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LESSON 10: 

The Letters to the Seven Churches 

Key Text: Revelation chs. 2-3 

I. Review and Introduction 

evelation chapter 1 gave a covenantally significant 
vision of Christ Jesus that is the foundation for the 

rest of the book.  Covenants were the way suzerain kings 
in the ancient world formally exerted lordship over 
vassals.  Most ancient covenants began with a preamble 
which gave the titles of the suzerain and described his 
glories and honors.  Acknowledgement and acceptance of 
the king’s power, glory, and legitimacy was to be the basis 
for the obedience of the vassals.  Revelation ch. 1 serves a 
similar purpose, and John directs our attention to the Lord 
of the covenant, Christ Jesus.  John and his readers were 
experiencing persecution for their witness for Christ, and 
the key question they faced was whether their suffering 
was worth it.  The picture given in that chapter reminds 
John’s readers who Jesus really is: He is the Second Person 
of the eternal Godhead, fully God and fully man, King and 
High Priest over His People.  He is the fulfillment of the 
One prophesied in Daniel 7, the One Like a Son of Man 
who approached the Ancient of Days and received from 
Him kingdom, dominion, and glory.  Jesus is sovereign 
over His people and the nations.  His reign is not at some 
undefined future point, but as John saw it, it is here and 
now, albeit for the moment from Heaven.  To a people 
burdened by suffering, this picture of Christ is one of 
immense joy and sober fear: joy, in the sense that if He is 
on our side, then nothing in heaven or on Earth can 
ultimately harm us; fear, in that for those not on His side 
this glorious One’s power will be turned against them. 

II. The Seven Churches of Asia—An Overview 

cripture does not give a reason why Jesus chose to send letters to seven 
particular churches in Asia Minor (namely, Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, 

Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, and Laodicea), but it may be due to two factors. 

First, John had a personal connection with these churches.  The early 
church historian Eusebius of Caesarea reports the John oversaw the churches of 
this area from the major city of Ephesus (Ecclesiastical History, III.23).  As 
Christianity spread, local churches would have their own pastors (presbyters), but 
it would have been natural for someone of John’s stature to be oversee the faith 
and doctrine of multiple churches in a given region. 
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Preparation 

1. What kind of things 
induce you to be 
faithful to a person?  
What things cause 
you to be unfaithful 
to Christ, our Lord? 
 

Observation 

2. The letters to the 
seven churches all 
follow a typical 
format.  What are 
some common 
elements of these 
letters? 
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The Seven Churches of Asia Minor 

Second, while these churches were not the only churches in the Roman 
province of Asia, they probably were the most prominent.  Given that seven is 
a number of completion, these seven churches are probably best seen as a 
microcosm of the Christian church as a whole.  There is no biblical justification 
for the Dispensational—and really, allegorical—interpretation that the churches 
represent different periods in church history.  However, the churches do capture 
the range of struggles churches throughout the ages have wrestled with in being 
faithful to the Lord, and in that regard they are still examples to us today. 

The seven letters follow a pattern of seven components (as shown on the 
chart on page 10-5): (1) An introduction to the “angel” of the church.  This is 
probably a reference to the pastor of that church, since “angel” simply means 
messenger, and the pastor would be the one who would be delivering the message 
of God’s Word to the church. (2) A listing of one or more aspects of the Lord’s 

appearance, typically drawing from the vision of the One like a Son of Man given 
in chapter 1.  (3) Words of praise for what the given church is doing right.  
(4) Words of rebuke for where the given church is falling short. (5) Commands as 
to what the church must do to overcome these shortcomings. (6) Words of 

warning for what might happen if the church fails to overcome or persevere.  And 
lastly, (7) the promised rewards for overcoming. 
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III. The Example of the Letter to Thyatira (2:18-29) 

he letters are listed in a geographically clockwise direction, but literarily are 
arranged in a chiastic manner, with the letter to the church of Thyatira at the 
center of the chiasm.  What makes Thyatira so central is not how ideal the 

church is, but rather, how typical it is in the struggles it faces in being a witness 
for Christ.  For this reason, the commendations, criticisms, and promised rewards 
are fuller than any other letter, making it the longest of the seven letters.  Looking 
at this letter in more detail will help us understand all the letters. 

