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SUNDAY EVENING MESSAGE
The Letters to the Churches

The Church of the Laodiceans — Revelation 3:14-22
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The Church of the Laodiceans (Revelation 3:14 — 22)

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;”

This church is mentioned previously in the New Testament in association with the Church in
Colossae, which was located approximately ten miles further south and east. (Colossians 2:1; 4:13
—16) It was located approximately 100 miles east of Ephesus and about forty miles southeast of
Philadelphia. Also nearby was the city of Hierapolis, which was just seven miles to the north.
Colossae, Hierapolis, and Laodicea were a triad of sister cities. Hierapolis was known for its hot
springs and Colossae was known for its cold water. Laodicea did not have a significant source of

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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its own water and was forced to rely upon her two neighbors to pipe in a sufficient supply of
water.

Laodicea was a wealthy city located on a major trade route that was known for an eye salve that
has since been proven scientifically to have no healing value for the eyes even though it was big
industry for them in Bible days. According to William Barclay, Laodicea apparently had an
ointment that was used for the ears as well:

Laodicea was also an important center of ancient medicine. The nearby temple of the
Phrygian god Men Karou had an important medical school associated with it. That school
was most famous for an eye salve that it had developed, which was exported all over the
Greco-Roman world.?

It also had a thriving wool industry as did its neighbor Colossae:

The major product was a widely sought after soft wool that was glossy black in color. The
wool was woven into garments for local use and export trade. It was in competition with
its neighbors in Colosse and Hierapolis, where wool was also manufactured, but apparently
was the economic victor because of the peculiar black and soft qualities of its own wool.?

The city also was a great banking and financial center. “When Cicero was travelling in Asia Minor,
it was at Laodicea that he cashed his letters of credit. It was one of the wealthiest cities in the
world.”* Thomas states:

The prosperity of the city was illustrated following a great earthquake of a.d. 60, which
destroyed the city and other cities around it. As was its habit, the Roman government
offered substantial aid in rebuilding the devastation. Yet Laodicea was not among those
cities who received help. Whether the government refused to offer it because of their
great wealth, or Laodicea refused it because they did not need it, is debated. Whatever the
case, the reason was wealth. Even nearby Hierapolis, a prosperous city in its own right,
received imperial aid for rebuilding. Laodicea not only received none, but its citizens even
contributed heavily in helping rebuild some of the other cities.?

The city was believed to have been built by Antiochus Il and named after his wife, Laodice. It is
also believed that there was a large population of Jews within the city.

MacArthur states:

Though its original settlers were largely from Syria, a significant number of Jews also settled
there. A local governor once forbade the Jews from sending the temple tax to Jerusalem.
When they attempted to do so despite the prohibition, he confiscated the gold they

2 John F. MacArthur Jr., Revelation 1-11 (Chicago: Moody Press, 1999), 135.

3 Robert L. Thomas, Revelation 1-7: An Exegetical Commentary (Chicago: Moody Publishers, 1992), 298.
4 Barclay, The Revelation of John, 150.

5 Thomas, Revelation 1-7, 298.
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intended for that tax. From the amount of the seized shipment, it has been calculated that
7,500 Jewish men lived in Laodicea; there would have been several thousand more women
and children. Even the Talmud spoke scornfully of the life of ease and laxity lived by the
Laodicean Jews.®

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

It is interesting the way this greeting is worded. It is written to the church “of the” Laodiceans,
instead of the church “of” or the church “in” Laodicea. This seems to indicate that this church
belonged to the Laodiceans rather than to the Lord Jesus Christ. According to Thomas, “The name
Laodicea is derived from combining Aao¢ (laos, “people”) with Sikaw (dikad, “I rule”). It conveys
the sense “the rule of the people,” i.e., a democracy.””’

