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A Note on Scripture Quotations
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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to 

Mrs. Roberta Wilson. 

Roberta anxiously looked forward to hearing these messages each week. Roberta, or “Momma,” as she was so affectionately known by many, went home to be with the Lord during the preaching of this series. 

Today, what we know in part, she knows fully as she lives face to face with Jesus Christ. 

And I heard a great voice out of the throne saying, Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men, and he shall dwell with them, and they shall be his peoples, and God himself shall be with them, [and be] their God: and he shall wipe away every tear from their eyes; and death shall be no more; neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain, any more: the first things are passed away.

Revelation 21:3-4 ASV
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FOR SUCH A TIME AS THIS

The Revelation of Jesus Christ

The End Times

In a world overflowing with information, yet often lacking clarity, many people find themselves searching for a resource that speaks plainly, scripturally, and directly from God’s Word found in the Book of Revelation. This book was written with those readers in mind. 

As a teacher, pastor, and lifelong student of the Bible, I have seen firsthand how important it is for truth to be presented in a way that is both accessible and practical. 

Too often, valuable lessons are locked behind complicated language and academic barriers that leave people feeling confused and afraid to attempt to understand the Book of Revelation. My purpose for writing this book is simple: To provide a clear, easy, and enjoyable approach for all who seek to understand this amazing book of the Bible, whose supreme purpose is to help us see Jesus Christ in a real and personal way. 

Having preached the content of this book in sermon form, I also wanted to provide it in book form after hearing many say: “For the first time in my life, I understand the Book of Revelation.”  

This book is a response to much prayer, decades of study, and a deep desire for others to fall in love with our Risen Savior, whom we find in this book. 

Here, you will not find confusing jargon or ideas presented for complexity’s sake. Instead, regardless of your background, education, or experience, you will discover Jesus as He unfolds His plans for the earth’s final days. 

I dedicate this book to a dear servant of God named Roberta Wilson. When teaching this book, she sat on the edge of her seat, hungering for God’s Word and always desiring to return to hear more about Jesus and His plans for earth’s future days. During the study, Jesus took her home. Yet, the image of her face, one that longed to see and understand Jesus better, is etched permanently in my mind. What she knew in part; now she knows in its fullness. 

If this book helps even one reader grasp the truth of the Book of Revelation more easily or come to know Jesus personally, then its purpose will be fulfilled: 

Blessed is he that readeth, and they that hear the words of the prophecy, and keep the things that are written therein: for the time is at hand.

Revelation 1:3 ASV

Jesus is coming soon!

DR. J. PERRY FOWLER

December 2025
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JESUS

The Greatest Revelation

Revelation 1:1-8

In Jesus’ Name 

In Crosswalk Online Magazine, Debbie Przybylski once shared a humorous story from Paul Harvey. In the story, the mother of a small boy needed to stop at the supermarket. Being in a hurry, she put her son in the shopping cart and told him to be quiet. As she hurried along, putting groceries in the cart, the boy saw some chocolate chip cookies and said, “Mom, please, may I have some chocolate chip cookies?” 

Her response was, “No, I told you to be quiet.” 

Six aisles later, the boy gently asked again, “Mom, could I please have just one cookie?” 

Again, she said, “No,” and continued to shop. 

When they reached the long checkout line, a mischievous smile came across the little boy’s face. He stood straight up in his seat and shouted, “In the name of Jesus, give me some chocolate chip cookies!” 

The mother was stunned, not knowing what to do. 

Then suddenly the voice of the child rang out again, “In the name of Jesus, give me some chocolate chip cookies.” 

By this time, everyone in line began applauding the boy, and the more they applauded, the more the boy demanded cookies in Jesus’ name!

I don’t know what you would do in such a case, but according to the author, this boy got his chocolate chip cookies. 

Although this boy was a little mischievous, there is definitely one lesson he had learned in life: He knew that there was power and authority in the name of Jesus. 

One of these days, when this earth reaches its final turn, and life as we know it on this globe reaches the checkout point, there is only one name that is going to matter. 

There is only one name that will carry all power and authority, and that name is Jesus Christ. 

This book is the revelation of Jesus Christ.

The book of Revelation was written by God to reveal Jesus for who He is. Many read the book of Revelation for a variety of reasons. A person may read Revelation in order to gain knowledge of future events, debate the possibilities of Christ’s imminent return, and discover God’s future plan for Israel. 

However, there is only one rightful reason for reading the book of Revelation, and that is to become more intimately aware of who Jesus Christ is. 

The supreme purpose of the book of Revelation is stated in the very first verse: “The Revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave unto him, to shew unto his servants things which must shortly come to pass; and he sent and signified it by his angel unto his servant John ... ”
The Title: Revelation

The title is not “revelations,” but, rather, it is Revelation. The book is not a disjointed series of revelations; it is a single revelation of the Son of God, who has washed us by His blood. 

