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LETTER 1 | THE CHURCH AT EPHESUS:  THE LOVELESS CHURCH
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Remember the song “Get Back”, by the Beatles?  I heard its catch phrase a lot growing up.  “Get back from the edge of that curb!”  “Get back up to this table!”  “Get back out there and finish raking those leaves.”  I was a wanderer.  

But the main line that’s repeated over and over in the song is “Get back, get back, get back to where you once belonged.”  And I think Lennon and McCartney hit a chord in all of us when they wrote those words because we’ve all left someone or something that we wished we’d hung onto.

When I was 19 years old I bought a 1970 Volkswagen Beetle Convertible.  Sure, the left side was smashed in and I had to climb in on the passenger side.  Sure, the top was torn.  Sure the exhaust system was shot.  Sure, it had a crack in the front window that went off in 100 directions.  Sure, it had two different colored front fenders.  But it didn’t matter.  I was in love from the moment I saw it.  I thought about it’s potential — not it’s present state.

I thought about the stereo I’d put in it, the tires and wheels I’d put on it, and the dates I’d have with it.  It took two years, but by the time I was a junior it was cherried-out with brushed aluminum honeycomb spoked wheels, and 70 series tires.  The stereo with an amp and 4 speakers had been installed.  A new top had been installed, along with a new front windshield.

And in August of 1979 my friend Mike Cain and I painted it “Porsche Racing Red”.  Do you get the point that I loved that car?  But then one day in 1980 I got into a pinch financially and sold it — for a lot less than I had into it.  I was desperate.  I didn’t see any other way out.  I loved that car, but I let it go.

I think a lot of you can relate — you’ve sold a car, or a musical instrument, a basketball card, a concert ticket, or something more valuable — that now, you wished you’d held onto.  And it can be the same with relationships too … we get out of them when the going gets tough, oftentimes without checking out all our options.  

With a spouse, with parents, with brothers and sisters, with friends, or with boyfriends or girlfriends.  Somebody lets us down, or we get mad, or we let them down, and we feel ashamed … and we give up, or we just let it slip through our fingers.

In Revelation 2 there’s a letter that speaks to the issue of leaving something, or someone we love.  It’s a letter Jesus wrote to the folks who made up the church at Ephesus.  And the challenge Jesus lays out is one that you and I need to hear.

And so in this day of instant decisions and quick rejections that often cost us more than we ever dreamed, would you please turn with me in your Bibles to Revelation 2:1-7.

Have you ever read somebody else’s mail?  Tell the truth!  Sometimes I don’t want to read my own mail but the thought of reading somebody else’s?  Now that’s intriguing!  But, just to let you know – it’s a Felony Offense, so I’m not advocating it!

When we read this letter in Revelation 2 we need to remember that we’re not really reading someone else’s mail, because Jesus was writing the words of this letter for each of us too.  And so this morning it’s a letter that’s in each of our mailboxes — and we have the privilege of opening it up and reading it, and studying it together.

Like the founder of the Quaker church, George Fox said about 350 years ago, “The church is the people, not the steeple.”  The church is you and it’s me.  And Jesus Christ’s words have as much relevance to us today as they did to the church at Ephesus two thousand years ago.  Because in these seven verses Jesus asks us to think back and remember Him … and to recommit to making Him our first love.

REVELATION 2:7a (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE) 
7 ‘He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.’

Gang, if there was ever an admonition from the WORD of God that you and I need to be attentive, it’s this one … that we learn to listen closely to what the Holy Spirit of God is saying to us.

We work so hard at planning our lives and our relationships.  We plan everything out.  And then we solicit the aid of the LORD to help us implement our plans.  Ever had a conversation with God that went something like this?
“God, how about it?  Would You mind giving me a hand?  I’ve got it all figured out — all You have to do is make my plan work.”

When we talk with God like this, we’ve made a tragic mistake.  God has a plan, and a future, and a hope for each one of us.  But we’ve got to listen to Him to discover it, and then live it out one day at a time.

God doesn’t have a “one size fits all” kind of plan.  He has a plan for you.  For you personally.  And for me personally.  And for our church personally.  And so instead of implementing a program, and then asking God to help us do our thing, we need to wait on God and discover His plans for us.  Each of us needs to find the flow of God’s Holy Spirit and then move in that flow.  Here’s a simple outline for The New Testament book of REVELATION …
Revelation 1
FOCUSES ON past events

Revelation 2-3
FOCUSES ON present events

Revelation 4-22
FOCUSES ON future events

So as we begin this study of the REVELATION 2-3, and an in-depth study of the seven letters Jesus had the Apostle John write out and distribute to the seven churches in Asia Minor (now modern-day Turkey), we’re dealing with Present EVENTS.  John was writing to teach churches about the stuff they were going through right then.  Here’s a map of where these seven churches were located …

MAP OF ASIA MINOR (MODERN-DAY TURKEY) …
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As Jesus speaks to each church there’s a huge variety to what He says.  But for the most part Jesus gives each of these churches, and ultimately to us as His flock today the following kinds of information …

Structurally, the seven letters Jesus wrote have some similarities …

JESUS GIVES THE SEVEN CHUCHES …

commendation OR PRAISE
WHAT THEY’RE DOING RIGHT
criticisM OR JUDGMENT

WHAT THEY’RE DOING WRONG
instruction OR correction
HOW THEY CAN make CHANGEs
promiSE OR BLESSING

THE FRUIT OF THESE CHANGES

exhortation


final words of wisdom
Let me give you a little background about the church at Ephesus.

When Jesus had the Apostle John write down and deliver this letter, the church at Ephesus was one of the strongest churches around.  It was founded by Apollos around 60 A.D.  The Apostle Paul’s letter to the Ephesian church (which we’ll begin studying this coming Spring) was written in about 64 A.D. — and then, about 32 years later … in about 96 A.D. Jesus writes this letter to them — through the pen of 98 year old Apostle John, who’s been exiled by Rome and is living out his sentence on the penal Island of Patmos.

In ACTS 19-21, there’s an amazing story about a couple named Aquila and Priscilla, who were friends of the Apostle Paul.  After hearing a disciple named Apollos preach, they realized that Apollos had only heard the message of repentance of John the Baptist, didn’t know much about Jesus.

And since he’d only heard part of the story Aquila and Priscilla shared the story of Jesus with him, and Apollos put his faith into Jesus Christ … and the church he planted in the town of Ephesus flourished.

Not too much later, the Apostle Paul came to Ephesus and stayed for three years, really grounding them in the truth through solid teaching.  And when Paul eventually turned the task of pastoring and teaching the flock in Ephesus over to his disciple Timothy, it had grown to around 25,000 folks.  That’s solid growth.

But even though the church at Ephesus was once one of the most powerful, on-fire churches, when Jesus wrote this letter to them, they’d somehow forgotten about Him as their first love.  They have an active program — in fact, they have lots of programs — but they’re in trouble.  They even go out and witness.  They have Bible Studies and prayer meetings.  But the problem is that they’re doing all these SPIRITUAL WORKS out of a sense of duty instead of out of love.  And so while they’re outwardly strong, they’re inwardly lean and dying.  And I see an important FAITH LESSON for us here …

FAITH LESSON …

What we do for the LORD is important, but so is why we do it!  We can’t measure our spiritual maturity by what or by how much we’re doing for God.  Labor is never a substitute for love.  As followers o Jesus Christ we have to have both.

Listen to how the Apostle Paul writes about this in FIRST CORINTHIANS 13 …

FIRST CORINTHIANS 13:1-3 (NEW CENTURY VERSION) 
1 I may speak in different languages of people or even angels.  But if I do not have love, I am only a noisy bell or a crashing cymbal.

2 I may have the gift of prophecy.  I may understand all the secret things of God and have all knowledge, and I may have faith so great I can move mountains.  But even with all these things, if I do not have love, then I am nothing.

3 I may give away everything I have, and I may even give my body as an offering to be burned.  But I gain nothing if I do not have love.

Do you see it?  When we forsake Jesus Christ as our first love, it nullifies all the other things we’re trying to accomplish in His name.

REVELATION 2:1 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE) 
1 “To the angel of the church in Ephesus write:  The One who holds the seven stars in His right hand, the One who walks among the seven golden lampstands, says this:

The Greek word angel literally means messenger.  Jesus was writing this letter to whoever represented the Ephesian church … to the pastor, the shepherd, or the teacher, knowing that they would pass on it on to the sheep in the flock.  So in other words, your pastor is the angel in the story today.

Sorry if that’s a let down to some of you.  I know you thought angels looked … well … at least … different than your pastor.  I guess most of us are kind of like Clarence, the angel George Bailey got in It’s A Wonderful Life.  But here’s a picture of what the ruins at Ephesus looks like today …

[image: image2.png]



Ephesus is near the East side of the Mediterranean coast, and it’s a pretty miserable village today.  But in its day, it was a well-known city, famous for it’s cultural achievements.  It was at the mouth of several rivers, so it was a center of trade and commerce.

Everyone sent their stuff down the river and then met there to sell and trade their goods … lots of multi-level marketing going on in Ephesus.  Oh ya.  In fact, Ephesus is probably where Amway and Time-Shares both got started.

The seven golden lampstands spoken of in v. 1 are the seven churches receiving these letters.  And again, like the word angels, the seven stars refer to the messengers or pastor-teachers of the churches.  And finally, the One spoken of here in v. 1 is Jesus.  And where is He?  I love what Jesus says He’s among us.  He’s not beside, outside, or behind us, He’s inside us, among us, right in the middle of us.
REVELATION 2:2-3 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE) 
2 ‘I know your deeds and your toil and perseverance, and that you cannot tolerate evil men, and you put to the test those who call themselves apostles, and they are not, and you found them to be false;

3 and you have perseverance and have endured for My name’s sake, and have not grown weary.

Let’s put ourselves into this narrative.

Maybe you’re in this exact same position as the folks in Ephesus.  Maybe you’ve done a lot of deeds for God.  Maybe you’ve toiled and persevered for God.  Maybe you have a sense of right and wrong, and even good and evil.  Maybe you know true from false and maybe you’ve even endured and persevered in the name of Jesus and not given up.

Maybe you have all the outward actions of a person who is “in Christ” — and yet as you look at yourself right now … right this minute … and as you evaluate your motivations … you realize that you’ve been coming to God and serving God out of a sense of duty rather than because He’s your first love. 

Maybe you’ve been hoping that your service and your ministry would make you acceptable to God — instead of believing the Truth — that God already accepts you unconditionally.

Gang, the people in the church at Ephesus started out right — they loved Jesus and they wanted their ministry to be done because of that love.  But somewhere, along the way what was begun in the Spirit was being carried out in their own strength.

Let me ask you a question — if you were in a horse race and you were out in front of the pack — would you be tempted to hop off the horse and finish the race by yourself?  That’s what the people in the Ephesian church had done.  They’d started off with God.  But then somewhere, along the way, they got their eyes off God and started depending on themselves.  Can you relate?  I know I sure can.

Do you remember when you first came to Jesus Christ, how excited you were about the fact that you’d found Him and that He’d found you?  Nobody could shut you up!

I’ve married quite a few couples and there’s nothing like it.  I’ve watched people as I’ve known them before they even met each other.  And I’ve seen them begin to date.  And then I’ve seen their love grow.  And then I’ve seen them get engaged.

And then I’ve done their pre-marriage counseling.  And then the day of the wedding arrives.  And the groom is standing up in front and he sees the bride walking down the aisle … and he can hardly contain himself.  He’s usually freaking’ out … on the inside.

And then the vows, and the rings are exchanged … then the song by the sister-in-law, or the cousin, who really can’t sing, but who they didn’t have the heart to say “no” to when she said, “Oh, I can sing Feelings”.  It’s all happening … and then finally the big moment comes, and I pronounce them “husband and wife” … and they kiss.  They really go for it.  They don’t care whose watching!  They’re in another world!

And gang, marriage is kind of like when we first come into a first love relationship with Jesus Christ.  When we give our hearts to Jesus and come into a relationship with Him, it’s like we get married, in the spiritual realm, to Him.  In fact, that’s the exact analogy the Apostle Paul uses for it in the first half of Romans 7.

And just like we can see a marriage develop in the natural realm, so too, we can see our relationship with Jesus Christ develop in the spiritual realm.  First there’s the honeymoon … no fights … everything’s great.  And then you begin to notice some defects in the marriage.  Maybe things aren’t turning out the way you thought they would, or a little bit of the excitement is gone.

This is what Jesus is talking about here, as He calls us back to the excitement we had when we first encountered Him.

If you want to save the marriage, what do you have to do?  You have to re-kindle the fire.  Because if you don’t re-kindle that fire — sooner or later you’re going to end up in a separation or a divorce.

And what’s true in the natural is true in the spiritual.  And when the fire we had when we first came into a relationship with Jesus Christ begins to wane, and we don’t re-kindle it, we’ll get discouraged, we’ll get separated, or maybe we’ll get divorced.  But for sure we’ll be miserable.

And this is what Jesus is saying to us here.  And this is why we to be so careful about how we treat our relationship with Jesus.  We need to take care of it.  Jesus commends the Ephesian church in vv. 2-3 — because they’re doing all kinds of things for Him.  But then the criticism comes in v. 4 … that they’d left their first love.

REVELATION 2:4 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
4 ‘But I have this against you, that you have left your first love.

You can go to church all your life, and you can have a big Bible, and you can go to Bible studies and other church functions and you can still be off with Jesus.  And that’s scary when we think about it, because most of us think we’re right on with Jesus.  But when we really begin to examine ourselves according the Truth of the WORD of God, we have to take inventory in our lives, and we have to ask ourselves …

· “Are my deeds done because I’m in love with Jesus?”

· “Is all my work counting for the Kingdom of God, or am I just laying up treasures on earth?”

· “Is my perseverance because I’m depending on God for my strength, or just because I’m stubborn?”

Jesus looks at us and says, “I know your deeds.  I don’t want to see your own deeds, I wants to see My deeds, done through you.”

REVELATION 2:5 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
5 ‘Therefore, remember from where you have fallen, and repent and do the deeds you did at first; or else I am coming to you and will remove your lampstand out of its place – unless you repent.

“remember” … Jesus is asking us to think back to when He was the most important part of our life.  The Bible is full of admonitions for us to look back and ponder, and to examine, and to try and figure out what’s going on.

One of these many kinds of passages is in JEREMIAH 2 where God speaks to the nation of Israel through a 16-year old prophet named Jeremiah … and his words hit a lot of us right where we’re at.

JEREMIAH 2:1-5 (CONTEMPORARY ENGLISH VERSION)
1-2 The Lord told me to go to Jerusalem and tell everyone that He had said:  When you were My young bride, you loved Me and followed Me through the barren desert.

3-5 You belonged to Me alone, like the first part of the harvest, and I severely punished those who mistreated you.  Listen, people of Israel, and I, the Lord, will speak.  I was never unfair to your ancestors, but they left Me and became worthless by following worthless idols.

Here’s what I hear God saying in REVELATION 2:1-5 …

“I remember when you were so in love with Me.  You weren’t ashamed of showing true love to Me.  You didn’t care who knew about how you felt about Me.  There was a desert and it was dry and hot and your circumstances were horrible and yet you were so in love with Me … and you had nothing.

I was your only sustenance.  You just loved Me so much.  Everything you gave to Me was the best.  Your lives before Me were holy lives.  You were so in love with Me that you didn’t let anything separate us.  But Israel, what happened?  What happened to your love for Me?”
And I hear God asking me, and asking you … through Jeremiah’s words, and through His letter to His followers in Ephesus …

“What did I do wrong that you turned against Me?  That you no longer have your first love for Me?  How did I fail you?  When did I let you down?”

“What happened to that love that used to move you and drive you to do anything for Me?  Have I done something to you that you’re that upset at Me … that you’re walking away from Me instead of toward Me?  Come back to Me.”

Remember how it was when you first met your first love … and you loved talking with others about the changes He was bringing into your life?  

And then, slowly, your commitment began to wane, and you were only going to church, you were only praying, you were only reading the WORD, you were only telling others about Jesus when you felt like it, when it was convenient, and when you didn’t have anything more exciting to do.  Jesus had stopped being your first love.

Remember when your love for Jesus used to drive you to pray for your spouse, your ex-spouse, your kids, mother, your father, your brothers, your sisters, your employer, your friends, and your enemies?  You wanted them to know the joy you had.  And then you got laid back and you said, “Well, if the LORD leads me to, I’ll pray for them, share with them, give myself away to them.  Maybe.”

But the fire to share God with people just wasn’t lit any longer.  Situations to share still came up, but you shied away from them because you weren’t really all that in love with Jesus any more.  Can you relate to Jeremiah’s words?  And do you hear the LORD urging us this morning to “get back to where we once belonged?”  I see another FAITH LESSON for us here …

FAITH LESSON …

Jesus wants us to come back to Him as our first love, not because we’ve been shamed into it … not because we’ve been talked into it … and but because we’ve remembered how it used to be when He was our first love.  And because we’re looking at how our life is now, and we’re remembering how our life with Him used to be, and we’re choosing to get back to where we once belonged.
We’ve heard Jesus’ commendation of the Ephesians, we’ve heard His criticism, and in v. 5, is where Jesus offers the Ephesians some words of correction.  He tells them that their “first love” can be restored if they’ll follow His instructions.

REVELATION 2:5 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
5 ‘Therefore remember from where you have fallen, and repent and do the deeds you did at first; or else I am coming to you and will remove your lampstand out of its place – unless you repent. 

If the thrill is gone in your spiritual life, or, if your walk with Jesus is great and you want to make sure it stays that way, what do you do?  Just pray?  No.

In order to come back to my first love, I need to remember where I used to be with Jesus.  I need to remember all Jesus has done for me … even when I wasn’t giving Him the time of day.  I need to remember that Jesus died on the cross for me to offer me the Way, the Truth and the Life (cf., John 10:10).

It’s amazing how many times God calls us back to a remembrance of how things used to be.  Not just how it used to be when we were in the world and in sin … but what it was like when we first came to Jesus and we were thrilled to know Him.  Gang, we need to remember.

But if I want to come back to Jesus — back to my first love … if I want to make sure my relationship with Jesus stays the central priority in my life … I also need to repent.  Repentance is a decision that results in a change of mind, which in turn leads to a change of purpose and action.

I need to repent of living life on my own and begin living for Jesus.  I need to repent of my selfish pursuit of goals that don’t include God — of planning my life out and then inviting God to bless me.

Repentance is the admission that the fault is ours and then feeling sorrow for the sin we’ve chosen.  In The Old Testament, King Saul talked about Repentance when he said in FIRST SAMUEL 26:21, “I have played the fool, I have erred exceedingly.”
A lot of people repent with words, with tears, and with sorrow — but they repent just because they got caught.  Ever done that?  It’s something we learn when we’re little kids — and a lot of people never out-grow it.  That’s not Repentance.

True Repentance has to come from the heart.  You really have to be sorry for what you’ve done.  Sorry in the way that means that you’re never going to do it again.  And so how do we really Repent … and show it?  I like how Billy Graham put it many years ago … “Our repentance needs to be as well known as our sin.”
We need to remember.  We need to repent.  And if I’ve walked away from my first love and I want to come back, then I need to return … return, like Jesus says here, to the deeds I did at first … when I was first in love with Him.  I need to invite Jesus to re-shape my priorities.  I need to let Him have full control of my heart, my mind, my actions, and my attitudes.

In short … I need to restore the original fellowship I used to have with God … the fellowship that was broken by my own sin and neglect.

Get back to prayer, get back to Bible study and meditation, get back to obedient service and worship, get back to sacrifice, get back to getting involved in one of the Community Groups that are happening as part of the life of our flock, or start a new small group, get back into relationships of accountability with other people who have the same spiritual goals and commitments that you have.

The Good News of the Gospel of Jesus Christ is that we don’t have to stay the way we are … that we can become more than we are … that we can change … that we can remember, that we can repent, that we can return again to our first love … no matter how long we’ve been away … and no matter why we went away.

This morning, if you want to turn to Jesus as your first love — or if you want to return to Jesus as your first love, you may need to establish some new relationships with people who will help you stay on the path and not get off of it.

So many times we set ourselves up.  We become like the people we hang out with.  And if we’re mainly hanging out with people who don’t have a first love relationship with Jesus Christ, then sooner or later we’ll more than likely compromise and give in.

And so, if your girlfriend or your boyfriend is pulling you down and away from Jesus Christ, you need to get the relationship right, or cut it off.  That’s what it takes to be a child of God.  If you’re married and your marriage isn’t working, you need to come back to your first love.

And then, in the midst of a fight, instead of screaming, and shoving, and staying in the flesh, you can get down on your knees and humble yourselves before your first love and pray and offer yourselves up to Him.  That’s what a growing, maturing follower of Jesus Christ does.
v. 5 … or else … what’s this mean?  The warning is that Jesus Christ will take His presence and His leadership and go somewhere else.  You don’t want to be used?  Jesus will use somebody else.  You know how many churches have died like this?  Hundreds, thousands.  And not only churches, but people too.