There are three descriptions given by the Lord Jesus Christ of Himself to the Church of the
Laodiceans, one of which we saw previously in chapter one, but the other two are new to this
passage. Jesus described himself as “the faithful witness” in Revelation 1:5 and here he adds “and
true.” Faithful and true are similar and synonymous words. “Faithful” means reliable or
trustworthy, while “true” means genuine or authentic. “Witness” is the Greek word, “pnaptug”
(martys), which is the word we use for martyr. Martyrs are the ultimate witnesses for the Lord
and Jesus was the ultimate martyr. A practical lesson that we can all glean from this is that even
if we are not called upon by the Lord to pay the ultimate price, we can still be an effective witness
for the Lord by laying down our lives in self-sacrifice.

Jesus also calls Himself the “Amen” here in this verse, and this is the only time out of the 78 times
that the word is used in the Bible that it is used as reference to God. It means “so be it”, “surely”,
“verily,” or “truly.” It is often used following the statement that it is emphasizing as the final word
on the subject. Jesus is the final word; He is the final authority. There can be no further
clarification when He speaks, because He is the “God of truth” (Hebrew for “truth” is “amen” in
Isaiah 65:16). What He is about to say to this church in Laodicea will be the final authoritative

word.

“The beginning of the creation of God” is an interesting phrase. It sounds like it is saying that
Jesus was the first of all that God created, which would make Him a created being. However, the
word “beginning” (apxn - arché) in this context means “source” or “origin”; “the person or thing
that commences”. It is not stating that the Creation began with Him as the One being the first
created; it is stating that He is the source of Creation or that all creation begins with Him; He is

the Creator.

"All things were made by him; and without him was not any thing made that was made." (John
1:3)

6 MacArthur, Revelation 1-11, 135.
7 Thomas, Revelation 1-7, 296.
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"For by him were all things created, that are in heaven, and that are in earth, visible and
invisible, whether they be thrones, or dominions, or principalities, or powers: all things were
created by him, and for him: And he is before all things, and by him all things consist."
(Colossians 1:16 & 17)

"Hath in these last days spoken unto us by his Son, whom he hath appointed heir of all things, by
whom also he made the worlds; ... And, Thou, Lord, in the beginning hast laid the foundation of
the earth; and the heavens are the works of thine hands:" (Hebrews 1:2, 10)

I. The Condition of the Church of the Laodiceans
A. The lllustration of their Condition (vs. 15— 16)

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

Jesus first describes their spiritual condition using the illustration of lukewarmness, which was
the temperature of the water in Laodicea after it travelled the seven miles from the hot springs
in Hierapolis, or the ten miles from the cold springs of Colosse. Lukewarm water is not appealing
to most people. Jesus particularly was not fond of it, and He stated that the spiritual condition of
Laodicea was making Him sick. “Spue thee out of my mouth” is a reference to vomiting.

Most of the churches today would be considered lukewarm. They are not necessarily against the
Lord, but they are certainly not fervent in their zeal for the Lord, either. Paul warned Timothy
about the condition of the churches in these last days:

"Having a form of godliness, but denying the power thereof: from such turn away." (2 Timothy
3:5)
Lukewarm churches contain some spiritually weak Christians as well as some lost members mixed
in:

"Not every one that saith unto me, Lord, Lord, shall enter into the kingdom of heaven; but he
that doeth the will of my Father which is in heaven. Many will say to me in that day, Lord, Lord,
have we not prophesied in thy name? and in thy name have cast out devils? and in thy name
done many wonderful works? And then will | profess unto them, | never knew you: depart from
me, ye that work iniquity." (Matthew 7:21-23)

McGee believes that the Laodicean church and the Philadelphia church live symbolically side-by-
side today:

This is a heart-searching message for this hour because we are living in the time of the
Laodicean church and of the Philadelphian church. Both of them are side by side, and there
is a great bifurcation in Christianity today. It is not in denominations, and it is not Romanism
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and Protestantism. The great bifurcation consists of those who believe the Word of God
and follow it, love it, obey it, and those who reject it. That is the line of division today.®