(a) Situational Context.  Thyatira, situated 
further inland from Pergamum, had traditionally been a 
frontier city for Pergamum and the two had close 
relations.  These connections make it unsurprising that 
the spiritual situation facing the churches in these cities 
also was similar.  Thyatira was similar to Pergamum in 
terms of its tendency to compromise but was further 
undermined in that regard.  The major difference 
between the two cities was that Thyatira was less 
intellectual and more business oriented.  Manufacturing 
was a strong part of the city’s economy and with that the 
trade guilds were especially strong.  Such guilds largely 
regulated the standards and training for craftsmen and 
set the conditions under which one could engage in a 
trade.  More importantly, the guilds also had sought to 
appease patron gods and goddesses to ensure the success 
of their businesses.  For the Christians of the city, they 
either had to support the guilds’ idolatry or face 
economic marginalization.  The desire for economic 
survival and even worldly prosperity no doubt created 
tremendous pressure for Christians to conform. 

(b) Words of Praise for the Church.  This is a 
church that is growing in grace, as Christ summarizes 
succinctly in 2:19: “I know your works, love, service, faith, 
and your patience, and as for your works, the last are more than 
the first.”  In a context where there was economic 
marginalization, this love for each other and their 
neighbors would have stood out profoundly.  Thyatira was a church that was 
trying to be obedient to Christ’s command to love one another (John 15:17). 

(c) Words of Reproof and Warning to the Church.  Christ’s criticism of the 
church (Rev. 2:20-21) is nevertheless cutting.  Unlike the Balaamites and 
Nicolaitans mentioned in connection with the other cities (e.g., Ephesus and 
Smyrna, respectively), in Thyatira there appears to have been a charismatic 
woman claiming special revelation to justify engaging in idolatry and sexual 
immorality.  The name Jezebel is a reference to the Old Testament queen who, 
during the period of the divided kingdoms, married the Judean king Ahab and 
was notorious for overtly introducing idolatry into Judah (1 Kings 16:31).  The 
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Observation 

3. How does Christ’s 
self-identification 
relate to the situation 
of the church, the 
warning He gives 
them and the rewards 
He promises to the for 
faithfulness? 
 
4.  How do the 
churches compare 
with one another?  
What descriptive 
label would you put 
on each church 
individually? 
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Jezebel in Revelation was similarly misleading God’s people.  She was providing 
a rationale for eating foods sacrificed to idols, which would have been appealing 
to the members of the church at Thyatira because it would have enabled them to 
ameliorate their economic marginalization.  Whatever that rationale was exactly, 
it would have also opened the door to accepting sexual immorality.  This Jezebel 
appeared to have been claiming that to know Satan’s “deep things” was to have 
mastery over him (Rev. 2:24).  Such a “practical” appeal would have had resonance 
with a practical people like the citizens of Thyatira, especially given that the 
woman claimed special revelation from God—revelation, which it must be said, 
ran contrary to what God had revealed through His word.  Christ, however, tells 
the church in 2:23-24 that He will judge this false prophetess and His judgment 
will be harsh: He will judge this false prophetess by destroying her image of 
health, vibrancy, and success, will throw those who sympathize with her into great 
distress and kill her devotees (i.e., her spiritual offspring). 

(d) Christ’s Command and Self-Identification.  Christ recognizes that not 
everyone at this church has followed this false prophetess.  To those people He 
exhorts them to hold fast to the truth even as judgment comes upon the church 
(2:24).  In His self-identification, Christ highlights He is the Son of God, as well as 
His fiery eyes and His feet like brass (2:18).  This is the only place in Revelation 
where He explicitly uses the title, “Son of God,” a reference which necessarily 
commands authority superior to that of Jezebel and her “revelations.”  As noted 
in the previous chapter, Christ’s fiery eyes are associated with judgment, and His 
feet are a reference to the One who will enable His people to stand.  These images 
reinforce Christ’s warning of pending judgment.  Where some of those at Thyatira 
wanted to know the deep things of Satan, Christ tells them He is the One who 
knows the hearts and minds of people.  

(e) Promise for Overcoming.  As an incentive to faithful perseverance, 
Christ promises that if they overcome, they will enjoy intimacy with Him (i.e., 
have the “morning star”) and have power from the Father over the nations (2:24-
29).  In other words, they need to have intimacy with Him, not Satan, and only by 
remaining in Him will they have influence. 

