Revelation

The Distant Triumph Song

Lesson 3
I.  Letter to Sardis

Revelation 3:1-6 1"To the angel of the church in Sardis write:
      These are the words of him who holds the seven spirits of God and the seven stars. I know your deeds; you have a reputation of being alive, but you are dead. 2Wake up! Strengthen what remains and is about to die, for I have not found your deeds complete in the sight of my God. 3Remember, therefore, what you have received and heard; obey it, and repent. But if you do not wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not know at what time I will come to you. 4Yet you have a few people in Sardis who have not soiled their clothes. They will walk with me, dressed in white, for they are worthy. 5He who overcomes will, like them, be dressed in white. I will never blot out his name from the book of life, but will acknowledge his name before my Father and his angels. 6He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.

The church in Sardis had the reputation of being alive, but was actually dead.  What do you suppose Jesus meant by this?  How is this still a temptation today?

He probably meant that outwardly they were a very active church.  By all intents and purposes the church at Sardis looked like they were active and living to those on the outside.  Perhaps they were heavily involved in helping the poor or doing good for the city.  But in spite of their outward acts, Jesus says that the church was really dead.  Their preaching of the gospel and even the faith in their hearts was dying.  This can be a temptation today because all churches are always interested in seeking the lost.  But in their efforts to do this, there is the temptation to look at numbers of new people coming to church or weekly worship attendance.  A church might do things in the community to get more people in the doors and in turn lose the focus on spiritual growth and strength from the gospel.  This is what Jesus was warning against.

What does verse 3 give urgency to?

It gives urgency to repentance for that is what this verse says.  If we think that we have time now to disregard what God says and live our lives while we want now, we are fooling ourselves.  Unrepentant sin can lead to unbelief itself.  We cannot be certain of when our Savior will come again and so our lives should always be lives of repentance and then confidence in our forgiveness.

What does Jesus mean by saying some “have not soiled their clothes?”

Jesus is emphasizing the fact that we already are clothed with righteousness.  At our baptisms Paul says in Galatians that we have been clothed with Christ.  So those who “have not soiled their clothes” are those who have not through impenitence and unbelief exchanged the pure garment of Christ’s righteousness given to them in baptism for the filthy rags of their own deeds.

What made some worthy to walk with Jesus?

We have to look at the rest of Scripture which makes it abundantly clear that nothing within ourselves or any human makes them worthy to walk with God.  However, since believers have been clothed with Christ’s righteousness, this perfection that is now ours makes us worthy to walk beside our perfect Savior.
II. Letter to Philadelphia

Revelation 3:7-13 7"To the angel of the church in Philadelphia write:
      These are the words of him who is holy and true, who holds the key of David. What he opens no one can shut, and what he shuts no one can open. 8I know your deeds. See, I have placed before you an open door that no one can shut. I know that you have little strength, yet you have kept my word and have not denied my name. 9I will make those who are of the synagogue of Satan, who claim to be Jews though they are not, but are liars—I will make them come and fall down at your feet and acknowledge that I have loved you. 10Since you have kept my command to endure patiently, I will also keep you from the hour of trial that is going to come upon the whole world to test those who live on the earth. 11I am coming soon. Hold on to what you have, so that no one will take your crown. 12Him who overcomes I will make a pillar in the temple of my God. Never again will he leave it. I will write on him the name of my God and the name of the city of my God, the new Jerusalem, which is coming down out of heaven from my God; and I will also write on him my new name. 13He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.

What is the key of David, which Jesus holds?

This is the key that unlocks the treasures of heaven.  In Revelation 1:18, Jesus is also described as holding the keys of death and Hades.  This key of David is the key that is contrasted to those keys.  This is the key that opens heaven to his believers.
What is the relationship between the keys of the church and the key that Jesus holds in this verse?

The keys of the church are the power to forgive sins and not forgive sins.  Based on repentance every member of the church is able to pronounce the forgiveness of sins to the penitent and to proclaim that their sins are not forgiven if they are impenitent.  Jesus says that he in turn that he is actually holding the key.  This is not at odds with the teaching that the church holds the keys. For when a member of the church proclaims forgiveness to the repentant, it is only because of Jesus and his work that they are able to do so.

