
Revelation 2- 3 Playing our part
Introduction

What kind of books do you choose to read or not to read? Is there a particular reason for your choice? The New Testament contains a variety of books with one in particular that is hard to read in places! It is not difficult to guess which one I have in mind! The book of Revelation is a very different kind of book to the ones most of us read on any kind of regular basis. In the New Testament four accounts of the life teaching and resurrection of Jesus, which we call the Gospels, are followed by a series of letters to early Christian congregations and their leaders, and then at the end the book of Revelation. It is written in a very different style for a very good reason. The Christian Church in the Roman province of Asia, known to us as Western Turkey, was under increasing pressure from the authorities as their numbers were growing and an increasingly authoritarian state was suspicious of their views and way of life. In the 60s AD during the reign of Emperor Nero there was the brutal killing of many Christians in Rome on trumped up charges of arson –a crime for which the Emperor was actually responsible as he wanted an areas of the densely populated city cleared for a new building development. In other parts of the Empire, persecution was sporadic and occasional, but by time of the reign of Emperor Domitian (AD 81-96AD). He was a brutal dictator who saw himself as divine and expected citizens of the Empire to pledge their loyalty by declaring that ‘Caesar is Lord’ in various civic ceremonies during those years. An unwillingness to participate in these ceremonies was viewed as unpatriotic and disloyalty to the Roman Empire. It could mean imprisonment or death for some who refused; others whose life might not be in danger could face boycotts of their businesses or lose their jobs and their incomes. It was a deeply disturbing and unsettling time for these small Christian churches. The majority of their members were either slaves or vulnerable day labourers who lived a precarious existence at the best of times; the very small group of better-off Christians in whose homes the early Christians met for worship and fellowship gatherings might have felt particularly under threat at such a time as this. It appears that the words of assurance come especially to these church leaders whose lives and livelihoods were most under threat. Some of them may have been considering stepping back from their prominent positions in the churches in order to protect themselves and their families from the onslaught they feared might take place in their cities. Then and now there can be a cost to following Jesus. In the UK most of us are very fortunate that this is not an issue, but there are a small number of Christians each year who have lost jobs or faced prosecutions for living out their faith in our land. If we needed any reminder here in Scotland, I heard only last week that a Baptist deacon who had served with distinction in the Scottish Parliament and elsewhere over many years has been expelled from his political party for his unwillingness to tone down his courageous witness for the Lord. These letters to the seven churches of Asia from Jesus were intended to encourage them to persevere in their faith through these times of trial. Jesus asked them then and us now to play our part in living for Him in the communities in which He has placed us. 

       What does Jesus want to say to us as a church through these letters? What does Jesus want to say to us individually through these letters? Each of these churches that proclaimed the same faith and practised it in their community received a different report. There were things that Jesus commended in the letters. There were other things that were criticised or condemned. There were also statements of encouragement for the future as a reward for those who honoured their Lord and Saviour. These letters were not just for the seven communities that received the first copies, but for other Christian churches then and now to reflect on our own witness in other places across the world.       
1. The commendations from Jesus
What did Jesus commend these church for in these short letters? Remember they were read out in church services and possibly the few members that could read, could read them on separate occasions as well. As we consider the things they were commended for, what things might Jesus commend our church for in 2024?
(a)Good works of service in their communities Jesus commended the church in Ephesus, in Revelation 2:2a: I know your deeds, your hard work … Similar words of commendation are given to the church at Thyatira in Revelation 2:19 and the church at Sardis in Revelation 3:1. In the ancient world there were no social services or welfare provision. The few times the government seriously cared whether you were alive was when taxes needed to be paid or people were required to serve in the army or on some (unpaid) public building projects. You were on your own. There was no healthcare service for ordinary people. The rich had their own doctors who were often enslaved persons, but everyone else had very tough and usually relatively short lives. In this context, the Christians were noted over the early centuries of Christian history for being communities who cared for one another in times of practical need, but who also did that for other people as well. In the times when plagues or pandemics occurred, many people who could afford too, fled from the towns and cities to try and escape the diseases that killed so many people. By contrast, Christians usually stayed put and cared for the sick and dying as best they could with their extremely limited means.  As a result of their courageous practical witness, that cost many of their own lives, the churches experienced times of great growth that led to their numbers being estimated as 10% of the population of the Roman Empire by the early4th century AD.   