John Phillips equates this church to Lot in Sodom:

This condition is illustrated in the story of Lot. The angels who visited this backslidden
believer in Sodom could scarcely speak civilly to him, and only with the greatest reluctance
did they accept his hospitality. They came as close to impatience as shining ones can. The
citizens of Sodom detested Lot. They allowed him a high place in their councils, but they
sneered at his religion and were contemptuous of his sermons. Lot lost his fortune in
Sodom, he lost his family in Sodom, and he almost lost his faith in Sodom—all because he
wanted the best out of both this world and the one to come. Thus it was with Laodicea. “I
would thou wert cold or hot,” said the Lord.?

B. Their Deception and Jesus Description Regarding Their Condition (v. 17)

"Because thou sayest, | 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)

The Church at Laodicea thought that because they were materially blessed, that they were doing
OK in every other area. They were deceived and blind to their actual condition.

Jesus specifically speaks about the fact that they are rich, materially. But spiritually, they were
poor and blind, and naked. The blindness is probably an illusion to the eye salve, and the
nakedness may be a reference to the wool. Both items were sources of their tremendous material
wealth. Wealth is not evil, but it can many times be a major stumbling block in a Christian’s life.

"No man can serve two masters: for either he will hate the one, and love the other; or else he
will hold to the one, and despise the other. Ye cannot serve God and mammon." (Matthew 6:24)

"And he said unto them, Take heed, and beware of covetousness: for a man's life consisteth not
in the abundance of the things which he possesseth. And he spake a parable unto them, saying,
The ground of a certain rich man brought forth plentifully: And he thought within himself,
saying, What shall | do, because | have no room where to bestow my fruits? And he said, This
will I do: | will pull down my barns, and build greater; and there will | bestow all my fruits and my
goods. And | will say to my soul, Soul, thou hast much goods laid up for many years; take thine
ease, eat, drink, and be merry. But God said unto him, Thou fool, this night thy soul shall be
required of thee: then whose shall those things be, which thou hast provided? So is he that
layeth up treasure for himself, and is not rich toward God." (Luke 12:15-21)

8 ). 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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The Lord wants us to remember that we are merely strangers and pilgrims, only here on this earth
for a very short time. We need to live for things that are truly eternal:

"Lay not up for yourselves treasures upon earth, where moth and rust doth corrupt, and where
thieves break through and steal: But lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither
moth nor rust doth corrupt, and where thieves do not break through nor steal: For where your
treasure is, there will your heart be also." (Matthew 6:19-21)

[I. The Counsel for the Church of the Laodiceans (vs. 18 — 22)
A. His Concern for the Church (vs. 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 | love, | rebuke and chasten: be
zealous therefore, and repent." (Revelation 3:18 - 19)

Jesus advises this church to make some investments. This was a language that they
understood very well.

1. “gold tried in the fire” (See 1 Corinthians 3:9 — 15) Our works will be tried in the fire,
and only those things that were done for the Lord will remain after tried or purified by
the fire. Gold was particularly important to the Laodiceans as they were a major banking
city.

"But he knoweth the way that | take: when he hath tried me, | shall come forth as gold." (Job
23:10)

"That the trial of your faith, being much more precious than of gold that perisheth, though it be
tried with fire, might be found unto praise and honour and glory at the appearing of Jesus
Christ:" (1 Peter 1:7)

2. “white raiment” — This in contrast to the black wool that Laodicea was famous for
producing. White speaks of purity and it also speaks of righteousness. (also, Revelation
3:5;4:4;6:11;7:9; 7:13 — 14, 15:6; 19:14)

"And to her was granted that she should be arrayed in fine linen, clean and white: for the fine
linen is the righteousness of saints." (Revelation 19:8)

3. “eyesalve” — (See John 9) — Jesus needs to open the eyes of the spiritually blind. The
eyesalve is obviously a reference to the eye salve that the Laodiceans produced.
Spiritual vision is always associated with the Word of God:

"Where there is no vision, the people perish: but he that keepeth the law, happy is he." (Proverbs
29:18)

B. His Call for the Church (vs. 20 — 22)
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"Behold, | stand at the door, and knock: if any man hear my voice, and open the door, | will come
in to him, and will sup with him, and he with me. To him that overcometh will | grant to sit with
me in my throne, even as | 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 first observation here is that Jesus is on the outside of His own church. Jesus’s invitation is to
the church corporately, but it is also to every individual within the church. We are all part of our
local churches, but we will only have to answer for our own actions and motives. If the rest of the
church is going the wrong direction, God still expects us to do right. The door can only open from
the inside. Jesus will not force His way into our hearts. We must first hear His voice through the
indwelling Holy Spirit and the written Word of God; and then we must open our hearts to Him.

"The Lord is not slack concerning his promise, as some men count slackness; but is longsuffering
to us-ward, not willing that any should perish, but that all should come to repentance." (2 Peter
3:9)

"That if thou shalt confess with thy mouth the Lord Jesus, and shalt believe in thine heart that
God hath raised him from the dead, thou shalt be saved. For with the heart man believeth unto
righteousness; and with the mouth confession is made unto salvation. For the scripture saith,
Whosoever believeth on him shall not be ashamed. For there is no difference between the Jew
and the Greek: for the same Lord over all is rich unto all that call upon him. For whosoever shall
call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved." (Romans 10:9-13)

"And the Spirit and the bride say, Come. And let him that heareth say, Come. And let him that is
athirst come. And whosoever will, let him take the water of life freely." (Revelation 22:17)

“To him that overcometh” is reference to true believers:

"Who is he that overcometh the world, but he that believeth that Jesus is the Son of God?" (1
John 5:5)

Notice also the promise to those who “open the door” that they will sit with Christ on His throne:

"And Jesus said unto them, Verily | say unto you, That ye which have followed me, in the
regeneration when the Son of man shall sit in the throne of his glory, ye also shall sit upon
twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel." (Matthew 19:28)

"Blessed and holy is he that hath part in the first resurrection: on such the second death hath no
power, but they shall be priests of God and of Christ, and shall reign with him a thousand years."
(Revelation 20:6)

Conclusion

Again, quoting Phillips, this Laodicean church closely resembles the state of Christianity today,
particularly in the western world:
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It is the archetype of the present-day church. The church today is seeking escape from
reality in a score of blind alleys. Some churches are seeking escape in fundamentalism.
Correct in faith and doctrine, orthodox in teaching, they can say all the shibboleths of the
faith, but they are cold as ice and hard as clay. Some are seeking escape in exclusivism.
“We are the people; truth will die with us” is their creed. They think that separation means
isolation; they retreat into a make-believe world and ban contact not only with the lost,
but with other believers as well. “Come ye out from among them and be ye separate” is
their watchword. Other churches are seeking escape in ritualism. They are satisfied with
the external trappings of religion, with a stereotyped form of service in which a set and
pre-arranged ritual and liturgy is followed from year to year. Others seek escape in
rationalism. They have come to terms with the atheist, the evolutionist, and the
Communist. The more extreme members of this group proclaim that God is dead. They
deny every cardinal doctrine of the faith from the virgin birth to the second coming of
Christ. Other churches seek escape in socialism. Theirs is a social gospel in which active
participation in social and political issues becomes the beginning and end of God’s way of
salvation. Still other churches seek escape in occultism. They look for a new touch from the
spirit world, for healings and tongues, and for voices and visions, with scant concern about
their source. Others seek refuge in ecumenicalism. They plan a world super church as the
answer to mankind’s needs. They want a church in which doctrinal differences are
submerged at the expense of truth and the endorsement of error. Other churches seek
refuge from reality in materialism. Money is the solution to every problem. The solution to
failure and loss of power is to pour in more money and to hire more efficient and better
trained personnel.?®

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