A church may continue to exist without being light in the darkness.  Our land is filled with churches like this!  We see it everywhere.  Sad and desperate.  So many churches deny the vital presence and reality of Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit — they’re just sort of there … just kind of going through the motions.

REVELATION 2:6 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
6 ‘Yet this you do have, that you hate the deeds of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate.

Who in the world were the Nicolaitans?  Well in spite of the speculation by Irenaeus and other Early Church Fathers, we have no solid knowledge as to who this early heretical Christian sect was.  They’re only spoken of here and in REVELATION 2:15.

But we can make some logical deductions by looking at their name.  We know from v. 15 that they were connected by their teachings to The Old Testament pagan religions of Baal and Balak worship.

nico means “to conquer” and laos means “laity”.  So from the name Nicolaitans, it appears that this group’s doctrine and practice had something to do with “conquering the laity”.

And so Jesus is probably referring here to the sin of a select group of leaders in a church who were lording spiritual power over other members of the flock — in other words, an Early Church form of spiritual abuse.

FIRST TIMOTHY 2:5 (NEW CENTURY VERSION)
5 There is one God and one mediator so that human beings can reach God.  That way is through Christ Jesus.

God gives us earthly leaders for one reason:  To point us to Jesus, so we’ll let Him be our advocate before God the Father.  God doesn’t want earthly leaders to stand in the way of Jesus.  Jesus and the Ephesian church hated this, and we should too.

REVELATION 2:7 
7 ‘He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.  To him who overcomes, I will grant to eat of the tree of life which is in the Paradise of God.’ (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

7 “He who is able to hear, let him listen to and give heed to what the Spirit says …” (The Amplified Bible)  

Jesus writes this phrase at the end of each of His seven letters.  The verb “hear” is in the imperative mood and the activE VOICE, and therefore, it commands us to do something at the very moment the message is heard … it’s a commitment to a decisive and effective choice.
It’s like Jesus is saying, “Don’t just try to return to Me as your first love … come back to Me right now!”  Gang, the Holy Spirit is wooing us through this letter to the church at Ephesus, to get back to where we once belonged.  Do you hear Him?

So this morning, Who or what is your first love?  Are you letting a first love relationship with Jesus drive your priorities, your compassion, the use of your spiritual gifts, your dreams about what career you’re pursuing, and your relationships?  Or have you gotten so busy “doing stuff” for God that it’s been a long time since you’ve known Jesus as your first love?  How can we tell if I’ve moved away from Jesus as my first love?

Whoever or whatever I’m spending the most time with is MY First Love.  Whoever or whatever I’m taking my cues from – about how to live life, about how to make my relationships work, about what my priorities should be – whoever or whatever is in this position of instruction and authority over me, is MY First Love.
The word for overcomes here in v. 7 is the Greek word nikao (from the same root word in the first part of Nicolatian), and it comes from the noun nike, meaning victory, which literally means, “to be a victor”.  Jesus is saying that if we follow His instruction here, and return to Him as our first love, we’ll be victorious in our life with Him.

How awesome, that God promises to bring victory to everyone who will stay true to Jesus Christ as their first love … to everyone who will remember and repent and return to Jesus Christ as their first love and to the deeds that flowed out of their first love.  And what does that victory look like?

We’ll have eternal life in heaven, and abundant life right here, right now, on earth.  And there will be a sense of purpose in all we do.  And there will be a hope and a vision in our lives — a hope and a vision that is far greater than we could dream or imagine in our own strength.  And gang, we all have to make the choice … to walk in the flesh and be defeated, or to walk in the Spirit as victorious overcomers.  We all have to make the choice.

LETTER 2 | THE CHURCH AT SMYRNA:  THE PERSECUTED CHURCH
REVELATION 2:8-11
2ND STREET COMMUNITY CHURCH
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How easy it is to dwell on our problems and our circumstances and moan about the demands placed on us because of our faith, and the trials we’re going through.  And then we come to a passage like this second of the seven letters Jesus wrote to the churches in Asia Minor … the letter to the Church at Smyrna … and it helps us re-gain some perspective about our own lives and whatever we’re going through.  

Because the saying is true … “I complained that I had no shoes, until I saw a man who had no feet.”
Jesus wrote the seven letters found in Revelation 2-3.  But He sent them through the pen of John – who was nearing 100 years old at the time He was Jesus’ scribe on this REVELATION project, and he was living nearly all alone, as a prisoner in exile on Patmos … a small Greek Island 13 miles square in the Aegean Sea Rome that the Romans used as a penitentiary.

If you visit Patmos today you’ll find a cave the locals believe is the exact place where the Apostle John received this revelation from God … a cave they’ve called The Cave Of The Apocalypse.  Here’s what the entrance to this cave looks like.
Jesus identifies Himself as the author of each of these seven letters in the first or second verse.  And He uses names for Himself which were also used by the Apostle John to identify Him as the central character of this book in Revelation 1.
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REVELATION 2:8 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
8 “And to the angel of the church in Smyrna write:  The first and the last, who was dead, and has come to life, says this:

So, when Jesus says in v. 8, “The first and the last, who was dead, and has come to life” … you can go to Revelation 1 and read where John wrote … “I am the first and the last, and the living One; and I was dead, and behold, I am alive.”
As I wrote earlier, when we looking into the first of these letters … each of Jesus’ seven letters in REVELATION 2-3 contains several common elements …

· Each church receives a commendation, which is information about what they’re doing right.

· Five churches receive criticism – except for Smyrna and Philadelphia.

· Each church receives correction.  Jesus always follows criticism with correction.  He speaks the Truth in love and then builds us up.  And He brings us this correction to tell us how to make the changes we need to make to come more in line with the character of Jesus Christ and the will of God.

· Each church receives a promise or a COMMENDATION near the end of its letter.  And the promise was the fruit Jesus promised each church that it would experience, as it was obedient to Him.

· And finally, each letter is closed with the same ADMONITION … “He who has an ear, let him listen to what the Spirit is saying.”  In other words Jesus said, “I get the last word on this, so listen up and don’t argue with Me.”

MAP OF ASIA MINOR (MODERN-DAY TURKEY)
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Again, Smyrna is in what in New Testament times was called “Asia Minor”, but in what is now modern-day Turkey.  Here’s a map of where the seven churches were located.

The church in Smyrna – often referred to as The Persecuted Church – was begun between 90-95 A.D.  So when it received this letter from Jesus, it was a newly planted flock.  Let me give you a little background about what was going on during in the life of the Early Church during this period of time.

Remember, that there’s a theme to each of these letters Jesus wrote and sent to the seven churches in Asia Minor (now, modern-day Turkey).  And here they are …

REVELATION 2:1-6
EPHESUS
THE LOVELESS CHURCH

REVELATION 2:7-11
SMYRNA
THE SUFFERING CHURCH

Nero was Caesar from about 54-68 A.D. and during his reign and the reigns of the next nine Roman emperors – up through 304 A.D. about 550,000 Christians were put to death for their faith – or approximately 5% of the world’s population of Christians during those first three centuries.

When we compare how many Christians there were in the world then, to how many Christians there are in the world today, this number is staggering … because that 550,000 Christian martyrs in the first three centuries of the Early Church, from 54-304 A.D. would equal nearly 25 million dead today.

UK Christian Patrick Johnstone, author of Operation World, the most accurate abstract of Christian statistics, offers the following information about where the heaviest Christian persecution has come from over the past 20 centuries.

I’ve had an ongoing email conversation with Patrick during the past couple of weeks, and these statistics are from a highly graphical book he’s been writing that will be published in the next 18 months, entitled The Future Of The Worldwide Church:  Possibilities For 21st Century Ministry. 

An estimated 70,000,000+ Christians have been martyred since 30 AD.  And so 2ND Century Early Church historian Tertullian's famous quote is valid, when he wrote that “The blood of the martyrs is the seed of the Church.”

CENTURIES
PRIMARY PERSECUTOR

ESTIMATED # OF MARTYRS

1-4

Roman



550,000


5-7

Persian (Babylonia/Iran)

875,000


8-12

Muslim



551,000


13

Mongols



7,517,000


14-15

Muslim



11,600,00


16

Catholic Christians killing

3,900,000




Protestant Christians


17-19

Buddhists



2,550,000


20

Communists



41,320,000




Martyrdom and the growth of the Church often go hand-in-hand.  In places where there is great martyrdom, the church usually experiences great growth as well.  But this isn’t always true.  Especially when you look at the near extinction of Christianity from Central Asia and China, in the 13-15th centuries, when over 15 million Christians were put to death by Muslims and Mongols.
All this to say, that Christians persecution during the past 2,000 years has been extraordinarily heavy.  And this letter Jesus had the Apostle John write and deliver to the Christians in Smyrna, told them that even though they’d known persecution, it was going to get worse.

Just a point of clarification here about Johnstone’s chart … In the 16th Century, a Christian civil war broke out when a German Catholic priest named Martin Luther, turned against Catholicism and started a reformation that resulted in the formation of the Protestant church.

And for a century Catholics killed Protestants, and Protestants killed Catholics.  But the number of Protestant martyrs was much higher, because there were many more Catholics than Protestants. 

Perhaps the best analogy to what Believers in the Early Church were forced to endure would be the experience of the Jews during WWII.

· Their travel was restricted and their livelihood was destroyed.

· Their shops were subject to frequent vandalism and looting.

· Their synagogues were defiled or destroyed, and their property seized.

· They were humiliated, stigmatized, harassed and physically assaulted.  And eventually, their lives and the lives of their families were taken.

In the United States we obviously haven’t seen this kind of martyrdom.  But travel to Central and South America, to China, to the former Eastern Block countries … go to Africa, and to the former USSR … and to places like Tibet, Nepal, Indonesia, and Thailand … and to many other places around the world, and martyrs are common.  Men and women, old and young, people of every race and nationality, who have chosen to die rather than to give up their faith in Jesus Christ.

In the classic books Fox’s Book of Martyrs and Twentieth Century Martyrs, and then in the series of modern books called Jesus Freaks | Volumes I & II, you can read about Christian martyrs around the world right up until the early part of the first decade of the 21st Century.

And if you visit the website www.persecution.com, the ministry site for a ministry called The Voice Of The Martyrs, you can read about Christians all over the world who are dying, right up to today for their faith in Jesus Christ.

Webster’s Dictionary says this about the word persecute:  “to harass in a manner to injure, grieve or afflict; to cause to suffer because of belief; to annoy with persistent or urgent approaches.”

There are all kinds of persecution, but when I think of the kind that takes place in the USA, I think less of burnings and tortures … and I think more about the persistent and urgent realities of sins like lust, power, greed, arrogance, and jealousy.

Persecution is anything Satan uses to lure you and me as followers of Jesus Christ into denying the Lordship of Christ in our lives.

The city of Smyrna was founded by Alexander the Great near the Aegean Sea in what is now Turkey.  The word Smyrna means “bitter” and is related to the word “myrrh”.   Myrrh was the gummy, sticky resin of a shrubbery-like tree that’s bitter when it’s first extracted, but which becomes beautiful smelling when it’s crushed.

So Smyrna was a fitting name for the home of this 1st Century church because even as it was pierced, afflicted, and crushed, it gave off a fragrance of Jesus Christ.
Smyrna was a center of Emperor worship.  If you called Caesar ‘Lord,’ you lived.  But if you chose to call Jesus Christ ‘LORD,’ you were killed.

Remember that these seven letters were written sometime between 95-96 A.D., and so for about 60 years, since Jesus’ death and resurrection, the Early Church had been under pressure to worship whomever the emperor was at the time.  And Romans were hostile towards Christians because when Caesar Nero burned Rome to the ground, he blamed the Christians.

So as we look deeper into the church at Smyrna, let’s also look deeper into our own lives, and into the ways we’re each tempted to turn away from our relationship with Jesus, and live according to our own desires.  And let’s ask ourselves …

Am I serving God or myself?  Or like Isaiah asked, am I “honoring God with my lips, but turning my heart away from Him”? (ISAIAH 29:13)

In Hebrews 11 we see the lives of men and women who stood for faith in the midst of incredible persecution and opposition.  And vv. 35b-40 speaks both, historically of Old Testament days, and prophetically of what would happen soon in Smyrna … 

HEBREWS 11:35b-40 (NEW CENTURY VERSION) 
35b Other [followers of God] were tortured and refused to accept their freedom so they could be raised from the dead to a better life.

36 Some were laughed at and beaten.  Others were put in chains and thrown into prison.

37 They were stoned to death, they were cut in half, and they were killed with swords.  Some wore the skins of sheep and goats.  They were poor, abused, and treated badly.

38 The world was not good enough for them!  They wandered in deserts and mountains, living in caves and holes in the earth.
39 All these people are known for their faith, but none of them received what God had promised.

40 God planned to give us something better so that they would be made perfect, but only together with us.
When we read about these things we can hardly believe them.  But they happened — and they’re still happening today.

While in seminary from 1980-1984, I had a schoolmate and friend named Harry Lee.  He was from China and had spent 28 years in prison because he was a follower of Jesus Christ.  Christians were horribly persecuted in China in the 1930s through the 1950s.  And Harry was one of those Christians.  22 years in solitary confinement.  And Jesus kept Harry’s mind sane and his heart focused on Him.

And we feel persecuted, or at the very least deprived, when we don’t have new Nikes or a new iPod.  And yet we have running water, and a bed, a pillow, and most of us have a car.  And in the midst of the reality of life and death in the Church at Smyrna, and in countless other New Testament Churches, and in the reality of Christian persecution and martyrdom around the world today … you and I are brutally reminded of our self-centeredness.  So remember, within the context of our experience today … 

Persecution is anything Satan uses to lure you and me as followers of Jesus Christ into denying the Lordship of Christ in our lives.

REVELATION 2:8 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
8 “And to the angel of the church in Smyrna write:  The first and the last, who was dead, and has come to life, says this:
Again, like in the letter to the Church at Ephesus, Jesus identifies Himself as the author of this letter and says that He’s sending it to them through the “angel”, which means the “messenger” or the “pastor, of the Church.

And Jesus describes His character when He says, “the first and the last, who was dead, and has come to life.”  In creation and salvation, Jesus had the first word.  And when it comes to judgment Jesus will have the last word.

REVELATION 2:9 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
9 ‘I know your tribulation and your poverty (but you are rich), and the blasphemy by those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan.

Smyrna was a wealthy city.  But because when a person became a Christian, they lost their job and more than likely couldn’t get another one, the cost of following Jesus was a lot higher than it is for us today in Oregon.  And in the midst of this reality, Jesus said to His followers in Smyrna, “You’re not rich financially, but you’re rich spiritually … you’re rich in Me, and in the treasures of heaven.”

Jesus looks at our lives and sees what we can’t see.  And He says to us “I see beyond the obvious, and I want to give you the same kind of sight.  I have a future and a hope for you.  I know it looks hopeless right now … but hang in there with Me.”

But v. 9 tells us that there were people in Smyrna who weren’t willing to stand by Jesus no matter what.  And Jesus says these people were blasphemers and part of “Satan’s church.”  In other words, during suffering, they’d given into Satan’s lies instead of clinging onto God’s love and purposes.  But let me tell you the story of a man in Smyrna who wasn’t a blasphemer.

Fifty years from when this letter was written, the pastor at Smyrna would be a man named Polycarp.  As a young man, Polycarp was a disciple of the then very old Apostle John.  On February 23, 155 A.D., there was an Olympiad sporting event in Smyrna and the fans went wild.

They began shouting, “Death to the infidels and search for Polycarp.”  And as the crowd chanted, Roman soldiers went looking for Polycarp.  His family tried to hide him, but the night before, God had spoken to Polycarp about this in a dream and he told his family, “Tomorrow I must be burned at the stake.”

At 86 years of age, Polycarp knew full well the contents of this letter, because he was in his mid-30’s and one of the young men who made up the church at Smyrna when it arrived around 50 years before.  And on this day, as people called out for his death, Polycarp knew that he was going to have to stand up and be counted publicly as a committed follower of Jesus Christ.

Eventually Polycarp was found and delivered to the mob in the arena.  Several people wanted to nail his hands and feet to a stake to keep him from struggling.  But Polycarp said, “Put away those nails and let me be!”
And they obediently laid down their hammers and their nails.  Then the soldiers said, “Polycarp, you’re an old man, just say you love Caesar over Jesus and you won’t die.”  And Polycarp replied …

Eighty-six years have I served the LORD, and He has been faithful to me.  How can I now be faithless to Him and blaspheme His name?  The One who gives me strength to endure the flames will give me strength to not flinch at the stake.  You threaten me with fire that burns only for an hour, but you are in danger of a fire, which will burn forever.
And as the wood was piled around Polycarp’s feet and ignited, it’s written by the Early Church fathers that he stood there freely … unnailed, and unteathered to the stake.  And he looked upward to heaven and said …

O LORD God Almighty, Father of the blessed and beloved Son, Jesus Christ, I thank You for giving me this day and this hour, that I may be numbered among Your martyrs, to share the cup of Jesus and to rise again to life everlasting.
And so the church at Smyrna, right when this letter was received around 95-96 A.D., and then on for more than two more centuries, was being crushed, bruised, and taken through hardships that you and I cannot imagine.

But through their suffering back then, and through the reality of our tribulations today, God has always had it on His heart to bring His followers to a place of focus and healing, knowing that whatever lies our circumstances might be shouting out, that He is God.

REVELATION 2:10a (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
10a ‘Do not fear what you are about to suffer …

Do not fear.  This sentence, and all its variations (Do not be afraid.  Fear not), is the most repeated phrase in the Bible.  And Jesus’ command to “not fear” is in the present imperative activE TENSE – meaning that Jesus is saying, “Stop doing this and don’t ever start up again!”

Jesus is asking the people at Smyrna, and you and me as His followers today to change our whole mind-set, and to be on the lookout for those things that would nudge us to take our eyes off of Him and give into fear.

God is the author of love, not fear.  And FIRST JOHN 4:18 tells us that perfect love casts out fear.  And so when we really love Jesus Christ and we’re walking with Him, and He’s number one priority in our lives, then who or what can we fear?

Suffering is a certainty for every Christian.  In fact, the Apostle Paul wrote in PHILIPPIANS 1:27-30 that it’s a sign of our salvation.  Before we’re in a relationship with Jesus Christ, Satan doesn’t have to try and get us to deny Christ because we follow our flesh, and jump into sin with both feet.

But listen to me:  After we come into a relationship with Jesus, how we travel through suffering, trials, and persecution is a sign of our solidarity with Christ, and our maturity in Christ.  But v. 10 goes on to reveal Christ’s Commendation to the Church at Smyrna, and to you and me as His followers today …

REVELATION 2:10b (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
10b Behold, the devil is about to cast some of you into prison, so that you will be tested, and you will have tribulation for ten days.  Be faithful until death, and I will give you the crown of life.

The ten days spoken of may be a prophetic word, correlating with the ten emperors who persecuted the Early Church from 54-304 A.D.  But whatever it represents, Jesus COMMENDATION offers speaks to His faithfulness, in that the crown of life will be given to all those who are martyred for their faith in Him … and to all those who don’t take their eyes off of Him in the midst of persecution … and to all of us who don’t give into Satan’s schemes to get us to deny the Lordship of Jesus Christ in our lives.

REVELATION 2:11 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
11 ‘He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.  He who overcomes will not be hurt by the second death.’

In v. 11 we find the promise Jesus has for the church at Smyrna and for you and me today.  The “second death” is the “lake of fire” spoken of in Revelation 20:14.  And God promisES that if we stand with Him in our times of persecution … if we overcome and are faithful to the end … we won’t spent eternity apart from God.

NEWS FLASH!  It costs us to be on the road to becoming dedicated, maturing, faithful followers of Jesus Christ.  And without a doubt, in some times and places throughout history it costs more than others.  But as End Times pressures increase, the persecution of Christians will also increase; and that’s why, as God’s people, we need to be ready (cf., FIRST PETER 4:12ff).  

Because, while our experience with persecution is different from the people in Smyrna, or different from other Christians around the world today … that doesn’t mean we should just throw our heads back and shout out, “Praise the LORD I wasn’t living then and there!”  No way!  To us Jesus says, “To those of you who have ears, listen to what the Spirit is saying through the WORD of God today.”  Remember the definition of persecution we’re using as we study this letter to Smyrna?

Persecution is anything Satan uses to lure you and me as followers of Jesus Christ into denying the Lordship of Christ in our lives.

And as I’ve been studying these four verses, God used a teaching by pastor-teacher Jon Courson to raise an important question in my heart and mind.
“Gregg, in the midst of the persecution you go through, in the midst of the circumstances in your life that call you to choose whether I am the LORD of your life, or you are the LORD of your life, which Old Testament prophet are you more like, Jeremiah or Jonah?”