What is the significance of an open door that no one can shut?

Jesus assures the church in Philadelphia that no matter what efforts the enemies of the church put forth, no one will be able to stop Jesus from showering his people with treasures of grace and no one will be able to close the doors of heaven to them on the last day.  Jesus will continue to bless his people here on this earth and he will bring every one of his believers through that open door into heaven on the Last Day.

When Jesus says that they have “little strength” is that a commendation or a criticism?

Although the phrase “little strength” by itself seems like it is a criticism of the church, the context seems to suggest that it is actually a commendation of them.  Although the way the NIV translates it seems to set up an either/or statement suggesting that in spite of their little strength they have kept his Word, the “yet” translated in the NIV isn’t in the Greek text.  The fact that they have little strength could merely refer to the size of the congregation, which wouldn’t be a criticism.  Also the fact that they have any strength at all in a world where all men are born without strength and are, in fact, by nature spiritually dead, even a little strength is a great advantage.  This “little strength” is really just a contrast to the congregation in Sardis.  Where Sardis was dead or about to die, the congregation in Philadelphia still had some strength.  After all, with faith even as small as a mustard seed, that faith is still able to “move mountains.”
What does Jesus mean when he says that those of the synagogue of Satan would fall down at their feet?

They were trying to convince the believers in Philadelphia that God didn’t love them.  But God would ultimately prove that he did care about them.  Whether he would show them this during their lives on earth or finally on the Last Day isn’t known, but we do know that ultimately on Judgment Day God will show his true love for his people.

Some people point to this passage as proof that all Jews will come to faith before the final coming of God.  That doesn’t seem to be at all what this section is saying.  They say that all Jews in general will bow down before them, showing that they now believed what the Christians in Philadelphia believed.  Instead this verse seems to be God humbling the enemies of the church by showing his true love for his children.

What comforts are associated with being a pillar in God’s temple?

The first thing that comes to mind is that we make up the temple of God.  In 1 Corinthians 3:16 Paul describes the Church as being the temple of the Holy Spirit.  And God will make us all  pillars of this temple in heaven.  The picture of a pillar symbolizes strength and security.  We will have eternal security and will never leave God’s temple.  This picture of the pillar in the temple is given a little more meaning when we contemplate the history of the city of Philadelphia.  At the beginning of that century there was a terrible earthquake which destroyed almost the whole city.  However, some of the pillars remained and would have been reminders to the people of the strength and stability of the pillars.

What is Jesus describing by saying he will put his name on us?

Putting you name on something describes ownership.  For anyone who has ever lived in a dormitory, whether high school or college, you know about having to put your name on things to make sure that you keep the things that are yours.  That is the picture that Jesus is using here when he says he will put his name on his people.  We are Jesus’ possessions and no one will take us from him.
III. Letter to Laodicea

Revelation 3:14-22 14"To the angel of the church in Laodicea write:
      These are the words of the Amen, the faithful and true witness, the ruler of God's creation. 15I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot. I wish you were either one or the other! 16So, because you are lukewarm—neither hot nor cold—I am about to spit you out of my mouth. 17You say, 'I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a thing.' But you do not realize that you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked. 18I counsel you to buy from me gold refined in the fire, so you can become rich; and white clothes to wear, so you can cover your shameful nakedness; and salve to put on your eyes, so you can see. 19Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline. So be earnest, and repent. 20Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me. 21To him who overcomes, I will give the right to sit with me on my throne, just as I overcame and sat down with my Father on his throne. 22He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches."

Why is Jesus called the Amen?

The word Amen comes from the Hebrew word that means truth.  Really this Amen could be translated as “the Truthful One.”  That really is what Jesus is.  Not only is he the one whose Word is truth, but Jesus himself is the truth.
What is at the heart of Jesus’ criticism of the church in Laodicea when he calls them “lukewarm?”  How is this a warning for the church today?

The church wasn’t zealous for the Word of God (hot) or opposed to it (cold).  Instead they treated their faith and God’s Word with spiritual dullness and spiritual indifference or a lack of interest.  This is the harshest criticism in the letters and should serve as a strong warning to the church today.  God doesn’t want us to take his Word for granted or to treat it with indifference.

