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STUDIES IN THE BOOK OF REVELATION 
STUDY SEVEN 

CHURCH – THE GOOD AND THE BAD 
 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
The seven churches in the Book of Revelation, referred to as “candlesticks”, are typical of 
churches that have existed throughout history.  Jesus spoke to each church individually through 
“stars” he calls “angels”, which literally means messengers. This refers to the person charged with 
preaching and teaching the Word of God to a congregation, a role given to pastors.    
 
In his role, a pastor does not function alone. In Ephesians 4:11-13 
 

And He Himself gave some to be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, and some  
pastors and teachers, 12 for the equipping of the saints for the work of ministry, for 
the edifying of the body of Christ, 13 till we all come to the unity of the faith and of the 
knowledge of the Son of God, to a perfect man, to the measure of the stature of the 
fullness of Christ;  

 
The purpose of leadership in the church is to bring the body of Christ into the fulfilment of their 
roles of all the thing that God has called every member of the church to experience. 
 
The five callings and giftings seen in these verses function together as a whole. In addition, elders 
and deacons serve in a church in a support and accountability relationship with a pastor. 
 
Our Lord’s use of the word “star”, in reference to the messenger charged with the primary 
leadership role in a church, is highly symbolic. In the story of Joseph, stars were central to a 
prophetic dream Joseph received from God. In Genesis 37:9-11, we read:  
 

Then he dreamed still another dream and told it to his brothers, and said, “Look, I have 
dreamed another dream. And this time, the sun, the moon, and the eleven stars bowed 
down to me.” 10 So he told it to his father and his brothers; and his father rebuked him and 
said to him, “What is this dream that you have dreamed? Shall your mother and I and your 
brothers indeed come to bow down to the earth before you?” 11 And his brothers envied 
him, but his father kept the matter in mind. 

 
Here we see that the 11 brothers are referred to as stars that bowed down to him 
 
“Stars” are also used symbolically in reference to the devil. In Revelation 12:3-4, we read:   
 

And another sign appeared in heaven: behold, a great, fiery red dragon having seven 
heads and ten horns, and seven diadems on his heads. 4 His tail drew a third of the stars 
of heaven and threw them to the earth.  

 
The stars are angels that joined Lucifer in his rebellion against God that resulted in their expulsion 
from heaven. There is much to be said about this text that we will study at a future time.   
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THE CONSTRUCT OF THE MESSAGES TO THE SEVEN CHURCHES 
 
Just as there are seven lampstands (churches), seven stars (pastors), seven distinct messages 
(letters), so also there are seven clear divisions within each letter.   
 
First: Greeting. This is identical in each letter with only the recipient’s name being different. Each 
letter is addressed directly to the angel (pastor) of the church. Jesus addresses each pastor in 
the same way.   
 
Second: Reference to the Son of Man from Revelation chapter 1. In that chapter John described 
a vision he had of Jesus. The imagery he describes is highly symbolic and each letter to the 
churches draws from part of this description as seen later. 
 
Third: Commendation. Jesus’ praise of the church. 

- Jesus praises the good things of the churches 
 
Fourth: Condemnation. Jesus’ rebuke of the church. 

- The church of Smyrna and the church of Philadelphia were exceptions. They did not 
receive rebuke from Jesus. 

 
Fifth: Warning/admonishment. A warning to “repent.” 

- Jesus calls five of the seven churches to repentance. 
 
Sixth: Reward. A specific reward promised to those who are victorious or overcome until the end. 

- Rewards are within everyone’s grasp. There is something to fight and believe for, and 
there is something to surrender your life for. 

 
Seventh: Refrain. Each letter ends with the same refrain:    

“Anyone who has an ear should listen to what the Spirit says to the churches.” 
- Every church has the same ending 

 
References to Jesus in chapter one seen in the churches 
 

I am the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last,” and, “What you see, write in a 
book and send it to the seven churches which are in Asia: to Ephesus, to Smyrna, to 
Pergamos, to Thyatira, to Sardis, to Philadelphia, and to Laodicea.” 12 Then I turned to see 
the voice that spoke with me. And having turned I saw seven golden lampstands, 13 and 
in the midst of the seven lampstands One like the Son of Man, clothed with a garment 
down to the feet and girded about the chest with a golden band. 14 His head 
and hair were white like wool, as white as snow, and His eyes like a flame of fire; 15 His 
feet were like fine brass, as if refined in a furnace, and His voice as the sound of many 
waters; 16 He had in His right hand seven stars, out of His mouth went a sharp two-edged 
sword, and His countenance was like the sun shining in its strength. 17 And when I saw 
Him, I fell at His feet as dead. But He laid His right hand on me, saying to me, “Do not be 
afraid; I am the First and the Last. 18 I am He who lives, and was dead, and behold, I am 
alive forevermore. Amen. And I have the keys of Hades and of Death.  

