 
There are three things that the letter says about this trial. 
(i)  It is thlipsis, affliction.  Thlipsis originally meant crushing beneath a weight.  The pressure of events is on the 
Church at Smyrna. 
 
(ii)  It is ptocheia, poverty.  In the New Testament poverty and Christianity are closely connected.  "Blessed are you 
poor," said Jesus (Luke 6:20).  Paul described the Christians at Corinth as being poor yet making many rich (2 
Corinthians 6:10).  James speaks of God choosing the poor in this world to be rich in faith (James 2:5). 
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In Greek there are two words for poverty.  Penia describes the state of the man who is not wealthy and who, as the 
Greeks defined it, must satisfy his needs with his own hands.  Ptocheia describes complete destitution.  It has been 
put this way-penia describes the state of the man who has nothing superfluous; ptocheia describes the state of the 
man who has nothing at all. 
 
The poverty of the Christians was due to two things.  It was due to the fact that most of them belonged to the lower 
classes of society.  The gulf between the top and the bottom of the social scale was very wide.  We know, for 
instance, that in Rome the poorer classes literally starved because contrary winds delayed the corn ships from 
Alexandria and the corn dole could not be distributed. 
 
There was another reason for the poverty of the Christians.  Sometimes they suffered from the spoiling of their goods 
(Hebrews 10:4).  There were times when the heathen mob would suddenly attack the Christians and wreck their 
homes Life was not easy for a Christian in Smyrna or anywhere else in the ancient world. 
 
(iii)  There is imprisonment.  John forecasts an imprisonment of ten days.  That is not to be taken literally.  Ten days 
was an expression for a short time which was soon to come to an end.  So this prophecy is at once a warning and a 
promise.  Imprisonment is coming, but the time of trouble, although sharp, will be short.  Two things are to be noted. 
 
First, this is exactly the way in which persecution came.  To be a Christian was against the law, but persecution was 
not continuous.  The Christians might be left in peace for a long time, but at any moment a governor might acquire a 
fit of administrative energy or the mob might set up a shout to find the Christians-and then the storm burst.  The 
terror of being a Christian was the uncertainty. 
 
Second, imprisonment does not sound so bad to us.  We might say:  "Imprisonment?  Well, that is not so bad as death 
anyway."  But in the ancient world imprisonment was merely the prelude to death.  A man was only a prisoner until 
he was led out to die. 
 
There is an ascending scale of troubles harassing the church. The first thing the Lord says is, "I know your 
afflictions."  
 
The Greek word means distresses. It is a picture of crushing, unending pressure upon them. We can best understand 
what that would be like if we remember what we have read about the Holocaust in Germany, and the continual 
pressures that the Jews faced daily under the Nazi regime.  
 
Every day they were hounded and harassed on every side. They were humiliated and attacked without mercy. It is the 
kind of distress these Christians in Smyrna were enduring. Perhaps we could update it a bit by likening it to the 
suffering of the churches of Eastern Europe under the hard-line Communist regime.  
 
The second thing Jesus says is, I know your poverty: "I know your afflictions and your poverty -- yet you are rich."  
We do not know exactly what made them poor. Smyrna was a prosperous city, but it may have been that this poverty 
was caused by the persecutions they were experiencing. Their homes perhaps had been pillaged; their possessions 
taken away. This was common in the early church in times of persecution. Perhaps they had to resort to menial work, 
and to eat cheap food to get by. Yet the Lord says their fellowship within the congregation and their families was rich 
indeed.  
 
These words might help some to recall the Great Depression…and time when we did not have much to eat. We had 
no luxuries. We could not afford to buy anything but the most basics; even clothing came with great difficulty. But 
we had a wonderful time together without any special entertainment. We did not have television; we had radio, but 
radios were battery operated and used sparingly. Yet we had a wonderfully rich time. Many can look back on it as 
one of the richest periods of my life, because we enjoyed each other. We learned again the simple joys of 
relationships and of family fellowship.  
 
Someone has captured the thought of this in a poem I ran across:  
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. 
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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!  
 
Thirdly, Jesus says, "I know the slander of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan."  
There was a smear campaign going on against these Christians. Lies were being told about them. We know from 
early literature that, because the Christians talked about eating and drinking the body and blood of Christ, they were 
accused of being cannibals. People thought of them with horror as cannibals, eating one another. You can imagine 
the reaction that brought upon them. Also, because they refused to visit the pagan temples, or to acknowledge the 
gods of the pagans, they were called atheists.  
 
Consequently they were treated with scorn in this world given over to idolatry. Christians talked often about being 
members one of another and of loving one another, and so they were accused of sexual orgies. Lies were spread 
about them that when they met together it was to indulge in licentious and lascivious practices. This slander is what 
produced much of the persecution of the early Christians. It came, we are told here, from false Jews.  
 
These were physical descendants of Abraham and they had a synagogue there in Smyrna, but, like the Pharisees who 
harassed and hounded Jesus, they persecuted these believers, proving they did not have the spiritual insights of 
Abraham. They were, in effect, "a synagogue of Satan" and were far removed from being true children of Abraham.  
 
I read once about a Christian who was going through a time of great misunderstanding and attack, and he could not 
do much to defend himself. One day a friend of his came up and took him by the hand and told him how much he 
sympathized with him for what he was going through. But, looking him in the eye, he said, "Remember, they have 
not spit in your face yet." It was a reference, of course, to Jesus.  
 
They did spit in his face. They smote him. They plucked the hair from his beard. They beat him on the back with 
rods. They lied about him. So Christians who endure mistreatment and misjudgment must remember that the Lord 
knows what it is like.  
 
But the worst is yet to come. Jesus says, "Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. I tell you, the devil will 
put some of you in prison to test you."  
 
This, by the way, is the first mention of the devil in the book of Revelation. The Lord acknowledges that he who is 
the First and the Last is going to allow this to happen. The devil will put some of them in prison. Those Roman 
prisons were terrible places where prisoners were faced with the threat of execution at any moment.  
 
But our Lord says three very encouraging things. If you ever have to face this kind of persecution here are three 
things to strengthen you. 
 
First, "You are going to be put into prison to test you."  
The emphasis ought to be upon the word you. Many read this as though it is God who is the one who is going to learn 
something by this test. But that cannot be, since God already knows our hearts. He knows what you can take before 
you ever have to endure it. He does not learn anything new from your testing. But you do!  
 
It is to test you that this hardship is given. It is to show you how much you have grown. It is to strip off the 
superficial supports that you have been leaning on and to show you how much you have truly learned to rely upon 
the grace and the strength of God.  
 
Then, second, he says it will be only for a limited time. He is going to test you "ten days."  
We do not know when or how this took place though it undoubtedly did occur to this church at Smyrna, but the 
encouraging thing is that the Lord determined the limits. The test cannot go beyond it. No force or power on earth 
could make this last eleven days! It was ten days that he had determined.  
 
The instigators of persecution were the Jews.  Again and again in Acts we see how the Jews stirred up the authorities 
against the Christian preachers.  It happened at Antioch (Acts 13:50); at Iconium (Acts 14:2,5); at Lystra (Acts 14:19); 
at Thessalonica (Acts 17:5). 
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John calls the Jews the synagogue of Satan.  He is taking a favourite expression of the Jews and reversing it.  When 
the people of Israel met together they loved to call themselves "the assembly of the Lord" (Numbers 16:3; 20:4; 
31:16).  Synagogue is in Greek sunagoge, which literally means a coming together, an assembly, a congregation.  It 
is as if John said:  "You call yourselves the assembly of God when, in fact, you are the assembly of the devil."  Once 
John Wesley said of certain men who were presenting a crude picture of God:  "Your God is my devil."  It is a 
terrible thing when religion becomes the means of evil things.  It has happened.  In the days of the French 
Revolution, Madame Roland uttered her famous cry:  "Liberty, what crimes are committed in your name!"  There 
have been tragic times when the same could be said about religion. 
 
Six slanders were regularly leveled against the Christians. 
(i)  On the basis of the words of the Sacrament-this is my body, and this is my blood-the story went about that the 
Christians were cannibals. 
 
(ii)  Because the Christians called their common meal the Agape, the Love Feast, it was said that their gatherings 
were orgies of lust. 
 
(iii)  Because Christianity did, in fact, often split families, when some members became Christians and some did not, 
the Christians were accused of "tampering with family relationships." 
 
(iv)  The heathen accused the Christians of atheism because they could not understand a worship which had no 
images of the gods such as they themselves had. 
 
(v)  The Christians were accused of being politically disloyal because they would not say:  "Caesar is Lord." 
 
(vi)  The Christians were accused of being incendiaries because they foretold the end of the world in flames. 
 
It was not difficult for maliciously-minded people to disseminate dangerous slanders about the Church. 
 
Third, he says, "Be faithful even to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of life."  
We have seen that the Church at Smyrna was battling with difficulties and threatened with worse to come.  In view of 
that the letter to Smyrna opens with two resounding titles of Christ which tell what he can offer to a man confronted 
with such a situation as faced the Christians at Smyrna. 
 
(i)  Christ is the first and the last.  In the old Testament that is a title belonging to God.  "I am the first," Isaiah heard 
God say, "and I am the last" (Isaiah 44:6; 48:12).  This title has two aspects.  To the Christian it is a tremendous 
promise.  Come what will, from the first day of life to the last the Risen Christ is with us.  Of whom then shall we be 
afraid? 
 
But to the pagans of Smyrna it was a warning.  They loved their city calling it the first in Asia, and they themselves 
were all striving every man to be one better than his neighbours.  The Risen Christ said:  "I am the first and the last." 
Here is the death of human pride.  Beside the glory of Christ all human titles are of no importance and all human 
claims become ridiculous.  When Julian, the Roman Emperor, had failed in his attempt to banish Christianity and 
bring back the old gods, and when he had come to death in the attempt, he said:  "To shoulder Christ from out the 
topmost niche was not for me." 
 
(ii)  Christ is he who was dead and is alive again.  The tenses of the verb are of the first importance.  The Greek for 
was is genomenos, which means became.  It describes what we might call a passing phase.  Christ became dead; it 
was episode through which he passed.  In the Greek the verb which the Authorized Version translates is alive is not a 
present tense but an aorist, which describes one action completed in the past.  The right translation is came to life 
again (as in the Revised Standard Version), and the reference is to the event of the Resurrection.  The Risen Christ is 
he who experienced death came to life again in the triumphant event of the Resurrection, and is alive for evermore.  
Here again there are two aspects. 
 
(a)  The Risen Christ is one who has experienced the worst that life could do to him.  He had died in the agony of the 
Cross.  No matter what happened to the Christians of Smyrna, Jesus Christ had been through it.  Jesus Christ can help 
because he knows what life is like at its worst and has experienced even the bitterness of death. 
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(b)  The Risen Christ has conquered the worst that life can do.  He triumphed over pain and over death; and he offers 
us through himself the way to victorious living. 
 
In this passage there is also a demand, and the demand is for loyalty, loyal even when death is the price to be paid.  
Loyalty was a quality of which the people of Smyrna knew something, for their city had flung in its lot with Rome, 
when Rome's greatness was only a far off possibility, and had never wavered from in its allegiance, in fair weather 
and in foul.  If all the other noble qualities of life were placed in the balance against it, loyalty would outweigh them 
all.  It was R. L. Stevenson's prayer that "in all the chances of fortune, and down to the gates of death" we should be 
"loyal and loving to one another." 
 
Prophetically viewed, this church is a picture of the period in history from about 160 A. D. to 320 A. D., the rise of 
Constantine, the first so-called Christian emperor. The whole period has been termed the "Age of the Martyrs." It was 
not the only time Christians have been martyred.  
 
In this first period, they were persecuted in ways almost beyond belief. Their bodies were torn apart on racks. Their 
fingernails were pulled off. They were hung by their thumbs, oftentimes for days. They were wrapped in animal skins 
and thrown out for bulls to gore and to pitch around. They were covered with tar and set alight in the gardens to light 
the festivities of the pagans. If you want the gruesome details get a copy of Fox's Book of Martyrs and read what 
some of the early Christians went through.  
 
During this period of time there were ten separate edicts of persecution from the Roman emperors. It is predicted in 
this phrase that the Christians would "suffer persecution for ten days." Historically, there were ten separate 
persecutions, beginning with the Emperor Domitian in 96 A. D., and continuing to Diocletian, the last emperor 
before Constantine. This is prophetically portrayed for us here in this remarkable preview of the church age. Now, in 
Verse 11, our Lord appeals to the individuals in this church:  
 
Some have found ten specific periods of persecution in these centuries. Walter Scott, who does not hold this view, 
quotes White in itemizing ten pagan persecutions as follows: The first under Nero, a.d. 54; the second under 
Domitian, a.d. 81; the third under Trajan a.d. 98; the fourth under Adrian [Hadrian], a.d. 117; the fifth under 
Septimius Severus, a.d. 193; the sixth under Maximin, a.d. 235; the seventh under Decius, a.d. 249; the eighth under 
Valerian, a.d. 254; the ninth under Aurelian, a.d. 270; the tenth under Diocletian, a.d. 284.77 
 
The exhortation and promise. Their present persecution, however, was only the forerunner of that which was to 
come. Christ predicted that the devil would cast some of them into prison, doing all in his power to stamp out this 
testimony in the midst of his domain. Christ indicated that they would be cast into prison and would be tried and 
would have tribulation ten days. He exhorted them, nevertheless, “Fear none of those things which thou shalt 
suffer… be thou faithful unto death, and I will give thee a crown of life.” 
 
Scholars have pondered the allusion to the ten days. If the church at Smyrna is taken as representative of the church 
in persecution in the second or third century, ten days may be representative of this period. W. A. Spurgeon, 
assuming that the seven churches correspond to church history as a whole, states, 
 
The date mentioned is the beginning of the reign of each emperor, not necessarily the beginning of the persecution. 
Some have applied the “ten days” to the ten years of persecution under Diocletian. 
 
The problem of human suffering raised in the message to the church at Smyrna has occupied the minds of men 
through the centuries. For those of the Christian faith it is not difficult to understand why the ungodly should suffer. 
The question remaining, however, is why the godly should suffer as in the case of the Smyrna church. The answer to 
this question is largely bound up in the doctrine of the sovereignty of God. The will of God, however, is holy, just, 
and good.  
 
An explanation is given in Scripture for varied aspects of Christian suffering. In some cases, suffering in the life of a 
child of God may be disciplinary as indicated in God’s dealings with the church at Corinth (1 Cor. 11:30-32; cf. Heb. 
12:3-13). In other cases it may be preventative as illustrated in Paul’s thorn in the flesh (2 Cor. 12:7). Paul was kept 
from exulting above measure in the divine revelation given to him through the humiliation of his thorn in the flesh. 
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Suffering is also represented in Scripture as teaching the child of God what could otherwise remain unlearned. Even 
Christ is said to have “learned… obedience by the things which he suffered” (Heb. 5:8), and for Christians in general 
the experience of suffering is educative. Paul writes in Romans 5:3-5, “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.” 
 
Still a further reason for suffering is found in the fact that Christians through suffering can often bear a better 
testimony for Christ. This was true of Paul of whom it was said in Acts 9:16, “For I will shew him how great things 
he must suffer for my name’s sake.” The experience of the church at Smyrna, therefore, though undesired by them, 
was undoubtedly designed by an infinitely wise and loving God for their good as well as for the better testimony of 
the gospel. 
 
To this suffering church Christ addresses two exhortations which are His watchword to all in similar circumstances. 
First, in 2:10 He writes them, “Fear none of those things,” which literally translated is “Stop being afraid.” 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. Second, Christ exhorts 
them, “Be thou faithful unto death,” which translated literally is “Become faithful even unto death.”  
 
Up to this time apparently none of their number had died. They were exhorted to be faithful to the Lord when the test 
came even if it resulted in their death. Though their own lives might be sacrificed, their real riches were as far 
removed from this world as the heavens are above the earth. Being faithful unto death, they would be all the more 
sure that they would receive the crown of life. This is not to be understood as a crown or a reward attending eternal 
life, but rather that their crown would be life eternal itself. These words of encouragement and exhortation no doubt 
strengthened John himself as he was enduring the rigors of exile on a bleak island in his aged condition. 
 
The persecutions and trials of the church at Smyrna were to be continued, as witnessed not only by the prophecy 
recorded here but by secular history. According to Ignatius, not long after the book of Revelation was written, 
Polycarp, the famous early church father, assumed the office of bishop in the church in Smyrna. It may be that he 
was already pastor of this church.81 Here he was a minister for many years, finally climaxing his testimony by dying 
a martyr’s death. When asked by his heathen judges to recant his Christian faith, he replied, “Four score and six years 
have I served the Lord, and He never wronged me: How then can I blaspheme my King and Savior?”82 The 
faithfulness of Polycarp to the end seems to have characterized this church in Smyrna in its entire testimony and 
resulted in this church’s continuous faithful witness for God after many others of the early churches had long lost 
their testimony. 
 
The crown of life is apparently the crown of eternal life. The glories of life eternal stand in contrast to the trials of 
martyrdom and erase the dark shadows of persecution and death. The crown of life may be contrasted to the other 
crowns promised the child of God: the crown of righteousness for a godly life (2 Tim. 4:8), the crown of glory for 
faithful shepherds (1 Peter 5:4), the crown of gold, the evidence of our redemption (Rev. 4:4), the crown of rejoicing 
(1 Thess. 2:19), believers in heaven won by Paul, and the incorruptible crown (1 Cor. 9:25) for self-control in the 
race of life. The crown follows the cross. Some would limit the crown of life to martyrs, however, as a crown of 
abundant blessing—a crown of “royal environment,” a “symbol of victory,” and a “crown of joy.”83 
 
In concluding the message to the church at Smyrna, the promise is given, “He that overcometh shall not be hurt of the 
second death.” The world in its rejection of the Christian message can inflict martyrdom and terminate life in this 
world, but those who are faithful in their opportunity to receive Christ in this life are promised that they will not be 
overcome with the second death, the sad lot of those who depart this life without faith in Jesus Christ as Saviour and 
Lord. The rich reward of those who are faithful unto death was also the expectation of the Apostle Paul who wrote as 
he was facing imminent martyrdom, “For I am now ready to be offered, and the time of my departure is at hand. I 
have fought a good fight, I have finished my course, I have kept the faith: henceforth there is laid up for me a crown 
of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, shall give me at that day: and not to me only, but unto all them 
also that love his appearing” (2 Tim. 4:6-8). 
 
Just as the church at Ephesus in large measure is representative of the spiritual state of the church of Jesus Christ in 
the world at the close of the first century, the fruit of apostolic ministry and faithful labor, so the trials of the church 
in Smyrna symbolize the persecution and trials the early church endured until the time of Constantine in the 
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beginning of the fourth century. Though beset by many foes and without the power of wealth which characterized the 
later church, these years witnessed to the purity and fidelity of those who represented Christ. 
 
It is noteworthy that the word of Christ to the church of Smyrna contains no word of rebuke. The very trials that 
afflicted them assured, them of deliverance from any lack of fervency for the Lord and kept them from any impurity 
or compromise with evil. Such is the recompense for those who endure trial for Christ in this age. The purifying fires 
of affliction caused the lamp of testimony to burn all the more brilliantly.  
 
The length of their trial, described here as being ten days, whether interpreted literally or not, is short in comparison 
with the eternal blessings which would be theirs when their days of trial were over. They could be comforted by the 
fact that the sufferings of this present time do not continue forever, and the blessings that are ours in Christ through 
His salvation and precious promises will go on through eternity. The second death with its reference to the judgment 
at the great white throne (Rev. 20:11-15) was not to be their lot, but they were assured eternal blessings in the 
presence of the Lord. 
 
The Challenge and Assurance (11) 
The promise to the overcomer is that he shall not be hurt by the second death. The second death is eternal separation 
from God in the lake of fire (Rev. 20:1, 14). Believers may face physical death, but because they have had a second 
birth (John 3:3-7), no believer will ever face the second death (Eph. 2:1, 5; John 5:24; 11:25). Then, why this 
promise? Does this imply the possibility of the loss of eternal life? Regardless of what this passage means, it is an 
emphatic negation of the possibility. Some in Smyrna, as Polycarp, would die a martyr’s death, so the Lord is 
reminding them of this fact.  
 
To overcome means here to remain faithful to the Lord even if it meant death. Here our Lord was simply reminding 
them that though some would die for Him, the second death could never touch them. The use of this negative 
promise, “will not be hurt …” is a literary device known as litotes. This is a rhetorical device used to affirm the 
positive by a negation. Hodges has a good explanation of litotes. 
 
If someone says to me, “His request presented me with no small problem,” I know exactly what he means. The 
person who made the request of him had presented him a BIG problem!  
 
In the phrase “no small problem” we have a very common figure of speech. Its technical name is “litotes” 
(pronounced, lie’-tuh-tease’). Litotes occurs when an affirmative idea is expressed by the negation of its opposite. In 
the sentence we started with, the affirmative idea is that the problem is very large. The phrase “no small problem” 
negates the opposite idea.41  
 
Concerning the positive or affirmative emphasis behind the use of litotes, Hodges continues and writes: 
What is the positive idea which it understates? Fortunately, the context helps us. In verse 10 we read: “Be faithful 
until death, and I will give you the crown of life.” The Smyrnan Christians are challenged to face possible martyrdom 
with courage and fidelity to God. Their reward for doing so will be a superlative experience of life in the world to 
come. So to speak, they will be “crowned” with the enjoyment of life “more abundant” (see John 10:10).  
 
In this light, Revelation 2:11 can be seen as truly an understatement. The overcomer (that is, the faithful Christian) 
will be more than amply repaid for whatever sacrifice he may make for Christ’s sake. His experience will be truly 
wonderful—far, far beyond the reach—the touch—of the second death. That is to say, this conquering Christian is as 
far above the experience-level of eternal death as it is possible to be.  
 
