Book of Revelation

11 – The Seven Churches – Laodicea

[To the Church in Laodicea (Λαοδίκεια)]

[14] “And to the angel of the church in Laodicea write: ‘The words of the Amen, the faithful and true witness, the beginning of God's creation.

[15] “‘I know your works: you are neither cold nor hot. Would that you were either cold or hot! [16] So, because you are lukewarm, and neither hot nor cold, I will spit you out of my mouth. [17] For you say, I am rich, I have prospered, and I need nothing, not realizing that you are wretched, pitiable, poor, blind, and naked. [18] I counsel you to buy from me gold refined by fire, so that you may be rich, and white garments so that you may clothe yourself and the shame of your nakedness may not be seen, and salve to anoint your eyes, so that you may see. [19] Those whom I love, I reprove and discipline, so be zealous and repent. [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 eat with him, and he with me. [21] The one who conquers, I will grant him to sit with me on my throne, as I also conquered and sat down with my Father on his throne. [22] He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.’” (Revelation 3:14-22 ESV)

 1. First impressions

(a) Blah...

(b) No praise or commendation

(c) Church is completely self-absorbed, navel-gazing, oblivious to true condition

(d) Is there a sense of desperation in Jesus' voice?

 2. Background

(a) Laodicea became important only in Roman times. It was capital of the Cibryatic convention, which included at least twenty-five towns. It was also the wealthiest Phrygian city, and especially prosperous in this period. It was ten miles west of Colosse and six miles south of Hierapolis. Zeus was the city’s patron deity, but Laodiceans also had temples for Apollo, Asclepius (the healing deity), Hades, Hera, Athena, Serapis, Dionysus and other deities. Many Jewish people lived in Phrygia. (IVP BBC NT)

(b) Cold water (and sometimes spiced hot water) was preferred for drinking, and hot water for bathing, but Laodicea lacked a natural water supply. Water piped in from hot springs six miles to the south, like any cold water that could have been procured from the mountains, would be lukewarm by the time it reached Laodicea. Although water could be heated, the natural lukewarmness of local water (in contrast with the hot water available at nearby Hierapolis) was undoubtedly a standard complaint of local residents, most of whom had an otherwise comfortable lifestyle. (Their imported water was also full of sediment, though better, said the geographer Strabo, than the water of Hierapolis.) Jesus says: “Were you hot [i.e., for bathing] or cold [i.e., for drinking], you would be useful; but as it is, I feel toward you the way you feel toward your water supply—you make me sick.” (ibid)

(c) Laodicea was a prosperous banking center; proud of its wealth, it refused Roman disaster relief after the earthquake of a.d. 60, rebuilding from its own resources. It was also known for its textiles (especially wool) and for its medical school and production of ear medicine and undoubtedly the highly reputed Phrygian eye salve. Everything in which Laodicea could have confidence outwardly, its church, which reflected its culture, lacked spiritually. (ibid)

(d) Although Greeks did not share Palestinian Jews’ moral abhorrence of nudity, everyone except Cynic sages agreed that the lack of clothing described here, that of poverty (here spiritual), was undesirable. Phrygian “eye salve” (kjv, nasb) was apparently not an ointment per se but was probably powdered and smeared on to the eyelids (contrast Tobit 6:8). On white garments cf. Revelation 3:4; here it may be a stark contrast with Laodicea’s famous “black wool.” (ibid)

(e) Damaged by an earthquake in a.d. 60, self-sufficient Laodicea, a commercial center and site of thriving medical and textile industries, declined imperial disaster relief. The city did not see itself as “poor, blind, and naked” (v. 17), nor did the complacent church within it. In this last church alone Jesus finds nothing to commend. Laodicea was famous for its worship of Zeus, who appears on some of the city’s coinage. Today one can still view unexcavated remnants of the city wall, two theaters, a stadium from the time of Vespasian (c. a.d. 79), and a second-century bath and/or gymnasium with adjacent water tower. An aqueduct came from the south toward Laodicea, bringing water rich in minerals. There is evidence of Jewish presence in Laodicea. Twenty pounds of gold were confiscated in the first century b.c. from Jews who intended to send it as a temple tax to Jerusalem (Cicero, For Flaccus 28).  (ESV SB Notes)

(f) Given the Lycus Valley's excellent conditions for grazing sheep, the region became widely known for the production of black wool. Laodicea was also a banking center and the home of a famous medical school." (RNT)

