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Why Study Revelation
End times. The Anti-Christ. The Mark of the Beast. Apocalypse?
Many people avoid the Book of Revelation because it can feel overwhelming, confusing, or just
plain scary. If Revelation were a stand-alone book, it might be sitting on a shelf collecting dust in
most homes. What could a book about the end times have to do with our lives today?
As it turns out, a lot.
Revelation isn’t just a book about the things to come. It is also a book about how someday gives
hope to today. Spoiler alert on the ending: God wins. Revelation reveals Jesus as THE King. Our
incredible hope is in the ultimate reign and rule of King Jesus.
It’s time to take Revelation off the shelf.

Genre
Revelation is unique among the books of the New Testament for containing a literary genre
known as Apocalyptic. What exactly do we mean when we say Revelation is apocalyptic literature?
While a complete answer to that question could fill a book, we can paint a picture of it with some
broad brush strokes.
First, the Book of Revelation gets its title from the fact that it reveals something about the future.
More specifically, this book doesn’t just show a time that is yet to come, but the end of time as we
know it. Those who are found in Christ will dwell with Him in eternity, and yet there are things
that must take place between now and then. Revelation gives us a glimpse at the trials, judgment,
and vindication to come.
Secondly, this revelation (singular) of Jesus to His Church is filled with vibrant and sometimes
bizarre imagery. Prophetic and apocalyptic literature often leverage this literary technique to
share truth. Jesus, for example, is imagined as a lamb which was slain. We ought not to think that
Jesus turns into a literal lamb, but rather interpret the image as an evocative way to learn truth.
We can say, “Jesus died for our sins”, but to use this sort of imagery helps you further engage and
“feel” the point. Careful attention needs to be given so that we don’t overinterpret or under
interpret the imagery within the text.
Lastly, this book indicates how we should live today in light of this revelation. These apocalyptic
visions were given to the Church not simply to satisfy curiosity or to obtain secret knowledge. All
scripture is profitable (2 Timothy 3:16-17) for our walk of faith, including this often-ignored book.
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So how do we ensure that we are “profiting” from Revelation and not simply reading it and
walking away unchanged?

Tips for Reading Revelation
Below are seven tips for reading the Book of Revelation well:
Read it like a Christian. We may find ourselves wondering how this book communicates truth. As
Christians we come to it believing that it is true. Like any other passage of scripture, we pray for
the power of the Holy Spirit as we come with faith seeking understanding.
Read carefully. As we seek to interpret the Bible, we begin the grammatical-historical approach,
taking careful note of the text and its background.
Read contextually. Revelation employs different genres and builds thoughts across its pages. We
want to keep an eye on the whole book even as we look at its individual sections. Not only do we
believe that Revelation works in harmony with itself, but that it fits with all of God’s revealed truth.
Read theologically. This is a revelation from Jesus which ultimately points to Jesus. The entire
scripture centers on Jesus (Christocentric) and points towards Jesus (Christotelic).
Read devotionally. God’s Word has always been about more than “head” knowledge. It is about
a changed life that looks more and more like our Savior. Read Revelation through the power and
counsel of the Holy Spirit and be ready to respond to what is revealed.
Read consistently. This book is a lot to take in. Because of that, you should begin with a quick
overview reading followed by a slower and more detailed reading. This will help you understand
the parts within the context of the whole.
Read humbly. Scripture says that we see through a glass darkly. We are limited human beings
who are approaching a truly majestic vision. Even as we form our understandings and beliefs
about what is said, we do so with humility and a teachable spirit.

How to Use this Guide
This guide is meant to help you understand and respond to God’s Word. When you come to read
God’s Word, whether you are in a small group or on your own, take time to come before God in
worship. Ask Him to lead and guide your time. Ask for grace to read, listen, and respond as He
leads.
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Revelation: Introduction
Read Revelation 1:1-3
The opening verse gives us the book’s origin, transmission, and purpose.
Write a short summary of each.

If God revealed these truths to Jesus, who in turn revealed them to His servants, what does that
imply about our ability to know these things without divine intervention? As Christians, how do
we “know” truth?

Jesus and the angel made it “known.” The Greek word used here implies that the revelation was
made known through signs or symbols (σημαίνω). In this book we will see some very unusual and
evocative imagery that, although strange to us, nevertheless reveals truth. Identifying and
interpreting the book’s symbolic content requires careful study and wisdom from God. Pray for
that wisdom.
We are told that these things must take place “soon” and that “the time is near.” What does that
mean? What are some other “soon” statements in the Bible (e.g., Luke 18:8; Romans 16:20) that
we are still waiting for?
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How do you respond when God’s “soon” feels far off in your life? What is a “soon” that you are
waiting for, and what encouragement do you need to keep waiting in faith?