In a masterly understatement, the Lord Jesus says in effect: “The first death may ‘hurt’ you briefly, the second not at 
all!”42  
 
But perhaps there is something else here. The word “hurt” is the Greek adikew, “to injure, to hurt or do harm” (cf. 
Rev. 6:6; 7:2-3; 9:4, 10, 19; 11:5). It may also be used in a broader sense of “do wrong” (cf. Rev. 22:11). So, is there 
a way in which a believer can be said to be hurt or harmed by the second death? Unbelievers who persecute believers 
and who seek to get them to recant or renounce their faith in Christ are in some ways the personification of the 
second death and are not only acting out of their spiritual death against the believer, but are themselves, headed for 
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the second death. So, when a believer fails to overcome the trial and recants because of the pain of the persecution, 
would he not then be hurt or harmed by the second death because he would then have lost his reward (2:11)?  
 
Many believe that Smyrna represents the martyr period of the church, the church in extreme persecution under the 
Roman emperors. One classic illustration of this is in the true story of one of the great church fathers named, 
Polycarp. According to Ignatius, not long after the book of Revelation was written, he became the pastor of Smyrna 
and died a martyr’s death for his faith. The following is from the Martyrdom of Polycarp, translated by J. B. 
Lightfoot.  
 
"He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. He who overcomes will not be hurt at all by 
the second death." {Rev 2:11} 
 
If you look up in your concordance what "the second death" refers to, you will find in Chapters 20 and 21 of this 
book of Revelation three references to the "second death." There we are told plainly what it is: It is the terrible lake 
of fire, the symbol of the final judgment of the impenitent, those who refuse the gospel of the grace of God. It is 
prepared for the devil and his angels, but it will be shared by those who choose the devil's way.  
 
They will be separated forever from God, tormented in spirit and soul, pictured by the torment that fire gives to the 
physical body. It is what they have asked for all their life!  
 
People who say, "I don't what anything to do with God, I don't want him in my life," eventually are given their way. 
For the rest of eternity they are separated from the grace, mercy, and love of God. It is the most horrendous torment 
the human spirit can bear. It is vividly symbolized by the burning lake of fire called "the second death."  
 
Jesus is here simply saying, "If you listen to what this letter is saying to you, if you trust me in times of pressure and 
persecution, I will give you the gift of eternal life and you will have nothing to fear from the judgment of God."  
 
Jesus Christ will be in no man's debt and loyalty to him brings its own reward.  In this passage two rewards are 
mentioned. 
 
(i)  There is the crown of life.  Again and again the crown of the Christian is mentioned in the New Testament.  Here 
and in James 1:12 it is the crown of life.  Paul speaks of the crown of righteousness (2 Timothy 4:8), and of the crown 
of boasting (1 Thessalonians 2:19).  Peter speaks of the crown of glory (1 Peter 5:4).  Paul contrasts the immortal 
crown of the Christian with the fading crown of laurel which was the prize of the victor in the games (1 Corinthians 
9:25), and Peter speaks of the unfading crown of glory (1 Peter 5:4). 
 
Of in each of these phrases means which consists of.  To win the crown of righteousness or glory or life is to be 
crowned with righteousness or glory or with life.  But we must understand the idea behind this word crown 
(stephanos).  In Greek there are two words for crown, diadema, which means the royal crown, and stephanos, which 
has usually something to do with joy and victory.  It is not the royal crown which is being offered to the Christian; it 
is the crown of joy and victory.  Stephanos has many associations, and all of them contribute something to the riches 
of thought behind it. 
 
(a)  First to the mind comes the victor's crown in the games.  Smyrna had games which were famous all over Asia.  
As in the Olympic Games, the reward of the victorious athlete was the laurel crown.  The Christian can win the 
crown of victory in the contest of life. 
 
(b)  When a man had faithfully performed the work of a magistrate, at the end of his term of office he was granted a 
crown.  He who throughout life faithfully serves Christ and his fellow-men will receive his crown. 
 
(c)  The heathen world was in the habit of wearing crowns, chaplets of flowers, at banquets.  At the end of the day, if 
the Christian is loyal, he will have the joy of sitting as a guest at the banquet of God. 
 
(d)  The heathen worshippers were in the habit of wearing crowns when they approached the temples of their gods.  
At the end of the day, if he has been faithful, the Christian will have the joy of entering into the nearer presence of 
God. 
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(e)  Some scholars have seen in this crown a reference to the halo or the nimbus which is round the head of divine 
beings in pictures.  If that is so, it means that the Christian, if he is faithful, will be crowned with the life which 
belongs to God himself.  As John said:  "We shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is" (1 John 3:2). 
 
In this life it may be that the Christian's loyalty will bring him a crown of thorns, but in the life to come it will surely 
bring him the crown of glory. 
 
(ii)  Cyprian uses two great phrases to describe those who are faithful unto death.  He describes them as "illustrious 
with the heraldry of a good name," and he calls them "the white-robed cohort of the soldiers of Christ."  To the 
faithful another promise is made:  they will not be hurt by the second death.  The second death is a mysterious phrase 
which occurs nowhere in the New Testament outside the Revelation (20:6, 14; 21:8).  The Rabbis talked of "the 
second death whereof the wicked die in the next world."  The phrase may have two origins. 
 
(a)  The Sadducees believed that after death there was absolutely nothing; the Epicureans held the same doctrine.  
This belief finds its place even in the Old Testament for that pessimistic book Ecclesiastes is the work of a Sadducee.  
"A living dog is better than a dead lion; for the living know that they will die, but the dead know nothing" 
(Ecclesiastes 9:4, 5).  For the Sadducees and the Epicureans death was extinction.  To the orthodox Jew this was too 
easy, for it meant that for the wise and for the fool the end was the same (Ecclesiastes 2:15, 16; 9:2).  They, 
therefore, came to believe that there were, so to speak, two deaths-physical death which every man must undergo and 
after that a death which was the judgment of God. 
 
(b)  This is very closely connected with the ideas which we touched on when studying the word paradise (2:7).  We 
saw that many of the Jews and the early Christian thinkers believed that there was an intermediate state into which all 
men passed until the time of judgment.  If that were so, then indeed there would be two deaths, the physical death 
which no man can escape and the spiritual death into which the wicked would enter after the final judgment. 
 
Of such things it is not given to any man to speak with confidence but, when John spoke of the faithful being 
unharmed by the second death, he meant precisely the same as Paul when he said that nothing in life or in death, in 
time or in eternity can separate those who love him from Jesus Christ.  Such a man is safe from all that life or death 
can do to him (Romans 8:38, 39). 
 
Surely that is intended to be a contrast to the Crown of Asia, the pagan temple buildings that were built on the hill of 
Pagos. That was an earthly crown, a recognition of earthly status, and a source of great pride to this city. But our 
Lord says that he will give something much better -- a Crown of Life, of eternal life.  
 
What a much greater thing that is! The Apostle Paul tells us in Romans that "the sufferings of this present moment 
are not to be compared with the glory that shall be revealed in us," {cf, Rom 8:18}.  
 
In another place he says, "This light affliction, which is but for a moment, is working for us to produce an eternal 
weight of glory," {cf, 2 Cor 4:17}. We are constantly encouraged by the fact that these trials and testings and 
pressures are doing something valuable to us.  
 
You will be kept safe forever from the second death. It is what Paul rejoices in in Romans 8, "Neither death nor life, 
neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything 
else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord," {Rom 8:38b-39 
NIV}. 
 
By the way, all Christians are called to be faithful unto death. Did you know that? We are all called to be faithful 
unto death no matter when or how that death comes.  
 
(Matthew 5:10-12)  "Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of 
heaven. {11} "Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you 
because of me. {12} Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they 
persecuted the prophets who were before you." 
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(2 Timothy 4:6-8)  "For I am already being poured out like a drink offering, and the time has come for my departure. 
{7} I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. {8} Now there is in store for me the 
crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will award to me on that day--and not only to me, but 
also to all who have longed for his appearing." 
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Additional Notes: "SMYRNA: LESSONS IN ENDURANCE" REVELATION 2:8-11  

I believe the church is God's primary way to accomplish his purposes on earth today. Ephesians 4:15, 16 Instead, 
speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ. 16From him the 
whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part 
does its work.  

Toward the end of the first century relations between Christians and Jews were strained especially in Smyrna 
where a large Jewish population virulently opposed Christians–especially Jewish ones. One author explains, "We 
may also probably infer from the strong hatred felt by the Jews, that at first many of the Christians of Smyrna had 
been converted from Judaism. It was the Jewish Christians, and not the pagan converts, whom the national Jews 
hated so violently. Except in so far as the converts had been proselytes of the synagogue, the Jews were not likely to 
care very much whether Pagans were converted to Christianity: their violent hatred was roused by the renegade Jews 
(as they thought) like St. Paul, who tried to place the unclean Pagans on a level with themselves" (W. M. Ramsay, 
The Letters to the Seven Churches of Asia, 272, 73).  

But there may have been more to it than that. Rome had given the Jews the right to practice their religion in 
exchange for the payment of a tax to restore the Temple of Jupiter, and they likely did not want that privilege 
threatened by associating with Christians–either Jewish or Gentile. This may explain why Judaism excommunicated 
Christian heretics from their synagogues in the 80s wanting nothing to do with them.  

 
Finding a good church isn't easy. If you've ever moved to a new community and had to look for a new church 

home, you know how difficult it is. Cursory examinations and evaluations of churches and their ministries can be 
misleading. Imposing buildings may house dead congregations while more modest ones may be home to vibrant 
assemblies. Rich churches in our sight may turn out to be poor in God's while the ones that look poor to us may turn 
out to be rich in his eyes. Only the head of the church, Jesus Christ, knows for sure the condition of his churches 
because he sees what may not be readily apparent to us. In seven messages to seven churches in Asia Minor, the Lord 
gives us a glimpse into what makes a church truly rich or truly poor. These letters while written to individual 
congregations at the end of the first century were intended to benefit all the churches. What's more they were 
intended to benefit the individuals that made up those churches and us too.  

If you moved to Smyrna, the church there would be one you might think twice about joining. After all, its 
parishioners were suffering at the hands of their persecutors. They were poverty stricken partly because their faith 
made it nearly impossible for them to earn a living in city as hostile to Christianity as was Smyrna, a center of the 
imperial cult, and partly because it made them a target of mobs of pagans and Jews that preyed on them. And if that 
weren't enough, their faith made them the object of ridicule and slander too. The Romans called them "atheists" 
because they worshipped neither the emperor nor Rome's traditional deities, and the Jews, wanting nothing to do with 
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them, instigated legal action against them in the Roman courts. Jews, who had obtained the right to practice their 
religion by paying a tax to the Romans and didn't want to jeopardize it, were only too happy to remind the authorities 
that Christianity was not a Jewish sect and consequently, that Christians did not enjoy the same protection Rome had 
granted Jews.  

Christians in Smyrna were suffering, and they were to suffer even more. The devil, who was behind the 
slanderous accusations of the Jews and at the head of their synagogue, was about to put some of them in prison. 
He wanted to tempt them to renounce their faith; God wanted to test them to prove their maturity. Either way 
they were going to face the real possibility of death before their imprisonment would end for Rome didn't 
imprison people to punish them. It imprisoned them to await trial or as implied in this case, to await execution. In 
the face of such dire circumstances, Christ told them "Do not be afraid." Instead, "be faithful, even to the point of 
death" for "the crown of life" awaits you. "The figure of the crown is not borrowed from royalty but from the 
festivity of athletic games. Such contestants strove 'to receive a perishable wreath [the same Greek word is used], 
but we an imperishable' (1 Cor. 9:25). John introduced the promise of the crown of life in this context to remind 
the Smyrneans that although they suffered physical death, they were assured of the prize of eternal life. The 
crown itself is eternal life" (George Eldon Ladd, A Commentary on the Revelation of John, 44, 45). And while 
they might lose their lives, they would never experience "the second death," i.e., "the lake of fire." What Christ 
had stated positively at the end of verse 10 he stated again negatively at the end of verse 11.  

This letter is especially relevant for those who are suffering because of their faith, but what about those who are 
not? Does it have any relevance for them? According to one author, "There are four levels at which persecution can 
apply in a society like ours where overt persecution seldom occurs: we can identify with the many Christians who are 
suffering around the world (cf. Rom. 12:15; Heb. 13:3); we can realize that such persecution could happen here in the 
near future and be ready for it; we can ask ourselves how many compromises we have made in order to avoid any 
persecution at work or in secular society; and we can endure general trails that draw us away from the world and 
toward Christ" (Grant R. Osborne, Revelation, BECNT, 136).  

The Message of the Passage: Don't be afraid to suffer for Christ; be faithful, even to the point of death, and he 
will give you the crown of life.  
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A study of the 7 Letters to the Churches 
Pergamum – The Compromising Church 

 
"To the angel of the church in Pergamum write:  "These are the words of him who has the sharp, double-edged 
sword. I know where you live -- where Satan has his throne. Yet you remain true to my name. You did not renounce 
your faith in me, even in the days of Antipas, my faithful witness, who was put to death in your city -- where Satan 
lives.  
 
"Nevertheless, I have a few things against you: You have people there who hold to the teaching of Balaam, who 
taught Balak to entice the Israelites to sin by eating food sacrificed to idols and by committing sexual immorality. 
Likewise you also have those who hold to the teaching of the Nicolaitans. Repent therefore! Otherwise, I will soon 
come to you and will fight against them with the sword of my mouth." {Rev 2:12-16 NIV} 
 
Pergamum had served as the capital of the Roman province of Asia Minor for over 25 years and was an important 
religious center for a number of pagan cults. It was the first city in Asia to build a temple to Caesar and it became the 
capital of the cult of Caesar worship. Of Pergamum an ancient writer said it was “given to idolatry more than all 
Asia.” 
 
The book of Acts makes no mention of the founding of this church. According to Acts 16:7-8, Paul passed through 
the region of Mysia, where Pergamum was located, on his second missionary journey, but there is no record that Paul 
either preached the gospel or founded a church there during that time. Most likely, Paul founded this church during 
his ministry at Ephesus (Acts 19:10) when the gospel was preached throughout Asia. 
 
Many writers have noted that Pergamum comes from the Greek word gamos that means marriage. This letter pictures 
a church married to the world rather than to Christ. 
 
The church at Pergamum was surrounded by a pagan culture, just as we are surrounded by an increasingly godless 
culture. 
 
Pergamum had a place all its own in Asia.  It was not on any of the great roads, as Ephesus and Smyrna were, but 
historically it was the greatest city in Asia.  Strabo called it an illustrious (epiphanes) city and Pliny called it "by far 
the most famous city in Asia" (longe clarissimum Asiae).  The reason was that, by the time John was writing, 
Pergamum had been a capital city for almost four hundred years.  Back in 282 B.C. it was made the capital of the 
Seleucid kingdom, one of the sections into which the empire of Alexander the Great was broken up.  It remained the 
capital until 133 B.C.  In that year Attalus the Third died and before he died he willed his dominions into the 
possession of Rome.  Out of the dominions of Attalus, Rome formed the province of Asia and Pergamum still 
remained its capital. 
 
Its geographical position made Pergamum even more impressive.  It was built on a tall conical hill, which dominated 
the valley of the River Caicus, from the top of which the Mediterranean could be seen, fifteen miles away.  Sir 
William Ramsay describes it:  "Beyond all other cities in Asia Minor, it gives the traveller the impression of a royal 
city, the home of authority; the rocky hill on which it stands is so huge, and dominates the broad plain of the Caicus 
so proudly and so boldly."  History and honour gathered around Pergamum.  Let us then set down its outstanding 
characteristics. 
 
(i)  Pergamum could never achieve the commercial greatness of Ephesus or of Smyrna but it was a centre of culture 
which surpassed both.  It was famous for its library, which contained no fewer than 200,000 parchment rolls.  It was 
second only to the unique library of Alexandria. 
 
It is interesting to note that the word parchment is derived from Pergamum.  In the ancient world parchment was he 
pergamene charta, the Pergamene sheet; and to this name attaches a story.  For many centuries ancient rolls were 
written on papyrus, a substance made of the pith of a very large bulrush which grows beside the Nile.  The pith was 
extracted, cut into strips, pressed into sheets and smoothed.  There emerged a substance not unlike brown paper, and 
this was universally used for writing.  In the third century B.C. a Pergamene king called Eumenes was very anxious 
to make the library of the city supreme.  In order to do so he persuaded Aristophanes of Byzantium, the librarian at 
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Alexandria, to agree to leave Alexandria and come to Pergamum.  Ptolemy of Egypt, enraged at this seduction of his 
outstanding scholar, promptly imprisoned Aristophanes and by way of retaliation put an embargo on the export of 
papyrus to Pergamum.  Faced with this situation, the scholars of Pergamum invented parchment or vellum, which is 
made of the skins of beasts, smoothed and polished.  In fact parchment is a much superior vehicle for writing and, 
although it did not do so for many centuries, it in the end ousted papyrus altogether as writing material. 
 
(ii)  Pergamum was one of the great religious centres.  In particular it had two famous shrines.  In the letter of the 
Risen Christ Pergamum is said to be the place where "Satan's seat" is.  Obviously this must refer to something which 
the Christian Church regarded as particularly evil.  Some have found the reference explained in Pergamum's religious 
splendour. 
 
(a)  Pergamum regarded itself as the custodian of the Greek way of life and of the Greek worship.  About 240 B.C. it 
had won a great victory against the savage invading Galate or Gauls.  In memory of that victory a great altar to Zeus 
was built in front of the Temple of Athene which stood eight hundred feet up on Pergamum's conical hill.  Forty feet 
high, it stood on a projecting ledge of rock and looked exactly like a great throne on the hillside.  All day it smoked 
with the smoke of sacrifices offered to Zeus.  Around its base was carved one of the greatest achievement in the 
world of sculpture, the frieze which showed the Battle of the Giants, in which the gods of Greece were victorious 
over the giants of the barbarians.  It has been suggested that this great altar was Satan's seat.  But it is unlikely that a 
Christian writer would call that altar Satan's seat, for even by this time the old Greek gods were anachronisms and it 
would have been a waste of the powder and shot of Christian invective to attack them. 
 
(b)  Pergamum was particularly connected with the worship of Asclepios, so much so that Asclepios was known as 
"the Pergamene god."  When Galen was mentioning favourite oaths, he said that people commonly swore by Artemis 
of Ephesus, or Apollo of Delphi, or Asclepios of Pergamum.  Asclepios was the god of healing and his temples were 
the nearest approach to hospitals in the ancient world.  From all over the world people flocked to Pergamum for relief 
for their sicknesses.  R. H. Charles has called Pergamum "the Lourdes of the ancient world."  The task of healing was 
partly the work of the priests; partly the work of doctors-Galen, second only to Hippocrates in the medical history of 
the ancient world, was born in Pergamum; and partly the work of Asclepios himself.  Was there anything in that 
worship to move the Christians to call the Temple of Asclepios Satan's seat?  There may have been two things. 
 
First, the commonest and most famous title for Asclepios was Asclepios Soter, Asclepios the Saviour.  It might well 
be that the Christians felt a shudder of horror that the name Saviour should be given to anyone other than Jesus 
Christ, the Saviour of the world. 
 
Second, the emblem of Asclepios was the serpent, which still appears on the cap badge of the Royal Army Medical 
Corps.  Many of the coins of Pergamum have Asclepios's serpent as part of their design.  It might well be that Jew or 
Christian might regard a religion which took the serpent as its emblem as a Satanic cult.  Again this explanation 
seems unlikely.  As has been pointed out, the Christian would regard the place where men went to be healed-and 
often were-with pity rather than with indignation.  The worship of Asclepios surely would not give adequate ground 
for calling Pergamum Satan's seat. 
 
It seems then that we must look elsewhere for the explanation of this phrase. 
 
(iii)  Pergamum was the administrative centre of Asia.  That meant that it was the centre of Caesar worship for the 
province.  We have already described Caesar worship and the dire dilemma in which it placed the Christian (pp 15-
20). 
 
It was organized with a provincial centre and an administration like that of a presbytery or diocese.  The point here is 
that Pergamum was the centre of that worship for the province of Asia.  Undoubtedly that is why Pergamum was 
Satan's seat; it was the place where men were required on pain of death to take the name of Lord and give it to Caesar 
instead of to Christ; and to a Christian there could be nothing more Satanic than that. 
 
And here is the explanation of the beginning of the letter to Pergamum.  The Risen Christ is called he who has the 
sharp two-edged sword.  Roman governors were divided into two classes-those who had the ius gladii, the right of 
the sword, and those who had not.  Those who had the right of the sword had the power of life and death; on their 
word a man could be executed on the spot.  Humanly speaking the proconsul, who had his headquarters at 
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Pergamum, had the ius gladii, the right of the sword, and at any moment he might use it against any Christian; but 
the letter bids the Christian not to forget that the last word is still with the Risen Christ, who has the sharp two-edged 
sword.  The power of Rome might be satanically powerful; the power of the Risen Lord is greater yet. 
 
To be a Christian in Pergamum was to face what Cromwell would have called "an engagement very difficult." 
 
We have already seen what a concentration of pagan religion had its centre in Pergamum.  There was the worship of 
Athene and Zeus, with its magnificent altar dominating the city; there was the worship of Asclepios, bringing sick 
people from far and near; and above all there were the demands of Caesar worship, hanging for ever like a poised 
sword above the heads of the Christians. 
 
So the Risen Christ says to the Christians of Pergamum:  "I know where you stay."  The word for to stay is here 
katoikein; and it means to have one's permanent residence in a place.  It is a very unusual word to use of Christians in 
the world.  Usually the word used of them is paroikein, which means to be a sojourner.  Peter writes his letter to the 
sojourners throughout the provinces of Asia Minor.  But here the matter is being regarded from another point of 
view.  The Christians of Pergamum have their permanent residence, so far as this world is concerned, in Pergamum; 
and Pergamum is the place where Satan's rule is strongest. 
 
