Revelation 3:14-22
Letter to the Church of the Laodiceans
Background

Laodicea was an important, wealthy city, with a significant Jewish population. Like other cities in the region, it was a center for Caesar worship and the worship of the healing god Asklepios. There was a famous temple of Asklepios in Laodicea, with a more famous medical school connected with the temple.
Located 40 miles east of Ephesus, the ruins of the old city are near a small Turkish village today.

After an earthquake devastated the region in 60 a.d. Laodicea refused Imperial help in rebuilding the city, successfully relying on their own resources. They didn’t need outside help, they didn’t ask for it, and they didn’t want it. “Laodicea was too rich to accept help from anyone. Tacitus, the Roman historian, tells us: ‘Laodicea arose from the ruins by the strength of her own resources, and with no help from us.’” (Barclay)
Laodicea was also a noted commercial center, and some of its goods were exported all over the world. “It is frequently noted that Laodicea prided itself on three things: financial wealth, an extensive textile industry, and a popular eye-salve which was exported around the world.”  (Mounce)  Most of the textiles were made from fine, black wool.  The eye salve was comprised of powder from the Phrygian clay soil that was prevalent in the area. 
One of their problems was a poor water supply that made Laodicea vulnerable to attack through siege. If an enemy army surrounded the city, the supplies coming into the city could be easily cut off so the leaders of Laodicea were willing to compromise and negotiate a settlement rather than stand and defend their city in a fight.
Their main water supply came on a six-mile aqueduct from the hot springs of Hierapolis. Because the water came from hot springs and traveled such a long way, it arrived lukewarm.  The cold water also traveled a good distance by aqueduct from cool springs and it too arrived lukewarm.
Observations

Laodicea – “ruled by the people” or “justice of the people” - the church is no longer ruled by Jesus Christ, the head; it is now ruled by the people.  The result is that it becomes lukewarm, without sensitivity to the leading of the bridegroom, without the direction of the Holy Spirit.

Jesus refers to it as “the church of the Laodiceans”.  In the other six cases, He refers to the churches as the church in or of such-and-such city.  This church wasn’t just located in Laodicea; it belonged to them rather than belonging to Jesus.  This sounds similar to the reference in John 7:2 to the Feast of Tabernacles as the “Jew’s Feast”.  The feast no longer represented God, it was just a feast of the Jews.  

The problems of five of the first six churches have come home to roost in Laodicea.  The compromise and sin of leaving their first love, engaging in idolatry and fornication, following the false doctrines of the Jezebels of the age, becoming dead to the leading of the Holy Spirit – have numbed the church into a state of lukewarm ness.

This lukewarm ness makes Jesus sick, “I will vomit you out of my mouth” (verse 16).

There is no mention of the Word of God in this letter.  It appears that they had departed from it so holding onto it was no longer an issue. 

There is no mention of persecution.  The church’s problems did not come from outside; they came from within.  Persecution does not kill a local church but compromise and sin can kill it outright or make it so lukewarm that it is of no effect in transforming lives. 

Historically, the Laodicean church points to the period in the last days before the true church is raptured and the antichrist is revealed.  The Laodicean church had departed from the truth and was completely apostate.  That is what will happen in the last days.  Paul warns us in II Thessalonians 2:3 “Let no man deceive you by any means, for that day shall not come except there come a falling away first, and then shall that man of sin be revealed, the son of perdition.”  The apostasy (falling away) will occur before the beast or antichrist is revealed.  We are living in an age when the church is falling away from the truth.  At this point in church history, you are either part of the Philadelphia church that holds onto the Word of God and does not deny the name of Jesus or you are part of the church of the Laodiceans that is lukewarm and apostate. 

The Laodiceans had a completely false impression of who they were and where they stood in Christ, “Because you say, ‘I am rich and increased with goods, and have need of nothing, and knowest not that thou art wretched and miserable (pitiful) and poor (as a beggar) and blind and naked.”  (verse 17)

Jesus still reaches out in love, “As many as I love, I rebuke and chasten; be zealous therefore and repent.” (verse 19)
There is still opportunity to repent, “If any man hear my voice and open the door, I will come in to him, and will sup with him, and he with me.”  (verse 20)

The final promise for over comers is the greatest of all, “To him that overcometh will I grant to sit with me in my throne even as I also overcame and am set down with my Father in his throne.”  (verse 21)

As you read the descriptions that Jesus uses in each of the seven letters it is clear that He has the authority to judge and direct the churches, to promise and to fulfill what He has promised.  This is critical in our understanding of Jesus and His relationship to the church.