 Living the gospel well in our communities by our practical care for others is so important.  It has been a hallmark of Christian witness over the centuries. People can forget that it was not the state but the churches here in Scotland, for example that provided all the education and welfare services. Most of the medical services too were established as Christian foundations. In the medieval period of history in Europe, the Religious Orders of monks or nuns often led the way in this provision, then from the sixteenth century AD onwards, local clergy and lay-leaders of churches usually took responsibility for organising these services within local parishes.      
 In the 21st century, I thank God that this pattern of Christian service continues, for example in our city of Dundee. The involvement of Christians and local churches in so many ministries such as foodbanks, care for the homeless, the support for people who have come from other countries in times of war, like Ukraine and Syria, and so much more continues to this day. I know your deeds, your hard work …says Jesus.  
(b) Theological orthodoxy Jesus also commended the church at Ephesus for its commitment to the truth of God’s Word.  Revelation 2:2b: I know that you cannot tolerate wicked people, that you have tested those who claim to be apostles but are not, and have found them false. Also in Revelation 2:6: But you have this in your favour: you hate the practices of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate. The apostle Paul made a point of addressing this issue of remaining true to God’s Word in a meeting with the elders of the church in Ephesus on a visit recorded in Acts 20:28-31:  Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers. Be shepherds of the church of God, which He bought with His own blood. 29 I know that after I leave, savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the flock. 30 Even from your own number men will arise and distort the truth in order to draw away disciples after them. 31 So be on your guard! Remember that for three years I never stopped warning each of you night and day with tears. This is a serious matter.  Paul is describing how people emerging from within Christian Churches would rise up and proclaim views on matters of doctrine and Christian practice that were in direct contradiction of biblical teaching. This was not just on peripheral matters but on foundational matters of faith and practice. There are many occasions in the New Testament where such warnings are given. Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount declared: Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep's clothing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves. 16By their fruit you will recognize them (Matthew 7:15-16a). At the end of Matthew 7 are some of the most solemn words Jesus ever uttered to His followers. Not everyone who says to me, 'Lord, Lord,' will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of My Father who is in heaven. 22Many will say to Me on that day, 'Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in Your name, and in Your name drive out demons and perform many miracles?' 23Then I will tell them plainly, 'I never knew you. Away from Me, you evildoers!' (Matthew 7:21-23). John in 1 John 4:1 wrote: Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world. Paul told the Thessalonian Church: Test everything. Hold on to the good. (I Thessalonians 5:2). The Berean Church in Greece were commended for doing this as Luke records in Acts 17:11: Now the Bereans were of more noble character than the Thessalonians, for they received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true. In every generation, there are challenges to matters of fundamental beliefs and practices. Will we be on the watch to stand firm against the novel heresies of this generation?  God will only honour those who honour Him - will we be like the Bereans in Greece and the church in Ephesus on this subject?      
(c) Perseverance through times of persecution Jesus affirmed the church at Pergamum in Revelation 2:13: I know where you live – where Satan has his throne. Yet you remain true to My name. You did not renounce your faith in me, not even in the days of Antipas, my faithful witness, who was put to death in your city – where Satan lives. Likewise the little church in Philadelphia in
Revelation 3:8b, 10: I know that you have little strength, yet you have kept my word and have not denied My name... Since you have kept My command to endure patiently, I will also keep you from the hour of trial that is going to come on the whole world to test the inhabitants of the earth. In the Roman Empire, in which the Christian Church was born, persecution was initially sporadic and local but then later as the Christian communities grew in number and were more visible, it became at time more focussed and targeted. What the authorities could not understand was the disturbing fact that these non-violent people were prepared to die for their faith rather than deny it. In small local communities to amphitheatres in cities like Rome individual women and men testified courageously that Jesus, not Caesar, is Lord. In an empire where a large proportion of the population were enslaved people, a growing moment of ordinary people not afraid of death was of increasing concern to many Roman Emperors in the second to fourth centuries. The martyrdom of courageous Christians only highlighted their presence and their witness in the wider community. 
It is a feature today around the world in a growing minority of countries, that discrimination and persecution and even martyrdom for the faith is increasing – yet the church continues to grow in numbers around the world. Let us never forget to pray for our brothers and sisters, and also where that is possible, support them in other ways through the Christian agencies that work with them. 