Here is something very important.  The principle of the Christian life is not escape, but conquest.  We may feel it 
would be very much easier to be a Christian in some other place and in some other circumstances but the duty of the 
Christian is to witness for Christ where life has set him.  We once heard of a girl who was converted in an 
evangelistic campaign.  A reporter on a secular newspaper, her first step after her conversion was to get a new job on 
a small Christian newspaper where she was constantly in the society of professing Christians.  It was strange that the 
first thing that her conversion did was to make her run away.  The more difficult it is to be a Christian in any set of 
circumstances, the greater the obligation to remain within these circumstances.  If in the early days Christians had run 
away every time they were confronted with a difficult engagement, there would have been no chance of a world for 
Christ. 
 
The Christian at Pergamum proved that it was perfectly possible to be a Christian under such circumstances.  Even 
when martyrdom was in the air they did not flinch.  Of Antipas we know nothing; there is a late legend in Tertullian 
that he met his death by being slowly roasted to death within a brazen bull.  But there is a point in the Greek 
impossible to reproduce in English which is intensely suggestive.  The Risen Christ calls Antipas my faithful martus.  
We have translated that martyr; but martus is the normal Greek word for witness.  In the early church to be a martyr 
and to be a witness were one and the same thing.  Witness meant so often martyrdom.  Here is a rebuke to us.  So 
many are prepared to demonstrate their Christianity in Christian circles but are equally prepared to play it down in 
circles where Christianity is met with opposition. 
 
We must note another thing.  The Risen Christ calls Antipas my faithful martus and so gives him nothing less than his 
own title.  In Revelation 1:5 and 3:14 Christ himself is called the faithful martus; to those who are true to him he 
gives nothing less than his own name. 
 
This church is in sharp contrast to the church at Smyrna. Smyrna was enduring persecution; this church was faced 
with enticement and corruption.  
 
The devil has only two ways of approach. If he cannot make you knuckle under with hostility and persecution he will 
begin to entice you and lure you into something dangerous. It is either intimidation or enticement. It is either the 
violence of a roaring lion or the corruption of an angel of light. Pergamum is the church that is being undermined by 
corrupt practices and corrupt teaching and compromising decisions.  
 
Our Lord identifies himself to it as the one having "the sharp, doubled-edged sword." As we have already seen, that 
is the symbol of the Word of God coming from his lips. It is double-edged; it cuts two ways.  
 
I believe that refers to the fact that the Word can cleave the skull to get to the mind, and it can pierce the heart to 
touch the emotions. It can awaken us to reality. By the Word of God our minds begin to learn truth that we never saw 
before. We see things the way they are, and it motivates us to action. It can also pierce the heart.  
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Remember that on the Day of Pentecost, when Peter had finished his message, the people were cut to the heart, 
according to the book of Acts. They cried, "Men and brethren, what must we do?" {Acts 2:37}. That is the power of 
the Word. It touches both the reason and the conscience.  
 
Pergamum was the Roman capital of the province of Asia. Located about 50 miles north of Smyrna. It was a center 
of pagan worship and there was a temple to Caesar there as well. It is called here, "where Satan has his throne," i.e. 
the place where Satan rules.  
 
And it is also referred to as the city "where Satan lives," i.e., where he has his headquarters. Many scholars think that 
refers to the great altar of Zeus which was on the hillside overlooking the city. It was a great chair, or throne, forty 
feet high, and any citizen could look up there at any time and see what Jesus calls "Satan's throne."  This was such a 
center of pagan worship it seemed to be the very center of evil.  
 
In his appraisal, our Lord assesses the strengths of this church: He says, first, "You remain true to my name."  
 
They had refused to budge on their view of his person. They held to the truth about Jesus. They saw him as the God-
man, combining in one person two natures, both of God and man. That is orthodox doctrine. That is the teaching of 
the church from its very beginning, and clearly evident in the Scripture.  
 
Against all the corrupting influences around them, these people had held to that truth. Almost all heresies today flow 
out of a denial of the deity of Jesus. But we must not also deny the humanity of Jesus. He was God as though he had 
never been man, and man as though he was never God. Both are true. The church at Pergamum had held fast to that 
teaching.  
 
Second, they did this at the risk of their own lives. Jesus says, "You did not renounce your faith in me, even in the 
days of Antipas, my faithful witness, who was put to death in your city -- where Satan lives." Antipas means "against 
all." We do not know much about this man, although he is said to be the first martyr under the Roman persecution in 
Asia. Tradition says he was roasted to death in a brazen bull that was heated to a white heat. That is the price that he 
had to pay for being true to the doctrine about Jesus. He had to stand "against all!"  
 
But two terrible errors were undermining this church: One is called here "the teaching of Balaam." You can read 
about it in Numbers 25. Balaam was a false prophet who had been hired by Balak, the King of Moab, to curse Israel, 
but when he tried to do so he found he could not. Every time he tried to curse them, words of blessing came out of 
his mouth. God would not let him curse his people. So, in order to achieve the end for which he had been hired, he 
paid beautiful maidens from Moab and Midian to parade before the young men of Israel, tempting them into sexual 
immorality.  
 
In spite of the fidelity of the Church at Pergamum there is error.  There are those who hold the teaching of Balaam 
and the doctrine of the Nicolaitans.  We have already discussed these people in connection with Ephesus and we 
meet them again when we come to study the letter of Thyatira.  They sought to persuade Christians that there was 
nothing wrong with a prudent conformity to the world's standards. 
 
The man who is not prepared to be different need not start on the Christian way at all.  The commonest word for the 
Christian in the New Testament is hagios whose basic meaning is different or separate.  The Temple is hagios 
because it is different from other buildings; the Sabbath day is hagios because it is different from other days; God is 
supremely hagios because he is totally different from men; and the Christian is hagios because he is different from 
other men. 
 
We must be clear what this difference means, for there is a paradox in it.  It is Paul's summons to the Corinthians that 
they should be different from the world.  "Come out from among them" (2 Corinthians 6:17).  This difference from 
the world does not involve separation from it nor hatred for it.  Paul says in writing to the very same Church:  "I have 
become all things to all men, that I might by all means save some" (1 Corinthians 9:22).  It was Paul's claim that he 
could get alongside all men; but-and here is the point-his getting alongside them was that he might save some.  It was 
not a question of bringing Christianity down to their level; it was a question of bringing them up.  The fault of the 
Nicolaitans was that they were following a policy of compromise solely to save themselves from trouble. 
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It is the word of the Risen Christ that he will make war with them.  We must note that he did not say:  "I will go to 
war with you"; he said:  "I will go to war with them."  His wrath was not directed against the whole Church but 
against those who were seducing her; for those who were led astray, he had nothing but pity. 
 
It is the threat of the Risen Christ that he will make war against them with the sword of his mouth.  The Christ of the 
sword is a startling idea.  Thinking of past conquerors and comparing them with Jesus Christ, the poet wrote: 

Then all these vanished from the scene, Like flickering shadows on a glass; 
And conquering down the centuries came The swordless Christ upon an ass. 

 
What then is the sword of Christ?  The writer to the Hebrews speaks of the word of God which is sharper than any 
two-edged sword (Hebrews 4:12).  Paul speaks of "the sword of the Spirit which is the word of God" (Ephesians 
6:17).  The sword of Christ is the word of Christ. 
 
In the word of Christ there is conviction of sin; in it a man is confronted with the truth and thereby with his own 
failure to obey it.  In the word of Christ there is invitation to God; it convicts a man of sin and then invites him back 
to the love of God.  In the word of Christ there is assurance of salvation; it convicts a man of sin, it leads him to the 
Cross, and it assures him that there is no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved 
(Acts 4:12).  The conquest of Christ is his power to win men to the love of God. 
 
Since these women were worshipers of idols, by that means he introduced idol worship into the tribes of Israel. Thus 
he corrupted and enticed them into sin. The counterpart we face in our day is the practice of pornography and 
fornication among Christians and the acceptance of unmarriages, of living together without marriage, that is often 
widespread in the churches today. That is the error of Balaam.  
 
They were also being seduced by the error of the Nicolaitans. Though it is difficult to know exactly who these people 
were, the name means "conquerors of the people." It appears they claimed to have a special relationship to God. They 
professed to be the beneficiaries of intimate revelations that were not given to others, and that they therefore had an 
inside track with God. They presumed to take the place of the priesthood in Judaism, and carried that error into the 
church.  
 
Probably both of these false teachings worked together. One appealed to physical lust, and the other to the ambition 
for power exercised in a religious way. It is seen yet today in the supremacy of pastors who are lifted up above the 
laity. They are men who claim to have more intimate relationships with God, and thus are regarded as better than the 
rest of the people.  
 
THE BREAD OF HEAVEN 
In this letter the Risen Christ promises two things to the man who overcomes; the first is a share of the hidden manna 
to eat.  Here is a Jewish conception which has two aspects. 
 
(i)  When the children of Israel had no food in the desert God gave them manna to eat (Exodus 16:11-15).  When the 
need of the manna passed, the memory did not.  A pot of the manna was put into the ark and laid up before God in 
the Holy of Holies in the tabernacle and in the Temple (Exodus 16:33, 34; Hebrews 9:4).  Early in the sixth century 
B.C.  the Temple which Solomon had built was destroyed; and the rabbis had a legend that, when that happened, 
Jeremiah hid away the pot of manna in a cleft in Mount Sinai and that, when the Messiah came, he would return and 
the pot of manna would be discovered again.  To a Jew "to eat of the hidden manna" meant to enjoy the blessings of 
the Messianic age.  To a Christian it meant to enter into the blessedness of the new world which would emerge when 
the Kingdom came. 
 
(ii)  There may be a wider and more general meaning.  Of the manna it is said:  "This is the bread which the Lord has 
given you to eat" (Exodus 16:15).  The manna is called "grain of heaven" (Psalm 78:24); and it is said to be the 
"bread of the angels," (Psalm 78:25).  Here the manna may mean heavenly food.  In that case John would be saying:  
"In this world you cannot share with the heathen in their feasts because you cannot sit down to meat which is part of 
a sacrifice that has been offered to an idol.  You may think that you are being called upon to give up much but the 
day will come when you will feast in heaven upon heavenly food."  If that is so, the Risen Christ is saying that a man 
must abstain from the seductions of earth if he wishes to enjoy the blessings of heaven. 
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(iii)  There is one possible further interpretation of this.  Some have suggested that the hidden manna is the bread of 
God given to the Christian at the sacrament of the Lord's Supper.  John tells us that when the Jews said to him that 
their fathers had eaten manna in the wilderness, so receiving bread, and Jesus said "I am the bread of life" (John 
6:31-35).  If the hidden manna and the bread of life are the same, the hidden manna is not only the bread of the 
sacrament but stands for nothing less than Christ, the bread of life; and this is a promise that to him who is faithful he 
will give himself. 
 
THE WHITE STONE AND THE NEW NAME 
The final promise of Christ to the faithful in Pergamum is that he will give them the white stone with the new name 
on it.  This is a passage of which there are almost endless interpretations.  In the ancient world a white stone might 
stand for many things. 
 
(i)  There was a Rabbinic legend that precious stones fell from heaven along with the manna.  The white stone would 
then simply stand for the precious gifts of God to his people. 
 
(ii)  In the ancient world coloured stones were used as counters for working out calculations.  This would mean that 
the Christian is counted among the number of the faithful. 
 
(iii)  In the ancient law courts white and black stones were used for registering the verdict of juries, black for 
condemnation, white for acquittal.  This would mean that the Christian is acquitted in the sight of God because of the 
work of Jesus Christ. 
 
(iv)  In the ancient world objects called tesserae were much used.  A tessera was a little tablet made of wood or metal 
or stone; it had writing on it; and, generally speaking, the possession of a tessera conferred some kind of privilege 
upon a man.  Three of these tesserae add something to the picture. 
 
(a)  In Rome the great houses had their clients, dependents who every morning received from their patron food and 
money for the day.  They were often given a tessera by which they identified themselves as having the right to the 
free gifts.  This would mean that the Christian has the right to the free gifts for life which Christ can give. 
 
(b)  To win a victory at the games was one of the greatest honours the ancient world could give.  Outstanding victors 
were given, by the master of the games, a tessera which in the days to come conferred upon them the right of free 
entry to all public spectacles.  This would mean that the Christian is the victorious athlete of Christ who is a sharer in 
the glory of his Lord. 
 
(c)  In Rome a great gladiator was the admired hero of all.  Often a gladiator had to fight on until he was killed in 
combat.  But if he had had a specially illustrious career, when he grew old, he was allowed to retire in honour.  Such 
men were given a tessera with the letters SP on it.  SP stands for the Latin word spectatus, which means a man whose 
valour has been proved beyond a doubt.  This would mean that the Christian is the gladiator of Christ and that, when 
he has proved his valour in the battle of life, he is allowed to enter into the rest which Christ gives with honour. 
 
(v)  In the ancient world a specially happy day was called a white day.  Plutarch tells that when Pericles was 
besieging Samos he knew that the siege would be long; he did not wish his army to grow weary; so he divided it into 
eight parts; every day the eight companies drew lots; one was a white bean; and the company which drew the white 
bean was exempt from duty for the day and could enjoy itself as it wished.  So it was that a happy day came to be 
called a white day (Plutarch:  Life of Pericles 64).  Pliny in one of his letters tells a friend that that day he had had the 
joy of hearing in the law courts two magnificent young pleaders in whose hands the future of Roman oratory was 
safe; and, he says, that experience made that day one marked candidissimo calculo, with the whitest of stones (Pliny:  
Letters 6:11).  It was said that the Thracians and the Scythians kept in their homes an urn into which for every happy 
day they threw a white stone and for every unhappy day a black stone; at the end of their lives the stones were 
counted, and as the white or the black preponderated, a man was said to have had a wretched or a happy life.  This 
would mean that through Jesus Christ the Christian can have the joy that no man takes from him (John 16:22). 
 
(vi)  Along this line there is another and most likely interpretation.  One of the commonest of all customs in the 
ancient world was to carry an amulet or charm.  It might be made of a precious metal or a precious stone but often it 
was nothing more than a pebble.  On the pebble there was a sacred name; to know a god's name was to have a certain 
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power over him, to be able to summon him to one's aid in time of difficulty and to have mastery over the demons.  
Such an amulet was thought to be doubly effective, if no one other than the owner knew the name that was inscribed 
upon it.  Most likely what John is saying is:  "Your heathen friends-and you did the same in your heathen days-carry 
amulets with superstitious inscriptions on them and they think they will keep them safe.  You need nothing like that; 
you are safe in life and in death because you know the name of the only true God." 
 
RENAMED BY GOD 
It is just possible that we ought to look for the meaning of the new name and the white stone in another direction 
altogether. 
 
The words white and new are characteristic of the Revelation.  R. H. Charles has said that in the Revelation "white is 
the colour and livery of heaven."  The word used does not describe a dull, flat whiteness but one which glistens like 
snow in the winter sun.  So in the Revelation we find white garments (3:5); white robes (7:9); white linen (19:8,14); 
and the great white throne of God himself (20:11).  White, then, is heaven's colour. 
 
In Greek there are two words for new.  There is neos, which means new in point of time.  A thing can be neos, and 
yet exactly like any number of things.  On the other hand there is kainos, which is new not only in point of time but 
also in point of quality; nothing like it has ever been made before.  So in the Revelation there is the new Jerusalem 
(3:12); the new song (5:9); the new heavens and the new earth (21:1); and God makes all things new (21:5).  With 
this in mind two lines of thought have been suggested. 
 
It has been suggested that the white stone is the man himself; that the Risen Christ is promising his faithful ones a 
new self, cleansed of all earthly stains and glistening with the purity of heaven. 
 
As to the new name, one of the features of the Old Testament is the giving to a man of a new name to mark a new 
status.  So Abram becomes Abraham when the great promise is made that he will be the father of many nations and 
when he, as it were, acquires a new status in the plan of God for men (Genesis 17:5).  So after the wrestling at Peniel, 
Jacob becomes Israel, which means the prince of God, because he had prevailed with God (Genesis 32:28).  Isaiah 
hears the promise of God to the nation of Israel:  "The nations shall see your vindication, and all the kings your glory; 
and you shall be called by a new name which the mouth of the Lord will give" (Isaiah 62:2). 
 
This custom of giving a new name to mark a new status was known in the heathen world as well.  The name of the 
first of the Roman Emperors was Octavius; but when he became Emperor he was given the name Augustus to mark 
his new status. 
 
A curious superstitious parallel to this comes from peasant life in Palestine.  When a person was very ill and in 
danger of death, he was often given the name of someone who had lived a long and saintly life, as if this turned him 
into a new person over whom the illness might lose its power. 
 
On this basis of interpretation, Christ promises a new status to those who are faithful to him. 
 
This is attractive.  It suggest that the white stone means that Jesus Christ gives to the man who is true to him a new 
self and that the new name means the new status of glory into which the man who has been true to Christ will enter 
when this life ends and when the next begins.  It remains to say that, attractive as that interpretation is, the view 
which traces back the white stone and the new name to the use of amulets is more likely to be correct. 
 
The way you handle either error, of course, is with the sharp, two-edged sword! Jesus said, "Repent. Otherwise, I will 
come to you and fight against them with the sword of my mouth." The Word of God exposes both the error of 
immorality and the error of priestly superiority. That is one reason why the exposition of Scripture is resisted in many 
churches.  
 
Prophetically, this is the period from the accession of Constantine in 320 A. D. to the rise of the papacy in the 6th 
century. During that period of time were held the great councils of the church. The council of Nicea, the council of 
Chalcedon and others, determined the true doctrine of the person of Christ -- who he was, and how he combined in 
himself the two natures. But it was also the time of the wedding of the church and the world under Constantine. 
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(Incidentally, Pergamum means "marriage." It comes from the same root from which we get monogamy and 
bigamy).  
 
Constantine adopted many pagan practices and brought them into the church where they were accepted. Christianity 
was popular in those days, and many pagan practices were incorporated into it. This began when the church was 
viewed as a worldly kingdom, like any other kingdom.  
 
In seven messages to seven churches in Asia Minor, the Lord gives us a glimpse into what makes a church truly rich 
or truly poor. These letters while written to individual congregations at the end of the first century were intended to 
benefit all the churches. What's more they were intended to benefit the individuals that made up those churches and 
us too.  
 
If you're a Christian thinking about moving to Pergamum, think again. It's where Satan is enthroned; it's his 
hometown. Christians who live there were expected to fulfill their civic duty by its citizens and to fulfill their 
religious duty by the state. These two duties had one thing in common, the imperial cult headquartered there. Because 
emperor worship was linked to civic loyalty and patriotism, those who refused it were considered godless and 
subversive–and Christians refused it.  
 
One author writes, "As being close to the centre of the enemy, Pergamum had been most exposed to danger from 
State persecution. Here, for the first time in the Seven Letters, this topic comes up. The suffering which had fallen to 
the lot of Smyrna proceeded chiefly from fellow-citizens, and, above all, from the Jews; but the persecution that fell 
to the lot of Pergamum is clearly distinguished from that kind of suffering. In Pergamum it took the form of suffering 
for the Name, when Christians were tried in the proconsular court, and confronted with the alternative of conforming 
to the State religion or receiving immediate sentence of death" (W. M. Ramsay, The Letters to the Seven Churches of 
Asia, 297). 
 
Take the martyr, Antipas, for example, about whom we know nothing other than he lost his life because he refused to 
renounce his faith. He earned Christ's commendation as did those in the church who followed his example. Too bad, 
in the midst of those who were determined to keep the faith there were the Nicolaitans who were all too willing to 
compromise theirs and teach others to do the same. They subscribed to the "teaching of Balaam" who betrayed the 
Israelites into a fatal compromise with the Midianites. Numbers 25:1-3 tells what happened.   
 
"While Israel was staying in Shittim, the men began to indulge in sexual immorality with Moabite women, who 
invited them to the sacrifices to their gods. The people ate and bowed down before theses gods. So Israel joined in 
worshiping the Baal of Peor. And the LORD's anger burned against them." Balaam's advice to the Moabites 
ultimately resulted in the Israelites' demise (Nu 31:16) just as the Nicolaitans' advice ould ultimately result in the 
demise of the church if it continued to tolerate it.  
 
They advised compromise. Maybe they argued that participation in the imperial cult wasn't idolatry because 
Christians knew that the emperor was no god and that participation in guild banquets wasn't idolatry because most 
Romans viewed them as social rather than religious events. In any case, whatever their logic, it stands condemned by 
Christ. "Compromise with the imperial cult to save one's life and compromise with the pagan activities of trade 
guilds to save one's livelihood are all of one piece (cf. 13:17); they represent accommodation to the world at the 
expense of one's total devotion to God's standards" (Keener, 125).  
 
The church's only option is to repent, to reject the Nicolaitan heresy or Christ will visit his church and pronounce 
judgment on them. Those who overcome are promised "hidden manna" and a "white stone with a new name written 
on it" suggesting that Christ will sustain them and grant them entrance into the blessings of the future age. Although 
we face nothing in our secular Western world identical to what Christians in Pergamum faced in their religious 
Roman world, we are tempted to compromise and conform in ours like they were in theirs.  
 
"We do have a secular society that places a great deal of pressure on Christians to compromise and conform (cf. 1 
Pet. 4:3-4), and a syncretism similar to that faced by the Christians in Pergamum is taking over Christianity with its 
rampant materialism. On the whole it is hard to tell the Christians from the non-Christians by their lifestyle and 
attitudes" (Grant R. Osborne, Revelation, BECNT, 150). 
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The Message of the Passage 
Resist the temptation to compromise your faith and accommodate your lifestyle in order to get along in our 
secular world; instead, remain faithful to Christ. 
 