 3. Parallels between Ephesus and Laodicea

	
	Ephesus
	Laodicea

	Condition
	Zealous, enduring patiently
	Lukewarm, self-sufficient and complacent

	Exhortation
	Repent – find your first love
	Repent – become zealous

	Gold from God
	Golden lampstands
	Buy from me gold refined by fire

	Warning
	I will remove your lampstand
	Spit you out of my mouth

	Promise
	Grant to eat of the tree of life
	I will eat with him

	
	In the paradise of God
	Sit with me on my throne


 4. Parallels with other letters

(a) More potential parallels with other letters than any of the previous six

(b) A fitting closing to the first Act in the drama

(c) The three items to “buy from me” echoes all six, previous letters

(d) Eating and table fellowship appears to be important throughout the letters

	Term (Laodicea)
	Earlier Phrase
	Church (letter #)

	Faithful and true witness
	Faithful witness
	Pergamum (3)

	
	The true one
	Philadelphia (6)

	Beginning (of God's creation)
	First and last
	Smyrna (2)

	Rich / poor
	Poverty / but you are rich
	Smyrna (2)

	Need nothing / wretched
	Little power
	Philadelphia (6)

	Blind / eyes
	Eyes like a flame of fire

Wake up
	Thyatira (4)

Sardis (5)

	Naked / clothed
	Sexual immorality

Commit adultery

Garments
	Pergamum (3)

Thyatira (4)

Sardis (5)

	Gold refined by fire
	Patient endurance

Tribulation

Hold fast

Eyes like a flame of fire

Feet are like burnished bronze

Patient endurance
	Ephesus (1)

Smyrna (2)

Pergamum (3)

Thyatira (4)

Thyatira (4)

Philadelphia (6)

	White (garments)
	White stone

White garments
	Pergamum (3)

Sardis (5)

	(Those whom I) love
	Abandoned the love

I have loved you
	Ephesus (1)

Philadelphia (6)

	Door
	Shuts / opens
	Philadelphia (6)

	Eat
	Eat of the tree of life

Ten days (Daniel's test of food)

Eat food sacrificed to idols

The hidden manna

Eat food sacrificed to idols
	Ephesus (1)

Smyrna (2)

Pergamum (3)

Pergamum (3)

Thyatira (4)

	With him, and he with me
	Confess his name

I will make him a pillar

I will write on him
	Sardis (5)

Philadelphia (6)

Philadelphia (6)

	(My) throne
	Satan's throne
	Pergamum (3)


 5. Letter Elements

(a) Self-identification

 i. The Amen (Hebrew)

 A. At the beginning of a discourse: faithful, truly

 B. At the end: so be it, may it be fulfilled

 ii. The faithful and true witness

 A. 1:5 (Jesus Christ the faithful witness)

 B. Essentially an expansion of “Amen”

 C. Jesus remains faithful, regardless of what happens elsewhere

 iii. The beginning (αρχη – arche) of God's creation

 A. 1:5 (the firstborn of the dead)

 B. 1:17 (I am the first)

 C. What does “beginning” mean?

· Chronological order or priority?

· Arche can also mean leader or ruler – this is perhaps the most apropos 

· Letter ends with the topic of authority, so starting with it makes sense

 D. What creation is Jesus referring to here?

· Creation of the original world

· The restored creation

(b) Church situation

 i. Reality: You are neither cold nor hot... you are lukewarm

 A. No zeal

 B. Cold → refreshing; hot → relaxing, medicinal benefits

· Note: “Cold” is not a bad thing; “lukewarm” is what is bad

 ii. Self-perception: You say, I am rich, I have prospered, and I need nothing

 A. Believing the lie that visible circumstances necessarily reflect eternal realities

 B. We are doing enough to maintain fellowship with God 

 iii. Reality: You are wretched, pitiable, poor, blind, and naked

 A. A spirit of arrogance and self-sufficiency

 B. Pushed God out of the church; i.e., no longer in fellowship

 C. No conflict with the world → full accommodation of worldly demands

(c) Warnings

 i. I will spit you out of my mouth

 A. God does not tolerate all conditions forever; there comes a time when those who choose to remain unfaithful are “spit out”

