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SESSION 11

Seven Words for 
Seven Churches

Summary and Goal 

Jesus’ revelation to the apostle John included letters to seven churches in Asia Minor. A chief theme of 
these letters was God’s call for His people to repent. Many of the churches had lost their way in one 
form or another, and they needed to turn back to Christ. Part of their repentance was turning their 
focus from their sins back to Jesus and locking their eyes on Him no matter what situation they were 
in. God also calls His people to reengage in His mission of continuing to take the gospel to others as 
His ministers of reconciliation.

Main Passages
Revelation 2:1-7; 3:1-6

Session Outline
1.  God calls His people to repent of sin (Rev. 2:1-7).
2.  God calls His people to refocus their attention on Jesus (Rev. 3:1-6).
3.  God calls His people to reengage in His mission (Rev. 3:2).

Theological Theme
God comforts and warns His people.

Christ Connection
God cares about the purity of His church because the church is the bride for whom Jesus died. The 
church experiences renewal through remembering who Jesus is and through continuing to fulfill the 
mission He has given us.

Missional Application
God calls us to repent of sin, refocus our attention on Jesus, and reengage in His mission.
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Introduction
Discuss our common perceptions about persecution, particularly within our 
own cultural experience (leader p. 130; PSG p. 101). 

What stories of persecution have moved you to pray for the 
persecuted church and to live more faithfully?

Relate the temptation to give in to the culture with what Jesus tells the saints 
in Asia Minor about their need to take a stand for Him no matter what, 
knowing He is on the throne (leader p. 130). Then summarize this session on 
some of the key themes found in the letters to the seven churches 
(leader p. 130; PSG pp. 101-102). 

1.  God calls His people to repent of sin (Rev. 2:1-7).
Read Revelation 2:1-7. Then go over the things that Jesus recognized the 
church at Ephesus was doing well before He rebuked them: holding right 
theology; defending the faith; and living rightly (leader pp. 131-132; 
PSG pp. 102-103). 

What are some ways theology affects our daily living?

Say that despite having right theology, standing for the gospel, and living 
in a godly way, the Ephesians were not able to escape sin. Explain that they 
were going through the motions, doing good deeds and living moral lives but 
doing so apart from worship. Works without worship is not Christianity; it is 
godless moralism (leader pp. 132-133; PSG p. 104). 

How do we move away from our love for Christ and for 
others at times? Why do we do so?

What keeps us from repenting of our sin as we should? 

Introduction Option
As group members arrive, 
provide them with paper 
and a pencil. Ask them 
to write a brief letter to 
your church. 

Compare this activity 
to Jesus’ letters to the 
churches in Asia Minor 
(ex. Jesus has authority 
over the churches). 
Then proceed with 
the Introduction.

You may wish to pass your 
group’s letters on to your 
church leadership for their 
insight and encouragement.

Pack Item 11: 
Churches of the 
Revelation Map
Use this map to point 
out the locations of the 
churches Jesus addressed 
in His letters through John 
in Revelation.

Pack Item 12: 
Churches of 
the Revelation 
Handout
As needed throughout 
this session, refer to this 
handout comparing Jesus’ 
messages to the churches. 

Seven Words for 
Seven Churches

Session Plan

Session 11
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2.  God calls His people to refocus their 
attention on Jesus (Rev. 3:1-6).

Ask a volunteer to read Revelation 3:1-6. Mention that when Jesus 
commands something in Scripture, it is usually based on what He has already 
done: The churches “conquer” because Jesus has already conquered sin and 
death (leader pp. 133-134; PSG p. 105). 

Why is it important that we take sin seriously without 
letting it crush us under its weight? 

Affirm that sin is a powerful foe and still results in death. But press home that 
if we love and trust in Christ, we will repent and turn back to Him, and we 
will join in on the last day as conquerors (leader pp. 134-135; PSG p. 106). 

How does focusing on who Jesus is and what He has done 
help you fight off sin? 