Not only is the source of this material divine, but it comes with a promise of blessing for those
who hear it and keep it. Your life will be uniquely blessed this year if you put in the work to hear
(read, study, understand) this book and put into practice what it says. That means this book isn’t
just about someday, but about your life today. In what ways might God use this book to bless
your life this year? Will you commit to hear and keep these words this year?

Prayer and Response
Ask the Holy Spirit to speak and reveal truth to you based on this passage of scripture. What are
one or two prayers that you can bring before God this week?
For example: God, give me the faith to believe that You will do what You said. Help me to have
patience this week as I wait for the “soon” in my life.
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Revelation 1: Jesus Is Coming Again
Read Revelation 1:4-8
Who wrote this book, and who are the intended recipients (Hint: there are multiple!)?
As you read the following letters, you will see that Jesus has some strong and challenging words
for many of these churches and believers. And yet, these words begin with a blessing and a desire
for God’s grace and peace to be ever-present in your life. Could both things be true for the
churches in Asia? Can both be true in your life? When and why do you believe that you receive
God’s grace and peace in your life?

God is said to be the One who was, is, and is to come. What does this tell us about God? How
does that connect with the idea that God is the great “I AM”?

The number seven is often associated in the Bible with completeness or wholeness (such as God
creating the world in seven days). The seven spirits found here in Revelation 1 are often
interpreted as the complete presence of the Holy Spirit alongside God the Father and God the
Son.
What are the three things said about Jesus in Verse 5? Why is the ordering of those three things
significant?

Satan once tempted Jesus by offering to allow Him to skip over the obedience and the suffering
and go straight to the success of ruling over all the earth. The order mattered for Jesus and it
matters for us. What trial in your life are you being tempted to skip over to get straight to the
blessing on the other end? How did Jesus respond to Satan, and how will you respond?
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Because death is defeated, then following God in this life is never in vain. God sees every faithful
moment even if others don’t. Your obedience today will be rewarded.
Now we see three things that are true of every believer: you are free from your sins, you are part
of a kingdom, and you are a priest. The text says these things are true, not simply that they will be
true someday. Which of these things do you find the hardest to believe about yourself? What
would be different in life if you had the faith to believe it?

Jesus is coming with the clouds. Not in, on, or behind the clouds. What do you think that might
look like?

Everyone will see Him, even those who pierced Him. The action of piercing here is symbolic, since
the literal action would be limited to a few soldiers in Rome who died a long time ago. Those who
“pierced” Him by rejecting Him and His message will see Jesus and will understand in that
moment that they were wrong and wail, since the time to accept His message and peace will have
passed. How does knowing that there is a limited window to accept the salvation message change
how you view sharing your faith?

The Lord God is the Alpha and the Omega, which represents not only the beginning and the end
of the Greek alphabet, but also everything in between. All of time, creation, and every breath you
take are sourced in and supported by our God in heaven. Take a moment to contemplate and
worship Him.

Prayer and Response
Ask the Holy Spirit to speak and reveal truth to you based on this passage of Scripture. What are
one or two prayers that you can bring before God this week?
For example: Holy Spirit, forgive me for giving in to a shortcut spiritual life. Help me to follow Jesus
in obedience, even when it feels like death, believing that He has made a path for me and that You
are with me every step of the way.
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Revelation 1: Visions of the Son of Man
Read Revelation 1:9-20. Cf Isaiah 6; Ezekiel 1; and Daniel 10
John is partnering with other believers in three things. What are they? What does it mean to
partner with other believers today in these three things? Are you?

John was on Patmos, which is a rocky island in the Aegean Sea (between modern-day Greece and
Turkey) approximately ten miles long by five miles wide. It was where Rome sent political
prisoners who were too important to execute but too dangerous to leave to their own devices. It
was an important port city for traders and was watched over by an imposing fortress which
monitored all that came in or left. To be exiled to Patmos meant to be forgotten, irrelevant, and
insignificant. It can be argued that the greatest moment of John’s long life and ministry happened
on that island. In God’s eyes, are you ever forgotten, irrelevant, or insignificant? What ministry
does He have for your circumstances today?

John was in an ecstatic state on a Sunday while worshiping the Lord. In this place he receives a
“vision” that begins without seeing anything. It begins with a voice speaking that was as clear and
alerting as a trumpet blast. The pronouncement of a trumpet is referenced throughout the New
Testament (cf. Matt. 24:31; 1 Cor. 15:52; 1 Thess. 4:16; Heb. 12:19). What is significant and
appropriate about its reference here?
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John was commanded to write what he saw to seven specific churches.