When Jesus Christ was here on earth walking among men, He was a revelation of the Heavenly Father. Now that He is in glory, we are granted another revelation of Jesus Christ as King of Kings, Lord of Lords, Ruler of all, and Righteous Judge. 

Aren’t you glad that God has chosen to reveal Himself to us? Aren’t you glad that the book of Revelation does not simply focus on world events, but its main focus is on the One who causes these events? 

The first time Jesus came, He came as a Savior. 

The second time Jesus comes, He will come as a judge. In John 5, we are told that God has committed all authority to His Son, Jesus. 

Jesus is the judge of all men. 

It is my hope that each time you move through this book of revelation, you will be preoccupied with Jesus Christ.

Author

The author of the book of Revelation was John the Apostle. He was the one who walked with the Lord during His days here on earth. He cared for his flock and served as a pastor in Asia Minor. During the time of the writing of Revelation, he had been banished to the Isle of Patmos to stop him from preaching. 

This Book is Authoritative

From Revelation 1:1, the book announces to its readers that this message is from God. No man has the right to impart future things unless it is from God. 

The Revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave unto him, to shew unto his servants things which must shortly come to pass; and he sent and signified it by his angel unto his servant John: Who bare record of the word of God, and of the testimony of Jesus Christ, and of all things that he saw.

Revelation 1:1-2 KJV

Revelation 1:2 lays bare that it is a record of the Word of God, and this is the Word that God revealed. Together with Revelation 1:1, the book’s opening declares it is a testimony of Jesus Christ. 

It would have seemed that, at the cross, the Roman Empire had more authority than Jesus Himself. They had no knowledge that He sat enthroned as King of Kings and Lord of Lords. This reveals Jesus as Lord. 

That at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of things in heaven, and things in earth, and things under the earth; And that every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.

Philippians 2:10-11 ASV

In alignment with Philippians 2:10-11, in the Book of Revelation, John sees Jesus ruling from sea to sea and shore to shore. 

The Historical Situation 

As John penned the words of this book, the contemporary believers were going through grave persecution. As we read through the Scriptures, we understand Christians were under intense persecution and suffering. The Bible is written in a violent and difficult atmosphere, and this is evident from across several different books.

In Thessalonians there was a report of extreme suffering; Peter writes of suffering in the end times in his letters. The book of James was written in part to comfort those being persecuted. Hebrews was written to confront the outbreak of persecution against the word of God. 

Now, Revelation not only proves that persecution had not subsided, but it had grown worse. During this time, Rome hated Christians because they believed Jesus was sovereign Lord as opposed to the Roman Empire. They looked at Christians as being part of a treasonous movement. 

The Jews hated Christians because twenty years before this book was written, Rome had attacked the Holy City, Jerusalem, and destroyed it. Because Christians had prophesied of the destruction of Jerusalem due to their rejection of Christ, the Jews counted the Christians responsible for the overthrow of Jerusalem. 

Against the background of persecution, John writes to comfort and encourage the Christians as well as the Jews who have become believers in Christ. The purpose of the Book of Revelation is to give the believer hope, confidence, and assurance to live for Jesus in a Christ-rejecting world. It is designed to purify the believer as he waits for the Lord of glory. It further assures us of future events, so that, when these events unfold, we might take courage and be sustained in suffering. 

Today, we do not know all the events that are scheduled for our future, but praise God, we have read the book of Revelation, and we know who holds the future. This book carries a great blessing!

Blessed is he that readeth, and they that hear the words of this prophecy, and keep those things which are written therein: for the time is at hand.

Revelation 1:3 KJV

Note the syntax change from singular to plural: In verse 3, there is a blessing for the one who reads it. Blessed is “he” (singular), but there is also a blessing to “they” that hear (plural). This book was to be publicly read. Finally, there is also a blessing to those who keep the words of the Book of Revelation. 

John to the seven churches which are in Asia: Grace be unto you, and peace, from him which is, and which was, and which is to come; and from the seven Spirits which are before his throne; ...

Revelation 1:4 KJV

In Revelation 1:4, John addresses the seven churches. After John had established the church of Ephesus, he became the pastor. 

[image: ]
If you look at a map of these churches, you see they ring the church of Ephesus ... for this was their mother church!

Along with the other disciples, John helped spread the gospel and started new churches, including the seven churches we will go over in the following chapters.

In his greeting, John reminds his listeners of “Grace.” The construction of this sentence reveals the nature of the gospel: There can be no peace unless first there is grace. 

John Newton

Nearly 400 years ago, there was a boy born into a family whose father was a sailor. His mother was a devout Christian. His father was at sea much of the time. 

The boy’s mother wanted him to grow up to be something other than a rough sailor. She devoted her life to teaching him about the Lord Jesus Christ. She taught him scriptures, hymns, and catechism. 

At four years old, he could read any book. At age six, he could read Latin. 

Sadly, the young boy’s mother, Elizabeth, contracted tuberculosis and died when he was six years old. Because his father was at sea, he went to live with an aunt and uncle. 

