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THINGS	ARE	NOT	AS	THEY	SEEM:	7	LETTERS	
Revelation 2-3 

Prayer…


This week was hard


	 because I had to discern whether or not 


	 	 we would tackle the 7 letters to the 7 churches


	 	 	 one at a time,


	 	 	 	 OR if we would tackle them all at once. 


There are a number of good reasons


	 for why a preacher could choose either option,


	 	 which is why it took until Friday to decide how to proceed.


Each letter is packed


	 with contextual components 


	 	 that help unveil the reality of Jesus’ presence


	 	 	 among the Christians in that city — and,


	 	 	 	 consequently, Jesus’ presence in our lives as well.


Each letter


	 addresses different situations and experiences


	 	 that the individual congregation was going through,


	 	 	 and each one will relate to our experience as well
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	 	 	 	 because what Christians dealt with 


	 	 	 	 	 in the early church 


	 	 	 	 	 	 are not that different from the issues 


	 	 	 	 	 	 	 we deal with today.


All that said,


	 each of these 7 letters declare:


…hear what the Spirit says to the churches. 
1

What is said to the individual congregation


	 is meant for the whole, complete Church to hear.


We face the reality that John uses 7 as a symbol of completeness.


	 There were more than 7 congregations in the province of Asia


	 	 (Colossae, Lystra, Derbe and Miletus, to name a few). 
2

Scholars still debate why John selected


	 these specific 7 to represent the wider Church in Asia


	 	 and so far none agree. 
3

 Revelation 2:6, 11, 17, 29; 3:6, 13, 22.1

 Darrell W. Johnson. Discipleship on the Edge. (Vancouver: Regent College Publishing, 2004), 51.2

 M. Eugene Boring comments that the seven congregations mentioned all fall on the main Roman road 3

in the province of Asia and all seven cities had Roman courthouses: the place where Christians would be 
tried and accused of being part of the anti-Roman sect that was Christianity [Boring, M. Eugene. 
Interpretation: Revelation. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1989), 87.].
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But it is in this light


	 that we’re attempting to tackle all 7 letters this morning


	 	 (which means we won’t hit everything today).


All 7 letters belong together


	 (not just for the reasons mentioned earlier)


	 	 but because they are all contained within the First Window 


	 	 	 of Revelation;


	 	 	      they are deeply connected with the Christophany:


	 	 	 	   the Son of Man in the middle of the 7 lampstands.


Together these letters


	 point us, once again, to the reality


that the risen and glorified Jesus 

is present among us and because of that, 

things are not as they seem. 

So far in this series


	 we’ve explored how Jesus gives us hope 


	 	 to face the brokenness of the world;


	 	 	 that He’s with us and tells us "Do not be afraid.”
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This morning we explore


	 how Jesus encourages, corrects and affirms


	 	 our journey of faith 


	 	 	 and he wants to see us win/conquer/come out on top!


	 	 	 	 In other words, Jesus is fully rooting for us


	 	 	 	 	 in the race of faith.


We’ve been teaching Gemma to write 


	 and at this point it’s scrawly and not neat by any means, 


	 	 but we celebrate and cheer her on as the scrawls 


	 	 	 begin to look like actual letters and numbers. 


In the same way, 


	 Jesus is celebrating and correcting and affirming us 


	 	 as we strive to improve, grow and flourish as human beings. 


	 	 	 Even if we feel our faith journey is stale, stagnant,


	 	 	 	 or we find ourselves in the dark night of the soul, 
4

	 	 	 	 	 things are not as they seem.


As we look at these letters


	 we’ll notice they all follow a similar formula:


 phrase coined by John of the Cross, 1542-1591.4
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Begins with an “I know…” statement (commonly, but not 

always, followed by the statement, “But I have this 

against you…”)


Ends with “The one who conquers…” statement.


Each letter contains these two elements


	 and in each instance


	 	 they point us back to the image


	 	 	 of Jesus in the middle of the 7 lampstands.


