
#8-10 THE LETTERS TO THE CHURCHES (REV 2-3)  
SPECIFIC CHURCHES, WIDE APPLICATION 
After seeing the reigning Lord Jesus, John is told to write letters to the messengers (usually 
translated “angel”) of the seven churches. While some have interpreted these letters as 
symbolically representing di%erent periods in church history, it is plainly evident that these 
letters are written to real churches who were living through speci!c historical realities. 

We need to ground our interpretation of Revelation in the situation of these seven 
churches; however, the rest John’s vision makes it plain that Jesus is unveiling reality for anyone 
with ears to hear. All Jesus’ followers need to see clearly so they can persevere and not 
compromise. The hour of trial is coming upon the whole world (3:10), God’s !nal judgment will 
bring terror to all (6:15), and his kingdom will envelop the whole world (11:15). The beast and 
prostitute are not the only guilty ones. “All who dwell on earth will worship” the beast (13:8), “the 
kings of earth have committed sexual immorality” with the prostitute, and “the dwellers on earth 
have become drunk” with the wine of the prostitute’s sexual immorality. In short, while Revelation 
was !rst penned to these seven churches, John’s vision is expansive and impacts the whole world.  

These seven churches may have especially needed of help — emperor cult worship was 
prevalent in these areas — but other churches in Asia and elsewhere were similarly impacted. The 
number “seven” is repeated throughout Revelation and the Bible — often symbolizing 
completeness. Revelation was penned to seven speci!c churches, but we are likely intended to see 
the seven as symbolic of all the churches. 

In fact, as we consider the various successes, challenges, and failures represented by these 
seven churches, one is struck by how representative they are of most anything any church in any 
time might endure.  Furthermore, each church is not actually intended to only read their own 64

letter; they are to listen carefully to what the Spirit says to each of the churches (2:7, 11, 17, etc.). 
The various challenges faced by the churches is a signal that we ought not read Revelation 

as speaking into one narrow situation, time, or place. Revelation was not !rst penned to us, but we 
will remain deaf and blind if we do not recognize that it was penned with with us in mind. 

 
UNIFORM STRUCTURE 
While the content of each letter di%ers, the structure of each letter is remarkably uniform.  

• Introduction. “To the angel of the church in    *city*    write: the words of    *Jesus based on 
Revelation 1*   .” 

• Body. “I know…” Whether good, bad, or mixed, the Lord tells the churches what he knows. 
He commends and condemns. Where he commends, he encourages continued endurance. 
Where he condemns, the churches are told to repent immediately or su%er consequences. 
As you read, pay attention to how the description of Jesus from the introduction relates in 
some way to the challenge or consequence Jesus identi!es. Remember to zoom out: how do 
challenges in the rest of Revelation relate to what is happening in each church? 

• Hope. “The one who conquers…” The churches are given an eschatological reward to hope 
in. Nearly all of these will be expanded upon later, especially in Revelation 21-22. 

• Listen! “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.” This is not 
private mail — it is meant for any who will listen. 

 Gorman, 97. “That Revelation 2-3 contains an outline of church history seems rather forced and quite far-fetched. But 64

the idea that these seven churches somehow symbolize the range of possible Christian churches — particularly the range 
of common dangers churches face — is much more plausible.”
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EPHESUS (2:1-7)  
Tradition has it that, in his later years, the Apostle John lived and died in Ephesus. Ephesus was a 
quarter of a million in population, the largest city in Asia, and a major trade city. The temple to the 
goddess Artemis is considered one of the seven wonders of the ancient world. The emperor 
Augustus was the !rst to establish emperor cult worship in Ephesus. Three temples to emperors 
have been uncovered in Ephesus — one of which was built to the emperor Domitian (A.D. 81-96). 
As is evident in Acts and the letters to Timothy, Paul knew false teaching would be a challenge in 
Ephesus. As you read, avoid the common mistake of pinning this church’s love problem on their 
purging of those who are evil and false. We will look at the Nicolaitans more with Pergamum. 

What stands out to you as signi!cant or instructive here? In what ways might we see manifestations 
of this church’s successes and failures today? 

SMYRNA (2:8-11) 
Known for its longstanding loyalty to Rome, the imperial cult was well-established here. A temple 
was built here to the emperor Tiberius (A.D. 14-37). Smyrna was prosperous and big in trade. Jews 
enjoyed “ancient religion” status in the Roman empire and were freely allowed to worship (as long 
as they didn’t proselytize too much). Christians enjoyed freedom within the Jewish religion, likely 
until Jews emphasized their di%erences. The bishop Polycarp was martyred here (A.D. 156).  

What stands out to you as signi!cant or instructive here? In what ways might we see manifestations 
of this church’s successes and di"culties today? 
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