At eleven years of age, the boy’s father came home and took him out to sea where he began a career as a sailor. 

Soon the boy became a very rough, vile, and foul person. Eventually, he became involved in the slave trade in Africa. At night, he would invade villages, capture people, and ship them off to the remote parts of the world. 

It was not uncommon for this young man to go into the hull of the ship and rape the women whom he had enslaved. One man wrote, “He is so vile and vulgar that he seemed to bring dirt upon the ship. If there was any sailor who had any vestige of Christianity in him, this man would do anything he could to shred their belief and mock the name of the Lord Jesus.” 

One night in a drunken stupor, the captain said, “I wondered if he was not a Jonah and I should cast him overboard for the sake of the other crew.” 

The boy, now older, had gotten as low as what one might think a depraved man could become. One night a storm rose upon the sea that lasted three days. He began to cry out to the Lord in fear. This began a journey that eventually led him to the Lord Jesus Christ.

Later he became a writer and speaker; eventually, that same man, John Newton, wrote these words in the year 1779: 


“Amazing Grace, /

how sweet the sound, /

that saved a wretch like me, /

I once was lost but now am found, /

was blind but now I see.”


With the grace of God, peace can come to the vilest of hearts. But there will be no peace unless there is grace first. 

This grace began with the Father. Revelation 1:8 gives this revelation of Him. 

I am Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the ending, saith the Lord, which is, and which was, and which is to come, the Almighty.

Revelation 1:8

Here it says, “He who is the Ancient of Days: The Father, who was and is, and is to come.” 

The Bible then mentions the Holy Spirit, harkening back to Isaiah 11:2, where it says, “The Messiah was to be endowed with the seven-fold spirit, the third person of the Godhead.”

And from Jesus Christ, who is the faithful witness, and the first begotten of the dead, and the prince of the kings of the earth. Unto him that loved us, and washed us from our sins in his own blood, ...

Revelation 1:5 KJV

Revelation 1:5 is where Jesus Christ is depicted as the faithful Witness, the witness of God, who revealed God to men; He is the First Begotten of the Dead, as listed in 1 Corinthians 15, where it says, “This promises a great harvest to follow”; and then, Jesus is declared as the Prince of the Kings of the Earth. 

Jesus will be sent by the Father to bring this world unto the authority of the Father in millennium. 

... and he made us to be a kingdom, to be priests unto his God and Father; to him be the glory and the dominion for ever and ever. Amen. Behold, he cometh with the clouds; and every eye shall see him, and they that pierced him; and all the tribes of the earth shall mourn over him. Even so, Amen.

Revelation 1:6-7 ASV

With this verse, we see the revelation of believers, along with three things Jesus Christ has done: He has loved us, He has washed us, and He has made us kings and priests unto God. Our responsibility is to the one who washed us and loved us, and we are to be the light of the world. 

Revelation 1:7 is where John concludes his salutation with a promise of the Second Coming according to Matthew 25:31. This is where Jesus states, “When the Son of Man comes in His glory, and all the angels with Him, He will sit on His glorious throne,” and He will separate the sheep from the goats, and He will judge all the nations. 

“I am the Alpha and the Omega, saith the Lord God, who is and who was and who is to come, the Almighty.”

Revelation 1:8 ASV

Revelation 1:8 is another authentication. Here, the One that unfolds this book is God. He refers to Himself as the Alpha and Omega, the first and last of the Greek alphabet. Apart from the Word, there is no revelation. He has drawn apart the curtain and revealed His plan. 

This verse further offers us this question: What is our proof in this plan that Satan will not win? 

Our answer: The Lord is the Beginning and the End. 

––––––––
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HE IS THE ALMIGHTY ONE.

Some of my favorite verses of scripture are the ones that tell us that God holds the world with one hand and the universe with another. 

Wow! 

What a mighty God we serve!

Today, I thank God that we can know Him, and I thank God that He has been revealed to us. 

There is no revelation like the Revelation of our Lord. 

It reminds me of this story, where a group of seminary students went each night to play basketball in the seminary gym. Each evening, they noticed a janitor coming on duty prior to the gym closing. The janitor was a young man who was mentally handicapped. But although he was disabled, he desired to know and understand God’s Word. 

One evening, the students saw the janitor sitting near the court reading the Bible. Interested, the students asked, “What are you reading?” 

The young man replied, “The Book of Revelation.” 

The students were shocked that a man with mental disabilities was reading what they considered to be such a complex book. They thought they would probe a little and asked, “What have you learned in the book?” 

The young man answered, “Only one thing: Jesus wins.” 

What is our response? 

What else could it be, but to worship Him? 

Praise God! Jesus wins! 

He is the victor! He is Lord!

But may I ask, “Is He your Lord?” 

Are you trusting Him? Are you depending on Him? 

Where are you with Jesus? 
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A GLIMPSE OF JESUS

Jesus Appears

Revelation 1:9-20

Whose Hand It Is In

A basketball in my hands is worth about $19; a basketball in Michael Jordan’s hands is worth about $33 million. 

