SUNDAY EVENING MESSAGE -+ The Letters to the Churches

The Church of the Laodiceans
Revelation 3:14-22
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Introduction

“Laodicea has the grim distinction of being the only church of which the risen Christ has
nothing good to say.” — William Barclay'

“And unto the angel of the church of the Laodiceans write;”

Laodicea is mentioned earlier in the New Testament in connection with the church at
Colossae (Colossians 2:1; 4:13—16). The two cities, along with Hierapolis, formed a triad
of sister cities in the Lycus Valley. Hierapolis lay about seven miles north and was
famous for its hot mineral springs. Colossae, roughly ten miles to the southeast, was
known for its cold, pure mountain water. Laodicea itself had no adequate water supply of
its own. Water had to be piped in from the neighboring cities. By the time it arrived, the
water was lukewarm—mneither refreshing like the cold water of Colossae nor therapeutic
like the hot springs of Hierapolis. It was tepid, and it left a bad taste in the mouth.

The city was wealthy and self-sufficient. It sat on a major trade route and was famous for
three things that the risen Lord will turn into spiritual metaphors:

I'William Barclay, The Revelation of John, 3rd ed., fully revised and updated, vol. 1 (Louisville, KY: Westminster
John Knox Press, 2004), 149.
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1. Banking and finance. Cicero cashed his letters of credit there. It was one of the
wealthiest cities in the world. After a devastating earthquake in A.D. 60, Laodicea
proudly refused Roman aid and rebuilt from its own resources.? 3

2. Glossy black wool. The soft, raven-black wool of the region was woven into
expensive garments and exported throughout the empire.*

3. Eye salve. A medical school associated with the nearby temple of Men Karou
produced a famous powder used as an eye ointment and exported widely.’

A large Jewish population also lived in the city. The Talmud later spoke scornfully of the
ease and spiritual laxity of the Laodicean Jews.°

Notice the unusual wording of the address: “the church of the Laodiceans” rather than
“the church in Laodicea.” The name Laodicea itself is formed from laos (“people”) and a
form of the verb “to rule.” It means “the rule of the people.”” This church, it seems,
belonged more to the people than to the Lord.

“These things saith the Amen, the faithful and true witness, the beginning of the
creation of God;” (Revelation 3:14)

Jesus presents Himself with three titles. First, He is “the Amen.” This is the only time in
Scripture that the word is used as a title for God. It means “so be it,” “truly,” or “the final
word.” When Jesus speaks, the matter is settled. He is the God of truth (Isaiah 65:16).

Second, He is “the faithful and true witness.” He had already called Himself “the faithful
witness” in Revelation 1:5; here He adds “and true.” “Faithful” means reliable and
trustworthy. “True” means genuine and authentic. The Greek word for “witness” is
martys—the root of our word “martyr.” Jesus is the ultimate Witness who sealed His
testimony with His blood. Even if we are never called to die for Christ, we are still called
to lay down our lives in daily self-sacrifice as faithful witnesses.

Third, He is “the beginning of the creation of God.”” The word “beginning” (arché) does
not mean that Jesus was the first created being. It means “source,” “origin,” or “the One
who begins.” He is the Creator through whom all things came into existence (John 1:3;
Colossians 1:16—17; Hebrews 1:2, 10).

I. The Condition of the Church of the Laodiceans

2Barclay, The Revelation of John, 150.

3Thomas, Revelation 1-7, 298.

“Robert L. Thomas, Revelation 1-7: An Exegetical Commentary (Chicago: Moody Publishers, 1992), 298.
3John F. MacArthur Jr., Revelation 1-11 (Chicago: Moody Press, 1999), 135.

®MacArthur, Revelation 1-11, 135.

7Thomas, Revelation 1-7, 296.
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A. The Illustration of Their Condition (vv. 15-16)

“I know thy works, that thou art neither cold nor hot: I would thou wert cold or hot. So
then because thou art lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I will spue thee out of my
mouth.” (Revelation 3:15-16)

Jesus diagnoses their spiritual temperature with an illustration every Laodicean would
immediately understand. The water that arrived in their city after traveling from the hot
springs of Hierapolis or the cold springs of Colossae was lukewarm—unappealing and
nauseating. That is exactly how their spiritual condition made the Lord feel. “Spue thee
out of my mouth” is strong language for vomiting.

