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Last week, we began working through what is probably the most familiar portion of the book of Revelation and that’s the letters to the 7 churches of Asia Minor.
The entire book of Revelation is a letter anchored in history. 
Revelation is not a chronological timetable for the last days.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Robert H. Mounce, What Are We Waiting For? A Commentary on Revelation (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2004), ix.] 

· John spoke as a real pastor to real Christian communities, living through real life circumstances.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Kenneth J. Collins and Robert W. Wall, Wesley One Volume Commentary (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2020), 910.] 


And we can only imagine what it must have been like for the people in these seven churches when they realized that this letter was from Jesus and included a report card on their spiritual condition.
Repeatedly in chapters 2 and 3 Jesus says, “I know (EXPAND).”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Nancy Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2022), 63.] 

· And we can be sure that he would say the same thing to us. 
· Jesus knows. He knows us better than we know ourselves and because He loves His people, He’s willing to tell us the truth, even when it’s hard for us to hear.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 63–64.] 


Last week, we considered some hard truths from the letters to Ephesus, Symrna, and Pergamum. Today, we’ll consider the truths from the letters to the other four churches. 
· And the question we must ask as we engage this text is are we open to being convicted and challenged by what the Lord is saying to us? Do we have ears to hear?

Let’s pick up with the next letter. The truth that we desperately need to hear from the Lord’s letter to the church in Thyatira is that…
I. Jesus knows what we’re willing to tolerate.
Jesus’s way of introducing himself is significant…[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 71.] 

Revelation 2:18 ESV 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.
The cult of Apollo had its headquarters in Thyatira[footnoteRef:6] and Apollo was worshiped as the guardian who watched over the city. [6:  Albert J. Kempin, Revelation for Today (James L. Fleming, 2005), Re 2:18–29.] 

· As the son of Zeus, the locals referred to him as the son of god.
· So, with his title, the Lord makes an intentional contrast here.
· Jesus is the true Son of God—not Apollo, Zeus, or Caesar.
· And Jesus is the one who sees what’s going on in Thyatira—not Apollo, Zeus, or Caesar.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Paige Patterson, Revelation, ed. E. Ray Clendenen, vol. 39, The New American Commentary (Nashville, TN: B&H, 2012), 112.] 

· Even more so, Jesus is the one who sees what’s in our hearts and He is the one who will render to all according to our deeds.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  F. G. Smith, The Revelation Explained (James L. Fleming, 2005; 2005), 40.] 


But before a lengthy reprimand, Jesus speaks a word of commendation to the Thyatirans…
Revelation 2:19 ESV I know your works, your love and faith and service and patient endurance, and that your latter works exceed the first.
Jesus compliments progress in the life of this church.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Leon Morris, Revelation: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 20, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1987), 74.] 

· Some of these people had really grown in their faith.
· They weren’t still living the way they lived when they were lost in their sins, there was noticeable, observable change in their lives.
· They looked less like themselves and more like Jesus.
· And church, this ought to be the goal of everyone who professes faith in Jesus Christ. 
· That God would look upon our lives and see growth in faith and perseverance and holy living.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Albert Barnes, Notes on the New Testament: Revelation, ed. Robert Frew (London: Blackie & Son, 1884–1885), 82.] 


But Jesus has some strong words of rebuke and discipline for this church…
Revelation 2:20-23 ESV 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. 21 I gave her time to repent, but she refuses to repent of her sexual immorality. 22 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, 23 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.

All their growth in love and faith was overshadowed by the success of a destructive teacher code-named “Jezebel.”[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Kendell H. Easley, Revelation, vol. 12, Holman New Testament Commentary (Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1998), 40.] 

· We read about the original Jezebel in 1 Kings (16:31–21:25). She was judged by God and met a violent death because she led people away from the Lord.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Easley, Revelation, 40.] 

· And the “modern Jezebel” in the church of Thyatira was also leading people away from the one true God.
· She claimed to be in tune with the Lord (to be a prophetess/spokesperson for God/to have thought through her theology) but she was leading Christians into sexual immorality and moral compromise.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Easley, Revelation, 40–41.] 