Consider the differences between these two men with me as we wrap up this morning’s teaching …

jeremiah and jonah were both called by God to be prophets, and both were initially reluctant.  in JEREMIAH 1:6, he said, “Oh Lord, I can’t speak.  I’m just a young guy.”  Jeremiah was hesitant because of his inadequacies.
But it wasn’t because of insecurity that Jonah was hesitant to accept God’s call.  It was because of hostility.  “I’m not going to Nineveh” Jonah said.  You see, Jonah had heard all about the brutal Ninevites.

They’d attack other nations, cut off people’s heads, and plant them on spears around their fallen cities as a warning to others to not get in their way.  And so, when God told Jonah to go to Nineveh, the capital city of Assyria, Jonah said in anger “No way!”

Jeremiah and Jonah were both fearful to obey god’s call on their lives.  God sent Jeremiah, primarily to Jerusalem … the spiritual capital of the known world.  And God sent Jonah to Nineveh, the political capital of the known world.

Once Jeremiah arrived in Jerusalem, you couldn’t get him out of the city.  During the destruction of Jerusalem in 586 B.C. King Nebuchadnezzar came to Jeremiah and said, “We know you’re a prophet.  You can live anywhere in the empire you want.  We’ll protect you.”  But Jeremiah responded, “I’m staying here with my people.”

And on the other hand, you couldn’t get Jonah into the city of Nineveh.  He headed off in the other direction, towards a town called Tarshish.

Jeremiah and Jonah were both separated from their families.  Jeremiah was separated emotionally, as everybody he knew rejected him and conspired against him following his obedience to God.  And Jonah was separated physically from his family while he was on a voyage away from Nineveh.

Jeremiah and Jonah were both physically abused.  Jeremiah was brutalized throughout his life, as he was beaten and put into stocks.  And when the sailors on the boat that Jonah was on as a passenger realized he was representing the True and Living God, even though they were hesitant at first, finally, at Jonah’s insistence, they threw him overboard and into the sea.
Jeremiah and Jonah Both found themselves in A PIT … literally.  Jeremiah was thrown into a deep, muddy, abandoned well, where he sank into the mire.  And Jonah was in a pit too … but it wasn’t an abandoned well … it was the digestive tract of a huge fish.  If it was a whale – as some speculate, the temperature in that stomach was 98.6 degrees.  Waist-deep in hot seaweed, stewing in stomach acid.  Fish smacking him on the head as they came down the whale’s throat.

Jeremiah and Jonah were both delivered from their pits.  Jeremiah by the hands of men … Ebed-melech came on the scene and took him out of the well.  And Jonah was barfed out of the pit of the fish by the command of God.

jeremiah and jonah both spoke FOR GOD.  Jeremiah ministered with many different teachings in and around Jerusalem.  And Jonah’s teaching only had one sentence … “40 days and then destruction is coming.”  But as they shared their messages, Jeremiah was faithful for 40 years, and Jonah was grudgingly faithful for 40 days, complaining and moaning every step of the way.

And what kind of fruit did Jeremiah see for his 40 years of faithfulness to the calling of God on his life?  All he basically saw was people rejecting God, rejecting him, and refusing to repent.  And Jonah, what did he see?  Man, this guy was a superstar!  The greatest revival in the history of the church … 600,000 people coming into relationship with God in 40 days.  No matter how you slice it, that’s solid church growth.  But the stories of Jeremiah and Jonah go on.

jeremiah and jonah both LEFT THEIR CITIES.  Eventually we see Jeremiah on a hillside outside Jerusalem and Jonah on a hillside outside Nineveh.  Jeremiah is in agony that God’s message was rejected.  And Jonah was asking God to change His mind, take back the salvation He’d given the Ninevites, and annihilate them.

jeremiah and jonah both CRIED.  And in the end we see both men crying.  Jeremiah was weeping out of his gourd.  And if you know the story of Jonah, then you know that he was weeping because of his gourd.  Jeremiah was broken, concerned, and compassionate.  And it seemed like Jonah couldn’t have cared less.  In fact, he was ticked off.  Jeremiah was the weeping prophet.  Jonah was the wining prophet.

And the question God asked me this past week, and that I’m asking you this morning is this:

In the midst of the persecution you go through … in the middle of the circumstances in your life that call you to choose whether jesus is the LORD of your life or you are the LORD of your life, which Old Testament prophet are you more like, Jeremiah or Jonah?”

Jeremiah, by the world’s standards, would have been labeled a total washout.  And Jonah would have been a Christian mega-star.  “Did you hear that guy?!  600,000 converts … we’ve got to get him to speak at our church!”  But then what happened?

500 years later, Jesus stepped out of heaven, and into the world.  And when He asked His disciples in Matthew 16, “Who are people saying I am?”, they replied, “Many people think You’re Jeremiah.”  But nobody said, “People think You’re Jonah.”
Gang, when Jesus Christ comes back again, there’s going to be a lot of surprises.  Many Christ-followers, who are laboring away faithfully for His name sake … men and women who are feeling the rejection of others, and who aren’t seeing a whole lot of measurable fruit or success, will hear Jesus say what He wrote to His followers in Smyrna, “Well done, good and faithful servant.  Enter into your rest.  Others say you’re poor.  But I say to you, that because of your faithfulness, you’re rich.”

So my encouragement to each of us this morning is to hang in there.  No matter what you’re going through.  Like Jesus tells the Christ-followers at the Church of Smyrna … “be faithful until death, and He will give you the crown of life.”

Keep eternity’s values in view.  Be a Jeremiah.  Should Jesus tarry in His return, may history look back on you and me, and at how we chose to live our lives in faithfulness to Jesus Christ, at how we didn’t deny Him the right, as the Lord of our lives, to tell us how to live … and may they speak these words about us …

“They were Christians who were faithful despite persecution.  They had sin and suffering knocking at their door just as often as the next person.  But they hung in there with Jesus even when the going got tough.  And they refused to let the tribulations of life get their eyes off the absolute Lordship of Jesus in their life.”

God wants to redeem and make new the bitter things in our lives.  And out of our crushing and out of our pain … like the myrrh found near Smyrna … God wants to smell a beautiful aroma arise out of us.  He wants us to move beyond complaining … and into His mind.  Knowing that our perspective is often short sighted and selfish.

ROMANS 5:3-5 (THE MESSAGE)
3-5 … We continue to shout our praise even when we're hemmed in with troubles, because we know how troubles can develop passionate patience in us, and how that patience in turn forges the tempered steel of virtue, keeping us alert for whatever God will do next.  In alert expectancy such as this, we're never left feeling shortchanged.  Quite the contrary - we can't round up enough containers to hold everything God generously pours into our lives through the Holy Spirit!

May God help us to be like Polycarp, and like Jeremiah, and like the Christians in Smyrna.  And may God help us most of all to be Jesus-like.  Who, “for the joy set before Him, endured the cross, despising the shame.”

As Jesus is saying to us as His followers today …

“I know what you’re going through … I suffered too.  And I know what it’s coming to … I rose again, and so will you.  And as you’re faithful, you’ll receive the crown of abundant life at the end of the race. And don’t let anything lure you away of allowing me to be the Lord of your life.  Trust Me.  I know you the best, and I love you the most.”

LETTER 3 | THE CHURCH AT PERGAMUM:  THE COMPROMISING CHURCH

REVELATION 2:12-17
2ND STREET COMMUNITY CHURCH

GREGG LAMM | LEAD PASTOR-TEACHER

www.2NDstreet.org
When we settle for less than what we could have had, it’s called compromising.  When we choose Chips Ahoy instead of Mrs. Fields, we’re compromising.  When we decide to have sex before getting married, we’re compromising.  Compromising is doing anything less than God’s best for us.

No finger pointing.  It’s a big club.  We’ve all done it.  And depending on the whos, whats, whens, wheres, hows, and whys of our choices to COMPROMISE, the consequences run the full gamut – from minimal to nearly unbearable.  compromising is simply changing the question to fit the answer.

This morning we come to the third of the seven letters from Jesus in REVELATION 2-3 … the letter He wrote to the Church at Pergamum, which has often been referred to as the Compromising Church.

Remember, that there’s a theme to each of these letters Jesus wrote and sent to the seven churches in Asia Minor (now, modern-day Turkey).  And here they are …

REVELATION 2:1-6
EPHESUS
THE LOVELESS CHURCH

REVELATION 2:7-11
SMYRNA
THE SUFFERING CHURCH

REVELATION 2:12-17
PERGAMUM
THE COMPROMISING CHURCH
Remember, structurally, the seven letters Jesus wrote have some similarities …

JESUS GIVES THE SEVEN CHUCHES …

commendation OR PRAISE
WHAT THEY’RE DOING RIGHT
criticisM OR JUDGMENT

WHAT THEY’RE DOING WRONG
instruction OR correction
HOW THEY CAN make CHANGEs
promiSE OR BLESSING

THE FRUIT OF THESE CHANGES

exhortation


final words of wisdom

What happened in this flock was that out of a fear of persecution they chose to let the pure message of Jesus get polluted, watered down, and compromised.  And when they received this letter, they learned that Jesus didn’t like this.  Which brings us to our first FAITH LESSON today …


FAITH LESSON …

When it comes to being a follower of Jesus Christ, we either stand with Him totally in faithfulness, or we stand against HiM IN compromise.  But it’s Jesus Christ who gets to define what it means to be His disciple, not you or me.

Teresa and I have three sons … Ryan 25, Jesse 23, and Ian 21.  One of the things we loved doing when they were little guys was play games.  Board games.  Inside games.  Outside games.  Guessing games.  We liked them all.  Shoots And Ladders, Hide And Seek, basketball, Go To The Head Of The Class, I Spy, Tag, Go Fish, and more.

Have you ever been taught a game by someone who knew you’d never played before and when it’s to his or her advantage they changed the rules a little bit?  Or maybe you’ve been the one who’s done this.  Either way, it’s no good.

I remember Ryan pulling this on me when we were playing Wall Ball at Edwards Elementary years ago.  Remember Wall Ball?  It’s a simple game that’s been around for a long time.  If you know anything about Wall Ball, then you know that there are basically only two rules.

Rule # 1 … Hit the ball against the wall after the other person hits it … but you can only let it bounce once.  And the first one to 15 points wins.

Rule # 2 … Trip the other person, AND makE them think they tripped themselves.

I got the first rule.  It was the second one I was a little less clear about.  In fact, the problem was that Ryan seemed to be the only one who was clear about Rule # 2.  And as we went along, game after horrifying game – Ryan started adding more rules …

“Dad, when the ball comes back from the right side of the wall and it’s less than about three feet up from the floor, then, if you hit it with both hands, you’re out.  Seriously, you’re out.  Got it?”  “Dad, backspin can only be used by the player who weighs less and who’s wearing black, Converse Chuck Taylor high tops.  Got it?”

Ryan looked so serious when he told me this new rule.  But I wasn’t born yesterday.  So eventually I told Ryan that if he played me one more game with no additional rules, and gave me a 14-point lead, I’d let him live.  And he agreed.  Gang, when we come into a relationship with Jesus Christ, the rules are pretty simple.

Rule # 1:  God’s grace reaches out to us.  We confess our sins and receive God’s forgiveness.  And in that moment God begins teaching us a whole new way to be human – a way based on His rules, not ours.

Rule # 2:  We see God’s holiness in the thoughts, words, priorities, and actions of Jesus Christ.  We make the choice to model our lives after Him … choosing to say “no” to the desires of “our old self”, and “yes” to the patterns of God’s holiness as seen and heard in Jesus Christ.  Then day-by-day, and choice-by-choice, we begin the journey of being transforming into the character of Jesus Christ.

But somewhere along the way, a lot of Christians today – just like the people in the Church at Pergamum, think they can change the rules.  But the rules for being in a relationship with God aren’t complicated … and God doesn’t want them changed or compromised.

Rule # 1:  God’s grace invites us to come to Jesus Christ (and keep coming to Him), in repentance, confession, and surrender.

Rule # 2:  God’s holiness invites us to become less and less like the old us, and more and more like Jesus Christ.

Grace and holiness are the two rules.  And when we don’t understand these two parts of what it means to become a follower of Jesus Christ, it won’t be long before we’ll begin compromising one in an attempt to have the other one.  Let me explain. ON ONE HAND, if we accept God’s grace without an understanding and embracing of God’s holiness, it won’t be long before we become lazy ChristianS.  We’ll know God loves us, and forgives us.  But we’ll be devoid of any desire to grow up in our faith, and we’ll continue sinning as much as we did before coming to Christ.

And on the other hand, if we embrace God’s holiness without holding it in balance with an understanding of God’s grace, if won’t be long before we become legalistic ChristianS … desperately trying to do good works so God will accept us.

In the first letter Jesus wrote in REVELATION 2, the church at Ephesus was identified as the church who left it’s first love.  In the second letter Jesus wrote, the church at Smyrna was identified as the persecuted church.  And while it was enduring horrible pressure and persecution, at the same time, it was staying true to Jesus Christ and His two-sided message of grace and holiness.  Way to go Smyrna!

But in this letter Jesus wrote to the Church at Pergamum, the world had entered into the church.  And because of this infection, it began moving away from the centrality of Jesus and the simplicity of His two-sided message of grace and holiness.  And this is why the church at Pergamum is identified as the Compromising Church.  Pergamum, is now called Bergama … and when Jesus wrote this letter and sent it to the church there through the Apostle John, it had a population of about 120,000.

· Ephesus was the great political center of Asia Minor.

· Smyrna was the great commercial center of Asia Minor.

· Pergamum was the great religious center of Asia Minor.

MAP OF ASIA MINOR (MODERN-DAY TURKEY) …
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Pergamum was the oldest city in Asia Minor (which is now modern-day Turkey) and it was the official seat of the Roman government in the region.  It was about 120 miles north of Ephesus, and about 80 miles north of Smyrna.

It’s interesting that the most RELIGIOUS city was also the most compromising.  They wanted to hold onto the beauty of grace, but they denied the power of surrender that’s only found in pursuing Holiness.

They wanted to look spiritual on the outside, but inside, they were full of decay and death.  And that’s the trap that’s easily fallen into when grace is pursued at the expense of holiness.

REVELATION 2:12a (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
12a “And to the angel of the church in Pergamum write:
The word Pergamum means marriage … which is interesting because Pergamum was the place where not only was the church married to the state of Rome … under the leadership of Emperor Constantine … but Pergamum was also where the Early Christian church became married to the world.

So this letter is specifically addressed to the people then and now, who’d begun moving away from living lives directed by the Holy Spirit and who’d begun living self-directed lives.  To people who wanted to straddle the fence of trying to see how close they could get to the world and still stay in a relationship with Jesus.  And this choice brings us to an important question that all of us have to answer with brutal honesty … 

Jesus, or the world?  Which one am I most closely yoked to, most dependent upon, most surrendered to, and most in love with?

The first Jew, and one of the main characters in The Old Testament book of GENESIS was a man named Abraham.  Abraham had a nephew named Lot who is one of the people in the Bible whose life choices really exemplifies compromise.
And it all began when Abraham and Lot got into a scuffle over where to graze their sheep.  In the end, Abraham said with an unselfish heart, “Lot, look, instead of fighting, you choose where you want to graze, and I’ll take what’s left over.”  And what did Lot do?

GENESIS 13:10-11 (NEW CENTURY VERSION)
10-11 Lot saw the whole Jordan Valley and that there was much water there.  It was like the Lord’s garden … and he chose to live in the Jordan Valley.  In this way Abram and Lot separated.
This is where Lot started backwalking into compromise.  And I like the word backwalking more than backsliding because backsliding sounds like we have no control.  “Oh, no, I’m losing my grip!  I’m sliding back into my own ways!  Oh no!”  But based on your experience, that’s not what happens, is it?

When you and I choose compromise, selfishness, and worldliness we don’t backslidE into it … we backwalk into it.  backwalking begins when we make he choice to walk away from God’s grace and holiness.  backwalking begins when we think we can live life according to our own rules, instead of God’s rules.

And when we do this, we’re like what the Apostle Peter wrote about in SECOND PETER 2:22 … we’re like “a dog returning to it’s own vomit.”  Ya, nice word-picture, right?  But isn’t that what it’s like when we backwalk into sin?

From a distance it often looks warm and inviting.  But then as we get up close … and we see it, smell it, and finally taste it, and it’s awful.  And I see another great FAITH LESSON for us here …


FAITH LESSON …

When we’re backwalking away from God’s grace and holiness, we need to learn to cry out to Him and say, “God, keep me from sin, and help me turn my feet again to Your path!  I can’t do this on my own any more!  I need You!”  Gang, God’s Holy Spirit has the power to keep us from sin, not just cleanse us from sin.

Lot backwalKED into sin and compromise when he took his eyes off God and became prideful and greedy.  And we all have the capacity to do this in our own areas of temptation and weakness.

But let me tell you something that I’ve seen in my own life, and in the lives of people who I’ve worked with as a pastor for nearly 30 years …  When a follower of Jesus Christ backwalKS away from God’s grace and God’s holiness, they end up being the most miserable person in the universe.
Because once we’ve known God’s goodness, and known the power of the Holy Spirit, life can never be the same.  And when we’ve tasted the reality of God and then make the choice to backwalK away from God, our heart becomes hard.

And in fact, we’ll find ourselves thinking things, and doing things we never thought about or did before.  And it’s because of the deception and the hardness of our hearts.  And this is what was happening with some of the people who made up the Church at Pergamum.

REVELATION 2:12 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
12 “And to the angel of the church in Pergamum write:  The One who has the sharp two-edged sword says this:

Remember from studying the two previous letters of Jesus here in REVELATION 2, that He’s sending these letters “to the churches”, “through” the angels of the church.  The Greek word angel simply means messenger.  And the messengers in the church were the pastors who brought the message of God’s WORD to the flock.

Also remember that in each letter, Jesus identifies Himself as the author of the letter by referring to Himself by a name or title used for Him, either elsewhere in the Bible, or in the book of REVELELATION.  And in this letter, Jesus describes Himself by using the words He uses in Revelation 1:16.

And the “sharp two-edged sword” Jesus has is the same metaphor used for the Bible, the WORD of God, in Hebrews 4:12 and Ephesians 6:17.  And here’s what Jesus does with the Bible when we allow Him to use it in our lives, and in our life together as His church.

Jesus uses the two-edged sword of His WORD to correct us and to protects us (John 17:17; First Corinthians 11:31-32).  Jesus uses His WORD to not only equip us to stop living like the world, but also as a way to keep the world’s influences toward compromise out of our lives, and out of the church.

Jesus could see that some of His people in Pergamum were settling for compromise and backwalKING into sin … that they were trying to live according to their own rules instead of according to His grace and holiness.

And so He comes to them, and to you and to me, with the two-edged sword of His WORD to bring correction and protection.  And it’s our hearts and our minds that need God’s correction and protection.  Because these are the two great battlefields of life.  And because the Bible is a “two-edged sword”, it cuts into hearts and our minds.

First, the WORD of God cuts into our minds, and by it’s Light we’re able to see Truths that are otherwise be hidden from our sight.

Second, the WORD of God pierces our hearts.  The “sword of the Spirit” which the Apostle Paul tells us in EPHESIANS 6:16, is the WORD of God, inspires awe and reverence within us for God, and for God’s WORD, we’re touched with the Truth of God’s love and forgiveness towards us.

Jesus wrote this letter to speak to the minds and hearts of the people in the church at Pergamum 2,000 years ago, and to our minds and hearts today.

Pergamum was a wealthy city.  And for at least a century before, it was home to the world’s greatest library … some 200,000 books of earthly knowledge and wisdom.  This was the library, that in the middle of the 1st Century, Roman politician and general Mark Antony gave to Cleopatra … and that she then moved to Alexandria, Egypt. 

During the first three Centuries, and then with it’s exponential growth up through the 16th Century, the Early Church went from being the outcasts and scourge of society – and very strong spiritually – to becoming part of the “in crowd” — and in doing so it become very weak spiritually.

The church went from the catacombs to the palaces, and from persecution to elevation.  And this shift proved to be a decisive blow to the Church’s effectiveness at sharing Jesus Christ to the world.  And it was at Pergamum that this central truth of living in a relationship with Jesus Christ, started being replaced by people just buying into Christianity as a religion.

Gang, listen to me … religion is the worst thing that’s ever happened to the human race.  Religion was invented by people who thought they could compromise the messages of God’s grace and holiness by adding their own rules to what’s required to be in a relationship with God.  But grace and holiness are all we need.

REVELATION 2:13 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

13 ‘I know where you dwell, where Satan’s throne is; and you hold fast My name, and did not deny My faith even in the days of Antipas, My witness, My faithful one, who was killed among you, where Satan dwells.

Jesus is saying that Satan was now at home in the church … not just harassing Christians from the outside in, but from the inside out.  But Jesus saw that although many people were turning away, some stayed true; including a man named Antipas.

All we know for sure about Antipas is that his name means, “against all.”  Early Church tradition says that Antipas was seared alive inside a white-hot, hollow brass statue in the form of a bull.  He lived up to his name because he had to literally stand “against all.”

But Jesus knew what Antipas had done for Him and He put his name here because he was part of the Godly remnant in Pergamum who refused to give up His faith no matter what the cost.  Way to go Antipas.