Why seven, and why those particular churches? After all, there were far more than seven to
choose from. Various suggestions have been made, including John’s unique connection to those
locations, or perhaps because their cities held the seven postal stations in the region and could
pass the letter along, or even that they did not represent actual churches, but figuratively distinct
eras of church history. While all but the last suggestion is plausible, the important point is that all
the letters were read to all of the Church because all churches (including ours today) struggle with
these issues.
Read the description of the risen Jesus here. Does it or does it not seem similar to what you
imagine in your mind? Here John sees one who looks more like Daniel 7 and 10 than what you
see on our stained glass. What does this image of Jesus imply about Him?

This incredible, divine figure is standing among the golden lampstands which we discover are His
churches. How does this image of Jesus standing among churches (ours included) both challenge
and encourage you?
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Those who truly get a glimpse of God find it overwhelming and require divine strength to
continue. How much more incredible is it that because of Jesus we can boldly approach God’s
throne?
Jesus, the One who is alive forevermore and ruler over life and death, commands John to write
what he sees. He begins by identifying the seven lampstands as churches and the seven stars as
angels. Why is a lampstand an appropriate image for the church?

Who are the angels? Various interpretations have been put forward, but they are most likely
angelic beings assigned to watch and protect each church. The Book of Daniel also speaks of such
organization among demonic forces (the demonic prince over the Persian empire). What does this
imply about spiritual warfare? What would be different about your life if you took this idea
seriously?

The Church is a messy place because it is filled with messy people. Agendas, politicking, egos, and
exclusivity can always be found in one form or another, and yet Jesus is standing in His Church.
What does that say about Jesus, and how does it relate to the incarnation? While there are many
good and godly reasons to transition well to a new community, this image begs a question: If
Jesus hasn’t left His Church simply because it was messy, should you?

9
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Prayer and Response
Ask the Holy Spirit to speak and reveal truth to you based on this passage of scripture.
For example: In this season, I feel forgotten and irrelevant. Lord Jesus, I am worried that my best
days are behind me. Would You give me the faith to believe that as long as I have breath, I have
purpose? I pray for courage this week to pray for, to expect, and to step into Your purposes for me.
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Revelation 2: The Church in Ephesus

Historic Background: Ephesus was one of the four most powerful and influential cities in the
Roman Empire. With over a quarter million residents (which was very large by ancient standards)
and a deep harbor well-positioned for trade, Ephesus became an economic and cultural
powerhouse. It was home to the temple of Artemis, which was 420 feet long by 220 feet wide with
over a hundred pillars soaring 60 feet high. As one of the seven wonders of the world this temple
housed thousands of prostitute priests and priestesses who worshiped Artemis as the goddess of
fertility.
The church in Ephesus was likely started by Aquilla and Priscilla, bolstered by Apollos, and visited
by Paul as a center for church planting and missions. Finally, it was pastored by the Apostle John,
who is also the channel of these revelations. Throughout that time the church struggled with false
itinerant teachers coming and claiming authority over the church while leading them down
destructive paths.
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Given what you know about this premier church in a premier city, what do you imagine some of
their strengths and weaknesses were? What do you imagine their “coffee hour” discussions
sounded like? In what ways is that similar or dissimilar to your church?

In each of the following letters you will see a similar outline. There is an introduction which
contains who the letter is addressed to as well as who it is from. In each case the letter is from
Christ to the angel of each church. Take note of how Christ is described in each of the letters as it
uniquely relates to the issue that church is facing.
There is a slight change and emphasis to the vision of Jesus among the stars and the lampstands
in Revelation 1. What are they? Why is this emphasis made?

Jesus and Jesus alone is in control of His churches. Why do you think that this was important for
the church in Ephesus to hear? Why is that important for us to hear today? How do you balance
this with the idea that God has given leaders to the church, who are to be honored and respected,
so long as they remain true to God’s Word and Spirit?

From the introduction, we now move into the body of the letter which contains a strength, a
weakness, and a call to change. What was the strength, and how would you describe it? If you
visited an “Ephesus” church today, what would it look and sound like?
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The church is commended for being intolerant of evil people (in both doctrines and actions). How
does that fit with our current climate within the church and within broader society?

They tested and judged these “teachers” to be false. What do you imagine that testing looked
like? What were their sources? Who got to decide and declare the conclusion? How does that
challenge the popular notation, “well, that’s your interpretation…”?

What is the difference between heretical teaching, bad teaching, and different teachings? Are all
disagreements heretical?