· And the essence of her message was that Christians can do everything that pagans do and still follow Jesus.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 73.] 

· Christians can sleep around, they can move in together before getting married, they can test the waters with their partners to make sure they’re sexually compatible, they can get divorced for all the same reasons that unbelievers get divorced, they can engage in homosexuality, they can indulge in pornographic entertainment, they can murder their unborn children just like pagans, they can practice business like pagans, invest like pagans, raise their children like pagans, and chase after all the things pagans chase! 
· Christians can dabble in sin, and it is no big deal!
· This was Jezebel’s message to the church in Thyatira, and it is still Jezebel’s message today!
· And I can hear the supporting argument because it’s the same argument Jezebel is still using…
· If the church doesn’t learn to be a little less rigid, a little more accommodating, a little more accepting, people are going to leave. They’ll get offended and leave and they won’t come back.
· So, we need to lay off the holiness preaching, we need to forget about Matthew 18 (let’s just pretend it’s not in the Bible) we don’t need to practice discipline or accountability because people will leave.
· What we need to do is be more tolerant.
· Maybe she used one of the popular lines in our culture today, “Jesus knows our hearts.” 
· It’s ok for us to live like the world because the Lord knows our hearts.”
· As if God is going to judge our hearts to be in the right place even when our bodies are invested in immorality and moral compromise.

They might have told themselves that their hearts were in the right place, but the Lord’s eyes, like a flame of fire, saw into their souls to see exactly what their hearts were like. 
· And what he saw was not innocence and good intentions but spiritual adultery worthy of eternal punishment. What he saw was the need for repentance!

The Lord had given this Jezebel time to change her ways, but she persisted in her wrongdoing and ignored the invitation to repent.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Morris, Revelation: An Introduction and Commentary, 75.] 

· Now the Lord was calling to repentance those who were flirting with her teaching. If they continued to embrace her doctrine, the judgment of God would fall upon them.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Mounce, What Are We Waiting For? A Commentary on Revelation, 11.] 


PAUSE
Jesus turns his attention to those who had not been taken in by Jezebel…
Revelation 2:24-29 ESV 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. 25 Only hold fast what you have until I come. 26 The one who conquers and who keeps my works until the end, to him I will give authority over the nations, 27 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. 28 And I will give him the morning star. 29 He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.’

To those who had separated themselves from the compromising practices of Jezebel and her followers, the Lord simply wanted them to hold fast in their resistance to evil.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Warren W. Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, vol. 2 (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1996), 575.] 

· And the overcomers, those who do Christ’s will to the end, are promised authority over the nations. 
· This is a way of saying that in the new age the tables will be turned. The Christian minority will no longer be under pressure from Roman authorities.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Mounce, What Are We Waiting For? A Commentary on Revelation, 12.] 


PAUSE
Church, this sinful world has always said that the Church is too narrow; the way is too straight, and the Christian life too restrictive![footnoteRef:19] [19:  Kempin, Revelation for Today, Re 2:18–29.] 

· But holiness is still God’s standard for His people. He still says…
· 2 Corinthians 6:17 ESV Therefore, come out from among unbelievers, and separate yourselves from them, says the Lord. Don’t touch their filthy things, and I will welcome you.

PAUSE
The letter to the church of Thyatira invites us to ask ourselves…
· Have we been seduced by voices outside, or even inside the church, that twist Scripture to justify or minimize sexual sin or idolatry? What teaching are we tolerating that is destructive to Christ’s bride and will not prepare us for patient endurance?[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 82.] 


Another truth we need to hear…
II. Jesus knows the reality of our spiritual condition.
MyChart surprise.
· With your cholesterol, unless you’re going for a perfect score in 10-pin bowling, you probably need to make some changes.

I wonder if that’s how it was for those gathered in Sardis when they heard Jesus speak directly to them.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 74.] 

Revelation 3:1 ESV 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.’”
There is no commendation here—only warning! 
· And the indictment is that the church is dead. 
· Maybe they thought they were doing well because they had a prime location, several programs, and a few 5-star Google reviews.
· But activity alone will not prepare the church for Christ’s coming.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Richard K. Eckley, Revelation: A Commentary for Bible Students (Indianapolis, IN: Wesleyan Pub. House, 2006), 78.] 