Imagine being in the church of the Laodiceans and hearing that the great Apostle John has a special message for you directly from Jesus Christ.  And he is going to deliver it on Sunday evening.  You would probably polish your golden necklace, apply your finest perfume, put on your best black woolen robe and sit in one of the most prominent seats in the assembly waiting to hear what Jesus had to say to this wealthy, prominent, important gathering.  Let’s see what He has to say …

Verse 14

Jesus identifies Himself as the “Amen” – the “so be it” or the “let it be done”.  Jesus is the final authority.  

He is also the faithful and true (truthful) witness.  He reports the facts as they are (and the Laodiceans are not going to like it).  

He is the beginning, the origin, the head of creation.  This doesn’t mean that Jesus was the first thing created; it means that He is the head of all creation.  John 1:3 and Colossians 1:16 ascribe to Jesus the act of creating all things.  It is interesting to note that Psalm 148:5 says “Let them praise the name of the LORD: for he commanded, and they were created.”  

Verses 15-16
He knows their works and He knows our works.  What would He say about us?

The Laodiceans were not hot or cold.  They weren’t on fire for Jesus but they did not claim to deny Him.  They tried to find the middle ground.  When you are standing in the spiritual middle ground you are lukewarm and it makes Jesus sick.
Jesus wishes that the Christians at Laodicea were either cold or hot.  Sometimes it is easier to bring a stone cold unbeliever to faith in Christ than it is to convince someone who has been in church for some time but has never repented of their sins and accepted Christ as their Lord.

What is your spiritual temperature?  Have you been affected by the compromise and sin that plagued five of the first six churches?  If so, you may be lukewarm, not believing in the inerrancy of the Bible, not believing in the virgin birth of Jesus, of His crucifixion or resurrection or in your need for His perfect blood to forgive you of your sins, “having a form of godliness but denying the power thereof.” 

Verse 17

In verse seventeen Jesus expounds on their lukewarm ness.  They didn’t even realize that they had a a problem. 

The Laodiceans believed that they had all that they needed in their material wealth.  Many people believe that if you are wealthy that God is smiling on you.  The truth is that material wealth can oftentimes hinder spiritual growth.  Remember the church at Smyrna that was extremely poor but Jesus said that they were spiritually rich (Revelation 2:9).  Material wealth and spiritual wealth do not correlate.  In fact, they may run counter to each other.  Don’t be fooled by the charlatans who want you to believe that your poverty is caused by a lack of faith or that you are poor because God is not happy with you.  And don’t let your material wealth fool you into thinking that God has given it to you for your own use or because you are holier than someone who is struggling financially. 
Christians can put their faith in their savings account or their job or stock portfolio or even in their ability to earn money rather than securing their faith in Jesus Christ.  All of the material things are temporary and can be lost.  Jesus is eternal and He will never leave you or forsake you.  
Trusting in temporary wealth is wrong, it is blasphemous and it is risky.  Sometimes, the material things have to be removed in order for us to trust in the eternal God.  Jesus invited the rich young ruler in Luke 18:22 to sell all that he had and come and follow Him.  The issue wasn’t the young man’s wealth; it was his trust in it and his worship of it.  
The Laodiceans had the same problem as the young ruler, “You say ‘I am rich and increased with goods and have need of nothing.’”  Jesus wanted them to see the reality of their situation before it was too late.  They were really wretched, pitiful, and poor (of all things)!  He also said that they were spiritually blind and naked.  The spiritually blind don’t generally know that they are blind until they are confronted with the light of truth.  Like the emperor in the tale of the Emperor’s New Clothes, they also didn’t realize that they were really parading around spiritually naked.  Because they spent their time telling each other how right they were and how well they were doing, they didn’t know that they were really bereft of clothing!
Verse 18
Jesus counsels (encourages them to consider) three things:

1) Buy gold from Him.  Buy at the cost of your own self-sufficiency, gold “fired fresh from the fire”.  His gold is pure and eternal.  You will be enriched by His gold.  Note what the elders seated around the throne of God are wearing in Revelation 4:4. 

2)  Purchase white raiment.  White raiment is the righteousness of the saints (Revelation 19:8).  Our only righteousness is given by faith in Jesus Christ.  When we admit that we are sinners in need of forgiveness and that His blood is the only thing that can purchase it for us, then Jesus gives us His righteousness.  II Corinthians 5:21 says, “He made Him who knew no sin to be sin for us that we might be made the righteousness of God in Him.”
Remember that Jesus is speaking to His bride (the church).  Imagine the shame of having a bride who is parading around naked and doesn’t see the shame in it.  Jesus, in His grace, offers to cover their shame with robes of righteousness.
You may recall from Matthew 22:1-14, that the white wedding garments were necessary in order to enter the marriage banquet.  One man who was not clothed in white was cast out “into outer darkness where there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”
3) Anoint your eyes with eye salve so that you can see.  The blind man healed by Jesus in the ninth chapter of John said it best, “He answered and said, ‘Whether he be a sinner or no, I know not: one thing I know, that, whereas I was blind, now I see.’” John 9:25.  Read II Peter 1:1-9. 
Jesus speaks to the Laodiceans and to us in a language they could understand.  They were famous for their material wealth, for their fine wool and for an eye salve that was known to heal eyesight.  Jesus helps them see their spiritual problems through these physical examples.  And He invites them to trade their temporary comforts for eternal ones.
Ask yourself these questions.  