3.  God calls His people to reengage in His 
mission (Rev. 3:2). 

Reread Revelation 3:2. State that the church in Sardis had taken their eyes off 
of Jesus, and as a result, they had disengaged from His mission. However, 
Jesus was not yet done with them (leader p. 135; PSG p. 106). 

When and how have you felt disconnected from 
God’s mission? 

Emphasize that we are saved into God’s mission of redemption. Spell out 
that the churches in Revelation forgot what we often forget: Nothing matters 
above being united with Jesus, and being united with Him is to be united 
with His mission of reconciliation. Jesus’ call for the churches in Revelation 
to repent and turn back to Him results in loving God and loving others 
(leader p. 136; PSG p. 107). 

How does our identity in Christ cause us to stand apart 
from our culture as we live and look differently from those 
around us?

Conclusion 
Share how the seven churches in Revelation were prone to the same failures 
that we are today, but the good news is that Jesus makes the same appeal to 
us today as He did so long ago: Repent from sin and turn to Christ 
(leader p. 137; PSG p. 108). Apply the truths of this session with “His Mission, 
Your Mission” (PSG p. 109). 

 For Further 
Discussion
What are some 
circumstances in which a 
church’s reputation would 
not align with its reality?

What is the reputation 
of your church among 
its members? Within 
the community?

Conclusion Option
Ask groups of 3-4 to review 
Pack Item 12: Churches of 
the Revelation Handout 
and to identify specific 
elements that your church 
should have ears to listen 
to. Allow groups a couple 
of moments to share their 
thoughts and reflections 
with the whole group.

Christ Connection: God 
cares about the purity of 
His church because the 
church is the bride for 
whom Jesus died. The 
church experiences renewal 
through remembering 
who Jesus is and through 
continuing to fulfill the 
mission He has given us.

....................................................

Missional Application: God 
calls us to repent of sin, 
refocus our attention on 
Jesus, and reengage in 
His mission.
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Introduction
It’s easy to feel persecuted for our faith today. Sometimes the courts 

don’t go the way we want. Sometimes our faith conflicts with what our 
culture values. And sometimes we face even more direct persecution—
physical, emotional, or legal—because of our love for Jesus. 

What stories of persecution have moved you to pray for the 
persecuted church and to live more faithfully?

It is tempting to give in and let our culture have its way in order to avoid 
persecution. There are times when it is easier to stay seated instead of taking 
an unpopular stand against a sin rampant in our culture. There are times 
when it is easier to avoid conversations about our faith rather than defend it 
to our peers around the water cooler or to a professor in the classroom. So we 
back down. We remain silent. Or worse, we compromise our faith. 

In Jesus’ letters to the seven churches in the Book of Revelation, He 
tells the saints in Asia Minor (and us, by extension) that regardless of their 
circumstances, they are to take a stand for Him no matter what, knowing 
He is on the throne. Nothing can stand between Him and them, but they 
have to trust Him. Their obedience matters, both for them and for others. 

As we saw in the last session, Jesus is the glorious, divine, sovereign Son 
of God. In light of that, we must continually repent of our sin and look to 
Him, knowing our mission in this life is to glorify God and join Him in 
His mission of redeeming all thing—even if that comes with a cost. 

Session Summary 
In this session, we will trace some of the key themes found in the 

letters to the seven churches in Asia Minor, beginning with God’s call 
for His people to repent. Many of the churches had lost their way in one 
form or another, and they needed to turn back to Christ. We will see part 
of that repentance was turning their focus from their sins back to Jesus 
and locking their eyes on Him no matter what situation they were in. 
Finally, we will see that God calls His people to reengage in His mission of 
continuing to take the gospel to others as His ministers of reconciliation. 