(d) Exhortation

 i. First three directly counter physical situation at Laodicea

 A. Buy from me gold refined by fire, so that you may be rich

· Laodicea was a banking center – it was physically wealthy

· Genuine riches come not from worldly gold but from God

 B. [Buy from me] white garments so that you may clothe yourself and the shame of your nakedness may not be seen

· Laodicea was known for its black wool and cloth made from it

· Physical covering can do nothing to cover spiritual deficiencies

· Only spiritual covering (white) from Jesus can cover spiritual nakedness

 C. [Buy from me] salve to anoint your eyes, so that you may see

· Laodicea was known for its eye salve (powder rubbed over the eyes)

· Worldly medicine can treat physical disease, but spiritual blindness and sin can only be cured by the power of God

 ii. Be zealous and repent

 A. Stop being lukewarm: become hot and cold

 B. Reliance upon worldly security is lukewarmness

 C. Repent from reliance upon the world and trust in Jesus to supply genuine riches

 iii. I stand at the door and knock... open the door... [so I can] come in

 A. NOT about evangelism

 B. Jesus is speaking to those who already claim to follow him

 C. Romans (i.e., army) forced “hospitality” by going in uninvited

 D. Jesus asks to be invited in

 E. Hospitality – “I will come in to him and eat with him, and he with me”

· “To eat” together means there is friendship between the parties

· Jesus is talking about mutual fellowship and trust

 F. The Laodiceans had thrown Jesus out of their “house”

 G. Now Jesus is asking to be let back in

(e) Promise

 i. I will grant him to sit with me on my throne, as I also conquered and sat down with my Father on his throne

 A. All promises from previous letters fall under this one

· To sit with Jesus on his throne is to share his authority and privileges

	City
	Promises

	Ephesus
	The right to eat from the tree of life

	Smyrna
	The crown of life

	
	Not be hurt by the second death

	Pergamum
	The hidden manna

	
	A white stone

	
	A new name

	Thyatira
	Authority over the nations

	
	Rule over the nations

	
	Break earthen pots into pieces

	
	Give him the morning star

	Sardis
	Walk with Jesus in white

	
	Clothed in white garments

	
	Name always in the book of life

	
	Jesus confesses their names before the Father

	
	Jesus confesses their names before the angels

	Philadelphia
	Kept from the hour of trial

	
	Made a pillar in the temple of God

	
	Never goes out of the temple

	
	Write on him the name of God

	
	Write on him the name of the city of God

	
	Write on him my new name

	Laodicea
	All that Jesus promises belong to his followers


 6. Summary of Letter to Church in Laodicea

(a) By incorporating so much of what has already been seen in previous letters, the letter to the church in Laodicea is a fitting closing to the series of seven letters

(b) Fellowship with Jesus is the only necessary thing (applied to each church) – 

 i. Prevents judgmentalism

 ii. Helps Christians endure patiently

 iii. Prevents wrong fellowship with the world

 iv. Prevents unhealthy accommodation of worldly demands

 v. Is the source of life

 vi. Provides genuine belonging

 vii. Prevents self-reliance

 7. Summary of the Act of Seven Letters

(a) First Act and Scene in the drama of Revelation 

(b) Opened with Jesus walking among the lampstands

 i. Throughout the letters, Jesus' personal presence is emphasized

 ii. Jesus' coming is most often found in the present-tense

(c) The preeminent divine being speaks to earth-bound followers

(d) The critical issue is the battle of ideas: truth vs. lies

 i. All specific issues identified in each church can be generalized to this

 ii. The primary lie is this: the world can provide security, belonging, and peace

 iii. The generalized truth: only Jesus provides genuine security, belonging, and peace

(e) Holding fast to the truth is accomplished by remaining in fellowship with Jesus 

 i. It is not about right knowledge of system of beliefs

 ii. It is about table fellowship: sharing a meal together

(f) Those who have Jesus are guaranteed victory

(g) Jesus shares with the victors his power, authority, and belonging with the Father

 i. Full benefits of victory are found in the future-tense

(h) In a drama the opening scene(s) usually introduce the main characters and the primary conflict. In Revelation:

 i. Characters: Jesus, church, world

 ii. Conflict: see above ( 7.(d))

(i) The anticipation builds: 

 i. How will Jesus guide his church to victory?

 ii. How will the church respond to his leading?

 iii. How will the world respond to Jesus and his church?

 iv. How will the conflict be resolved?