(d) Perseverance through times of deep poverty or other hardship In Revelation 2:3, the church at Ephesus was commended: You have persevered and have endured hardships for My name, and have not grown weary. Also the church in Smyrna in Revelation2:9a: I know your afflictions and your poverty – yet you are rich!  For some of these Christians in Ephesus and these other towns and cities, their careers or employment could be on the line. If, for example, they were tradesmen there was a particular god associated with that profession. Each craft had its linked deity and religious practices. It was a closed shop. If you didn’t follow all the rules of the trade association you could not engage in that business in the local area or district. You might lose customers also for practising a minority faith. This can be incredibly serious when you need to provide for the basic needs of your family. There can be times when it is incompatible with our faith to continue in lines of work but that comes with consequences for meeting our basic needs. In countries with small Christian minorities, in times of natural disasters, there have been many accounts where the Christians have been deliberately overlooked in the distribution of relief aid. We are thankful to live in a better-off country, but even here organisations like Christians Against Poverty (CAP) inform us that things are getting worse not better for an increasing number of people. Practical care for one another in times of social and economic hardship is a part of the witness of Christian Churches then and now
(e) Consistent Christian living Jesus commended the church in Sardis in Revelation 3:4: Yet you have a few people in Sardis who have not soiled their clothes. They will walk with me, dressed in white, for they are worthy. White was the symbol of purity and holy living. Even in Sardis, where so much that was going on in the church was of concern to Jesus there were those individuals whose lives as Christians were exemplary. He would honour them in due course for their faithful Christian service. White a symbol of righteousness, is a reference to Christ’ righteousness given to us through His sacrifice for us on the cross; II Corinthians 5:21 reminds us that: God made Him (Jesus) who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in Him we might become the righteousness of God. The devil will seek to condemn us for our failures, yet God wishes to commend us because of our association with His beloved Son. If you are struggling as a result of your past failures remember such wonderful promises as Romans 8:1: Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, 2because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin and death. If we have things we need to deal with today, remember I John 1:9: If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness. Praise God for this wonderful reassurance.  
2. The challenges given by Jesus
(a)A loss of love for God There is a serious charge against the church at Ephesus in Revelation 2:4 Yet I hold this against you: you have forsaken the love you had at first. Where did it all begin to go wrong? Maybe you have had that thought about a marriage breakdown or some other family situation? Or possibly a friendship or a work partnership that once was so fruitful, but now is only a distant memory. All of us can too easily think of human situations to which this applies and painfully so with respect to some of them. Yet equally this is an issue in the Christian Church. It is important at regular periodic intervals to look within our own hearts as Christians and ask how am I getting on in my relationship with God. Do I spend time each day reading a part of the Bible and praying? Do I make a point of being in Church each Sunday, gathering with my fellow believers to start the week worshipping God? We can all have genuine situations when we cannot do so, but we must always guard against it becoming a habit of neglecting to give God the first place in our lives. Do I water down my principles to make life easier at work? Or…whatever it may be in our particular circumstances. No-one else can answer these questions for us. It is very possible after being a Christian for many years that we take for granted the privileges and blessings of the faith. May God keep us from complacency! Octavius Winslow, a 19th Century English Congregational minister, drew up these tests, in the first instance for his own congregation, to evaluate their own spiritual state as Christians. They were developed at fuller length in his book, Personal Declension and the Revival of Religion in the Soul. Are you / am I, in love with Jesus?               

                                                   Marks of Spiritual Apathy                                                                                                              1.God becoming less an object of our fervent desire, holy delight and frequent meditation         2.Loss of our confidence and child-like trust in God                                                                            3.Hard thoughts of God in His dealings with us                                                                                 4.Duty rather than privilege the motivation for our daily devotions                                                     5.A less enthusiastic walk with God (ie less trembling at the thought of offending Him by acts of sin)                                                                                                                                   6.Christ becoming less glorious and less precious                                                                         7.Love for God’s people diminishing                                                                                               8.Our interest declining in the advancement and prosperity of Christ’s cause
      The language is old-fashioned, but if we look beyond it to the powerful challenge he brings to us this will be profitable. If Jesus carried out an M.O.T. of our personal lives or that of our collective church life what would He find? What Jesus is seeking most of all is a love for Him. Paul urged the Colossian Christians to make this a priority: And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity (Colossians 3:14).