When I found Jesus Christ, I wasn’t even looking for Him.  But He was looking for me.  I didn’t see a blinding light, an angel, or Jesus Himself.  But when I sat at that house just off 18th Street in Eugene, Oregon, on a hot July night in 1978, and asked Jesus to come into my life, I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that something had happened.  

None of my friends at the time were following Jesus (yet!) and I felt all-alone.  I wanted to be with my old friends, but they were doing things I didn’t want to do anymore.  Like the analogy from the Apostle Peter, I didn’t want to go back to my vomit.

But as I baby-stepped my way to Jesus, I knew if I hung out with my old friends, I’d go right back into the same old stuff.  And so I had to depend on Jesus and on my new friends … on people who were also making choices to follow His two rules of Grace and Holiness.  I had to get into His WORD, and invite it to get into me.

Friends, look at Pergamum and remember that we can’t compromise.  We can’t say we’re followers of Jesus Christ and then live like we’re still following our own rules.  We need to be different.

And by different, I don’t mean “weird.”  But we need to be set apart, and distinguishable from people who aren’t yet in a relationship with Jesus.  Because if Jesus hasn’t made a difference to the very core in who you are, then you need to ask yourself if you really know Him.

REVELATION 2:14-15 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
14 ‘But I have a few things against you, because you have there some who hold the teaching of Balaam, who kept teaching Balak to put a stumbling block before the sons of Israel, to eat things sacrificed to idols and to commit acts of immorality.

15 ‘So you also have some who in the same way hold the teaching of the Nicolaitans.

Here’s Jesus’ condemnation against the compromisers in the church at Pergamum.  He condemned them for tolerating three sins:  First and Second, idolatry and sexual immorality, were the sins of Balaam.  And the third sin they tolerated was giving power to earthly leaders that only belonged to God.  And Jesus called this the sins of the Nicolaitans.
Being ToleraNT, or trying to be spiritually and politically correct, we say, “Let’s love everybody and not condemn false teachings!”  Through the years, I’ve had people get upset because I identify false teachings as false.  “But Gregg, you should be loving.”  And here’s what I say in reply to this kind of thinking …

“I am loving.  But here’s the deal:  I love Truth more than I love error.  I love Light more than darkness.  And I love sheep more than wolves.  And as a shepherd of God’s flock, I believe that a major part of my role is to protect sheep and train them to discern Truth from error.”  

Gang, two of the main responsibilities of a pastor-teacher are to GUARD and GROUND the flock.  And this happens as God’s WORD is consistently studied and taught.  Much of The New Testament was written to correct false teachings in the Early Church.  And when we listen to what the Spirit of God is saying to us, sometimes we have to hear things that aren’t easy to hear, but which have to be heard if we’re going to hear, and know, and follow the “whole counsel of God.”  Back to vv. 14-15 …

Balaam was an Old Testament prophet for hire.  And in Numbers 22-24 the highest bidder was a man named Balak, the king of Moab.  Balak came to Balaam and offered him money to speak a curse against Israel.  But all three times Balaam tried to curse Israel, God put a blessing into his mouth.  So Balaam came up with plan b.

Balaam took some of Balak’s women down to the children of Israel and used them to seduce the men into the twin-sins of idolatry and sexual immorality. Balaam became a pimp, and compromisED the truths of God’s grace and holiness.  He was a prophet of the LORD who sold out cheap and turned his back on God.  He wanted to play by the rules of the world, and so he tampered with the Truth.

And a whole lot of Israelites bought into his lie and 24,000 of them died because of it.  They compromised.  They started worshiping idols instead of God.  They lowered God’s standard of sexual purity … that sex was only to happen between a husband and his wife.  And they paid for their compromisING with their lives.  And I see another FAITH LESSON for us here …


FAITH LESSON …

False teaching always produces false living.  When God’s WORD is distorted, when the message of the Gospel is tampered with, when we water down God’s grace or God’s command that we be a holy people, false teaching has entered the camp, and false living isn’t far behind.

Oh, things might look okay for a while, but when false teaching remains unchallenged, eventually false living will be exposed, as the facade comes off and everyone – both Christians and not-yet-Christians see sin exposed as sin.
And the “teachings of Balaam” continue to threaten the church with compromise today:  idolatry, pornography, adultery (having sex with someone when you’re married to someone else), fornication (having sex with someone when you aren’t married), and the result is the same today as in Balaam’s and Pergamum’s day:  spiritual, emotional, and even physical damage.

Because when we compromise and turn away from God’s grace and God’s holiness … when we try to live life according to our own rules, we always end up where we don’t want to be.

A lot of people today sell out so cheaply.  My grandfather lived for Jesus Christ for 87 years.  And you hear that and you might say, “Man, 87 years, that’s a long time to stand with Jesus Christ against the world.  Think of all the cool stuff he wasn’t able to be a part of because he refused to compromise.  87 years, that’s a long time to be going in the same direction.”  And my reply would be, “Oh really?  Well let me ask you a question, ‘How long is 87 years compared to eternity?’”

Which brings us to the third sin Jesus points out in vv. 14-15.  The “teaching of the Nicolaitans.”  “Nicolaitans” is a compound Greek word, made up of niko (to conqueror), and laitan (lay people), meaning “conquerors of the people”.

The Nicolaitans were a heretical group within the church that claimed to be spiritually superior because they had a special relationship with God, and special revelations from God.  And Jesus said “I hate earthly leaders lording it over other people.”

And gang, the teachings of the Nicolaitans is still alive in many churches today; wherever the pastor is put up on a pedestal and given spiritual supremacy over the lay people.  These kinds of pastors claim to have a more intimate relationship with God than other Christians.

And the people attending their churches often view themselves as spectators at a theater … coming to church each week to watch their pastor’s performance.  But friends, the Christian life isn’t a spectator sport.  And Jesus Christ expects all of His followers to be players on the field, and part of the game.

And now, finally, in v. 16 we come to the CORRECTION or the INSTRUCTION that Jesus brings to the people in the church at Pergamum, and to us today.

REVELATION 2:16 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
16 ‘Therefore repent; or else I am coming to you quickly, and I will make war against them with the sword of My mouth.
Repent, comes from the Greek word metanoia (to turn around), is a command that Jesus gives in five of the letters in REVELATION 2-3 … and we need to pay attention to His command.  Repentance isn’t just something we do when we first come into relationship with Jesus.  It’s something we need to do on a daily basis … asking God to show us the ways we’ve turned away from His grace and His Holiness … and to help us repent, or turn around and come back to Him and to His plans for our lives.

This is a solemn rebuke to those who call themselves Christians but who seldom turn to the WORD of God, who seldom pray, and who seldom seek God through meditation and spiritual listening.  Gang, our spiritual health depends on you and I remaining attentive to the WORD of God, and to the messages God speaks to us.

And here’s the PROMISE Jesus gives to the Christians in Pergamum, and to us today, if we’ll remain attentive to the convicting, instructive, correcting, and healing Spirit of God …

REVELATION 2:17 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
17 ‘He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.  To him who overcomes, to him I will give some of the hidden manna, and I will give him a white stone, and a new name written on the stone which no one knows but he who receives it.’
What is “hidden manna”?  After the Israelites left Egypt, and began wandering around in wilderness for forty years, God fed the them with manna, which was kind of like breadcrumbs that fell out of heaven every night.

The Hebrew word for manna … pronounced manaw … literally means “what is it?”  And so when the Israelites came out of their tents and saw it on the ground, they all said, manaw, manaw.  And apparently, after this happened a few days, the name just kind of stuck. “What is it?”

And after they’d eaten manna every way possible, they said, “Moses, we’re sick of this what is it!”  And it’s always been interesting to me that the people who enticed Israel to despise the manna were the “mixed multitudes.”  These were the compromisers.

The ones who turned away from God’s provision were the ones who wanted to have one foot in the bondage of Egypt, and one foot in the freedom of the wilderness.  And likewise, there are people in the church today who say …

“Not another Bible study!  We need a new revelation.  I’d rather hear a prophecy.  Never mind if it isn’t Scriptural … it’s a fresh word from God!  I’d rather have emotionalism than sound doctrine.  I’m tired of this same old manna.   God, give me something new.”

But those who really know and believe Jesus Christ and the WORD of God are the real manna, long for the nourishment and provision of God that’s new every morning.  And if this is you, you need to start living out the life of Jesus Christ, the Living Revelation that’s right here in front of you and living inside of you!

Like the Christians at Pergamum, instead of eating “things sacrificed to idols” (cf., Revelation 2:14), we need to follow Jesus’ admonition, and feast on the manna, the bread of life found in Jesus Christ through the WORD (Matthew 4:4; John 6:32).

Gang, we won’t get to Pergamum and to the place where we’re settling for Compromise, until we’ve first gone through Ephesus.  Because leaving our first love always comes before idolatry, sexual immorality, and Compromise.

But Jesus also promises that as overcomers we’ll be given “a white stone with a new name written on it.”  There are many ideas about the meaning of the white stone.  One is that in ancient courts the jury would give their final verdicts by laying out a stone.  A black stone would be a guilty verdict, and a white stone would be a vote for innocence and acquittal.

But what I know for sure is that throughout God’s WORD, white always represents righteousness … and when we come into a relationship with Jesus Christ we take on God’s righteousness and we come to know God in a way we’ve never known before.  

Before we’re in a relationship with Him, Jesus’ name is usually little more than a swear word.  But after we respond to grace and come into a relationship with Jesus Christ that’s defined by holiness, like the old song says, the name of Jesus becomes “the sweetest name of all.”  And as we embrace God’s Grace, and God’s Holiness, we begin to change from the inside out.  We become a new creation.

Gang, let it be said that we’re lovers of Jesus Christ who are making the choice, by holding tightly onto God’s Grace and God’s Holiness, to not be compromisers … but rather, people who are faithfully choosing to keep our eyes on God no matter what, and forsaking all else to follow Him and His plans for our lives.
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When was the last time you cleaned out your frig?  That’s a job that separates the kids from the grown ups real quick.  I mean, unless you do it on a regular basis, you’ve got to have some major nerve to tackle this job.  But if you only do it when you absolutely have to, then you know why it’s easy to keep putting off.

When I was a senior in college, one of my roommate’s mom gave us a hollowed-out loaf of bread filled with a lovely dip made out of Tuna, Velveeta, Pimentos, and Miracle Whip.  Ya, it was hideous.  So what did we do with it?  We pushed it to the back of the frig, and forgot about it for about three months.

The main thing we used the frig for was to keep pop cold.  At first we thought Jim had his foot-fungus-thing again.  We could smell something … but we couldn’t tell where it was coming from.

But then, literally overnight the whole apartment reeked.  Nobody was coming over to visit.  And when they did, they didn’t stay very long.  But us?  We’d just kind of gotten used to it … you know, like the guy at work who isn’t aware of own lack of hygiene.

But then one-day Tom’s girlfriend came over … and bless her heart, she was on a mission to figure out what was going on, no matter what the personal cost was to her, in terms of nasal scaring or respiratory failure.  This woman was focused.

I remember her storming into the apartment and announcing “I’m not leaving until I find out what died in here and where it’s crawled to.”  And where did she start looking?  Ladies?  Right!  In the frig.

And in true Sherlock Holmes fashion, it didn’t take long before she found the dip and disposed of it.  Within a couple weeks, our apartment started smelling like it used to smell … which when I think about it, was never all that great!  But at least it was better than fermenting dip.

And as I’ve spend time in this fourth Jesus-letter in the book of Revelation, I’ve been reminded in new ways that as people who’ve made it our life-goal to continue on the day-by-day journey of being re-made into the image of Jesus Christ, that we need to make the choice to not push the things that we don’t like in our lives, or don’t want to admit are a part of our lives … to not push those things to the back of the refrigerator of our lives.

Because when we do, those things don’t go away.  Oh, noooooo!  In fact, just the opposite … as usually, they grow more and more odorous, and end up causing more pain and regret than if we’d just dealt with them when they first started stinkin’!

Remember, that there’s a theme to each of these letters Jesus wrote and sent to the seven churches in Asia Minor (now, modern-day Turkey).  And here they are …

REVELATION 2:1-6
EPHESUS
THE LOVELESS CHURCH

REVELATION 2:7-11
SMYRNA
THE SUFFERING CHURCH

REVELATION 2:12-17
PERGAMUM
THE COMPROMISING CHURCH
REVELATION 2:18-29
THYATIRA
THE CORRUPTED CHURCH
And when we’re in denial about the hurts, habits, and hang-ups in our lives that are causing us pain, and stinkin’ up the real estate of our lives, it isn’t long before things go from bad to worse and we push stuff to the back shelf of our lives.

Some of the things we push back are our own sins that we’re refusing to let go of … and some of the things that we push back, are the hurts and sins that others have committed against us.  It’s amazing how unwilling we can be to let go of our pain and move toward wholeness.

At one time, the people in Thyatira were sold out to God.  There wasn’t anything they wouldn’t do for Him.  But one choice by one choice, and by ignoring the sin in their lives, and shoving it to the back of the frig, back to where they thought nobody would notice, they were soon sold out to sin instead of staying sold out to God.

As I’ve been studying these twelve verses, I’ve been reminded how many times in my own life I’ve pulled back from serving God, or even stopped serving God for a season, because I refused to make the decision to say “no” to sin.

Gang, the choice to move from righteousness and holiness to CORRUPTION AND Sin has taken so many people out of the race.  As people God wanted to use, and bless, and minister through, have let sin slowly but consistently creep into their lives, and eventually turn their hearts cold toward God and His plans for them.

And as I think about how this happens, I have to look at my own life.  It seems like you can’t turn on the TV, look at a newspaper, or log onto an Internet site, without reading about some pastor or ministry leader sleeping with somebody they aren’t married to … or embezzling money … or having a public self and a private self.

Reminds me of something my great-grandmother Helen Coleman had written in the front, inside cover of her Thompson Chain Reference Bible, back in the 1930’s …

“God and His Word will keep you from the Enemy and sin,

or the Enemy and sin will keep you from God and His Word.”

The primary Greek word for sin in The New Testament is amartia, and it literally means, “to miss the mark.”  But sin isn’t only missing the mark – it’s separating ourselves from the fellowship and the healing God has for us.

The loneliest thing in the world is to move out of the presence of God, and grow colder towards Him.  Because after we’ve known the presence of the LORD … after we’ve known His love and His grace … after we’ve come to know what it’s like to know what it’s like to walk by faith and not by sight … after we’ve experienced God’s presence and input into our lives … then moving out of fellowship with God is the loneliest thing in the world.

And it happens when you and I allow sin to begin its corrupting process in our hearts and minds.

Listen to God talk to The Old Testament prophet Ezekiel about CORRUPTION.  It was happening when EZEKIEL was written in 571 B.C. … it happened in the 1st Century church in Thyatira … and it’s still happening today.

EZEKIEL 22: 25-30 (PARAPHRASE)
25-26 Like roaring lions tearing animals apart, Israel's rulers made evil plans, destroyed lives, took treasured and valuable things, and caused many women to become widows.  Israel's priests do cruel things to My teachings and do not honor My holy things; making no difference between holy and unholy things, and teaching there is no difference between clean and unclean things.

27-29 Like wolves tearing apart dead animals, Jerusalem's leaders have killed people for profit.  With lies and false visions, they’ve tried to cover it all up, saying, “This is what God says” when I’ve said no such thing.  And the fruit of corrupted leaders is corrupted followers … people who cheat and steal from foreigners and their own people, and hurt poor and needy people who’ve already been beaten down.

30 I looked for someone [yes, even just one person] to build up the walls and to stand [in the gap] before Me where the walls are broken down … someone to defend these people so I would not have to destroy them.  But I could not find anyone.
Which brings me to our first FAITH LESSON from this passage …

FAITH LESSON …

God is looking for people to “stand in the gap,” and faithfully share His love and grace with others.  But faithful people can be hard to find.  God is still looking for people, or even just one person, who will give Him their full commitment, without corruption.  Because He knows that when you and I do, He’ll then be able to use us in ways we could never have dreamed of.

And today, just like at the end of the 1st Century, in the city of Thyatira, it can be easier to find people attending church, than to find people who are really living out the Christian life with consistency not CORRUPTION.  And in the midst of this reality, there are some important things we need to learn from this letter.

Charles Haddon Spurgeon (1834-1892), taught God’s WORD to over 10,000,000 people in his lifetime, often up to 10 times a week in different places.  For 38 years, Spurgeon pastored New Park Street Chapel in London; from the time he was 20, until he died at 58 years of age.  Here’s what Charles Spurgeon wrote about this …

“If the grace, which I profess to have received, leaves me exactly the same kind of person I was before receiving it, then it is not New Testament salvation.  The grace that does not drastically change my behavior, will not change my destiny.”

MAP OF ASIA MINOR (MODERN-DAY TURKEY) …
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Roughly 300 years before the earthly life and ministry of Jesus Christ, Alexander the Great founded the city of Thyatira about 45 miles SE of Pergamum, and is called Akhisar today.

In ACTS 16:14-15, we read about Lydia, Paul’s first convert in Europe.  How excited they must have both been on that day she came to Jesus!  Lydia was also a business owner … the seller of a beautiful purple cloth made with a rare indigo dye which was manufactured in Thyatira … and for which it was famous.

Thyatira was an unremarkable city in most other ways … but it was the place where the organization of many kinds of laborers first happened.  It was like Chicago was in the history of trade unions here in America.  Inscriptions have been found in Thyatira to trade unions ranging from wool-workers to tanners, from potters to bakers, from slave-dealers to linen-workers, and from bronze-smiths to leather-workers.

Remember, that structurally, the seven letters Jesus wrote have some similarities …

JESUS GIVES THE SEVEN CHUCHES …

commendation OR PRAISE
WHAT THEY’RE DOING RIGHT
criticisM OR JUDGMENT

WHAT THEY’RE DOING WRONG
instruction OR correction
HOW THEY CAN make CHANGEs
promiSE OR BLESSING

THE FRUIT OF THESE CHANGES

exhortation


final words of wisdom

The name Thyatira literally means “offering a continual sacrifice” which I find interesting, because as we’ll see, the church at Thyatira was always offering its good deeds to God, but not confessing the sin in their lives to Him.

REVELATION 2:18 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
18 And to the angel of the church in Thyatira write:  The Son of God, who has eyes like a flame of fire, and His feet are like burnished bronze, says this:
Remember that Jesus introduces Himself as the writer of each letter … either with a title or name given to Him elsewhere in the Bible, or in another part of REVELATION.  And in v. 18, Jesus introduces Himself as “The Son of God, who has eyes like a flame of fire, and His feet are like burnished bronze,” which is how He’s spoken of in JOHN 3:16, REVELATION 1:14-15, Matthew 11:27, and in Luke 10:22.

This is some pretty memorable imagery … and it sets the stage of the CRITICISM and judgment Jesus brings them.  The imagery of Jesus’ eyes being like blazing fire suggests that nothing can be hidden from the gaze of His truth, and His ability to pierce our facades, disguises, and pretensions.

And the reference to Jesus’ feet being like burnished bronze, speaks of His ability to trample sin and injustice, and of His authority to punish evil.  And Jesus needed all these gifts of character in Thyatira because it’s the most corrupt of the seven churches He writes to.

In the late 80s A.D. and up until when these seven letters were written around 95 A.D., the Early Church was experiencing heavy persecution.  In the midst of whatever suffering a church or an individual is going through, it’s Jesus’ plan for us to stay in His holiness, to remain UNCORRUPTED by false teaching, and by the world, so that He can use us as a testimony of what faithfulness, strength, and patience looks like.

If Jesus Christ is the Son of God, then what is my life, in my words, in my priorities, in my actions, is reflection of His name?  How do I reflect or represent Him as my LORD and my Savior to the people who come across my path?
I think of Moses and some of the things that happened in his life in NUMBERS 20.  There was no one who stood in God’s holiness like Moses did.  But at the end of his wilderness wandering, the Children of Israel were thirsty and they came to Moses and said they wanted water.  And Moses went to God with their request, and God said …

NUMBERS 20:8 (GOOD NEWS TRANSLATION)
8 [God told Moses] “Take the stick that is in front of the Covenant Box, and then you and Aaron assemble the whole community.  There in front of them all speak to that rock over there, and water will gush out of it.  In this way you will bring water out of the rock for the people, for them and their animals to drink.”

But Moses came out of this counseling session with God with the wrong attitude.  And instead of speaking to the rock like God had told him to, he beat it with His staff.  Reminds me of me at times.  How about you?

When we get tired, discouraged, or angry, how easy it is for us to start thinking, saying, or doing something that we know God doesn’t want His children to think, to say, or do.  And the water came out of the rock, and the Israelite’s thirst was quenched.  But God said, “Moses, excuse me son, could you come back to My office for a second.  I need to talk with you.”

When was the last time you heard God say something like that to you?  You’ve done something to fracture your fellowship with Him, and you hear His voice.  You know that it’s discipline time … you also know that it’s time to hear what you need to hear.