 Voices from 
Church History
“True Christlikeness, true 
companionship with Christ, 
comes at the point where 
it is hard not to respond as 
he would.” 1 

–Dallas Willard  
(1935-2013)

Seven Words for 
Seven Churches

Expanded Session Content

Session 11
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1.  God calls His people to repent of sin (Rev. 2:1-7).
Jesus calls on His people to repent in five of the seven letters to the 

churches, with only Smyrna (2:8-11) and Philadelphia (3:7-13) being 
exempt. In His letter to the church in Ephesus, Jesus exhorts the church to 
repent of their love for their deeds more than Jesus Himself. 

1 “To the angel of the church in Ephesus write: ‘The words of him 
who holds the seven stars in his right hand, who walks among the seven 
golden lampstands.

2 “ ‘I know your works, your toil and your patient endurance, and 
how you cannot bear with those who are evil, but have tested those who 
call themselves apostles and are not, and found them to be false. 3 I know 
you are enduring patiently and bearing up for my name’s sake, and 
you have not grown weary. 4 But I have this against you, that you have 
abandoned the love you had at first. 5 Remember therefore from where you 
have fallen; repent, and do the works you did at first. If not, I will come 
to you and remove your lampstand from its place, unless you repent. 6 Yet 
this you have: you hate the works of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate. 
7 He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To 
the one who conquers I will grant to eat of the tree of life, which is in the 
paradise of God.’

Before calling on the Ephesians to repent, Jesus first recognizes a few 
things the church was doing well, as He does in every other letter except 
the one to Laodicea (3:14-22). Jesus compliments the Ephesians for their 
right theology, defense of the faith, and moral behavior. Even though the 
church had to repent of a serious sin, we can still learn a few lessons from 
what they did well. 

Holding right theology
Theology feels academic and unrelated to everyday life for many 

people. But theology simply means “words about God”; it is simply how 
we understand who God is and how we are to live in light of who He 
is. We are all theologians, then, because we all believe something about 
God. And because those beliefs indirectly or directly drive how we live in 
relationship with God and others, for better or worse, theology is practical. 

Right theology—a biblical view of God—is what ultimately separates 
Christianity from all other belief systems, such as Islam and Buddhism, 
and from those that may appear or even claim to be Christian but are not, 
such as Mormonism and Jehovah’s Witnesses. For the Ephesians, right 
theology separated their orthodox Christianity from the false Christians 
known as the Nicolaitans. 

 Further 
Commentary
“It is likely that these seven 
churches were chosen to 
receive letters because of 
the lessons they provided 
for ‘all the churches’ 
(2:23), not because they 
represent seven stages in 
church history as is held 
by some interpreters. 
Yet in any one historical 
period, it could be that the 
majority of churches reflect 
the realities found in one 
of the seven churches. 
In general, each letter 
includes: (1) a characteristic 
of the risen Christ drawn 
from the vision in 1:12-18, 
(2) commendation of the 
church (though not the 
churches at Sardis and 
Laodicea), (3) criticism of 
the church’s shortcomings 
(though not of the 
churches at Smyrna and 
Philadelphia) and how 
to correct them, (4) a 
command to ‘listen to 
what the Spirit says 
to the churches,’ and 
(5) a commitment to the 
persevering spiritual “one 
who conquers.” 2 

–A. Boyd Luter
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Not much is known about the Nicolaitans other than some early 
Christian sources linked them to sexual sin and eating meat sacrificed to 
idols. The Nicolaitans seem to have claimed to follow Christ but abused 
God’s grace. Their works were not from faith but from their own desire to 
indulge in sin. Jesus commends the Ephesians for standing against such 
false teaching because it misrepresents the gospel and ultimately changes 
the evangelistic message of Christianity. 

Defending the faith
When our theology is right, we will recognize the false teachings that 

sneak or even barge into the church and will be prepared and motivated 
to defend the faith. We are to have a defense for our faith ready to share 
with anyone who asks (1 Pet. 3:15), and that defense is anchored on rich, 
biblically sound theology. We cannot be silent when the gospel is attacked, 
but we cannot speak if we are ignorant about what we believe. 

