The Grand Finale of Human History #10

“You Make Me Sick!”

Revelation 3:14-22

“You make me sick!”

Can you imagine hearing those words?

Can you imagine hearing those words from someone close to you?

Can you imagine hearing those words from your Lord and Savior?

The church at Laodicea did not have to imagine it…they heard it!

About 40 miles southeast of Philadelphia, three notable cities clustered in the valley of the Lycus River. North of the river stood Hierapolis, while on its south bank were situated Laodicea and Colossae, about ten miles from each other. Laodicea was the southernmost of the seven churches, almost due east of Ephesus.
 Laodicea sat at the intersection of three important roads, commanding the approaches to Phrygia.

In Roman times Laodicea became the wealthiest city in Phrygia. The fertile ground of the Lycus valley provided good grazing for sheep. By careful breeding a soft, glossy black wool had been produced that was much in demand and brought fame to the region. Among the various garments woven in Laodicea was a tunic called the trimita. So widely known was this tunic that in a.d. 450 Laodicea was called Trimitaria.
 

Agricultural and commercial prosperity brought banking industry to Laodicea. Not unlike Wall Street today, Laodicea was the major banking center of Asia Minor.
 Cicero, the Roman statesman and philosopher of the last days of the Republic, wrote of cashing his treasury bills of exchange there. The most striking indication of the city’s wealth is that following the devastating earthquake of a.d. 60 (the same that leveled Philadelphia), the city was rebuilt without financial aid from Rome. The Roman historian Tacitus wrote, “Laodicea arose from the ruins by the strength of her own resources, and with no help from us.”

The city also was famous for its medicine. Some of their coins were minted with the faces of famous physicians from their city. They were especially known for Phrygian powder, a substance mixed with water and used as a salve to treat ailments of the eye.
 

One notable drawback to Laodicea’s location was the water supply—or the lack thereof. Ten miles to the east was Colossae, known for its refreshing cold springs. Six miles to the north was Hierapolis, which had hot springs, with waters as hot as 95 degrees. Laodicea, located on a high plateau far from any springs, had to pipe in its water through stone aqueducts. By the time it reached the city, the water was always tepid, lukewarm, and sometimes even bitter or chalky to the taste after traveling for miles through all that stone.
 Archaeological evidence indicates that the water of Laodicea was afflicted with a “calcium carbonate content” that resulted in the waters being impure and emetic—that is, it caused vomiting.

As with the previous churches, Jesus adapted His words to something significant about the city in which the assembly was located. In this case, Laodicea’s wealth, its manufacture of a special eye salve, and its black wool cloth are all alluded to. Even the lukewarm, nauseating water of Laodicea was used to illustrate the truth of their situation.

Although Laodicea was the chief city of the southern region of Phrygia and was quite well known, nobody knows when the seeds of the gospel were sown in it or how the church took root there. The apostle Paul probably never visited the cities of the Lycus Valley, but he wrote a letter to the Laodicean church at the same time as he wrote his letter to the Colossians. Indeed, many scholars think that the Laodicean letter is none other than the New Testament “letter to the Ephesians,” since three of the best and earliest manuscripts of that letter omit at its beginning the words, “at Ephesus.” It may therefore have been a circular letter, which was sent in the first instance to Laodicea. Further, the double mention of Epaphras in the letter to the Colossians indicates both that he had evangelized Colossae and that he had links with Laodicea as well. So perhaps it was he who founded the Laodicean church.

In our text this evening, Laodicea receives the severest condemnation of all the seven to whom letters are sent.
 There is no divine commendation given to this church. Of course, as we will see, the Laodiceans were busy commending themselves!
 But Jesus pulls no punches when he addresses this congregation.
 Sadly, His hard words for Laodicea resonate with relevance for many churches and Christians today.

Jesus begins the letter in verse 14: “These are the words of the Amen, the faithful and true witness, the ruler of God’s creation.” The word “amen” is familiar to Christians (and perhaps anyone who has ever prayed), but we don’t usually think of it as a name or title. To understand its significance, we need to turn to the Old Testament. Isaiah 65:16 refers to the “God of truth” (literally, the “God of Amen,” a Hebrew word acknowledging the veracity of something). So we might actually translate verse 14, “The Amen, that is, the faithful and true Witness.” As “Amen,” Christ is the personification of authenticity.