“I KNOW” 

Each letter begins


	 with the phrase, “The words of him who…”


	 	 John connects the messages to the vision in 1:9-20,


	 	 	 to show emphasize that the King of the cosmos


	 	 	 	 knows exactly what’s going on;


	 	 	 	 	 He’s not impartial, distant, or idle


	 	 	 	 	 	 and it is Jesus we are accountable to.


Jesus declares to each of the 7 congregations
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	 (and thus the whole, complete Church)


	 	 I know…your works (mentioned to 5 of the 7),


	 	 	 your experiences (persecution, patience, poverty, etc.),


	 	 	 	 your cultural context.





Jesus knows.


	 He sees the evil we encounter (2:2);


	 	 He hears the lies we’re told or choose to believe 


	 	 	 because they’re easier than the Truth of the gospel (2:14);


	 	 	 	 He witnesses the persecution (2:9),


	 	 	 	 	 inflicted upon His people by those


	 	 	 	 	 	 who abuse their power.


The tribulations the Churches experience are very real 


	 and we’ll see how great they are 


	 	 as they’re expounded in the visions to come in chapters 4-20,


	 	 	 but the point here is that Jesus not only sees them


	 	 	 	 but he knows what they’re going through.


He sees those trapped in habit of religion (3:1-2)


	 (of going through the motions of faith)


Ephesus

Pergamum

Smyrna

Philedelphia

Sardis
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	 	 but who fail to truly love Him


	 	 	 (who serve at church, give to the needy,


	 	 	 	 but spend no time with Him and thus 


	 	 	 	 	 denying His companionship).


He sees those who were devoted at first


	 but have fallen into complacency (3:15-16).





Or worse, He sees those who have turned and replaced Him


	 with things we want to value more (2:14-15, 20-23): 


	 	 materials, status, reputation.


He sees it all.


	 As He declares to the Church in Thyatira:


And all the churches will know that I am he who searches 

mind and heart, and I will give to each of you as your works 

deserve. 2:23 

When John uses the term works


	 he isn’t thinking along the same lines as Paul


	 	 who battles faith vs. works.


Laodicea

Thyatira
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Rather, John is calling the churches


	 (as he’s received the call from Jesus in this Revelation)


	 	 “…to do more than endure; there is a ministry to be performed  

	 	 in the meantime.” 
5

Perhaps that sounds harsh to our ears —


	 how could a pastor declare, “Go out and fulfill the ministry  

	 	 God called you to” while you’re being brutally persecuted  

	 	 	 by the dominant social power.


But again,


	 John is unveiling the reality of the risen and glorified Jesus to us.


	 	 This call to works is nothing less


	 	 	 than what Jesus, Himself, did 


	 	 	 	 even in the face of persecution:


Jesus said, "Father, forgive them, for they 

do not know what they are doing.” Luke 23:24 

And Jesus knows the struggle.


	 He knows the sacrifice this kind of life takes.


 (Boring, 95).5
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	 	 He knows the pressure of living counter culturally


	 	 	 (more than that: 


	 	 	 	 living in order to transform and renew the culture).


Jesus knows what that’s like


	 because He accomplished it.


	 	 He saw that renewal to completion


	 	 	 and is the Conqueror; the Victor.


So Jesus knows what we go through;


	 He knows what it’s like.


	 	 He still calls us to the ministry of the gospel


	 	 	 but the One who calls us 


	 	 	 	 is the One who knows the sacrifice


	 	 	 	 	 and who walks alongside us 


	 	 	 	 	 	 as the Conqueror.


CONQUERORS 

This moves us into second element


	 of the letters’ formula.


	 	 7 times we read: The one who conquers…
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The Greek word here 


	 means to win a victory over.


As Jesus’ followers, 


	 through our faith in Him and in what He’s accomplished,


	 	 we share in Christ’s victory.


To become a conqueror


	 in the context of Revelation, then,


	 	 is to stand firm in the faith 


	 	 	 (despite opposition, persecution or, in some cases, 


	 	 	 	 even, death);


to stand firm in the reality 


	 that Jesus has accomplished God’s Will,


	 	 that Jesus is the true King of God’s Kingdom,


	 	 	 that all of creation in heaven and on earth bow to Jesus.


