
REVELATION 
Study 3: The Seven Letters 

The resurrection of Jesus Christ ushered in the beginning of a 
new creation (a new Israel of God) made up of people from all 
nations. Just as the nation of Israel was the people of God who 
were freed from their bondage in Egypt by the blood of the lamb 
spread on their wooden doorposts , Christians are the people of 1

God who have been freed from the bondage of the ‘sin-curse’ by 
the blood of the Lamb who was slain on a wooden cross.  

Christians are the new kingdom of God’s people who trust and 
try to be like their King — Jesus Christ. The Lord is our God, and 
we are His people.  And so in the midst of tribulation, Christians 2

must refuse the temptation to compromise their allegiance to 
Him and learn to endure it patiently like their King.   

    See Exodus 121

    See Jeremiah 32:382
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John now proceeds to write letters to the seven churches in Asia 
as he was commanded to do. In these letters, Christ encourages 
the churches to keep sharing and living out what they know to 
be true about Him (be His ‘witnesses’). He also warns them of 
compromising their allegiance to Him because of the fear of 
persecution or cultural backlash. Christ is warning and exhorting 
the churches in Asia and all Christians ever since to not give in to 
the constant pressure to compromise our witness if we want to 
inherit all the promises of eternal life. 

We will examine these letters by first looking at the language 
and the layout of the letters themselves and then attempt to 
briefly break down each of the messages to each church.  

The Letters  

(v. 2:1-3:22) 

The book of Revelation as a whole is written in a traditional 
letter format. It begins with a prologue, greeting and extended 
introduction (ch. 1-3). Then it delivers the main body of content 
(v. 4:1-22:5), some final instructions (v. 22:6-19) and ends with 
the concluding words of blessing (v. 22:20-21). And so, here in 
chapters two and three of Revelation, we are given individual 
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letters to the seven churches that reflect the format and content 
of the book as a whole which is also meant to be one big letter. 
This is significant to understanding the visions found in the main 
body of the book. 

What do I mean by this? 

We might notice that the introductions in each of these seven 
letters use the same language found in the description of Christ 
given in the introductory vision of the entire book (v. 1:9-20). For 
example, to the church in Ephesus, Christ is described as the 
one who holds the seven stars in his right hand and who walks 
among the seven golden lamp stands. To the church in Smyrna, He 
is described as the first and the last, who died and came to life. 
These phrases are being repeated. So the language and imagery 
used to introduce the book as a whole is the same language and 
imagery used in the introduction of each letter to the churches.  

We also might notice that the end of each letter concludes with 
promises that are seen in the vision of paradise at the end of 
the book (ch. 19-22). For example, the letter to the church in 
Ephesus ends with the promise that those who remain faithful 
will eat of the tree of life. In the concluding vision of the book, the 
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tree of life is there representing the final restoration for all of 
God’s people. The promises in the letters find their fulfillment in 
the final vision of the book. So each letter ends with the same 
imagery that is used at the end of the book. 

So why is this significant?       

If the introduction to each individual letter reflects the language 
and imagery used in the introduction of the book as a whole, 
and the end of each letter reflects the language and imagery 
used at the end of the book as a whole then it is only reasonable 
to expect that the main body of content in these letters will 
reflect what we should look for in the language and imagery 
that is used in the main body of content in the book (v. 4:1-22:5).  

So we might say that the body of visions in the book (ch. 4-21) 
are meant to further develop the more straightforward teaching 
given in the main body of the letters in chapters two and three.  3

This further supports our view that all of Revelation is intended 
to address events and issues that the first-century church was 
already experiencing and not just future events that a future 

       G.K. Beale, Revelation: A Shorter Commentary, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2015), 58-593
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generation of Christians will experience. And again, since these 
churches symbolically represent the global church as a whole 
throughout history, then all of Revelation is intended to address 
and be applied by all Christians at all times and in all places. 

Now, as we attempt to briefly break down the messages given to 
each church, we will do so by following the consistent layout and 
flow of thought found in the letters. In each letter, Christ is first 
introduced with descriptions from the first vision that are 
uniquely suitable to the situation in that church. Then the 
church situation and their specific sin or struggle is examined.  