Lukewarm Christianity is neither openly hostile to Christ nor fervently devoted to Him. It
is the religion of the half-hearted. Paul warned Timothy of a coming day when people
would have “a form of godliness but denying the power thereof” (2 Timothy 3:5). Many
churches today fit that description. They are not against the Lord, but neither are they on
fire for Him.

Lukewarm churches usually contain a mixture of weak believers and unconverted
members who have never truly been born again. Jesus Himself said, “Not every one that
saith unto me, Lord, Lord, shall enter into the kingdom of heaven... And then will I
profess unto them, I never knew you. depart from me, ye that work iniquity ” (Matthew
7:21-23).

J. Vernon McGee observed that the Laodicean and Philadelphian churches exist side by
side in our day. The great division is not between denominations, but between those who
believe, love, and obey the Word of God and those who reject it.®

John Phillips compares the Laodicean condition to Lot in Sodom. The angels could
scarcely speak civilly to him. The citizens of Sodom tolerated him in their councils but
sneered at his religion. Lot lost his fortune, his family, and nearly his faith—all because
he wanted the best of both this world and the next. “I would thou wert cold or hot,” said
the Lord.’

B. Their Deception Concerning Their Condition (v. 17)

“Because thou sayest, I am rich, and increased with goods, and have need of nothing;
and knowest not that thou art wretched, and miserable, and poor, and blind, and
naked:” (Revelation 3:17)

Here is the tragedy of Laodicea: they were completely deceived about their true spiritual
state. Material prosperity had convinced them that everything was fine. They said, “I am

8J. Vernon McGee, Thru the Bible Commentary, electronic ed., vol. 5 (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1997), 923.

°John Phillips, Exploring Revelation: An Expository Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, 2009),
on Revelation 3:15-16.
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rich... and have need of nothing. ” The Lord replied, “Thou art wretched, and miserable,
and poor, and blind, and naked.”

Notice the deliberate contrast with the city’s sources of pride. They boasted of their gold,
yet Christ called them poor. They produced the finest black wool, yet He said they were
naked. They manufactured the famous eye salve, yet He declared them blind. Every
earthly strength had become a spiritual liability.

Wealth itself is not sinful. But it is a dangerous stumbling block. Jesus warned, “Ye
cannot serve God and mammon’ (Matthew 6:24). He told the parable of the rich fool
who said to his soul, “Take thine ease, eat, drink, and be merry,” only to hear God say,
“Thou fool, this night thy soul shall be required of thee” (Luke 12:19-20). The Lord
wants His people to remember that we are strangers and pilgrims. We must lay up
treasure in heaven, not on earth (Matthew 6:19-21).

Application: It is possible for a church—or an individual Christian—to be outwardly
successful, financially comfortable, and doctrinally orthodox, and yet be spiritually poor,
blind, and naked in the eyes of the Lord. Self-sufficiency is the opposite of the poverty of
spirit that Jesus blessed in the Beatitudes.

I1. The Counsel for the Church of the Laodiceans

A. His Concern for the Church (vv. 18-19)

“I counsel thee to buy of me gold tried in the fire, that thou mayest be rich; and white
raiment, that thou mayest be clothed, and that the shame of thy nakedness do not
appear; and anoint thine eyes with eyesalve, that thou mayest see. As many as I love, 1
rebuke and chasten: be zealous therefore, and repent.” (Revelation 3:18—-19)

Jesus does not abandon this church. He “counsels” them—Ilanguage they understood as a
banking and commercial center. He offers them three investments that only He can

supply.