 
Ephesus: Revelation 2:1 – “These things says He who holds the seven stars in His right 
hand, who walks in the midst of the seven golden lampstands.”  This refers to Revelation 1:12 & 
16 
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Smyrna: Revelation 2:8 – “These things says the First and the Last, who was dead, and came to 
life”.  This refers to Revelation 1:18. 
 
Pergamos: Revelation 2:12 – “These things says He who has the sharp two-edged sword”. This 
refers to Revelation 1:16 
 
Thyatira: Revelation 2:18 – “These things says the Son of God, who has eyes like a flame of fire, 
and His feet like fine brass”. This refers to Revelation 1:14-15 
 
Sardis: Revelation 3:1 – “These things says He who has the seven Spirits of God and the seven 
stars”. This refers to 1:4 and 1:16 
 
Philadelphia: Revelation 3:7 – “These things says He who is holy, He who is true, “He who has 
the key of David, He who opens and no one shuts, and shuts and no one opens”.  This refers to 
Revelation 1:5. 
 
Laodicea: Revelation 3:14 – “These things says the Amen, the Faithful and True Witness, the 
Beginning of the creation of God”.  This refers to Revelation 1:2, 1:8  
 
 
BAD THINGS 
 
First: Ephesus. Revelation 2:4 - “Nevertheless I have this against you, that you have left your first 
love.”  
 
First love is highly significant because everything else depends on this. 
 
Second: Pergamos. Revelation 2:14 -“ But I have a few things against you, because you have 
there those who hold the doctrine of Balaam, who taught Balak to put a stumbling block before 
the children of Israel, to eat things sacrificed to idols, and to commit sexual immorality.” 
 
The story of Balaam and Balak is found in the Book of Numbers chapter 22.  The word “stumbling-
block” means anything that causes one to be tempted and fall into sin.  It was through the 
instructions of Balaam that Balak learned the way by which the Israelites might be led into sin, 
and bring upon themselves divine judgment.”  
 
Third: Pergamos. Revelation 2:15 - “you also have those who hold the doctrine of the Nicolaitans, 
which thing I hate.” 
 
There are two predominant interpretations as to who the Nicolaitans were. Notice the “lait” in the 
middle of the word.  In church life the word “laity” has been used in contrast the “clergy”.  The idea 
is that of class distinction, clergy such as pastors are God’s principal ministers while the laity are 
less, and in many respects, excluded. This is false teaching. God intends that all believers function 
in ministry, including in the gifts of the Spirit.  In the Ephesians 4 passage quoted at the beginning, 
the primary role of pastors and other leaders is to equip all members of the church to minister.   
 
The doctrine of the Nicolaitans has to do with the separation of the church between those who 
are professional clergy (professional ministers), and those who are members of the congregation 
(or the laity).  
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The idea is that the ministers are better than and are closer to God than others, and alone can 
minister in key areas of the church. This was never God’s intention. 
 
Man-made rules and regulations can permeate the life of the church that form traditions that are 
not rooted in the Scriptures. The truth is: everyone has the same access to God. We all have the 
same access to his grace and to the power, presence, and gifts of the Holy Spirit. 
 
The second interpretation is that Nicholas, the proselyte deacon (Acts 6:5), introduced the worship 
of false spirituality into church life. Nicholas had been part of Greek religion with all its false gods 
but converted to Judaism. When the Gospel was preached, he became a Christian. He left his 
Jewish faith to follow Jesus. 
 
It is believed that Nicholas introduced from his past, some Greek mythology and false gods into 
the church. These Ideas and practices have entered into our culture, things such as worship of 
mother earth, praying to ancestors, yoga – rooted in Eastern religion, etc. 
 
Fourth: Thyatira. Revelation 2:20 - “Nevertheless I have a few things against you, because you 
allow that woman Jezebel, who calls herself a prophetess, to teach and seduce My servants to 
commit sexual immorality and eat things sacrificed to idols.” 
 
The identity of the Thyatira Jezebel is not known. It is probable that this was not her real name 
but represents her character and influence. Jezebel was the wife of Ahab; a woman of vast 
influence over her husband - an influence for evil. She was a daughter of Ethbaal, king of Tyre 
and Sidon, and lived about 918 years before Christ. She was an idolater and induced her weak 
husband to join her in introducing the worship of her native idols, instead of the worship of the 
true God. She was highly gifted, persuasive, and artful. She was determined in the 
accomplishment of her purposes; ambitious in asserting her power, and unscrupulous in her 
methods. See 1 Kings 16. 
 
The Thyatira Jezebel claimed to hear from God and declared that she was a prophet. However, 
she was not under authority. She should not have been given a voice in the church. Nevertheless, 
she was highly gifted and highly esteemed in the church. 
 
Be careful who you listen to. Be careful what voices you hear. Know what their character are and 
who are they submitted to. Know these things first before you accept what is said.  

Fifth: Sardis. Revelation 3:1 - “I know your works, that you have a name that you are alive, but 
you are dead.” 