“The ruler of God’s creation” is controversial. The Greek terms archē can be understood as either “the beginning” or “the source and origin” of creation. Some cults (notably the Jehovah’s Witnesses) favor the former, claiming that Jesus was the Father’s first created being. But in reality the latter is correct, for Jesus is eternal. He is the first and the last, the Alpha and the Omega—even as God the Father is called.

The Reliance on Self

We begin tonight by considering the main problem of the church at Laodicea: the reliance on self. This is seen in verse 17, “You say, ‘I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a thing.’” The phrase, “You say” is in the present tense in the Greek, giving the sense of a habitual action. Laodicea was a self-reliant city,
 and this spirit had infiltrated the church. They boasted that they were healthy and prosperous. Not only did the church boast in her supposed well-being; she boasted that she had acquired her wealth by her own efforts. Spiritual complacency was accompanied by spiritual pride.

They had forgotten (or ignored) the truth of 1 Corinthians 4:7, “What do you have that you did not receive? And if you did receive it, why do you boast as though you did not?”  They were closing their eyes to the truth in James 1:17 that “every good and perfect gift comes from above.”

Sadly, Christians aren’t immune to the disease of self-reliance. Do these lines sound familiar?

· “God helps those who help themselves.”

· “Pull yourself together.”

· “If you want something done right, do it yourself.”

· “Believe in yourself.”

· “Look out for number one.”

While ancient pagans had hundreds of false gods to choose from, modern pagans have one false god that controls their lives: self. Self-expression, self-confidence, self-worth, self-reliance—these concepts all revolve around the myth that human beings have an inexhaustible source of strength within themselves. When Christians think they are sufficient in their own resources, they, too, glow with pride. And when believers look to themselves to provide for their own needs, they shine with self-sufficiency.

The Reality of the Situation

The reality of the situation, though, was much different than their self-analysis. Jesus states in verses 15-17,

I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot. I wish you were either one or the other! So, because you are lukewarm—neither hot nor cold—I am about to spit you out of my mouth. You say, ‘I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a thing.’ But you do not realize that you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked.
Could Jesus’ diagnosis be any more opposite than the Laodiceans’ claims? Could He have put this in any stronger terms?

John Stott observes,

The tepid person is someone in whom there is a glaring contrast between what he says and thinks he is on the one hand and what he really is on the other. The root cause of half-heartedness is complacency. To be lukewarm is to be blind to one’s true condition.

That term, “lukewarm,” has become a common term in our vocabulary, even for those who don’t know where it came from! “Lukewarm” comes from the Greek chliaros, found here only in biblical Greek.
 “Hot” may refer to the hot, medicinal waters of nearby Hierapolis. The church in Laodicea supplied neither healing for the spiritually sick nor refreshment for the spiritually weary.

Why should the Lord desire that they should rather be cold than lukewarm? The Lord is saying, “If instead of being lukewarm, you were so cold that you should feel that coldness, then the very feeling of your need might drive you to the true warmth, but now in your lukewarmness, you have just enough to protect yourselves against a feeling of need.”

Chad Walsh, in a provocative book entitled, Early Christians of the 21st Century, sounds as though he is describing a modern-day Laodicean church as he writes,

Millions of Christians live in a sentimental haze of vague piety, with soft organ music trembling in the lovely light from stained-glass windows. Their religion is a thing of pleasant emotional quivers, divorced from the will, divorced from the intellect, and demanding little except lip service to a few harmless platitudes. I suspect that Satan has called off the attempt to convert people to agnosticism. If a man travels far enough away from Christianity he is always in danger of seeing it in perspective and deciding that it is true. It is much safer, from Satan’s point of view, to vaccinate a man with a mild case of Christianity, so as to protect him from the real thing.

To be “lukewarm” is the worst state a person could be in. Something can be done for a spiritually cold person, but the indifference of the lukewarm is hard to shake and makes him hard to reach. There is more hope for the salvation of an out-and-out atheist than for a conceited and self-deceived religionist. As in the day of Jesus, the publican and the prostitute can be more readily brought into the kingdom than the proud Pharisee.

To be spiritually “lukewarm” means to be useless and nauseating. It’s hard to think of a less flattering reaction than Jesus, especially from the only One in the universe whose opinion really matters. Put bluntly, He said, “You make me sick!”

