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Christ Among the Churches
Introduction:

A.
The opening words describe this book as the Revelation of Jesus Christ (1:1-3).

1.
Revelation [apokalupsis] means: “an uncovering; properly, a laying bare, making naked” (Thayer). The purpose of the book is not to cover [or hide] the truth but to make it known.

2.
Jesus Christ, the Alpha and the Omega, is both the source and subject of this book (cf. 1:4-8). Four stages in the process of the revelation are stated.
a.
God gave it to Christ.

b.
Christ signified it to His angel.

c.
The angel gave it to John.

d.
John wrote it down for the servants of God (1:1-2).

B.
The book was meant to be read, and understood. A blessing is pronounced on the one who read and those who hear and those who keep the things written in it.

1.
Daniel received a revelation about the future, but was told to “shut up the vision, for it belongs to many days to come” (Dan. 8:26; cf. 10:14; 12:2, 9).

2.
In this vision there is urgency, emphasized in reading, hearing and keeping when John is told that “the time is near” (1:3), and again told “do not seal up the words of the prophecy of this book, for the time is at hand” (22:10).
3.
Hence, the events portrayed by symbols in this book would occur soon after it was written, and could not possibly refer to events to occur 2,000 years later.
I.
The Vision of the Triumphant Christ.

A.
While in exile on the island of Patmos “for the word of God and the testimony of Jesus Christ, John heard a trumpet sounding voice [the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last] saying “write in a book what you see and send it to the seven churches (1:9-20).
1.
He turns and sees “One like the Son of Man in the midst of seven lamp stands and holding seven stars in his right hand.

a.
His long flowing robe depicted royalty and dignity; His white hair denotes holiness and purity [as used of God in Dan. 7:9]. He had penetrating eyes, and feet with the strength of brass (cf. Ezek. 1:7). The quality of His voice denotes His authority (cf. Ezek. 43:2). His sharp, two-edged sword was symbolical of a keen and accurate judgment upon the deeds of men (cf. Isa. 11:4; 49:2).

b.
The lamp stands are identified as “seven churches,” and the seven stars are identified as the “angels” of the seven churches. I suggest that since angels are messengers, letters sent to them were intended to be relayed to the congregation they served for the benefit of every member.
2.
The vision teaches us that Christ is well aware of the conditions under which each church exists, as well as their strengths and weaknesses. 
3.
He not only walks among the churches and knows their circumstances but He also holds their destiny in His hand.  The principle is still true, and encouraging to us.
4.
Though we experience manifold “fiery trial,” we are to keep in mind that ultimately Christ will be victorious over all His foes.

B.
Ray Summers commented on this scene: “Here is the meaning of the vision: A living, holy, majestic, omniscient, authoritative, powerful Christ stands in the midst of the churches, holds their destiny in His hand and says: ‘Stop fearing. I was dead. I am alive forever. More than that, I hold in My hand the keys to death and the grave. You should not fear to go to any place to which I hold the key. You may be persecuted to death but I am still your king’” (Worthy Is the Lamb, 105).
C.
These churches were located in the cities of Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamos, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia and Laodicea (1:11).

1.
All were located in a circular route by which a traveler, setting out from Ephesus and finally arrived in Laodicea would, in turn, reach each of the seven. Other churches were in the Province; “seven” may be symbolic of all of them.

2.
Homer Hailey (Revelation, 117) pointed out that the letters disclose five distinctive threats to the spiritual life of the churches:

a.
Paganism in general and emperor worship in particular.

b.
Jewish harassment.

c.
Materialism and lawlessness under the form of the doctrine of the Nicolaitans, Balaam, and Jezebel, any of which might lead to compromise.

d.
Spiritual weariness—loss of zeal and love.

e.
Lukewarmness, indifference, or indecision.

3.
In each letter, the Lord reminds the churches that he knows their works, their strengths and weaknesses, recommends a specific course of action, urges all to hear what the Spirit says to the churches, and offer assurances to the faithful.
4.
Also, at the beginning of each letter, a portion of the vision seen by John is used to describe the sender of the message. At the end of each letter, action appropriate to their situation is commanded by the Lord.

II.
Seven Letters to Seven Churches.
A.
The Message to the Church at Ephesus (2:1-8).
1.
The city was a large and important city of about 300,000, and the chief commercial city in the Province, as well as a cultural and religious center.

a.
Its temple of Artemis [or Diana, as the Romans called her] ranked as one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World.

b.
During the reign of Domitian [81-96 AD] the Temple of the Sebastoi was built. Thirteen inscriptions honoring this temple, commissioned by various cities in the Province, have been found. They indicate that the temple was a provincial project, honoring the Flavian dynasty of emperors—Vespasian, Titus and Domitian (cf. Biblical Archaeology Review, May/June 1993). 
c.
A Bath complex was built about the same time. Both projects show the power and influence of emperor worship in the Province of Asia at the time.
2.
A church was established in Ephesus about AD 50 (Acts 18:18), and Paul spent three years there on his Third Missionary Journey (Acts 20:31).