A few words need to be said about this latter reference to “overcoming.”  
Each of the letters closes with a promise for overcoming.  This has raised the 
question for some as to whether the promises Christ is making means that an 
individual’s salvation can be lost.  The short answer is no.  If individuals had to 
overcome by their own works to receive the benefits of salvation then that would 
bring into question the effectiveness of the work of Christ, thereby contradicting 
the rest of Scripture regarding the covenantal sufficiency of Christ alone in 
securing our salvation.   

In looking carefully at the warnings Christ makes in juxtaposition to His 
promises in these letters, it is first of all evident that the warnings are directed to 
the particular church as a whole, whereas the rewards promised for overcoming 
are to attentive and repentant individuals within those churches.  One can see 
this, for example, in the shift from the second person pronoun (“you”), which is 
used for most of each letter, to the third person pronoun, which is at the end of 
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each letter (e.g., “He who has an ear...”).  The Lord is trying to focus the attention of 
His churches church has some problem of which it needs to repent; the churches 
in (“He on the ends for which they are striving.  He is calling the churches 
collectively to repent of their sins and be faithful witnesses for Him by providing 
positive incentives to individuals within those congregations. 

Secondly, it is only with the letters to the churches of Ephesus and Sardis 
where there is an explicit threat that those who do not persevere will be denied 
a reward.  With Ephesus the threat to remove the lampstand—i.e., the Spirit-filled 
witness of the church—is a threat to the entire church, not to an individual.  The 
threat to Sardis is that Jesus will come upon them in judgment like a thief in the 
night, also a threat of judgment.  Here (Rev. 3:5) the threat seems to be for 
individuals, but it is used to underscore the positive incentive of Christ confessing 
the individual’s name before the Father (compare this with Luke 12:8-9 and Matt. 
10:32-33, in which Christ says that those who do not confess Him to men He will 
not confess to the Father).  

IV. Looking Across the Letters 

he chiastic arrangement of the letters also yields some other interpretive 
insights.  For example, there is a contrastive parallelism between the letters 

to Ephesus and Laodicea, as the former is most doctrine-focused church and the 
latter the most latitudinarian.  The church in Ephesus was committed to doctrinal 
faithfulness but has lost its first love, that is, its love for Christ.  Christ calls the 
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The Library of Ephesus 
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church to return to Him and warns them that failure to do so will result in them 
no longer being a church.  In our day, there is the tendency to criticize “head 
knowledge” Christianity, and instead emphasize “heart knowledge”  but the Lord 
eschews this dichotomy.  The church in Laodicea was an “accepting” church, 
accommodating itself to the city; for that reason, it could be considered a “church 
with a heart.”  With Ephesus, Christ commended their commitment to the truth 
despite calling it to its first love.  Laodicea, however, is the only church of the seven 
He does not commend at all; they need to know that they really need Him. 

At the same time, there is a comparative parallelism between the letters 

to Smyrna and Philadelphia, as these are the only letters in which the Lord makes 
no criticism of the churches, but only a commendation.  
What makes these churches stand out as exemplars?  It is 
not because of their programs, their teaching, their ability 
to contextualize or their winsomeness.  Rather, it is 
because of their faithfulness in the face of hostile 
opposition.  In the letters to both of these churches, there 
is mention of a “synagogue of Satan,” which is probably a 
reference to a hostile Jewish community that was actively 
trying to enlist the local authorities in persecuting 
Christians.  In Philadelphia, the church was small and 
probably wondering what kind of a difference it could 
conceivably make; in Smyrna, Christians were actually 
being martyred for faithfulness to Christ.  To them, Christ 
promises that the small church will be influential, and the 
martyred church will gain the crown of life and not be 
hurt by spiritual death. 

V. Closing Observations 

In this first “portal” we have the image of Christ, 
discussed in the previous lesson, and the seven letters to 
the seven churches.  Because John is “in the Spirit on 
Patmos” these chapters form a picture of things as we 
see them from the perspective of this world, and the 
picture that we get is one of the Church Militant.  Note, 
first, that John sees Christ standing in the midst of the 
lampstands, that is, the churches, and the fact that 
chapters 1-3 are a literary whole mean that Christ is 

among His churches and superintends them now.  This 
fulfills His promise in Matt 28:20 that He is with us 
“…always, even to the end of the age.”  And, second, all the 
churches are called to reflect the image of the Lord.  No 
church is perfect, and all churches are to be ever vigilant 
against the constant threat from the world, the flesh, and 
the Devil to compromise their witness for Christ.  Christ 
both holds the churches to account for this and holds out 
rewards for their perseverance. 

