
Revelation: Chapters 2-4: Seven Letters, Seven Churches 

This first section of Revelation revolves around the role of the Church (with a capital 

“C,” indicating the Church Universal as opposed to individual churches) on earth and in Heaven. 

The relationship of God to the Church is of primary importance, not just for the society of the 

Church, but for humanity as a whole.  

The gift and burden of the Church, in any time, is to glorify Christ in all His power. For a 

view of history that is solely human, Jesus is a man who lived, taught, healed, suffered, and died. 

But in Church history, Jesus is the Christ, the one who died and rose to life, continually revealed 

in all His power. There is no end to the story, and no calculating its immense power, greater than 

any other. The role of the Church is to communicate that story to the world, trusting not in her 

own power to create and act, but in God’s. 

These seven letters to the seven churches illustrate perfectly the divine artistry of 

Revelation: they speak to a concrete, detailed situation at that time, BUT their narration, number 

(7) and teachings are given for people and churches in all times and places … much like the rest 

of Revelation! Each letter is constructed similarly: 

1. A specific title/designation for God and God’s power 

2. Body of the letter 

3. A conclusion affirming the victory of God and the work/presence of the Spirit 

Letters 1-6 contain a fragment or reminder of an attribute given to the Son of Man in the 

first chapter: 

 Ephesus: he who holds seven stars and walks among seven golden lampstands 

 Smyrna: he who is first and last; who was dead and is now alive 

 Pergamum: the one who has the sharp two-edged sword 



 Thyatira: eyes like fire  

 Sardis: the seven stars 

 Philadelphia: the one who holds the keys, who can open and close doors 

Letter 7, to the church in Laodicea, sums up all of the attributes of Christ as the ultimate 

witness, the origin of God’s work of Creation, the Word made flesh, the only true and faithful 

one. 

All seven letters are Trinitarian in nature: they are communicated in the voice of God the 

Son, given by God the Father, and each one ends with a plea to hear what God the Holy Spirit is 

saying to the churches. All of them work together to bring about a statement of fact that is both 

promise and warning: what the Church is called to do is to act as the Body of Christ, but Christ 

has already won the victory over all the world. The Church, in her actions, must reflect that 

victory and triumph.  

 

Letter #1: The Church in Ephesus—Love, not works 

This church is working hard, making rules, enforcing standards. But they’ve forgotten 

what it’s like to be madly in love with God. They’ve forgotten the joy and exhilaration of that 

love in full bloom, and the spontaneity and freshness of their work and worship is long gone. 

This letter is meant as a condemnation of pure institutionality, rote worship, dullness of spirit, 

and morality at its stuffiest and most exclusive. It calls to mind the definition of love found in 1 

Corinthians, chapter 13. 

“Because love is union itself with God for the love of God. The works are of value only if 

they are the fruit of God’s love itself working in us. They have no other value, no intrinsic value, 

not even the practice of justice or of purity.” –Ellul, p. 129 



The lampstand that shines forth in the church will be removed, the letter says, if that love 

remains forgotten. The lampstand is a symbol not only of the light of Christ, but the ancient 

symbol found in the Jewish temples from the time of the tabernacle in the wilderness with Moses 

and the Israelites. It is a constant, a fixture for synagogues and churches, a symbol of Israel’s 

covenant with God. It’s also evocative of the menorah found in 2 Maccabees and the Jewish 

festival of Hanukkah, celebrating God’s provisions and miracles for the Hebrew people during a 

time of war. If the church forgets the extravagant love of God, this letter implies, then there is no 

use in the church at all. 

 

Letter #2: The Church in Smyrna—Poverty before God 

The church in Smyrna is one of two in this series that’s not being threatened with God’s 

condemnation. They are certainly being tested and persecuted by the surrounding community, 

though! The “Synagogue of Satan” spoken of in verse 9 is meant to call forth the image of Satan 

as “the Accuser.” The persecutors in the city of Smyrna are accusing those who should be their 

friends. Moreover, the persecutors are people who, until fairly recently, were the persecuted! 

Finding themselves on the side of the Romans for once, they’ve forgotten what it was like to 

suffer so. Instead of increasing their solidarity with the victimized, they’re distancing 

themselves. And the Roman state continues to make things more difficult for them. 

The church in Smyrna is poor—but only in material wealth. Their spiritual wealth is what 

makes them rich, with the same kind of spiritual luxury spoken of in the Beatitudes. And God 

tells them “do not fear.” Not because what they face isn’t a dangerous, precarious situation—but 

because God is with them, and they continue to call on God in the face of danger. The Church 

never stands alone when they call on the Lord.  