It depends on whose hands it is in. 

A stick in my hands might keep away a wild animal; a stick in Moses’ hands parted the Red Sea.

It depends on whose hands it is in. 

A slingshot in my hands is a toy; a slingshot in David’s hands was a deadly weapon. 

It depends on whose hands it is in. 

Two fish and five loaves in my hands are a couple of fish sandwiches. Two fish and five loaves in God’s hands is a catered meal for five thousand.

It all depends on whose hands they are in. 

Nails in my hands might repair a broken fence. Nails in Jesus Christ’s hands produced salvation for the entire world.

It all depends on whose hands they are in. 

John in Exile

In Revelation 1:9, we find the Romans thought the disciple John was in their hands because he was in exile and unable to do anything for God. 

I John, your brother and partaker with you in the tribulation and kingdom and patience which are in Jesus, was in the isle that is called Patmos, for the word of God and the testimony of Jesus.

Revelation 1:9 ASV

But in reality, John was in the hands of God, and he produced the last book of the Bible. 

And the fact is, when we are in Jesus’ hands, no one or nothing can stop Jesus from producing what He wants to produce in our lives. 

Beginning in Revelation 1:9, we find that John was a prisoner on a small, rocky, inhospitable island called Patmos. It was fifteen miles from Ephesus—but it might as well have been a thousand miles away, since there was no contact with the outside world.

Rome lay to the west of Patmos. Babylon, Jerusalem and the Euphrates were to the east. These were only land masses that John could dream of visiting. Patmos itself lay in the arm of the Great Sea, better known as the Mediterranean. John was in physical exile. 

Yet, in the midst of his loneliness, John wrote a letter that, apart from God’s sovereignty, would have never made it to his friends and ultimately to us. 

Revelation 1:9 further lays out John’s spiritual condition. He first says, “I am your brother.” John had been discipled personally by Christ and had seen the resurrected Christ; however, John did not elevate himself above others. 

He did not say, “I am your apostle, pastor, or teacher.” He said, “I am your brother.” 

After that, John also says, “I am your companion in tribulation.” Jesus had prepared the disciples for the trouble they would experience. In the upper room Jesus said, “In this world you will have trouble.” 

Sometimes, in the midst of trouble, we feel alone and abandoned by God; but it was in this trouble that John saw Jesus in a fresh, real, and personal way.

As we read this, I want us to notice a few things about the vision of Jesus that John saw. 

I was in the Spirit on the Lord’s day, and I heard behind me a great voice, as of a trumpet ... ”

Revelation 1:10 ASV

The Timing of the Vision

John tells us here that he was in the Spirit “on the Lord’s day.” 

From our post-resurrection mentality, we can immediately conclude that John received the vision of Jesus on Sunday because he says, “I was in the Spirit on the Lord’s day.” This is possible because early believers observed Sunday as the day of corporate worship to memorialize the resurrection. 

But I tend to think that this could have been any particular day of the week, because any and every day of the week is the Lord’s Day. 

The Bible says in Psalm 118:24, “This is the day that the Lord has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it.” 

I also believe John could have been referring to any day of the week is because John notes that he was “in the Spirit” on this day. 

In other words, this was a day of worship for John. He was worshipping and praising the Lord throughout that day. 

The Bible says, “If you seek me, you will find me when you seek me with all your heart,” in Jeremiah 29:13. 

John was seeking Jesus, 

and he found Jesus on that day!

As a result, John, a child of God, was walking in power, walking in the Spirit, depending on the Spirit, and communicating with the Spirit. In the midst of it, the Lord appeared to him. 

Saying, I am Alpha and Omega, the first and the last: and, What thou seest, write in a book, and send it unto the seven churches which are in Asia; unto Ephesus, and unto Smyrna, and unto Pergamos, and unto Thyatira, and unto Sardis, and unto Philadelphia, and unto Laodicea.

Revelation 1:11 KJV

The Teaching of the Vision 

In Revelation 1:11, the Bible says, “What you see, write ...” Further along, Revelation 1:19 echoes this command. 

Write therefore the things which thou sawest, and the things which are, and the things which shall come to pass hereafter;

Revelation 1:19 ASV

The verses between Revelation 1:11 and Revelation 1:19 are amazing to me, because they give the most vivid picture of the resurrected and ascended Jesus found in the Bible. 

Have you ever wondered what Jesus looks like now in Heaven? Have you ever wondered what He sounds like? 

Jesus wants us to know what he is like, so he told John to write what he sees and send it to the seven churches in Asia that he served. 

Here is what John teaches us about the resurrected Jesus. He teaches us that: 

Jesus’ voice is authoritative. 

In verse 10, John says that Jesus’ voice was like a loud trumpet. In that day, armies used trumpets and bugles to give authoritative commands. Paul also used the idea of the trumpet when he spoke of tongues in 1 Corinthians 14:8-10: “If a bugler does not make distinctive sounds, the army will not be prepared for battle.” 

