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We have much to be thankful for… including the fact that we are part of a great church!  
 
In these sermon notes we are going to look at seven churches that are addressed in 
Revelation chapters 2 and 3. I encourage you to go read those chapters now and have 
your Bible beside you while reading these notes. These seven churches have a lot to 
teach us. They were real Christian communities at the time, but the messages that are 
given to them are also prophetic for us today. 

 
These churches were located in 
Asia Minor (present day Turkey). 
It’s possible that these particular 
churches were chosen because 
they were all Christian 
communities in prominent cities, 
located along an established, 
circular trade route. So once the 
message was given to them it 
would spread everywhere else. 
Hopefully we can unpack some 
of the circumstances that were 
actually going on in history at this 

time and some of the lessons or principles that we can still apply to our lives today - 
both collectively but individually. In these letters, there is both encouragement and 
praise, and rebukes and warnings. If we’re honest, we all need both from time to time! 
These churches are introduced in Revelation 1:10-11. 
 
Revelation 1:10-11 “Suddenly, I heard behind me a loud voice like a trumpet blast. 
It said, “Write in a book everything you see, and send it to the seven churches in 
the cities of Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, and 
Laodicea.”  
 
Some people believe that the book of Revelation and these seven churches are telling 
us the progressive history of the church, while others believe it’s giving us advice and 
descriptions of Christians and Christian communities throughout the ages. 
 
1. Ephesus (LOVELESS CHURCH) 
 
This city was the capital of Asia Minor, very influential, prosperous. The island of 
Patmos, where John received all of these visions in Revelation, was only 50 miles from 
Ephesus. It’s possible that this is why it’s the first church mentioned. This church is 
praised for their hard work and perseverance, they refused to tolerate sin and evil. They 
are rebuked because they had abandoned their love for Christ and one another. 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Revelation 2:4 “Nevertheless I have this against you, that you have left your first 
love.” (NKJV) 
 
When you first fall in love with someone, there’s excitement, passion, joy, desire. You 
just want to spend all your time together. When I first met Jesus - there was awe, 
wonder, excitement, hunger, desire, passion. I wanted to read my Bible more than 
anything else. Maybe you can relate to this. But is it something you still feel now? And if 
not how do we get back there? This church is told to take action: 1. Remember 
(consider how far you have fallen, remember what Jesus has actually done for you), 2. 
Repent (change direction) and 3. Return (to the basics). 
 
Just like in marriage: sometimes you have to get back to the basics and go on a date 
together. Get a babysitter. Do something fun together.  You can easily have a married 
couple who goes through all the motions of being married, they work, have dinner 
together, pay their bills together, provide for the kids together, but at the end of the day, 
once the kids are in bed, they don’t actually want to spend time together. They have the 
right actions down, but no real relationship or desire for one another. 
 
As Christians, we can do all the right actions - be nice to people, go to church, pay our 
taxes, say our prayers but why are we doing them? Is it out of a sense of good Christian 
duty, obligation, selfish reasons, or is it an overflow of our relationship with God?  Have 
we slowly drifted away from our first love? Do we only spend time with Jesus when 
everyone else is watching? This is something we all need to answer for ourselves.  
 
2. Smyrna (PERSECUTED CHURCH) 
 
This city was a seaport city, so it regularly had travellers passing through. It’s described 
as the most beautiful of all the cities, was celebrated for its schools of science and 
medicine, and for its beautiful buildings. This city also held Olympic athletic games. 
Many believe that this church represents the state of the church under the persecution 
of the Roman empire. Christians at that time were accused of many crimes and were 
put to death for their faith. Just to name a few: In A.D. 107 Ignatius, the bishop of 
Antioch and a friend of John the apostle, was thrown to the lions and eaten alive in the 
amphitheater at Rome. Even more renowned was the bishop in this city named 
Polycarp was put to death in 155AD by sword and fire.  
 
There’s no doubt that many people still undergo persecution like this today, all around 
the world. Thankfully it’s not so common around here. But we definitely still face pain 
and suffering in other ways. And ultimately Jesus is our example of someone who stood 
strong in the midst of persecution and pain, and was victorious over death. This church 
is praised for remaining faithful despite persecution, suffering, imprisonment. Materially 
they were impoverished but spiritually they were wealthy. 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The name Smyrna comes from the word “myrrh” which is bitter to taste (could be 
expressive of the bitter afflictions, persecutions, and death, these people endured) but 
myrrh also has a sweet smell to it (could be expressive of the saints remaining faithful 
despite their sufferings). Some have also pointed out the fact that that myrrh is 
produced by crushing a fragrant plant, and the church at Smyrna had been crushed by 
persecution. But the result was a sweet smelling fragrance of people being sold out and 
faithful to God.  Myrrh was also used in the embalming of dead bodies to preserve 
them. It’s never easy to lose a loved one - when someone passes, we want to preserve 
their memories and their legacy. Especially if they were a wonderful person! The name 
Smyrna could indicate that these people, who were martyred - their names, memories, 
legacy, would live on and be preserved because of what they stood for and their 
faithfulness to God. Hopefully that’s something we all want!  
 