Reflection 

5. Can you think of 
cities and churches 
today that would be 
like the ones to whom 
these letters were 
written?  In what 
ways? 
 
6.  What are some 
ways in which God 
asks us to honor Him?  
In what ways—
personally and as a 
church—might we be 
tempted to give that 
honor to other things? 
 
7.  Because these 
churches represent 
the Church in its 
totality, these letters 
can be a useful 
spiritual diagnostic. 
Which churches do 
you think your 
church resembles? 
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LESSON 10: 

Addenda 
 

I. Summaries of the Seven Churches 

 study of the seven letters to the seven churches of Revelation could comprise 
a course in itself.  The letter to the church at Thyatira was used as case study 

to illustrate the interpretation of the letters, but what follows below is a detailed 
summary of each of the letters.  Those desiring more detailed background on the 
seven churches may wish to consult Colin J. Hemer’s The Letters to the Seven 
Churches of Asia in Their Local Setting. 

a. Ephesus (2:1-7): The Inwardly Focused Church 

Situated on the western shores of Asia Minor at the mouth of the Cayster 
River, the city of Ephesus was the largest commercial city of the region, and 
indeed, one of the largest cities of the ancient world, possessing significant 
political and cultural influence.  Given the size of the city at that time, it is not 
surprising that the church in Ephesus also was the preeminent church in Asia 
Minor.  It was founded by Paul and Timothy in the Second Missionary Journey 
(probably around AD 52) and was Paul’s base during the Third Journey (AD 53-57).  
In later years, perhaps just before his exile to Patmos, John himself was the 
overseer of the church there and therefore was intimately familiar with its 
condition.  In the nearly four decades between Paul’s time there and John’s, the 
church in Ephesus struggled against the intense idolatry of the city.  Ephesus had 
long been the primary center for the worship of an Anatolian fertility goddess 
identified with Artemis (in the Greek pantheon) and Diana (in the Latin) and was 
a leading center for the burgeoning Roman emperor cult as well.  It is because of 
the challenge of idolatry and intellectual speculation that Paul instructed Timothy, 
whom he appointed to oversee the church there in the mid-60s, to strengthen the 
church in sound teaching (see 1 & 2 Timothy). 

The letters to Ephesus and Pergamum mention a group called the 
Nicolaitans (2:6), whose teaching was repulsive to our Lord.  Eusebius of Caesarea, 
said these individuals took their name from Nicholas of Antioch, one of the first 
deacons in the Church (Acts 6:5), although it is not clear whether Nicholas himself 

adhered to the heresy bearing his name.  According to Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical 
History (III.29), Nicholas had a beautiful wife, but when the apostles rebuked him 
for his manifest jealousy, he angrily responded by bringing his wife into their 
midst and challenging any of them to marry her.  This would have been an 
invitation to fornication, although he may have said this to demonstrate his self-
renunciation of the flesh.  No apostle took her, and Eusebius records that through 
the rest of his life Nicholas remained faithful to his wife and his family was 
uncorrupted by sexual immorality. 

The “Nicolaitans” seemed to have taken this example or a garbled version 
of it as justification for gross fornication or, alternatively, rigid asceticism.  In this 
they were superimposing a dichotomy on the Christian life that existed in pagan 

A 



10-8 

Greek thought, namely, to overvalue the spiritual world and denigrate the 
material world.  Such denigration could lead to asceticism, because one sees the 
body as worthless, or to wanton promiscuity, because one believes it does not 
matter what was done in the body.  As false teachers within the church, the 
Nicolaitans probably justified compromising with the surrounding idolatry by 
saying that all that mattered was what was in one’s heart in terms of spiritual 
motives, not in how one behaved ethically.  Christ, however, demands that those 
who belong to Him be faithful in both their motives and in their deeds. 