Jesus’ place is among His people. 

In verse 12, we read that Jesus was walking among the seven golden “candlesticks.” The “candlestick” literally means, “a lamp.” These lamps were filled with olive oil and contained a wick. Later on, in Revelation 1:20, we learn that these candlesticks or lamps are symbolic of the churches that are addressed in Revelation 3. In this vision, we see Jesus as a priest who walks among His churches, and “trims the wick,” to make the light brighter. 

Jesus never intends for a church to fizzle out or smolder. He intends for its light to get brighter. Often He “trims the wick” to assure that his church is a “light into the world of darkness.” 

Jesus is dressed sacrificially. 

In verse 13, we notice that His garment flows down to his feet and He is girded with a golden band.” This is a familiar picture for a Jew because the Old Testament priest was clothed with a long white garment that fell to his feet. Here, Jesus is revealing that He is “The Great High Priest” who not only made a sacrifice for our sins, but was the sacrifice for sins. 

Jesus is supernaturally holy.

Consider His head and hair. His head is white as wool and snow. This emphasizes the unblemished and pure nature of Jesus. He is completely white, pure, and holy.

Next, John describes His eyes. In Revelation 1:14, we read that Jesus’ eyes were as a flame of fire. 

Remember the glance of Jesus toward Peter when he denied Jesus reduced him to bitter tears. This glance must have been one of grief and sorrow. Jesus’ eyes must have been eyes of tenderness that, like a fire, burns off the chaff, and sees the heart of the person. 

Regarding Jesus’ feet: In Revelation 1:15, we are told that they are like fine brass, as if they were refined in a furnace. In the Old Testament, brass was known as an instrument of judgement. This picture is one that reveals that everything is under Jesus’ feet, and nothing can stop his feet from judging at the End Times. 

In Revelation 1:16, John tells us that Jesus’ hands hold pastors, and the Bible says that in His hand are seven stars. These stars are the angelos, or messengers, to the churches. 

Jesus’ mouth is also described as the two-edged sword, as written in Hebrews 4:12, where it tells us that “The word of God is sharper than any two-edged sword.” 

This sword seems to be an instrument of judgement. Just as a judge uses the book of laws to pass down a sentence, Jesus will use His word to pass down the sentence upon all of those who reject His Word. 

John also writes of the countenance of Jesus. He says it was like the sun shining in its strength. 

Consider when Moses asked to look upon the face of God, God told him that no man could look upon his face and live. The face of God can consume all unholy things. Therefore, God placed Moses in the cleft of the rock and allowed part of His glory to shine forth. 

On the Mount of Transfiguration, Jesus prayed, and what was veiled with flesh was momentarily uncovered. There, the disciples saw the glory of God in Jesus. 

This glory is further reflected as Jesus speaks. In Revelation 1:18, it says, “I am He who lives, and was dead, and behold I am alive forever more.” 

Jesus’ focus is upon the cross and empty tomb. All of Heaven is magnetized by this incredible fact of history. For Jesus, it is the focal point of history. 

The cross has completed God’s plan and capsized Satan’s. 

As we study the rest of the book of Revelation, we will see this will be the major focus of our worship in Heaven and is the major focus or our witness on earth. 

Adrian Rogers once said, “The resurrection is not merely important to the historic Christian faith; without it, there would be no Christianity. It is the singular doctrine that elevates Christianity above all world religions.” 

William Sangster: “He is Risen!” 

William Sangster was a great British Methodist preacher. Toward the end of his life, he lost his voice and could not speak. 

Sangster once said that losing his voice permanently was most difficult on Easter Sunday. With all his being, he wanted to wake up on Easter Sunday morning and shout, “He is Risen!” 

In reflection, Sangster said, “It would be far worse to have a voice and not want to shout He is Risen!” 

Conclusion

For all eternity, we will not only be able to shout, “He is Risen,” we will want to! 

The joy of Heaven will not only be saying to one another, “He is Risen,” but to see the Risen King! 

Further References


AFA Journal. (2020, April). The resurrection of Jesus. Retrieved from http://afajournal.org/past-issues/2020/april/the-resurrection-of-jesus/

Cornerstone Fellowship. (n.d.). Resurrection quotes. https://cornerstone.org/resurrection-quotes/

Eusebius. (c. 325). The history of the church from Christ to Constantine (G. A. Williamson, Trans.). Penguin Books.

Mounce, R. H. (1997). The Book of Revelation (Revised ed.). Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.



Bible Verse References

	Revelation 1:9-20

	Jeremiah 29:13

	Psalm 118:24

	1 Corinthians 14:8 

	Hebrews 4:12


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER THREE
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JESUS AND HIS CHURCH

The Church at Ephesus

Revelation 2:1-7

Who You Are 

One of the most influential books of the last century was Alex Haley’s book, Roots.

This book traced the history of Alex’s ancestors all the way back to their induction into slavery in Africa. In this book, the ancient African tribal ceremony of naming a child is described. During this special ceremony, people of the tribe assembled in their village and watched the father whisper into the ear of the infant the name he had chosen for his son. After whispering of the chosen name in the child’s ear, he announced it to the tribe. 