3.
The church had taken seriously Paul’s warnings about false apostles (cf. Acts 20:28-31). They had rejected the doctrine of the Nicolaitans (2:2-3, 6), but they still had allowed their love to grow cold (2:4)..

4.
The lesson is this: doctrinal soundness without fervent love for the Lord and for each other is insufficient. Active love must be rekindled; ritualistic service is insufficient.
5.
The church is urged to “repent and do the first works,” or else the Lord would come and “remove the lamp stand.” She would no longer be under His protection (2:5).
B.
The Message to the Church at Smyrna (2:9-11).

1.
Located about 35 or 40 miles north of Ephesus, the city had a superb natural harbor, which made it an important commercial center, second only to Ephesus. It took pride in calling itself “the first city of Asia.”
a.
Smyrna had long been allied with Rome, erecting a shrine to Roma, the Roman goddess, as early as 195 BC. In 23 BC, it was given the honor of building a temple to Emperor Tiberius. 
b.
It became a center for the cult of emperor worship that, under such emperors as Nero [ruled 54-69 AD] and Domitian [ruled 81-96], brought severe persecutions upon the church.

2.
Christians in Smyrna were poor and oppressed, but spiritually rich. Their hardships were made worse by the opposition of the Jews of the Synagogue there (2:9).

3.
The Lord assures them that he knows their situation. They should not fear the things they are about to suffer—tribulation for all and imprisonment for some. They will be tested for a while, but encouraged to be faithful even to the point of death (2:10). 

4.
The lesson for us is that we should never allow “difficult times”— economic, political, social or religious pressure—to overcome us, but to be faithful to the Lord, no matter what men may do to us.

5.
The faithful—then and now—will be rewarded with “the crown of life.”

C.
The Message to the Church at Pergamos (2:12-17).
1.
The city was located opposite the island of Lesbos and near the Caicus River, about 30 miles north of Smyrna.

2.
It has been a powerful nation under Atticus I (241-197 BC). But at the death of Atticus II in 133 BC, it was willed to the Romans. The city served as the political capital of the province for two centuries. The first temple of the imperial cult [dedicated to Roma and Augustus] was built there in 29 BC. A second temple was dedicated to Trajan and a third to Severus. In addition to the imperial cult, four other pagan deities were honored in the city—Zeus, Athena, Dionysus and Aesculapius. Hence, the congregation existed in a city “where Satan’s throne is” (2:13).
3.
The Lord compliments the church for holding fast to His name and for not denying His faith in the days in which His faithful martyr Antipas was killed (2:13).
4.
However, the Lord condemns them for failing to reject false teachers (2:14-15)
a.
They had among them men like Balaam, who taught Balak to put a stumbling block before the children of Israel, to eat things sacrifices to idols and to commit sexual immorality (vs. 14).

b.
They also had those who held to the doctrine of the Nicolaitans. They tolerated them, but the Lord hated them.

5.
They must repent of harboring those who teach and support idolatrous and immoral doctrines, or else the Lord Himself will fight against them with the “sword of My mouth.” 

6.
There is a great lesson here. A church that faithfully suffers persecution, but at the same time harbors idolatrous and immoral teachers, will receive the Lord’s wrath! Those who heed the warning will be blessed and accepted by Him.

D.
The Message to the Church at Thyatira (2:18-29).

1.
Thyatira was located about 40 miles from Pergamus, along the royal road to Sardis.

2.
It was an important manufacturing and commercial center, noted for its purple dye and died garments. Pottery and brass working were also among the trades known to have existed there. 
3.
Financial and social success required participation in its trade-guilds, which often involved pagan customs, superstitious worship, sacrifices offered to pagan gods, and sexual immorality.
4.
It is highly possible that “Jezebel” was teaching Christians to compromise by participating in some of the pagan customs. She had influenced some, but the majority of the congregation is commended because they have resisted her influence.

a.
The Lord commends the church: “I know your works, love, service, faith, and your patience; and as for your works the last are more than the first” (vs. 19).

b.
They allowed Jezebel “to teach and beguile My servants…”

c.
The Lord gave her time to repent, but she did not repent. He will punish her in a way that is commensurate with her sins—cast her into a sickbed, bring tribulation on all who have been influenced by her.
d.
The punishment will be such that “all the churches shall know that I am He who searches the minds and hearts,” and will “give to each one of you according to your works.”

