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First Baptist Church Bible Reading and Prayer Plan 
"Summer through the New Testament" 

Week 13 – The Apocalypse (Book of Revelation) 
Donna Reiter 

 
The Greek word for “Revelation” is apokalypsis from which we get the word, “apocalypse” which 
simply means something that could only be known by being supernaturally revealed. However, in our 
culture, “apocalypse” has come to be synonymous with a world-ending cataclysm. Because of this 
misunderstanding, many people avoid the book of Revelation as a scary, incomprehensible book about 
the end of the world. But in addition to being apocalyptic literature and prophecy, the book of 
Revelation is also an epistle—a letter—just like the other New Testament epistles. 
 
Revelation was written in the first century to seven different churches. However, though it is addressed 
to the historical churches, even at the time it was written it was intended for a wider audience. It was 
just one document that was sent to all the churches. The church at Sardis also read the letter to the 
Laodiceans, the church in Philadelphia also read the letter to Ephesus, the church in Pergamum also 
read the letter to the church in Thyatira and so forth. In addition to this, each letter concludes with the 
phrase: “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches” (Rev. 1:7, 11, 17, 29; 3:6, 
13, 22) making it obvious that from the time of its writing the message was also meant for others 
beyond the seven churches. 
 
The seven churches addressed were all in Asia Minor, the area that is now Turkey. Rome was not a safe 
place at this time because Nero began an intense persecution of Christians there in the early 60s. 
Jerusalem was defeated in AD 70 and the Jews and Christian Jews there were killed or taken away as 
slaves. Those who survived were driven out of Judea. Asia Minor became the area with the most 
believers. But other than Ephesus and a passing mention of the Laodiceans, there is nothing else in the 
New Testament about these churches. So why was this epistle written to these specific churches? It is 
probably because the churches represented not only a large portion of the Christian world at the time 
but also because the issues addressed in each church illustrate struggles the Church would deal with 
through the ages. The letters to the churches are applicable to Christians of every culture in every era, 
including Christians in 21st Century America...in Cambridge, Minnesota...in First Baptist Church. 
 
For example, even though the church in Ephesus was commended for hard work and perseverance, for 
enduring hardship and for rejecting false teachers and teachings, they were reproved for forsaking the 
love they had at first. Perhaps they had gotten so busy working for God and teaching about God that 
they did not have time for God Himself. Their Christianity may have become just a habit without a lot 
of meaning.  It was the relationship that was lacking, not the activity. Jesus said, “Love the Lord your 
God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. This is the first and greatest 
commandment” (Matt. 23:37-40, emphasis added). 
 
To better visualize this, imagine a young couple, Sam and Sue. Sam and Sue were young and in love. 
They couldn’t possibly spend enough time together. If they were not together, they were talking about 
each other. They arranged their schedules with the other person in mind. They left each other love 
notes. Sam skipped a basketball game with his buddies to fix Sue’s car and gave up a day of hunting for 
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her parents’ anniversary. Sue dressed up to the max for Sam and cooked him fantastic meals and 
treats. Eventually Sam and Sue got married. 
 
Now, 20 years later, Sam and Sue have a good solid marriage. But life has become routine. The screen 
door needs to be fixed but Sam is tired in the evening after long day at work. The door continues to 
hang on loose hinges. Sue has gotten busy with her job, keeping up with the laundry and the house, 
gardening, friends, and meal planning. But meals are more like Hamburger Helper and meatloaf now 
than the fantastic meals she used to make for Sam. Some days she isn’t even home when Sam gets 
home from work. The love notes now read, “There are some leftovers in the fridge” or “Don’t forget to 
call the vet.” Date nights fell by the wayside years ago when the children were toddlers. Planning for a 
date became too much bother. Good babysitters and extra energy were too scarce. They still love each 
other, of course, but their love is just assumed. Sam works hard to provide for the family and Sue 
works hard to get the children to all their events and lessons. But Sam and Sue no longer spend much 
time together; they have gotten distracted with the daily routine and their responsibilities. 
 