What was the reason for this?

In this ancient tribal custom, the father always felt it more appropriate for the child to know who he is first, before the rest of the world would be told.

Similarly, in the book of Revelation, chapters 2 and 3, through Jesus’ appearance and revelation to the churches, we read and learn who we are as a part of God’s family, known as the church. 

We learn that we are loved, that Jesus walks among us, and that He does not abandon us regardless of our struggles as well as victories. 

Because of this, as we read about the churches, we must begin with Jesus. 

Introducing the Churches 

There are some preliminary observations that we need to make about the churches that Jesus directly addresses. The first thing we notice is that they are literal churches. A map of the churches shows us these were local congregations that appear to be the churches launched from Ephesus. But there are other things to consider, too. 

First, they all received separate letters, showing us that Jesus is personally interested in every local congregation. It is obvious Jesus will use different churches to accomplish His will in different places and in different ways. 

Second, there is a connection in how Jesus addresses the churches. As John records these messages, we find that there are three things that Jesus does: He praises them, points out their problems, and makes promises to them. 

Notice that Jesus did not abandon these churches. Despite their troubles, He was still connected and communicating His love and will to them. 

The churches’ messages in Revelation 2 and 3 could apply to a number of churches. Reading them to the churches challenges us and our church to discern what Jesus is personally saying to us. 

There is some speculation among scholars that the churches may have a prophetic significance. Some believe that the churches provide a divine outline of church history from start to finish due to their names and the significance of how they coincide with church history. 

Ephesus

Its name derives from a word meaning “beloved.” Many believe this church represents the church of the first century following Christ’s ascension. While they were once in love first with Jesus, in the one hundred years following Him, they experienced a growing coldness. 

Smyrna 

Its name derives from the word “myrrh,” which reminds us of the suffering the church experienced under the persecution of the Roman Empire. 

Pergamum

Its name means “completely married,” reminding us of the age when Constantine made Christianity the official religion of the Roman Empire; in this sense, the religion was completely married to the state. 

Thyatira

Its name means “perpetual sacrifice,” reminding us of the period in history known as the Dark Ages, when the perpetual Mass began and the Roman Catholic church rose to power and prominence. 

Sardis

Its name means “the ones escaping.” This reminds us of the time period in which Martin Luther broke away from the Catholic Church and the Reformation began. 

Philadelphia

Its name means “brotherly love,” reminding us of the period in history following the Reformation that was marked by the movement of God in great revivals which spread into the nations of the world. 

Laodicea 

Its name means “the people ruling or speaking.” This reminds us of when laity service became more prominent and most churches became autonomous. 

Whether the list of churches is a divine outline or not, the reality is obvious: Jesus is and has been with his church through the courses of history, and as the Alpha and Omega, He will be leading it and coming to receive it in the end. 

To the angel of the church in Ephesus write: These things saith he that holdeth the seven stars in his right hand, he that walketh in the midst of the seven golden candlesticks: I know thy works, and thy toil and patience, and that thou canst not bear evil men, and didst try them that call themselves apostles, and they are not, and didst find them false; and thou hast patience and didst bear for my name’s sake, and hast not grown weary. But I have this against thee, that thou didst leave thy first love. Remember therefore whence thou art fallen, and repent and do the first works; or else I come to thee, and will move thy candlestick out of its place, except thou repent. But this thou hast, that thou hatest the works of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate.He that hath an ear, let him hear what the Spirit saith to the churches. To him that overcometh, to him will I give to eat of the tree of life, which is in the Paradise of God.

Revelation 2:1-7 ASV

The Initial Church: Ephesus 

The first church that Jesus addresses is the mother church, Ephesus. This was the church that was instrumental in planting the remainder of the churches written about in these letters.

Ephesus was fifty miles from the island of Patmos, and it was located at a crossroads of trade and economy that was the chief shipping port of Asia Minor. It was also a center for pagan worship of the goddess Diana, the Roman goddess of love. Worship of Diana included temple prostitution. 

This part of Revelation focuses on Ephesus, and this letter is written specifically to the pastor of “angelos,” meaning “Messenger.” In this section, Jesus presents Himself as the One who walks among the candlesticks or lampstands. He reveals the lamp is shining, but the wick needs to be trimmed. 

The Praises 

In Revelation 2:1-3, Jesus praises the church of Ephesus for its hard work and endurance despite trouble.

“Your works ...” 

Ephesians 2:8-10 reveals that works do not save us but provide evidence that we are saved. Jesus praises the church of Ephesus for their works of faith.

“Your patience ...” 

Patience is evidence of the fruit of the Spirit, as we read about in Galatians 5:22-23. Jesus praises the church for their endurance through trials. 

“You cannot bear those who are evil.”

Paul prophesied that wolves would come in. In Paul’s care, the Bereans did not accept the words of Paul immediately. They searched the Scriptures to find the truth. 