Jesus now calls out their glaring weakness: they have abandoned the love they had at first. How
would you describe that? What was the first love in their walk of faith, and what did their
abandonment look like (Hint: they didn’t stop studying the Bible or singing. Consider the message
of 1 John.)?
Like all relationships, our love of God requires work to maintain. The church in Ephesus, so caught
up in right doctrine, had become a cold, clinical thing.
Consider and discuss the following statement: Having correct doctrine does not mean you love
God.
This church had an amazing legacy of leaders and an impact throughout the region. But the
critique Jesus was giving is about today, not yesterday. Why is it important for a church or an
individual not to rest on their past successes or fruit? How can a legacy promote complacency?

13
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How can you tell that someone has lost their love for God? You can tell because they have lost
their love for the people of God. With that as the indicator, how is your personal love for God?
If you were to use three words to summarize the solution Jesus gives the church, what would they
be?
Consider and discuss this statement: To correct a drifting away from God you need to go back to
where the drifting began.
In practical terms, what could it look like for you to remember that rush of love you felt at the
start of your journey with Jesus? How can you rekindle a love that has grown cold? *If you are
discussing this in a group, consider picking a practice to reengage your emotional walk with Jesus
and check back in with one another the following week to see if that love has grown.
Finally, we come to the conclusion of the letter which involves a warning and a challenge.
What does it mean that their lampstand may be removed? Can that happen to your church or
ministry? Is ministry a right or a privilege?

Jesus hates the Nicolaitans (who will be addressed in this guide later) and commends the church
for their hatred as well. Does this seem at odds with a letter calling them to return to love? How
do you reconcile this statement?

Jesus calls us to hear, not simply with our ears, but within our spirit. What is the Holy Spirit saying
to you now? Do you need to return to your love for God?

Prayer and Response
Ask the Holy Spirit to speak and reveal truth to you based on this passage of scripture.
For example: God, I confess I have been more caught up in being right than I have been caught up
in loving You. I repent of my cold indifference to You, and I pray that You would help me remember,
help me rekindle a passion for Your name.
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Revelation 2: The Church in Smyrna

Historic Background: Smyrna is an ancient city (modern day Izmir) that came to be known as the
“First in Asia” due to its beautiful architecture and civic pride. Approximately 35 miles north of
Ephesus, this coastal city had a thriving trade industry and housed the famous temples of various
deities, such as Roma, Zeus, and Cybel. A key feature of the city was a beautiful acropolis high
above the city on Mount Pagos called the Crown of Smyrna and its fabled street of gold.
As we have noted previously, each of the seven letters follows a similar, yet not identical, pattern.
After reading this letter, in outlining this letter, what do you note is the same as the letter to
Ephesus and what is missing?

15
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How would you describe the problem or situation the church was facing in Smyrna?

These letters typically use language like, “I know your deeds”, but we do not see that here. What
does Jesus say that He knows about them, and what does this reveal about the heart of God?

Five of the seven letters receive both positive and negative critiques, but the Church in Smyrna
was not one of them. Why do you think that is? Was it that they were perfect in all respects, or
was it something else?

Jesus begins by describing Himself as the “first and the last, who died and came to life.” As we
have already seen, each of these unique descriptions of Christ is tailored to each church’s
situation. How was this description uniquely appropriate for the church in Smyrna?

Jesus uniquely emphasized how He was the perfect model for each of these churches in unique
places with unique situations. The bigger lesson is that He is our perfect model in every unique
16
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place and situation in which we find ourselves. If Jesus was writing a letter to you and your
situation (bonus points if you write one to yourself as an exercise!), how would He describe
Himself, and how can that give you courage and faith this coming week?

Jesus knows they are facing three things: tribulation, poverty, and slander. When we think of
suffering for Jesus, many of us conjure images of lions in an arena, and yet being persecuted can
look many different ways. What were they in Smyrna, and what can they be today in our context?

How can the church be in poverty and still be rich? What does it mean to be truly rich? How do
you view money, and how similar is that to what God sees?

Read Psalm 46 and Matthew 10:28. If fear is the natural response to danger and pain, how is the
believer not supposed to fear? How do you overcome your natural response?

Note that Jesus does not say, “Claudius, the Roman sentry, is going to throw some of you in
prison.” Who is ultimately responsible for their mistreatment? Why does it matter to see beyond
the individual person or circumstance of your suffering to the spiritual reality beyond?
17
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What does it mean to be tested, and why was it for 10 days?

Those who are faithful to death will receive a crown of life. What is the crown of life, and what is
significant about that in the context of Smyrna?

