Oracles to the Seven Churches – Part 2 (Revelation 2-3)

1. Letters to the Churches: Ephesus 
a. Summary: Christ Commends the Ephesian Church for Its Orthodoxy, Condemns It for Its Lack of Witness, And Exhorts It to Overcome This Lack in Order to Inherit Eternal Life.
b. Contemporary Proposition: The church must test philosophical and doctrinal claims, actively resisting compromise with false teaching. At the same time, the church is to continually emulate the love of Christ to one another and the world in the face of opposition and persecution. Both are integral to being faithful witnesses of Christ.
c. The text:
“To the angel of the church in Ephesus write: ‘The words of him who holds the seven stars in his right hand, who walks among the seven golden lampstands. “ ‘I know your works, your toil and your patient endurance, and how you cannot bear with those who are evil, but have tested those who call themselves apostles and are not, and found them to be false. I know you are enduring patiently and bearing up for my name’s sake, and you have not grown weary. But I have this against you, that you have abandoned the love you had at first. Remember therefore from where you have fallen; repent, and do the works you did at first. If not, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place, unless you repent. Yet this you have: you hate the works of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate. He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To the one who conquers I will grant to eat of the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God.’ 
d. Notes from the text: 
i. “The words of him…” echoes similar phrases used to introduce prophetic utterances from God in the OT prophets. Jesus is assuming the role of the Father in speaking prophetic utterances to his churches.
ii. “Walks among…lampstands” indicates the presence of Christ in the church. He has not just heard about them; he knows them because he is among them continually.
iii. “Testing those that call themselves apostles…” indicates a Berean-like fidelity to comparing the scriptures to the words of those that said they were sent by Christ. These were often identified through examination of their mode and content of teaching. Thus, this church was praised for its attention to sound orthodoxy. 
iv. “Abandoned the love you had at first…” indicates that they were not being the witnesses to Christ that they should. They were neglecting sound Orthopraxy (see also Matt 24:12-14). Note the significance of the lampstand symbol as that of providing light, or of being a witness of Christ (see also Zech 4:6; Matt 5:14-16) through the power of the Holy Spirit. A good work ethic and attention to doctrine must be accompanied by love and generosity towards one another and those outside the church.
v. “You hate the work of the Nicolaitans…” The Nicolaitans taught that some degree of participation in the idolatrous culture of Ephesus was permissible. Suggested resonance with the “Jezebel” and “Balaam mentioned in subsequent oracles to other churches. The latter two references would have recalled the attempt to lure the people of God into adulterous and forbidden practices. Internal pressures. Ephesus served as a ”temple warden” city for worship of Artemis and the imperial cult (Caesar-worship). 
2. Letters to the Churches: Smyrna
a. Summary: Christ commends the church of Smyrna for enduring tribulation and encourages it to continue to be faithful in anticipation of imminent, more severe persecution, in order to inherit eternal life and heavenly kingship
b. Contemporary Proposition: Believers will suffer persecution in many diverse forms and for indeterminate times. This is the will of God for our perfecting. Our continued endurance (faithfulness) to Christ, rather than compromise that might lessen suffering, is the proper response.
c. The text:
 
“And to the angel of the church in Smyrna write: ‘The words of the first and the last, who died and came to life. “ ‘I know your tribulation and your poverty (but you are rich) and the slander of those who say that they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan. Do not fear what you are about to suffer. Behold, the devil is about to throw some of you into prison, that you may be tested, and for ten days you will have tribulation. Be faithful unto death, and I will give you the crown of life. He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. The one who conquers will not be hurt by the second death.’ 
d. Notes from the text:
i. “The first and the last, who died and came to life…” denotes Jesus as the eternal sovereign over history, meant to comfort a church that was experiencing poverty through no fault of its own. 
ii. “Jews that are not…synagogue of Satan…” suggests actions/words of non-believing Jews and/or Judaizing Gentiles.  
iii. “do not fear….the devil is about to…” suggests additional persecution, perhaps due to economic sanctions (reference to poverty) due to their continued resistance of participation in the imperial cult. 
iv. Jesus’ encouragement for them to endure persecution and to remain “faithful unto death” stems from his own experience and triumph over persecution. As he was raised from the dead, their endurance would result in their being given “the crown of life” and not participate in the “second death.”