We can work hard helping the church grow and prosper while at the same time be spiritually dead. 
Symptoms are things like a lost the passion for prayer, reading and studying the Scriptures, and 
a lost zeal to win others to Christ. 

Sixth: Laodicea. Revelation 3:15 - “I know your works, that you are neither cold nor hot. I could 
wish you were cold or hot.”  

This church was inconsistent.  People were “up” and “down” in their experience.  They majored 
on the minors, ignored that which was of greatest importance.   



5 
 

Seventh: Laodicea. Revelation 3:17. “Because you say, ‘I am rich, have become wealthy, and 
have need of nothing’—and do not know that you are wretched, miserable, poor, blind, and 
naked.”  

The Laodicean church had lots of wealth. They made compromises when it came to money. They 
loved wealth, loved owning the best house and nicest horse in the city. They celebrated what they 
had and strived to get more and more. Their church was fancy, prim, and proper – amazing church 
and social group. 

We can have all the wealth and good things in the world but then become wretched, miserable, 
poor, blind, and naked. It is possible to be clothed with the best, but you are naked and exposed.   

 

GOOD THINGS 

First: Ephesus. Revelation 2:2-3 - “I know your works, your labor, your patience, and that you 
cannot bear those who are evil. And you have tested those who say they are apostles and are 
not, and have found them liars; 3 and you have persevered and have patience, and have labored 
for My name’s sake and have not become weary.” 

- Patience – persevering until the job gets done 
- Did not tolerate evil 
- Understood the scriptures and doctrine  
- Able to discern false teachers and doctrine.   

 

Second: Smyrna. Revelation 2:8-9 - “I know your works, tribulation, and poverty (but you are rich); 
and I know the blasphemy of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of 
Satan.”    

Although poor in the eyes of the world, they were rich in the eyes of God. They were rich in faith, 
perseverance, and grace. These are true riches. 

Third: Pergamos. Revelation 2:13 - “I know your works, and where you dwell, where Satan’s 
throne is”  

Satan had absolute control and authority in the city. Evil expressed itself in every phase of the 
culture. In spite of this the church demonstrated faithfulness to Jesus.   

Whenever the battle gets hard or something come against you, there is a blessing of the Father 
and the commendation of Jesus that says, “I know where you are. I know what you are doing.” 

Fourth: Pergamos. Revelation 2:13 - “And you hold fast to My name and did not deny My faith 
even in the days in which Antipas was My faithful martyr, who was killed among you, where Satan 
dwells.” 
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In Sardis, Satan’s throne is mentioned. In Pergamos, Satan’s dwelling is mentioned. Jesus sees 
things as they are. Satanic influences are everywhere present and they attack the believer. They 
attack your authority. They attack your faith. They attack your home and the pace that you dwell. 

Despite this the church “held fast”. They were firm in their faith and resolved to be true even to 
death.   

Fifth: Thyatira. Revelation 2:19 - “I know your works, love, service, faith, and your patience; 
and as for your works, the last are more than the first.”  

Jesus saw what they did and the efforts they made. They worked hard in the beginning and 
worked even harder as the stresses and pressure increased. 

Sixth: Sardis. Revelation 3:4 - “You have a few names even in Sardis who have not defiled their 
garments; and they shall walk with Me in white, for they are worthy.”    

It is the little things that defile. It is the temptations that we think are not significant that we fall 
prey to that destroys the purity, the love, and the grace that Jesus put in our hearts. 

The church of Sardis did not defile their garments. They were careful and conscientious when it 
came to walking in the purity of the Gospel. 

Seventh: Philadelphia. Revelation 3:8 - “I know your works. See, I have set before you an open 
door, and no one can shut it; for you have a little strength, have kept My word, and have not 
denied My name” 

Jesus know your works. You have worked and questioned things. The stresses and pressures of 
life tend to increase everyday and you wonder, “how can I go on?”  God is faithful and will make 
a way for you in every temptation that you face. There is an open door. You might not see it right 
now but you will. There is a way that will open for you if you keep pressing on. 

FIRST LOVE 

“I have this against you, that you have left your first love.” Revelation 2:4 

When it comes to our love for Jesus now, compared to when we were first saved, the emotional 
zeal and fervor often changes over time. It is a sad thing to lose the joy of one’s salvation and see 
complacency and spiritual lifelessness settle into any Christian’s life.   

But the meaning of losing one’s first love goes deeper than this. It has to do with priority, the one 
to whom we give first place in all things in our lives. Jesus must be first. To love Him is to serve 
Him, to obey Him, to honour Him in all things. 

Our love for Jesus is the watershed issue. If He is first, everything falls in place. Bad things fade, 
good things increase.    

In the first three chapters of Revelation, Jesus reveals the kind of church that is after His own 
heart. There is a glorious way to live and it begins by putting Jesus first. Every day brings us 
closer to His return. These are without doubt the last days. He is coming for a prepared Bride.    