The one who conquers (does not forsake God under persecution) will not be hurt by the second
death. What is the second death? The Bible talks often of a literal place called hell and Revelation
will later speak of a lake of fire. What do you think happens after a “first” death?

Prayer and Response
Ask the Holy Spirit to speak and reveal truth to you based on this passage of scripture.
For example: Lord Jesus, I confess that I have been so caught up in what I don’t have that I have
worn my soul down comparing myself to others. I have lost sight of what true riches are in Your
eyes. Give me strength to live for an imperishable crown and the life to come.

18

| THE BOOK OF REVELATION STUDY GUIDE

Revelation 2: The Church in Pergamum

Historic Background: Approximately 70 miles north and 15 miles inland from Smyrna stood the
city of Pergamum. It was the premier city in the region and the first city in Asia to be allowed to
build a temple to a living emperor (Augustus), solidifying its status as the center of the imperial
cult. The predominant and impressive structures of the city were built on a cone-shaped hill over
1000 feet above sea level, granting it a strategic position in the region. Pergamum was famous for
its library which rivaled Alexandria’s and it was home to an advanced medical center, making it as
much a center of learning as a center of military power. This provincial capital was the only city in
Asia to be granted the Roman Imperial “uis gladii” or “right of the sword”, which allowed the local
pro-consul to execute the death penalty at will on behalf of the empire.
19
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This letter begins with a description of Jesus as one who has a double-edged sword. How does
this relate to the image of Jesus that we saw in Chapter 1?

The sword (a Roman Rhomphaia sword) was traditionally a single-edged sword, making this
description of Jesus unusual. Where else in scripture is a double-edged sword discussed, and why
is its sharpness significant here?

Jesus knows that they dwell where Satan “dwells.” In a unique way their city was home to unique
spiritual pressures. What does it mean that Satan’s throne is there? Most likely it is a reference to
Pergamum as the seat of the imperial cult. Christians’ refusal to worship the Roman Emperor as a
god placed them in direct conflict with this zealous cult, resulting in martyrdom for some.
Jesus points to the spiritual reality behind the oppressive imperial cult. In what ways do spiritual
forces influence and leverage governments and societies? How might evil be influencing our
society today?

The church in Pergamum held fast to the words of Jesus even in an oppressive environment. And
yet, Jesus confronts them over two things: allowing some to practice the doctrine of Balaam and
the teaching of the Nicolaitans. What was the “doctrine” or error of Balaam (Numbers 22-25a;
31:16)?
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Who were the Nicolaitans? While we have no existing record of their leaders or specific teachings,
early church history points to one Nicolas from Antioch, one of the original seven deacons
selected by the apostles in Acts 6. His aberrant teachings created a heretical sect within churches
throughout Asia.
Taken together, Balaam and the Nicolaitans spawned heretical sects within the church that
embraced syncretism (blending together beliefs from different religions), idol worship, and sexual
immorality in order to fit in with the prevailing cultural attitude in Rome. Apparently, some within
the church were participating in imperial worship, pagan sacrifices, and sexual immorality with the
cult priests / priestesses.
Is there a definitive right and wrong when it comes to our sexual choices? How do Jesus’ words
challenge our modern view of sexuality?

How can tolerant pluralism (accepting other religions as valid) be a danger to the church?

Jesus warns them that they need to repent. Who are “they”? Look carefully!

What does Jesus’ warning imply about the responsibility of the Christian congregation? Read
Matthew 18:15-20.

21
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How does this challenge the statement “That’s not my problem!”?

Who will Jesus wage war against? Again, look carefully. In what ways can church discipline be a
mercy to someone? Have you ever been thankful for the Lord’s discipline?

What is hidden manna? There is a legend in which pieces of manna that fell in the wilderness
were taken and placed inside the ark of the covenant. When Solomon’s temple was destroyed, the
ark was taken away and hidden underground at Mount Sinai to await the final coming of the
Messiah. The imagery implies that it represents a seat at the table for the Messiah’s inaugural
feast.
The white stone evokes various images in Pergamum and Roman society. Perhaps the most
compelling is the captive gladiator, who overcomes trial and combat and receives a white stone
with a new name signifying their freedom and new life. How would this imagery fit with Jesus’
words?

Pergamum wielded the imperial right to kill with the sword. Based on this vision, who actually
holds the sword? He still holds it today.