Based on the situation, Christ then encourages the church to 
avoid compromising their faith or rebukes them in hope that 
they would seek to avoid His judgement. After this, Christ then 
calls each church to hear His words of warning and promises 
the inheritance of eternal life for those who remain faithful.  

These specific promises are also uniquely suitable to the 
situation taking place in each church, and they allude to the big 
promise that summarizes all the promises — that God will be 
our God and those who are faithful will forever be His people.    4

    See Revelation 21:74
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The Churches  

(v. 2:1-3:22) 

      
First, introduced as the one who stands in authority over the 
churches, Christ commends the church in Ephesus for 
defending the faith against false teachers. However, He rebukes 
them for abandoning the Christian commission to serve as His 
witnesses in the world. They were fighting off the darkness but 
failing to be the light, and therefore Christ warns them (and us 
today) that He will replace any lamp stand (a church) that is 
failing to give off any light (witnessing). Only those who repent 
and remain faithful in being the light of the world can rest 
assured in the promise of restoration with God and eternal life 
in His presence symbolized here by the tree of life.   5

Next, introduced as the one who suffered death but is alive 
again, Christ encourages the church in Smyrna to patiently 
endure the persecution that they are experiencing from the 
Roman Empire and the unbelieving Jews that are apparently 
encouraging it. Christians are called to stay faithful even if it 
leads to their physical death (the ‘first death’), and then they will 
receive the crown of life and security from the ultimate spiritual 

    Compare Revelation 2:7 with Revelation 22:1-3.5
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death (the ‘second death’). Christ has bound Satan  and holds the 6

keys to Death and Hades. And so Christians are not defeated by 
suffering their physical death because death is now the doorway 
to being crowned with eternal life.  7

Next, introduced as the one who stands over the church as its 
Judge, Christ rebukes the church in Pergamum for giving in to 
cultural pressures. In a city notorious for its pagan temples and 
emperor worship, citizens were expected to participate in the 
local pagan feasts or they would risk the social and economic 
consequences of not being in their local ‘network’. Some in the 
church were compromising their witness for Christ by giving in 
to these cultural trends. This speaks to us today: Do we subtly 
compromise our witness to fit in more comfortably in society?   

The Israelites were once judged for giving in to similar pressures 
during their time in the wilderness because of the false prophet 
Balaam.  Christians must not make the same mistake. Those 8

who refuse such compromise are promised a new name  as the 9

new Israel of God and spiritual manna on our way through the 

     Matthew 12:29,  Mark 3:27,  Colossians 1:13,  Revelation 20:26

     Compare Revelation 2:11 with Revelation 20:4-6.7

      See Numbers 22-25,   31:168

     Fulfills Isaiah's prophecy that faithful Israelites will be given a new name (Isaiah 62:2, 65:15). This  shows how the 9
church is the new and true Israel.
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proverbial wilderness of life in this world and into the final 
Promised Land of eternal fellowship with God.  10

Next, and again introduced as the one who stands over the 
church as its Judge, Christ commends the church in Thyatira for 
their willingness to stay strong in their witness despite 
persecution. However, He rebukes them for tolerating false 
teaching. We can all learn from this warning: Christians can be 
faithful by holding on to what they know is true about Christ 
while at the same time being unfaithful by not actively speaking 
up and confronting any false teaching about Christ.  

Like the Nicolaitans and the false teachers like Balaam 
mentioned in the previous letters, this false teaching personified 
in the reference to Jezebel  was leading Christians to 11

compromise their witness by persuading them that it was not 
that big of a deal to entertain themselves with the immoral 
practices enjoyed by the rest of society. Again, their sin was 
tolerance — the very thing that we uphold as a virtue in our 
society today. Christians must repent of entertaining ourselves 
with the immorality of the culture and instead live faithful lives 

    Compare Revelation 2:17 with Revelation19:9.10

    See 1 Kings 16:31,  21:25-2611
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that honor Christ if we wish to inherit the promise of sharing in 
His eternal reign  over this world.             12 13

Next, introduced as the one who stands in authority over the 
churches, Christ rebukes the church in Sardis for backing away 
from their identity and reputation as Christians when the 
pressures from the society around them begin to heat up. Only 
a few among them had avoided compromising their Christian 
identity by embracing the more comfortable life of cultural 
conformity. Christians must repent of ever backing away from 
their identity as Christians if they want Christ to have their backs 
before the Father.   14

       
Next, introduced as the one who has authority over who enters 
the kingdom of God, Christ encourages the church in 
Philadelphia that they will be given the opportunity to have a big 
impact despite being such a small church. They are given an 
open door to help lead those among the non-believing Jewish 
community to saving faith in Christ.  

