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Revealing Revelation: The Seven Churches Sunday, 10/31/21 

If I were to tell you that Revelation is an example of apocalyptic literature in the 

Bible, you could easily be excused for thinking that I meant it’s about the end of the world. 

I’m even guessing that the four horsemen of the apocalypse might be the first image that 

comes into your head. Revelation does address, at least metaphorically, the end of the world, 

but that’s not what makes it apocalyptic.  

The Greek word apocalypse is translated “revelation,” which is where the book gets 

its name, and in this context, revelation means something like “unveiling.” An apocalypse in 

the Bible is an unveiling by God of some truth, plan, or perspective, usually in a dream or a 

vision. Jewish apocalypses are highly symbolic in the use of numbers and images, and 

although Revelation is found in the New Testament, it draws heavily from Old Testament 

Jewish numerology and symbology.  

Revelation is unique in the Bible in that its wholly apocalyptic. Other apocalyptic 

writing is found in portions of Daniel (chapters 7-12), Isaiah (24-27), Ezekiel (37-41), and 

Zechariah (9-12). As you may have noticed, most of these accounts involve God’s revelation 

coming as a vision to one of God’s prophets. Revelation is unique in that it was given to one 

of the Apostles of Jesus, John. 

We’ll just be sampling from Revelation this month, beginning today with the opening 

of God’s revelation to John and one of the letters to the seven churches. 

 Right from the get-go we know we’re in for a wild ride with John’s vision. Gone is 

the carpenter’s son who reclines at the dinner table with sinners and heals the lame. Instead, 

we’re presented with what has to be one of the most bizarre and frightening images of Jesus 

or his angels in the Bible. Is it any wonder that he had to say to John, “Don’t be afraid?” A 

thundering voice, flaming eyes, a face shining as bright as the sun, and a sword coming out 

of his mouth. I sincerely hope that’s not what I’m going to see when I rise from the dead! 

As with everything in the Bible, it helps to understand both the purpose and context of 

the original writing and the Old Testament references. In this case, the man with hair white 

as snow and burning eyes is clearly borrowed from Daniel 7, where Daniel has a vision of 

the Ancient One, also radiating white and adorned with fire. White is an obvious reference to 

holiness, and fire one of power.  
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Both Daniel and Revelation were written to God’s people in times of severe 

persecution. In Daniel’s time, persecution came in the form of the Babylonian exile, where 

Israel’s best and brightest were carried off from their homes and families and made to learn 

the language and customs of their captors. In the time of Revelation, it was Roman 

persecution of Christians who refused to worship the Roman emperor. In both Daniel and 

Revelation, the powerful and holy figure isn’t intended to frighten the reader so much as to 

convey the reassuring message that God is power and in control. The twenty-five-dollar 

word for that is “sovereignty,” the power and authority of royalty. The earliest Christian 

confession is “Jesus is Lord,” meaning that Jesus has sovereign power and authority that no 

Roman emperor ever can. 

Can you imagine how the revelation of a God of awesome power might bring comfort 

to a forlorn people suffering under foreign occupation and oppression? 

The seven lampstands in the opening scene of John’s vision represent seven churches 

that fell along a trade route in what is now western Turkey. That’s the Mediterranean Sea to 

the south. Rome would have been to the west, and Jerusalem to the southeast. The Apostle 

Paul spent time building churches in this area during his second and third missionary 

journeys that we read about in the book of Acts. Why were these seven singled out? Perhaps 

because the number seven in Hebrew thought was representative of perfection or 

completion. Not that these or any of the other churches were perfect, but perhaps to convey 

the idea that God’s plan for them would be made perfect and complete. That is, after all, the 

major theme of Revelation. The sovereign Christ wins in the end, the faithful in Christ will 

be saved, and creation will be restored, no matter what vexing troubles might be found along 

the way.  