This is why theology is tied directly to defending the faith—we cannot 
defend a Christianity we do not understand. Just like the Mormon who 
knocks on your door, the Nicolaitan who came to the Ephesians likely had 
a good grasp of what he believed and could easily persuade the Ephesians 
to believe his false gospel. Jesus commends the Ephesians for not letting 
that happen. They knew the faith and spoke up for the faith. 

Living rightly
Good morals are certainly worth having. The Bible is not a moral 

rulebook, but it does show us the difference between godliness and sin. 
For example, the Ten Commandments are a set of moral standards not 
designed to save us but to show God’s character and what it looks like for 
us to live more like Him than the world. The Ephesians were not immoral 
people, by-and-large, and Jesus commends them for living godly lives that 
overflowed into the lives of those around them. 

What are some ways theology affects our daily living?

Despite having right theology, standing for the gospel, and living 
in a godly way, the Ephesians were not able to escape sin. They needed 
to repent, and as we have seen, they were not alone. The church in 
Pergamum (Rev. 2:12-17) is commended for standing strong in the face 
of persecution but is told to repent because their theology was not holding 
up. Unlike the Ephesians, the saints in Pergamum were allowing the 
Nicolaitans to infiltrate the church and carry people away from the gospel.

The church in Sardis (3:1-6) is told to repent of spiritual laziness. They 
had “the reputation of being alive” but were actually “dead.” Their works 
seem to line up, but Jesus knows their hearts—they are not taking their faith 
seriously. They are not “alert” but rather have fallen asleep on their watch. 

 Further 
Commentary
“It is often said that there 
is no mission theme 
in [Revelation], for it 
centers on judgment and 
retribution. However, that 
is not true. In this book 
God has a great interest 
in reaching the lost…
Those people among the 
nations who accept that 
call will repent [Rev. 11:13] 
and find salvation 
because Christ’s blood 
has ‘purchased [them] for 
God’ (5:9).” 3 

–Grant R. Osborne

 Voices from 
the Church
“It [is] impossible…to be 
converted to Christ while 
at the same time loving 
(your) sin. It is true that 
anybody who comes to 
Christ will come with sin. 
In fact, he or she will come 
precisely because of that 
sin—that is, to be rid of it 
and its awful result. But 
to come to Christ while 
loving and cherishing sin is 
totally impossible. It is like 
an airplane trying to fly in 
two directions!” 4 

–Jim Elliff 
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The Laodiceans (3:14-22) are told that their faith is “lukewarm”—it is 
unremarkable. It is neither cold (useful in many ways) nor hot (useful in 
many other ways) but is right in between, which is not useful at all. Cold 
water can be refreshing and hot water can be purifying, so Jesus tells them 
to be one or the other, but not lukewarm. Their zeal for Christ was dull. 

Getting back to the Ephesians, Jesus says what He commended them for 
was not enough. The Ephesians had lost “the love [they] had at first”—that 
passion for Jesus that once burned bright in their hearts and minds (Eph. 1:15). 
They were going through the motions, doing good deeds and living moral lives 
but doing so apart from worship. Works without worship is not Christianity; it 
is godless moralism. And Jesus warns them they must repent—turn away from 
the sin of forgetting His love and grace—or else they will show themselves 
undeserving of His “lampstand,” which symbolizes being a light to the world 
as representatives of the one true Light—the resurrected Christ. 

Even if we have PhD-level theology, can defend the faith like a master 
apologist, and have the best morals in the neighborhood, Jesus has a word 
for us: repent. We cannot rest in our works. We need to turn away from 
the idols of right thinking and good works and understand that all of those 
good things are dependent on an intimate, vibrant, and active faith in Jesus.

How do we move away from our love for Christ and for 
others at times? Why do we do so?

What keeps us from repenting of our sin as we should? 

2.  God calls His people to refocus their attention 
on Jesus (Rev. 3:1-6).
We cannot look at sin and look at Jesus at the same time, which Jesus 

makes clear in His letters to the churches. It’s not enough to look away 
from sin, as important as that is; we also need to look to Jesus. 