     Compare Revelation 2:26-28 with 22:5.12

     The promise to the church in Thyatira uses the language and imagery of Psalm 2:7-9.13

     Compare Revelation 3:5 with Revelation 20:15 & 21:27.14
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This is the same language that is mentioned in Isaiah 64:1-14 
where foreigners are mentioned of repenting and bowing down 
at Israel’s feet. However, here this language is purposely used to 
point out how ethnic Jews (national Israelites) will repent and 
bow down at the church’s feet (true Israel made up of all 
believing Jews and Gentiles). Christ is leading the unbelieving 
Jewish community to recognize that the Jewish-Gentile church 
now composes His true and beloved people.  15

We should note here that on account of their unwavering 
faithfulness, Christ promises to ‘keep them’ from the hour of trial. 
The only other place this Greek phrase is used in the NT is when 
John records Jesus praying, "I do not ask that you take them out 
of the world, but that you keep them from the evil one.”   16

Therefore, it is unlikely that this is some mysterious reference to 
a future rapture of the future church. Throughout Scripture, 
Christians are not promised protection from tribulation but are 
warned to expect such tribulation and to patiently endure it with 
confidence in Christ who keep us secure spiritually. 

     See Romans 9:6, 24-26,  Galatians 3:16, 2915

     John 17:1516
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And then lastly, introduced as the one who has initiated the 
beginning of a new creation, Christ rebukes the church in 
Laodicea for being more concerned about their health, wealth 
and prosperity than the power of their witness. Like the local 
water supply, they were lukewarm and failing to bring any 
spiritual healing and refreshment to the society around them.  17

Throughout history, excessive concern for prosperity has had 
spiritual consequences for the people of God. We must repent 
of any sense of self-sufficiency that causes spiritual deficiency.  

So that is a brief break down of the messages addressed to the 
seven churches in Asia. And like we mentioned earlier, the 
various visions that follow in our study of Revelation can be 
seen as further developments of the more straightforward 
teaching given in these seven letters to the churches.  

Conquer By Not Compromising 

Through His life, death and resurrection, Christ has been exalted 
with authority to the right hand of the Father ruling over the 
church and the nations of this world. He has initiated the 

     There was a city nearby that had hot water and another nearby known for their cold water. Laodicea had neither 17
and therefore had to pipe water in from           these two cities. By the time it arrived to Laodicea, it was neither hot nor 
cold. During this time, hot or cold water was considered to have health benefits but lukewarm water was considered 
good for nothing. 
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beginning of the kingdom of God that conquers all the nations 
of this world, but this world will not go down without a fight.  

We as His new people with a new name and new status within 
this world must overcome the political and religious threats  in 18

this world controlled by Satan  which he uses in his final effort 19

to get Christians throughout history to compromise their 
allegiance and witness to Christ by conforming to the cultural 
pressures of the society in which they live. 

Will we stand firm as His people or compromise with this world?  

Through His NT prophet John, Christ has warned and exhorted 
the churches in Asia and all Christians ever since that we must 
not give in to the constant pressure to compromise our witness 
even if it that comes with a great cost. Only those who remain 
faithful no matter the cost have hope in inheriting the promises 
of eternal life. And so, may we who have an ear, hear what the 
Spirit has said to all of us in Christ’s church.   20

     Revealed later as the Beast and False Prophet18

     Revealed later as the Dragon19

     See the use of this language in Matthew 13:1-7,  Isaiah 6:9-10,  Jeremiah 5:21,  Ezekiel 3:27, 12:220
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