This was the situation in the Ephesian Church. They were doing good things, but perhaps more out of 
obligation or habit than because they loved God and wanted to please Him. God doesn’t need our 
time, our talents, or our money. He created the world and it all belongs to Him, (see Psalm 50:9-12).  
He doesn’t need our “help” (see Esther 4:14). God wants us to just be still before Him (Psalm 46:10). 
He calls to us, “Come unto Me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest” (Matthew 
11:28). “This is what the Sovereign Lord, the Holy One of Israel, says: ‘In repentance and rest is your 
salvation, in quietness and trust is your strength, but you would have none of it’” (Isaiah 30:15). 
Sometimes we find it easier or more fulfilling to be busy or to accomplish something than to just spend 
time in God’s presence. The Ephesians were warned that unless they repented their “lampstand” 
would be removed. The lampstand was defined in Revelation 1:20 as being the church itself. The 
church was working hard, but love was lacking. Where love is lacking the church will fail. 
 

He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. 
 
The believers in Pergamum stood firm in the face of persecution and the believers in Thyatira were 
commended for their love and faith, their works, and perseverance. In fact, Jesus said they were even 
doing more than they did at first. But both Pergamum and Thyatira had allowed heresies that 
condoned permissive lifestyles to creep into the church. Some of the people in Pergamum were 
compared to Balaam who enticed the Israelites to sin sexually and participate in pagan rituals 
(Numbers 22). Peter said those who follow Balaam’s example were “experts in greed” (2 Peter 2:15). 
There were also some in Pergamum who held to the teaching of the Nicolaitans, a very early heresy 
which apparently stressed the Christian’s freedom from the law to the point of being licentious. 
The Jezebel referred to in Thyatira is most likely a cult or heresy leading Christians into a permissive 
lifestyle. “Jezebel” being a representation of the evil rather than a specific woman. The Old Testament 
prophets often used the symbol of a woman to represent a people group. When Israel was serving 
God, she was represented as a wife or a bride, when she turned away from God she was referred to as 
a prostitute or an adulterous woman (see Isaiah 1:21, Jeremiah 2:20, Ezekiel 16 or the book of Hosea, 
for example). Later in the book of Revelation John used the same symbolism saying the kings of the 
world were committing adultery with the prostitute who was later identified as a great city (17:1-2, 15, 
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18). Though the church in Thyatira was standing for Jesus in a hostile world it was condemned, not 
because they were teaching false doctrines, but because they tolerated those who were. 
 
Even while serving Christ and working hard for the Kingdom, it is easy to overlook a little compromise 
with the world or to be a little lax about improper behavior because we don’t want to offend anyone. 
Christians today are fearful of being labeled “intolerant” or “judgmental.” It’s risky to confront 
wrongful behavior. We might jeopardize a relationship. The world may label us as a bigot or any other 
invective they hope will discredit the message. Tolerance has become the new religion in our society, 
but tolerance was the failing of the church in Thyatira. Again, it wasn’t even that they accepted the 
wrong teachings; they merely tolerated it. 
 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote, “Christendom adjusts itself far too easily to the worship of power. 
Christians should give more offense, shock the world far more, than they are doing now.” It was risky 
for Bonhoeffer to speak out against the wrongs he saw in Germany in the 1930s. In hindsight we are 
aghast that there weren’t more Christians fighting the evil along with Bonhoeffer. It was a gradual 
slope into the horror of the holocaust that many of Bonhoeffer’s contemporaries either missed or were 
too afraid to challenge. 
 
It does not have to be the government. It may just be a brother or sister who is engaging in 
questionable behavior. The Apostle Paul rebuked the Corinthians for tolerating sin in their midst. He 
told them in no uncertain terms to put the habitual sinner out of their fellowship to get his attention 
and cause him to repent (1 Corinthians 5). Paul was also very straightforward about those who were 
leading the Galatian Christians astray (Galatians 1:8-9). Jude told his readers to save struggling 
believers by “snatching them from the fire; to show mercy, mixed with fear—hating even the clothing 
stained by corrupted flesh” (vs. 23). We are called to be representatives of Christ in the world. 
Sometimes the most loving thing we can do is to confront and correct that which is wrong.  
 