Against this backdrop, the Lord commends the Ephesian Church for 
opposing this group, for persistently testing the truth of false apostles (2:2-3), and 
for its patience, perseverance, labor and works.  The criticism He has of this 
church, however, is that it has “left its first love” (2:4).  Many commentators 
conclude that the problem with Ephesus was that it was interested in doctrine to 
the exclusion of a heartfelt faith.  In other words, it was a doctrinally correct, but 
dead church.  This is probably somewhat of an over-simplification.  Christ 
commends the priority given to sound teaching this in the church, and their works.  
The church’s focus on internal purity, however, probably came at the expense 
of its external witness.  This is the reason why removing the lampstand—the 
church’s Spirit-filled witness—is a possibility for the Ephesian church if it does not 
repent (2:5).  Jesus identifies Himself as the One who walks amidst the lampstands, 
and because He is present among them, they need to have courage to be a witness 
for Him to the surrounding world. 
 

b. Smyrna (2:8-11): The Church Persecuted in Extremis 

Smyrna lay north of Ephesus and like that city was situated on the coast.  
Of the seven churches, the Smyrnan church faced the most open hostility and 
persecution.  It, and the church in Philadelphia, however, are the only ones to 
receive only a commendation from the Lord and no rebuke.  Smyrna is not 
mentioned in the New Testament outside of Revelation, so it is difficult to know 
the background of the church.  What is probably most relevant to understanding 
the situation it faced is that Smyrna was noted for its loyalty to the Roman Empire.  
That loyalty would have been manifested by worshipping the Roman emperor as 
divine.  So pervasive was this cult that anyone who wanted to engage in everyday 
economic activities had to somehow participate in it.  Conversely, those who did 
not participate would be marginalized.  Under Roman practice, Jews were exempt 
from worshipping the emperor because of the antiquity of their religion but could 
still honor the emperor by offering sacrifices on his behalf.  Christians did not offer 
sacrifices in general and, more importantly, recognized Christ, not Caesar, as Lord.  
Because many Romans could not tell the difference between Judaism and 
Christianity, the Jews in Smyrna had an incentive to prove their loyalty to Rome 
by denouncing Christians.  In short, the Christians in Smyrna experienced 

persecution because they were depicted as unpatriotic.  The vehemence with 
which the Christians were persecuted suggests this was not simply a matter of the 
surrounding society disagreeing intellectually with what the Christians believed, 
but saw them as dangerous aliens who would subvert the city. 
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Christ identifies Himself as the “First and the Last, who was dead, and 
came to life” (2:8, cf. 1:11 & 17).  He is the One who has overcome death.  This 
would have especially resonated with the church in Smyrna, since they were 
experiencing hardship, were poor (probably because they were not participating 
in the trade guilds), were denounced by the Jewish population of the city (hence 
the reference in 2:9 to the synagogue of Satan), and soon would face an 
intensification of persecution, wherein they would need to be faithful even unto 
death.  Ten being a number in Revelation of completeness, the reference in 2:10 
that they would have tribulations for “ten days” probably suggests that the church 
will face a full scope of tribulation.  Nevertheless, if they persevere Christ will give 
them the crown of life and they will not be touched by the second death, probably 
a reference to spiritual death.  The One who has overcome death is the One who 
will give them life if they remain faithful in the tribulation. 

c. Pergamum (2:12-17): The Compromising Church 

The emperor cult was oldest in Pergamum, where the first temple to 
Emperor was built in Asia Minor in 29 BC, thus making Pergamum the official 
center of the cult in Asia and giving it the force of tradition.  Pergamum also was 
an important regional judicial seat, as well as a center of culture and learning.  It 
boasted of a huge library of more than 200,000 scrolls and was reputed to be the 
place where parchment was first invented.  Not surprisingly in such an intellectual 
city, there was also great toleration for a variety of pagan gods.  Pergamum was 
home not only to the emperor cult, but also to the healing cult of Asclepius 
(symbolized by a snake entwined around a single rod—now the modern symbol 
of medicine), along with prominent temples to Zeus, Athena, Demeter, and 
Dionysius.  This commitment to idol worship is probably what the Lord means in 
saying that this is where Satan’s throne is (2:13). 