In NUMBERS 20:12 God said, “Moses, you’ve been trusting Me all these years.  How come you beat that rock when I told you to speak to it?  Haven’t I always taken care of you?  Because you yelled at My people and misrepresented Me to them, you’re not going into the Promised Land.”

Man, that’s a harsh judgment.  But how many of you know that even though God always forgives our sin when we come to Him in repentance … sin always has a price.  Sometimes it’s low … but sometimes it’s high.

And what did Moses do?  He argued.  And God said, “Moses, don’t ask Me again.  I told you, you’re not going into the Promised Land with your people.”  And Moses replied …

“LORD, maybe You forgot who I am.  When I was a baby I was floating on the river in a basket and the Pharaoh’s daughter found me.  She raised me in the palace, but my own mother was my nursemaid.  When I grew up, I saw how my people the Jews were being treated, I killed an Egyptian, somebody saw me, and I ran away.  For 40 years I herded sheep on the backside of the wilderness … and then You met me in the burning bush and asked me to go to Egypt and tell the new Pharaoh to let Your people go.  And when he finally did, I took care of them.  And now for about 40 years I’ve been out here in the desert.”

And God said, “Sorry Moses.  I love you and you’ll spend eternity with Me in heaven, but I’m not going to let you go into the land of victory.”  And we read in DEUTERONOMY 34 that Moses climbed up Mt. Nebo, just East of Jericho, and lived there until he died and God buried him.

The only person in the Bible to get buried by God.  And just like God was displeased with Moses’ CORRUPTION and disobedience, God’s Son, Jesus Christ, was displeased with the church of Thyatira and their CORRUPTION.  But first, Jesus offers some words of COMMENDATION in v. 19 …

REVELATION 2:19 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
19 “I know your deeds, and your love and faith and service and perseverance, and that your deeds of late are greater than at first.”
Just picture the people in Thyatira reading this letter for the first time, saying to themselves, “At least Jesus is seeing all the good deeds we’re doing for Him.”  But gang, our good deeds aren’t enough … even when we mix in love, faith, service, perseverance, and growing maturity.

Because when we start doing “good deeds” for God without feeding and tending to our interior lives … and when our hearts and minds don’t remain focused on Jesus Christ and the strength of His WORD … then it’s easy for us to get into all kinds of false teaching and eventually false living.  I love what British teacher-evangelist, Alan Redpath wrote about this …

“We must value worship over works.  Many times we do all the good works and we want to evangelize the whole world, but what about our personal time with God?  The time that God desires to have with us?  We can’t give out what we haven’t first received from the LORD.”  – Alan Redpath (British Bible teacher-evangelist, 1907-1989)

God isn’t looking for excellence in speech and perfection in action.  He’s looking for CONSISTENCY, AND Willingness of heart.  God can use anyone, as long as they’re willing.  Where’s your heart?  Are you willing to be a minister for the body of Jesus?  Are you willing to sacrifice in order to become and remain obedient to the mission of Jesus?
Because here’s the deal … if we’re trying to mature inside by doing good works on the outside, it will never, ever happen.  But as we mature on the inside, works of faith on the outside will be the natural result.  And that’s because good fruit, and works of faith nearly always follow planting, tending, and pruning.  And this is true, of individual people, and of churches.
So when the focus becomes programming, or a new building, or anything other than the Word of God, and the person of Jesus and what it means to take on His character so that we’ll be equipped to live out the will of God, we’re headed for CORRUPTION.  And now in vv. 20-23 comes Jesus’ CRITICISM or REBUKE toward the Believers in Thyatira …

REVELATION 2:20-23 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
20 ‘But I have this against you, that you tolerate the woman Jezebel, who calls herself a prophetess, and she teaches and leads My bond-servants astray so that they commit acts of immorality and eat things sacrificed to idols.
21 I gave her time to repent, and she does not want to repent of her immorality.

22 ‘Behold, I will throw her on a bed of sickness, and those who commit adultery with her into great tribulation, unless they repent of her deeds.

23 ‘And I will kill her children with pestilence, and all the churches will know that I am He who searches the minds and hearts; and I will give to each one of you according to your deeds.
The two sins Jesus confronts here are fornication and idolatry.  King Ahab, and his wife Jezebel were a very ungodly Old Testament couple who tag-teamed their way through sin in a way that ended up costing them and everybody around them their reputations and eventually their lives (cf., FIRST KINGS 16-21; SECOND KINGS 9).

And while Jezebel probably wasn’t her real name … but rather, a name that Jesus felt indicated her character … evidently there was a woman in the church at Thyatira who was influential and causing all kinds of problems.

Jesus often renamed people according to their inner qualities.  He did this with one of His disciples named Simon [meaning small pebble, or shifting sand], a fisherman He later renamed Peter [meaning the rock].  And so when Jesus referred here to the “Jezebel” in their midst, I doubt that anybody in the Thyatira church wondered who He meant.

There’s nothing wrong with this woman being a “prophetess”.  There were other prophetesses throughout the Bible.  Philip, the Spirit-filled evangelist of the book of Acts had four daughters who were prophetesses and who faithfully exercised this spiritual gift for the edification of the church.

The problem was that Jezebel was a false prophet … seducing people into sexual immorality and idolatry.  And I see another FAITH LESSON for us here this morning …

FAITH LESSON …

God doesn’t want us as His people tolerating pre-marital or extra-marital sex, pornography, lust, sleazy novels, TV shows, or movies, emotional affairs … or any sexual sin.

And neither does God want His people tolerating idols – which is putting anything besides God into a position of worship, influence, or priority in their lives.  SPIRITUAL CORRUPTION HAS NO PLACE IN THE LIFE OF A COMMITTED FOLLOWER OF JESUS.

And just like Jesus wasn’t willing to put up with the sins of sexual immorality and idolatry in the lives of His people at Thyatira, He’s not willing to put up with them in the lives of you or me as His people today.

And if you’re struggling with any hurt, habit, or hang-up that’s CORRUPTING your faith, then I’m glad you’re here this morning.  Because today is your day to make some new commitments and connect with some Godly resources that can help you move away from the back of the frig CORRUPTION you’ve been settling for, and toward a life of healing discipleship.

The Apostle Paul tells us in FIRST CORINTHIANS 6 that sexual immorality begins in a heart that’s not sold out to God.  And in MATTHEW 15:19 Jesus tells us that all sin begins in the heart.  And the answer to this kind of heart sin is what Job said in …

JOB 31:1 (PARAPHRASE)
1 I made a covenant with my God, and with my own eyes to not look with lust upon a young woman.

Look back at vv. 21-23 … because here Jesus tells us that if we’ll take Him up on His invitation to repent (metanioia = to turn around, and go in the opposite direction), we’ll be pardoned and given a new beginning.  But that if we don’t repent, the consequences of our sin-sickness will continue as the CORRUPTION IN OUR SPIRITUAL LIFE, IN OUR LIFE WITH JESUS grows deeper.

This morning, just like Jesus Christ invited the people in the church at Thyatira who’d settled for CORRUPTION the opportunity to repent, He’s making the same offer to you and to me.  You want to move past CORRUPTION?
Start loving Jesus more.  Start putting Him first in your life, and not just one more thing on your “To Do List”.  God has brought you here this morning to speak to you.  And He’s saying, “Won’t you please get your eyes back onto Me?  I’m warning you.  It’s time to wake up.”

Before the close of our service, you’ll be given the opportunity to stop settling for a “junk in the back of the frig” kind of spiritual life.  One of the great ministries available to people today that if you’ll engage it, will help you move past CORRUPTION and toward spiritual maturity as a follower of Jesus Christ, is Celebrate Recovery.  

Celebrate Recovery is a ministry of healing discipleship that God is using in the lives of many people to help us bring our hurts, habits, and hang-ups to Jesus in ways that take away from the pain and shame of resentment and CORRUPTION, and helps us toward the healing joy of honesty and freedom!

I love Jesus’ CORRECTION or INSTRUCTION here in vv. 24-26 …

REVELATION 2:24-25 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
24 ‘But I say to you, the rest who are in Thyatira, who do not hold this teaching, who have not known the deep things of Satan, as they call them – I place no other burden on you.

25 ‘Nevertheless what you have, hold fast until I come.

Just as there’s maturity and deepening in righteousness, so there is maturity and deepening in evil.  Jesus is saying, “There are still some faithful people in Thyatira.  Not everyone is CORRUPTED.”

But He’s also saying that He’s coming back someday, and that when He does, there will be three kinds of people.  FIRST, there will be those who’ve never gotten right with God and are far from Him.  SECOND, there will be those who got right with God and then turned their backs on Him.  And THIRD, there will be those who’ve gotten right with God and are staying right with Him.  And I see a final FAITH LESSON for us here this morning …

FAITH LESSON …

The days are short, and people need Jesus.  We need to commit ourselves to holiness, and to making ourselves wholly available to Jesus and His plans, in our homes, jobs, relationships, schools, and wherever we may be.  But the first step to allowing God to use our lives is to repent, and to flee corruption.  Jesus loves us.  But we need to get ready and stay ready.

And now, in vv. 26-29 comes Jesus’ PROMISE or BLESSING …

REVELATION 2:26-27 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
26 ‘He who overcomes, and he who keeps My deeds until the end, TO HIM I WILL GIVE AUTHORITY OVER THE NATIONS;

27 AND HE SHALL RULE THEM WITH A ROD OF IRON, AS THE VESSELS OF THE POTTER ARE BROKEN TO PIECES, as I also have received authority from My Father; [PSALM 2:8-9]

The deeds of Christ are held in contrast here to the deeds of Jezebel spoken of earlier in the letter.  It’s our sin nature that always brings about the deeds of Jezebel.  And it’s God’s Holy Spirit Who always brings about the deeds of Christ.

In other words, you and I become overcomers of our sin nature, and of the sin that’s in the world, as we make the choice to move past our hurts, habits, and hang-ups, not by our own efforts … but by a deepening faith in Jesus Christ … by surrendering and engaging our hearts and minds to God’s plans for us the experience the healing discipleship He has for us … and by coming to Jesus as the only One Who wants to teach us a whole new way to be human, and how to take on His character … His thoughts, His words, His attitudes, His priorities, and His actions.

Born in Norway in 1861, and the winner of the Nobel Peace Prize in 1922 as the High Commissioner of the League of Nations … Fridtjof Nansen was an explorer, scientist, and diplomat who, in June of 1896, became lost with a companion on Spitsbergen Island, in the North Arctic Ocean.

After they ran out of supplies, ate their dogs, their dog's leather harnesses, and the whale oil for their lamps, Nansen's companion gave up and lay down to die.  But Nansen did not give up.  He told himself, “I can take one step more.”  And as he plodded heavily through the bitter cold, step after step, he stumbled upon the British Jackson-Harmsworth Expedition who was wintering on the island, and he and his colleague were rescued.

Maybe you’ve read this letter and you’re saying to yourself, “I’m too far gone.  I can’t overcome.  I’m at the end of the road.  It’s too late for me.”  And if that’s you, then I invite you to speak Nansen’s words … “Just one more step.  Just one more step.”  Repentance will move you past the CORRUPTION of sin and toward the healing discipleship Jesus Christ has waiting for you.

REVELATION 2:28-29 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
28-29 and I will give him the morning star.  He who has an ear let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.

Have you ever watched the rising of the morning star?  Today we know it as Venus … the second planet from our Sun and the brightest object in the night sky.  Depending on where Venus is in its orbital path, you can see it rise as much as three hours before the Sun.  But you have to get up early to see it.  So it’s not something that say, most teenagers will see on a regular basis!  But when Venus appears over the horizon … with it’s light, second only to the moon in nocturnal brilliance … you’ll understand what an awesome symbol the LORD gives us in this passage.

Jesus is the morning star.  He’s the one Who’s the Light of the World.  He’s the one Who someday, will rise in the middle of the night … taking us out of this sin-soaked Earth, to begin eternity with Him.  Oh friends, what a great reminder of the truth that the promise of living in union and harmony with the King is a reward much greater than receiving a kingdom.

And Jesus closes His letter to the church at Thyatira, and to you and me as His followers who make up the flock called 2ND Street with the exhortation of wisdom He uses at the end of all seven of His letters here in REVELATION 2-3.  In v. 29 … He who has an ear let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.
Gang, this is a letter that applies to everyone.  It applies to those who like Jezebel, love leading other people into sin.  And it applies to those who follow the false teaching of “a Jezebel”.  And it applies to those who, without any discernment or courage, allow “a Jezebel” to work her distraction and her ungodliness within the body of Christ unchallenged.  And it applies to “the faithful” ones who hold fast to Jesus Christ, as the One Who is holding fast to them.  Blessed be the WORD of the Lord.

LETTER 5 | THE CHURCH AT SARDIS:  THE DEAD CHURCH

REVELATION 3:1-6
2ND STREET COMMUNITY CHURCH

GREGG LAMM | LEAD PASTOR-TEACHER

www.2NDstreet.org
When was the last time you were bored in church?  No, not today!  It’s happened to all of us.  I think that it’s a sin to bore people.  But as much as I love to study and teach God’s WORD, and as much as our worship team, our drama team, and our tech teams love to plan and lead worship … we’re human, and nobody bats 1.000.  

This morning as we continue our study of the seven letters Jesus wrote to the seven churches in REVELATION 2-3, we come to the fifth letter … the one written to the Church at Sardis.

And if there was ever a church that you could have used some suggestions about how to stay awake in church, it was this one.  And so it should come as no surprise that the Church at Sardis is referred to a THE DEAD CHURCH.  Remember, that there’s a theme to each one of the letters Jesus wrote and sent to the seven churches in Asia Minor (now, modern-day Turkey).  And here they are …

REVELATION 2:1-6
EPHESUS
THE LOVELESS CHURCH

REVELATION 2:7-11
SMYRNA
THE SUFFERING CHURCH

REVELATION 2:12-17
PERGAMUM
THE COMPROMISING CHURCH
REVELATION 2:18-29
THYATIRA
THE CORRUPTED CHURCH

REVELATION 3:1-6
SARDIS
THE DEAD CHURCH
MAP OF ASIA MINOR (MODERN-DAY TURKEY) …
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Sardis is about 50 miles Northeast of Ephesus and 30 miles South of Thyatira.  It used to be under the authority of Thyatira, but within 50 years of gaining its independence around the beginning of the 1st-Century A.D., it had fallen into a less than glorious state.

And interestingly, there were two incidents in its history that parallel the state of boredom, sleepiness, and death that the Church of Sardis found itself in when it received this letter from Jesus.

And the Apostle Paul offers an admonition in FIRST CORINTHIANS 10:12 that we’d do well to listen to while studying this letter to the bored, sleepy, and dead church.

FIRST CORINTHIANS 10:12 (CONTEMPORARY ENGLISH VERSION)
12 Even if you think you can stand up to temptation, be careful [take heed] not to fall.
The word for think in this verse comes from the word dokeo (dok-eh’-o), which means, to be of the opinion, to suppose, or to count as.  And in this context Paul is speaking of what a person thinks or supposes about himself.

In other words, there’s nothing else to verify that the person’s opinion, or what he has counted as truth for himself is correct; only that it’s what he really believes about himself.  And in a minute you’ll see why this is an important distinction.

The word Paul uses for stand up comes from the Greek word istemi (his’-tay-mee), which simply means to stand fast, firm, or upright.  But when the words dokeo istemi are used together like Paul uses them in this verse, they mean …

“So if there’s anyone who has the self-imposed opinion of himself that he is standing strong and firm, be careful, or take heed, not to fall.”
The words “be careful” or “take heed” are from the Greek word blepo (blep’-o), which means to watch, to see, to behold, or to be aware.  And the Greek Tense Paul uses indicates the need to not only watch, but to be continually watching.

And so  Paul is commanding us in this verse to live with focus, with intent, and with the humble knowledge that like Rich Mullins wrote in a song, “we are not as strong as we think we are” … and that as maturing disciples of Jesus Christ, we need to be in a constant state of watchfulness regarding the firm spiritual stance we’re so sure we possess.  And why does Paul insist that we be so diligently watchful, and attentive?

The word “fall” is the Greek word pipto (pip’-to), and it’s used over 80 times in The New Testament, here and most often to illustrate someone who falls into a deeper, worse, or more dangerous place than he was in before.

So Paul isn’t talking about a little “stub your toe” situation.  Rather, he’s talking about falling from a formerly high and safe position into ruin.  He’s talking about a downward spiral or plummet.
And two times throughout its history the city of Sardis was completely overthrown … as they’d fell down from a formerly high and safe position.  They thought they were strong and undefeatable.  But because they weren’t watching what was happening, because they weren’t careful, and didn’t take heed, they found out just how vulnerable they really were.  Let me tell you what happened.

Sardis sat on the top of some cliffs that everyone in the city thought were nearly impossible to climb.  Sure, the enemy could have come into the city like everyone else, from the backside.  But a surprise attack?  It was out of the question.

Maybe it was kind of like the Cliffs of Insanity in the book The Princess Bride.  And so, because of their remote location and the cliffs below them, the people living in Sardis didn’t believe they’d ever be conquered.  But they were wrong about this, because once in the 7th-Century B.C., and then again in the 3rd-Century B.C. they were overthrown.

And with this cocky attitude, the people of Sardis become complacent.  And as their apathy grew stronger, they smugly concluded that they were untouchable.  And from this place of blind-pride, they stopped giving careful attention to the condition of the foundation of their city.  In fact, for generations they ignored the cracks that had begun to appear in the foundations and the walls at the base of the cliffs.

At first, the cracks were barely noticeable.  But as time went by, like all cracks, they grew deeper and wider … until finally, they became so spacious that a person could slip through them.  And yet the people of Sardis still didn’t see their vulnerability.

And then one night, while the residents of Sardis slept, the Cimmerians in the 7th-Century, and then the Greeks in the 3rd-Century, scaled up the cliffs, slipped through the cracks in the foundations and walls of the city … and in less than an hour, gained the military position needed to take over the city with little resistance.

And when everyone walked out the next morning and realized they’d been surrounded by the enemy, they surrendered.  And this happened twice … 400 years apart.  What is they say?  “Ignore the lessons of history and we’re doomed to repeat them.”

Can you relate?  I mean, sometimes we’re defeated by our own stupidity and pride.  At other times it’s our own neglect, or unwillingness to simply wake up and smell the coffee.  Sure, sometimes we get chewed up and spit out through no fault of our own … we get sick or we’re the victim of someone else’s choices.

This world is busted by sin, so bad things happen, even to good people.  Take a number and get in line, right?  But if we’re honest, we’ll all admit that many of our struggles aren’t the result of some kind of cosmic hoax that’s somehow left God laughing and us crying … but that much of the time when we’re beat up, it’s because of own our choices.

Think back to when you were a student … or maybe you don’t have to think back very far.  You have a class and you know that for every four hours in class, you should be spending eight hours outside of class … reading, preparing, studying, writing, etc …  You know this.  The syllabus says it.  You’ve been told by your professor and by your peers.  But you ignore it.

And then … oh say … around week thirteen of your fifteen-week class, you decide to put it into high gear.  For thirteen weeks, if you’d spent eight hours per week doing the right thing you would have tallied up 104 hours of investment.  Imagine what you could have done!

But because you chose a different path, soon you’re looking at websites whose banner headlines scream out … “Buy Term Papers … 1000s to choose from.”  You can order 24/7.  You feel your VISA card heating up, as you think you can make up for those 104 hours by taking a short cut.  But it won’t work, and you’ll be defeated.

Because when we refuse to stay awake to what’s going on around us, and inside of us … and when we take the low road instead of the high road … and when we’re not paying attention to the condition of our foundation, we end up being defeated, discouraged, and disgusted with ourselves.  Sorry to be Johnny Rain Cloud, but sometimes the truth hurts.  Especially the truth about ourselves.

Which brings us to our first FAITH LESSON this morning … it’s a paraphrase of FIRST CORINTHIANS 10:12 …

FAITH LESSON …

Don’t be deceived into thinking you’re standing strong in your own strength.  Instead, stay intentionally on guard, continually watchful, and consistently God-dependent.  You’re not the exception to the rule.  Anyone standing in their own strength will be overly confident in themselves, and underly confident in God.  And this unstable spiritual posture and perspective will soon lead to an out-of-control, failed spiritual life.

So when the Church at Sardis receives this letter, it’s 95-96 A.D. and it’s on the downhill side of being prosperous once again … having gained a reputation now for its dying of wool.  It used to be famous for all kinds of things, but after two defeats, and a devastating earthquake earlier in the 1st-Century, it’s lost some of its momentum, reputation and self-esteem.

And now all the city of Sardis is famous for is that it has the corner on wool dying.  Both the city, and the church were hollow shells of what they used be.  The city of Sardis slept and was overtaken.  The Church of Sardis, through denial and neglect fell into spiritual deadness.

And likewise, when you and I close our eyes to how we’re doing spiritually, we’re fair game for the Enemy, for falling asleep, and for being taken over.