There is no rebuke for this church, they are encouraged to stand strong and promised 
the Victor’s crown of eternal life (interesting picture, a visual they would understand - a 
victory wreath, a trophy prize). 
 
Revelation 2:11 says “Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says to the 
churches. The one who is victorious will not be hurt at all by the second death.” 
Again Jesus is talking to them with language they would understand. They were very 
familiar with death but Jesus was assuring them the second death (when Jesus returns 
and this present world we now know ends) they would not experience any kind of pain 
or suffering or hurt. They would be victorious. This is pointing to eternal life. 
 
3. Pergamum (COMPROMISING CHURCH) 
 
This was a sophisticated city, built on a hill. Centre of Greek culture & education, known 
for having a huge library. Centre of 4 major cults, lots of idolatry, even had a temple built 
to worship Caesar. One of the chief gods worshipped here was Asclepius who was 
considered a god of healing and people came from all over to seek healing from this 
god. There are strong words used against this city. Jesus says “I know where you live
—where Satan has his throne.” (Rev 2:13) 
 
There was great pressure in this church to compromise, to mix religious practices 
together, a little bit of Jesus and a little bit of everything else! Some people are actually 
commended in this letter, but many are rebuked for compromising, becoming diluted by 
the culture around them and actually participating in pagan temples and pagan feasts. 
There’s no doubt that we are often tempted in similar ways. We don’t have big golden 
statues with someone telling us to bow down and worship, but we are constantly 
pushed to worship things other than Jesus! Ex. materialism, celebrities, outward beauty, 
romance, money, wealth. There’s pressure to compromise our values, faith and integrity. 
Whether you’re at school with teenagers or at work with adults, at home on your 
computer, flipping through the TV. There’s pressure to gossip, slander, be negative,  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steal, look at something you shouldn’t, compare yourself to other people, fit in, etc. 
 
Pergamum comes from the Greek word gamos that means marriage, and in this letter 
we get a picture of a church that’s married to the world rather than to Christ. They are 
told to repent and overcome! So it’s not like it’s too late for them. God gives promises to 
those who will be victorious - “hidden manna” (aka Jesus, who is the most satisfying, 
strengthening, comforting food) and a “white stone” (many different ideas and 
interpretations for this). Some possibilities: white stone are used for admission to a 
banquet, used as an award given to a winner of an athletic contest, also used in ancient 
courts for jury verdicts - if you thought someone was guilty, you put a black stone in a 
jar, if you thought they were innocent and acquitted, you put a white stone in the jar. 
 
4. Thyatira (CORRUPT CHURCH)  
 
This was a secular city, the smallest of the seven cities, it was a working person’s town 
with many trade guilds for cloth making, dyeing and pottery. This is where Lydia was 
from (mentioned in Acts 16) who sold expensive purple cloth. 
 
Each of these letters actually starts out with a description of Jesus and different phrases 
and images are used.  In this particular letter it starts out with the words “To the angel 
of the church in Thyatira write: These are the words of the Son of God, whose 
eyes are like blazing fire and whose feet are like burnished bronze.” (Rev 2:18). 
This is actually the only time in the book of Revelation where the phrase “Son of God” is 
used referring to Jesus - likely because this phrase emphasizes His deity, that He is 
God, and He is able to judge. Some of the churches needed comfort, but this one 
needed judgement.   
 
The church is commended for some things, they were doing many things well and 
progressing, but they are also rebuked for some serious problems. There was a woman 
referred to as “Jezebel” who was claiming to be a prophetess and had been influencing 
many people with false teaching - particularly leading them into idolatry and sexual 
immorality. Because they were tolerating this, allowing sin to take place, many people 
were being deceived and no longer following the truth. For this church, lack of love 
wasn’t the problem, lack of truth was! They are challenged to repent, hold tightly to truth 
and overcome. 
 