Why would Jesus prefer spiritual coldness to being lukewarm?

At least those who are opposed to God’s Word are still concerned with spiritual things and are searching for the truth.  If they are concerned with spiritual things they would at least be giving God’s Word an opportunity to work in their hearts.  However, if someone is lukewarm and not interested in spiritual things at all, they don’t make very good “mission prospects” because they don’t have any concern for seeking what the truth is.

How did Jesus want to treat this church? 

He wanted to spit them out of his mouth.  He wanted nothing to do to them. 

What showed the church’s ignorance to their whole spiritual situation?

They kept saying to themselves that they were rich, not realize that they were wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked.  

How might wealth lead to spiritual indifference?
When our needs are satisfied and we have all we want then turning to God often becomes a second thought.  But when we are in need then God’s providence is always at the front of our minds.  When people are without physical blessings to depend on that is one way that God often draws us to him and makes us solely dependant on him.  One might ask then whether this means which should be opposed to all forms of social gospel.  (A social gospel is the thinking that the sole mission of the church is to make the world a better place to live in by helping the hungry and poor.)  And while we certainly aren’t opposed to humanitarian efforts because Jesus himself encourages us to help the poor, a social gospel can’t be the main focus of the church because no matter what earthly blessings we might have, we could still be spiritually poor.  The main goal of the church is to spread the gospel which makes us spiritually rich.  (All this is not to say that riches are not a blessing from God or that it hinders spirituality.  Abraham, one of the greatest forefathers of our faith, was one of the richest men at his time.)

Even after all this criticism, Jesus says he still love this church.  Why is verse 19 something that the church at Laodicea needed to keep in mind and is something that we need to keep in mind as well?

Whenever troubles or trials come into our lives, we shouldn’t look at them as punishments from God.  Instead we need to realize that sometimes we are receiving discipline from God.  And we always need to keep in mind, that no matter what our situation in our life is, God’s love doesn’t change for us.  Even when discipline comes into our lives, it’s important to remember that God disciplines the ones that he loves.

IV.  Application of the Seven Letters
As we said last week, not only were these seven letters historical letters to historical churches, but they also contain admonitions and encouragements for the church today.  Are any of these criticisms and commendations applicable to Christ Our Savior today?  How these temptations that the churches were facing then, still around today?


1.  Ephesus – 
They tested the teachings of false apostles.

They had forsaken their first love.


2.  Smyrna - 
They had afflictions and poverties yet were rich.




They were slandered by those claiming to be Jews but were a synagogue of Satan.




They were suffering imprisonments and persecutions even to the point of death.


3.  Pergamum - They lived where Satan had his throne yet didn’t renounce their faith.




They fell into the teaching of Balaam (idol worship and sexual immorality.)


4.  Thyatira -
They were doing more than they were at first.

They tolerated a woman within their church named Jezebel who was leading the people to sin.


5.  Sardis - 
They had a reputation for being alive but were actually dead.




Despite the temptations around them, some had not “soiled their clothes.”


6.  Philadelphia – There was an open door before them that no one could shut.




They had a little strength and had not denied his name.


7.  Laodicea - 
They were lukewarm, neither cold nor hot.




They were lulled to sleep by their apparent wealth.




God disciplines those that he loves.

Are any of the promises especially meaningful to you?


1.  Ephesus - 
To the one who overcomes, God will give them the right to eat from the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God.


2.  Smyrna - 
He who overcomes will not be hurt at all by the second death.


3.  Pergamum – To him who overcomes, God will give some of the hidden manna.  He will also give them a white stone with a new name written on it.


4.  Thyatira - 
To him who overcomes, God will give authority over the nations whom he will dash like pottery.  He will also give them the morning star.


5.  Sardis -
He who overcomes will be dressed in white.  God will never blot out his name from the book of life, but will acknowledge his name before my Father and his angels.


6.  Philadelphia – Him who overcomes, God will make a pillar in the temple of God.  Never again will he leave it.  He will write on him the name of God.


7.  Laodicea - 
To him who overcomes, God will give the right to sit with him on his throne.