Main Entry: 1com·pro·mise  
1 a : settlement of differences by arbitration or by consent reached by mutual concessions b : something intermediate 
between or blending qualities of two different things 
2 : a concession to something derogatory or prejudicial <a compromise of principles> 
 
(1 Corinthians 15:57-58)  But thanks be to God! He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. {58} 
Therefore, my dear brothers, stand firm. Let nothing move you. Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, 
because you know that your labor in the Lord is not in vain. 
 
(James 2:10)  For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it. 
 
(2 John 1:9-11)  Anyone who runs ahead and does not continue in the teaching of Christ does not have God; 
whoever continues in the teaching has both the Father and the Son. {10} If anyone comes to you and does not bring 
this teaching, do not take him into your house or welcome him. {11} Anyone who welcomes him shares in his wicked 
work. 
Our Lord's appeal is found in Verse 17:  
"He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To him who overcomes, I will give some of the 
hidden manna. I will also give him a white stone with a new name written on it, known only to him who receives it." 
{Rev 2:17 NIV} 
 
This is addressed to those who will take heed to the warnings of this letter, and watch in the areas of sexual 
immorality and of spiritual superiority. If you stand fast against immorality and the love of religious power you will 
be given the "hidden manna." Notice both the manna and the new name are secret things. It is a picture of close 
intimacy. Manna, of course, was the food that Moses fed the Israelites in the wilderness.  
 
Jesus said in Chapter 6 of John, "I am the bread sent down from heaven," {cf, John 6:41}. He is that hidden manna. 
He is food for the inner spirit, food that others do not know about. In John 4, our Lord sent his disciples into the city 
of Sychar to get food. When they came back and found he had been ministering to the woman at the well, he said, "I 
have had food that you know not of," {cf, John 4:32}. He was feeding upon the inner strength that God the Father 
was giving him. That is what is given to those who will resist the lure of immorality and spiritual privilege.  
 
Then, with it, is the white stone with a secret name upon it. White stones were used among the Romans as a mark of 
special favor. A secret name, of course, is a sign of intimacy.  

 
Have you noticed how much pressure we feel to think of ourselves before we think of others? It's our natural bent to 
do this, but we are now being brainwashed into believing that this is the only way to find fulfillment. Our culture is 
obsessed with the self. We are continuously encouraged toward self-fulfillment, self-gratification, and self-
absorption. 
 
This kind of philosophy doesn't mix well with true Christianity. In fact, it stands in stark contrast to the teaching of 
Jesus, who continuously taught self-sacrifice. He stated that we only find our souls when we lose them. And 
ultimately, He set an example for the ages by literally laying down His life for others. With all that in mind, it seems 
logical to consider selfishness as a primary impediment to spiritual maturity. Since it often lies at the heart of our 
other emotional difficulties, let's take a serious look at selfishness before we move on to other obstacles that may be 
blocking our way to emotional and spiritual health. 
 
The True Needs of the Self 
Abraham Maslow said, "Fulfillment and growth come from close attention to the needs of the self" He taught that the 
self is a hierarchy of inner needs and that culture and tradition push people toward unauthentic selves. In other words, 
living for others is a trap. At the pinnacle of Maslow's hierarchy stood the self-actualized person who was virtually 
independent of culture or of troublesome ties to others. 
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The problem with this philosophy is that it's so easy to do. You don't have to teach children to be selfish or self-
centered. One of our biggest challenges as parents is to train our sons and daughters to share, to be helpful, to be 
considerate, to think of themselves as part of a family where each person has responsibilities as well as privileges. 
Satan had a basic strategy when he tempted our first parents in Eden. He intended to create skepticism about God in 
them, to turn their attention to themselves, and to stimulate their desire to please themselves rather than their Creator. 
This first manifestation of selfishness is still evident. In fact, it is thriving in today's world. 
 
Selfishness greatly impedes our spiritual growth because the whole emphasis of Scripture is on our relationships to 
others. We are instructed to . . . 

• Love others  
• Serve others  
• Honor others  
• Help others  
• Share with others  
• Encourage others  
• Admonish others  
• Restore others  

 
With that in mind, it's quite evident that if we persist in nurturing the immature selfishness we were born with, we 
will not grow into mature and fruitful believers. 
 
We May Do Unselfish Things for Selfish Reasons 
Sometimes, in our selfishness, we are blind to our own behavior, having convinced ourselves that we are being 
sacrificial. We can fool ourselves into thinking that we are unselfish because we are serving others. But it is entirely 
possible for us to play the servant's role with self-serving motives. 
 
Even the disciples who lived with Jesus for over three years were infected with selfish ambition. They expected the 
Messiah to set up His earthly kingdom within their lifetimes, and they had great plans for themselves when He did. 
It's even more remarkable that at the exact time that Jesus predicted His death, James and John only thought of who 
would be top dog in the kingdom. These competitive young men even brought their mother into the act (see Matt. 
20:17-28). 
 
It's striking to contrast the self-seeking ambition of the disciples with the humility of their Lord. He left His throne in 
glory and came to serve, to give His life as a ransom for many. And He alone is to be our role model. We are not to 
model ourselves after people who achieve greatness through power, riches, or position. The greatest privilege we 
have on earth is not to rule over others but to serve them and give our lives to bring them to God. 
 
Selfish Ambition Comes from the World, the Flesh, and the Devil 
Selfishness. Selfish ambition. The desire to be first. The longing to have the most. These are not the characteristics of 
a person under the control of God's Spirit. In fact, the opposite is true. Scripture tells us, "If you harbor bitter envy 
and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not boast about it or deny the truth. Such 'wisdom' does not come down from 
heaven but is earthly, unspiritual, of the devil. For where you have envy and selfish ambition, there you find disorder 
and every evil practice" (James 3:14-16). 
 
Many sins have at their source selfishness and self-indulgence. As Paul warned the Galatians, "The acts of the sinful 
nature are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery; idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, 
fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions and envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like. I warn you, as I did 
before, that those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God" (Gal. 5:19-21). 
 
The person whose life is habitually characterized by these sins gives evidence that he or she is not a believer. But 
don't deceive yourself—believers aren't immune. The world, the flesh, and the devil exert all their energies and 
strategies to keep us from becoming the spiritually mature people God wants us to be. 
 
The Holy Spirit Delivers Us from Selfish Ambition 
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How can we overcome this attitude and emotion of selfishness that so easily controls us? It takes a commitment on 
our part, which we must live out day by day. Paul wrote, "So I say, live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the 
desires of the sinful nature" (Gal. 5:16). 
 
If we continue to follow the leading of the Holy Spirit, we will conquer our own selfish natures. This means we are to 
listen to His voice, obey God's Word, and follow godly impulses. Each time we do so, the temptation to be selfish is 
conquered, and it gets easier and easier to put this goal into practice. Then, without effort on our part, the Holy Spirit 
will produce fruit in our lives, providing evidence that He lives within us. 
 
Notice how these godly characteristics affect our relationships with others and ourselves: "The fruit of the Spirit is 
love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is 
no law. Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful nature with its passions and desires. Since we live 
by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit" (Gal. 5:22-25). 
 
Love for Others Cures Selfishness 
Did you notice the first fruit mentioned? Love! Agape is the love God has showered upon us. And agape is the love 
He will implant in our hearts for others. It's more an action than an emotion. It does rather than feels. It's described 
perfectly in 1 Corinthians 13:5, which says, "Love is not self-seeking." 
 
When you feel selfishness seeping into your actions and attitude, replace it with love. The way to stop the wrong 
behavior is to replace it with the right conduct. Paul tells us how to do this in Philippians 2:3-4: "Do nothing out of 
selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not 
only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others." 
 
Our Selflessness Changes Others' Lives 
Since we are all members of the body of Christ—children in God's family—the apostle Paul also exhorts us to be 
united in spirit, in purpose, and in love for each other. 
 
Selfish ambition or vain conceit has no place in the life of the believer. 
 
We will care about the people we work with and for. Maybe the boss is irritable and demanding because he or she is 
carrying a personal burden we know nothing about. Instead of resentment, we can make the boss's job less stressful 
by being the best, most considerate employee he or she has. And we'll certainly pray for the boss! 
 
We will not always wait for our husbands to do something nice for us. Instead, we'll think of ways to make our 
homes safe havens for them. We'll welcome them with warmth, love, and laughter when they come home from a 
cold, demanding world, where they are often battered and bruised. 
 
We'll give up some of our ambitions so we can be available to our children. It's a great sacrifice to put a career on 
hold to stay with babies, and the time seems to drag so slowly until they are teenagers—and eventually out on their 
own. But our sons and daughters need their mothers' presence, attention, and care. No one can substitute for Mother. 
The emotional and social consequences of not putting the interests of our children first will haunt us through future 
generations. 
 
We'll also give of ourselves unselfishly by serving on boards and committees, not because of the power they give us, 
but because of a desire to do the best for the most people. 
 
We'll speak up for what is right, even if it means personal loss. 
 
We'll share with those in need. 
 
We'll go a few blocks out of our way to bring someone to church who doesn't have a way to get there. 
 
We'll work with a woman in a crisis pregnancy and help her through those long, lonely months. 
 
We'll cook an extra casserole and bring it to the sick or grieving. 
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We'll tutor kids in the inner city and demonstrate the love of Christ to them, enabling them to acquire basic skills and  
encouraging their self-worth. 
 
We'll let our adult children run their own lives, but we'll always be there to hear their joys and struggles, willing to 
help when they need us to. 
 
We'll give a young mother some free time by taking the kids off her hands for a few hours. 
 
We'll come alongside a woman or a couple having difficulties, and we'll work with them for months, even years, to 
save a life or a marriage. 
 
We'll be happy to serve without applause because we are serving the Lord and want only His approval. 
 
Perhaps as we've worked through this study on selfishness you have recognized that you've been living a very self-
centered life. If so, confess your sin to the Lord and let Him cleanse you. Then be on the lookout for ways to serve 
other people. Ask the Lord to make you sensitive to their needs. Follow your good impulses and begin to experience 
the joy and fulfillment that comes from thinking of others rather than yourself. 
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A study of the 7 Letters to the Churches 
Thyatira: The Worldly Church 

 
Today we come to the fourth of these churches, the church at Thyatira. Beginning in Verse 18 of Chapter 2, the Lord 
addresses the angel of the church. Thyatira was located about 35 miles southeast of Pergamum. It was a very small 
city, but a busy commercial center. It was on a major road of the Roman Empire, and, because of this, many trade 
unions had settled in this city. Everyone who worked there was a member of one or more trades. There were 
carpenters, dyers, sellers of goods, tent makers, etc. In the church at Philippi, which the Apostle Paul began, there 
was a woman named Lydia, a seller of purple, who came from Thyatira. It was difficult to make a living as a 
Christian in Thyatira without belonging to the union. This is a factor which will bear upon the interpretation of this 
letter, as we will see. Our Lord's first words to this church indicate both judgment and approbation.  
 
He says:  
"These are the words of the Son of God, whose eyes are like blazing fire and whose feet are like burnished bronze. I 
know your deeds, your love and faith, your service and perseverance, and that you are now doing more than you did 
at first." {Rev 2:18b-19 NIV} 
 
Notice that he uses, for the first and only time in the book of Revelation, the title the "Son of God." There are people 
who claim that Jesus never said that he was the Son of God, but here is one of several places in the New Testament 
where he makes that claim very clearly. This means, of course, that he is stressing his deity. As the Son of God he 
has "eyes like blazing fire," eyes that can pierce the facades, the disguises, the postures and pretensions of his people 
and get right to the heart of what they are doing. He has feet "like burnished bronze" which can trample sin under 
foot and severely punish that which is wrong, if need be. Both are needed in the church at Thyatira. It is the most 
corrupt of the seven churches that are presented here.  
 
But there were some good things going on in this church. Our Lord tells us what they are. "I know your deeds [i.e., 
your works], your love and faith, your service and your perseverance." Those are related. Love leads to service; faith 
leads to perseverance. If you love God, you will serve his people. You cannot help it. It is the sign that you love that 
you are willing to serve. And if you have faith you will persevere; you will understand that God is in control and 
things will work out according to his purpose. You keep at your work; you do not quit. So here was a church that had 
many people that loved God and served his people. They had faith in his word, and they persevered. They helped 
many, and they kept it up. As others then got involved, the church grew. So the deeds, or the works, of the church 
were far more when this letter was written than when it first began.  
 
That is the way a church grows. If you and I had been there at Thyatira, we would have been greatly impressed by 
this church. It was a busy, bustling, active church with some wonderful people in it who obviously manifested love 
and faith, concern and care for others. It must have seemed a very attractive church. But now the blazing eyes and the 
burning feet go into action. We begin to learn deeper facts about the church.  
 
Our Lord says:  
"Nevertheless, I have this against you: You tolerate that woman Jezebel, who calls herself a prophetess. By her 
teaching she misleads my servants into sexual immorality and the eating of food sacrificed to idols. I have given her 
time to repent of her immorality, but she is unwilling. So I will cast her on a bed of suffering, and I will make those 
who commit adultery with her suffer intensely, unless they repent of her ways. I will strike her children dead." Rev 
20-23a NIV} 
 
Evidently there was in the church at Thyatira a woman who was a very dominant leader. Jesus names her "Jezebel." 
That was not her name, of course, but our Lord always names people according to their character. That is why he 
often renames people in the Gospels. Here he chooses the name of the most evil woman in the Old Testament.  
 
The Old Testament Jezebel was the daughter of the king of Sidon, a town in Lebanon that is often in the news these 
days. She was the wife of King Ahab of Israel, the Northern Kingdom, and she is particularly noted for having made 
the worship of the god Baal popular in Israel. Baal was a fertility god, and his worship involved immoral and 
licentious practices. There were temple prostitutes, both male and female, associated with the worship of Baal.  
 



 40

It was Jezebel who spread that degraded worship widely among the ten tribes of Israel until it became one of the 
popular religions of the day. She herself supported over 800 prophets of Baal, who ate at her table. She was the one 
who tried to kill Elijah after his famous encounter with 480 of the prophets of Baal on Mt. Carmel when fire came 
down from heaven and consumed the sacrifice. That mighty man of God had faced with great courage 480 false 
prophets, but when Jezebel got after him he ran for his life. She was also the one who murdered her neighbor Naboth 
because her husband wanted his vineyard.  
 
She was a ruthless, immoral, seducer of the people, and that is why Jesus selects her name for this dominant woman 
at Thyatira. According to the prophecy of the Old Testament, Jezebel ended her days by being thrown from her 
palace window into the courtyard below where the dogs came and ate her body and licked up her blood.  
 
This Jezebel in Thyatira called herself a "prophetess." There is nothing wrong with that in itself. I want to make clear 
that it was not her sex that was wrong -- it was her teaching. There were other women prophets in the Bible. The Old 
Testament lists a number of them who were well respected in Israel.  
 
In the book of Acts, in the New Testament, we are told that Philip, that wonderful, Spirit-filled evangelist who 
preached throughout the land of Palestine, had four daughters who were prophetesses and who had prophesied within 
the church. But the trouble with Jezebel is that she was a false prophet. Our Lord points out what her teaching was. 
She taught that it was all right for Christians to indulge in sexual immorality and in idolatry.  
 
Here is the link with the trade unions of Thyatira. In order to work in these unions, which constituted the entire 
business of the city, Christians had to join a union, or guild, made up of pagans for the most part. The meetings of the 
guilds were devoted to licentious debaucheries which were connected with the worship of erotic idols of the Greek 
world.  
 
Let me quote from the great British Bible scholar William Barclay. He says,  
These guilds met frequently, and they met for a common meal. Such a meal was, at least in part, a religious 
ceremony. It would probably meet in a heathen temple, and it would certainly begin with a libation to the gods, and 
the meal itself would largely consist of meat offered to idols. The official position of the church meant that a 
Christian could not attend such a meal.  
 
This was the problem these Thyatiran Christians faced. In order to make a living they had to belong to a union, but to 
attend the union was to become involved, or to be sorely pressured to become involved, with the worship of idols and 
with licentious and lascivious debauchery. So they had to make a choice. It was difficult to live in Thyatira for this 
very reason. But apparently Jezebel had begun to teach that it was all right for them to go along with the 
requirements of the guild, that they needed to submit to the pressures of the world around in order to make a living, 
and that God would understand and overlook this. Her philosophy was what you often hear today: "Business is 
business." If business practices collide with your Christian principles, then your principles have to go -- because you 
have to make a living. Have you ever heard that argument?  
 
This whole scenario is paralleled in many churches today that accept the easy going sexuality and lack of standards 
that is so widespread in our society. For instance, some churches approve of homosexuality as an alternative lifestyle. 
Many do not discipline their members when they fall into sexual immorality. Others allow pornography to go 
unchallenged in their midst. But notice that the Lord holds the church responsible. His accusation to them is, "You 
tolerate that woman Jezebel." This is a problem that church leadership has to face in our day just as it had to face it in 
the 1st century.  
 
Notice that in the letters to the church at Pergamum, and to the church at Thyatira, the Lord links sexual immorality 
with idolatry. We may find that strange, but actually one inevitably leads to the other. The reason is this: Fornication 
and adultery are both clear-cut violations of specific and explicit statements in the Word of God. Anyone who reads 
the Bible can see very clearly that God forbids these activities. It is wrong for believers to indulge in sexual 
immorality of any sort.  
 
When one does, he or she has deliberately violated the authority of God, therefore, in practice, if not in profession, 
God is no longer their God.  
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It is impossible to miss the condemnation of the Bible in these respects. If people deliberately reject the Lord's 
authority, he is no longer their God. The result is, they must find another god, for it is impossible for the human spirit 
to live without something to live for. That is what a god is. Whatever you are living for, whatever makes life 
worthwhile to you, becomes your god. It may be the god of pleasure, even sexual pleasure. It may be the god of 
wealth. It may be the god of power, a lust for power and ambition. It may be the search for fame.  
 
The point that is being made here is that wherever you work is the place of greatest temptation in this regard. Right 
here this morning there are businessmen and businesswomen, stockbrokers, professional people, clerks, secretaries, 
various laborers in the marketplace, and in shops, etc. It is right where you work that you will be under pressure to 
compromise, and to go along with the standards of the world around.  
 
One writer: “The most subtle challenge to faith does not usually originate in public amphitheaters but in the daily 
places where we earn the money we need to live. What the trades need, what professions need, what all deployments 
of our lives need, is not our soul but our skills; not our worship but our hard work. When we once learn this vital 
alignment of values, we will do better in our work and have fewer ulcers too. Idolatries, whether of the dramatic, 
amphitheater type or the low-grade office type, always make us sick.”  
 
When a Jew contemplates becoming a Christian he must face severe social consequences that are painful and 
agonizing. This is also true of the choices that have to be made in the marketplaces on the question of morals. Many 
find themselves having to choose between a job and a moral standard.  
 
The punishment that our Lord assesses against this teaching reflects the sickness that idolatry and immorality always 
bring. There are three parties involved: First, there is Jezebel herself. Jesus says: "I will cast her on a bed of 
suffering." There is a note of irony or sarcasm there. He is saying, in effect, "She likes beds, so I will give her one, 
but it will prove to be a bed of agonizing pain and hurt." It would constitute her only chance to realize what was 
happening to her, and lead her to change. Then there is another group: "I will make those who commit adultery with 
her suffer intensely [literally, "I will give them great affliction"] unless they repent of her ways."  
 
Those who commit adultery with her are those who practice, as she did, immorality and the consequent idolatry. The 
suffering that he refers to, the intense suffering or affliction, is a reference very likely to sexual diseases. What 
invariably accompanies immorality? Some form of sexual disease. Gonorrhea and syphilis were well-known and 
widespread in the ancient world.  
 
Today, of course, we have the additional plague of AIDS that results largely from sexual immorality. Anybody who 
has watched, as I have recently, someone dying of AIDS knows what a terrible, painful thing it is, both emotionally 
and physically. There was still a third group. The Lord says, "I will strike her children with death." Children 
represent those who not only practice immorality but who teach it as well, as Jezebel was doing. The "death," I think, 
refers to spiritual death, i.e., what is called in the letter to the church at Pergamum "the second death," the terrible 
destruction of the lake of fire described in Chapters 20 and 21 of this book. It is a commitment to evil that makes 
repentance difficult.  
 
But notice the good news here: "unless they repent of her ways." Our Lord always gives an opportunity for 
repentance. I have often thought that natural disasters -- earthquakes, hurricanes, tornadoes, floods, etc. -- are 
opportunities being given men to think again, to stop and look at what we are doing, and to change our ways. It is 
opportunity to repent, a slap in the face that says, wake up! "But," Jesus says, "she was unwilling." And so the 
judgment must come.  
 
The impact of that judgment is given in verse 23:  
"Then all the churches will know that I am he who searches hearts and minds, and I will repay each of you according 
to your deeds." {Rev 2:23b NIV} 
 
The result of judgment and discipline within the church is that the church is purified, strengthened, and helped. 
People begin to take note of evil tendencies and become careful not to drift into the pattern of society around. They 
are willing to stand against the tide or swim against the current. That is what needed to happen in Thyatira. And it 
happens in PBC today. In those rare times that we have had to take severe disciplinary action against some member 
of the congregation because of sexual immorality, the result has always been a purifying of people's lives, a 



 42

willingness to examine the morals of the day, and an increased understanding of the importance of being pure in 
these areas.  
 
The churches will come to understand, our Lord says, that he searches the hearts and minds. Literally, "the kidneys 
and the hearts." Kidneys were in ancient times regarded as the source of feelings. If your kidneys are not working, 
you do not feel very well! They saw them as the source of feelings. Hearts were viewed as the source of choices, the 
decisions we make, the will in exercise. Our Lord says that, when you see him acting in judgment, you realize that 
your feelings are important, and your choices equally so, and that each one will be held responsible for his/her 
choices. No one else can be blamed but we ourselves.  
 
As we look at the church of Thyatira prophetically, i.e., within the scope of church history, we see that this church 
foreshadows the time from the 6th to the 16th century, a thousand years that has been called "The Devil's 
Millennium," the "Dark Ages," or, it is known to history as the "Middle Ages."  
 