We’re going to sample just one of the seven letters written to these churches, each of 

them carrying words of encouragement and words of challenge. The letter to the church in 

Laodicea is one of the most biting, but still it offers hope. I’m reading from Revelation 3 

beginning with verse 14, in the New Living Translation. {Read Revelation 3:14-22 NLT}  

This letter is a bit perplexing at face value, because it seems that Jesus is saying that 

He’d prefer the church to have a “cold” faith to a lukewarm faith. Really? What kind of 

sense would that make?  
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One popular explanation for this strange passage is that not far from Laodicea, about 

five miles away, was the city of Hierapolis, known for its hot springs. According to Ministry 

Magazine, “The naturally warm water from these springs has been channeled to nearby 

towns since ancient times, and it is believed that Laodicea may also have received these 

waters… As the thermal waters from Hierapolis reached Laodicea they were no doubt only 

lukewarm and therefore unpalatable.”1 This was in contrast to the supposedly refreshing cold 

water of nearby Colossae. That explanation is a little unconvincing, as the hot springs water 

was for bathing, not drinking.  

A more plausible suggestion is offered by another commentator, who claims this is a 

reference to hospitality in the ancient near east. “When a guest arrived, his host might offer 

him wine chilled with snow, or wine mixed with warmed water. To be offered lukewarm 

wine was an insult to the guest and a mark against the host…The Laodiceans have not 

welcomed Jesus as an honored guest. Even when they don’t leave Him outside the door 

knocking to get in, they haven’t been good hosts.”2 

What does it mean for us to be lukewarm followers of Jesus? If we gave the greeters 

and ushers some of those infrared thermometers and took your spiritual temperatures as you 

entered the church today, what would they learn? Would you be on fire for Jesus, or would 

you be lukewarm? A dead body left sitting long enough will eventually settle down from 98 

degrees to room temperature. Are you alive in Christ today, or are you acclimated to room 

temperature, spiritually dead? 

Jesus wrote to the Laodiceans to “turn from your indifference.” An indifferent, 

lukewarm Christian might be one who calls themselves a Christian but doesn’t take any 

steps to grow as a disciple; One who sometimes worships but doesn’t experience any 

particular sense of loss when being away from the Body of Christ; One who affirms the 

Bible as God’s Word, but doesn’t seek to grow in Biblical understanding or practice; One 

who accepts Christ, but doesn’t embrace Christ with committed love. Maybe you like 

lukewarm drinking water. I really don’t. 

Maybe you’re not lukewarm at all, and your discipleship challenges are different ones. 

 
1 https://www.ministrymagazine.org/archive/1977/08/what-hierapolis-tells-us-about-laodicea 
2 https://theopolisinstitute.com/leithart_post/laodicean-water/ 
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If Jesus were to write a letter to you today, what might he say? If he were to write a letter to 

our church, what might he say? What would he praise us for? What would he warn us about? 

I said that Revelation’s purpose was to offer hope to the church. So where’s the hope 

in this letter? It’s there in the last two verses. “Look! I stand at the door and knock. If you 

hear my voice and open the door, I will come in, and we will share a meal together as 

friends. Those who are victorious will sit with me on my throne, just as I was victorious and 

sat with my Father on his throne.”3 Although Jesus didn’t offer a single word of praise to the 

Laodiceans, he did offer them this hope, and he offers it again to us today.  

The first word of hope is that Jesus is actually seeking you, no matter what your 

spiritual temperature is. Unlike the image offered to us in the Gospels, in Revelation it’s 

Jesus who comes to our door and knocks, Jesus who walks through the door into our lives- 

not as a judge, but as a close friend, willing to share the intimacy of a shared meal together. 

It’s the epitome of grace, receiving something we don’t deserve. The word picture of Jesus 

in Revelation 1 is kind of alarming, but here we find someone warmer and more 

recognizable as our savior. 

The second word of hope is that there will be a reward for those who faithfully follow 

Christ. Do you recall what I said earlier about the sovereignty of God as opposed to the 

sovereignty of the Roman Emperor? Christ’s promise that we’ll sit on thrones is, at the very 

least, a promise that in the new creation, we’ll share in the sovereign rule of God, and there 

will be a final end to the reign of any worldly pretenders to the throne.  

Revelation is God’s unveiling of hope to a people without it. The imagery is strange, 

but the heart of God is not. Even in the letters to the churches, there are signs of hope for 

those with the eyes to see and the ears to hear. But that hope doesn’t come without 

something from us. The kind of faith that leads to hope can’t be indifferent to Christ and His 

Gospel. Jesus is knocking on the door of your heart today; now it’s up to you. Will you leave 

him standing outside, or invite him in? 

Please take some time now to reflect on your spiritual temperature. How are you 

opening the door of your heart to Christ? 

 
3 Revelation 3:20-21. New Living Translation (2nd Edition) 
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