5.
He would put no other burden on the rest of the church, and urges them to “hold fast what you have till I come.”

E. The Message to the Church at Sardis (3:1-6).

1.
Sardis was once the capital city of ancient Lydia. It was located on a hill overlooking the Hermus valley, about 30 miles south-southwest of Thyatira, and about 50 miles east of Smyrna.
a.
The city was famous for its arts and crafts, and was the first place to mint gold and silver coins.

b.
Although located on a hill that formed a natural citadel, it had been taken “as a thief in the night” by the Persians (in 49 BC) and by the Macedonians (in 218 BC) both by scaling the almost perpendicular cliffs under cover of darkness.

2.
The church at Sardis was not troubled by emperor worship, nor did the Jews disturb it. However, they seem to have had the same spirit as the city—resting on its past reputation and without any present achievement, having failed to learn from the past. Externally, the church seemed to be a model church, but from the Lord’s point of view it was spiritually dead. 

3.
They are urged to “be watchful and strengthen the things that remain, that a ready to die...” and to “remember how you have received and heard; hold fast and repent.”

4.
Only a faithful few had “not defiled their garments,” and were counted worthy to have fellowship with their Lord. He would not “blot their names out of the Lamb’s Book of Life, but confess them before My Father and His angels.”
F.
The Message to the Church at Philadelphia (3:7-13).

1.
The city was located on the Cogamus River, a tributary of the Hermus, 28 miles southeast from Sardis. It was named after Attalus II (Philadelphia), who reigned as king of Pergamus from 159 to 138 BC.
a.
It was the center of the wine industry, and its chief deity was Dionysus—in Greek mythology, the god of wine [the Roman Bacchus].

b.
Established as a gateway to the east, the city was begun primarily as an outpost for Greek civilization and culture.

c.
Lying on a fault line, the city experience many tremors in the 20 years following the earthquake disaster in AD 17. Like Sardis, it was rebuilt with funds from the national treasury. It showed its appreciation for aid sent by Tiberius by changing its name to Neocaesarea.

2.
Though opposed by Jews in the city, the church at Philadelphia was a faithful church that stood at the gateway of a great opportunity. 

3.
Because they have kept His command to persevere, the Lord promises to keep them from “the hour of trial which shall come upon the whole world, to test those who dwell on the earth” (vs. 10).

4.
May we recognize open doors of opportunity for serving our Lord. “Hold fast what you have, that no one may take your crown” (vs. 11).
G.
The Message to the Church at Laodicea (3:14-22).
1.
Laodicea was located on the banks of the Lycus River, a tributary of the Meander, some 40 to 45 miles southeast of Philadelphia, and about 10 miles west of Colosse, and six miles south of Hierapolis.

a.
The city was on one of the great Asian trade routes, and experienced great commercial prosperity. It was a leading banking center. The sheep of the Lycus valley produced glossy black wool, from which the city’s famous black cloaks and carpets were made.

b.
It was also the location of a medical school, and manufactured collyium, a famous eye-salve. It was so wealthy that when an earthquake destroyed the city in AD 60, it refused aid from Rome for rebuilding [compare the self-sufficient attitude of the church, 3:17].

c.
However, the city had one problem. Lacking a sufficient permanent water supply, water was piped in from hot springs in the area, and probably arrived lukewarm. 

d.
Many wealthy Jews had made Laodicea their home. The easy and opulent life of the city made it attractive as a retirement center for the wealthy. Having accomplished their goals in life, such people often are indifferent to the problems facing society.
2.
The letter from the Lord to the church indicates that it reflected its environment. 
a.
“You are neither cold nor hot; I could wish you were cold or hot…” (vs. 14).

b.
They were materially “rich, and have need of nothing,” but spiritually they were “wretched, miserable, poor, blind, and naked” (vs. 17).
3.
The Lord counseled them to obtain what they need from Him (vs. 18).

a.
Gold refined in the fire, that you may be rich.

b.
White garments, that you may be clothed.

c.
Eye salve that you may see.
4.
He rebukes and chastens those He loves, and urges them to “be zealous and repent.”
Conclusion:

A.
These churches are typical of all churches. Four statements are common to all the letters:

1.
“To the angel of the church at…”

2.
“I know your works…”

3.
“To him that overcomes…”

4.
“He that has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.”

B.
We should learn from the seven letters that He is aware of the circumstances under which we serve Him today. As He did then, He approves of our good qualities and condemns our failures.

C.
Each member of every congregation should seriously consider that the Lord is aware of our attitudes and conduct, and be encouraged by His promises, and heed His warnings!

D.
The glorified, triumphant Christ dominates the movement of the entire Book of Revelation. There is never any doubt that the victory belongs to the redeeming Lamb. Even when evil seems to triumph, we know that Christ will ultimately be the winner!
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