It was a time when the church became corrupt by combining pagan rites and Christian teaching. Many pagan 
practices and heathen rituals were introduced into the churches, baptized with Christian terminology, related in some 
way to elements of the Bible, and thus accepted as being true: Images began to be worshipped in churches. Various 
practices of priests which were unknown to the early church began to be approved. The control of political powers by 
religious authorities was widely sought. This was the time when the Bishop of Rome came into universal acceptance, 
was called the Pope, and began to exercise dominion over even emperors and kings. On one occasion, one of the 
German emperors was summoned to Rome and had to stand barefoot in the snow for several hours before the pope 
would receive him. When he came in, he had to come crawling on his hands and knees. So the church sought to 
exercise political power.  
 
Yet, even during this period of corrupting influences, there were true souls who loved Christ and did many works of 
loving service: The monasteries which flourished then often served as hospitals and refuges for the poor and 
downtrodden. This was the time when hierarchy was widely established in the church as the system of government 
instead of the simple servant-leadership that we read of in the New Testament. All of this will find its ultimate 
culmination in this book of Revelation when we get to the 17th and the 18th chapters, and view the great harlot who 
rides the beast and who has dominion over the kings of the earth.  
 
In his appeal to the church, our Lord says several wonderful things:  
"Now I say to the rest of you in Thyatira, to you who do not hold to her teaching and have not learned Satan's so-
called deep secrets (I will not impose any other burden on you): Only hold on to what you have until I come." {Rev 
2:24-25 NIV} 
 
That is a wonderfully sensitive and thoughtful word. Here, for the first time in these letters, our Lord lays special 
stress on his coming. Notice the phrase "the deep things of Satan." That indicates that when a church drifts in these 
areas of moral standards it almost invariably involves the rise of mystic rites and rituals. People love to feel they are 
being let into special, secret things.  
 
You find these mystic cults arising in many of the movements of our day. The New Age Movement, for instance, 
intrigues people with revelations of powerful spirit beings who can impart information that ordinary people do not 
have. These are what Jesus calls "the deep things of Satan." In Paul's letter to the Corinthians he speaks of the "deep 
things of God," {1 Cor 2:10}. Whenever God has something good, Satan imitates it. These dark and hidden matters 
are Satan's imitation of the wonderfully deep truths in the Word of God. Now to those who refuse these, Jesus says, 
"Hold fast what you have." Do not let it go. Do not accept these degrading moral standards. It may be difficult to live 
for Christ in a worldly church, but hang on to your moral standards at least. Do not go along with sexual immorality. 
Do not accept the idea that adultery is only a minor sin, that you need to have affairs now and then. Hold on," Jesus 
says, "until I come."  
 
To such who overcome by holding fast till he comes, he adds another word in Verse 26:  
"To him who overcomes and does my will to the end, I will give authority over the nations --  
  'He will rule them with an iron scepter;  he will dash them to pieces like pottery' -- 
just as I have received authority from my Father. {Rev 2:26-27 NIV} 
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That quotation from Psalm 2 is a reference to the rule of Christ in the earthly kingdom that we call "The 
Millennium." It is a promise of reigning with Christ, not in the new heavens and the new earth, but in a period 
marked by the type of rule found in this quotation: Jesus says, "He will rule them with an iron scepter." That means 
with some degree of stern judgment. "He will dash them to pieces like potter's vessels" {cf, Psa 2:9 KJV}, i.e., the 
combines of evil will be broken up in that day.  
 
It is referring, therefore, not to the new heavens and the new earth (because nothing evil ever enters there), but to the 
millennial kingdom, the earthly kingdom over which the saints will share a reign with Christ. We need to understand 
that the Millennium is a time when righteousness reigns, i.e., it rules over the earth, it judges among people because 
sin is present and death as well. But the new heavens and the new earth reflect a condition where righteousness 
dwells. Nothing shall enter there except that which is righteous and pure and good. Now our Lord becomes even 
more specific.  
 
"I will also give him the morning star." {Rev 2:28 NIV} 
 
That is a beautiful symbol. I do not know how many of you have ever seen the morning star, but you have to get up 
while it is still dark to do so. In the book of Malachi, the closing book of the Old Testament, there is a great 
prediction by the prophet that the "Sun of Righteousness will arise with healing in his wings" {Mal 4:2 KJV}, i.e., 
the Lord Jesus will return in power and great glory. He will be like the sun appearing in the darkness of this world's 
night. But before the sun rises, the morning star appears. In Revelation 22:16, Jesus says of himself: "I am the bright 
and morning star." So what he is saying here is that there will be an appearing of himself for his own before he comes 
in power and glory, visible to the world. In other words it is a promise of the rapture of the church, the first such 
promise in the book of Revelation. He will appear for his own, for those belonging to him, who are true Christians, 
who have been held and kept by the Spirit of God from the evils of the society around. It is not that they cannot, and 
do not at times, fall, but they invariably recover, and repent, and turn back to him. That is the sign that our faith is 
real. Those who have real faith will repent. Someone has well said, "If your faith fizzles before you finish, it is 
because it was faulty from the first!" True faith holds on to the end.  
 
Finally, the Lord says, "Listen to all the letters of the churches."  
"He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches." {Rev 2:29 NIV} 
 
Not just to this church, but to all the churches. These promises and warnings are needed in our individual lives, no 
matter what our local church may be like. Ephesus tells us, "Do not let your love for Jesus grow cold," {cf, Rev 2:1-
7}. Smyrna says, "Do not fear the persecution of the world," {cf, Rev 2:8-11}. Pergamum says, "Trust the Word of 
God to keep you strong and faithful," {cf, Rev 2:12-17}. And Thyatira tells us, "Avoid both sexual and spiritual 
adultery. Keep your moral standards clear." These are tremendously practical letters for the age in which we live. We 
need to heed them today as much as they did in the 1st century.  

 
A. These were the authorities for the church at Thyatira. v 18  
1. Christ has all authority over the church. Acts 2:34-36, Matt. 28:18-20  
2. The Word of God is the constituted authority for the church. 2 Tim. 3:16- 17  
B. These were the praises for the church at Thyatira. v 19  
1. The members of this church were active in works. John 9:4  
2. The members of this church were manifesting love. 1 Cor. 13:13  
3. The members of this church were diligent in service. Romans 12:1-2  
4. The members of this church were steadfast in faith. 2 Cor. 5:7  
5. The members of this church were persistent in patience. James 5:11  
C. These were the rebukes for the church at Thyatira. vs 20-23  
1. The members of this church were allowing false doctrines to be taught in the church. v 20, 1 Kings 17:31, 2 Kings 
9:22,30  
2. The members of this church were allowing lewd practices to be conducted in the church. vs 21-23, 1 Kings 17:31, 
2 Kings 9:22,30  
D. These were the admonitions for the church at Thyatira. vs 24-25  
1. The members of this church could win the crown of life. vs 26-29, Romans 2:7, Romans 8:37  
2. The members of this church could hear the word of God. v 29, Romans 10:17 
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A study of the 7 Letters to the Churches 
The Church of the Zombies (Sardis) 

 
These were the rebukes for the church at Sardis. v 1  
1. The members of this church were playing church. Jude 12-13  
2. The members of this church were spiritually dead. Eph. 2:1-3  
 
These were the admonitions for the church at Sardis. vs 2-3  
1. The members of this church were to awake from their spiritual stupor. v 2, Eph. 5:14-16  
2. The members of this church were to be aroused to spiritual vitality. v 3, Romans 13:11-14  
 
These were the praises for the church at Sardis. v 4  
1. The membership of this church had a few faithful Christians. Col. 1:9-12  
2. The membership of this church had a few dedicated disciples. 1 Peter 2:9  
 
These were the challenges for the church at Sardis. vs 5-6  
1. The members of this church could overcome the powers of sin. v 5, Romans 8:37  
2. The members of this church could hear the word of God. v 6, Acts 20:32 
 
Sardis was once one of the greatest cities of the world. It had been the capital of the ancient kingdom of Lydia, and in 
the 6th century B. C. was ruled by a fabulously wealthy king whose name, Croesus, became a byword for uncounted 
wealth. Sardis was built on a mountain spur about 1500 feet above the valley floor. It was regarded as virtually 
impregnable to military assault. 
 
Several times armies had tried to overthrow it but were unable to do so. But twice in its history it had fallen to 
foreign assault, once by the Persians, and once by the Greeks, and both victories were achieved by stealth. Sardis was 
so confident it could not be overcome that it failed to guard its walls adequately. In the dead of the night a band of 
brave soldiers climbed up the sides of the ravine and entered an unwatched gate and overthrew the city. Thus, Sardis 
was a city characterized by a complacent spirit. The church in this city is the least attractive of the seven churches to 
whom these letters are written. Our Lord finds nothing to commend about it.  
 
Here is his appraisal of it, given to us in the first verse of Chapter 3:  "To the angel of the church in Sardis write: 
"These are the words of him who holds the seven spirits of God and the seven stars.  
I know your deeds; you have a reputation of being alive, but you are dead." {Rev 3:1 NIV} 
 
The way the Lord presents himself to each of these churches is a clue as to what the church needs. Here he calls 
himself "him who holds the seven spirits of God and the seven stars."  
 
These symbols were identified for us in the first chapter of Revelation. The "seven spirits" are a symbol of the Holy 
Spirit in his fullness. What this church at Sardis desperately needed was the Spirit -- life by the Spirit. They needed 
also to remember that Jesus is Lord of his church. It is not left to the members to run the church, to set up its form of 
government or to determine the nature of its ministry, but it is the prerogative of the Lord in their midst. These were 
truths they had forsaken or forgotten in Sardis.  
 
As in all these letters, the life of the church is revealed in its deeds. Our Lord says, as he does in most of the letters, "I 
know your deeds; I know your works." In Sardis these were works that were done to impress people. They gave this 
church a name to live. They had a good reputation, but it was actually a dead church. The members of it were for the 
most part not even believers. They were not spiritually alive.  
 
They were what we would call "nominal Christians." Nominal comes from the word "name" -- someone who has a 
name for something. Our Lord has declared, "You have a name to live, but you are not alive. You are dead!" This 
indicates a church made up of people who outwardly professed Christ -- probably many of them thought of 
themselves as believers -- but who actually possessed no spiritual life. They were Christians in name only.  
 
A contemporary poet has described churches like this in these words:  
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Outwardly splendid as of old, 
Inwardly lifeless, dead and cold. 
Her force and fire all spent and gone, 
Like the dead moon, she still shines on.  
 
Unfortunately there are thousands of churches like that around the world today. It is what gives non-Christians such a 
negative impression of Christian faith. They see the profession, they hear the wonderful words, but there is no life in 
them. Nothing backs them up.  
 
These churches consist largely of what someone has described as  
"Mild-mannered people,  meeting in mild-mannered ways,  striving to be more mild-mannered." 
 
Hollywood has given us a name for people like that: it calls them "Zombies" -- corpses that are alive, that walk about 
as though they are living but they are really dead. As we read this letter, we are looking at the First Zombie Church of 
Sardis! That word has been updated a bit recently. I ran across a quotation from our friend Calvin Miller, of Omaha, 
Nebraska.  
 
Some of you know his poem "The Singer." He says: Many Christians are really Christaholics and not disciples at all. 
Disciples are cross-bearers; they seek Christ. Christaholics seek happiness. Disciples dare to discipline themselves, 
and the demands they place on themselves leave them enjoying the happiness of their growth. Christaholics are 
escapists looking for a shortcut to Nirvana. Like drug addicts, they are trying to "bomb out" of their depressing 
world.  
 
The church at Sardis, says our Lord, is a church that has a reputation to live, but is really dead. It is a church of 
Christaholics! But there was a time, apparently, when this church was alive, when it was filled with people who knew 
the Lord. Because they knew him, they served the homeless and the needy of the city. That is the way they won a 
reputation. They appeared to be a people committed to good works, but now there was no life there.  
 
Remember that Paul warns us of that condition in his great 13th chapter of First Corinthians. He says, "Though I 
speak in tongues, have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and knowledge, and have a faith that can 
move mountains, but have not love, I am a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal," {1 Cor 13:1-2 ].  
 
Here was a church that once had a great ministry but it had slipped away from them. It once had much impact in the 
city of Sardis, but now nothing is happening.  
 
Dr. William Barclay has said: "A church is in danger of death when it begins to worship its own past; when it is more 
concerned with forms than with life; when it loves systems more than it loves Jesus; when it is more concerned with 
material than it is with spiritual things." This church in Sardis was so devoid of life that it actually had no struggles 
going on within it. Notice the difference between it and the other churches. There are no Jewish accusers of this 
church even though there was a large colony of Jews in the city of Sardis. They ignored the church, or perhaps did 
not even know of its existence. There were no false apostles here. There were no domineering Nicolaitans who 
needed to be guarded against. There were no female seducers, as at Thyatira. There was nothing! Zip -- that was the 
ministry of the church at Sardis!  
 
What does a dead church need? Our Lord wastes no time in telling them. It is interesting, is it not, that he still owns 
this church? He does not say, "I have nothing to do with you." He gives them a way of recovery, and he still reveals 
himself as Lord of the church. As we look at these steps to recovery, they will also help us to identify a condition of 
death in a church.  
 
The first thing a dead church needs is to wake up. Jesus says:  
"Wake up! Strengthen what remains and is about to die, for I have not found your deeds complete in the sight of my 
God. Remember, therefore, what you have received and heard; obey it, and repent. But if you do not wake up, I will 
come like a thief, and you will not know at what time I will come to you." {Rev 3:2-3 NIV} 
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The first need of a church that is dying or dead is to awaken to its condition. These words in Greek are staccato 
commands, sharp words, like a slap in the face, designed to stimulate, to wake up. In the letter to the Ephesians, Paul 
says,  
  "Wake up, O sleeper,      rise from the dead,    and Christ will shine on you," {Eph 5:14 NIV}. 
 
This was the need of the church here in Sardis. Wake up! Honestly face your failure! Feel the dullness of your 
services! Smell the deadness of your life! Ask yourself, "What has gone wrong? Why are our services so dreary, so 
dull, so unattractive? Why do people not want to come?" A church in this state needs to ask itself some very serious, 
sobering, honest questions. "Wake up!" says Jesus.  
 
Second, "Strengthen what remains." What was that? Jesus has already told them what there is of value in the church. 
"I know your works," he says. They were good works, in a way, but they were incomplete. "Strengthen what remains 
and is about to die, for I have not found your deeds complete in the sight of my God."  
 
Their works were incomplete, unfinished. The actions were right, but the motives were wrong. They were not doing 
them for the right reason. As you read this you can see that here is a church that is busy doing good things, but doing 
them to impress people. They were trying to display and enhance a reputation they had. They were concerned as to 
whether people around would see, and know what they were doing. But Jesus says even those good deeds were about 
to die. "Strengthen them," he says. How? By putting their motives right!  
 
All through the Scriptures we are told that God judges, not the things we do, but the reason we do them. He reads our 
hearts. He is judging whether our work is done out of love for him and gratitude for what he has done for us, and not 
caring whether people see them or not, whether we are praised for them or not. They are done because we want to 
please him. What this church needed was to capture again the meaning of the words, "for the Lord's sake," and, "as 
unto Him."  
 
Third, they needed to remember what they heard; to obey it, and to repent. At this particular point the New 
International Version, from which I am reading, is not accurate. It says, "Remember, therefore, what you have 
received," but, in Greek it is not what but how -- "how you have received." What they heard, of course, was the 
gospel.  
 
They had heard the message of Jesus: his crucifixion on behalf of sinners, of his resurrection, of his availability to 
human beings by the Spirit to strengthen them and impart to them his own righteous life and position. They had 
heard all that, but the important thing was, how did it come to you? "Remember how you received and heard this." 
What he is referring to is the ministry of the Spirit. Remember, he is the One who holds the seven spirits. When these 
people had first heard the gospel they had heard it by the Spirit. The Word came to them in the power of the Spirit.  
 
The fourth thing they needed was to recover the hope of the Lord's return. "If you do not wake up," Jesus says," I will 
come like a thief, and you will not know at what time I will come to you." We have already seen in the first chapter 
and in several of the letters the hope of the coming of the Lord described. It is the great hope toward which the 
church has been headed since its very beginning. But here is a church that has lost its expectation of that coming.  
 
The aspect of our Lord's coming that they particularly needed was not his visible appearing in glory to establish his 
kingdom, when every eye shall see him, as described in the first chapter, but rather that aspect of his second coming 
that our Lord described in his great Olivet Discourse in Matthew 24:43. There he says that he will come suddenly, 
without warning, like a thief comes to steal away the treasure of a home.  
 
Some friends of mine were once sleeping in their house upstairs and when they came down in the morning they 
found their home had been ransacked and their silverware, their treasure, was gone. They had heard nothing because 
a thief does not announce his coming. He comes silently and takes what he wants and then disappears again. That is 
the way the parousia, the coming of the Lord, will begin. He will take his church suddenly out of the world. It will 
disappear from the world's sight.  
 
Paul describes it in wonderfully exciting words in First Corinthians 15, the great resurrection chapter. There he says, 
"Behold, I show you a mystery. We shall not all sleep (i.e., die) but we shall all be changed; in a moment, in the 
twinkling of an eye," {cf, 1 Cor 15:51-52}. He holds that forth as the special hope of the church. The church is the 
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unrecognized treasure of the world, but the Lord will come as a thief and take it to himself. That is his description of 
what we call, in theology, "the rapture" of the church (the departure of the church is perhaps a better term).  
 
When the Lord comes as a thief, if a church is made up of members who are not believers, who have a name to live 
but have no spiritual life, they will be left behind. Thus our Lord warns here. "If you do not wake up I will come like 
a thief, and you will not know at what time I will come to you." As we have said, there are many churches like this 
today throughout the world. I have been in many of them in different countries, and many also here in the United 
States. It is sad to see them so lifeless and dull when they could be so alive and vital.  
 
Our Lord says:  
"Yet you have a few people in Sardis who have not soiled their clothes. They will walk with me, dressed in white, for 
they are worthy. He who overcomes will, like them, be dressed in white. I will never blot out his name from the book 
of life, but will acknowledge his name before my Father and his angels. He who has an ear, let him hear what the 
Spirit says to the churches." {Rev 3:4-6 NIV} 
 
White garments are always in Scripture a symbol of redemption. In the seventh chapter of this book we read of a 
great multitude of people who come out of the great tribulation and who have "washed their robes and made them 
white in the blood of the Lamb," {Rev 7:14}. Clearly, white garments are a sign of being redeemed, being saved by 
the grace of God. Remember Isaiah's great word in his opening chapter.  
 
The 18th verse says,  
"Come now, let us reason together,"  says the Lord,  "though your sins be as scarlet,  
they shall be as white as snow; though they be red like crimson, they shall be as wool." {Isa 1:18 KJV} 
 
That is what the blood of the Lamb can do. These are said to be "worthy," not because they have lived good moral 
lives -- many of them very likely had not -- but because they had washed away their sins in the blood of the Lamb. 
They were worthy because God had imparted to them the righteousness of Christ. That is the gift which he gives to 
all who come by faith to him. You need no longer to try to earn your way, or work your way, into a good relationship 
with God. You can never do so, but you are given it by believing his Word and receiving his forgiveness. These, 
then, are the overcomers who are mentioned in Verse 5. The Lord promises them three specific things:  
 
First, they will be "dressed in white," i.e., they will be given his own righteousness. Many of the hymns reflect this 
great truth:  
Jesus, thy blood and righteousness 
My beauty are, my glorious dress; 
'Midst flaming worlds, in these arrayed, 
With joy shall I lift up my head.  
 
Second, he promises: "I will never blot out his name from the book of life." That promise has bothered many people 
because they immediately think, "That implies that some can be blotted out of the book of life. If I am once given the 
righteousness of Christ does this mean I can lose it again? If I do not live up to what I should, or walk rightly before 
the Lord, can I lose it again?" But notice the way the Lord puts it. He does not say anything about anyone's name 
being blotted out. His words are simply assuring that those who trust him will never be blotted out. I think he is 
addressing himself to the fears of the redeemed.  
 
Many Christians are troubled by the thought that perhaps they can lose their salvation. Sometimes when we have 
misbehaved badly, when we have done things we are ashamed of, we ask ourselves, "What has happened to me? Am 
I no longer a Christian? Have I lost my salvation?"  
 
"On the contrary," says Jesus (and this is the third thing), "I will acknowledge you before my Father and the angels in 
heaven." When we arrive in glory our lives will be visible to everybody. Nothing is hidden then. Jesus tells us, "That 
which you have done in secret will be shouted from the house tops," {cf, Matt 12:13 KJV}. Everything is wide open. 
No aspect of life can be hidden away. Knowing that, many of us are a little afraid to appear in glory. We know truths 
about ourselves that we do not want known. But Jesus says, "When you stand there with your entire record exposed 
for everybody to see, I will look at you and say, 'You are mine.' I will acknowledge your name before the Father and 
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all his angels. This sinner, this defiled person, this unworthy character -- I want the universe to know -- he is mine!" 
That is what he promised to do in the 10th chapter of Matthew.  
 