The admonition to “be faithful unto death” isn’t hyperbole. Physical death is always the 

limit to which Christians are called. Martyrdom is never meant to be the fate of a few, but of any 

Christian who stands in opposition to whatever powers happen to be in that place and time. 

Christ’s victory over death assures us that there is no force on earth powerful enough to separate 

us from the love of God and from the promise of resurrection, given to us by the One who was 

resurrected and who is the giver of that eternal life. 

 

Letter #3: The Church in Pergamum—Doctrine and practice 

Pergamum is a nexus of Greek and Oriental civilization. The church there is flourishing, 

but it’s bending itself in many ways to the whims of the bustling society in which it finds itself. 

There’s a clear conflict between Revelation (that which illustrates the work of God) and 

civilization (that which illustrates the work of humanity). 

Balaam’s story is mentioned to point out the folly of teaching others to disobey the word 

and will of God, even when you know perfectly well that you’re going against it! The church in 

Pergamum is, unlike the stiff, play-by-the-rules church in Ephesus, allowing for a lot of 

flexibility in the lives and habits of her members. Maybe too much. Evidently there were church 

members that indulged themselves socially with rites and activities that are contrary to God’s 

teachings for the church. “Repent,” the letter says. Turn back to God. The sharp sword is not of 

violence, but of division, and that is the sword that Christ brings to the churches. They will be 

divided, weakened, if they don’t bring each other back where they need to be. 

To those who remain faithful to God’s words, doctrine, and practice, however, a new 

name will be given; the name for our deepest selves that only God can know, God who knit us 



together in the womb and knows everything about us, more than we ourselves can know; our 

resurrection names will be given to us.  

 

Letter #4: The Church in Thyatira—Problems of the Spirit 

This church is heaped with praise and blessing … but also some warnings. Thyatira, as 

we mentioned last week, was a busy trade and industrial center. Special guilds for all of the 

many trade and manufacturing professions abounded, and with them, religious rites. The 

reference to “Jezebel,” of course, pulls us back to the story in 1 and 2 Kings. Here, it may 

indicate a specific prophetess in Thyatira, or it might be meant to indict all of the figures from 

other religious traditions there who are leading people astray. Idolatry is the name of this (bad) 

game, and Jezebel is teaching people how to play. This letter promises that not only is she in big 

trouble, so are those who listen to her and raise up others to do the same.  

What exactly is Jezebel teaching? Some of these rites involve sexual misdoings and 

eating food sacrificed to idols—bad enough—but Jacques Ellul claims that in addition to these, 

this letter is calling for an end to a form of Gnosticism. There were some, apparently, who 

claimed ultimate knowledge of God and God’s mysteries; that only through this knowledge 

could anyone really become a part of the life of God. Jesus’ response in this letter is: “I am the 

one who searches minds and hearts…” (2:23) Humans tend to take great pride in knowledge, 

intelligence, education; in human ability to gain power by that knowledge and set forth to 

conquer. Especially in this situation, humans seem to be seeking to conquer and control that 

which the Lord has already conquered and brought into God’s dominion. We cannot do the 

things that God does, nor ever truly know the reasons why God does them.  



What we do know, and what we must live and worship by, is that God does all and gives 

all for love of us. And much of what we do know comes from the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, 

that which hovers over and around us and Creation since before the beginning of all things. It is 

this discernment and recognition of the Spirit emphasized in the letter to Thyatira. The reference 

to “eyes like a flame of fire” (2:18) remind us of the flames at Pentecost, the fire of the Holy 

Spirit. 

 

Letter #5: The Church in Sardis—Life in Christ 

The church in Sardis is “dead.” It still exists, but it’s an empty shell, with no life or Spirit 

in it. But even in death, some small flame of life yearns to be fanned into a lively fire. This letter 

encourages the people to “strengthen what remains.” Not by their own efforts, but by what Christ 

has given them and taught them. Even at the brink of death, churches—and people—are called to 

the Resurrection; God still comes to all groups of people and bids them to new life. 

The faithful remnant isn’t called to get out and get away. Instead of further separation, 

they must rally around those whose faith is dying and continue to inspire new life. A remnant, no 

matter how faithful, can’t survive on its own. The rest of the church, there and elsewhere, must 

be drawn to recognize renewed life and become part of it. But how? 

God gives the church four decisions that keep life within the church: 

1. Repent—turn around, turn back to what drew you to the church in the first place 

(reminiscent of the first letter to Ephesus—fall back in love with God!) 

2. Remember—we forget, since our relationship with God is almost always mediated 

and imperfect, all that God has done and is doing in our lives and the life of the 

world. 