1. Gold tried in the fire. This speaks of genuine spiritual riches that survive the testing
of God’s judgment (1 Corinthians 3:12—15). Job declared, “When he hath tried me, |
shall come forth as gold” (Job 23:10). Peter wrote that the trial of our faith is “much
more precious than of gold that perisheth” (1 Peter 1:7). The banking city needed to
become rich toward God.

2. White raiment. In contrast to the glossy black wool for which Laodicea was famous,
the Lord offers white garments that speak of purity and the righteousness of the saints
(Revelation 19:8). White clothing appears repeatedly in Revelation as the dress of the
redeemed (3:5; 4:4; 6:11; 7:9, 13—14).

3. Eyesalve. The city that produced the famous eye ointment needed spiritual vision that
only Christ can give. “Where there is no vision, the people perish” (Proverbs 29:18).
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True spiritual sight comes through the Word of God and the illuminating work of the
Holy Spirit.

Then comes the heart of the counsel: “As many as I love, I rebuke and chasten: be
zealous therefore, and repent.” The sharp rebuke is not evidence of rejection but of love.
The Lord’s discipline is a mark of His genuine affection for His people. The only proper
response is to become zealous (the opposite of lukewarm) and to repent.

B. His Call to the Church (vv. 20-22)

“Behold, I stand at the door, and knock: if any man hear my voice, and open the door,
I will come in to him, and will sup with him, and he with me. To him that overcometh
will I grant to sit with me in my throne, even as I also overcame, and am set down with
my Father in his throne. He that hath an ear, let him hear what the Spirit saith unto
the churches.” (Revelation 3:20-22)

The most startling picture in the letter is this: Jesus is standing outside His own church,
knocking. The church that claimed to need nothing had locked the Lord out.

The invitation is both corporate and individual. “If any man hear my voice...” Even if the
church as a whole remains lukewarm, any individual can still open the door. The door
opens only from the inside. Jesus will not force His way in. We must hear His voice
through the Word and the Spirit, and then willingly open our hearts to Him.

This is first and foremost an invitation to genuine fellowship with Christ. It is also a clear
gospel invitation. Many in lukewarm churches have never truly been saved. The Lord is
“not willing that any should perish, but that all should come to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9).
“Whosoever shall call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved” (Romans 10:13). “And
the Spirit and the bride say, Come... And whosoever will, let him take the water of life
freely” (Revelation 22:17).

The promise to the overcomer is staggering: “To him that overcometh will I grant to sit
with me in my throne.” Who is the overcomer? “Who is he that overcometh the world,
but he that believeth that Jesus is the Son of God?” (1 John 5:5). True believers will reign
with Christ (Revelation 20:6; Matthew 19:28).

The letter closes with the same refrain found in all seven letters: “He that hath an ear, let
him hear what the Spirit saith unto the churches.” This message is not only for first-
century Laodicea. It is for every church and every believer in every generation.

Conclusion

John Phillips observed that the Laodicean church is the archetype of much of the present-
day church in the Western world. Churches seek escape from spiritual reality in many
directions: cold orthodoxy without love, isolationist exclusivism, empty ritualism,
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rationalism that denies the fundamentals of the faith, a purely social gospel, occultism,
ecumenical compromise that sacrifices truth, and materialism that treats money as the
solution to every spiritual problem.!°

The danger is real for us as well. We can become comfortable, self-sufficient, and
lukewarm while still maintaining the outward forms of fundamental Christianity. We can
say, “We have need of nothing,” and never realize that the Lord Jesus is standing outside,
knocking.

The question is not primarily about the church as a whole. The question is personal: Have
I opened the door? Is Jesus on the inside of my life, sharing intimate fellowship with
me? Or is He still standing outside, patiently knocking?

The Lord’s final word to Laodicea—and to us—is both a warning and an invitation of
love: “As many as I love, I rebuke and chasten: be zealous therefore, and repent...
Behold, I stand at the door, and knock.”

May God give us ears to hear, hearts to repent, and the grace to open the door wide.

“He that hath an ear, let him hear what the Spirit saith unto the churches.”
— Revelation 3:22

10Phillips, Exploring Revelation, on Revelation 3:17.
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