1 “And to the angel of the church in Sardis write: ‘The words of him 
who has the seven spirits of God and the seven stars.

‘I know your works. You have the reputation of being alive, but you 
are dead. 2 Wake up, and strengthen what remains and is about to die, for 
I have not found your works complete in the sight of my God. 3 Remember, 
then, what you received and heard. Keep it, and repent. If you will not 
wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not know at what hour 
I will come against you. 4 Yet you have still a few names in Sardis, people 
who have not soiled their garments, and they will walk with me in white, 
for they are worthy. 5 The one who conquers will be clothed thus in white 
garments, and I will never blot his name out of the book of life. I will 
confess his name before my Father and before his angels. 6 He who has an 
ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.’

 Voices from 
Church History
“Let us then not be 
ashamed to confess our 
sins unto the Lord. Shame 
indeed there is when 
each makes known his 
sins, but that shame, as 
it were, ploughs his land, 
removes the ever-recurring 
brambles, prunes the 
thorns, and gives life to the 
fruits which he believed 
were dead.” 5 

–Ambrose of Milan  
(circa 339-397) 

 Further 
Commentary
“Nikaō means ‘to be 
victorious,’ ‘to conquer,’ 
‘to triumph’; the related 
noun nikē means ‘victory.’ 
Outside of John’s writings, 
nikaō occurs only four times 
(Luke 11:22; Rom. 3:4; 12:21, 
2x). In John’s theology, 
Christ has already 
‘conquered’ the forces of 
evil (John 16:33; Rev. 5:5). 
Even though these forces 
may gain temporary, 
provisional ‘victories’ over 
the saints (Rev. 11:7; 13:7), 
it is Christ who has won 
the definitive ‘victory’ over 
evil, and those whom he 
has enlisted in the fight 
will ‘conquer’ with him 
(Rev. 3:21; 15:2; 17:14). Each 
of the messages to the Asia 
Minor churches ends with 
a promise to ‘the victor, 
the one who conquers’ 
(Rev. 2:7,11,17,26-27; 
3:5,12,21), to those who 
overcome evil not through 
human effort but through 
solidarity with Christ 
(1 John 4:4-5; 5:5; Rev. 12:11). 
The ‘one who conquers’ will 
inherit the new heaven and 
new earth (Rev. 21:7).” 6 

–A. Boyd Luter
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Jesus mentions “the one who conquers” in each letter to the churches. 
In the case of Sardis, He commands them to repent of their sleepy faith 
and then promises that if they do, they will conquer and “will be clothed 
thus in white garments” in the end. The white clothes picture purity, but 
what does He mean by “conquering”? 

When Jesus commands something in Scripture, it is usually based on 
what He has already done. When He tells us to obey God, it is because He 
has perfectly obeyed Him first. When He tells us not to hate others, it is 
because He perfectly loves, without a hint of hate in His heart. When He 
tells the churches to “conquer,” it should immediately lead us to consider 
what Jesus has already conquered. So, what is it that He has conquered? 
Paul tells us in 1 Corinthians 15:55-57:

“O death, where is your victory?
O death, where is your sting?”
 The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. But thanks be 
to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.

Jesus has conquered sin and death, and because He has, those of us 
who are united to Him have conquered sin and death as well. Sin can 
annoy us and even harm us, but it cannot conquer us. Death can shake 
us to our core, but it cannot keep us six feet under. Jesus’ resurrection 
guarantees that we will be resurrected in victory as well. That is how we 
conquer. We will conquer in the end because Jesus has already conquered. 
And this is what we remember as we turn from our sin. We don’t repent of 
our sin in defeat but in victory. We don’t fix our gaze on sin but on Jesus, 
the One who has defeated sin on our behalf. 

Why is it important that we take sin seriously without 
letting it crush us under its weight? 