3. Keep/hold fast—not “keep” in the sense of a hoarder, holding on just for one’s own 

sake, but in ways that protect, honor, share, send forth, and encourage others to gain 

knowledge. Preserve the meaning of God’s words and acts without embalming them 

and refusing growth, or without trying to make them “live again” in incongruous 

ways. The Word is already alive and well! 

4. Vigilance—keep awake! Don’t be lulled into a false sense of security; watch and 

pray, knowing that faithful prayer is our most essential action, beyond any other in 

importance. 

Letter #6: The Church in Philadelphia—Faithfulness to the Word 

Philadelphia is the only other church besides Smyrna that isn’t condemned in this series 

of letters. As Smyrna was poor in material wealth but rich in spiritual wealth, Philadelphia is 

weak in worldly power but strong in spiritual power. In fact, this letter reinforces the idea that 

worldly power is a great weakness. 

“Power according to men as well as the spirit of power which that brings about is truly 

the absolute enemy of God.” –p. 138 

Human power tends to consume us and turn us away from God, who in the person of 

Jesus, inverted and transformed the notion of power altogether. Our faithfulness to the Word 

involves transforming our own vision of power, our own vision of “taking action” in earthly 

spheres (political, social, moral, evangelical) and, as with the church in Sardis, concentrating on 

the actions of faithful prayer and living, active trust in God. 

This letter presents three promises to this church (and to all churches and people) who live 

faithfully: 



1. The drawing of people into the church: again, not by the church’s actions and works, 

but by the action and work of God through them and the surrounding society. 

2. The open door: this is the door to the Kingdom, which no one can open or shut except 

God. The church’s admitted powerlessness allows God’s work to be made manifest. 

3. God will keep us: when we admit that we are powerless in ourselves, but that the 

unmatched power of God overrules and is always victorious, we are kept from 

despair. 

You’ll notice that many of these letters warn against complacency and against human 

vanity. Over and over, we’re told to relinquish the power we falsely believe that we have over 

our identities, other people’s identities and choices. Instead, we’re encouraged to embrace the 

identity that God has given us, to respect and celebrate God’s power. 

 

Letter #7: The Church in Laodicea—Hope 

What’s wrong with being lukewarm in our actions? The letter to the Laodiceans claims 

that the people, their spirit, and their worship is neither hot nor cold—it’s somewhere in between. 

The indication is that someone who’s lukewarm doesn’t want anything, doesn’t even sense that 

anything might be missing. And so those who are lukewarm don’t know how to hope for 

anything better. 

Those who are “cold” know something is missing, but they’re frozen into inaction, 

swallowed up by fear of failure. Those who are “hot” know that there is work to be done, and the 

fire spurs them into movement on behalf of the Church, listening always for the Holy Spirit to 

guide them on. Both cold and hot show us two different aspects of hope: those who are cold hope 



for warmth to inspire them and get them moving; those who are hot hope for continual 

motivation from the Spirit as they work and pray. 

But the lukewarm can’t even identify hope. Again, we see the theme of non-complacency 

at work. If a person, or a church, is perfectly happy with the way things are all the time, then 

someone’s not paying attention! No earthly being or institution can ever be perfect; even the best 

people and churches must always hope to become closer and closer to God’s image and purpose. 

Only God can really see us clearly, and we are the people that God sees and knows: “We do not 

say that God sees man as he actually is, but more truly, man is such as God sees him. The gaze of 

God creates the reality of man.” –p. 141 

One of the duties of the Church is to seek, find, and communicate the only hope that 

matters, which is hope in God. Not hope in our own abilities, powers, riches, status, or selves—

all of that will be taken from us, either in this life or at the end of it. And even if the Church fails 

to find this hope, Christ still stands at the door and knocks. If we can’t find the hope, Christ will 

always lead us to it. Remember from previous letters that while Christ asks the Laodiceans to 

open the door, it’s always really God that opens it for us.  

 

Some questions for further reflection: 

--What drew you to the church initially; what caused you to “fall in love” with Christ and the 

Church? Are those reasons still memorable and important to you? How can we rediscover our 

passion for God as part of God’s church? 

--Considering that acts of love, not faith or morality, seem to be of primary importance, how do 

our actions compare, both day-to-day and within the Church? Do we act out of love or fear? 



--Looking again at the letter to Pergamum, what kinds of social “rites” or activities do we 

participate in that might be contrary to God’s teachings? What about societal stances on money 

and power and our participation there? 

--What does a “dead” church look like today? Where do we, as church members, declare our 

lives to be? 

 