So the closing word, as always in these letters, is to the one who has ears to hear. "Listen," he says, "to each letter." 
All of Scripture is profitable to someone who has the life of Christ within. As we draw this service to a close it may 
be that there are some here who have never really come to life in Christ: Church attendance is excellent, but it will 
never save you. Church membership has value, but it will never save you. You are saved when you repent of your 
self-dependence, your hope that you can get by on your own character, and believing that Jesus has settled it for you 
by the sacrifice of himself, you receive him as Lord and Savior. That is when the life of the Spirit is imparted -- and 
that is what the church at Sardis required.   
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A study of the 7 Letters to the Churches 
Philadelphia -- The Little Church That Tried 

These were the praises for the church at Philadelphia. vs 8-10  
1. The members of this church were faithful in works. v 8, 1 Cor. 15:58  
2. The members of this church were dedicated to doctrine. v 9, Jude 3-4  
3. The members of this church were enduring persecutions with patience. v 10, James 5:10-11  
 
These were the admonitions for the church at Philadelphia. v 11  
1. The members of this church were to remain faithful. James 1:2-4  
2. The members of this church were to be steadfast. James 1:12  
 
These were the challenges for the church at Philadelphia. vs 12-13  
1. The members of this church could overcome the powers of sin. v 12, Phil. 4:13  
2. The members of this church could hear the word of God. v 13, Psa. 1:1-3 
 
Everyone knows that our historic American city of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, named for the church to which we 
come today, means "brotherly love." The biblical city was located about 28 miles southeast of the city of Sardis. It 
was the youngest of the seven cities whose churches are addressed in these letters.  
 
Philadelphia was founded about 150 B.C. by King Attallus of Pergamum, whose nickname was Philadelphus, which 
means "lover of a brother." This man was noted for the admiration and love he had for his brother, Eumenes, and he 
named this city in honor of him.  
 
This church in Philadelphia is unique among the seven churches because it is the only church the Lord registers no 
complaint against. This is the church that delights Christ!  
 
The Lord presents himself to this church in a very unusual way, seen in Verse 7 of Chapter 3:  
"To the angel of the church in Philadelphia write:  
"These are the words of him who is holy and true, who holds the key of David.  
What he opens, no one can shut; and what he shuts, no one can open." {Rev 3:7 NIV} 
 
In all the other letters, our Lord uses symbols to describe himself that come from the vision John had of him, 
recorded in Chapter 1. In this letter, however, Jesus makes no reference to that vision. He uses other titles to describe 
himself. He tells them plainly who he is and what he does. Who he is is "the holy one" and "the true one." He is the 
holy one -- morally perfect. His character is without flaw or blemish. And he is genuine reality. He is the true one, 
the one behind all that really exists. That is who he is.  
 
What he does is: He "holds the key of David." That is a reference to an incident recorded in the 22nd chapter of the 
prophecy of Isaiah. In the days of Hezekiah the king there was a courtier whose name was Shebna. He had been 
caught in a personal scam run for his own benefit, and as a result God says a very unusual, very descriptive thing 
about him: "I will take him and whirl him around and around, and hurl him into a far country," {cf, Isa 22:18}. It was 
a prediction that he would be sent into Babylon.  
 
He would be replaced by a godly man named Eliakim, of whom God said,  
"I will place on his shoulder the key to the house of David. What he opens, no one can shut, and what he shuts, no 
one can open." {Isa 22:17 NIV} 
 
Our Lord refers back to that passage in Isaiah and applies it to himself: "I am the one who shuts and no one can open, 
and opens and no one can shut." His will cannot be opposed. He governs the events of history on earth. He will open 
some doors; he will close other doors. What he opens no one can shut, what he shuts, no one can open. No human 
power can contravene what he determines.  
 
Now he tells the church, beginning in Verse 8, how he will use this power to open and shut.  
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"I know your deeds. See, I have placed before you an open door that no man can shut. I know that you have little 
strength, yet you have kept my word and have not denied my name." {Rev 3:8 NIV} 
 
To a church like the church at Philadelphia the Lord says he will open doors of ministry and service, and no one can 
shut them. The Apostle Paul uses this analogy about himself. On his second missionary journey he tried to go into the 
province of Asia to preach the gospel but was forbidden by the Holy Spirit; it was a shut door. Then he tried to go 
into Bithynia, on the southern shore of the Black Sea, but was not allowed of the Lord -- another shut door. But when 
he came to Troas he had a vision of a man from Macedonia, and he learned that the Lord had opened a door for him 
into Europe.  
 
Paul's commitment to enter that open door has changed the history of the whole Western world, affecting all of 
civilization since that time. It was an open door of tremendous significance which the Lord had opened for Paul. But 
in First Corinthians 16, he says of Ephesus, the capital of Asia, "A great door for effective work has opened to me, 
and there are many who oppose me," {1 Cor 16:9}. So the door which had been closed to him once was opened to 
him later by the Lord.  
 
We are seeing something unusual in this line in our lifetime. Without any announcement, the Lord has, to everyone's 
surprise, opened doors in the Soviet Union, Poland, East Germany, Czechoslovakia and Hungary; doors which had 
been closed for decades. It is wonderful to see how the people are responding to that open door.  
 
Yet not far away from these countries is a closed door. Albania, on the shores of the Adriatic, is the most closed 
country in the world to the gospel. Christians are forbidden to practice their faith there. No churches are allowed. It is 
a tightly closed door. There are other countries of Eastern Europe that remain closed as well. We are encouraged to 
pray for these, but it takes the One who "opens and no man shuts, and shuts and no man opens" for those prayers to 
succeed.  
 
I must make a correction to the NIV text at this point. The words, "I know that you have little strength," is not what 
the Greek text says. There is no word in Greek for I know. What it literally says is, "...because you have a little power 
and have kept my word and have not denied my name."  
 
The church is being given the reasons why the Lord opened a door for them. What the text actually says is, "I have 
placed before you an open door that no one can shut because you have a little power and have kept my word and not 
denied my name."  
 
That teaches us something very important. It says that an open door is given when a church fulfills the conditions that 
will allow it to move through that door once it has been opened. Chief among those conditions is that it has 
discovered the power of the Spirit. It is spiritual power the Lord is talking about. It is not so much strength as it is 
power -- power obtained by faith, i.e., by expecting God to act. Individuals in the church sense that God can do 
something. They look for an opportunity, a need to appear, and when they respond, a door opens for continued 
service which may grow even wider so others may enter with them.  
 
I believe Ephesians 2:10 is in some ways the most exciting verse in the New Testament. The Apostle Paul says, "We 
are his workmanship [this word has also been translated "masterpiece"] created in Christ Jesus unto good works."  
 
That is why you have been made a Christian -- that you might do good works -- deeds of help, mercy, kindness, 
witness, love, comfort, counsel and strength. That is what each member of the church is capable of doing. We are 
"created unto good works."  
 
And then comes the exciting part: "which God has prepared beforehand for us to walk in them." When you are 
confronted with a need it may appear rather insignificant at first. Perhaps it is a neighbor with a heavy heart; perhaps 
it is a family member who has what may appear to be a fairly minor problem. When you respond to that, however, it 
becomes an open door. Ministry may grow out of it which will challenge and encourage and bless you as you go on.  
 
Notice that the Lord says to this church at Philadelphia, "you have a little power." That realistically stresses the fact 
that most, if not all, churches hardly realize the potential they have for ministry.  
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We need to remember that the presence of the Spirit is promised to each church without any condition whatsoever. 
When we know Christ the Spirit comes to live within our hearts and to reside there. But the power of the Spirit is 
given only to those churches who learn to keep his word and to not deny his name!  
 
Those two things are central in the ministry of every church. First, there must be the Word. Always God plants his 
Word at the heart of his church. We must preach it, teach it, study it, and truly know it. And it is not just for the 
leadership, but everybody in the church is to know God's Word. The Bible is the most amazing book the world has 
ever seen. It conveys insights into life that you will find in no other place. No great university in the land can give 
you an understanding of life that this Book will give you. Therefore we must keep it, know it, walk in it and love it. 
We must soak ourselves in the Word! But beyond the Word is the Lord himself.  
 
One of our old hymns puts it this way,  
Beyond the sacred page I seek Thee, Lord. My spirit pants for Thee, O Living Word.  
 
It is the Word which enables us to know the character of Jesus, to have fellowship with him, and to not deny that 
character in our lives. We are to reflect in our lives all that his name stands for. We are to know him as present with 
us at all times, and seek to conform our behavior to his life. Those are the qualities it takes to enter into the open 
doors which the Lord gives to a church and to the individuals in it.  
 
Then, second, the Lord says in Verse 9:  
"I will make those who are of the synagogue of Satan, who claim to be Jews though they are not, but are liars -- I will 
make them come and fall down at your feet and acknowledge that I have loved you." {Rev 3:9 NIV} 
 
To a church that is responsive and ready to be used, the Lord will use his power to "open and shut" to make their 
enemies respect them and openly acknowledge God's blessing upon them. We saw this phrase, "the synagogue of 
Satan," used also in the letter to the persecuted church at Smyrna. It referred to certain Jews in that city who claimed 
to be spiritual descendants of Abraham but in actuality they were only his physical descendants; their attitude toward 
the truth of God was far removed from Abraham's faith.  
 
The Lord himself continually confronted the Pharisees who claimed to be Abraham's descendants, but Jesus said to 
them, "You are of your father the devil," {John 8:44}. So here in the city of Philadelphia Jesus refers to this Jewish 
opposition as "the synagogue of Satan."  
 
But something amazing happens. What causes them to come at last and bow before the church and acknowledge 
God's blessing upon them? It is because the church responds to the opposition and hostility with love and with 
obvious knowledge of God which these Jews do not possess, even though they have the Scriptures. As a result, they 
come at last and acknowledge God's blessing on the church at Philadelphia.  
 
The third way in which our Lord will exercise the power of opening and shutting is given to us in the amazing 
promise of Verse 10:  
"Since you have kept my command to endure patiently [again, that is not a good translation. What he really says is, 
"Since you have kept my word of patient endurance."  
 
This is a reference to the Lord's own endurance. He has been waiting until his enemies be made his footstool, for 
long centuries. "Since you have learned to wait like that," he is saying, "since you have kept my word of patient 
endurance], I will also keep you from the hour of trial that is going to come upon the whole world to test those who 
live on the earth." {Rev 3:10 NIV} 
 
Our Lord's appeal is given in Verses 11-13:  
"I am coming soon. Hold on to what you have, so that no one will take your crown. Him who overcomes I will make a 
pillar in the temple of my God. Never again will he leave it. I will write on him the name of my God and the name of 
the city of my God, the New Jerusalem, which is coming down out of heaven from my God; and I will also write on 
him my new name. He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches." {Rev 3:11-13 NIV} 
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Once again we have a renewal of Jesus' wonderful promise, "I am coming soon." Many people ask when they read 
this, "How can he say that? This letter was written almost 2,000 years ago. The church has been expecting him ever 
since, but he still has not come. How could he have said to this church, 'I am coming soon?'"  
 
In relationship to that his word is, "Hold on to what you have so that no one will take your crown." As the times get 
harder and it is even more difficult to be a Christian, as hostility increases and the world becomes more and more 
secular and casts aside much of the trappings of Christianity that it had formerly practiced, then we must be careful 
that we do not give up and go along with worldly attitudes and worldly pursuits.  
 
We must not allow a desire for status, prestige, fame, a beautiful home and the things the world lusts for, to become 
central in our thinking. "Hold on to what you have," says Jesus, because there is danger that someone may take your 
crown. That is not a reference to the possible loss of salvation. What it is speaking of is your opportunity for service 
in the eternal ages. That is the reward which is offered, the opportunity for even greater service.  
 
James I. Packer has well said:  
The Christian's reward is not directly earned; it is not a payment proportionate to services rendered; it is a Father's 
gift of generous grace to his children, far exceeding anything they deserved. Also, we must understand that the 
promised reward is not something of a different nature tacked on to the activity being rewarded; it is, rather, the 
activity itself -- communion with God in worship and service -- in its consummation.  
 
This is the truth that Paul teaches in First Corinthians 3. Speaking of Jesus as the foundation being laid in human 
hearts, the apostle says, "If any man builds on this foundation using gold, silver, costly stones, wood, hay or straw, 
his work will be shown for what it is, because the Day will bring it to light [this is the very Day that Revelation 
describes]. It will be revealed with fire, and the fire will test the quality of each one's work. If what he has built 
survives, he will receive his reward. If it is burned up, he will suffer loss; he himself will be saved, but only as one 
escaping through the flames," {1 Cor 3:12-15 NIV}.  
 
Thus the crown of greater opportunity for service is what might be lost. Do not let anybody take that away from you, 
says Jesus. Do not lose the opportunities you have. Possess them, and you will receive a reward.  
 
There are two promises given to the ones who overcome, who hold on to what they have: First, Jesus says, "I will 
make him a pillar in the temple of my God, and never again will he leave it." The four pillars on either side of this 
auditorium support the superstructure of this building. A pillar is a symbol of strength and permanence. Our Lord is 
promising those who hold on to what they have, a position in the life to come of strength and permanence; they will 
be someone who upholds things.  
 
In Galatians, the Apostle Paul refers to Peter, James and John as "pillars" of the church; the church rested upon them 
in some sense as they were imparting guidance and knowledge to Christians. In the Jerusalem temple which was 
destroyed in 70 A. D., there were two great pillars in front of the building, one called Jachin (which means 
"established, permanent"), and the other Boaz ("strength"). Pillars are thus symbols of strength and permanence.  
 
"Never again will he leave it," says Jesus. When you visit ancient ruins you will notice that often all that is left 
standing are the pillars. This promise of Jesus to never go out again is a reference to the experience of these 
Philadelphians who had frequently to flee the city because of the earthquake tremors that came. When you labor for 
me, says Jesus, you will reach a place where you will not have to go out ever again. It is a picture of security, 
permanence and strength.  
 
Then, Jesus says, "I will write on him the name of my God and the name of the city of my God ... and I will write on 
him my new name." Three names will be written on the overcomer. A change of names would be meaningful to the 
Philadelphians because that city changed its name twice in its history. It called itself Neocaesarea when Tiberius 
helped it; and later on, in honor of Vespasian, one of the Flavian emperors, it changed its name to Flavia. (It later 
resumed the name Philadelphia.) Thus these people understood what it meant to have a different name.  
 
Jesus says, "I will give you three names." Names reveal the character of the named: The first is, "the name of my 
God." This is a promise that believers will be made godlike. "Godliness" is a shortened form of the word 
"godlikeness." The purpose of the Spirit in our lives is to make us godly or godlike.  
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If you are growing and maturing as a Christian, each year you ought to be a little easier to live with -- more patient, 
compassionate, understanding of others, and mature in your judgment. You should become more godlike. That is the 
promise to the believer who overcomes by faith.  
 
Second, Jesus says, "I will write [on him] the name of the city of my God." The last two chapters of Revelation give 
a vivid description of this wonderful city, the New Jerusalem, coming down from heaven "as a bride adorned for her 
husband" -- a beautiful bride meeting her husband. That again is a picture of loving intimacy; someone captured by 
the beauty and goodness of another and longing to be with him or her. That is the second promise given to those who 
hold on, who stand fast in the midst of a decaying world. They will know the intimacy of a husband's love for his 
beautiful bride.  
 
Last, says Jesus, "I will also write on him my new name." What is that? Since a name symbolizes one's character this 
is a reference to the fact that when our Lord's work of redemption is finished he will have a new name. Everyone 
wants to know what that new name is, but in Revelation 19:12 we are told that when Jesus appears he will have that 
new name written upon him, but it is a name that no man knows.  
 
Before Jesus was born in Bethlehem an angel appeared to Joseph and told him that Mary would bring forth a son, 
"and you shall call his name Jesus." Why? "Because he will save his people from their sins," {cf, Matt 1:21}. Jesus is 
the redemptive name of our Lord. It means "Yahweh saves." But when the work of redemption is finished, when we 
are all home in glory with him and God's work of saving and redeeming us is over, Jesus will be given a new work to 
do. No one knows what it is; it will be a new role -- but the church is promised a share in those vast new labors! In 
the new heavens and the new earth redemption will no longer be required, but a new role will be given our Lord, and 
in that new work the church is called to share.  
 
So we come again to our Lord's word of caution:  
"He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches." {Rev 3:13 NIV} 
 
Stop! Look! Listen! Hear the Spirit. Think through these letters. Pay attention to them, because they are 
spelling out your future destiny. 
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A study of the 7 Letters to the Churches 
Laodicea -- The Poor-Rich Church 

 
These were the rebukes for the church at Laodicea. vs 15-17  
1. The members of this church were lukewarm. vs 15-16, Luke 11:23  
2. The members of this church were spiritually depraved. v 17, 2 Peter 2:22  
 
These were the admonitions for the church at Laodicea. vs 18-19  
1. The members of this church were to become spiritual alive. v 18  
a). Those Christians were to have a pure faith. 1 Peter 1:7  
b). Those saints were to walk in snow-white purity. Romans 12:1-2  
c). Those disciples were to have heavenly vision. Heb. 12:1-2  
2. The members of this church were to endure Divine discipline. v 19, Heb. 12:5-11  
 
These were the challenges for the church at Laodicea. vs 20-22  
1. The members of this church could open the door of their hearts. v 20, Matt. 13:15  
2. The members of this church could overcome the powers of sin. v 21, Romans 8:37  
3. The members of this church could hear the word of God. v 22, John 5:39 
 
The city of Laodicea was located about 100 miles directly east of Ephesus, the first city to which these seven letters 
were addressed. Laodicea was part of a tri-city area, closely associated with the cities of Colossae (to which the letter 
to the Colossians was written), and Hierapolis.  
 
Laodicea was noted throughout the Roman province of Asia for its wealth, its commercial life, and its medical 
practice. As the banking center of Asia, it was the most prosperous of the seven cities. Many large, beautiful homes 
were built in this city, the ruins of which are still visible, and probably some of them were owned by Christians. 
Laodicea also had a flourishing clothing industry.  
 
A particular breed of black sheep were raised around this area, and the glossy, black wool was woven into special 
clothes that were sold here. The city was also noted for its medical practice, especially for its eye and ear salve. The 
medical cult of Aesculapius was located here. Incidentally, doctors in the military services of the United States still 
wear the symbol of a staff with entwined serpents around it, the symbol of Aesculapius.  
 
Laodicea was thus a kind of Bank of America, Macy's Department Store and Mayo Clinic all rolled into one. That 
will explain some of the references we find in this letter to the church there. As in all the letters, our Lord introduces 
himself in a very significant way.  
 
His opening description form the key to what the church needs.  

"To the angel of the church in Laodicea write:  
"These are the words of the Amen, the faithful and true witness, the ruler of God's creation." {Rev 
3:14 NIV} 

 
Apparently the Lord wanted this church to see him in this capacity. He was first of all the "Amen." We are all 
familiar with this word. We utter it when we close a prayer or when we want to express our agreement with a 
meaningful statement. But it is also a word that Jesus used frequently. In the more modern versions of the gospels, he 
begins many statements with the words, "Truly, truly, I say unto you." The King James Version renders it, "Verily, 
verily." Actually, in Greek, that is "Amen, Amen." It indicates that Jesus is saying something extremely important. It 
always marks significant truth. So when you come to this word in the Gospels, pay careful attention because Jesus 
himself is underscoring that what he is saying is not only true, but it is important truth.  
 
We use "Amen" as a last word, and it has that meaning too, when God speaks. The book of Hebrews begins, "In the 
past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he 
has spoken to us by his Son," {Heb 1:1-2a }.  
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The word of Jesus is the last word, the final word of God to man. Anyone who goes beyond the words of Jesus is not 
giving us new truth; he is departing from the final word that God has spoken. Also, our Lord calls himself "the 
faithful and true witness." He has emphasized his truthfulness before in these letters, but here he adds the word 
"faithful," i.e., he not only tells the truth, but he tells all the truth. He does not hide anything. He speaks plainly and 
clearly and reveals the whole truth. He wants this church to understand that.  
 
The third phrase is not, as the NIV version puts it, "the ruler of God's creation." It is really the word "the beginning of 
God's creation." It is the same word that the Gospel of John opens with: "In the beginning was the Word, and the 
Word was with God, and the Word was God," {John 1:1 NIV}.  
 
Two verses later John says, "All things were made by him and without him was not anything made that was made," 
{John 1:3 KJV}. Jesus is the origin, the beginning of God's creation. But not merely of the old creation, i.e. the 
physical universe in which we live, including the great galaxies of space, the planetary system of our sun, and the 
earth itself. All came from the hands of Jesus as the source of God's creation. But Jesus is also the source of the new 
creation that God is building.  
 
Paul tells us in Second Corinthians 5, "if anyone is in Christ he [or she] is a new creation," {2 Cor 5:17a NIV}. We 
are part of a new world that the Lord is bringing into being. It has already begun -- that is the point: "old things have 
passed away; behold all things have become new," {2 Cor 5:17b KJV}. 
 
This church in Laodicea particularly needs to know that truth. At the end of his letter to the Colossians, Paul says, 
"See that [this letter] is read also in the church of the Laodiceans," {Col 4:16b NIV}. So the Laodiceans were to be 
familiar with the letter to Colossae, and it is in that letter that the apostle emphasizes Jesus' link with creation. He is 
the "firstborn of creation" {cf, Col 1:15}, and the "firstborn from the dead" {Col 1:18b KJV}, [i.e., in resurrection] 
which is the new creation. This church at Laodicea needs to be told important truth, the whole truth, and especially 
truth about how to relate to God's new creation. What does the Lord see in this church at Laodicea? In every letter 
Jesus says, "I know your works."  
 
He is aware of what goes on in every church. He is watching us as well.  

"I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot. I wish you were either one or the other! So, 
because you are lukewarm -- neither hot nor cold -- I am about to spit you out of my mouth." {Rev 
3:15-16 NIV} 

 
There were two problems in this church: First, there was something wrong with their commitment. They were neither 
cold nor hot. They were suffering from what someone has well called "the leukemia of non-commitment." And, also, 
there was something wrong with their self-image, as we will see in Verse 17. They thought they were rich, but they 
were really poor. The church at Sardis was a cold church, a dead church. It was as cold as death. The church at 
Philadelphia was hot, alive, and vital. But here in Laodicea was a church that was neither hot nor cold. It is merely 
lukewarm.  
 