“You have persevered, labored, and not become weary.” 

The persecution did not die down when Paul left Ephesus. The church was hated by the Jews and the prophets and priests of Diana. Nonetheless, the church of Ephesus did not quit, but continued on in their faithful labor. One of Satan’s greatest methods of defeat is to wear us down.

“You hate the deeds of the Nicolaitans.” 

One of the interesting things about Ephesus was that it was literally a “shifting city.” Water was constantly rising and receding, causing the city to change geographically. In some ways, this change was symbolic of the spirituality of Ephesus. Their spiritual foundation was unstable, due to a mysterious cult called the Nicolaitans. 

These people claimed to be Christians, yet compromised the truth in order they might live a sinful lifestyle. They separated clergy from laity and took no responsibility for sharing the gospel. They left it up to the professionals. 

Several of the early church fathers, including Irenaeus, Epiphanius, and Theodoret mentioned this group. Irenaeus discusses them in their writings, but adds nothing to the Apocalypse except that “they lead lives of unrestrained indulgence.” Tertullian refers to them in his historical work, but he apparently knows only what is found in St. John. Hippolytus of Rome based his narrative on Irenaeus, though he states that the deacon Nicholas was the author of the heresy and the sect. 

The Problems

After Jesus praises the church, He also addresses their problems. Verses 4 and 5 walk us through their shortcomings: “Nevertheless, you have fallen ...”

The church’s passion was gone; they had left their first love, meaning their love for Jesus had become dim. The lamplight was not out, but instead it was dim. Soundness of doctrine does not substitute a personal intimate relationship with Jesus Christ.

In verse 5, Jesus says their profession has been silenced. The church was to remember from where they had fallen. They had fallen away from their first love and the passion would reignite when they returned to do the “first things.”

This reminds me of a story. One night, a middle-aged couple saw a young dating couple snuggled up next to each other in the car in front of them. When both cars stopped at a red light, the middle-aged couple saw the couple in front of them give each other a peck on the lips and a romantic look.

The middle-aged wife said, “Honey, why don’t we sit close to each other like that anymore?” 

Her husband replied, “Don’t blame me; you are the one who moved.”

The Promise 

“He who has ears, let him hear.” 

In Revelation 2:7, a word of challenge and instruction is given in this verse. Any time a person hears from the Spirit of God, it is time to obey.

The Tree of Life is first mentioned in Genesis 3:22. It is later seen transplanted in Heaven, according to Revelation 22:2. When man sinned, he was cast out of the garden to keep him from eating from the Tree of Life, otherwise he would have been eternally separated from God.

What an awesome promise Jesus offers to us, even today! Are you a recipient of it?
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THE PERSECUTED CHURCH

The Church at Smyrna

Revelation 2:8-11

The Biggest Struggle in the Christian Life

Understanding why God allows bad things to happen to good people is one of the biggest struggles in a Christian’s life. While I cannot explain all of God’s ways and purposes in allowing difficult things to happen in our lives, I can promise you that God never allows things to come our way that do not have a purpose. 

Perhaps the greatest proof of our faith in God comes when we believe and trust God even when we do not know the purpose. 

The passage that helps me trust God even when I don’t know why He has allowed difficulties to come my way is John 15:1, where God uses the imagery of the vine, saying, “ ... my Father is the vinedresser.” 

If you visit a vineyard full of grapevines, you would discover that in the spring, the farmer will go out to the vineyard and begin hacking away at the grapevine with sharpened shears.

As a vinedresser, the farmer knows exactly how much hacking needs to take place to produce big, juicy, sweet grapes during harvest season. 

To an untrained mind and inexperienced gardener’s perspective, the farmer is recklessly ruining the vine. In actuality, he is spurring the vine to grow, and he is preparing it for the future. 

And to the angel of the church in Smyrna write: These things saith the first and the last, who was dead, and lived again: I know thy tribulation, and thy poverty (but thou art rich), and the blasphemy of them that say they are Jews, and they are not, but are a synagogue of Satan. Fear not the things which thou art about to suffer: behold, the devil is about to cast some of you into prison, that ye may be tried; and ye shall have tribulation ten days. Be thou faithful unto death, and I will give thee the crown of life. He that hath an ear, let him hear what the Spirit saith to the churches. He that overcometh shall not be hurt of the second death.

Revelation 2:8-11 ASV

The Church of Smyrna

In Revelation 2:8-11, Smyrna, one of the churches of Asia, came heavily underneath the sharpened shears of difficult and strenuous circumstances.

A map of the Asian churches shows Smyrna thirty-five miles north of Ephesus, situated on the coast of the Aegean Sea, a major commercial center of the Roman Empire. As a matter of fact, sailors who came from Greece discharged their cargo there, and Smyrna became a chief distribution center of Asia Minor. 

The city was rightfully named. Smyrna is a name that has its root in the word “myrrh” which means, “death or suffering.” Myrrh, a product of a thorny bush, was used in the embalming process. 

