Jesus Addresses the Seven Churches

A. Message to Seven Churches (2:1-3:22)
1. General Structure of Oracles
a. A command to write to an angel of a church.
b. Christ’s self-description (derived from the description in ch. 1 and introduced by the formula “these things”)
c. A commendation of the church’s good works (lacking in Laodicaea).
d. Accusation because of some sin.
e. Exhortation to repent with a warning of judgment or an encouragement.
f. Exhortation to discern the truth of the preceding message (“he who has an ear …”).
g. A promise to the conquerors.
2. A universal message to Christ’s church: At the conclusion of each letter there is a wider address “to (all) the churches.” Although each letter is addressed to the situation of a particular church, it is relevant for the needs of all “seven” of the churches, and consequently for the universal church (remember the figurative meaning of the number seven in scripture).
3. Looking closer at the oracles as a whole:
a. The seven churches fall into three groups. The first and last are in danger of losing their very identity as a Christian church. Therefore, they are exhorted to repent to prevent their judgment and to inherit the promises that genuine faith deserves. 
b. The churches addressed in the three central letters have some who have remained faithful and others who are compromising with pagan culture. These churches are exhorted to purge the elements of compromise from their midst to avert judgment on the compromisers (and probably also themselves) and to inherit the promises due those who overcome compromise.
c. The second and sixth letters are written to churches which have proved themselves faithful and loyal to Christ’s “name” even in the face of persecution from both Jews and pagans. Even though they are “poor” and “have little power,” they are encouraged to continue persevering as the “true Israel,” since more trials will confront them. They are to endure with the hope that they will inherit the promises of eternal salvation.
d. In summary, John appears to have arranged the letters to the churches with the churches in the worst condition at the literary boundaries of the letters and the churches with serious problems forming the very core of the presentation. Some commentators see significance in this arrangement, where the Christian church is perceived as being in poor condition. This is further highlighted with the recognition that at the center of the middle letter stands a general statement that “all the churches will know” that Christ is the omniscient judge of his unfaithful followers (2:23). This statement is conspicuous as the only thing said in the letters about all “churches” other than at the conclusion of each letter.
e. A central theme of witness: Finally, all the letters deal generally with the issue of being a witness of Christ amid a pagan culture. This witness has internal aspects (resistance to doctrinal compromise) and external aspects (faithful endurance of persecution; witness to the community). The churches with problems are all exhorted to strengthen this witness in various ways, and the two churches without problems are encouraged to continue to persevere in the faithful witness that they have been maintaining.
4. Thematic links between the letters and the visions:
a.  Antithetical parallels between the imperfections of the church in the old creation (chs. 2–3) and its corresponding perfections in the new creation (21:9–22:5):
	Imperfection within the Churches
	The Perfected Bride

	Presence of false apostles (2:2)
	Foundation of twelve true apostles (21:14)

	Presence of false Jews (2:9; 3:9)
	the names of the tribes of true Israel (21:12)

	Christians dwell where Satan’s throne is (2:13)
	Christians dwell where God’s throne is (22:1)


	some in the church are dead (3:1)
	all in the new Jerusalem are written in the Lamb’s book of life (21:27)

	the church is a faltering, temporal lampstand (1:20; 2:5)
	God and the Lamb are the eternal lamps (21:23–24; 22:5)


	the church is filled with idolatrous impurities (2:14–15, 20) and liars (2:9; 3:9)
	there will be only purity and truth in the new creation (21:8, 27)


	Christians face persecution, hoping in God’s promises to overcomers (2:8–10, 13)
	in the new creation they reign, having inherited these promises (2:7 = 22:2; 2:17 = 22:4; 3:5 = 21:27; 3:12 = 21:10 and 22:4; 3:21 = 22:1 and 22:5).



b. Promises made to the “overcomers” and their fulfillment in the final vision of the consummated new creation:
	Promise to Overcomers
	Fulfillment

	Food (2:7)
	22:2

	The Temple (3:12)
	21:22

	Eternal City (3:12)
	21:2, 10

	A Great Name (3:12)
	22:4

	Eternal Security (3:5)
	21:27

	Incorruptible Covering (3:6)
	21:2, 9

	Bright Stone/Luminary (2:17, 28)
	21:11, 18-21. 23. 22:5, 16

	Share in Christ’s Power (2:26-27, 3:21)
	22:5

	Exclusion from Second Death (2:11)
	21:7-8