We sometimes think because we were born with a sinful nature that 
we have to sin. In one sense, sin is inevitable. “No one is blameless,” as 
Scripture tells us. But in Christ, this is no longer true of us. Paul says 
earlier in his First Letter to the Corinthians that no temptation to sin has 
power over us. Through Christ and by the power of the Holy Spirit, we 
always have a way out (1 Cor. 10:13). 

Jesus was tempted just like us, but He did not sin (Heb. 4:15). We are 
called, then, to respond to temptation in accordance with the gospel, just 
like He did. 

 Voices from 
Church History
“ ‘I am coming soon,’ he 
says, to support you. ‘Hold 
fast what you have, so 
that no one may seize your 
crown.’ What are you to 
‘hold fast’? Clearly, true 
love for the Lord; if you 
strive in this until the end 
you will have the crown of 
life. For the prize of victory 
is for those who endure.” 7 

–Oecumenius (6th century)
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That said, sin is a powerful foe and it wins small battles every day. 
Actually, it feels like it wins more battles than it loses. Death, the disgusting 
offspring of sin, stares us down like a starving predator, desperate to devour 
us at all costs. And one day, it will get its fill. But we know that through 
Christ, we will burst forth from its belly just like our Savior did that Easter 
morning two millennia ago. These small battles are, in the end, just hiccups 
in a war that has already been won. We are conquerors—more than 
conquerors (Rom. 8:37)—in our conquering Savior! 

The churches in Revelation are not different from us. They stumble 
and fall. They let sin have a battle or two (or three). But if we truly love 
and trust in Christ, we will repent and turn back to Him, and we will 
join in on the last day as conquerors—image-bearers of God under the 
gracious reign of the King of kings. 

How does focusing on who Jesus is and what He has done 
help you fight off sin? 

3.  God calls His people to reengage in His 
mission (Rev. 3:2). 
As we have already seen in the case of Sardis, this church was rebuked 

for having the appearance of life but having failed to remain vigilant in 
following Christ. After calling attention to their faulty reputation, Jesus 
says this to the church: 

2 Wake up, and strengthen what remains and is about to die, for I have 
not found your works complete in the sight of my God.

The church in Sardis had taken their eyes off of Jesus, and as a result, 
they had disengaged from His mission. But He was not done with them! 
They still had work to do—if they repented and refocused on Him. 

While Sardis rested on reputation, other churches had taken their eyes 
off of Jesus in other ways but with the same failure to complete the mission 
Jesus had given them. Whether doing good works, believing the right 
things, and even rebuking false teachers, these churches were forgetting 
“the love [they] had at first” (2:4) and becoming uselessly “lukewarm” 
(3:16) in their faith. They had forgotten their identity—who they are in 
Christ and by extension how they should live for Him. 

When and how have you felt disconnected from 
God’s mission? 

 Voices from 
Church History
“What our Lord said 
about cross-bearing and 
obedience is not in fine 
type. It is in bold print on 
the face of the contract.” 8 

–Vance Havner  
(1901-1986) 

 Further 
Commentary
“The church in Sardis is 
in a deep spiritual coma, 
approaching death but 
not beyond Christ’s 
summons to ‘wake up,’ to 
‘strengthen’ what is ‘about 
to die,’ to ‘remember’ and 
‘keep’ the message of 
grace that the church had 
‘received and heard,’ and 
to pursue the holiness that 
flows from grace…‘like a 
thief.’ A frequent NT 
simile (Luke 12:39-40; 
1 Thess. 5:2-4; 2 Pet. 3:10; 
Rev. 16:15); humans 
cannot predict the timing 
of Christ’s return. The 
command to ‘wake up’ is 
a reminder that twice in 
its history Sardis had been 
sacked (in 547/546 BC by 
Cyrus II, and in 214 BC by 
Antiochus III) when the 
watchmen on the walls 
failed to detect an enemy 
army sneaking up its 
supposedly impregnable 
cliffs and walls.” 9 

–Dennis E. Johnson
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In our final session from Revelation, we will see more about how God 
will make all things new one day, but for now, it is important we 
understand we are saved into God’s mission of redemption. We are, in a 
sense, from the future—we do not live based on today’s troubles or needs 
but instead on the eternal truths of God. The churches in Revelation forgot 
what we often forget: Nothing matters above being united with Jesus, and 
being united with Him is to be united with His mission of reconciliation. 
Our works, no matter how good they might seem, will go into the ground 
with us if they are not part of that mission and focused on eternity. 