When we are able to stand firm in faith in Jesus


	 we will eat of the tree of life (2:7b).


	 	 The guys at The Bible Project have a study on the tree of life


	 	 	 and share that eating of this tree
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	 	 	 	 is partaking in the fullness of God and God’s Life.


To stand firm in faith in Jesus


	 is, then, to partake in the fullness of God’s Life.


To partake in God’s fullness of Life


	 also means we are spared from the second death (2:11b).


	 	 We will encounter this term later in Revelation


	 	 	 but it refers to the final judgement 


	 	 	 	 of evil, corruption, and injustice.


It is the death that is overcome with Christ’s resurrection.


	 It indicates our own resurrection


	 	 and the proceeding eternal life.


Those who conquer will also be given


	 hidden manna…a white stone…new name…2:17b 

“Just as Israel was fed manna from heaven as she made her way toward 

the promised land, so the church will be fed as she makes her way toward 

the City of God…He is saying to us, why are you fooling around eating at 
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the tables of lesser gods, when you can come to me and eat food that truly 

satisfies?” 
6

	 Jesus says, I am the bread of life  

which comes down out of heaven… 

and gives life to the world John 6:38, 51


The white stone has a number of interpretations


	 but the one that captures the intimacy clearly


	 	 is that when two friends parted ways in the first century


	 	 	 they would divide a white stone in half.


	 	 	 	 Each would inscribe their name on their half 


	 	 	 	 	 and give it to the other 


	 	 	 	 	 	 as a symbol of their friendship. 
7

Jesus is promising an intimate friendship


	 with those who conquer.


	 	 On that stone is a new name 


	 	 	 that only the receiver and giver know


	 	 	 	 through their close, intimate friendship.


 (Johnson, 85).6

 (Johnson, 86).7
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Jesus declares the conquerors


	 will be given the morning star (2:26-28).


In the last chapter of the book of Revelation


	 Jesus refers to himself as the bright and morning star (22:26)


	 	 [a title Pharaoh gave himself].


The morning star typically appears 


	 at the darkest time of the night; 


	 	 when it appears there is no sign of the dawn. 


But when it does appear, 


	 it’s very faint and small at first, 


	 	 but you know that the night cannot withstand what’s coming; 


	 	 	 it’s only a matter of time until 


	 	 	 	 the dawn wipes the night away. 
8

This is what Jesus offers his conquerors.


	 The light that gives hope in the darkest of times 


	 	 to know that the dark is not the end;


	 	 	 Morning is coming!


 (Johnson, 95).8



January 19, 2020 Revelation Series �14

Conquerors are also clothed in garments of white (3:5).


Garments of white are symbolic for purity in the Bible. 

This is for the Christian who appears alive 


	 but is just going through the motions of religion;


	 	 the passion and desire to be pure and holy like Jesus


	 	 	 	 is not there.


Only those who remember and keep


	 that passion and desire to not just know Jesus


	 	 but to be like Jesus


	 	 	 will be given the purity of Christ.


Sixth, conquerors will be made


	 a pillar in the temple of my God. Never shall he go out of it, 

and I will write on him the NAME of my God, 

the name of the city of my God… 

and my own new name 3:12


In Roman culture


	 there was a custom associated with temples


	 	 best explained by William Barclay:
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“When a person had served the state well…the memorial 

which city gave to him was to erect a pillar in one of the 

temples with his name inscribed upon it.”  9

Those who maintain the faith


	 are made into the pillars of God’s eternal Temple


	 	 and given the triple honour of having the inscription of:


	 	 	 1) God’s holy Name (given in Exodus 3; 


	 	 	 	 never spoken out loud by the Jews),


	 	 	 2) God’s new city name (the city that is 


	 	 	 	 the dwelling place of the King of the cosmos),


	 	 	 3) the conqueror’s new name (the name given


	 	 	 	 that marks their new belonging in God’s Kingdom;


	 	 	 	 	 the name of honour and devotion to the King)


Last we are told the conquerors


	 will sit with [Jesus] on [his] throne…


	 	 Jesus makes the bold promise


	 	 	 that His faithful ones will not only enjoy 


	 	 	 	 eternal life in the Kingdom,


 Barclay, William. Letters to the Seven Churches. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), 98.9
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	 	 	 	 	 but will rule along with Him.