· Jesus said they were dead!

Evidently, they had tolerated and compromised with their pagan environment to the point that there was no longer anything about them to offend anyone.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Mounce, What Are We Waiting For? A Commentary on Revelation, 13.] 

· They had become content with a version of Christianity that only called for partial obedience. They obeyed Jesus in the areas they wanted to obey and ignored His Lordship in the areas they didn’t want to obey.
· There’s no mention of heretical teachers or specific historical enemies at Sardis. It was a gradual accommodation to the culture that threatened to kill this church.
· The Jezebel in Thyatira said that Christians can live like pagans and it is no big deal. But Sardis is ‘exhibit A’ for what happens when Christians compromise with sin and assume nothing is wrong.

But Jesus said there was still hope for this church…
Revelation 3:2-3 ESV 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. 3 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.

The need of those in Sardis was to identify and end the inappropriate activity.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Michael J. Gorman, Reading Revelation Responsibly: Uncivil Worship and Witness: Following the Lamb into the New Creation (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2011), 95.] 

And the good news is that: sleeping people can wake up, sinners can be converted, and hypocrites can become genuine Christians.
· Praise God! A dead church can be revived, backsliders can be reclaimed, faith can be restored, and service to Christ can become a joy again.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Kempin, Revelation for Today, Re 3:1–6.] 


“Wake up! Be watchful! Repent! Remember the Word you have received and obey it!” This is the formula for revival.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, 577.] 


And Jesus goes on…
Revelation 3:4-6 ESV 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. 5 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. 6 He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.’

To quote the American missionary Albert Kempin…
“Revival comes when a sincere effort is put forth to “strengthen what you still have before it dies.” Such sincere effort is marked by a new interest in and appreciation of prayer: public and private; by a new surge of interest in the public assembly of Christians; by a dedication of time, talent and means to the kingdom of God, by a new concern for the extension of the kingdom of God; and by a new love for Christ and precious souls, as well as a new love for the brethren. A desire for revival comes to a group that can and does recall its former glory, victory, grace, and joy which characterized its gatherings, and contrasts that kind of experience with its present dearth, defeat, and lifelessness. Such an awakening will usher in true repentance (see 2 Cor. 7:8–12) which results in a true conversion of mind and life, and in a renewed faith in the Bible as God’s word, and also results in a new desire to live so that when Christ comes, He shall find us awake and dressed in His righteousness. Such walk with Christ in white and keep their garment unspotted from this world. Revival brings a new assurance that our names are written in the Book of Life. The Lord Jesus shall confess such as His own in the presence of the Father when He comes to judge the world in righteousness.”[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Kempin, Revelation for Today, Re 3:1–6.] 


PAUSE
The letter to the church at Sardis invites us to ask ourselves…
· Does my reputation match the reality of my relationship to Jesus? What needs to change so that I can be fully awake, fully strengthened, for patient endurance?[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 82.] 


Another truth we need to hear…
III. Jesus knows whose kingdom we’re committed to.
Revelation 3:7 ESV …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. 

To the Philadelphians, Christ writes as the true Messiah, the keyholder who exercises absolute control over entrance to the eternal Kingdom.[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 77.] 

· The background of this imagery is from Isaiah when he prophesied...[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Easley, Revelation, 56.] 

· Isaiah 22:22 NLT I will give him the key to the house of David—the highest position in the royal court. When he opens doors, no one will be able to close them; when he closes doors, no one will be able to open them.
· Here we’re reminded that Jesus is the one who is able to admit people into the kingdom of God.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Craig R. Koester, Revelation and the End of All Things (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2018), 70.] 

· He is “the way and the truth and the life” and that “no one comes to the Father except through him” (John 14:6).[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Patterson, Revelation, 128.] 