JESUS GIVES THE SEVEN CHURCHES …

commendation OR PRAISE
WHAT THEY’RE DOING RIGHT
criticisM OR JUDGMENT

WHAT THEY’RE DOING WRONG
instruction OR correction
HOW THEY CAN make CHANGEs

promiSE OR BLESSING

THE FRUIT OF THESE CHANGES

exhortation


final words of wisdom
Unlike most of the other six letters sent by Jesus in Revelation 2-3, the letter to Sardis has no commendation, and no weighty criticism.  There was no real scandal, and they weren’t rebuked for any heresy.  Instead, it was like the church had a form of Christianity, but the reality of Jesus Christ was denied or ignored.  The church had doctrines and creeds, but it was lifeless … it was simply existing.  How did this happen?

Well, I think that it was because, as a church, it wasn’t staying aware of it’s own needs, or of the needs of the people in their town.  It was just plodding along … believing it’s highest calling was to write up doctrines, creeds, and mottoes (kind of like in our drama this morning) and then adhere to what they’d written up with all their might.  And in doing so, they’d sacrificed the “reality of Jesus Christ” for a “form of religion or godliness” (cf., SECOND TIMOTHY 3:5).

It’s like the people in the church at Sardis were once spiritually alive but now they were just kind of in a spiritual comma.  They weren’t really dead, but tat they were as close to death as they could get and still have a pulse. 

But … and here’s the exciting thing … Jesus tells them that if they’d become willing to do certain things, that He would take them through a transformation, bring them out of their comma, and that they could once again become effective for the Kingdom of God.

When I was in Seminary in the early 1980s, a classmate named Gary Metzenbacher asked me, “Gregg, what is God doing in your life today?”  Gang, that is not a superficial way to begin a conversation.  It isn’t just idle “God talk.”  It’s a great question, and it caught me off guard.

And Gary’s question helped me begin to see that God doesn’t just want to be the God of my past, or the God of my future … but that most of all, He wants to be the God of my present.  Which brings us to our second FAITH LESSON this morning …

FAITH LESSON …

The letter Jesus wrote to the people in the Church at Sardis, is a warning to all Christ-followers who are trying to live on their past spiritual glories and their past spiritual experiences with God.  God is the God of the present.  And we need to experience Him, know Him, serve Him, worship Him, and be in relationship with Him in the present.

And so, in memory of Gary’s question to me over 25 years ago, I ask you this morning … “What is God doing in your life today?”  The people in the Church of Sardis weren’t asking this question.  Friends, God is always up to something, but so often we hear a little bit of His whole plan and we hit the “mute” button, thinking we’ve heard enough … and then we just of kind of tune out the rest of God’s instruction.

We think we’ve got God’s plans for us all figured out and so we set our shoulder to the plow and start plowing.  But God is continually talking, revealing, and teaching.

And that means that you and I need to be continually listening and discerning, and consistently learning and obeying.  And we can’t do this when we’re ignoring God, or when we’re spiritually asleep … like so many of the Christ-followers were in the Church at Sardis.

REVELATION 3:1a (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
1a “To the angel of the church in Sardis write:  He who has the seven Spirits of God and the seven stars, says this:

As in His four previous letters, Jesus begins by identifying Himself as the letter’s author – this time referring to Revelation 1:16 and the reference there that He’s the One who “holds the seven stars” and He adds here, “the seven Spirits of God.”

The seven stars refer to the pastors of the seven churches … and the seven Spirits of God doesn’t mean that God has seven Spirits, but it refers to the presence of God’s Spirit in each of the seven churches (cf., Ephesians 4:4).  The number seven demonstrates fullness and completeness.

So in other words, Jesus is saying that the Holy Spirit gives fullness of life to people and Jesus knew that this was exactly what the people in the Church at Sardis needed.  They needed the new life and completeness that only this new life of God’s Holy Spirit could bring.
REVELATION 3:1b-2 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
1b ‘I know your deeds, that you have a name that you are alive, but you are dead.

2 ‘Wake up, and strengthen the things that remain, which were about to die; for I have not found your deeds completed in the sight of My God.

Jesus knew these folks.  He knew their deeds, and was well aware of the things they were doing in His name.  But the problem is that Jesus would rather not have His name associated with our deeds, as much as He’d like to have our name associated with His deeds and with the things we’re willing to have Him do through us.

When Jesus looks at you life, does He see what you’re trying to do in your own strength for Him, or is He seeing what you’re willingly doing with Him?  Big difference.

When we come to God through Jesus Christ, we enter into two arenas of experience with God.  We enter into relationship, and we enter into fellowship.  And relationship and fellowship are two very different things.  And a lot of Christians don’t understand much about the difference.

And because of this lack of understanding, ON one hand we’ve got Christians being born again for the third, tenth, or fiftieth times, because they think when they sin they have to start all over again with God.  And on the other hand we have Christians who think that once they’ve got their foot in the door of heaven they can live like the devil without any consequences.

But when you and I, as followers of Jesus Christ commit individual acts of sin, our fellowship with God is broken, but not our relationship.  I believe that when sin once again becomes a way of life, we can let go of both our FELLOWSHIP and our RELATIONSHIP with God.  But that’s not what Jesus is talking about here.  And the Apostle Paul offers us some good teaching about this in FIRST CORINTHIANS 3:1.

FIRST CORINTHIANS 3:1 (NEW CENTURY VERSION)
1 Brothers and sisters, in the past I could not talk to you as I talk to spiritual people.  I had to talk to you as I would to [worldly] people without the Spirit — babies in Christ. [emphasis added]
When we’re in fellowship with God and we don’t have unconfessed sin in our lives, we’re “spiritual”.  But when we make the choice to try and hide our sins instead of confessing them to God and being forgiven, we’re out of fellowship with God.  We’re still “in Christ” but we’re “worldly” or like Keith Green put it in a song he wrote in the 1970’s, we’re asleep in the light.  And this is what was going on in the lives of the people in church at Sardis.  They were asleep in the light.

This church was full of people who were “in Christ” but because of neglect, because of sin, because of unforgiveness, because they weren’t paying attention to the cracks in their spiritual walls, and because of an unwillingness to be people of confession, they were trying to live out their faith “in the flesh”.  And it didn’t work then and it won’t work now – and Jesus didn’t like it then, and He doesn’t like it now.

Jesus’ words are similar to ones the Apostle Paul used in Romans 13:11 when he wrote, “The hour has come for you to awaken from sleep; for now salvation is nearer to us than when we first believed.”  And then again three or four years later, when Paul wrote the letter to the Church at Ephesus, he said in ephesians 5:14, “Awake sleeper, and rise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you.”

When you’re out camping, and you don’t have all the distractions of modern-day life, what’s the first thing you want to do when the sun goes down?  Sleep, right?  Well, likewise, when Believers walk out of the daylight of righteousness into the darkness of sin, the first thing they do is to spiritually go to sleep.  And a sleeping person can look a lot like a dead person, right?

If we had 100 dead people lying out in The Parking Lot right now, and among them was one sleeping person, you couldn’t tell which one was only sleeping just by a casual glance.  But if you got close and examined them, you could tell the difference.

I know this is kind of a gross analogy, but what was going on in the Church at Sardis wasn’t pretty.  And it’s exactly what it’s like when you and I, as followers of Jesus Christ are out of fellowship with God.  We “look like the world” and “act like the world” and you’ve got to get real close to us to find any sign of actual spiritual life.

So the people in the Church at Sardis were like zombies.  And so if you were making a movie about the Church at Sardis, you might call it Night of The Living Dead Christians, Dawn of the Christian Zombies, or I Was A Teenage Zombie For Jesus.

Maybe you can relate to the situation that the Christians in Sardis found themselves in.  Maybe in the past, or right now, you’re a “worldly Christian” … maybe you’re taking your cues about how to live, talk, think, and act from the world instead of from Jesus.

Sad to say, there’s a lot of Christians like this.  And it’s tragic because when we choose to live this way, the world sees such a distorted example of what it means to follow Jesus Christ.  So the question before us is, “If you’ve made a commitment to follow Jesus Christ, would most people be able to tell the difference between you and somebody who’s still in the world and not following Jesus Christ?”

REVELATION 3:3 
3 ‘So remember what you have received and heard; and keep it, and repent.  Therefore if you do not wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not know at what hour I will come to you. (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

3 Rouse yourselves, keep awake, strengthen and invigorate what remains and is on the point of dying; for I have not found anything that you have done — and work of yours — meeting the requirements of My God or perfect in His sight. (THE AMPLIFIED BIBLE)

Gang, there’s a reason Jesus writes these words to remember and wake up with such sharp, staccato commands.  They’re like a slap in the face, a splash of cold water, or an urgent cry of alarm.  And I see another FAITH LESSON as Jesus says to us …

FAITH LESSON …

“Look inside yourself and all around you.  Open your eyes.  Get your life in focus and don’t be afraid to honestly deal with what you see.”

Jesus’ words aren’t like having a parent come into your bedroom two hours before you have to be at school or at work, gently leaning over your bed and saying, “Honey, time to start thinking about getting up … the birds are chirping … Mr. Sunshine is awake …  but take your time … no hurry.  I’ll check back with you later.”

Jesus’ words here are just the opposite.  They’re more like your parent coming into your bedroom two minutes before you’re supposed to be at school or at work and shouting, “Dude, you over-slept!  Wake up, get dressed, and brush your hair.  I’ll start the car!”

REVELATION 3:3 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
3 ‘So remember what you have received and heard; and keep it, and repent.  Therefore if you do not wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not know at what hour I will come to you. 

Notice the third word in this verse … the word “what”.  That’s an okay translation.  But the Greek word Jesus uses is poce, which literally means how or in what way.  The what that the Christians at Sardis heard was the Gospel.  They’d heard about the new life relationship with God Jesus offers to everyone who believes in Him.

And what Jesus is literally asking here is similar to what He wrote in His letter to the Church at Ephesus in REVELATION 2:1-6, when He asked the Believers there to return to Him as their First Love.  And here’s what I hear Jesus saying to the dead church at Sardis … and to you and me …
“Friends, remember how you heard and received Me?  Remember how it used to be, when you first came to Me and your faith was really on fire?  Remember how you were so in love with Me that everything else revolved around Me and My will for your life?  What’s keeping you from coming back to this place with Me?”

Jesus is begging us to be honest about our own failure and our own spiritual dullness, and the futility of our self-serving religious activity.  He’s asking us to look at ourselves and ask …

· What is my spiritual condition?

· What are my real priorities?

· Do I worship God each day?  And if not, why not? 

· Do I open the WORD of God daily, inviting God to use it to teach, instruct, prune, correct, and train me?  And if not, why not?

· Do I serve God and others with a sense of joy and purpose?  And if not, why not?

Answering these questions will tell us a lot about who we really are, and where we’re heading.  Because these questions and their answers will be like a compass.  And a compass doesn’t lie.  I believe Jesus asked the people in Sardis, and you and me today, to remember back to how we used to worshiP HIM, and back to how we used to hunger and thirst after the WORD of God, and back to how we used to serve God.

Because, listen to me, the motivation and the condition of our worship of God, our engagement of His Word, and our willingness to serve Him and others, are three of the best compass-indicators into revealing where we’re aT SPIRITUALLY and where WHETHER WE’RE heading DOWN THE ROAD WITH OR WITHOUT GOD.

And all around the world there are little groups of people huddled around creeds and doctrines, but they’re not changing the world for Jesus Christ because they haven’t surrender to the humility that happens when we truly worship God.  They haven’t submitted to the teaching, the correction, the pruning, the holiness, and the training of the WORD of God.  And they haven’t discovered the joy of serving God and others in the name, the strength, and the leading of God.

I remember when I personally encountered this Truth, specifically about the centrality of God’s WORD and my need to get into it, and invite it to get into me.  It was the Fall of 1978, just months years after I’d come into a relationship with Jesus.  I was in my Junior year of college, and was under the teaching ministries of RICHARD FOSTER.  And I can clearly see how I’ve been influenced toward making God’s WORD central, not peripheral to my life and in my life with God ever since that Fall.
Three years later, I remember hearing a message about Jonah that really brought this home to me.  Don Green, my pastor and mentor while I was in seminary just opened up this Old Testament story and told it.  And his confidence was in the WORD and in the Holy Spirit’s ability to apply it’s Truth to the lives of the people listening.  I’d heard the story of Jonah before, but not like the way I heard it that day.
There wasn’t any showmanship … just Jonah’s story and Don saying, “Let’s drink in these verses and listen to what God says to us.”  And on one of the Sundays while Don was teaching through this short little book, I heard him talk about Jonah being in the belly of the whale for three days and finally crying out to God in prayer.  And I remember thinking to myself, “What an idiot.  Why did Jonah wait three days before he finally prayed?  What an idiot!”  And then God’s WORD did what it does best when taught verse-by-verse with simplicity and clarity … it hit me … and God’s Holy Spirit said to me …

[God said] “Gregg, sometimes it takes you a lot longer than three days to realize that I should be your first resort, not your last.”

[And I said] “God, help me wake up, and make lasting changes in my life.  I’m so much like Jonah, but I want to become more like Jesus.”

REVELATION 3:4-5 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
4 ‘But you have a few people in Sardis who have not soiled their garments; and they will walk with Me in white, for they are worthy.

5 ‘He who overcomes will thus be clothed in white garments; and I will not erase his name from the book of life, and I will confess his name before My Father and before His angels.

So not everybody was asleep or nearly dead.  But most of the people in the Church needed to hear this message.  Jesus looks at us and sees us as we really are.  He sees who’s awake and faithFUL, and who’s asleep and unfaithful.

And He’s saying that if we’ll worship Him, and if we we’ll listen to Him, and if we’ll let Him apply the Truth of His WORD into our lives, that He will clothe us in His goals, in His plans, and in His dreams for us.  How often we’re clothed in so many things other than Jesus.

REVELATION 3:6 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
6 ‘He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.’

God, help us remember how far Jesus has brought us.  And may we long to become true, whole-hearted worshippers of God … people who are more willing than we’ve ever been before, to become people of sacrifice and repentance.  And may each of us love the WORD of God, and how God wants to use it in our lives.  And may we find great joy in serving others inside and outside the church with obedience, discernment, courage, obedience, and passion.

And as we open up our ears to the voice of God’s Spirit, may we hear what He’s saying, not only to the First Zombie Church of Sardis – and may we “wake up” from our 21st-Century spiritual slumber, and be excited about God sending us out into the world as the hands, feet, heart, mind, presence, and voice of His son, and our precious Savior, Jesus Christ – the One and Only Son of God, who stepped out of heaven so that He could step into our lives, and then use us to turn the world upside down.
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Let’s head back to REVELATION 3, to the sixth of seven letters Jesus wrote to the churches in Asia Minor in around 95-96 A.D.  The Church at Philadelphia is the only letter without a criticism or a correction.  Remember the structure Jesus uses throughout these seven letters?
JESUS GIVES THE SEVEN CHURCHES …

commendation OR PRAISE
WHAT THEY’RE DOING RIGHT
criticisM OR JUDGMENT

WHAT THEY’RE DOING WRONG
instruction OR correction
HOW THEY CAN make CHANGEs

promiSE OR BLESSING

THE FRUIT OF THESE CHANGES

exhortation


final words of wisdom
And so as we look into Jesus’ words here, I’m also going to tie them into a couple teachings of Jesus found in Matthew 7 & 16 because I believe that together, these three passages will help us, as 21st-Century Believers see what it means to be faithful, followers of Jesus Christ.  But I want to begin this morning by telling you a story …
Once, a man died and went to heaven.  After standing in a registration line, receiving his ID Card and housing assignment, and meeting with his advisor, he went on a tour where he saw all the buildings great and small … streets going off in every direction.  It was an exciting and exhausting day.

The tour guide commented on nearly everything they passed, but as they kept going by one building – in fact, the biggest building the man had ever seen – the guide said nothing about it.  Finally the man asked “We’ve gone by that building several times and you haven’t said anything about it.”

The guide replied, “Oh, you don’t want to go in there.”  The man’s interest was peaked.  “Why don’t you want me to know what’s in there?  Is that where the Ark is?  Come on!”

Finally the guide gave in and as they walked through the front door, the man couldn’t believe his eyes.  Rows of shelves as far as he could see … they just kind of went off the edge of the horizon.  And tall?  They seemed to go up to the sky!  And on each shelf was a box with a lid.  “What is this place?” the man asked again with a mixture of fear and curiosity.

“Well,” the guide continued, “There’s a box here for every person who has ever lived.”  “Ever lived?  Come on!” the man said.  “No, seriously!” said the guide.

“You mean there’s a box here for me?”  “Of course.”  “Can I see it?”  “Well, nobody’s ever asked before, but yes, I guess you can see it.”  

And so the man began his search.  For hours they walked down the rows.  And finally he found the section with his last name and after another hour or so … he found it.  His box, with his name.  Slowly he took the box down from its high shelf and after receiving the approving nod of the guide he carefully removed the lid.

And as he gazed into his box and all that it held, he was nearly paralyzed.  And after standing there for a long, long time, he finally looked back to the guide and asked, with tears streaming down his cheeks, “What are all these wondrous, unimaginable things?”

To which the guide replied, “These are all the things God the Father wanted to give to you in your life, but you never asked Him for.”

There might not be a box in heaven with your name on it like in this story, but even if you’re not very well acquainted with God, God knows you.  And God has so much that He wants to share with you … beginning with Himself.  And then the rewards of walking with Him … and the abundant life of living with Him and for Him.

Revelation 3:7 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
7 “And to the angel of the church in Philadelphia write:  He who is holy, who is true, who has the key of David, who opens and no one will shut, and who shuts and no one opens, says this:
Have you ever thought about what it means to really know Jesus Christ … the holy and true One?  A lot of people know about Jesus, but fewer REALLY Know HIM, and even less have made the choice to give up all else to follow Him.

I’ve been in love with Jesus Christ for about 31 years now and I don’t know how people who don’t know Him make it in this life.  Seriously.  You may think you’re doing great without Jesus … but it won’t last.  Especially when you get into the middle of the trials, temptations, and problems every one of us have gone through, are going through, or eventually will go through in this life.

And this is a truth that the people who made up the Church at Philadelphia had discovered … and it’s something Jesus is going to invite all of us here this morning to discover with them.

REVELATION 2:1-6
EPHESUS
THE LOVELESS CHURCH

REVELATION 2:7-11
SMYRNA
THE SUFFERING CHURCH

REVELATION 2:12-17
PERGAMUM
THE COMPROMISING CHURCH
REVELATION 2:18-29
THYATIRA
THE CORRUPTED CHURCH

REVELATION 3:1-6
SARDIS
THE DEAD CHURCH

REVELATION 3:7-13
PHILADELPHIA
THE FAITHFUL CHURCH

In most Bible commentaries, the Church at Philadelphia is referred to as The Faithful Church.  And as we look into this letter we’re going to learn a couple very important FAITH LESSONS about FAITHFULNESS …

FAITH LESSON …

· faithfulness is about sensitivity and obedience.  As followers of Jesus Christ, faithfulness happens when we listen to and obey the leadings, the promptings, and the nudges of God’s Holy Spirit moment-by-moment and choice-by-choice.

· faithfulness is about victory and being overcomers.  As followers of Jesus Christ, faithfulness begins to happen when we make the choice to go through the doors God opens for us … instead of pushing our way through the doors we’re opening for ourselves.

This is going to be a morning of encouragement and challenge:  encourage-ment to grow in our sensitivity and obedience to the nudges of God’s Holy Spirit.  And the challenge to remain faithful in the days before the LORD’S return, partnering with Him in what God’s up to instead of just kind of hoping God puts His stamp of approval onto what we’re doing.

In a group this size, there are probably a number of different end-time doctrines and beliefs represented.  But the one thing I bet we can all agree on is that, like the old Andre’ Crouch song says, “soon and very soon, we are going to see the King.”  Gang, Jesus Christ is going to return for His church.  This is a fact.  We don’t know when.  But the truth is that you and I as followers of Jesus Christ need to get ready, and stay ready.

And if you want to stand up and be counted with Jesus Christ as one of His followers during these days when the lines between righteousness and sin are becoming more and more distinct all the time … if you want to make a difference in the world for Jesus Christ when so many people are looking for meaning and purpose for their lives … then the message Jesus writes to the Church at Philadelphia – the Faithful Church – is a message that Jesus wants to pour straight into your heart and mind.

Revelation 3:7-8 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
7 “And to the angel of the church in Philadelphia write:  He who is holy, who is true, who has the key of David, who opens and no one will shut, and who shuts and no one opens, says this:
8 ‘I know your deeds.  Behold, I have put before you an open door which no one can shut, because you have a little power, and have kept My word, and have not denied My name.

Like the previous five letters Jesus writes in REVELATION 2-3, this one is addressed to “the angel/messenger” in the Church at Philadelphia.  It was Jesus’ wish that these letters come first to the pastor of each church, and that they’d then lovingly pass the messages onto the individuals in each of their flocks.  Oh, how excited the pastor of the Church at Philadelphia must have been when this letter showed up!