This is a nuance back to the garden of Eden


	 where humanity was made rulers/kings over creation.


	 	 This was the original design and purpose of humanity.


	 	 	 We find ourselves back within our original design


	 	 	 	 only this time we get to do it alongside Jesus.


The promises we hear in these 7 letters


	 are not simply moralistic exhortations


	 	 but show us what life looks like


	 	 	 when we take seriously what Jesus accomplished


	 	 	 	 in his life, death, resurrection and ascension


	 	 	 and as we look forward 


	 	 	 	 to the completion of God’s newness


	 	 	 	 	 as he ushers in the fullness of His Kingdom 


	 	 	 	 	 	 on earth as it is in heaven.


This is also why it’s important


	 to hold these letters together


	 	 and not just see them as individual letters.
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TODAY 

But in light of what we’ve unpacked,


	 what can we draw on


	 	 to not only encourage us today


	 	 	 but give us hope as we face the challenges & obstacles


	 	 	 	 that push against our faith, in 2020?


In these letters,


	 we discover that JESUS is the One


	 	 who encourages, corrects and affirms


	 	 	 his Church on their journey of faith


	 	 	 	 and He’s rooting for us/wants to see us win. 

This was JESUS’ attitude in the first century


	 and it’s His attitude toward us today.


Jesus tells the Church


	 that He knows everything that goes on.


	 	 He not only tests our minds but our hearts as well.


We find a number of occasions
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	 where his flame like eyes


	 	 penetrate through to our deepest desires,


	 	 	 and the Words He speaks cut like a two-edged sword.


Once this happens,


	 Jesus exhorts His People


	 	 to remember, repent and re-do.


	 	 	 This is how Jesus helps us win. 


REMEMBER 

We need to remember where we went wrong.


	 At what point did we lose our passion to know Jesus?


	 	 At what point did we replace Jesus (our first love) 


	 	 	 with something else?


	 	 	 	 At what point did we compromise 


	 	 	 	 	 instead of remaining faithful to Jesus?


REPENT 

Once we’ve pinpointed that moment(s),


	 we need to confess it all. 


	 	 We need to let Jesus’ purifying eyes 
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	 	 	 look upon those moments and burn them white hot


	 	 	 	 until there’s nothing left but garments of white. 

Eugene Boring states,


“Repentance is not a once-and-for-all act that brings one into the 

Christian community but is the constant challenge to the 

community. It is not a matter of feeling sorry in a religious mood 

about past misdeeds but a reorientation to a new model of life 

based on the gospel, the good news that God has already acted 

in Jesus for our salvation.”  
10

RE-DO 

From there we live reoriented.


	 We live out the newness of Jesus


	 	 after making that conscious and ongoing step of repentance.


Know that you are made new 


	 and re-do your living to reflect His gospel.


	 	 Live knowing that the challenges we face


	 	 	 have already been overcome in Jesus.


	 	 	 	 Live knowing the victory has been won!


 (Boring, 95-96).10



January 19, 2020 Revelation Series �20

This is how Jesus roots for us.


	 If we’ve lost our first love,


	 	 or feel the weight of persecution;


	 	 	 if we’ve allowed non-gospel teaching to influence us,


	 	 	        or we’ve split our devotion with someone/something;


	 If we seem alive on the outside 


	 	 but inside are dead with no passion for Jesus


	 	 	 or if we’ve been faithful and feel the pressure 


	 	 	 	 to conform to society’s norms;


	 If we’re neither hot nor cold


	 	 but linger in the unproductive realm of complacency,


REMEMBER, REPENT, RE-DO. 

	 This is how Jesus roots for us.


	 	 This is how we live with the hope


	 	 	 that things are not as they seem. 