He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. 
 
The churches in Sardis and Laodicea had no worries; they were both convinced they were doing very 
well. The church in Sardis was complacent. Jesus commanded them to wake up, to revive before they 
were completely dead. Actor Heath Ledger died at age 28 of an accidental overdose of sleeping pills. 
His sister was worried, but he was complacent. The night before his death he assured her, “Katie, Katie, 
look...it'll be fine, I just need to get some sleep.” The next morning his housekeeper found him in a 
deep, deep sleep and called the paramedics. He never woke up. Jesus told the church at Sardis, “you 
have a reputation of being alive, but you are dead. Wake up! Strengthen what remains and is about to 
die.” They had gotten so comfortable they had fallen into a deep sleep. 
 
It is easy to relax when things are going well. Very few people fall asleep while white water rafting, but 
it is easy to fall asleep on a lazy day in the canoe in the middle of the lake. But when the canoeist 
wakes up, he will find he has drifted without being aware of it. Christians in North Korea, Nigeria, 
Pakistan, and Iraq are not sleeping. Christians in America may be. 
 
The Laodicean Christians weren’t sleeping, but they felt pretty good about themselves. They thought 
they were self-sufficient and accomplished. Jesus said, “You say, ‘I am rich; I have acquired wealth and 
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do not need a thing.’ But you do not realize that you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked” 
(Revelation 3:17). They thought they needed nothing but in Christ’s eyes they were pathetic. Jesus told 
His disciples, “...apart from Me you can do nothing” (John 15:5). 
 
The irony is that the longer we are Christians, the more self-sufficient we often become. We get to the 
place where we know the lingo and what is expected of us. We might even take our salvation for 
granted. Peter wrote of people in danger of “forgetting that they have been cleansed from their past 
sins” (2 Peter 1:9). 
 
Sometimes we might get ideas and make our plans and then belatedly ask God to bless our goals. But 
the same invitation Jesus gave to the Laodiceans applies to us, “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 him, and he with Me” 
(Revelation 3:20). The message is similar to the previous messages:  Come to Jesus. Come first to Jesus. 
Spend time in His presence. Take the strength and guidance He offers rather than busily carrying out 
plans and strategies assuming we can succeed on our own. 
 

He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. 
 
One more lesson to see in the letters to the churches is the majesty and glory of Christ, the antidote to 
casual faith. We in America, like Sardis and Laodicea, have had a very comfortable situation. It is easy 
to become complacent and take even our relationship with Jesus for granted. The book of Revelation 
gives us a different picture of Christ than the servant of the Gospels who came to seek the lost and to 
give His life for us all. He is returning as the Judge and He promised that when He does, “all the 
churches will know that I am He who searches hearts and minds, and I will repay each of you according 
to your deeds” (Revelation 2:23). He is returning as the conquering King. John wrote, “...there before 
me was a white horse, whose rider is called Faithful and True. With justice He judges and wages war. 
His eyes are like blazing fire...and His name is the Word of God...Coming out of His mouth is a sharp 
sword with which to strike down the nations...He treads the winepress of the fury of the wrath of God 
Almighty” (Revelation 19:11-15). Even though John had lived and traveled with Jesus for three years, 
his response to seeing the glorified Christ was “When I saw Him, I fell at His feet as though dead” 
(1:17). 
Rollie Reasoner once said, “If the only Jesus you know is the Jesus of the Gospels, you don’t really know 
Jesus.” Spend time this week in the presence of the Almighty and be amazed at the incredible love the 
Ruler of the Universe had for you that He came to live in squalor and die an excruciating, shameful, 
humiliating death to rescue you. But then rejoice in the knowledge that this same Jesus is returning as 
the Conquering King! 
 

“Worthy is the Lamb Who was slain to receive power and wealth 
and wisdom and strength and honor and glory and praise!” 

(Revelation 5:12) 
 

He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. 
 