(b) Lethargy in their service for God Jesus said some solemn words to the church at Laodicea in Revelation 3:15-16: I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot. I wish you were either one or the other! 16 So, because you are lukewarm – neither hot nor cold – I am about to spit you out of my mouth.  The ‘Rev. I.M. Jolly’ miserable Christianity portrayed in Robbie Coltrane’s caricature of our faith has too much of the truth in its depiction of church life. A church without a passion for Jesus will have insipid worship and the singing will be like that of the proverbial high school assembly. A church without a passion for lost people will become an exclusive religious social club that has no interest in the people outside who need to encounter Jesus. A church whose members are without a passion for holiness will neglect personal times of prayer and Bible reading and wanting to be more like their Lord and Saviour; they will have no interest in prayer meetings or seeking the self-discipline to have a Christ-like lifestyle. This is not an optional extra list for super-saints. It is intended by Jesus  to be a pattern of the Christian life. The tragedy of present day Christianity in many churches of our land is that they have fallen out of love with Jesus; and what matters most to Him matters little to many of them. Does it matter or matter enough to you and me?
(c) Compromise in the moral standards practiced in the church The church at Pergamum was admonished for laxity in upholding Christian moral standards in Revelation 2:14-16 Nevertheless, I have a few things against you: there are some among you who hold to the teaching of Balaam, who taught Balak to entice the Israelites to sin so that they ate food sacrificed to idols and committed sexual immorality. 15 Likewise, you also have those who hold to the teaching of the Nicolaitans. 16 Repent therefore! Otherwise, I will soon come to you and will fight against them with the sword of my mouth. Jesus was equally concerned about the toleration of the sinful conduct of a probably prominent member of the church in Thyatira (Revelation 2:20-24): Jesus said, Nevertheless, I have this against you: you tolerate that woman Jezebel, who calls herself a prophet. By her teaching she misleads my servants into sexual immorality and the eating of food sacrificed to idols (Rev. 2:20) In every generation, there are pressure-point issues where the pressure to compromise fundamental Christian beliefs or to modify some aspects of a Christian lifestyle. Over the last sixty years one of those pressures has been in the area of human sexuality. There is no denying that biblical principles in this area are very different to the convictions promoted in our media and wider culture, especially in the last twenty years.  Yet we must stand firm in upholding Christian moral standards. Over most of the last two thousand years biblical views on human relationships have been a minority perspective. Jesus challenged these churches then and us now to stand firm and live holy and pure lives.   
3. The incentives offered by Jesus
The same message is given to each church, but in different vocabulary. To the church in Ephesus, Jesus declares: Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To the one who is victorious, I will give the right to eat from the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God (Revelation 2:7-8) It is paradise restored. Eden once more open to God’s people, the garden from which Adam and Eve were expelled for disobeying God (Genesis 3:23-24). The perfect relationship humanity had with their creator is now pictured as restored. 

To the church at Smyrna, there is a reminder that for some believers the price of faithfulness to Jesus will be martyrdom. However, this assurance given in Revelation 2:10b-11 is important.  Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you life as your victor’s crown. 11 Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says to the churches. The one who is victorious will not be hurt at all by the second death.
To the small church in Philadelphia where God’s people felt weak and vulnerable, endurance to the end was expressed in this way in Revelation 3:12-13: The one who is victorious I will make a pillar in the temple of my God. Never again will they leave it. I will write on them the name of my God and the name of the city of my God, the new Jerusalem, which is coming down out of heaven from my God; and I will also write on them my new name.     
 But these rewards for faithful Christian service are not automatic as Jesus challenged the Church at Laodicea in Revelation 3:20-22: Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with that person, and they with Me.
21 To the one who is victorious, I will give the right to sit with me on my throne, just as I was victorious and sat down with my Father on his throne. 22 Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says to the churches. These words of Jesus are not spoken to unbelievers, but to His followers. They were being invited to renew their commitment to Him and to revitalise their relationship with Him and to reinvigorate their involvement in service for Him. That same challenge might be needed for someone here today?  How strong is your love for Him and for His people locally and globally? How important is it to you to prioritise time with Him and with His people week by week?  How important is it to you to be involved in service for Him through His Church?  I hope and pray that each of us desires to live individually and collectively in a way pleasing to Him, Amen.    
Questions for Reflection:

Q1. How strong is my love for Him and for His people locally and globally, compared to when I first became a follower of Jesus? 

Q2. How committed am I to honouring Him through my service for Him in the local church and elsewhere?
Song for Reflection: ‘Search Me O God’ 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=syfza7wrea0 
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