Jesus identifies Himself as the author of this letter, as the One who is holy and who is true.  Oh, how Jesus longs for us to know Him as the One who is holy and true … and how intimately this truth is related to what I said earlier … that Jesus knows your name and my name, and that right now, He’s opening doors for us to walk through … and He’s closing doors He doesn’t want us to walk through.  He knows our deeds, and that we may be nearly powerless, and that we may be almost out of strength, but He also knows the ways in which we’ve “kept His WORD and not denied His name.”

I spent first through fourth grade in the central Washington town of Quincy where our house was surrounded on three sides by sugar beet fields.  At the edge of one of these fields was a gravel pile the city used to gravel the roads in the winter.  But the rest of the year it unofficially belonged to me, my older brother Keith, our friends, and our dog, a German Shorthair named Hans.

On weekdays we’d go out to the gravel pile right after getting off the school bus … trying to escape our mom’s demands that we practice the piano, pull weeds, clean our rooms, or do homework.  And on weekends we’d head to the gravel pile right after breakfast.

You have to realize … this was a very small town … and the gravel pile was about as exciting as it got!  Which meant we had to use our imaginations.  In the summer we’d climb up it and play King of the Hill.

And in the winter we’d ride down its snow-covered sides on sleds and inner tubes.  It was our own private realm of discovery and adventure.  But, like all fantasies, ours always, eventually came to an end … usually when we heard our moms or dads calling out our names.  “Gregg!  Gregg!  Gregg!” 
Jesus is calling out each of our names this morning.  And because He loves us, we can trust the instruction, correction, encouragement, and training in righteousness He longs to bring us through His WORD (cf., SECOND TIMOTHY 3:16-17).

Again, the One who is holy and true knows our names.  And when He calls our names, He invites us to answer Him, come down off the gravel pile of our own pursuits, our own intellect, and our own desires, so that we can begin to know and pursue Him in the same consistent and intimate ways He knows and pursues us.

Jesus says in vv. 7-8 that one of the things He does for us is open and shut doors.  This means that in God’s love for us, He knows what’s ahead of us, and is preparing the way for us, and us for the way.  You know, it’s one thing to believe that God knows what’s ahead of us … but it’s another thing to believe that every day, as we stand with Him, keep His WORD, and hold onto His name, and onto the truth that He’s equipping us for what’s up ahead, around the corner, and around the bend.

Some of you are looking ahead to some pretty hard things.  You’ve been out of a job for too long, and you don’t have many prospects.  Some of you are at the edge of new chapters of your life … maybe you’ll graduate from HS or college this year, and you don’t yet know what your “next steps” will be.  But you know what?  God knows you, and no matter what it looks like, God is opening doors, and God is shutting doors.

And as we get into God’ WORD, and invite it to get into us … as we store it away into our hearts, and apply it in the day-to-day situations of our lives … and as we stay true to His name and don’t live the kind of split-personality, public and private lives that leads to divided hearts and minds, we’ll begin to see the fruit of discernment in our lives … we’ll begin to see which doors God is opening and which doors God is closing … and WE’LL BEGIN TO SEE the difference between those doors and the ones we’re trying to open up or close on our own.

Gang, let’s agree right here, right now, that we’re not going to open up our own doors, and we’re not going to shut our own doors.  Let’s commit that in our jobs, in our relationships, and in our homes, that we’re going to only walk through the doors that God is opening, and that we’re going to walk right past the doors God is shutting.  

Can you commit to this way of living with me?  Because remember, the One who is holy and true, knows what He’s doing.  And because of that, you and I have to make the choice to stay awake to, and remain faithful to His voice and to His call.

There’s a great story of a little boy named Samuel in FIRST & SECOND SAMUEL.  And something happened at the beginning of his life that connects with what Jesus is saying in this letter to the Church at Philadelphia.
Elkanah and Hannah hadn’t been able to have a child.  Finally, Hannah told God that if He’d give her a child, she’d give the child back to Him.  And for reasons known only to Him, God opened a door, and Hannah conceived.  When their son was born, they named him Samuel, and after he was weaned, Hannah kept her word, and gave little Samuel over to a priest named Eli to raise in the Temple.

Now there’s some irony in this story because Eli had really blown it with his own sons.  So giving Samuel to Eli probably seemed like an illogical door for God to open.  I mean, why in the world would God want Samuel to be in the hands of a priest who couldn’t raise his own kids?  But how many of you know that sometimes God’s ways, and God’s doors, are a lot different than our ways, and our doors?

And in FIRST SAMUEL 3, we read the story of God calling out Samuel’s name and telling him about some of the doors He was going to open for him in his future, and some of the doors He was going to close.

Samuel, probably a young boy at this time, is asleep and he hears a voice say, “Samuel”.  And so he runs into Eli’s room and said, “What do you want?”  And the WORD says that Eli replied, “Samuel, I didn’t call out to you, go back to bed.”  I bet the original Hebrew means something more like “Why’d you wake me up?  Get out of here kid!” But this happened three times and in FIRST SAMUEL 3:8 we read …

first samuel 3:8 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
8 So the Lord called Samuel again for the third time.  And he arose and went to Eli and said, “Here I am, for you called me.”  Then Eli discerned that the Lord was calling the boy. [emphasis mine]
And this time Eli said, “Samuel, go lie down, and if He calls you that again say, ‘Speak, LORD, for Your servant is listening.’“  So Samuel went back to bed again … and sure enough, the LORD called out to him again and Samuel said what Eli told him to say … “Speak, LORD, for Your servant is listening.”

God knew Samuel’s name.  Do you see it?  And after Samuel figured out what was going on, after he warmed up to God’s voice, he said, “Yes LORD, tell me what you want me to know.  I’m listening.  I’ll do what You want me to do.”  Oh, that you and I would be a generation of Samuels … men and women, young and old, eager to hear and to obey the voice and the commands of the One who is holy and true.

Gang, I hope it blows you away that Jesus Christ knows your name, has plans for you, and is opening and closing doors for you!  The Apostle Paul wrote in EPHESIANS 1:4 that even before the foundations of the world were laid Jesus knew us.

And King David wrote in PSALM 139:13 that God knows us before we’re formed in our mother’s wombs.  And knowing us, it’s God’s desire that we come to know Him, and live lives of FAITHFULNESS as His followers.  Let’s revisit the couple important FAITH LESSONS about FAITHFULNESS we looked at earlier together this morning …

FAITH LESSON …

· faithfulness is about sensitivity and obedience.  As followers of Jesus Christ, faithfulness happens when we listen to and obey the leadings, the promptings, and the nudges of God’s Holy Spirit moment-by-moment and choice-by-choice.

· faithfulness is about victory and being overcomers.  As followers of Jesus Christ, faithfulness begins to happen when we make the choice to go through the doors God opens for us … instead of pushing our way through the doors we’re opening for ourselves.

Remember that these letters were all written to churches in Asia Minor.

MAP OF ASIA MINOR (MODERN-DAY TURKEY) …
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Philadelphia means “brotherly love”.  It had little strength, but even though it was tired and nearly worn out, it was a faithful Church.

To be FAITHFUL is to have a long obedience in the same direction … to live a life of consistency … to be willing to be led by God’s Holy Spirit … and to follow Jesus, even when the people around you aren’t.

revelation 3:9-11 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
9 ‘Behold, I will cause those of the synagogue of Satan, who say that they are Jews and are not, but lie – I will make them come and bow down at your feet, and make them know that I have loved you.

10 ‘Because you have kept the word of My perseverance, I also will keep you from the hour of testing, that hour which is about to come upon the whole world, to test those who dwell on the earth.

11 ‘I am coming quickly; hold fast what you have, so that no one will take your crown.

The people in the Church at Philadelphia were part of a remnant.  A remnant is what’s left over, a little part that’s still attached, and still true.  There are people who know about Jesus Christ and there are people who know Jesus Christ.  And the remnant was made up of the people who know Jesus Christ.  

Beginning in v. 10 we could get into all kinds of end-times doctrine, which in theology is called “eshcatology”.  There are four main, different theological camps of how to read, study, and interpret the book of REVELATION, and each of them uses v. 10 as one of the first points of controversy and divergence in the book.  But since I’m not teaching through the whole book of REVELATION I’m not going to get into that angle of what Jesus is talking about here.  Another study for another time. 

1. futurists … it’s all about the future

2. allegorists … it’s all about symbols 

3. preterists … it’s all about the 1st century church

4. idealists … it’s all to be interpreted spiritually 
For a good, clear view of these four views, check out a book by Steve Gregg, entitled “Revelation:  Four Views:  A Parallel Commentary” from Thomas Nelson Publishers.  But no matter how you interpret v. 10 or the rest of the book of REVELATION, one thing is clear … Jesus promises that the men and women, the young and the old, who remain faithful to Him will be spared from a time of great testing.  And this truth could certainly could be applied to any future suffering, testing, or tribulation.

But regardless of the flavor of our end-times theology, I see four important questions we all need to ask ourselves … four questions that come to the surface when we realize that we’re in the last days, and Jesus Christ’s return is close at hand …

1. Which is my life reflecting more … the world, or Jesus Christ?

2. How is the fact that Jesus Christ is returning to the earth in judgment and reward affecting how I live my day-to-day life?

3. In light of Jesus Christ’s return am I taking my faith as seriously as I want to be, or as I need to be?

4. Am I just a nominal Christian, with a nominal commitment?  Or is my faith and my faithfulness growing, maturing, and becoming a more and more central part of how I think, how I speak, how I set my priorities, and how I live?

I believe the Apostle Paul when he says in Ephesians 2:8-9 that it’s by God’s grace we’ve been saved.  The work of Jesus Christ on the cross paid the penalty for all our sin, once and for all.  But if we’re only disciples of convenience … if our commitment to Jesus Christ as the holy and true Ruler of our lives isn’t changing our allegiances, our priorities, and our ethics, then something’s gravely wrong.

In Matthew 7, which is the end of what’s commonly referred to as “Jesus’ Sermon On The Mount”, Jesus tells us about the characteristics of true and false teachers, and about the characteristics of true and false God-followers.  Turn with me to Matthew 7, but keep your finger here in Revelation 3 as well.

MATTHEW 7:21-23 (NEW CENTURY VERSION)
21 Not all those who say ‘You are our Lord’ will enter the kingdom of heaven.  The only people who will enter the kingdom of heaven are those who do what My Father in heaven wants.

22 On the last day many people will say to Me, ‘Lord, Lord, we spoke for You, and through You we forced out demons and did many miracles.’

23 Then I will tell them clearly, ‘Get away from Me, you who do evil.  I never knew you.’
Who enters the Kingdom of Heaven?  v. 21 says that it’s those who “do what God the Father wants.”  What’s this mean?  Well, Romans 8:29 says that the will of God the Father is that each of us take on, with increasing measure, the likeness of Jesus Christ.  Are you doing that?  Are you looking more and more like Jesus and less and less like your old self?  That’s God’s will for you … and that’s God’s will for me.

In v. 22 Jesus says that at the Judgment Day, He will say “many people will stand before Me and tell Me that they’d prophesied, done spiritual warfare, been involved in miracles … and that they were full of good works.”  But Jesus says that He say to them the words He speaks in v. 23, “Get away from Me, I never knew you.”  Pretty harsh words.
Gang, we need to be careful to understand that Jesus calls us to build the foundation of our walk with Him on the holiness of His WORD and on the truth of His name.  You want to be able to stand in faithfulness with the people of the Church at Philadelphia?

Then you have to believe that God knows you name … because just like He called out to Samuel, He is calling out to you.  He’s asking you to love Him.  He’s asking you to walk through the doors He’s opening for you.  And He’s asking you to choose to walk away from the doors He’s closing.  He’s asking you to hear and to know His WORD, and He’s asking you to apply, do, and keep His WORD.

Revelation 3:12-13 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
12 ‘He who overcomes, I will make him a pillar in the temple of My God, and he will not go out from it anymore; 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 out of heaven from My God, and My new name.
13 ‘He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.’
In each of the seven letters Jesus closes by speaking of the promises that will accompany our faithfulness and overcoming.  Jesus is saying that listening is where victory begins, but that obedience is where it finds its fulfillment.

In MATTHEW 7:24-29, Jesus goes on and talks about this same thing … that obedience begins with hearing, but that if hearing isn’t followed up action, then it’s nothing.  Jesus isn’t content with us just hearing … He wants us to act on what we hear Him say to us … He wants us do what He asks us to do.

When it comes to the WORD of God, a lot of people are good hearers but lousy doers.  Oh, you’ve heard of this, have you?  Many people hear a lot of teachings, and they go to a lot of Bible studies, and they have perfect attendance at a lot of Sunday School classes.

Oh they’re great at hearing, but not at doing.  They hear God calling their names but they don’t say, like Samuel, “Yes LORD, here I am.”  They hear the voice of God, but they’re not willing to come down off their little gravel pile, and come home to Him in obedience, in discipleship, and in faithfulness.

Remember that disobedience to God isn’t just us choosing Plan B instead of Plan A … it’s choosing to sin, and break our fellowship with God.  As we close this morning, please turn with me to the last five verses of MATTHEW 16 … because here we get to the root of what Jesus is saying to the Church of Philadelphia in 95-96 A.D., and to you and to me as His followers today.  Here’s the first two of these five verses …

matthew 16:24-25 (NEW CENTURY VERSION)
24 Then Jesus said to his followers, “If people want to follow Me, they must give up the things they want.  They must be willing even to give up their lives to follow Me.

25 Those who want to save their lives will give up true life, and those who give up their lives for Me will have true life.
These verses brings us back full-circle to the truth and the holiness of God and to the true cost of being a disciple of Jesus Christ.  If you want to follow God, if you want to become more and more like Jesus Christ, you’ve got to count the cost of discipleship in your life.  And what’s it going to cost you and me?  Everything WE HAVE.  Argentinean pastor and teacher, and the brother-in-law of Luis Palau, Juan Carlos Ortiz, in his classic book Disciple tells a great story that drives this point home … the truth that to really follow Jesus is to give up everything we hold as precious.

Juan Carlos writes that when we come to Jesus Christ, it’s like we’re in a market and we find a merchant with a beautiful pearl … and we come to him and we say, “I want this pearl.  How much is it?”  And here’s what our conversation with Him looks like …

“Well,’ the seller says, ‘it’s very expensive.’

‘But how much?’ we ask.

‘Well, it’s a very large among.’

‘Do you think I could buy it?’

‘Oh, of course.  Everyone can buy it.’

‘But didn’t you say it was very expensive?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, how much is it?’

‘Everything you have,’ says the seller.

We make up our minds.  ‘All right, I’ll buy it,’ we say.

‘Well, what do you have?’ the seller wants to know.  ‘Let’s write it down.’

‘Well, I have ten thousand dollars in the bank.’

‘Good — ten thousand dollars.  What else?’

‘That’s all.  That’s all I have.’

‘Nothing more?’ the seller asks.

‘Well, I have a few dollars here in my pocket.’

‘How much?’

We start digging.  ‘Well, let’s see —thirty, forty, sixty, eighty, a hundred, a hundred and twenty dollars.’

‘That’s fine.  What else do you have?’

‘Well, nothing.  That’s all.’

‘Where do you live?’ he’s still probing.

‘In my house.  Yes, I have a house.’

‘The house, too, then.’  He writes that down.

‘You mean I’ll have to live in my camper?’

‘You have a camper?  That, too.  What else?’

‘I’ll have to sleep in my car!’

‘You have a car?’

‘Two of them.’

‘Good.  Both become mine.  Both cars.  What else?’

‘Well, you already have my money, my house, my camper, my cars.  What more do you want?’

‘Are you alone in this world?’

‘No, I have a wife and two children …’

‘Oh, yes, you wife and children, too.  What else?’

‘I have nothing left!  I am left alone now.’

Suddenly the seller exclaims, ‘Oh, I almost forgot!  You yourself, too!  Everything becomes mine — wife, children, house, money, cars — and you, too.’

Then he goes on … ‘Now listen — I will allow you to use all these things for the time being.  But don’t forget that they’re mine, just as you are.  And whenever I need any of them you must give them up, because I am the owner.’  That’s how it is to be under the ownership of Jesus Christ.”

How many times do we try and use Jesus Christ like a credit card? … impulsively flashing our relationship with Him around when it makes us look good, or get us what we want … abusing His grace and all He’s done for us.

So often we want to have the blessings of salvation in our lives but we want to call our own shots.  And gang, it’s impossible to have both.  We have to count the cost if we’re going to live lives of FAITHFULNESS.  Here are the last three verses of MATTHEW 16 …

matthew 16:26-28 (NEW CENTURY VERSION)
26-28 It is worthless to have the whole world if they lose their souls.  They could never pay enough to buy back their souls.  The Son of Man will come again with His Father’s glory and with His angels.  At that time, He will reward them for what they have done.  I tell you the truth, some people standing here will see the Son of Man coming with His kingdom before they die.
Jesus doesn’t play games.  He’s talking here about eternally losing our soul.  How cheap is your life?  What are you willing to sell your soul for?  Judas sold Jesus out for 30 pieces of silver.  Incredible, right?  But people are still selling out cheaply … cashing everything in for temporal pleasures that will burn away at the judgment.

Is your faith authentic?  You don’t have to stand up and say, “I’m denying Jesus Christ” to deny Him.  We deny or affirm Jesus Christ by the way we live, by the choices we make every day.

How are you representing God and FAITHFULNESS to God in your life?  You don’t have to carry your Bible around everywhere with you and put little Jesus stickers on your forehead or on your car … how are you living the life of a follower of Jesus Christ?  Jesus knows your name and He knows my name … and He invites us to overcome, even though we may have little power in ourselves … He invites us to overcome in His power and in His wisdom.  Oh, that you and I will be found FAITHFUL in Jesus Christ.
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Let’s look into the last of the seven letters Jesus wrote to the churches in Asia Minor in 95-96 A.D.  Here are the themes and the structures of these seven letters …

REVELATION 2:1-6
EPHESUS
THE LOVELESS CHURCH

REVELATION 2:7-11
SMYRNA
THE SUFFERING CHURCH

REVELATION 2:12-17
PERGAMUM
THE COMPROMISING CHURCH
REVELATION 2:18-29
THYATIRA
THE CORRUPTED CHURCH

REVELATION 3:1-6
SARDIS
THE DEAD CHURCH

REVELATION 3:7-13
PHILADELPHIA
THE FAITHFUL CHURCH

REVELATION 3:14-22
LAODICEA
THE LUKEWARM CHURCH

THE COMPONENTS OF THE SEVEN LETTERS …

commendation OR PRAISE
WHAT THEY’RE DOING RIGHT
criticisM OR JUDGMENT

WHAT THEY’RE DOING WRONG
instruction OR correction
HOW THEY CAN make CHANGEs

promiSE OR BLESSING

THE FRUIT OF THESE CHANGES

exhortation


final words of wisdom
Jesus offers the church at Laodicea no COMMENDATION or PRAISE … but that’s because they were too busy COMMENDING THEMSELVES!  They thought they were the greatest thing going and giving God all the praise, when in reality they were disgracing God by the way they were living out their faith.

Remember that Jesus is the author of these seven letters, and in each one, He recognizes Himself as the author by using a name (or here, three names) for Himself that are found either somewhere else in God’s WORD, or in The New Testament book of REVELATION.  In v. 14 Jesus refers to Himself as The Amen, the faithful and true Witness, and the Beginning of the creation of God.

REVELATION 3:14 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
14 “To the angel [the messenger/pastor] of the church in Laodicea write:  The Amen, the faithful and true Witness, the Beginning of the creation of God, says this: [emphasis added]

Let’s look into each of these three distinct titles Jesus uses for Himself – and see the truth of them in light of God’s WORD and what Jesus says in to the Laodiceans, and to you and me as followers of Jesus Christ.
v. 14 … FIRST, The Amen … Amen is the Greek word “am-ANE” … and it’s a word, much like hallelujah, in that it’s pronounced the same in almost all languages, including in The Old Testament language of Hebrew, and in The New Testament languages of Aramaic and Greek.  It’s used over 70 times throughout the Bible, but this is the only time it’s used as a title for a member of the Triunity.

Most people today think that the word Amen is a postscript … and that without it a prayer isn’t really a prayer.  But the word actually means, “absolutely, firmly, faithfully, and without-a-doubt true”.  Throughout the Gospels, when Jesus says “Truly, truly I say to you,” what He’s literally saying is “amen, amen.”

And so when Jesus uses this title or phrase for Himself, He’s saying, “I am the One who is firmly, absolutely, and faithfully true.”  And when you and I say amen at the end of a prayer, what we’re really saying is, “God, I was absolutely serious about what I just said to You in prayer.  I wasn’t kidding around with the words I just spoke to You.  So be it!  No doubt!”

