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In his book, When A Nation Forgets God, Dr. Erwin Lutzer tells the following story from an eyewitness 
in Germany during the Holocaust. “I lived in Germany during the Nazi Holocaust. I considered myself a 
Christian. We heard stories of what was happening to Jews, but we tried to distance ourselves from it. 
A railroad track ran behind our small church and each Sunday morning we could hear the whistle in the 
distance, and then the wheels coming over the tracks. We became disturbed when we heard the cries 
coming from the train as it passed by. We realized that it was carrying Jews like cattle in the cars. Week 
after week the whistle would blow. We dreaded to hear the sound of those wheels because we knew 
that we would hear the cries of the Jews in route to a death camp. Their screams tormented us. We 
knew the time the train was coming, and when we heard the whistle blow, we began singing hymns. By 
the time the train came past our church, we were singing at the top of our voices. If we heard the 
screams, we sang more loudly and soon we heard them no more. Although years have passed, I still 
hear the train whistle in my sleep. God forgive me, forgive all of us who called ourselves Christians and 
yet did nothing to intervene.”  
 
How could a church come to adopt such a lazy, weak, and self-delusional response?  
 
Before we judge that church too harshly, keep in mind they were not the first Christians to navigate 
such evil. The seven churches addressed in Revelation 2-3 faced similar temptations. The tribulation 
occurring in their world required every Christian to determine how they would respond to it. Do we 
blend in? Do we stand? Do we lie? The churches in Sardis, Philadelphia, and Laodicea take these 
approaches, not aware of how their daily decisions would impact their destiny. Jesus comes to give 
them a harsh and hope-filled dose of reality, by calling them to wake up, look up, and open up.  
 
Today’s church needs a reality check as well, lest we make the same mistakes. What do we need to 
realize in order to wake up, look up, and open up? 
 
1. Looks can be deceiving. – Revelation 3:1, 3:7-8, 3:14,17 
To the angel of the church in Sardis write: These are the words of him who holds the seven spirits of 
God and the seven stars. I know your deeds; you have a reputation of being alive, but you are dead. - 
3:1 

• Sardis had a reputation for being an impenetrable fortified city. Yet they were invaded twice, 
due to a lack of watchmen. Due to a lack of direct persecution here, the church was sleeping on 
the job.  

 
To the angel of the church in Philadelphia write: These are the words of him who is holy and true, who 
holds the key of David. What he opens no one can shut, and what he shuts no one can open ... I know 
that you have little strength, yet you have kept my word and have not denied my name. - 3:7,8 
 

• Authority to allow and/or prohibit access to the New Jerusalem. Those who seem to have all 
the power do not, they are subject to the One who really does. (see 1:18) 

 



To the angel of the church in Laodicea write: These are the words of the Amen, the faithful and true 
witness, the ruler of God’s creation ... 17 You say, ‘I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a 
thing.’ But you do not realize that you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked.  - 3:14, 17 
 

• The self-sufficient attitude of Laodicea had infiltrated the church, but they were unwilling 
and/or unable to see it. We often need to be reminded of the real shape we’re in. When Jesus 
holds an intervention, we are wise to take his reality check seriously.  

 
2. The way out is often through – Revelation 3:4-5, 3:8-10, 3:15-16, 18-19 
4 Yet you have a few people in Sardis who have not soiled their clothes. They will walk with me, dressed 
in white, for they are worthy. 5 The one who is victorious will, like them, be dressed in white. I will never 
blot out the name of that person from the book of life, but will acknowledge that name before my 
Father and his angels. - 3:4-5 
 

• “Walking with” is one of the most often repeated metaphors describing the nature of our 
journey with the Lord, signifying obedience, companionship, and purity. Jesus calls us to walk 
with him through the trials, assuring us that we will never be alone, and that we will emerge 
with him on the other side. 

 
8 I know your deeds. See, I have placed before you an open door that no one can shut. I know that you 
have little strength, yet you have kept my word and have not denied my name. 9 I will make those who 
are of the synagogue of Satan, who claim to be Jews though they are not, but are liars—I will make 
them come and fall down at your feet and acknowledge that I have loved you. 10 Since you have kept 
my command to endure patiently, I will also keep you from the hour of trial that is going to come on the 
whole world to test the inhabitants of the earth. - 3:8-10 
 

• Open doors are opportunities for the resilience of the gospel to be displayed to the world, and 
to fellow Christians. It is also a reassurance of the Christian’s destination. A door to eternal rest 
and peace that no one and nothing else can shut. (see 3:7). 
 