Most governments have foreign “ministers” or “ambassadors,” people 
who are assigned to live in a foreign land to represent their own nation. 
These ambassadors are not intended to be absorbed into the culture of 
that foreign land though; they are to represent their own nation instead. 
So the French ambassador to the United States will learn about American 
culture so she can build relational bridges in her mission, but she will not 
become American. 

This is primarily what Jesus meant when He prayed that His disciples 
would be sent into the world but not be of the world (John 17:14-19). We 
are citizens of another land, another kingdom—one not of this world. But 
we are here as ambassadors, ministers of reconciliation, building relational 
bridges with others as we share the identifying characteristic of our 
kingdom—the gospel. 

One day, though, God will redeem this world and the new heavens 
and new earth will be our eternal home (Rev. 21–22). We will no longer 
plead with the world to turn to Jesus but rather will be part of a world 
filled with those who have turned to Him. We are ambassadors of that 
world, telling people about the God who wants to make them new 
creations now so they can spend eternity in God’s coming new creation. 

Jesus’ call for the churches in Revelation to repent and turn back to 
Him results in loving God and loving others. We love God with our entire 
lives, worshiping Him alone, and keeping our eyes fixed on His glory and 
goodness. We love others with our entire lives, pouring ourselves out like 
Jesus did on the cross, and sacrificing our own desires and intentions to see 
people reconciled to God. That is our identity. That is our mission. 

Though we do not engage in Christ’s mission perfectly, there is 
immense comfort in His words. Jesus is near to His churches, keeping 
watch over them like a good shepherd. His calls to repent are warnings, 
yes, but they are also saturated with the comfort of knowing that faith in 
Jesus means we will indeed conquer. We live like Him in light of His life. 
May we never turn from our first love but rather keep our eyes on Him 
and let everything else come into focus through that lens. 

 Further 
Commentary
“The slaughtered Lamb is 
now not only our central 
and centering vision, but 
also the interpretive lens 
through which we read 
the remainder of the 
book. Divine judgment 
and salvation must be 
understood in light of—
indeed defined by—the 
reality of the slaughtered 
Lamb who is worthy of 
divine worship.” 10 

–Michael J. Gorman

 Voices from 
the Church
“The church is a school 
for developing agents 
of the new creation 
from among those who 
are the beneficiaries of 
God’s grace.” 11 

–Paul L. Steinke
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How does our identity in Christ cause us to stand apart 
from our culture as we live and look differently from those 
around us?

Conclusion 
It might be easy to read the letters to the churches in Asia Minor in 

Revelation 2–3 and wonder how they could have failed so spectacularly so 
quickly. The Ephesian church of Paul’s epistle is barely recognizable in 
Revelation. The church at Pergamum turned to false teachings, and the 
church at Thyatira accepted a false teacher. The church at Sardis had 
gotten lazy. The church in Laodicea was tepid. These churches were 
dishonoring Christ and acting contrary to the gospel in one way or 
another. And so it is easy for us to shake our heads in disbelief as we 
examine their failures from what seems like a safe distance. 

But that is the problem. These churches are not distant from us. In 
time, yes, but not in experience. If we force ourselves to be honest and gaze 
intently into the mirror, we will see that we are prone to the same failures 
as these churches two millennia ago. We can turn our love away from 
Christ to a host of other things. We can allow weak or false teachings to 
influence our theology. We can be lazy. We can be lukewarm in our faith. 