3. Letters to the Churches: Pergamum 
a. Summary: Christ commends the church in Pergamum for its persevering witness in the midst of persecution, condemns it for its permissive spirit of idolatrous compromise, and exhorts it to overcome this in order not to be judged but to inherit end-time fellowship and identification with Christ
b. Contemporary Proposition: The church is set as a lamp in a dark world. Its purpose is to shine the light that is Christ out into that darkness. When persecuted, we still shine. At the same time, we cannot embrace the darkness and bring it into the church. Enduring witness, not compromising witness. Enduring sound doctrine, not compromising sound doctrine. (note: Pergamum presents the opposite situation of that in Ephesus).
c. The Text:
“And to the angel of the church in Pergamum write: ‘The words of him who has the sharp two-edged sword. “ ‘I know where you dwell, where Satan’s throne is. Yet you hold fast my name, and you did not deny my faith even in the days of Antipas my faithful witness, who was killed among you, where Satan dwells. But I have a few things against you: you have some there who hold the teaching of Balaam, who taught Balak to put a stumbling block before the sons of Israel, so that they might eat food sacrificed to idols and practice sexual immorality. So also you have some who hold the teaching of the Nicolaitans. Therefore repent. If not, I will come to you soon and war against them with the sword of my mouth. He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To the one who conquers I will give some of the hidden manna, and I will give him a white stone, with a new name written on the stone that no one knows except the one who receives it.’ 
d. Notes from the text:
i. “The sharp, double-edged sword” As the word of God, Jesus “holds” the authority to judge his people. He can discern their hearts, no matter what their outward actions may be. He urges them to remain faithfully committed to his teachings.
ii. References to idolatry and sexual immorality suggest individuals were being tempted (outside) and encouraged (inside) to compromise with pagan practices/teachings. 
iii. “where Satan dwells” the city was a self-proclaimed “temple warden” and a center for Caesar worship.
iv. “Balaam” and “Nicolaitans” collectively reinforce the idea of a tolerance towards doctrines and practices contrary to those Christ taught. Balaam is the OT figure whose efforts resulted in tempting Israel to engage in idolatry and fornication.
v. Manna was God’s miraculous provision to Israel in the wilderness. The white stone/name signifies their identity in Christ. Christ is the source of their life and identity. There was no need to go looking for outside sources of provision and/or identity.
4. Letters to the Churches: Thyatira 
a. Summary: Similar to his message to Pergamum, Christ commends the church of Thyatira for its Christian works of witness, condemns it for its permissive spirit of idolatrous compromise, and exhorts it to overcome this in order not to be judged but to inherit end-time rule together with Christ
b. Contemporary Proposition: As with the previous letter, the church is set as a lamp in a dark world. Its purpose is to shine the light that is Christ out into that darkness. When persecuted, we still shine. At the same time, we cannot embrace the darkness and bring it into the church. Enduring witness, not compromising witness. Enduring sound doctrine, not compromising sound doctrine. (note again: Pergamum and Thyatira present a situation opposite that found in Ephesus).
c. The Text:
“And to the angel of the church in Thyatira write: ‘The words of the Son of God, who has eyes like a flame of fire, and whose feet are like burnished bronze. “ ‘I know your works, your love and faith and service and patient endurance, and that your latter works exceed the first. But I have this against you, that you tolerate that woman Jezebel, who calls herself a prophetess and is teaching and seducing my servants to practice sexual immorality and to eat food sacrificed to idols. I gave her time to repent, but she refuses to repent of her sexual immorality. Behold, I will throw her onto a sickbed, and those who commit adultery with her I will throw into great tribulation, unless they repent of her works, and I will strike her children dead. And all the churches will know that I am he who searches mind and heart, and I will give to each of you according to your works. But to the rest of you in Thyatira, who do not hold this teaching, who have not learned what some call the deep things of Satan, to you I say, I do not lay on you any other burden. Only hold fast what you have until I come. The one who conquers and who keeps my works until the end, to him I will give authority over the nations, and he will rule them with a rod of iron, as when earthen pots are broken in pieces, even as I myself have received authority from my Father. And I will give him the morning star. He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.’ 