Therefore, when Jesus called Himself the Amen, the One who is firmly, and faithfully true, His words were in contrast to the wishy-washy, lukewarm, flimsy, unfaithful Believers in the church in Laodicea.  Jesus is using Himself as the standard and saying to them 2,000 years ago and to you and to me today, “I’m inviting you to raise the bar and come up to where I am.  I want your level of faith to grow.”

v. 14, SECOND, Jesus goes on to say that He is the faithful and true Witness.  This is a term Jesus uses for Himself in REVELATION 1:15, and again, His faithfulness stands in sharp contrast to the Laodiceans, who were anything but faithful.

v. 14 … THIRD, the Beginning of the creation of God.  When we read this title for Jesus, or at the way the Apostle Paul describes Him in COLOSSIANS 1:15 when he says that Jesus is the “first-born of all creation”, it’s easy to think that Jesus was the first thing that God created.  But what Jesus is saying about Himself here and what Paul was saying in COLOSSIANS 1:15 is that Jesus Himself is the Creator.  Remember what the Apostle John wrote in JOHN 1 about Jesus in relation to creation?

JOHN 1:1-3 (NEW LIVING TRANSLATION)
1-3 In the beginning the Word [Jesus Christ] already existed.  The Word [Jesus Christ] was with God, and the Word [Jesus Christ] was God.  He [Jesus Christ] existed in the beginning with God.  God created everything through Him [Jesus Christ], and nothing was created except through Him [Jesus Christ]. [emphasis added]

If Jesus Christ had been created, He would have had to create Himself, because as John wrote, “nothing was created except through Him.”  So what is Jesus saying about Himself here in REVELATION 3:14 when He says that He’s the Beginning of the creation of God?  The Greek word beginning is ar-KHAY and it means the origin, the source, or that by which anything begins to be.  Jesus isn’t saying that He’s the first thing created.  He’s saying that He is the origin and the source of all creation … that everything created has it’s beginning, it’s genesis, and it’s founding in Him.

Remember that these letters were all written to churches in Asia Minor.
MAP OF ASIA MINOR (MODERN-DAY TURKEY) …
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Laodicea had a large Jewish population, and like other cities in the region, it was a center for Caesar worship, and for the worship of the Greek god of healing by the name of Asklepios.

After experiencing a devastating earthquake in 60 A.D. (about 35 years before receiving this letter), Laodicea refused the Roman government’s help in rebuilding, successfully relying instead, on its own resources.  They didn’t need outside help … didn’t ask for outside help … and didn’t want outside help.  

Apparently Laodicea was too rich and too prideful to accept help from anyone.  And as you’ll see later, this is an important characteristic about them.  The name Laodicea means “rule of the people.”  And prophetically, as their name implies, the church here represents a flock that was run by majority rule instead of God … which of course, is never a good idea.  Located six miles South of Philadelphia, Laodicea was historically and primarily known for three things …
1. MONEY | Laodicea was the wealthy financial center of Asia Minor.

2. FASHION | Laodicea was home to a variety of black sheep that produced wool that was described as being “raven black” in color.

3. HEALTH | Laodicea made and distributed medicines worldwide – and was famous for an eye salve called Collyrium – repudiated to cure most eye problems.


Another thing Laodicea was famous for, though not in a good way, was their water supply.  Water came into Laodicea through a six-mile long aqueduct from a series of hot springs located outside its sister city of Hieropolis.  And as the hot water traveled along the aqueduct, it became lukewarm, and as such, was then prone to bacterial infestation.  And so, when people drank the water in Laodicea without boiling it first, they inevitably got sick and threw up.  So that’s a little background on Laodicea.

A woman moved to a new city and started working in a downtown office building as a janitor.  One Sunday morning she visited a church that she walked by on her way to work each day.

The parking lot was filled with beautiful cars and everyone was well dressed.  Almost to the sanctuary, a tall, silver haired man in a three-piece suit stepped in front of her and suspiciously asked, “Well, now where are you going?”

Pointing towards the sanctuary she said, “In there, with everybody else … to worship the Lord.”  The man steered the woman over to a side door and asked in a disingenuous tone, “I want you to go home and ask Jesus if this is the church He wants you to attend.”

The woman replied, “I walk by here each morning and thought it would be a good church to visit.  But now that you mention it, I didn’t really talk with Jesus about visiting your church”.  And at that, the man opened the door, and motioned to the woman to exit.  And so, without a chance to even enter the sanctuary, the women left. 

The following morning the same man went to a downtown office building on an errand.  Walking into the lobby, he saw the woman who’d tried attending his church the day before – there she was, polishing stair rails.  He went over and asked, “Did you ask Jesus yet about what we talked about yesterday?”  And the woman answered, “Oh, yes, I did.” “Well, what did He say?”

Without missing a beat of her polishing the rail, the woman said with a smile, “Jesus said, ‘My child, don’t feel bad.  I’ve been trying to get into that church for years, and they wouldn’t let Me in either.’”

The church at Laodicea, like the church in this story, and many churches in America and around the world had become comfortable with what they had and who they’d become, even though God wasn’t.

I’m not going to beat you up with Jesus’ words here in REVELATION 3:14-22 … but it’s my hope that each one of us gathered here this morning will invite God to use Jesus’ words as a mirror that we hold up to ourselves, to our motivations, to our priorities, and to our faith with honesty and clarity.

And then, based on what we see, that we’ll make the course-corrections we need to in order to become more like the FAITHFUL church at Philadelphia we looked at last Sunday, and less like the lukewarm church of Laodicea.
REVELATION 3:15-16 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
15 ‘I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot; I wish that you were cold or hot.

16 ‘So, because you are lukewarm, and neither hot nor cold, I will spit you out of My mouth.

The lukewarmness Jesus speaks of here means being halfway in either direction.  Apparently the Christians in Laodicea weren’t hot enough to be hot, and they weren’t cold enough to be cold.  What does it mean to be hot or cold as a Christian?

The word Jesus uses for hot is dzes-TOS, which is where we get our word zest from … and it means boiling hot, or zealous.  Remember the disciples Jesus met on the road to Emmaus?  They were white hot and zesty.  Here’s how they described their faith …

LUKE 24:32 (THE AMPLIFIED BIBLE)
32  “Were not our hearts greatly moved and burning within us while He was talking with us on the road?”

But the word Jesus uses for cold is psoo-CHROS.  In the 1st Century, the word psoo-CHROS was used to describe someone who didn't care, or was completely and utterly indifferent to others or their circumstances, no matter how dire.  In MATTHEW 24:12 Jesus tells us that in the last days, because of the corruption of sin, many people will be in this state of cold indifference.

MATTHEW 24:12 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
12 Because lawlessness is increased, most people's love will grow cold. 

So Jesus is saying to the Laodiceans, “Friends, if you were hot, then I could use you.  And if you were cold, then I could work on you.  But because you're lukewarm, I can't do anything with you.  And that makes Me sick to My stomach.”  

And when the Laodiceans heard this letter read they got it – because Jesus used an illustration that was very real to them … as most, if not all of them had suffered firsthand the sickness related to their polluted, germ-laden, lukewarm water.

Most Bible commentaries believe that what Jesus is saying here is that He’d much rather have us either cold or hot instead of lukewarm.  That He’d rather have a Christian’s heart for Him or against Him, loving Him or hating Him.  And while I get that way of seeing it, I don’t believe that’s what Jesus is really saying here.

I see Jesus simply making the point that He didn’t want the Laodiceans in 95 A.D. or you and me as His followers today in 2009, to be the same temperature as our environment.  Because when we are it means that it’s our environment and not Jesus Christ we’re closest to, most intimate with, and drawing our character from.

There isn’t one of us who doesn’t appreciate a cold glass of water on a hot day, or something hot to drink on a cold day.  But when a drink is the same temperature as its environment is not impressive.  And here’s our first FAITH LESSON …

FAITH LESSON …

Jesus is saying to us, “When you have the same temperature, the same character, the same flavor as your environment, you’re no different than the world!  And like the reflex that happens when you get a mouthful of bad water, I’m going to spit you out of My mouth.”

Gang, when we’re faithfully following Jesus Christ, we’ll stand out as different from the rest of the world.  We won’t easily blend in with those who aren’t yet in a relationship with Jesus Christ.

Gang, Jesus is calling us to stop the nonsense of trying to please both the world and God.  Deep down inside, there’s nobody in the world more miserable than the lukewarm Christian … because they have too much of the world to be happy in Jesus, but too much of Jesus to be happy in the world.  Here’s how the Apostle Paul writes about this lukewarmness toward God in the second letter he sent to his friend Timothy, the pastor-teacher of the church at Ephesus … 
SECOND TIMOTHY 3:1-5 (GOOD NEWS TRANSLATION)
1-3 Remember there will be difficult times in the last days.  People will be selfish, greedy, boastful, and conceited; they will be insulting, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, and irreligious; they will be un kind, merciless, slanderers, violent, and fierce; they will hate good;

4-5 they will be treacherous, reckless, and swollen with pride; they will love pleasure rather than God; they will hold to the outward form of our religion, but reject its real power.  Keep away from such people. 

Listen to what 19th Century British pastor-teacher Charles Spurgeon wrote about lukewarm followers of Jesus and how they turn other people away from God …

Lukewarm one, what do worldlings [non-Christians] see in you?  They see a man, who says he is going to heaven, but who is only travelling at a snail’s pace; a man who is only half awake; who is as much like themselves as can be.  He may be morally consistent in his general behavior, but they see no energy in his religious character.

From a powerful sermon entitled An Earnest Warning Against Lukewarmness, here’s a paraphrase of how Spurgeon further describes the lukewarm church …
1. Lukewarm churches have prayer meetings, but there are few present, for they like quiet evenings home.  They may have schools, Bible-classes, and all sorts of programs; but they might as well be without them, for no energy is displayed and no good comes of them.

Friends, let’s pray with passion and in numbers.  Let’s have energy rooted in Jesus Christ, and not in our programs or in ourselves.  

2. Lukewarm churches have deacons and elders who are excellent pillars of the church, if the chief quality of pillars be to stand still, and exhibit no motion or emotion.

Gang, let’s make sure that our leaders are leading because they’re discerning and filled with God’s Holy Spirit, and not just because they’re people of influence.

3. The pastor of lukewarm churches may be a shining light of eloquence, but he is not a burning light of grace, setting people’s hearts on fire.

Friends, I can’t hit a home-run every Sunday, but if my teaching ever becomes not-focused on Jesus Christ, and not rooted in the WORD of God, fire me and find a pastor-teacher whose greatest desire is to shepherd this flock toward being grounded and guarded in the WORD of God, so that they can take on the character of Jesus Christ more fully, and then live out the will of God more consistently.  Promise me that you will do this.

4. In Lukewarm churches, everything is done in a half-hearted, listless, dead-and-alive way, as if it did not matter much whether it was done or not.

Gang, this is why we have a Mission.  So that it will be the compass God can use to help keep us alive, focused, and on course.  Inviting people into relationship with Jesus Christ, and then teaching them how to live in Him, loving others, and letting Him live through them … these things must remain our highest aims, goals, and desires.

5. In lukewarm churches things are respectably done, the rich families are not offended, the skeptical party is conciliated, and the good people are not quite alienated: things are made pleasant all around.
Friends, it’s been said that, “The role of the pastor is to comfort the disturbed, and to disturb the comfortable.”  How am I doing?

But here’s the deal … if you attend church week after week and don’t sense God and me using God’s WORD and worship to provoke you toward maturity and change in your faith, then we’ve become a lukewarm church.  And if that happens, either light a fire of revival here and invite the rest of us to come into the fire, or find another church.

Spurgeon’s list was much longer, but I think that you get the point.  He’s telling us to wake up, and to be a cool refreshment to those who are parched, and a hot challenge to those who are letting the world set their priorities instead of God.  And now, as we come to v. 17, we come to the CORRECTION Jesus brings to the church at Laodicea …
REVELATION 3:17 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
17 ‘Because you say, “I am rich, and have become wealthy, and have need of nothing,” and you do not know that you are wretched and miserable and poor and blind and naked,

Because Laodicea was the financial center of Asia Minor, it was written that the church there had many wealthy Christians in it.  Including people in the textile industry making cloth and clothing, and folks in the business of manufacturing medicines.

And in the midst of this wealthy, self-dependent climate, Jesus says that whenever our trust and our grounding is in anything other than Jesus Christ, our attitude will quickly become, “Hey I’ve got money [fame, a title, power, etc…] … so I don't need anything else.  Certainly not God.”  The problem with having lots of money is that so many worldly problems go away if you just throw money at them.

The other night I was watching The Discovery Channel show “American Chopper”.  It’s a show that’s been on for ten years now, and it’s made the stars, Paul Sr., Paul Jr., and Mikey Tuetul multi-millionaires and given them worldwide fame.

But during the last season Paul Sr. and Paul Jr. had a falling out and have now parted ways and aren’t speaking to one another.  It’s not just a story line.  It’s their life.

And on that episode I saw the other night, Paul Sr., said, “Our success has been the worst thing that could have ever happened to our family.”  How sad.

We all know … from our own stories, and from the stories of others, that money, or, frankly, too much of anything, be it power, fame, or a title, is what so often keeps us from being totally dependent on God for everything, big and small.

How many of you know in your knowers, that getting to that place where we're right with God isn’t a matter of becoming financially poor, but becoming spiritually poor?  Jesus said in MATTHEW 5:3 … “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”  And I see another FAITH LESSON for us here …

FAITH LESSON …

It doesn't matter how much or how little money we actually have in our bank account - we must be poor in spirit [humble] for our life with God to work.  We have to realize we have nothing, are nothing, can do nothing, and that we have need of all things in order to move past being lukewarm Christians and become maturing disciples.

The church at Laodicea lacked spiritual poverty.  They looked at their financial and physical condition and said, “we’re rich, we’re wealthy, and we have need of nothing.”  But Jesus looked at their spiritual condition and said you’re “wretched, miserable, poor, blind, and naked”.  But then in v. 18 God offers them some INSTRUCTIONS or CORRECTIONS … 

REVELATION 3:18 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
18 I advise you to buy from Me gold refined by fire so that you may become rich, and white garments so that you may clothe yourself, and that the shame of your nakedness will not be revealed; and eye salve to anoint your eyes so that you may see.

Again, true riches don’t come from earthly wealth, but from godly character that God the Father has refined in us by the fire of difficult times.  When a person doesn’t have Jesus in their heart, they can have all the wealth to buy anything in sight, but still be utterly discontent.  Like the Apostle Paul said to Timothy, they can have a form of religion, and still deny the power of God in their lives.

Throughout God’s WORD, white garments often refer to the robe of righteousness that Isaiah spoke about in ISAIAH 61:10, and that are given to those who are in Jesus Christ.  The Laodiceans were known for glossy black wool and the beautiful garments made out of that wool, and yet Jesus said to them, “You might be fashion divas, on the covers of GQ and Vanity Fair but what you really need are righteous garments of white, the covering of My grace”.

The Laodiceans were “blind” to the reality that they were living in a fool’s paradise … a proud church that was about to be rejected.  And the same Jesus who said, “Anoint your eyes with eye salve”, is the One Who, in John 9 put mud into the blind man’s eyes in and restored his sight.

And isn’t this the way God often works on our behalf?  The Great Physician almost always allows irritation to bring about illumination.  In other words, we have to have an awareness of, and a frustration with the problems in our lives, before we can begin to see that Jesus is the One we’re looking for, the One who can heal us, and the One who can put back together the pieces of our lives.

REVELATION 3:19 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
19 ‘Those whom I love, I reprove and discipline; therefore be zealous and repent.

How many of you know that coaches are always be the hardest on the players in whom they see the most promise?  Likewise, Jesus’ love is expressed in His reproof, and His discipline.  And so He commands the Laodiceans, and those of us gathered here today to make a decision to repent, and to continue on in zeal.

How long has it been, since you’ve been on your face before the Lord Jesus Christ saying to Him with a repentant, confessional heart, “Jesus, search and clean the thoughts in my mind, the words in my mouth, and the bitterness in my heart.”?

REVELATION 3:20 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
20 ‘Behold, I stand at the door and knock; if anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and will dine with him, and he with Me.

Friends, whether we’re using this as an invitation to people who aren’t yet in a relationship with Jesus Christ, or as a word of instruction to any church that finds itself in the lukewarm condition of Laodicea, notice that Jesus is standing outside.

Many of you have seen Warner Sallman’s painting “Christ At Heart’s Door,” where Jesus Christ is standing outside of the door knocking.  If you look closely, you’ll see that there’s no door handle on the outside of the door … it only opens from the inside.  That is a picture of the door of our hearts.

“Christ At Heart’s Door” BY WARNER SALLMAN …
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And like the church that Jesus was trying to get into for years, leaving Jesus outside is a terrible place for any individual or church to keep Him.  Is Jesus outside of you this morning?  Is He standing outside knocking, waiting for you to let Him in?  Is today the day when you’ll open the door and let Him in?

Why does Jesus stand outside the door and knock?  Why does He wait until someone opens the door?  Doesn’t He have every right to break down the door, or enter some other way?  Yes He does.

But Jesus allows every person to make their own choices … from salvation to everyday decisions.  And we have to make the choice to repent from our pride and self-sufficiency, from our human wisdom, and from our cowardly compromise.  Because only then will we be rescued from lukewarmness and enter into an intentional, hot, zealous relationship with Him.  Here’s the PROMISE, or the BLESSING Jesus offers to the church at Laodicea, and to you and to me …

REVELATION 3:21 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
21 ‘He who overcomes, I will grant to him to sit down with Me on My throne, as I also overcame and sat down with My Father on His throne.

Laodicea is the worst of the seven Churches, and yet Jesus offers them the most intimate promises, showing that nobody is beyond God’s loving, rescuing hands.

As followers of Jesus Christ, few of us would want to identify ourselves with the church at Laodicea.  We’d much rather have Jesus send us the letter He sent to the church at Philadelphia … the FAITHFUL church.  But gang, we desperately need to hear what the Holy Spirit is saying in all seven of these letters, because they’re all to the churches … which includes 2ND Street.  Oh, God, may You deliver us from the self-reliant, compromising lukewarmness that marked the church at Laodicea.

Let me close this morning’s teaching with a reading that Tim Hansel shares in his book When I Relax I Feel Guilty … words originally penned by a man named Wilbur Rees …
Three Dollars Worth Of God | by Wilbur Rees

I would like to buy three dollars worth of God, please.
Not enough to explode my soul or disturb my sleep.
Not enough to take control of my life.
I want just enough to equal a cup of warm milk.
Just enough to ease some of the pain from my guilt.

I would like to buy three dollars worth of God, please.
I would like to find a love that is pocket-sized.
I don’t want enough of God to make me love a black man,

or pick beets with a migrant.  Not enough to change my heart.
I can only stand just enough to take to church when I have time.
Just enough to equal a snooze in the sunshine.
I want ecstasy, not transformation.
I want the warmth of the womb, but not a new birth.

I would like to purchase a pound of the Eternal in a paper sack.
If it doesn’t work, I would like to get my money back.
I would like to buy three dollars worth of God, please.
I would like to hide some for a rainy day.
Not enough for people to see a change in me.
Not enough to impose any responsibility.
Just enough to make folks think I am ok.
Could I just get three dollars worth of God, please?

Gang, it’s time to stop playing church … it’s time to stop following Jesus half-heartedly.  Our heart’s desire has to be more than simply being containers to hold a tame, safe God.  Our heart’s desire has to be for God’s dangerous but life-giving passions to flow into us, and then out of us into the world.  Let’s not settle for three dollars worth of God.

Because what Wilbur Rees writes about is a domesticated, predictable, non-transformational God, Who is nothing like the God Whose Son Jesus Christ stepped out of heaven so that He could step into our lives.  Let’s close this teaching series by reading together Jesus’ final words from The Sermon On The Mount, in MATTHEW 7 from Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase THE MESSAGE.
MATTHEW 7:24-29 (THE MESSAGE)
24-25 These words I speak to you are not incidental additions to your life, homeowner improvements to your standard of living.  They are foundational words, words to build a life on.  If you work these words into your life, you are like a smart carpenter who built his house on solid rock.  Rain poured down, the river flooded, a tornado hit - but nothing moved that house.  It was fixed to the rock.

26-27 But if you just use My words in Bible studies and don't work them into your life, you are like a stupid carpenter who built his house on the sandy beach.  When a storm rolled in and the waves came up, it collapsed like a house of cards.

28-29 When Jesus concluded His address, the crowd burst into applause.  They had never heard teaching like this.  It was apparent that He was living everything He was saying - quite a contrast to their religion teachers!  This was the best teaching they had ever heard.
REVELATION 3:21-22 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
22 ‘He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.’”
For the last time in these letters we’re told to hear what the Holy Spirit says.  And friends, if Jesus thinks that this phrase is important enough to bring to us seven times, then let’s not back down from really listening to it seven times.  Jesus knows we’re slow to learn and slow to change.  He knows that one day we’re like the man who builds his house on the rock, and the next day we’re back to being sand-dwellers.

And so I remind you once more that all seven of these letters from Jesus are for all churches to receive, study, understand, and live into.  And more than that, the EXHORTATION at the end of each of these seven letters is to “He” (singular), meaning that every individual (including you and me) should hear and heed all the words of all seven of the letters.  Blessed be the WORD of the Lord.
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