To this church, Christ identifies Himself as the One who has the sharp, two-
edged sword, which, as we have already seen, is an image of One who judges 
according to the Word of God.  Christ commends the church for holding fast to 
Him, even to the point of martyrdom, as in the case of Antipas.  That said, while 
the church was strong in resisting external pressure, it was weak in internal 
discipline.  Christ singles out two groups of false teachers as undermining the 
church: the Nicolaitans and the Balaamites.  The former has already been 
discussed, and like with the Ephesian church, the church at Pergamum is 
commended for resisting them.  With the latter, however, John is using historical 
labels to describe a particular kind of idolatry.  In the Old Testament, Balaam was 
a non-Jewish prophet in the time before the Israelites entered the Promised Land 
who subtly led the Israelites astray by encouraging them to worship Canaanite 
gods alongside the true God (Num. 31:16 || 25:1-2).  Christ identifies the weak 
points for the church at Pergamum as eating things sacrificed to idols and 
engaging in sexual immorality.  These are the very things that the apostles and 
leaders of the Christian church at the Council of Jerusalem (c. AD 49) instructed 
Gentile believers not to do.  In a city as intellectual as Pergamum, the danger for 
the church was in its propensity toward “toleration,” intellectual “engagement,” 
and societal respectability that would rationalize away biblical and 
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confessional restrictions on avoiding idolatry and maintaining sexual purity.  
Thus, Christ reminds His people that as the Righteous Judge, the church is 
accountable to Him.  If they do not repent, then He will come in judgment against 
those among them who were leading them astray (2:16).  If they persevere, Christ 
will give them heavenly food (i.e., “hidden manna” vice meat for idols) and 
admission to the heavenly banquet (i.e., the white stone)—in short, He is inviting 
them to a far better meal with Him.  This points forward to the wedding feast of 
the Lamb that we will see in Rev. 19:9.  He also will give them a new name, and 
since being able to name something in the ancient world denoted ownership of or 
lordship over it, Christ is reminding the Pergamum church that they ultimately 
belong to Him.  In the ancient world, a lord would change the name of a vassal in 
response to a change in the covenantal relationship, oftentimes as a reward for the 
vassal’s faithfulness.  One can see this, for example, in God changing Abram’s 
name to Abraham in Gen. 17:1-16. 

d. Thyatira (2:18-29): The Internally Conflicted Church 

In the chiastic literary arrangement of the letters to the seven churches, the 
letter to the church in Thyatira is both the longest and occupies the central point 
in the series.  What makes this letter so central, however, is not the uniqueness of 
the church, but rather, how typical it is in the struggles that all the churches face 
in being witnesses for Christ.  Thus, it is no coincidence that the commendations, 
criticisms, and promised rewards are the fullest of all the letters.  This highlights 
the choices Thyatira faces which will determine the path of its witness. 

Thyatira, situated further inland from Pergamum, had traditionally been a 
frontier city for Pergamum and the two had close relations.  These connections 
make it unsurprising that the spiritual situation facing the churches in these cities 
also was similar.  Thyatira was similar to Pergamum in terms of its tendency to 
compromise but was further undermined in that regard.  The major difference 
between Thyatira and Pergamum was that the former was less intellectual and 
more business oriented.  Manufacturing was a strong part of the city’s economy 
and trade guilds were especially strong there.  Such guilds largely regulated the 
standards and training for craftsmen and set the conditions under which one could 
engage in a trade.  More importantly, the guilds also had sought to appease patron 
gods and goddesses to ensure the success of their businesses.  For the Christians 
of the city, they either had to support the guilds’ idolatry or face economic 
marginalization.  The desire for economic survival and even worldly prosperity 
no doubt created tremendous pressure for Christians to conform. 

Other things were also going on in the city.  Unlike the Balaamites and 
Nicolaitans mentioned in connection with the other cities, in Thyatira there 
appears to have been a charismatic woman claiming special revelation to justify 
engaging in idolatry and sexual immorality.  The name Jezebel is probably a 
reference to the Old Testament queen by that name.  During the period of the 
divided kingdoms, the historic Jezebel married the Judean king Ahab and was 
notorious for overtly introducing idolatry into Judah (1 Kings 16:31).  The Jezebel 
in Revelation argued that one had to know Satan’s “deep things” in order to have 
mastery over him (Rev. 2:24).  Such a “practical” appeal would have had resonance 
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with a practical people like the citizens of Thyatira, especially given that the 
woman claimed special revelation from God—revelation, which it must be said, 
ran contrary to God’s word. 