Prayer and Response
Ask the Holy Spirit to speak and reveal truth to you based on this passage of scripture.
For example: Lord Jesus, give me grace to walk in the purity of Your Word and Your way. May I
follow You with an unadulterated heart. Give me courage and a loving boldness to speak up against
the evil around me.
22
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Revelation 2: The Church in Thyatira

Historic Context: Thyatira was the smallest and least influential town addressed by Jesus.
Located 40 miles southeast of Pergamum, it became known as a center for trade on the way to
Sardis. The “frontier” town eventually found stability when it associated with the Roman Empire,
paving the way for a successful trades industry. While tradesmen were important to the civil fabric
in all Greco-Roman cities, they rose to a special place of prominence in Thyatira. The city’s primary
deity was Apollos, the son of Zeus, who was associated with matters such as the sun, truth and
prophecy, healing and sickness, and shepherding. The only other temple of note was dedicated to
Cibyl (or Sambathe), whose priestesses and seers could prophesy under the inspiration of the
gods.
It is interesting that the longest and most complex of letters goes to the smallest city of the
seven. Where Pergamum tolerated and dabbled in sinful practices, Thyatira embraced and even
endorsed sin.
23
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The vision of Jesus in verse 18 highlights three aspects: He is the Son of God, with eyes like flame,
and with feet like burnished bronze. This description comes as a direct challenge to the local
patron deity who was the son of the premier god, Zeus. The only time the phrase “son of God” is
used in Revelation is here and is intended to show the contrast. The eyes of Jesus, the true Son of
God, emit a fiery light which sees through schemes and anticipates justice. His feet are like a
burnished bronze, which was a far purer and rarer bronze than was produced by the influential
local bronzeworkers guild in the city.
Jesus begins this challenging letter with some specific praise. In reading the whole letter we know
that strong condemnation is coming. What does that teach us about how God deals with us?

What were they praised for? What do you think that might have looked like in their everyday
lives?

What does it mean that their latter works exceeded their first?

In looking at your own life, is your love, faith, service, and patient endurance greater than it was
10 years ago? Are you more committed to God and His church than you were 10 years ago?

Jesus takes affront at their tolerance of “Jezebel.” Who was this woman? Jezebel is not her name,
but rather a designation of her error. Who was Jezebel in the Old Testament, and what was her
error before God?
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Women were often leaders in the church, and some were prophetesses. This woman’s issue was
that she claimed these titles falsely and used her influence to lead others towards sin. When
someone claims to have a word or vision from God, how can you know if it is true or false?

The text says she was teaching and seducing. Her “teaching” may well have been less of a
curriculum, and more of a normalizing and promoting a certain way of life. Can you think of an
example of what this might look like in today’s churches?

To be a part of a guild (and enjoy the benefits of that association), you were required to join in
their religious holiday celebrations and give worship to their patron deity. What would be the
price for believers who refuse to participate?

Given the economic consequences, the woman’s teaching could certainly seem attractive. How
can financial and business success drive people away from the truth?

God will bring divine punishment on this ringleader and her children (her followers) in the form of
illness. Where else in the Bible are we told that sickness is sometimes a form of divine
punishment? How comfortable are you with Jesus’ words here?

25
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What are the deep things of Satan? There was a gnostic teaching that encouraged people to
explore the depths of carnal sin so that they could better understand God’s grace. These “deep
truths” are not actually of God, but of Satan. What would be the equivalent of this advice today?

This letter creates a chilling warning about our influence, whether by teaching or example, on
other believers around us. If people began imitating you, would they be moving closer to God or
further away?

Jesus makes a promise to those who overcome and quotes loosely from Psalm 2. Why is this
Psalm particularly appropriate here?

Jesus’ image of a rod of iron is most likely a wooden staff with an iron end used by a shepherd to
fend off wolves from the flock. How does that contrast with Apollos, the main deity of Thyatira?

God takes sin seriously. How does this image of Jesus challenge your tolerance of sin?

Prayer and Response
Ask the Holy Spirit to speak and reveal truth to you based on this passage of scripture.
For example: Lord Jesus, You see every part of my life. My sin is laid out before You. Nothing is
hidden. Remind me of Your loving sacrifice that not only paid for my sin, but paved the way for me
to follow You in spirit and in truth. Give me a heart that loves to obey, and keep me from sin. When
I fall, help me to freely confess, trusting in Your grace, and return to You.
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Revelation 3: The Church in Sardis

Historic Context: Sardis was a city living in the past. In the 6th century BC, it would have been
considered one of the most powerful cities in the world. Some 50 miles east of Ephesus, this
ancient city was built on a spur of a mountain with sheer walls on all but the southern side. These
natural mountain cliffs were over 1,500 feet overlooking the fertile plains below, making it a
natural citadel for any city that occupied the top. Too great a dependence on these natural
defenses would ultimately be the city’s downfall. Twice the city was taken by surprise as invading
armies sent climbers up the side to open the city gates. On both occasions, there were no guards
on watch since it was thought unnecessary. At the time of John’s vision, the city had a well-known
wool dyeing trade and worshiped the goddess Cybele, who was known for wildness, protecting
city walls, and raising the dead.
The letters to the seven churches follow a similar, though not exact, outline. There are several
differences in this letter compared to the others. What are they?
What were the seven spirits and the seven stars (see Chapter 1), and why do you think that image
is revisited here?
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Jesus tells them that He knows their works. What has typically followed that statement in previous
letters? What is the irony in what Jesus is saying?