Likewise, in our individual lives, God doesn’t want us to be tolerant and passive when it 
comes to sin. Even if we think we’re the only one who knows it or sees it. 2 Timothy 
2:22 “Run (FLEE) from anything that stimulates youthful lusts. Instead, pursue 
righteous living, faithfulness, love, and peace. Enjoy the companionship of those 
who call on the Lord with pure hearts.”  This tell me we need to RUN and FLEE from 
sin, we need to take it seriously. The reason God is so against sin is because it hurts us 
as individuals, it hurts our relationships with other people and it hurts our relationship 
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with Him. 
 
Every single letter ends the same way, with the same phrase: “Whoever has ears, let 
them hear what the Spirit says to the churches” (NIV). In other words, anyone who 
is willing to hear, listen to what God is saying. As much as God is bringing correction to 
these churches, He’s also giving them all hope. God’s plan has always been for the 
church! He loves the church, He laid down His life for the church - not a particular 
building or place, but people… you and I. So even if we identify with this corrupt church, 
one that is full of sin and lies, you’re still who Jesus came for, you’re still who Jesus is 
calling for. 
 
5. Sardis (DEAD CHURCH) 
 
This city was located on a hill/mountain, it was wealthy, seemed to be secure, 
impenetrable. Surrounded by steep cliffs that would have been hard to scale… yet on 
multiple occasions it was conquered. There was overconfidence and complacency in 
this city that led to defeat. 
 
This community was regarded by others as an effective church. They had a great outer 
appearance, a good reputation, they LOOKED very much alive and healthy on the 
outside, at first glance, but they were actually dead on the inside. This is NOT a church 
that I want to resemble individually or collectively.  
 
Revelation 3:1-3 (NIV) 
“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. Wake up! Strengthen what remains 
and is about to die, for I have found your deeds unfinished in the sight of my God. 
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.”  
 
I have a feeling that the Sardis church never intended to get to this place where they 
were sleeping, or worse - dying. And I don’t think any of us ever intend to get there 
either with our faith.  But how does something die? We just looked at one verse about 
sin and how sin (if not dealt with) leads to death. Something also dies when it gets old, 
diseased, it doesn’t get fed or nourished, it doesn’t get loved or cared for, it doesn’t 
grow. So… how’s your relationship with God? Is it being fed, nourished, loved and 
cared for, is it growing? If not, we shouldn't be surprised when we see our faith 
deteriorating, when we start to doubt and get discouraged, when we don’t want to read 
our Bibles, when we don’t want to come to church, or see other Christians, when we 
don’t want to pray.  
 
What’s one of the basic things we need to do to stay alive as humans? We need to EAT!  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Jesus refers to Himself as the Bread of Life. John 6:35 Jesus says “I am the bread of 
life. Whoever comes to me will never go hungry, and whoever believes in me will 
never be thirsty.” Let’s not forget to feed our SPIRITS with the only One who can truly 
satisfy us and give us life. 
 
What good is it to go through the motions and have all the religious appearance, but not 
actually have a relationship with God that is alive and transforming? What good is it for 
the church to look alive and have a good reputation - have programs, gatherings, 
sermons, etc. but spiritually be dead, dry, dull, boring. 
 
Jesus tells this church to wake up and repent and it ends with encouragement to those 
who are victorious, they will be clothed in white and their names will be written in the 
Book of Life. White is a symbol of purity, holiness, sinless perfection, and righteousness. 
And as you read the Bible, particularly Revelation, it’s made very clear that we can 
never be pure or holy or righteous on our own accord. Only Jesus, and what He did for 
us, makes us righteous and puts us in right standing with God. (Rev 7:13-14) 
 
6. Philadelphia (FAITHFUL CHURCH) 
 
This city was located on a hillside about 30 miles southeast of Sardis. It experienced 
earthquakes from time to time, so it didn’t have a real sense of security, many people 
probably experienced some fear. The city was actually destroyed in A.D. 17 by an 
earthquake and the aftershocks caused many people lived outside the city walls for fear 
that more damage could be done. But believe it or not, if you could choose to be a part 
of one of these churches, this is probably the one you want to choose. 
 
The name Philadelphus or Philadelphia means brotherly love. This church is praised 
and encouraged for remaining faithful and being obedient despite feeling weak, having 
little strength. This could mean that they were a small church, small in number, or 
physically and literally - their infrastructure was weak. In 2 Corinthians 12:9 God says 
to Paul “My grace is sufficient for you, for My strength is made perfect in 
weakness.” For this church, God was their strength. 
 