Archaeologists have discovered an interesting fact about this city. It had no local water supply, but obtained their 
water through an aqueduct from the hot springs at Hierapolis, some six miles away. If you were staying in a motel in 
Laodicea and turned on the tap to get a cold drink, and tasted the water, you would probably spit it out again because 
it was tepid, lukewarm. Traveling that distance, the hot water had partly cooled down, and it would be nauseating, 
repulsive.  
 
The word our Lord actually uses here is not "spit out," but "vomit." He will vomit out the church because it was 
nauseating to him. What created this condition? There is only one answer. It is compromise! When you want to make 
something lukewarm you mix together hot and cold. We do this continually with regard to air temperature.  
 
We humans do not like extremes of temperature. We do not like it to be cold, and we do not like it when it is hot. So 
what do we do? For our comfort we mix the two together. We come out with what is comfortably warm. That is what 
was happening in the church at Laodicea.  
 
They were compromising spiritually for comfort's sake. It is much more comfortable to attend a church where 
nobody takes doctrinal issues very seriously, where, for comfort's sake, you avoid discussions over issues. This 
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church was compromising its teaching for the sake of peace. They had enough truth to salve the conscience without 
becoming fanatics; but enough coolness to calm their wills without freezing people out. It was a comfortable church.  
 
You could have attended this church for years and it would have probably been very pleasurable, but nothing much 
would be happening. You would not be challenged, or rebuked, or corrected, or exhorted, but only encouraged and 
respected because it was a comfortable church, but also a compromising church. What does Jesus think of a church 
like that? Yuck! Its nauseating! Repulsive! The people may like it, but Jesus does not. It may make them 
comfortable, but it makes him sick!  
 

Once again I have to say there are thousands of churches like this around the world today, here in our 
country as well as elsewhere. In my judgment the most destructive and dangerous attitude a church 
can have -- and I run into it everywhere -- is that the church belongs to the people, they own it, and it 
exists for their benefit. That is what turns a church into what some have called a Religious Country 
Club, operating for the benefit of the members.  
 

Nowhere in Scripture does it say that the church belongs to the people. It is Christ's church, and he has the right to 
determine what it shall be like and what goes on within it.'"  
 
The Lord says to it in Verse 17:  

"You say, 'I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a thing.' But you do not realize that you 
are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked." {Rev 3:17 NIV} 

 
What a sad condition! There is a big difference between "you say," and "you are." Our Lord points this difference 
out. This is the "Faithful and True witness" speaking, the one who tells the whole truth, even though it hurts. This 
church at Laodicea was, to use a popular expression, "fat, dumb and happy." It was smug. It was self-sufficient. It 
was complacent.  
 
They had plenty of money. Perhaps they had beautiful buildings, gifted preachers, and the respect of the community. 
They thought they were doing well. But when Jesus looks at it, he says, "You are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and 
naked." Why such a difference in these two views? It is because they were being measured by two different 
standards.  
 
I might say to you, "What is the temperature today?" and you would look at a thermometer and say, "It is 32 above 
zero." But I might check another thermometer and say, "No, you are wrong. It is zero." The truth is, we would both 
be right because one thermometer was Fahrenheit and the other was Centigrade. Zero in Centigrade is 32 above on 
Fahrenheit.  
 
If you use two different standards of measurement, you will never be able to agree on what the true temperature is. 
That is what was happening here. They were being measured by two different standards. Laodicea was using the 
standards of the world. It was pleasant, comfortable, approved by the community around, and they thought they were 
doing well. But Jesus is using the standard of what he intended his church to be like.  
 
It is definitely not to be a Country Club, run for the benefit of the members. It is not a Performing Arts Center either, 
where one is entertained with wonderful music. It is not to be a Political Action Group, taking sides on the issues of 
the day, nor is it to be a protest movement. Elements of all these may, at times, be legitimately expressed in the 
church, but none is to be its raison d'etre, the purpose for which it exists.  
 
Jesus tells us plainly what his church is to be like. It is to be salt -- and not just plain salt, but salty salt! He said, "Salt 
that loses its saltiness is good for nothing," {Matt 5:13, Mark 9:50, Luke 14:34}. It will only be cast out and trodden 
under the feet of men. But a church that is salt should be salty. He means that, like salt in food, it should be spread 
throughout the whole area, flavoring whatever it touches.  
 
The church is to function not only when it meets on Sunday, but out where you people are during the week -- in 
business offices, in the marketplace, in shops, in your home, wherever you are. That is where the church does its 
work. That is where it is to tell the good news and to be salt, flavoring life with a different flavor, a different attitude 
toward circumstances, which does not go along with the willful, wicked, and wanton ways of the world but which 
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chooses to walk in truth, righteousness, love and honesty. That is how the church becomes salt, filled with good 
works.  
 
And it is also to be light. "You are like a city set on a hill," said Jesus. "You are the light of the world," {Matt 5:14 
NIV}. Light is a symbol of truth. The church is to be a source of truth and of vision. It is the church that is charged 
with the task of making people understand the program of God throughout history, and of interpreting the events of 
the day so that men see what God is doing, not what man intends to do. That is the work of the church: To declare the 
truth about humanity's lost condition and the good news that a Savior has been born who will save us from our sin. 
Judged by that standard, Laodicea had nothing. They were as though stripped naked, poor, pitiful, wretched, and 
blind.  
 
In each of these letters we have been looking at the churches as prophetic of a certain period in the history of the 
church. There is nothing in the text itself, I grant you, that tells us that, other than the general statement made in the 
first chapter that this whole book is a prophecy -- and that description applies to Chapters 2 and 3, as well as to the 
rest of the book. But, when you look back across these twenty centuries of church history, you can see how accurate 
this prophecy has been. Each of the seven churches represents a time where the prevailing general atmosphere was 
consistent with the conditions described in that church. Now we come to the seventh age of the church.  
 
It is clear, as both history and prophecy would confirm, that Laodicea is the church of the 20th century, the last age of 
the church. It is characterized by the phenomenon of the people dictating what will be taught. It is significant, is it 
not, that the name Laodicea means "The judgment of the people," or, to put it loosely, "People's rights." That is the 
cry of our times, is it not? The rights of the people -- exactly the opposite of the Nicolaitans who were a dominating 
clergy class that told the people what to believe. But Laodicea is where the people tell the ministers what to preach. 
We are seeing this happen today.  
 
The Apostle Paul predicted it in his second letter to Timothy when he said, "In the last times people will gather unto 
themselves teachers having itching ears, who will turn many from the truth and turn them unto myths and fables," 
{cf, 2 Tim 4:3-4}. Unfortunately, and sadly, that is what is happening today.  
There was once a time when the church taught that the self life, the natural life with which we were born, was 
something that needed to be crucified. It needed to be denied. It required careful control and to be kept under rigid 
restrictions.  
 
Jesus said it himself, "He that comes after me must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me," {Matt 16:34, 
Mark 8:34, Luke 9:23}. But we are living in a day when churches are openly advancing self, asserting self, saying we 
should discover its possibilities, and act and live in the light of those possibilities. Once the inerrancy of Scripture 
formed the bedrock of all evangelical churches. You could count on the fact that the Bible was fully accepted as the 
unerring Word of God. But now churches, seminaries, and colleges that call themselves evangelical, are rethinking 
the nature of the Scriptures, denying the inerrancy of the Word, and claiming that we cannot trust it; it must be 
judged by men before it can be accepted.  
 
This is the age of compromise, of drift within the church. Once there was a great urge within the church to evangelize 
the lost, simply because they were lost. The Scriptures tell us that all men are lost, that we are a lost race, drifting 
down the river of time. We reflect that lostness in the corruption and evil that is widespread in our day -- the 
pollution of our planet, the terrible rise of crime, the frightening toll that drugs and other things take of our youth, the 
failure of morals, etc. All this is testimony to the fact that we are not a pure people. We are not born good. We are 
born lost. But in many churches we are being told that God is too loving to condemn anybody; that good people like 
Ghandi and Schweitzer, who were not Christians at all, must at least have a second chance after death.  
 
Once it was unheard of in churches that the murder of unborn babies would be approved by believers, or that 
homosexuality would ever be acceptable. Yet, as we well know, abortion is increasingly accepted, even by Christians 
in many places.  
 
Our Lord's appeal to this church falls into three simple divisions. First of all, verse 18:  

"I counsel you to buy from me gold refined in the fire, so you can become rich; and white clothes to 
wear, so you can cover your shameful nakedness; and salve to put on your eyes, so you can see." 
{Rev 3:18 NIV} 
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The key to that verse is the three little words "buy from me." Jesus has all the church really needs to function. It is 
nice to have buildings and beautiful music. These are not wrong, I do not mean in any way to suggest that they are, 
but they are not what the church needs. What it needs is what our Lord describes here, "Gold, and white clothing, and 
eye salve." We will see in a moment what those symbols stand for, but he alone possesses them.  
 
That is why it really does not make any difference whether we are persecuted, hounded by the government, put to 
death, or patronized and accepted. What the church needs is to be obtained only from Jesus, and our Lord tells us 
what it is.  
 
First, "gold refined in the fire." Peter interprets that for us. He tells us that our faith is like gold refined in the fire: 
"More precious even than gold that perishes, though it be tried by fire," {cf, 1 Pet 1:7}. Faith in God. Faith in his 
Word. Faith comes from Jesus. As we look to him our faith is awakened and stirred. We then see how true the 
Scriptures are, how they explain life and fit with all that we experience daily. That awakens a sense of confidence 
and faith, and that is what this church needed first. It lacked faith in God, but was resting on its own abilities or the 
world's resources.  
 
Then, second, they needed white clothes: "white clothes to wear, so you can cover your shameful nakedness." 
Everyone is morally naked before God. Every one of us knows something about ourselves that we would not want 
anyone else to know. But God knows! He sees us in our nakedness. What does he offer for it? The righteousness of 
Christ! All through these letters we have seen that white clothes stand for redemption, for righteousness imparted by 
Christ. We are no longer to be clothed with our own self-righteousness, which Isaiah says is nothing but filthy rags in 
the sight of God, but we are to be clothed with the righteousness of Christ himself, a perfect righteousness which God 
accepts.  

Jesus, thy blood and righteousness  
My beauty are, my glorious dress; 
'Midst flaming worlds, in these arrayed,  
With joy shall I lift up my head."  

 
White clothes stand for a changed character; they mark someone who has taken his robes and washed them in the 
blood of the Lamb, as we will read in Chapter 7. Then the third thing that is needed is eye salve. Laodicea was noted 
for their eye ointment. But Jesus says they need spiritual eye salve that will enable them to see. Everywhere in 
Scripture we have mention of an anointing of the Spirit which opens eyes to understand the truth of God. John speaks 
of this in his first letter. He says, "The anointing that you received from him remains in you and you do not need 
anyone to teach you, but his anointing is real, not counterfeit, and teaches you all truth," {cf, 1 Jn 2:27 NIV}.  
 
That does not do away with the need for human teachers. It means that unless the Spirit in you is opening your eyes 
to the meaning of truth taught it will fall upon deaf ears. But if we have the Spirit of Christ within, our eyes are 
opened to understand the Word of God and we see the Bible in a new, fresh and wonderful way.  
 
Are you having trouble with your Bible reading? Is it hard going? Is it difficult to understand? Then ask yourself, 
"Do I have the Spirit of truth? Have I received him or do I need this counsel of Jesus to "come to me and I will give 
you that anointing which opens your eyes to see"?  
 
The second division of our Lord's appeal is given in Verses 19-20, where we learn how to get this gold and white 
clothes and eye salve. This is, I believe, one of the most beautiful sections of Scripture, a most gracious offer our 
Lord makes to individuals within the church of Laodicea to change. Here is what he says:  

"Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline. So be earnest, and repent. Here I am! I stand at the 
door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will go in and eat with him, and he 
with me." {Rev 3:19-20 NIV} 

 
What a kind and loving word! Our Lord is simply telling this church, despite its terrible weakness and failure, "I love 
you, and it is because I love you that I rebuke you and discipline you." Does that remind you of the way your father 
treated you? Did he ever take you aside and paddle you for something and say as he did it, "I am only doing this 
because I love you"? You go away rubbing your behind and saying, "I wish you didn't love me so much!" But Jesus 
speaks with bluntness because he loves this church, and he offers them a wonderful way out.  
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Verse 20 is one of the finest explanations in the whole Bible of how to become a Christian. I have used it hundreds of 
times and seen it work. It has three simple divisions: First, there comes a sense that Christ is outside your life and 
knocking at the door of your heart, wanting to come in. That occurs when you feel your life is not what you want it to 
be. You feel empty and disturbed about yourself. You hear the good news in song and word about Jesus, the kind of 
Lord he is, what he can do, and something within you responds. You sense the knocking of Christ and you want him 
to come in. You long for it. You begin to be awakened to your need, and you sense him offering to enter your life. 
That is step number one. Then the second step is very important. You must open the door. He will not open it. He is 
not going to force himself upon you. He never forces anyone into salvation. He offers it to you.  
 
Everywhere in Scripture Jesus offers himself to men and women, and he grieves over the fact that people do not 
receive his offer. Remember that remarkable scene in the Gospels during Jesus' last week in Jerusalem when he 
comes over the top of the Mount of Olives and sees the city spread out beneath him. He wept over the rebellious city, 
saying, "O, Jerusalem, Jerusalem! You stone the prophets and kill everybody God sends to you. How often would I 
have gathered you as a hen gathers her chickens under her wings, but you would not," {cf, Matt 23:37, Luke 13:34}.  
 
So he offers himself here, if you will open the door. You must invite him in. You must say to him, "Come in Lord 
Jesus. Enter my life. Be my Lord. Be my Savior. Deliver me from my sins -- and myself." Then the third step is very 
clear. He will enter in! He says so. You do not have to feel him enter. He does not say he will give you the feeling 
that he is there, although certainly that will come in time, but he says, "If you open the door I will enter in and remain 
with you. We will eat together and be together." It is a beautiful picture of permanently dwelling with you. He will 
move in to live with you.  
 
There may be some here this morning who have never opened their hearts to Christ. If you turn away from his 
knocking you will remain lost, and, eventually, if you never repent, you will enter eternity lost forever. But our Lord 
says if you will open the door (you can do it even while I am finishing this message), and say in your heart, "Lord 
Jesus, come into my life and deliver me, change me, save me; I receive you, Lord," he will enter. John promises in 
his Gospel, "As many as received him, to them gave he the power to become the sons of God, even to them who 
believe on his name," {John 1:12 KJV}.The third aspect of our Lord's appeal is his word to the overcomer.  
 
It is given in Verses 21-22:  

"To him who overcomes, I will give the right to sit with me on my throne, just as I overcame and sat 
down with my Father on his throne. He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the 
churches." {Rev 3:21-22 NIV} 

 
The overcoming Christian is invited to reign with him on His throne. In Scripture that throne is called the "Throne of 
David." When the angel Gabriel appeared to Mary, as recorded in the first chapter of Luke, he told her that she would 
have a son, that he would be called the Son of God and that the Lord God would give unto him "the throne of his 
father David, and he would reign over the house of Jacob forever," {Luke 1:32-33}. The house of Jacob is the nation 
of Israel; all twelve tribes are descended from the sons of Jacob. So this is a promise particularly relating to the time 
yet to come when Jesus assumes the throne of David and Israel is made the head of the nations. It is the millennial 
kingdom which has been mentioned several times in these letters already. The church, resurrected and glorified, is to 
share with him in that reign. That does not end the reign of the church with Christ. It goes on into the new heavens 
and the new earth. But this is a particular promise looking to the coming kingdom on earth when Jesus will reign 
over the earth.  
 
Our Lord had explained this to his disciples in a rather amazing passage in the 19th of Matthew. In verse 28 it says, 
"Jesus said to them, 'I tell you the truth [i.e., verily, verily, or, Amen, Amen] at the renewal of all things, when the 
Son of Man sits on his glorious throne, you who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones judging the twelve 
tribes of Israel,'" {Matt 19:28 NIV}. You could not put that any plainer, could you? "And everyone who has left 
houses or brothers or sisters of father or mother or children or fields for my sake will receive a hundred times as 
much and will inherit eternal life. But many who are first will be last, and many who are last will be first," {Matt 
19:29-30 NIV}. That is our Lord's amplification of this promise here.  
 
Now for the last time in these letters we hear our Lord say, "He that has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to 
the churches" -- not what the churches say about themselves, or to the world, but what the Spirit says to the churches. 
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We are to receive truth from God and dispense it to the world. But we do not originate truth. We do not think up the 
things that we would like to believe and spread that abroad. We are responsible to hear what the Spirit says to the 
churches and then to pass that along, as we function as salt and light in the world.  
 
Additional material: 
Weary Days and Dreary Nights -- Revelation 1:1-18 
(Appreciation to my brother-in-law John Kachelman for these sermons) 
 
Of all emotions which damage believers, it has been suggested that the greatest is despondency.  "Despondency" -- a 
combination of despair, and hopelessness. The despondent person is controlled by the belief that all is useless; hope 
has been stripped away. The despondent person simply gives up all resistance.  
 
This danger is referred to in Scripture: 
(1 Kings 19:4)  "while he himself went a day's journey into the desert. He came to a broom tree, sat down under it 
and prayed that he might die. "I have had enough, LORD," he said. "Take my life; I am no better than my 
ancestors."" 
 
(Job 17:15)  "where then is my hope? Who can see any hope for me?" 
 
(Psalms 77:7-9)  ""Will the Lord reject forever? Will he never show his favor again? {8} Has his unfailing love 
vanished forever? Has his promise failed for all time? {9} Has God forgotten to be merciful? Has he in anger 
withheld his compassion?" Selah" 
 
(Jonah 2:2-4)  "He said: "In my distress I called to the LORD, and he answered me. From the depths of the grave I 
called for help, and you listened to my cry. {3} You hurled me into the deep, into the very heart of the seas, and the 
currents swirled about me; all your waves and breakers swept over me. {4} I said, 'I have been banished from your 
sight; yet I will look again toward your holy temple.'" 
 
Try to imagine how despondent those who received the Revelation were.  
 
The Apostle John  
For 40 years he had followed Christ. He had been one of the Lord's closest disciples. It was he who is often referred 
to as "the disciple whom Jesus loved."  
 
But his labors seemed a failure right now -- we have no record of any conversions during his labors; he had lived in 
Ephesus but the believers there had failed (2:4); and now, he was isolated on a prison island! Imagine how he felt 
right now. Despondency must have been gnawing away at his confidence.  
 
Those who were to receive Revelation.  
They were being tortured, imprisoned, and deprived of basic needs. They had seen godly brethren mutilated and 
burned alive. Their faith was shaken. Can you blame them for looking toward heaven and saying they could not 
understand what was happening? Surely some asked, "If Christianity is SO GOOD, why are things going so bad?" 
 
Our God looked into the hearts of these saints and His great love set in motion John's inspired pen. From this opening 
chapter to the conclusion we read one continuous message designed to rescue the despondent soul. Inspiration's pen 
offered comfort and consolation. Look at how this marvelous message begins.  
 
The world was forcing believers to "look down," to focus on things of this world. John wrote telling them to "Look 
up!" What was the basis for John's optimistic message?  They needed to "look up" because of God!  
 
1. His care and concern are evident in the wonderful gift of His Word to us (v. 1a).  
(Revelation 1:1)  "The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show his servants what must soon take 
place. He made it known by sending his angel to his servant John," 
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God answered our brethren's cry for "Why?"  He "revealed" - literally APOKALUPSIS. A compound Greek word 
which referring to a radical uncovering or breakthrough of what was previously hidden. God was going to pull back 
the curtain and show His faithful followers what was really taking place.  
God gave these distressed believers answers to their questions in this Book (1:19).  
(Revelation 1:19)  ""Write, therefore, what you have seen, what is now and what will take place later." 
 
He desired to encourage His followers and He took the initiative. Such reveals His care and concern for us.  
  
God has promised blessings to those who look up to Him and follow His will (v. 3).  
   
If our brethren needed blessings they needed to look to God.  
(Revelation 1:3)  "Blessed is the one who reads the words of this prophecy, and blessed are those who hear it and 
take to heart what is written in it, because the time is near." 
 
"Blessed" - "Happy, deeply delighted, satisfied." His revelation was not given to start or satisfy some prophetic 
curiosity but to change our lives and encourage faithfulness.  Only by looking to God could our first century brethren 
be truly blessed. 
 
They needed to "look up" because of JESUS CHRIST.  
Notice how this single chapter urged them to keep faith in Christ and never give up.  
   
Christ is the only source of true comfort.  
a. He is pictured as standing in the midst of the lampstands - a picture of how His presence comforts.  
(Revelation 1:13)  "and among the lampstands was someone "like a son of man," dressed in a robe reaching down to 
his feet and with a golden sash around his chest." 
  
b. He is pictured as offering comfort because He eliminates every fear.  
(Revelation 1:17-18)  "When I saw him, I fell at his feet as though dead. Then he placed his right hand on me and 
said: "Do not be afraid. I am the First and the Last. {18} I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold I am alive for 
ever and ever! And I hold the keys of death and Hades." 
  
2. Christ is all-sufficient - He answers every needs.  
(Revelation 1:5-6)  "and from Jesus Christ, who is the faithful witness, the firstborn from the dead, and the ruler of 
the kings of the earth. To him who loves us and has freed us from our sins by his blood, {6} and has made us to be a 
kingdom and priests to serve his God and Father--to him be glory and power for ever and ever! Amen.   
 
a. As the Faithful Witness He testifies that one can follow God, lose life yet be exalted!  
b. As the First-born from the dead He holds the only answer to death.  
c. As the Ruler of earthly kings He assures us that there is One who is in control.  
d. As the Lover of mankind He extends love and acceptance to the unlovable and unacceptable.  
e. As the Saviour He offers redemption and freedom from sin's tragedy.  
f. As the Sovereign of God's Kingdom He is the Head of the Kingdom/ Church and has all power and authority.  
g. As the Great High Priest He offered the perfect sacrifice, established a priesthood for all believers, and opened 
access to God for all who desire to draw near to Him.  
  