Jesus says they have a reputation of being alive, but they are actually dead. What does it mean for
a church, or a person, to have a reputation but not the reality of life?

What is it that makes something a living church? Does having people in a building listening to
someone speak from the Bible mean it is alive?

How is this similar to their city, Sardis?

They are admonished to wake up and strengthen what remains before it is too late. What do you
think Jesus means by this? Is there a time that is too late for repentance? What are the “complete”
works that Jesus is not finding?

What is the solution Jesus gives?
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While this is speaking to a community, it is applied to the few remaining believers who are still
open to hearing it. This implies that their slide into faithlessness can happen to anyone and serves
as a warning for us. What would this problem look like today, and what do we need to do to
avoid it?

Jesus will come like a thief at an unknown time and visit judgment upon those who continue to
backslide. Why is that a challenging statement to hear?

There are “a few” who have not sullied their garments. The city was famous for their dyeing of
wool and garments. Additionally, in Greek culture one who had soiled clothes could not approach
the temple for worship. How might this fit with Hebrews 4:16? (Hint: read all of Hebrews 4 for
context!)

The procession of people clothed in white may draw on the imagery of a Roman military
conquest. When a leader was returning victorious from a fight, they would hold a tremendous
procession of celebration with their most important companions following in white robes. While
the city of Sardis had a long string of military defeats, those who overcame in the church in Sardis
would be honored alongside Christ at His return.
Christians were constantly in danger of losing their place within a society or their status as citizens
for refusing to participate in pagan worship. Records indicate that when someone fell from civil
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graces their names may be blotted out from the city register and then expunged from community
life. With that in mind, how do Jesus’ words give comfort to those in Sardis?

Jesus cares about our commitment to righteousness. Willful sin and a growing indifference will be
met with judgment. How does the analogy of waking up and staying alert challenge you? Is there
a reset that needs to happen in your life?

Prayer and Response
Ask the Holy Spirit to speak and reveal truth to you based on this passage of scripture.
For example: Holy Spirit, wake us up from our slumber. Point out the weak and the dying parts of
our soul and call us to life eternal. Strengthen my life, my family, and my community. Give us grace
to return to the place where we began.

30

| THE BOOK OF REVELATION STUDY GUIDE

Revelation 3: The Church in Philadelphia

Historic Context: 30 miles from Sardis and located along the Roman postal route was
Philadelphia (modern day Alashehir). Located on a rising hill which connects the fertile valley with
the Tmolus mountain (on which Sardis was located), Philadelphia was the gateway to the eastern
region. The Greek cities looked to Philadelphia to teach Greek culture and customs to the eastern
Asian cities so they could be included in the growing kingdom. It was not only a strategic military
location, but it also had a unique volcanic soil that was ideal for producing grapes for wine. In AD
17 the city was destroyed from an earthquake. The years of aftershocks that followed meant that
the entire city had to live outside the city walls and wait until they could rebuild all that had
collapsed. Living in Philadelphia meant living in instability. The patron deity of the city was the
god of wine, Dionysius.
The church in Philadelphia was small and was experiencing incredible persecution from the local
synagogue. Many, if not the majority, of the church were Jewish by birth and were raised in the
community, making their recent exclusion from friends and family painful.
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With this in mind, why do you think Jesus chooses this description of Himself?

What is the key of David?

Philadelphia was the gateway or door to Asia and was founded in part to Hellenize the
surrounding areas for the Greek and Roman cultures. What sort of door is Jesus referring to here?
Who is trying to close the door?

Their city held a unique opportunity since it was located on the frontier. Indeed, every church on
the list had a unique opportunity and challenge. What are your unique opportunities and
challenges where you live, work, and worship? What is the open door God has set before you?

In what respects do they have “little power”? Is the context negative or positive?

Does Jesus seem concerned by their “little power”? In what ways do we limit ourselves because of
what we think we need to have to serve God? How does this challenge our reasons / excuses for
sitting back?
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Though they were small, they remained faithful to Jesus. Their identity was attacked, and they
were misunderstood. Has this ever been the case in your life? What does Christ promise them?