But the good news is that Jesus makes the same appeal to us today 
as He did so long ago. Repent! Recognize that we have the power to 
turn from our sins in Christ. We can fix our gaze back on Christ Jesus, 
refreshing our hearts by remembering who He is, what He has done, and 
what He will do one day. And may we joyfully join back with Him in His 
mission to penetrate our world with the glorious message of the gospel. 
If we fail to repent, we can expect our lampstand to be removed. But to 
those who overcome in love, faith, and obedience come the blessings of 
our victorious King. So, what will we do? 

CHRIST CONNECTION: God cares about the purity of His church 
because the church is the bride for whom Jesus died. The church 
experiences renewal through remembering who Jesus is and 
through continuing to fulfill the mission He has given us.

 Voices from 
Church History
“We must always bear 
in mind that the primary 
purpose of our work is not 
to get people to join the 
church, to give up their bad 
habits, or to do anything 
else than to accept Jesus 
Christ as their Savior. He 
is the One who bore their 
sins in His own body on the 
tree, and through Him they 
can have immediate and 
entire forgiveness.” 12 

–R. A. Torrey (1856-1928)

99  Essential 
Christian Doctrines
83. Bride of Christ

The church is described 
as the bride of Christ, 
faithfully waiting for the 
day when Christ will return 
and heaven and earth will 
be one. Made up of all 
believers from all tongues 
and nations, the church 
is the bride that Christ 
redeemed. The picture of 
a bride also speaks to the 
permanence of Christ’s 
relationship with the 
church, for marriage was 
intended by God to be a 
lasting covenant between 
a man and a woman 
(Gen. 2:24; Matt. 19:5).
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Get expert insights on weekly studies through Ministry 
Grid at MinistryGrid.com/web/TheGospelProject. 
Grow with other group leaders at the Group Ministry 
blog at LifeWay.com/GroupMinistry.

Study Material

 - “What Every Church Should Aspire to Be: Healthy”—Chapter 3 from 
What Is a Healthy Church? by Mark Dever

 - “The Seven Churches of Revelation”—Article by David Jeremiah; find a 
link to this article at GospelProject.com/AdditionalResources 

 - Previous Biblical Illustrator articles, including “The Nicolaitans,” 
can be purchased, along with other articles for this quarter, at 
LifeWay.com/BiblicalIllustrator. Look for Bundles: The Gospel Project.
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Seven Words for 
Seven Churches

Tip of the Week
The Example of the Master Teacher

“As Christian educators engage in their endeavors of all types, the character 
of Jesus serves as a role model for them to follow. Their lifestyle, like that 
of their Master Teacher, must be consistent with their teaching. They dare 
not communicate (either explicitly or implicitly) the cliché, ‘Do as I say, 
not as I do.’ Actions speak as loud as words, and any teaching, mentoring, 
discipling, modeling, or other educational actions that are not backed up 
by consistent Christian living will at best fall on deaf ears or, at worst, cause 
others to fall badly. This means the lifestyle of Christian educators must be 
above reproach (1 Tim. 3:2); they must be people of integrity and known as 
such. This regards not only their outward behavior but their motives as well. 
As the Master Teacher lived authentically, so too must Christian educators 
be typified by genuineness without even a hint of hypocrisy.” 13

Sermon

Thom Rainer: “The First Baptist Church of Laodicea” 

Find a link to this at GospelProject.com/AdditionalResources

Additional Resources
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Unit 2: 
Robert Smith Jr. (sessions 7-9) is a professor of Christian 
preaching and holds the Charles T. Carter Baptist Chair of 
Divinity at Beeson Divinity School in Birmingham, Alabama. 
He is the author of Doctrine That Dances and The Oasis of God. 
He is married to Dr. Wanda Taylor-Smith, and they have four 
adult children with one in heaven.

Brandon D. Smith (sessions 10-13) works with the Christian 
Standard Bible and co-hosts the Word Matters podcast. 
He is the author of Rooted: Theology for Growing Christians 
and They Spoke of Me: How Jesus Unlocks the Old Testament. 
He and his wife live near Nashville, Tennessee, with their 
two daughters.
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