Jesus addresses the Church of Smyrna and teaches us three foundational realities that help us stand strong spiritually, even when we do not understand why God allows us to suffer. 

Studying the Church of Smyrna teaches us that even when we don’t understand God’s plan, we are assured of His presence, His promises, and His power. 

His Presence 

Revelation 2:8 says this: “And to the angel of the church in Smyrna write, These things, says the First and the Last, who was dead, and came to life.”

In this verse, it is obvious Jesus is very aware of the past and the future of Smyrna in His address to the believers there. As the Alpha and Omega, He is, and has always been, present. While Smyrna was a beautiful place, it was a city of constant suffering. 

In the era before Christ, the city of Smyrna had been destroyed by the Lydians; it was crushed so badly that it was lost from history for four centuries. When Smyrna revived from this, it was destroyed by an earthquake. 

Smyrna consistently rose again to prominence and became a chief Roman town, the largest city of Asia, with well-known citizens. One such citizen was the poet Homer, who wrote the Iliad and the Odyssey, and was also known as a court singer and storyteller. 

In John’s day, Smyrna rose to prominence again. The Romans built a temple there for the goddess Roma. Smyrna later became the chief city of emperor worship, where Tiberius Caesar was worshipped. 

Worship in the temple of Caesar required the people to take incense and sprinkle it over a flame of fire saying, “Caesar is Lord, Caesar is Lord, Caesar is Lord!” 

In Smyrna, many Christians lost their lives because they refused to give a man like Caesar worship and faced the consequences of death. 

In the midst of this environment, Jesus addresses the church of Smyrna and assures them of His presence. In verse 8, we find that the letter is written to the “angelos” or “messenger” of Smyrna. 

Church history seems to indicate that the pastor there was a man named Polycarp, a student and contemporary of the Apostle John. 

To this pastor, Jesus says in verse 8, “These things say the First and the Last, who was dead and came to life.” 

Jesus is assuring Polycarp and the believers in Smyrna that He has faced what they will face. Polycarp certainly had already seen the temperature of persecution rising and knew the clouds of death were rolling in. 

But Jesus, as the head of the church of Smyrna and all other churches, was despised and rejected of men: A man of sorrow and a man of grief. He was the One who had thorns on His brow and received lashes on His back—the One who embraced death and conquered it! 

Jesus’ presence says, “I’ve been where you are and have gone where you are going, and I will get you to the other side!” 

He is saying, “I am the Resurrection and the Life!” 

Here’s the fact: When you don’t understand why God has taken you where you are today, you can be assured that He is not finished yet, because He is the Alpha, He is the Omega, He is today and tomorrow—and He is our forever. He will never leave nor forsake us. 

When we don’t understand God’s plan, we are assured of His Presence, but also of His Promises.

His Promises 

In Revelation 2:9-10 ASV, Jesus says, “I know thy tribulation, and thy poverty (but thou art rich), and the blasphemy of them that say they are Jews, and they are not, but are a synagogue of Satan. 10Fear not the things which thou art about to suffer: behold, the devil is about to cast some of you into prison, that ye may be tried; and ye shall have tribulation ten days. Be thou faithful unto death, and I will give thee the crown of life.” 

Jesus points out to the believers in Smyrna four things He is aware of that they should not forget: Their works, their tribulation, their poverty, and their blasphemy of the “so-called” Jews. 

Jesus knew the works of the church of Smyrna and assured them that He knew their faith was not without works. 

Jesus said, “I know” the blasphemy of the Jews. The word “know” here is a word of intimacy. It is a marital intimacy word, denoting that Jesus knew their struggle in the most intimate and personal way. 

In Smyrna, many Christians died for their faith. They were persecuted not only by the Roman Emperor, but also by the people who called themselves “Jews.” 

There are two interpretations of what Jesus means when He refers to the Jews. 

First, it is possible Jesus could have been speaking of the literal Jews who rejected Jesus as Messiah and hated the Christians who claimed Jesus was Messiah. History declares that the Jews often spread false stories about Christians, such as saying they were cannibals because they spoke of eating and drinking the body and blood of Christ. 

Second, some believe Jesus could have been referring to people who claimed to be part of God’s family, yet bowed down to the Caesar and mixed Caesar worship with Christian worship to avoid persecution. 

Nonetheless, in prophetic tone Jesus informs Polycarp and the believers of Smyrna of the events that are yet to come in verse 10: “ ... which you are about to suffer.” 

In Revelation 2:10, Jesus tells them that “the devil” will throw some of them into prison. 

In that day, there were several things the Emperor would order to attempt to get the Christian to deny Christ. He would arrest them, he would have them flogged; he would have thrown them into prison; ultimately, if they would not recant, the Emperor would have them thrown to the lions in the Colosseum. 

At the end of verse 10, Jesus tells them that they would suffer tribulation for ten days. 

Without a doubt, this is a reference to the ten waves of persecution the Romans would bring against the Christians: 

1st Wave
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