3. Christ is coming back! (v. 7).  
(Revelation 1:7)  "Look, he is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him, even those who pierced him; and 
all the peoples of the earth will mourn because of him. So shall it be! Amen." 
 
It was this point which comforted the Thessalonians.  
(1 Thessalonians 4:16-18)  "For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice 
of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. {17} After that, we who are 
still alive and are left will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will 
be with the Lord forever. {18} Therefore encourage each other with these words." 
 
Believers need to look up to Christ because He is unlike and unequal to anything or anyone else. 
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(Revelation 1:8)  ""I am the Alpha and the Omega," says the Lord God, "who is, and who was, and who is to come, 
the Almighty."" 
 
(Revelation 1:13-16)  "and among the lampstands was someone "like a son of man," dressed in a robe reaching 
down to his feet and with a golden sash around his chest. {14} His head and hair were white like wool, as white as 
snow, and his eyes were like blazing fire. {15} His feet were like bronze glowing in a furnace, and his voice was like 
the sound of rushing waters. {16} In his right hand he held seven stars, and out of his mouth came a sharp double-
edged sword. His face was like the sun shining in all its brilliance." 
 
Knowing this should keep their sight focused on Him and heaven.  
  
They needed to "look up" because of FELLOW SAINTS. A strong fellowship would enable these persecuted 
believers to remain strong.  
a. They would know they were not suffering alone (v. 9).  
b. They would be realistic - faith would invite persecution! (v. 9; cf. John 17:14).  
c. Their fellowship would comprise a family unit which would afford strength (v. 9) "brethren."   
d. Their association with Christ would identify them as "the kingdom of God" - they would know they belonged to a 
force greater than any the world could call together.  
  
John told these brethren to "look up" because they shared a wonderful relationship with one another. This fellowship 
would enable them to focus on the blessings of the future. From this wise counsel we discover some practical 
lessons.  
   
We need to follow John's advice - when the world causes to look down, look up!  
Trials and sufferings cause us to look at this world for answers and hope.  But we need to look up! 
(Colossians 3:2)  "Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things." 
 
We can find great comfort only by trusting in spiritual things --  
Trust in God for He cares and is concerned (1:1). Look to Christ for He answers every need (1:8). Lean upon fellow-
saints for they will support and encourage (1:9). 
 
Conclusion 
The theme of chapter 1 is do not give up because you have so much going for you! This world often tempts us to 
look away from God; to search for answers elsewhere. But the believer knows that no matter how bad things get, the 
only answer and the only source of support is found in God, Christ, and fellow-saints.  
 
Learn the simple lesson of chapter one - "When the days are weary, the long nights dreary," realize with confidence 
that our loving Saviour truly cares!  
 
Inducements to Capitulate  -- Revelation 2-3 
The Kingdom of God is invincible! It cannot be shaken and is eternal in scope. Those who oppose this divine 
institution do so in vain!  
   
Satan's opposition was doomed to failure before he enlisted the aid of the fallen angels as his comrades. Even though 
his efforts are doomed to failure, Satan is ever- ready to encourage God's servants to surrender.  
a. The blessed Lord was faced with this temptation (Matthew 4:1ff).  
b. Our early brethren were tempted to give up and Scripture urges all to beware!  
(2 Corinthians 4:8-9)  "We are hard pressed on every side, but not crushed; perplexed, but not in despair; {9} 
persecuted, but not abandoned; struck down, but not destroyed." 
 
(Hebrews 10:32-34)  "Remember those earlier days after you had received the light, when you stood your ground in 
a great contest in the face of suffering. {33} Sometimes you were publicly exposed to insult and persecution; at other 
times you stood side by side with those who were so treated. {34} You sympathized with those in prison and joyfully 
accepted the confiscation of your property, because you knew that you yourselves had better and lasting 
possessions." 
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(1 Peter 5:8)  "Be self-controlled and alert. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for 
someone to devour." 
 
(Jude 1:17-23)  "But, dear friends, remember what the apostles of our Lord Jesus Christ foretold. {18} They said to 
you, "In the last times there will be scoffers who will follow their own ungodly desires." {19} These are the men who 
divide you, who follow mere natural instincts and do not have the Spirit. {20} But you, dear friends, build yourselves 
up in your most holy faith and pray in the Holy Spirit. {21} Keep yourselves in God's love as you wait for the mercy 
of our Lord Jesus Christ to bring you to eternal life. {22} Be merciful to those who doubt; {23} snatch others from 
the fire and save them; to others show mercy, mixed with fear--hating even the clothing stained by corrupted flesh." 
 
The 1st century believers in Asia Minor were targets of Satan's evil schemes. Satan tried to persuade them to give up 
their faithfulness.  Seven churches were specific targets. Upon these were focused evil trials. Satan used these trials, 
hoping to causing capitulation in his favor.  
   
These brethren were struggling with Satan's "inducements to capitulate." A careful study of these points will give us 
instruction to help us live in devoted allegiance to the risen Saviour.  
   
Surrender to Satan is actually a two-part process. As we consider the lesson text we will see how these two parts 
work together to bring about the downfall of believers.  The process begins when Satan uses certain events to 
undermine faith in God.  
   
There is one supreme target of the Devil - our minds, our thought processes. Once he gains control of our minds he 
has us in subjection. 
(2 Corinthians 10:3-5)  "For though we live in the world, we do not wage war as the world does. {4} The weapons 
we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds. {5} 
We demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive 
every thought to make it obedient to Christ." 
   
The text reveals how Satan is able to gain control. Note: Control is not achieved instantly. It is often a long process 
that begins only when we allow our trust in God to "crack." Satan then works on that crack, prying it open and 
causing us to question God's care for us.  
   
From Rv 2-3 we see how Satan caused our early brethren to begin questioning God's care . . .  
a. He brought stress and pressure on them (2:9).  
(Revelation 2:9)  "I know your afflictions and your poverty--yet you are rich! I know the slander of those who say 
they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan." 
 
"Tribulation" - early Greeks used this word to describe the torture of being slowly crushed to death beneath a huge 
rock. They faced serious trouble which was crushing them.  
   
b. He caused them to focus on material things (2:9).  
"Poverty" - refers to one who has nothing. These brethren lived in one of the most prosperous cities, but because they 
believed in Jesus they were deprived. Imagine how terrible it would be to look around and see everyone enjoying life. 
But you have nothing, all because you believe in Jesus Christ. They had lost their jobs, houses, all things!  
   
c. He caused abuse to be hurled at them (2:9).  
"Blasphemy" - others eagerly accused with lies. They were slandered. The children and adults all shared the 
embarrassment of this evil mockery, and ridicule. Can you imagine how much a parent would hurt when this evil 
speech made their little child cry and break their heart? The only alternative was to surrender to Satan!  
   
d. He surrounded the faithful believers with people whowere under his authority and influence. This was done so that 
Christians thought they were all alone (2:13).  
(Revelation 2:13)  "I know where you live--where Satan has his throne. Yet you remain true to my name. You did not 
renounce your faith in me, even in the days of Antipas, my faithful witness, who was put to death in your city--where 
Satan lives." 
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Everywhere they turned, looked, or went, they saw Satan's subjects. How distressing it is to be in the persecuted 
minority when you could easily join the majority. How quickly the thought arises -- "Why should I continue when 
everyone else is doing differently and they are all right?" How hard for parents to tell children they can't go with 
school friends, etc. Can you imagine how hard it was to remain true when you lived in a place that was so filled with 
evil it was known to be "Satan's seat"?  
   
e. He caused open hostility, persecution, and ill-treatment (2:13).  
"Antipas" - nothing more is known about him. Hedid hold firm to the end even in Satan's home base. Think of 
receiving a massage as in 2:10a - you will suffer because you believe. Think of Satan's implied message, "If you do 
not want to wind up like Antipas you had better change."  
   
Once Satan has caused us to begin questioning the care of God, a small crack appears in our armor. At that moment, 
if we are not careful, the second point becomes evident - we begin to surrender! Notice how this surrender is 
portrayed in Rv 2-3.  
   
Our love for God begins to erode (2:4; 3:1-2, 17).  
(Revelation 2:4)  "Yet I hold this against you: You have forsaken your first love." 
 
(Revelation 3:1-2)  ""To the angel of the church in Sardis write: These are the words of him who holds the seven 
spirits of God and the seven stars. I know your deeds; you have a reputation of being alive, but you are dead. {2} 
Wake up! Strengthen what remains and is about to die, for I have not found your deeds complete in the sight of my 
God." 
 
(Revelation 3:17)  "You say, 'I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a thing.' But you do not realize that 
you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked." 
 
a. Slowly and silently faith begins to creep out of our lives.  
b. "Left" - "to release, let go, leave behind."  
c. Devotion vanishes - it has eroded away and suddenly we discover, "I just don't feel as close to God as I once was!"  
d. When we allow our trust in God to lessen, we will become as Ephesus, Sardis, and Laodicea! How frightening it is 
to realize that this will occur without our knowing it!  
(Hebrews 2:1-4)  "We must pay more careful attention, therefore, to what we have heard, so that we do not drift 
away. {2} For if the message spoken by angels was binding, and every violation and disobedience received its just 
punishment, {3} how shall we escape if we ignore such a great salvation? This salvation, which was first announced 
by the Lord, was confirmed to us by those who heard him. {4} God also testified to it by signs, wonders and various 
miracles, and gifts of the Holy Spirit distributed according to his will." 
 
2. We begin to tolerate open compromise of God's will and eventually find ourselves encouraging false teachers.  
(Revelation 2:14-15)  "Nevertheless, I have a few things against you: You have people there who hold to the teaching 
of Balaam, who taught Balak to entice the Israelites to sin by eating food sacrificed to idols and by committing 
sexual immorality. {15} Likewise you also have those who hold to the teaching of the Nicolaitans." 
 
(Revelation 2:20)  "Nevertheless, I have this against you: You tolerate that woman Jezebel, who calls herself a 
prophetess. By her teaching she misleads my servants into sexual immorality and the eating of food sacrificed to 
idols." 
 
Believers begin to think they can have peace with Satan and with God. They look for the "easy way" out.  
   
3. We will ultimately settle into a false confidence.  
(Revelation 3:17)  "You say, 'I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a thing.' But you do not realize that 
you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked." 
 
Here is the picture of one who has completely surrendered to Satan! The war is over, capitulation is complete!  
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From this passage we are able to focus on vital lessons for each believer  
A. We need to understand that Satan will use at least 5 ways to discourage us spiritually.  
1. Stress and pressures which appear to "crush" us (Psalm 55:22; 1 Peter 5:7).  
(Psalms 55:22)  "Cast your cares on the LORD and he will sustain you; he will never let the righteous fall." 
 
(1 Peter 5:7)  "Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you." 
 
2. Materialism (1 Timothy 6:6-10; Job 1:21).  
(Job 1:21)  "and said: "Naked I came from my mother's womb, and naked I will depart. The LORD gave and the 
LORD has taken away; may the name of the LORD be praised."" 
 
(1 Timothy 6:6-10)  "But godliness with contentment is great gain. {7} For we brought nothing into the world, and 
we can take nothing out of it. {8} But if we have food and clothing, we will be content with that. {9} People who want 
to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge men into ruin and 
destruction. {10} For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager for money, have wandered 
from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs." 
 
3. Ridicule, mockings, verbal abuse (1 Peter 2:21-23).  
(1 Peter 2:21-23)  "To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should 
follow in his steps. {22} "He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth." {23} When they hurled their 
insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats. Instead, he entrusted himself to him who 
judges justly." 
 
4. The majority surrounding us devoted to evil (Psalm 56:3-4,11, 13).  
(Psalms 56:3-4)  "When I am afraid, I will trust in you. {4} In God, whose word I praise, in God I trust; I will not be 
afraid. What can mortal man do to me?" 
 
(Psalms 56:11)  "in God I trust; I will not be afraid. What can man do to me?" 
 
(Psalms 56:13)  "For you have delivered me from death and my feet from stumbling, that I may walk before God in 
the light of life." 
 
5. Open persecution and ill-treatment (Matthew 5:10-12).  
(Matthew 5:10-12)  "Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of 
heaven. {11} "Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you 
because of me. {12} Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they 
persecuted the prophets who were before you." 
 
We need to understand that Satan will make surrender veryappealing - he really dresses compromise so it appears to 
be the best way. "Just think, you can avoid ________ if you will follow me." Such did not work on our Lord and it 
should not on us.  
   
We need to understand how concerned God is about our surrendering to Satan. He has described the devices of Satan 
to us; He has strongly urged faithfulness; He has revealed how deeply grieved He is when we fail.  
   
We need to realize how tragic it is when we give up to the Devil (Rv 3:17b). Surrender begins slow, and it is so easy 
-- but it has the promise of eternal ruin in the end!  
   
Conclusion:  
Towards sunset of the long, bloody day of Waterloo, when the surviving remnants of the Old Imperial Guards were 
summoned to lay down their arms, the scarred veterans of fifty victories cried out, "The Old Guards dies: it never 
surrenders!" This should be the motto of every Christian!  
 
How is Satan inviting you to capitulate? What weakness has he discovered in your life and is using it to cause you to 
stumble?   
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We are involved in a tremendous struggle with Satan. We should not sleep without a sentinel or march without a 
scout. 
 
Capitulation Thwarted -- Revelation 2-3 
John was writing his discouraged brethren. He sought to rekindle their devotion and dedication to God. They faced 
many trials and pressures because of their faith and many were ready to give up. Immediate attention was required if 
Satan's objectives were to be foiled.  
   
The way God chose to strengthen the members of the 7 Asian churches was through their memories. The basic 
message of these 7 letters is "remember!"  
   
The call to remember would cause these readers to contemplate life and know that God really cares about them. Such 
an exercise would change their viewpoint.  
   
The primary question which we should answer in times of sorrow and trouble is, "Where will we stand?" John urged 
his readers to remember that their strength was found In God not in the world.  
   
This is needed counsel for many today. When sorrow strikes it is so easy to forget God. We must "remember" just as 
our brethren in these 7 churches did. Note 4 things which believers need to remember in trying times.  
   
REMEMBER GOD  
Throughout this book John reminds his readers to focus on God. He urged them to remember their Almighty Creator.  
A careful reading reveals that John wanted his readers to remember the following things about God.  
   
Remember His promises.  
(Revelation 2:7)  "He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To him who overcomes, I 
will give the right to eat from the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God." 
 
(Revelation 2:10-11)  "Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. I tell you, the devil will put some of you in 
prison to test you, and you will suffer persecution for ten days. Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give 
you the crown of life. {11} He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. He who overcomes 
will not be hurt at all by the second death." 
 
(Revelation 2:17)  "He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To him who overcomes, I 
will give some of the hidden manna. I will also give him a white stone with a new name written on it, known only to 
him who receives it." 
 
(Revelation 2:26-28)  "To him who overcomes and does my will to the end, I will give authority over the nations-- 
{27} 'He will rule them with an iron scepter; he will dash them to pieces like pottery' -- just as I have received 
authority from my Father. {28} I will also give him the morning star." 
 
(Revelation 3:5)  "He who overcomes will, like them, be dressed in white. I will never blot out his name from the 
book of life, but will acknowledge his name before my Father and his angels." 
 
(Revelation 3:12)  "Him who overcomes I will make a pillar in the temple of my God. Never again will he leave it. I 
will write on him the name of my God and the name of the city of my God, the new Jerusalem, which is coming down 
out of heaven from my God; and I will also write on him my new name." 
 
(Revelation 3:21)  "To him who overcomes, I will give the right to sit with me on my throne, just as I overcame and 
sat down with my Father on his throne." 
Each letter closes with a promise to the believer who remains faithful -- heavenly blessings are promised to those 
who persevere.  
   
a. 2:7 -- Enjoyment of heavenly blessings. We find a beautiful garden specially prepared full of delights.  
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b. 2:10-11 -- A trophy of victory (Jas 1:12) and they will be saved from the second death (20:6, 14). Eternal joy and 
victory are pictured here.  
   
c. 2:17 -- Believers will find themselves at home in the great banquet feast (the wedding supper) feasting on heavenly 
manna (Jn 4:31-33; 6:35). They will find eternal identity with God - "white stone and a new name."  
   
"The white stone was a symbol in the Roman world used in legal trials, academic grading systems, and at athletic 
games. The stone with the Roman letters SP imprinted upon it was given in Roman games as an award for valor.  
 
Also it was first-century practice that after a serious illness a patient who recovered would often take a new name to 
signify his or her complete victory. The point is dramatically symbolized for the Christians at Pergamum. Their drift 
into sinfulness does not need to be the last word for either themselves or for others. In spite of the harm that has 
happened, there can be healing - a new identity to fulfill the identity distorted by sin; healthy food from God who 
knows of the human need to be fed and healed, and made whole."  
   
d. 2:26-28 -- The victorious believer, because of faith, will help vanquish all evil (22:5). Faithfulness enables them to 
spend eternity with Christ, the bright and morning Star (22:16). Believers will be given the morning "star," a symbol 
of deity. This cannot refer to a millennial reign of 1,000 on earth, for this takes place in heaven.  
   
e. 3:5 -- Those who remain steadfast will be registered in the roll of heaven. Standing in heaven the believer will be 
recognized as a colleague of the Lord's.  
   
f. 3:12 - The blessings of eternity will be secure. This security is possible because the believer has identified himself 
with God, the church (Jerusalem), and the Redeemer.  
   
g. 3:21 - Marvelous fellowship is available. This fellowship begins in this life and is perfected in the hereafter when 
believers sit and reign.  
   
h. NOTE: John encouraged his brethren to remember these wonderful promises and they would remain faithful to 
God!  
   
2. Remember God's majestic and awesome power.  
a. Revealed to Ephesians (2:5) - He demands repentance and has power to remove the "lampstand" (1:20). God can 
cause a church to cease existing!  
   
b. Revealed to Smyrna (2:10) - God's power can assure calm. "10 days" - a number represents complete-ness. When 
the suffering is complete God's power assures us that there is an end to problems.  
   
c. Revealed to Pergamum (2:16) - God can handle the situation with the power of His Word.  
   
d. Revealed to Thyatira (2:21-24) - God's power will handle the impenitent ("Jezebel"). He offers time for repentance 
but will not always be patient!  
   
e. Revealed to Sardis (3:3) - God is so powerful that only He can demand and expect active service.  
   
f. Revealed to Philadelphia (3:9-10) - God is the divine Protector.  
   
g. Revealed to Laodicea (3:18-19) - God's power can satisfy all of our needs - we must "buy" from Him if we are to 
be satisfied (Isaiah 55:1-3a).  
   
3. Remember God's great love in sending Jesus to save our souls and intercede for us.  
   
a. Jesus Christ is the focal point of this book. Believers must look to Him if they are to survive. Believers must 
realize that He is supremely great and allow nothing to take their devotion away.  
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b. To impress his readers with the greatness of Christ, John presents Him in majestic terms.  
   
1) 2:1 - He rules the angels and is ever present among believers.  
   
2) 2:8 - He has conquered death, the great enemy of man, and is now forever alive!  
   
3) 2:12 - He possesses a power greater than any earthly force.  
   
4) 2:18 - He sees all things and will reward accordingly. His feet are shod to trample evil.  
   
5) 3:1 - He possesses the ability to offer life to dead churches.  
   
6) 3:7 - He possesses absolute authority.  
   
7) 3:14 - Christ is the One in Whom we can find true faithfulness. He is also the "beginning" (source) of God's 
creation (cf John 1:3, 10).  
   
c. Believers needs to remember (Romans 8:32; Galatians 4:4-5). As we remember this fact we will be faithful.  
   
4. Remember God's Omniscience - HE KNOWS! (2:2, 9, 13, 19; 3:1, 8, 15). God is aware of our struggles and will 
not forget them!  
   
3 other points which should be remembered so we will never surrender to the Devil.  
   
A. Remember that it is essential to remain involved.  
   
1. Involvement will help keep our commitment strong and will renew our devotion (2:5). 3:8 - "Open Door."  
   
2. Caution - it is possible to be too involved and fail to possess love (2:4). There may be a deep sense of duty but no 
devotion; a response from guilt but not from appreciation and thanksgiving (John 14;15).  
   
3. John reminds his readers to "hold fast" (3:11) - to be active and involved.  
   
B. Remember what true values are in the world.  
   
1. Smyrna was impoverished yet was rich beyond measure (2:9).  
   
2. Philadelphia had "little power" but was connected to a power source of unlimited strength (3:8).  
   
3. Laodicea trusted in the values of the world and found herself in abject poverty (3:17).  
   
C. Remember to face trials without fear.  
   
1. Even though you may live and work where Satan's strength is the greatest, you can face your foes without fear 
(2:10a).  
   
2. When God is for you and you are obeying His will there is nothing which can cause you eternal harm (Matthew 
10:28).  
 
Conclusion:  
It is easy to give up and surrender to Satan. John urges us to "remember" and remain faithful!  
   
A blacksmith known for his strong faith, had a great deal of illness. He was challenged by an unbeliever to explain 
why God would let him suffer. He explained, "I take a piece of iron, put it into the fire and bring it to a white heat, 
then I strike it once or twice to see if it will temper. I plunge it into water to change the temperature, put it into the 
fire again, then I put it on the anvil and make a useful article out of it. If it will not temper when I first strike it I 



 69

throw it into the scrap heap and sell it for a 1/2 penny per pound. I believe that God is testing me to see if I will take 
temper. I have tried to bear it as patiently as I could, and my daily prayer has been, 'Lord, put me into the fire if you 
will; put me into the water if you think I need it; do anything you please only don't throw me on the scrap heap."  
   
Let us trust in God to deliver us and care for us when we have needs. When times become difficult and the burdens 
press us to give up and give in - REMEMBER! "God's Sky is over us yet!"   
 
 
 
 