In His self-identification, Christ highlights He is the Son of God, as well as 
His fiery eyes and His feet like brass (2:18).  This is the only place in Revelation 
where He explicitly uses the title, “Son of God,” a reference which necessarily 
commands authority superior to that of Jezebel and her “revelations.”  As noted 
in the previous chapter, Christ’s fiery eyes are associated with judgment, and His 
feet are a reference to the One who will enable His people to stand.  These images 
reinforce Christ’s warning (2:21-23) that He will judge this false prophetess by 
destroying her image of health, vibrancy and success, throwing those who 
sympathize with her into great distress and killing her devotees (i.e., her spiritual 
offspring).  Where some of those at Thyatira wanted to know the deep things of 
Satan, Christ tells them He is the One who knows the hearts and minds of people.  
Jesus recognizes, however, that not everyone at this church has followed this false 
prophetess.  To those people He exhorts them to hold fast to the truth, and 
promises that if they overcome, they will enjoy intimacy with Him (i.e., have the 
“morning star”) and have power from the Father over the nations (2:24-29).  In 
other words, they need to have intimacy with Him, not Satan, and only by 
remaining in Him will they have influence. 

e. Sardis (3:1-6): The Church About to Die 

In the sixth century BC, the city of Sardis had been the proud and powerful 
capital of the kingdom of Lydia, but by John’s day its glory had long since faded 
and it was living on its past reputation.  In its earlier days, the city had been 
renowned for its tremendous wealth and was geographically perched on a cliff, 
such that it was virtually impregnable from attack.  Despite this, it was conquered 
twice, first by the Persians in 546 BC and then by the Seleucid ruler, Antiochus the 
Great in 214 BC.  In both cases, the city was compromised from within.  The 
criticism Christ makes of the church in Sardis suggests that its spiritual situation 
paralleled the attitude of the city in general—that is, it was resting on its 
reputation.  The criticism is the harshest of the seven letters: the church is about to 
die, and indeed, may already be dead.  Unlike other churches, Christ does not find 
the works of the Sardisian church to be acceptable, and the congregation must 
remember what they heard and received, repent, and strengthen what remains, 
lest the Lord come in judgment like a thief in the night (3:2-3). 

With this letter, Christ’s self-identification focuses on His having both the 
seven stars (i.e., the churches) in His hand and the “seven spirits” (i.e., the 
Sevenfold Spirit, or the Holy Spirit).  Christ’s identification here is similar to that 
in the letter to Ephesus, suggesting that the problem was one of lack of witness—

the church failed to be a witness to the surrounding city.  That lack of witness 
may have been borne out of fear of persecution.  Extra-biblical sources indicate the 
Jewish community in Sardis was among the largest and most prominent in all of 
Asia Minor at that time, and given frictions in other cities with the Jewish 
communities, there may have been a sentiment among the believers in Sardis to 
simply hunker down.  Christ’s reference to the Holy Spirit is poignant because the 



10-12 

Holy Spirit is necessary for the church’s witness and sustenance.  Without the 
Spirit, a church will indeed die.  The dire situation facing Sardis is reinforced by 
the reward Christ holds out to the church for overcoming: to have their names in 
the Book of Life and to have Him confess their names before the Father. 

f. Philadelphia (3:7-13): The Small Struggling Church 

The city of Philadelphia was named the “Gateway to the East” because of 
its commercial importance.  It sat at the confluence of trade routes to the regions 
of Lydia (to the west, along the coast), Phrygia (to the east on the Anatolian 
Plateau) and Mysia (to the northwest, along the coast).  The volcanic plain to the 
north made agriculture profitable as well.  These factors meant the city was well-
situated and held much potential.  Moreover, under the Attalid kings of 
Pergamum (282-129 BC), the city was a center from which Greek culture spread to 
the surrounding region. 

Christ’s letter to the church in Philadelphia is only one of two—the other 
being the letter to Smyrna—in which He did not make any criticism of the church.  
Little is known about the church there, but Christ’s mention that it has “little 
strength” (3:8) suggests it was probably small.  Moreover, the reference to Jews 
who were of the “Synagogue of Satan” (3:9) indicates that, like several other cities, 
there were frictions with the local Jewish community that probably resulted in 
some persecution of the Christians.  The smallness of the church may have been 
at the heart of its struggle, as there would have been a temptation for believers 
to give up being a faithful witness for Christ because they may not have felt 
they were being terribly effective.  Despite these challenges, Christ commends 
the church for its faithfulness in not denying His name, for persevering, and for its 
works (3:10). 