Jesus says…
Revelation 3:8 ESV I know all the things you do, and I have opened a door for you that no one can close. You have little strength, yet you obeyed my word and did not deny me. 
The Lord didn’t include any criticism in his message to Philadelphia, but he did point out that they had “little strength.”
· Maybe they were a small church with a limited influence in town.
· But nevertheless, they had done what really mattered to Jesus. 
· In the face of social conflict, they had maintained their faith and had not denied his rule and authority in their lives.[footnoteRef:33] [33:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 77.] 


Jesus goes on…
Revelation 3:9-13 ESV Look, I will force those who belong to Satan’s synagogue—those liars who say they are Jews but are not—to come and bow down at your feet. They will acknowledge that you are the ones I love. 10 “Because you have obeyed my command to persevere, I will protect you from the great time of testing that will come upon the whole world to test those who belong to this world. 11 I am coming soon. Hold on to what you have, so that no one will take away your crown. 12 All who are victorious will become pillars in the Temple of my God, and they will never have to leave it. And I will write on them the name of my God, and they will be citizens in the city of my God—the new Jerusalem that comes down from heaven from my God. And I will also write on them my new name. 13 “Anyone with ears to hear must listen to the Spirit and understand what he is saying to the churches.

As the keyholder, Jesus had set before the Christians at Philadelphia “an open door that no one is able to shut” (Rev. 3:8).[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Koester, Revelation and the End of All Things, 70.] 

· He was inviting them to join in God’s fellowship.[footnoteRef:35] [35:  Eckley, Revelation: A Commentary for Bible Students, 79.] 

· Even though their adversaries sought to exclude them (slammed the doors of the synagogue in their faces), Christ had opened the way into the presence of God for them.[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Koester, Revelation and the End of All Things, 70.] 


Whatever persecution they would face, the Lord would so keep them that they would not sink under the trials.[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Barnes, Notes on the New Testament: Revelation, 94–95.] 

· This nameless group of people would be given the name of God (3:12) and they would have a home that is new and safe, where no one could take away their crown.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Eckley, Revelation: A Commentary for Bible Students, 79.] 

· The symbolism in verse 12 would be especially meaningful to people of Philadelphia. 
· Their city had been destroyed by a massive earthquake in 17 A.D.
· So, the stability of a pillar, never needing to evacuate or flee, and having a heavenly city that nothing could destroy would have resonated.[footnoteRef:39] [39:  Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, 579.] 

· The point is, that those who overcome will dwell permanently in the presence of God.[footnoteRef:40] [40:  Morris, Revelation: An Introduction and Commentary, 83.] 


PAUSE
The letter to the church of Philadelphia invites us to ask ourselves: 
· Am I holding on to what I have in Christ? Are we looking ahead? Way out in front of us?

And then the last truth we need to hear…
IV. Jesus knows who or what we are depending on.
To the church of Laodicea Jesus writes…
Revelation 3:14 ESV “Write this letter to the angel of the church in Laodicea. This is the message from the one who is the Amen—the faithful and true witness, the beginning of God’s new creation…
This was Jesus the faithful and true witness speaking. He tells the truth, and sometimes the truth hurts. But if we have ears to hear it, the truth he speaks will ultimately heal.[footnoteRef:41] [41:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 78.] 

Revelation 3:15-16 ESV I know all the things you do, that you are neither hot nor cold. I wish that you were one or the other! 16 But since you are like lukewarm water, neither hot nor cold, I will spit you out of my mouth!

Birthday cards.
The problem with the Laodicean church is that it is neither hot nor cold but lukewarm, which is so disgusting that Jesus is about to vomit (3:15-16).
· Laodicea was the wealthiest city in the area.
· It also had a world-renowned optometry school, and it produced the finest black wool garments known to man.
· The only thing the city lacked was a good water supply. Water had to be piped in and by the time it reached the city, it was lukewarm.
· So, obviously, there are some cultural allusions in this text.

