Revelation Series – The Seven Churches—2009 
I. Introduction
Revelation, as Pastor Rolf pointed out Wednesday, is a book that is intended to reveal Jesus.  In some ways, what it reveals about Jesus is surprising.  But what shouldn’t surprise us is that it reveals a Jesus who first and foremost loves us passionately.  And if you start with that premise, then Revelation not only makes more sense, it becomes like a love letter from Jesus to his followers.
II. The Seven Letters
Opening
Speaking of love letters, chapters two and three are filled with seven of them, each dictated by Jesus and addressed to seven churches in present-day western Turkey.  The seven churches were introduced symbolically in chapter one as seven lamp stands, and then later shown to be seven real congregations, each with real issues that John was very aware of.  
But as is the case with the use of numbers in Revelation, seven also happens to be the number of completeness or wholeness.  So though there were actually seven real congregations, they represent every congregation of every place and time.  And where is Jesus in respect to those congregations?  Standing among us… not above us as judge, though he would certainly be qualified… but in the midst of us, to teach us, lead us, praise us, discipline us, and encourage us.
Overview of the seven churches: Ephesus, Pergamum & Thyatira
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So let’s take a quick overview of those seven congregations, starting with Ephesus.  Ephesus was the biggest city of that region, around 250,000 people, and home to one of the ancient wonders of the world: a huge temple honoring the goddess Artemis.  In his love letter to the congregation in that city, Jesus commends them for carefully discerning right teaching from false teaching, but begs them to become the loving congregation they once were.  Faith for them had become an issue of right vs. wrong—love for Jesus and for others had little place in their congregation.
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Pergamum and Thyatira had the opposite problem in a way.  Perga​mum was the seat of the Roman government for that province; Thyatira was a commercial center.  Christians in both cities found it was a lot easier being a Christian if they tried to fit in with their non-Christian neighbors.  One of those ways included burning incense to the emperor who was tokenly worshiped as a god as a show of allegiance to Rome.  The “fornication” mentioned in those letters most likely was a codeword for this emperor-worship.  The Christians in those cities most likely would argue that worshiping the emperor this way was just for show—that it didn’t mean a thing to them.  Jesus, who desires nothing but our hearts, isn’t so sure.  In his letters to them he said they have accommodated so much to their culture that their faith has taken second place.
Overview: Smyrna, Philadelphia, Sardis & Laodicea
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Smyrna and Philadelphia are shining contrasts, but interestingly enough, they have the least to boast about.  Smyrna’s congregation—though located in a prosperous city—is in poverty, as the result of an economic persecution of the faithful.  Philadelphia’s congregation is suffering the same fate.  And though they might see themselves as afflicted and wish God would take away their problems, Jesus sees them as rich.
[image: image4.emf]And finally there is Sardis and Laodicea who were the opposite—materially successful congregations who had grown complacent, believing that since they had been materially blessed, that they were what every congregation should strive to be—a very early example of congregations buying into a “prosperity gospel” which says God blesses the faithful with wealth.  Jesus had no words of commendation for them, only an urgent plea to wake up!
Closing
One could certainly describe most every congregation in one of those ways.  But remember, those letters are intended mainly to describe Jesus who is standing in the midst of them, encouraging them to not only put him first in their hearts and in their lives, but also to love their neighbor with the love of Jesus.
III. Descriptions of us
Opening
But having said that, let me ask you this: did you see yourself in any of those descriptions?  And if so, what did you hear Jesus telling you?
Pictures of ourselves
Actually it’s not too hard to imagine ourselves as judgmental, having been wronged by someone when we know we were in the right.  In fact, we are quite capable of keeping track of behaviors we don’t approve of and adding them to our mental list.
And it’s not too hard to imagine all the ways we have accommodated to the American culture.  We have been exposed to words and images in the media that forty years ago would have offended us, and now we don’t bat an eye.  Our financial goals are our only dreams.

And there is a good chance many of us have gone through an extremely rough patch when everything about life was hard, and God was our only refuge.  And likewise, there is a good chance that we have also gone through such abundant times that we didn’t feel the need to give God a second thought.

What Jesus says
It’s easy to see us in those congregations and to hear those words that expose the truth about us.  But as Pastor Rolf told us on  Wednesday, the truth about us—about who we are—is only one side of the two-edged sword of God’s Word.  The other edge describes whose we are and it is a word filled with promise.
Each letter ends with a promise from Jesus that says regardless of how far away your heart is from me at this moment, I haven’t given up on you.  And I’ll make the same promises to you now that I made on the day you were baptized.  I won’t abandon you; don’t let your heart abandon me.  Fight and win the battle over those things that would pull your heart away.
Closing
Can you hear his passion in those letters?  You matter to Jesus.  What you do matters to Jesus.  Where your heart is matters to Jesus.  He doesn’t want your religion; he wants your relationship. 
IV. Conclusion
Seven letters… seven churches… every heart.  Jesus is speaking a message to you today, filled with yearning and encouragement, discipline and love.  He is the one that wants the very best for you.    Amen.