Christ’s self-description highlights His holiness, faithfulness, and power.  
This is the basis for the church to trust that Jesus will radically turn their situation 
around.  For a church in a city commonly viewed as the “Gateway to the East,” 
Christ likens Himself as the ultimate gatekeeper, opening a door for them that no 
one can shut (3:7-8).  For a church experiencing persecution from the Jews, Christ 
promises to make the Jews worship at their feet.  Small as they are, Christ exhorts 
them to hang on (3:11).  Some have argued on the basis of 3:10 that Christ promised 
to keep them from the tribulation, but the phraseology used here is probably best 
understood as reading that Christ would keep them through—rather than from—
the hour of trial.  This is consistent with how God works elsewhere in the Bible, 
and by their continued perseverance, Christ promises to make the believers in this 
small, struggling church pillars in the Temple of God, where they will find rest.  
Moreover, in being faithful to His name, they will have stamped on them God’s 
name, the name of the New Jerusalem, and Christ’s new name (3:12).  This is a 
robust set of rewards for a church whose size may be prompting it to wonder if it 
is having any impact whatsoever. 
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g. Laodicea (3:14-22): The Accommodating Church 

Laodicea was an extremely wealthy city, as evidenced by the fact that when 
the city was significantly damaged by an earthquake in AD 60 it was able to rebuild 
itself using its own resources and was in no need of assistance from Rome.  In 
addition to its commercial wealth, the city was renowned for its medical school 
and eye salve.  The city’s major challenge was the fact it had to have its water 
supply piped in, and the water that came into through the aqueducts was tepid—
neither hot (and thereby useful for medicinal purposes) nor cold (and thereby 
refreshing to drink).  Because of its commercial focus and the vulnerability of its 
aqueducts to interdiction, the Laodiceans became accustomed to compromise, and 
the church in Laodicea was no different. 

Christ criticizes the Laodicean church for being neither cold nor hot and 
warns that He will vomit them out of His mouth (3:15-16).  While the criticism He 
levels against Sardis is the harshest of all the churches, the situation in Laodicea is 
probably the most dire.  Sardis had at least a few individuals who had not 
compromised with the surrounding culture.  Laodicea did not have even that.  
Moreover, the church Laodicea was self-deluded in terms of its own spiritual state, 
thinking that it needed nothing (3:17).  The severity of its compromise with the 
surrounding culture needs to be put into some historical context.  Laodicea is close 
to Colossae and it is reasonable to assume that the cultural problems that beset 
Colossae probably affected Laodicea as well.  Paul, in his letter to the Colossians 
(c. AD 60-62), instructed them to share the letter with the Laodiceans as well (Col. 
4:16).  It is difficult to reconstruct the nature of the heresy he addressed at that time 
in Colossae, but it seemed to involve a mixture of Jewish and pagan elements, 
asceticism, ecstatic states and occultic activity, excessive philosophical 
speculation, and ceremonialism, among other things.  Paul’s comment to the 
Athenians during his Second Missionary Journey probably could apply to the 
Laodiceans as well: “I perceive that in all things you are very religious” (Acts 17:22).  
It was not a compliment.  If in Paul’s day the and Colossians and Laodiceans were 
extremely pluralistic in terms of religious activity, by John’s time some thirty years 
later, that seemed to be even more the case.  Most likely, the church in Laodicea 
had adopted a “live and let live” approach both internally and with respect to 
its witness to the city.  In this, it is not surprising that Christ became largely 
irrelevant.  Whereas the Ephesian church risked losing its witness because it was 
so inwardly focused, the Laodicean church was so acclimatized to the surrounding 
culture as to have no witness whatsoever. 

In His self-identification to the church, Christ describes Himself as “the 
Amen, the Faithful and True Witness, the Beginning of the creation of God” (3:14).  
“Amen” means “so shall it be” but only here is it used as a title.  As such, it has the 
connotation of One who definitively brings things to a conclusion.  It complements 
the reference to Christ as the Creator of all things.  The two combined underscore 
Christ’s absolute sovereignty and are the equivalent to the titles He uses in 1:8 and 
1:11,”the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End,” and the “First and the 
Last.”  Laodicea needed to remember the sovereignty of Christ, as He is calling 
them to be a witness for Him, just as He is a Faithful and True Witness to the 
Father.  If they repent and overcome, then they will be part of the marriage supper 
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of the Lamb (ch. 19) and will sit with Christ on His throne.  These things are 
considerable incentives toward repentance for a church that is slipping into 
complete accommodation with the world. 
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