This church is given no rebuke, they are encouraged to persevere and blessing will 
come. Revelation 3:12 “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.” (NIV)  
 
It’s interesting that the one church that seems weak physically, and experiences 
earthquakes, Jesus says they will be pillars in the Temple of God, in the new city of 
God. So even though they don’t feel temporary security now on this earth, they are 
promised eternal security which is much more important. This church is a reminder for  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us to have faith, not fear. It’s a reminder to focus on eternity, not just the temporary. It’s 
also an encouragement that even if you feel weak, physically, spiritually, mentally, 
emotionally - God wants to be your strength. He wants you to seek Him even in your 
weakness, and He will help you be victorious. 
 
7. Laodicea (LUKEWARM CHURCH) 
 
Unfortunately, there is nothing positive to say about this church, but it’s definitely 
interesting. This city was the most southern of all the cities and wealthiest of all the 
seven cities. It was a prosperous industrial and commercial centre. It was known for its 
banking industry, it was a well known manufacturer of wool, and it was known for its 
medicine - in particular it produced eye ointment. So this city had a lot of things going 
for it! We see all three industries – finance, wool, and eye ointment – came into play 
in this letter. 
 
One practical problem that this city had was its water supply. Water had to travel several 
miles through an underground aqueduct before reaching this city so by the time water 
got to Laodicea it was dirty and lukewarm. Well, check out what it says in Rev 3:15-16 
“I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot. I wish you were either one 
or the other! So, because you are lukewarm—neither hot nor cold—I am about to 
spit you out of my mouth.” (NIV) These were strong words, but also words that these 
people would understand. There’s nothing more refreshing than a cold glass of water. 
And there’s nothing more comforting than a hot cup of tea or coffee, but these people 
never got to experience that… they only got access to old, dirty, lukewarm water. This 
community understood that being lukewarm was not a good thing. And Jesus uses this 
real life example to give them a spiritual rebuke.  
 
Rev 3:17-18 “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. 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 
(ointment) to put on your eyes, so you can see.” (NIV)  
 
Again, we see God using real life experiences to communicate spiritual principles. This 
community experienced economic prosperity but spiritually they were bankrupt. Being a 
city known for its banking industry and wealth, Jesus challenges them to buy gold from 
Him, not the kind of gold the world offers. We can get so FULL of the world, full of 
riches, full of material items, full of success, but still be dead and empty in our souls! 
And that was the state of this church. This city was known for its manufacturing of wool 
and Jesus tells them that instead of worrying about how they are going to cover their 
physical bodies with woollen clothes, they need to cover their shameful bodies with 
white garments - symbolizing the righteousness we freely receive from Jesus. Lastly, 
instead of the eye ointment that the Laodicean medical school produced, Jesus says  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they should purchase spiritual medicine for their eyes. Medicine that would open their 
eyes spiritually, help them see the state they were in and what they truly need. 
 
To summarize, this church is rebuked for being lukewarm, indifferent, self-satisfied. God 
challenges them to repent, turn from their indifference, seek the Lord’s face, and find 
treasure in heaven, not possessions. 
 
Quote by John Piper: “The way to tell whether you are among the number of the 
spiritually self-satisfied is to look at your prayer life. There’s the barometer. To tell 
whether we are in the bondage to spiritual self-satisfaction, the question is how 
frequently, how earnestly, how expectantly, how extendedly, do you strive with God [in 
prayer] to have a deeper knowledge of Christ…” 
 
Is there a hunger and a desperation in our hearts to know God more? To have more of 
Him? Or are we satisfied to just be church goers, to go through the motions, to have the 
title Christian, but really we look and act and talk and feel like the rest of the world?  
 
CONCLUSION  
 
One of the last verses in Revelation Chapter 3 is said to this church in Laodicea… the 
church that has nothing good going for it. But God still gives them a message of hope! 
And this same message is for us today. So if you feel like you have nothing good going 
for you right now, nothing good going on in life, or nothing good when it comes to your 
relationship with God, maybe you don’t even have a relationship with God, this verse is 
written for you!  
 
Revelation 3:20 “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.” (NIV) The New Living Translation says “we will share a meal together as friends.” 
Jesus is still saying “I’m here, I’m standing at the door of your life, at the door of your 
heart, knocking - will you allow me to come in? Rather than keeping Me at a distance, 
will you share a meal with Me?” 
 
God wants to be given permission to come into your life, into every area, every room, 
every closest. He wants you to be real with Him, let your walls down and actually spend 
time with Him - as if you were sitting around a dinner table together, catching up. Why 
not take a few moments to have communion and enjoy His company?  
 
Matthew 26:26-28 “While they were eating, Jesus took bread, and when he had 
given thanks, he broke it and gave it to his disciples, saying, “Take and eat; this is 
my body.” Then he took a cup, and when he had given thanks, he gave it to them, 
saying, “Drink from it, all of you. This is my blood of the covenant, which is 
poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.”


