Revelation

The Distant Triumph Song

Lesson 2 

I.  The Pattern of the Seven Letters
	Congregation
	The Command to Write
	Description of the Speaker
	The Word of Commendation
	The Word of Criticism
	The Admonition
	The Call to Hear
	The
Promise

	Ephesus
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7

	Smyrna
	1
	2
	3
	X
	5
	6
	7

	Pergamum
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7

	Thyatira
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7

	Sardis
	1
	2
	5
	3
	4
	7
	6

	Philadelphia
	1
	2
	3
	X
	5
	7
	6

	Laodicea
	1
	2
	X
	4
	5
	7
	6


Are these letters historical letters to historical churches or are they symbolic letters for the church today?

The opening of Revelation seems to suggest that these are actual historical letters to the churches that were around during John’s day.  These seem to be literal commendations and admonitions for those churches.  However, just because these words were written to historical churches doesn’t mean that Jesus’ words aren’t applicable to the church today.  Many of the same praises and admonitions would be in order for the church today.
II.  Letter to Ephesus

Revelation 2:1-7 1"To the angel of the church in Ephesus write: 
      These are the words of him who holds the seven stars in his right hand and walks among the seven golden lampstands: 2I know your deeds, your hard work and your perseverance. I know that you cannot tolerate wicked men, that you have tested those who claim to be apostles but are not, and have found them false. 3You have persevered and have endured hardships for my name, and have not grown weary. 4Yet I hold this against you: You have forsaken your first love. 5Remember the height from which you have fallen! Repent and do the things you did at first. If you do not repent, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place. 6But you have this in your favor: You hate the practices of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate. 7He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To him who overcomes, I will give the right to eat from the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God.

What is the significance Jesus holding the seven stars in his right hand?

In other places of Scripture, having something in God’s right hand is assure the certainty of salvation.  This also would comfort them with protection from their enemies since much of Revelation deals with persecution and tribulation.  Another aspect of the right hand of God is that this is a symbol of God’s operative power.  This is how God accomplishes his saving purpose in the world.  You think about Jesus being our king and sitting at the right hand of God and that gives a vivid picture to this meaning of “right hand.”  This is then in essence saying that pastors are instruments of the right hand of God, doing God’s work on earth.
What was the church of Ephesus commended for?

They were commend for their hard work and perseverance.  They tested false prophets and their teachings.  It is interesting to note that the work of the church is characterized as work.  Although it is a privilege to take part in God’s plan of salvation, at times there are challenges that the church has to endure.
How might they have tested those who clamed to be apostles?
We can assume that they did what Paul commended the Bereans for doing in Acts 17:11.  They compared the teachings of these so-called apostles to Scripture to see if what they were teaching was accurate, and when they found them to be false, they didn’t tolerate them.  In this commendation to the Ephesians, God is also speaking to the church today.  He encourages us to compare the teachings of our church leaders with what the Scripture says.  If there is a discrepancy there, God urges us to confront and correct those teachings.
What is God saying by threatening to take away the lampstand from Ephesus?

A lack of repentance is what God has admonished the Ephesians for.  And Jesus is warning here that a lack of daily repentance can ultimately lead to a complete loss of faith.  If the congregation of the Ephesians would lead lives of impenitence which could ultimately lead to a lack of faith, then truly God’s church would no longer be there and he would take his lampstand elsewhere.

The teaching of the Nicolaitans is condemned a couple of times in these seven letters.  The Bible doesn’t fully describe what this teaching was.  Based on God’s admonition of the Ephesians what might we guess that this false teaching was.
Although we can’t be certain what this teaching of the Nicolaitans might be, many have guessed that they felt since we are all saved by grace apart from our works, that means that we can go on leading a completely sinful life.  Since Jesus tells the Ephesians to continue their lives of repentance, that might suggest that this is the teachings of the Nicolaitans.  Again this is a warning for the church today.  We see how Jesus reacts to sin and how he refuses to tolerate it.  We should not ignore sin in ourselves or within the church.

What events of Bible history come to mind when you read Jesus’ promise in verse 7?
This of course brings back pictures of the Garden of Eden.  After the fall into sin, God drove Adam and Eve from the Garden so that they wouldn’t eat from the tree of life and life forever in a world of sin.  God had always intended for his children to live in perfection and to live forever.  That is why God promises that we and the Ephesians will get to eat from the tree of life that God had always intended for us to eat.

III.  Letter to Smyrna

There is no criticism for the church at Smyrna, only praise and admonition.
Revelation 2:9-10 9I know your afflictions and your poverty—yet you are rich! I know the slander of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan. 10Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. I tell you, the devil will put some of you in prison to test you, and you will suffer persecution for ten days. Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of life.

What does “they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan” mean?

These people were of Jewish descent but they weren’t true Jews because they didn’t worship the true God, in that they didn’t recognize Jesus as the Messiah.  Many times in Romans and Galatians Paul makes the point that just being a descendent of Abraham doesn’t make you a Jew, but faith is what makes you a true “Jew,” a chosen child of God.  So in essence since these Jews wouldn’t recognize Jesus as the Savior and Messiah, the were worshipping a false god and were really a synagogue of Satan.

What sort of tribulations and persecutions was the church of Smyrna enduring?
They were living in poverty.  Some would be put in prison.  They would be tested by the devil even to the point of death.