Verse 17 continues, “You say, ‘I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a thing.’ But you do not realize that you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked.” The city and church of Laodicea were so wealthy they considered God unnecessary. In reality, they were spiritually bankrupt. They had clothed themselves in fine apparel, but inwardly, where it really counted, they were naked of virtue. Though their city boasted of near-miraculous eye salve, only Christ had the power to remove their pervasive spiritual blindness. Though worldly rich, well-dressed, and healthy, spiritually they were poor, naked, and blind.
 Their condition was so bad that their Lord was pictured in verse 20 as outside the church, knocking to get in!

How does this happen in a church? In a setting where the people enjoy material prosperity, are ignorant or indifferent to religious persecution and oppression, and seem to have everything, Christians can lack a sense of need of God. This is usually evidenced by prayerlessness or dry devotional times, boredom with worship and fellowship, and even absence from church services. Just as in Laodicea, our prosperity may blind us.
 

Richard Halverson, former chaplain of the U. S. Senate, put it very simply: “Jesus can help no one who needs nothing.”

The Remedy for their Situation

As harsh as His critique is, Jesus provides the remedy for their situation in 18-20,

I counsel you to buy from me gold refined in the fire, so you can become rich; and white clothes to wear, so you can cover your shameful nakedness; and salve to put on your eyes, so you can see. Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline. So be earnest, and repent. Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me. 

First, Jesus gives them serious advice that can be summed up in a straightforward command: “Stop trusting in yourselves—turn to Me!” In place of dependence on worldly wealth that brought spiritual poverty, Christ offered true spiritual riches. In place of relying on their outer appearance that left them spiritually naked, Christ offered to clothe them in His own righteousness. Instead of a physical salve to heal blurred sight, Jesus offered them spiritual eye salve to cure the cataracts on their character.

Second, Christ reassured them of His love. Though He had rebuked them with severity, He added words of tough love in verse 19. This echoes Proverbs 3:12, “For whom the Lord loves He reproves, even as a father corrects the son in whom he delights.” Throughout Scripture we see that God’s discipline is not out of spite, hatred, or even anger; rather, it is out of love and genuine concern for His children. The strong language with which Christ has described the sad plight of the Laodiceans does not mean that he loved them any less than others. His attitude toward the church was not punitive but disciplinary and corrective.

Verse 20 is frequently used in evangelism, but this appeal is not addressed to outsiders but to church members.
 Christ is there, standing at the door. He is knocking, where the tense signifies not a perfunctory rap, but a knocking continued in the hope of a response. Up till this point the letter has been addressed to the church as a whole, but now there is a change. “If anyone” is an appeal to the individual. Even if the church as a whole does not heed the warning, some individuals may.
 Though Jesus threatened to vomit them from His mouth, He promises to enter the heart of those who open the door.

The final promise is found in verse 21: “To him who overcomes, I will give the right to sit with me on my throne, just as I overcame and sat down with my Father on his throne.”  The overcomer will reign with Christ in the millennium described in chapter 20, but it is not limited to that, for in the new order of the age to come “they shall reign forever and ever” (Rev. 22:5). There is no need to restrict the promise to martyrs as some interpreters do. The promise in each of the seven letters to the conqueror is addressed to all followers of Christ, with the expectation that all faithful followers will overcome.

As every previous letter has, this letter ends in verse 22, “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.” This sounds similar to Jesus’ words in the gospels, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear.” It is noteworthy that although each letter is addressed to a different church, the concluding formula refers to “the churches.” The personal message to each is yet a general challenge to all. The message varies according to the circumstances of each congregation, but not according to the purpose of the divine writer. His will for his church is the same, for every congregation of every age and every place. It would be foolish to turn a deaf ear to this urgent message.

Stott concludes,

Perhaps none of the seven letters is more appropriate to the church at the beginning of the 21st century than this. It describes vividly the respectable, nominal, rather sentimental, skin-deep religiosity which is so widespread among us today. Our Christianity is flabby and anemic. We appear to have taken a lukewarm bath of religion.
 

Anyone who has seen a Billy Graham Crusade (in person or on television) is familiar with the invitation hymn, “Just As I Am,” especially the first verse. Yet the fourth verse was inspired by this Scriptural text:

Just as I am, poor, wretched, blind

Sight, riches, healing of the mind,

Yea, all I need, in Thee to find

O Lamb of God, I come! I come!

The invitation is still open. Jesus is still knocking.

Will you let Him in?
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