The “synagogue of Satan” was so called because they were being used to persecute fellow Jews
who followed Jesus as the Messiah. Like the imperial cult and false teachers in other cities, any
one group could persecute those they disagreed with.
What makes someone truly a part of God’s family?

The church in Philadelphia did not receive any condemnation or correction. They received an
encouragement to continue in faithfulness. Which other church had a similar situation, and what
does that teach us about Jesus’ care for His church?

What is the hour of tribulation that the whole world will experience? What does it mean that they
will be kept from it?

What is the crown, and how might they lose it?
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Over seven things are promised to those who overcome in this city, which are more than in any
other letter! How does the imagery of pillars, a temple, permanent names, and not needing to
ever leave uniquely relate to their city?

In what ways does the new Jerusalem hold unique meaning for these Jewish believers?

Notice how the words and person of Jesus speak to some of the deepest wounds in their life. In
each of these churches what has been harmed and broken will find its restoration in Him. Our true
glory and citizenship await. What hurt and loss do you need to hold up before the Lord? What
words might He be speaking to you?

Prayer and Response
Ask the Holy Spirit to speak and reveal truth to you based on this passage of scripture.
For example: Jesus, my King, my limitation isn’t Your limitation. You use even the foolish things of
this world to confound the wise. Use me, what little I have, for Your glory. Give me faith to see the
door You have opened for me.
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Revelation 3: The Church in Laodicea

Historic Context: Following along the Roman postal road approximately 45 miles from
Philadelphia brings us to the city of Laodicea. Being located on one of the only two routes into
the eastern provinces made this city an important location for trading. The city itself sat on a half
mile square plateau which was raised over three hundred feet above the valley below and was
flanked on either side by two streams, the Asopus and the Capsus. Laodicea was an incredibly
wealthy city and banking center. It was famous for products such as black wool and also for a
medical community which produced sought-after compounds and treatments. The most famous
of these treatments was the Phrygian powder which cured various eye diseases. The two
drawbacks of this impressive city were the local volcanic activity and its lack of a local water
resource. The water was brought into the city from Denizli via an aqueduct six miles to the south.
The letter to the Laodicean church is the most condemning of all the letters. There is nothing
positive said about their works or faith. Even in Sardis there seemed to be a few who remained
faithful.
Jesus begins by describing Himself in three ways. What are they, and how does that contrast with
the church that He is writing to?
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These letters typically begin with the church’s strength. In essence, what is the best thing Jesus
can say about the church?

What does it mean that they are neither hot nor cold, and why would Jesus prefer they be one or
the other?

The water that was piped in from the hot springs in Denizli was filled with a mineral deposit
which, without proper treatment, would cause the drinker to vomit. How would God’s words be
poignant for those receiving this letter?

The image of Jesus is evocative and not something you would see on a stained glass. Does that fit
with your image of who Jesus is and how He responds to people within the church?

The other churches were in danger from persecution and false teachers, none of which are
referenced here. What was it that made them spiritually impoverished?
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How did they perceive themselves? How did Jesus perceive them?

What are some of the things that lead us into self-deception?

They badly misjudged themselves and their walk before God. How do we get an accurate
perspective on our own lives before God?

Jesus uses a commercial image which is fitting for this economic powerhouse. In essence, they
have purchased everything but what truly matters.
What are the three things that they are admonished to buy from Jesus? What is the irony that
they need to “buy it”?

How do these three goods from Jesus correspond to their unique markets in Laodicea?

Why does Jesus reprove and discipline them, and why is that surprising, given the overall tone of
the letter?
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What does this teach us about how Jesus feels about the defeated church? How does He feel
about the defeated Christian?

They have lived a useless spiritual life being apathetic towards the things of God. Now they are
told to be zealous in repentance. What does that mean? When were you last zealous in repenting
before God?

Jesus stands before them and before us, knocking. But He will not force the issue. We have to
make a choice and an active response to Him. In what ways was His promise to come and dine
with the backslidden Laodiceans surprising? (Hint: think through His earthly ministry.)

Too often we confuse success in life with spiritual blessing from God. The gospel of Jesus is more
than a get-out-of-hell-free card. God requires our best and He expects His people to be pure as
we await His return. Do you hear His voice today?

Prayer and Response
Ask the Holy Spirit to speak and reveal truth to you based on this passage of scripture.
For example: Holy Spirit, open my eyes to see myself as I am seen by You. Reveal the sin I know and
the sin I hide from myself. Give me strength to face my sin without flinching and grant me a
zealousness to return to You. I hear You knocking, and I open my heart to You today.
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