d. Notes from the text:
i. The given images, “…eyes like a flame…feet like burnished bronze….,” depict an image of the all-seeing, all-knowing judge of the Church, as in the letter to Pergamum.
ii. “Son of God” is a reference common to us but not yet seen in Revelation until now. Coupled with the above description, there may be an allusion to the fourth individual seen in the furnace in Daniel 3. It is perhaps also a polemic against local guild deities, and Caesar, both of which were often referred to as sons of the god, Zeus.
iii. “I know your works…“But…you tolerate…” provide a similar commendation and rebuke as that given to Pergamum. More than a reference to “works” of Christian service, this indicates a persevering witness to Christ in the midst of persecution (opposite to Ephesus). “but” they “tolerated” false prophets/teachers within the assembly that likely taught that it was ok to mingle with the local gods and customs.
iv. References to “Jezebel” and “the deep things of Satan…” present a temptation to compromise like that within the Balaam reference in the letter to Pergamum. In the OT, Jezebel introduced idolatry and adulterous practices to king Ahaz and the northern kingdom of Israel (1 Kings 18-21; 2 Kings 9).
v. “He who searches…” is tied thematically to the earlier “blazing eyes.”
vi. Being given “authority over the nations…” and “the morning star” represent a share in the messianic kingdom given to those who overcome. Christ is our authority, we need not desire or seek it from others.
5. Letters to the Churches: Sardis
a. Summary: Christ condemns the church in Sardis for its lack of witness and its compromise and exhorts it to overcome this in order to inherit the blessings of salvation life
b. Contemporary Proposition: Christ does not look at an individual or a church from the outside; rather he looks inward, searching for a heart that is inclined towards Him. He is looking for consistent, enduring faithfulness in the face of persecution and trial, not temporary, outward things that the world uses to define “reputation.”
c. The Text:
“And to the angel of the church in Sardis write: ‘The words of him who has the seven spirits of God and the seven stars. “ ‘I know your works. You have the reputation of being alive, but you are dead. Wake up, and strengthen what remains and is about to die, for I have not found your works complete in the sight of my God. Remember, then, what you received and heard. Keep it, and repent. If you will not wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not know at what hour I will come against you. Yet you have still a few names in Sardis, people who have not soiled their garments, and they will walk with me in white, for they are worthy. The one who conquers will be clothed thus in white garments, and I will never blot his name out of the book of life. I will confess his name before my Father and before his angels. He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.’ 
d. Notes from the text:
i. “who has the seven spirits of God and the seven stars…” denotes possession and authority. 
ii. A false “reputation.” They or others spoke highly of this church, but under Christ’s examination, they were lacking, for “I have not found your works complete…” This could also indicate that they were guilty of compromising in order to be accepted in their society.
iii. “Remember…keep…repent…” indicates a lifetime attitude towards Christ and being his witness. Indicates steady progression and determination to endure no matter the circumstances.
iv. “Yet you still have a few…” Some within the church were demonstrating an enduring faithfulness, but they were few.
v. “White garments.” “Book of life.” The former represents moral purity in the face of persecution (unsoiled). Such garments also would be given as a sign of legitimacy and acceptance by the Father of the groom at a wedding celebration (Matt 22:11-14). The latter is referenced later but indicates formal, documented inclusion in God’s kingdom.
