John turned to gaze upon seven golden lamp stands then saw one whose face shone like the sun in its full strength, standing in the midst of those lamp stands. Absolutely overwhelmed by what he saw, John collapsed in a faint. The one he saw standing there was the very one with whom he had walked and talked as a young man, the one beside whom he had sat and upon whom he had leaned at their last Passover meal together. John had last seen him about sixty-five years earlier when he stood with the other disciples on the Mount of Olives, gazing up and watching him disappear into the clouds. As John lay collapsed, that one reached down and touched him gently with his hand. “Do not be afraid, John,” he declared. “It is me.” Christ went on to reveal himself to John as the one who is the first and the last, the one who was dead but is now alive forevermore. John was then told to write down what he had seen and what would yet be shown to him. 

1. 
Ephesus: Judgment

2.
Smyrna: Persecuted

3.
Pergamos: Political

4.
Thyatira: Prosperous

5.
Sardis: Powerless

6.
Philadelphia: Persevering

7.
Laodicea: Putrid

In Revelation chapters two and three, John records Jesus’s messages to the seven churches in Asia Minor, represented by the seven lamp stands at the close of chapter one. Jesus tells John to write these things to the angels, or messengers, of each church. Others believe the term angel refers to the pastor. In any case, it is someone in authority over each church.

And I turned to see the voice that spake with me. And being turned, I saw seven golden candlesticks; And in the midst of the seven candlesticks one like unto the Son of Man, clothed with a garment down to the foot, and girt about the paps with a golden girdle. And when I saw him, I fell at his feet as dead. And he laid his right hand upon me, saying unto me, Fear not; I am the first and the last. I am he that liveth, and was dead; and, behold, I am alive for evermore, Amen; and have the keys of hell and of death. Write the things which thou hast seen, and the things which are, and the things which shall be hereafter; The mystery of the seven stars which thou sawest in my right hand, and the seven golden candlesticks. The seven stars are the angels of the seven churches: and the seven candlesticks which thou sawest are the seven churches.

Revelation 1:12-13, 17-20

The Seven Churches of Asia and the Isle of Patmos
Revelation 2-3
Revelation’s first chapter sets the scene and provides an introduction to the book. As we have already seen, the Day of the Lord (Revelation 1:10) is the time setting from which events in the book are viewed. From this standpoint, John saw behind him the lamp stands representing the seven churches, symbolizing God’s church down through the ages. 

Remember, Revelation was given as a prophecy to show God’s servants what would come to pass. Therefore, the messages to the seven congregations (Revelation 2:3) are far more than a mere historical account of circumstances extant in the last decade of the first century. These seven churches in Asia Minor represent the stages (or eras) through which the true church would pass before Christ’s return.

In John’s vision, God shows him that he has a few complaints against the first five churches. In the first five churches, he tells John what their downfall is. 
Church of Ephesus – Preoccupied 

“Nevertheless I have somewhat against thee, because thou hast left thy first love” (Revelation 2:4).

The church at Ephesus had a distinguished history. It had been founded by Paul and pastored by Timothy and then by John himself. They were a hard-working church but had left their first love (Revelation 2:4). Their initial enthusiasm with their Christian lives had been dimmed because of their preoccupation with activity. So Jesus challenges them to return to the zeal, passion, and devotion that once characterized them.

Church in Smyrna – Persecuted 

“I know thy works, and tribulation, and poverty, (but thou art rich) and I know the blasphemy of them which say they are Jews, and are not, but are the synagogue of Satan” (Revelation 2:9).

All of these seven churches would undergo persecution but none greater than that of Smyrna. Smyrna means crushed, like the word myrrh, which was crushed to release its fragrant perfume. Smyrna’s persecution was a sweet fragrance to God. Smyrna was encouraged to continue to be faithful, even unto death.

Church in Pergamos – Political 

“But I have a few things against thee, because thou hast there them that hold the doctrine of Balaam, who taught Balac to cast a stumbling block before the children of Israel, to eat things sacrificed unto idols, and to commit fornication” (Revelation 2:14).

Pergamos was the headquarters of the Roman army in Asia Minor. It was also the location of a pagan temple to Zeus at which the army worshipped. The church at Pergamos was trying to walk a tightrope between adhering to their true beliefs and overlooking their idolatrous environment. They were also tolerant of the doctrine of the Nicolaitans—a reference to a false teaching that threatened to undermine the church.  Pergamos was commanded to stand up against both paganism and false doctrine.

Church in Thyatira – Prosperous 

“Notwithstanding I have a few things against thee, because thou sufferest that woman Jezebel, which calleth herself a prophetess, to teach and to seduce my servants to commit fornication, and to eat things sacrificed unto idols” (Revelation 2:20).

Thyatira was a prosperous church in a thriving city that was the site of a fine clothing industry. Women were accorded a higher status there than elsewhere. But the church in that city had tolerated a false prophetess, who is referred to as Jezebel after the wicked queen of Israel in the Old Testament. The church is told to cast her out of their midst. God expects judgment to begin at his house, the church.

Church in Sardis – Powerless 

“Be watchful, and strengthen the things which remain, that are ready to die: for I have not found thy works perfect before God” (Revelation 3:2).

Chapter three of Revelation covers the last three churches, the first of which is Sardis. Sardis was a dead, ritualistic church that was told to allow the power of God to enter in and energize it.

Church in Philadelphia – Persevering

“I know thy works: behold, I have set before thee an open door, and no man can shut it: for thou hast a little strength, and hast kept my word, and hast not denied my name” (Revelation 3:8).

The church at Philadelphia had an open door set before it.  They were commended for being faithful and told to use that open door to continue their faithfulness in spreading the gospel message.

 The Church of Laodiceans – Putrid 

“I know thy works, that thou art neither cold nor hot: I would thou wert cold or hot. So then because thou art lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I will spue thee out of my mouth” (Revelation 3:15-16).

The church at Laodicea was lukewarm—neither hot nor cold.  Jesus said he would spew them out of his mouth for their lukewarmness. Laodicea was a prosperous retirement community famous for its therapeutic facilities. They thought they had all that was needed for their success. Jesus warned them that this was not the case. Laodicea was counseled to put on white robes, symbolic of salvation, the gift of righteousness received from Jesus Christ.  Our Lord says he is outside of that church, standing and knocking at the door. He promises that he will enter in and fellowship with whoever opens it. 
Each church’s message consists of seven elements. There is the commission to write to each church. There is the character, some quality of Jesus from chapter one. There are words of commendation—things they are doing right—and condemnation—things they are doing wrong. There is correction, instruction in rectifying the problem areas. There is the call to hear and understand the message. Finally, a challenge, a promise for overcomers, is given. 

  The messages to all of these seven churches can be applied to our churches today in general, since the same principles apply today as then. But Laodicea is frighteningly similar to the American church today, which is geared toward material success. 
Which of these descriptions of the seven churches comes closest to describing the situation in your own church? In your own life?