• Verse 10 is preservation within tribulation, not removal from tribulation. See John 17:15, the 
only other place where the phrase “keep from” is used. Here, Jesus affirms spiritual protection 
from the evil one within tribulation, rather than physical removal from tribulation altogether. 
Proverbs 7:5 and James 1:27 convey the same idea of spiritual protection from evil for those 
living in the midst of evil. In addition, it would be inconsistent for Revelation 3:10 to convey 
physical protection via removal when no other reference exists in Revelation for such an action. 
While living believers will be gathered up in order to make their entrance with Christ and his 
people at his second coming (1 Thessalonians 4:17), the idea of living believers escaping the 
earth prior to a period of tribulation, while popular in North American prophecy conferences, 
fictional novels, films, and countless speculative books and websites, is inconsistent with the 
context of Revelation, an improbable exegesis of the text, unsubstantiated in church history, 
and unsupported across the diverse spectrum of serious scholarship. (Ian Paul, Craig Keener, 
Ben Witherington III, Greg Beale, Grant Osbourne, Robert Mounce, F.F. Bruce, Paul Hoskins, 



Michael Bird, Robert Gundry, Marianne Meye-Thompson, Stanley Grentz, Anthony Hoekema, 
N.T. Wright)    
 

• Throughout redemptive history, the encouragement to those in tribulation is not based in an 
escape from it, but of Christ’s presence, purpose, and strength within it, and in Christ-
centered hope on the other side of it.  
 

15 I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot. I wish you were either one or the other! 16 So, 
because you are lukewarm—neither hot nor cold—I am about to spit you out of my mouth ... 18 I 
counsel you to buy from me gold refined in the fire, so you can become rich; and white clothes to wear, 
so you can cover your shameful nakedness; and salve to put on your eyes, so you can see. Those whom I 
love I rebuke and discipline. So be earnest and repent.  - 3:15-16, 18-19 
 

• For Christians blinded by self-reliant materialism, Jesus does not give up and leave them in 
their spiritual poverty. He exposes the need while also providing what is needed for them to 
be engaged and effective in their world. 

 
Lukewarm water of Laodicea was the result of a lacking water supply. Water had to be transferred 
from Colossae, which enjoyed cool and refreshing water from mountain snowmelt or Hierapolis, 
known for its soothing, mineral-rich hot springs. The water arrived in Laodicea tepid, stale, and full of 
sediment.  Jesus is in no way encouraging indifference (cold) or intensity (hot), but calling them to 
usefulness one way or another. Make a difference! 
 
 
3. Today’s response determines tomorrow’s reality – Revelation 3:2-3, 5-6, 3:11-13, 3:20-22 
 
“Right now counts forever.” – R.C. Sproul 
 
Wake up! Strengthen what remains and is about to die, for I have found your deeds unfinished in the 
sight of my God. 3 Remember, therefore, what you have received and heard; hold it fast, and repent. 
But if you do not wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not know at what time I will come to you 
... The one who is victorious will, like them, be dressed in white. I will never blot out the name of that 
person from the book of life, but will acknowledge that name before my Father and his angels. 6 
Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says to the churches. - 3:2-3, 5-6 
 

• There are embers of the dying fire that can be fanned into flame. Find them and fan them. 
 
I am coming soon. Hold on to what you have, so that no one will take your crown. 12 The one who is 
victorious I will make a pillar in the temple of my God. Never again will they leave it. I will write on them 
the name of my God and the name of the city of my God, the new Jerusalem, which is coming down out 
of heaven from my God; and I will also write on them my new name. 13 Whoever has ears, let them 
hear what the Spirit says to the churches. - 3:11-13 
 



• There is no rebuke for Philadelphia, but this is a warning. There is an end coming, but it’s not 
here yet. Do not lose hope or give up now “It aint over til it’s over.”  

 
20 Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in 
and eat with that person, and they with me. To the one who is victorious, I will give the right to sit with 
me on my throne, just as I was victorious and sat down with my Father on his throne. 22 Whoever has 
ears, let them hear what the Spirit says to the churches. - 3:19-22 
 

None of the confidence, hope, love, endurance, grace, and grit Jesus calls for are possible unless his 
people are open to his presence. When fear leads us to close the door to our world, we not only close 

ourselves off from each other, but from the One who is active in the world and calls us to join him 
there. Supper with Jesus will always be followed by a walk with Jesus into a world of people he came 

to redeem and restore, and to whom he sent us to reach. 
 
Questions to Ponder 

• In what ways is Calvary asleep? In what ways are we awake? In what ways are we waking up? 

• Talk about ways you’ve seen or experienced the kind of delusion of self-sufficiency practiced by 
the Laodicean church?  

• Nearly every commentator Kevin referenced compared the Laodicean and Sardis churches to 
the modern-day church. In what ways do you agree or disagree with this comparison?  

• How do you respond to the idea that Jesus intends to take believers through tribulation rather 
than grant them escape from it? How do you process the Biblical material presented in the 
message in light of the wildly popular material teaching an escape from tribulation? 

• Talk about the hot/cold water teaching. Had you heard it before? 

• How are your day to day decisions impacting your future? What needs to change today in order 
for Jesus’ hope to shape your future? 