6. Letters to the Churches: Philadelphia
a. Summary: Christ commends the church in Philadelphia for its persevering witness, in which He will empower its members further, and encourages them to continue to persevere to inherit end-time fellowship and identification with Him
b. Contemporary Proposition: The church that keeps God’s word and maintains its witness of Christ is blessed by being given more opportunities, but also even more refinement, as God prunes the fruitful branches as well as unfruitful branches. The call is the same, to continue to faithfully endure as Christ’s witness. 
c. The Text:
“And to the angel of the church in Philadelphia write: ‘The words of the holy one, the true one, who has the key of David, who opens and no one will shut, who shuts and no one opens. “ ‘I know your works. Behold, I have set before you an open door, which no one is able to shut. I know that you have but little power, and yet you have kept my word and have not denied my name. Behold, I will make those of the synagogue of Satan who say that they are Jews and are not, but lie—behold, I will make them come and bow down before your feet, and they will learn that I have loved you. Because you have kept my word about patient endurance, I will keep you from the hour of trial that is coming on the whole world, to try those who dwell on the earth. I am coming soon. Hold fast what you have, so that no one may seize your crown. The one who conquers, I will make him a pillar in the temple of my God. Never shall he go out of it, and I will write on him the name of my God, and the name of the city of my God, the new Jerusalem, which comes down from my God out of heaven, and my own new name. He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.’ 
d. Notes from the text:
i. “Holy one…true one…the key of David.” Indicates the honor and authority given to the rightful heir and ruler of God’s kingdom.
ii. “I know your works.” This echoes a consistent theme throughout the oracles to the churches. Christ is present and aware of the innermost parts of his church. Nothing is hidden from Him.
iii. “An open door…” There is nothing preventing their continued witness and service.
iv. “Synagogue of Satan…will learn that I have loved you.” Many Jewish persecutors of the church likely thought that they were loved by God and doing God’s will. 
v. “Keep you from…hour of trial…” This phrase has been used as a reference in support of the rapture of the church prior to a specific time of tribulation. However, the word “keep” does not require the idea of removal from a situation. It can also mean protection in the midst of a situation.
vi. “Hold fast…” This is reminiscent of the idea of the race presented in the book of Hebrews and reinforces the idea of endurance prevalent throughout Revelation. The church, not matter how faithful it is today, is in constant danger of “losing its grip.” Consequently, she must always be looking to Christ to maintain her grip through good and bad circumstances that may arise.
vii. “A pillar in the temple of my God.” A pillar was a prominent structure of beauty and strength.
7. Letters to the Churches: Laodicea
a. Summary: Christ condemns the church in Laodicea for its ineffective witness and deplorable spiritual condition and exhorts its members to persevere by becoming faithful witnesses and renewing their fellowship with Him so as to reign with Him
b. Contemporary Proposition: The church can become spiritually apathetic and complacent even while maintaining some traditional moral presence in a community. The distinguishing mark is their fidelity to and witness of Christ. This involves both doctrine (orthodoxy) and practice (orthopraxy).
c. The Text: 
“And to the angel of the church in Laodicea write: ‘The words of the Amen, the faithful and true witness, the beginning of God’s creation. “ ‘I know your works: you are neither cold nor hot. Would that you were either cold or hot! So, because you are lukewarm, and neither hot nor cold, I will spit you out of my mouth. For you say, I am rich, I have prospered, and I need nothing, not realizing that you are wretched, pitiable, poor, blind, and naked. I counsel you to buy from me gold refined by fire, so that you may be rich, and white garments so that you may clothe yourself and the shame of your nakedness may not be seen, and salve to anoint your eyes, so that you may see. Those whom I love, I reprove and discipline, so be zealous and repent. Behold, I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and eat with him, and he with me. The one who conquers, I will grant him to sit with me on my throne, as I also conquered and sat down with my Father on his throne. He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.’ ” 
d. Notes from the text:
i. “The amen, the faithful and true witness, the ruler of God’s creation…” Christ is both the beginning and the end of the church’s identity and existence.
ii. “I know your works…you are neither cold nor hot…” Basically, they were Christian in name only. The reference may be based on Laodicea’s water supply, which was notoriously tepid.
iii. “…you say…not realizing” Their self-assessment was not based on the criterion important to Christ, that of remaining faithful to His Word and being faithful witnesses to His name.
iv. “I counsel you…buy from me…” Christ is the sole source of the church’s identity, provision, and security.
v. “I stand at the door…” The choice was up to them as to whether permit Christ into their midst. He wants to abide with his church, but the church must want to abide with Him.