But lukewarmness is not an ancient metaphor for indifference.
In other words, the text, does not present a spectrum with two extremes-on fire (for Jesus) and cold (against Jesus)—and a wishy-washy middle.
· Rather, it presents two antithetical points.
· Both hot and cold water are pleasing and beneficial.
· But lukewarm water is the opposite.
· It’s disgusting to taste and useless.
· So, a “lukewarm” church is not a middle-of-the-road church but rather, the most accommodating. It’s a church that fully embraces the lifestyle and values of the culture and empire.[footnoteRef:42] [42:  Gorman, Reading Revelation Responsibly, 96.] 


And the worst part is that lukewarm churches rarely see the reality of their condition. Jesus goes on…
Revelation 3:17-19 ESV You say, ‘I am rich. I have everything I want. I don’t need a thing!’ And you don’t realize that you are wretched and miserable and poor and blind and naked. 18 So I advise you to buy gold from me—gold that has been purified by fire. Then you will be rich. Also buy white garments from me so you will not be shamed by your nakedness, and ointment for your eyes so you will be able to see. 19 I correct and discipline everyone I love. So be diligent and turn from your indifference.

Jesus put words in their mouths to clearly articulate the problem.
The church in Laodicea had lost sight of its need for Christ. 
· Yet with stunning bluntness, Jesus shatters the illusion of their self-sufficiency when He declares that they are “wretched, miserable, poor, blind, and naked” (3:17). 
· They had a lot of fine things in Laodicea, they were loved and accepted by their culture, they weren’t persecuted, but they were spiritually blind and bankrupt. 

Jesus’s counsel to them and us, is to recognize our need for Him, forsake our sinful ways, and hold onto the promise of life in Christ.
· Jesus wants to penetrate past our self-sufficient deflection, and He wants to share life with us in intimate, ongoing fellowship. 
· He wants to move in close to address our need…[footnoteRef:43] [43:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 80.] 

Revelation 3:19-22 ESV I correct and discipline everyone I love. So be diligent and turn from your indifference. 20 “Look! I stand at the door and knock. If you hear my voice and open the door, I will come in, and we will share a meal together as friends. 21 Those who are victorious will sit with me on my throne, just as I was victorious and sat with my Father on his throne. 22 “Anyone with ears to hear must listen to the Spirit and understand what he is saying to the churches.”

It’s hard for us to hear but sometimes love expresses itself in rebuke and discipline. 
The proper response to divine correction is to repent. 
· When God corrects, he takes his stand at the door of the heart and knocks. 
· We must take the next step and open our lives to him. 
· When we respond, and only then, he enters and fellowship is restored and deepened.[footnoteRef:44] [44:  Mounce, What Are We Waiting For? A Commentary on Revelation, 17–18.] 


PAUSE
The letter to the church of Laodicea invites us to ask ourselves:
· Has material comfort, social acceptance, or sinful self-reliance kept us from coming to terms with our true spiritual condition?[footnoteRef:45] [45:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 82.] 


PAUSE
To the church then and now, Jesus calls for repentance.
· Noah’s message from the steps of the Ark was not, “I’m O.K., you’re O.K.” Noah exclaimed, “Repent.” 
· Judah’s king did not bury Jeremiah in a pit for proclaiming, “God is in heaven, and all’s right with the world.” Jeremiah was in the pit because he told the king and people to repent. 
· Herod did not have John the Baptist beheaded for teaching how to win friends and influence people, but because John told Herod to repent of his infidelity and sin. 
· When Jesus preached…
· From beginning to end, the Bible reports how God’s messengers called people to repent and warned them of God’s judgment if they did not.

Do we have ears to hear what God is saying to us?
· Are we willing to repent? 
· Despite what the modern-day “Jezebels and the Nicolaitans” want to tell us, sexual behavior outside of the marriage between one and one woman always offends the holy God.
· And furthermore, Chistians should never engage in any gray activity that causes our conscience to be defiled or that damages the church’s witness to the gospel.

In Revelation, Jesus called the churches in Asia Minor to repent, naming the specific sins of each congregation and warning them of approaching judgment.[footnoteRef:46] [46:  Easley, Revelation, 44–45.] 

· Do we have an ear to hear what the Spirit is saying to us? And are we willing to think through what it means for us to keep these words?[footnoteRef:47] [47:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 81.] 
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