What comforts did Jesus give them about these persecutions?

They would only last for a time.  The 10 days that is spoken of here is probably figurative, saying that it is a fixed time and it wouldn’t last forever.  He also says that to those who remain faithful, Jesus would give them a crown of life.

How does verse 10 serve as a good theme for Revelation?

All of Revelation talks about the fact that the church will endure hardships even to the point of death.  However, the time is finite, it won’t last forever.  In the end the church wins and is given a crown of life.
IV. Letter to Pergamum

The church at Pergamum was also under severe persecution.  One of its members Antipas was put to death from his faith.  Jesus also called Pergamum the place “where Satan has his throne,” showing how corrupt and immoral that city had become.  They are commended for remaining true to God in spite of this.  However, Jesus did have some words of criticism for this church.

Revelation 2:14 14Nevertheless, I have a few things against you: You have people there who hold to the teaching of Balaam, who taught Balak to entice the Israelites to sin by eating food sacrificed to idols and by committing sexual immorality.

What was the teaching of Balaam?  How might the church in Pergamum have been holding to this teaching?
Balaam was a foreign prophet whose acts are recorded in Numbers 22-25.  He was hired by King Balak to try to curse the children of Israel, however, God would not permit Balaam to speak any curse about them.  Five times Balaam thought that he might be able to curse the Israelites but each time he prophesied a blessing for them.  But Balaam and Balak didn’t give up after this.  They planned to destroy Israel by sending the Moabite women into Israel to lead the men into immoral lifestyles and to lead them into idol worship of the Moabites.  These heathen worship services included immoral acts and sacrificing meats to idols.  These practices were still common in the world at this time and some members of the church in Pergamum were participating in these heathen worship services. Although these pagan worship festivals aren’t prevalent in our society today, the temptations of immorality are still prevalent and God gives a stern warning to not allow sin to grab a foothold in a congregation.
Jesus uses some interesting imagery in the promise for those who endure through the persecution that the church was experiencing.
Revelation 2:17 17He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To him who overcomes, I will give some of the hidden manna. I will also give him a white stone with a new name written on it, known only to him who receives it.

What is Jesus promising when he promises to give “hidden manna?”

This is a reference to the manna, or bread from heaven, that God used to sustain the children of Israel as they were journeying through the wilderness.  In John’s Gospel, Jesus also compares manna to “the bread of life,” which is probably what Jesus is referring to.  This hidden manna that Jesus promises and this true bread from heaven gives life to the world.

What is the significance of the white stone with a new name on it?
The reference to the white stone would have been something familiar to the church of Pergamum at this time but probably isn’t at all familiar today.  Stones were used in law courts of the Greeks as voting ballots.  People would place their stone or pebble in a basket as a way of tallying votes.  A white stone was a vote for acquittal or not guilty.  This is an example of some neat symbolism.  At the final judgment we will be given the white stone of acquittal because of Jesus’ suffering and death.

The new name is significant because that is how God talks about our baptisms.  We have been given a new name when we were made God’s children through baptism.  And now as God’s children we are heirs of heaven, which is waiting for those who overcome.

V. Letter to Thyatira
Revelation 2:20-25 20Nevertheless, I have this against you: You tolerate that woman Jezebel, who calls herself a prophetess. By her teaching she misleads my servants into sexual immorality and the eating of food sacrificed to idols. 21I have given her time to repent of her immorality, but she is unwilling. 22So I will cast her on a bed of suffering, and I will make those who commit adultery with her suffer intensely, unless they repent of her ways. 23I will strike her children dead. Then all the churches will know that I am he who searches hearts and minds, and I will repay each of you according to your deeds. 24Now I say to the rest of you in Thyatira, to you who do not hold to her teaching and have not learned Satan's so-called deep secrets (I will not impose any other burden on you): 25Only hold on to what you have until I come.

The woman who was causing problems in Thyatira may have been named Jezebel herself, or the name would have been representative of her actions.  What other Jezebel of the Old Testament might Jesus be referring to?
Jezebel was the wife of King Ahab of Israel.  She was not an Israelite but was of foreign descent.  King Ahab disobeyed God’s command by intermarrying with the people of Canaan and Jezebel showed why God had forbidden that practice.  Jezebel introduced the worship of the heathen god Baal to Israel and along with it all of the sexual immorality that went along with it.  It is this sexual immorality that this woman in Thyatira was condemned by God for.
What grace had gone shown to Jezebel?  So what was God’s course of action now?

He had given her time to repent but she wasn’t willing.  He was going to punish her severely for her sin and all of those who followed her practices, unless they repent.

What does God warn the church of Thyatira against in verse 24?  How is this a temptation for the church today?

He tells them not to hold to Jezebel’s teaching or “Satan’s so-called deep secrets.”  Christians are often tempted to find deeper insights into the Christian faith hidden behind the words of the Bible.  These people looking for deeper insights ironically often find them in this book of Revelation.  But searching for secrets or answers concerning spiritual things that God has not chosen to reveal to us in the plain language of the Bible is dangerous.  However, it is these very same things that numerous books are written and secret societies or religions are established.  But Jesus calls these “Satan’s so-called deep secrets.”  Jesus instead wants us to hold to the plain and simple teachings of the gospel.