Where is your wealth?  Is it in earthly riches or in heavenly ones?  
What are you wearing?  Have you received the robes of righteousness that only Jesus can give?

Can you see the truth?    A physically blind man can enter heaven; a spiritually blind man cannot.
Verse 19

Jesus has nothing to commend in the church run by the Laodiceans but He still reaches out in love and encourages them to repent.  This reminds me of the passage in Isaiah 1:18-20 where God reaches out to the Jews and says,

Come now, and let us reason together, saith the LORD: though your sins be as scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they be red like crimson, they shall be as wool.  19 If ye be willing and obedient, ye shall eat the good of the land:  20 But if ye refuse and rebel, ye shall be devoured with the sword: for the mouth of the LORD hath spoken it.  
Even if you have been living in lukewarm ness, Jesus Christ is offering you the opportunity today to receive forgiveness for your sins, to receive His love and to dwell with Him.
Verse 20

All that is necessary is for you to open the door – Jesus is knocking.  If you will receive Him into your heart, then He will fellowship with you in the most intimate way – He will dine with you.  It is a high honor to have a king or ruler eat with you, particularly in Jewish culture where they ate out of a common bowl and became one with each other over the course of the meal.
Jesus is inviting you to dine with Him.  He doesn’t care about how clean your house is; He isn’t interested in whether or not you believe that you are worthy.  All you need to do is accept His invitation.  It is the same offer that Jesus made to Zaccheaus in Luke 19:1-10.  Zaccheaus allowed Jesus to come and it changed Zacchaeus’ life!
Verse 21

This is the greatest of all promises to those who overcome (conquer, are victorious).  We will sit with Jesus around His throne.  You will see this promise fulfilled in Revelation 4 & 5. 

You need to remember Jesus’ promises to those who overcome.  On some days, this gives us the will to continue the battle, to fight the good fight of faith:

Revelation 2:7 – we will eat of the tree of life in the middle of paradise
Revelation 2:17 – Jesus will feed us with the hidden manna, He will accept us and give us a new name

Revelation 2:11 – we are promised that we will not be hurt of the second death
Revelation 2:26 – We will receive power over the nations
Revelation 3:5 – We will be given robes of righteousness and Jesus will confess us before God the Father
Revelation 3:12 – We will be recognized as pillars of faithfulness in the real temple and we will live before Christ forever
Revelation 3:21 – We will sit with Jesus around His throne
Revelation 21:7 – “He that overcometh shall inherit all things; and I will be his God, and he shall be my son.”

Verse 22

Whoever has an ear, please listen to the call of Jesus Christ.  Confess your sin.  Amazingly, the Holy God has made the way for you to approach Him in righteousness.  He is willing to forgive and He wants you to dwell with Him now and forever.

Conclusion

It is easy to believe that having more of this world’s pleasures will solve all of your problems.  Unfortunately, this false belief has found its way into the church.  And it has shipwrecked many and lulled many more into looking for the good life rather than seeking eternal life.  The wake up call in the letter to the church of the Laodiceans is a call to come out of this lifestyle, to repent and seek the true riches of Christ, to receive the robe of righteousness, to see clearly, to sit with Jesus on His throne in eternity.

The Laodiceans would leave the assembly where this letter was read with a variety of opinions.  Some would discredit it, some would call it a forgery and some would probably search their hearts to see if they had been led astray in their faith somewhere along the way.  These would repent and overcome.  

Maybe you need to search your heart to and see if you have become comfortable and complacent in your self-sufficiency.  I counsel you to buy of Jesus Christ pure gold that has been refined in the fire that you may be enriched, and the white garment of righteousness that you may be clothed as His bride, and that you ask Him to heal your blindness that you might see.
Philadelphia was the culmination of all that was right in the first five churches.  Laodicea was the culmination of all that was wrong.  Which church do you belong in?  Are you growing in faith, committed to Jesus Christ and to His Word?  Or are you willing to compromise it all for personal comfort?  Think eternally.  Compromising your faith in Jesus leads to a lukewarm life of temporary comfort but holding onto to Jesus and living in such a way as to not deny His name yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness in this life and a seat around His throne for eternity.
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