The Grand Finale of Human History #7

“A Little Church with a Big Problem”

Revelation 2:18-29

What if Jesus were to write letters to seven cities in Illinois? We might expect them to be addressed to Chicago, Springfield, and Peoria, perhaps Rockford or Champaign/Urbana, Bloomington/Normal or even Decatur. But what if one of those seven letters was addressed to Clinton? Or even Wapella, Lane, or Kenney? And what if it was the longest letter of the seven?

The original audience of the book of Revelation may have felt that way when the fourth of Jesus’ letters to the churches was addressed to Thyatira. As it turns out, the longest message was sent to the church in the smallest and least important city of the group!

Thyatira was founded by Seleucus I, one of the successors to Alexander the Great, as a military outpost.
 But by the end of the first century, it was not highly thought of. The ancient historian Pliny made a list of the towns and cities and listed, “Thyatira and other unimportant communities.” Economically, it was a “blue-collar city,” home to trade guilds from makers of clothing to leather workers, tanners, potters, bakers and bronze smiths.
 The only other mention of Thyatira in the Bible is in Acts 16:14, where a lady from Thyatira named Lydia sold purple fabric made from a dye native to the area around the town. Religiously, the city boasted a temple to Apollo, the “sun god,” which may explain why the Lord introduced Himself as “the Son of God” (the only time in Revelation this title is used).
 There were few Jews in Thyatira to trouble the church.
 Politically—zilch! Nothing really happened there. Socially, if you wanted to have a big time on a night, you’d go 40 miles northwest to Pergamum. Militarily, it was called a “sentinel city.” Sounds significant, doesn’t it? Don’t believe it. Sentinel cities were built to be destroyed! It was designed militarily simply to slow down the moving army on its way long enough to get the word to Pergamum—the big, important city—by a runner that the army was on its way. It had no wall, no natural defenses.
 Then, why in the world did Jesus write to Thyatira?

A couple of reasons. First of all, to encourage all who are in small places. Do you know that 80% of the ministers in the world serve churches with 200 people or smaller? The rule rather than the exception is the small church. Yet the Lord of the Church cares about lil’ ol’ Thyatira. 

There is another reason, however. He found a problem in the church at Thyatira that would plague many a church down through history. He felt that if He could address it strong enough there, it would impact all the churches that would face the same heresy in the years to come.
 It is a danger we face today, and that makes this letter to the church at Thyatira worth our time and interest.

A Maturing Progress

The letter begins in verses 18-19, 

To the angel of the church in Thyatira write: These are the words of the Son of God, whose eyes are like blazing fire and whose feet are like burnished bronze. I know your deeds, your love and faith, your service and perseverance, and that you are now doing more than you did at first.

Jesus identifies Himself in this letter as “the Son of God,” the first and only time we see this phrase in the book of Revelation. It could refer to the temple to Apollo, the “sun god,” as mentioned previously, or it could anticipate the use of Psalm 2 (where the Messiah is referred to as “Son”) later in the letter.
 The description of his eyes as “like blazing fire” and his feet as “like burnished bronze” could also suggest the brightness of the sun. Here it conveys the impression of Christ’s absolute justice and inflexible integrity.

His initial words are positive. “I know your deeds,” he writes, “your love and faith, your service and perseverance.” John Stott observes,

Here are four sterling Christian qualities indeed. Thyatira not only rivaled Ephesus in busy Christian service, but exhibited the love which Ephesus lacked, preserved the faith which was imperiled at Pergamum, and shared with Smyrna the virtue of patient endurance in tribulation.

Jesus goes on to say, “and that you are now doing more than you did at first.” Not only did the church at Thyatira start off well—they were growing! They displayed a maturing progress in their relationships with God and others. Unlike Ephesus, where the church had slipped back, this little church was surging forward.
 This is no small commendation!

A Menacing Problem

Not all was well in Thyatira, though. They faced a menacing problem, outlined in verses 20-25,

Nevertheless, I have this against you: You tolerate that woman Jezebel, who calls herself a prophetess. By her teaching she misleads my servants into sexual immorality and the eating of food sacrificed to idols. I have given her time to repent of her immorality, but she is unwilling. So I will cast her on a bed of suffering, and I will make those who commit adultery with her suffer intensely, unless they repent of her ways. I will strike her children dead. Then all the churches will know that I am he who searches hearts and minds, and I will repay each of you according to your deeds. 

Now I say to the rest of you in Thyatira, to you who do not hold to her teaching and have not learned Satan’s so-called deep secrets (I will not impose any other burden on you): Only hold on to what you have until I come.

The danger that threatened Thyatira was internal rather than external.
 They harbored an enemy within. This is the same problem we have met in other churches. Ephesus had declared herself strongly opposed to all such compromise with pagan practices; in Pergamum, a small party in the church had advocated full participation in heathen social life. The problem in Thyatira, as we shall see, assumed a new and dangerous form.

Jesus declares, “You tolerate that woman Jezebel, who calls herself a prophetess.” It is not likely that this woman was actually named “Jezebel,” since such an infamous name would not be given to a child. The name was symbolic: Jezebel was the idolatrous queen who enticed Israel to add Baal worship to their religious ceremonies in 1 Kings 16–19.

Some manuscripts of Revelation reads, “your woman,” which would imply that this was the wife of the preacher. (There’s not much to this interpretation—I just wanted to see if Tammy was awake!)  Another suggestion is that this refers to Sambethe, a female fortune-teller located at Thyatira. The problem with this option is that this “Jezebel” was within the congregation, whereas a fortune-teller would not be.

A few commentators claim that the church was wrong to allow any woman to attain to such a status, but early Christians were familiar with godly prophetesses, and as early as the mid-second century writers speak of a first-century prophetess named Ammia in the church of Philadelphia. But they also knew of false prophetesses as well as false prophets, and that was what this “Jezebel” was.
 

With a title like “Jezebel,” we might picture this character as ugly and repulsive. Yet, as John Phillips notes,

She was probably a very attractive woman, no doubt possessed of a charming personality, a most persuasive tongue, forceful ideas, and great leadership qualities. She was, it would seem, a woman who put most men in the shade.

All false teachers are appealing—how else would they lead others astray? It takes godly discernment to see past the surface and see the true character within. It also takes some intestinal fortitude—a nice way of saying “guts”—to stand up to such compromise. The Christians of Thyatira seem to have had either a very poor conscience or a very pathetic courage. They were as weak and spineless towards the new Jezebel as Ahab had been towards the old one.

It is interesting to contrast the churches at Ephesus and Thyatira. The Ephesian church was weakening in its love, yet faithful to judge false teachers; while the people at Thyatira were growing in their love, but too tolerant of false doctrine. Both extremes must be avoided in the church. “Speaking the truth in love” is the biblical balance.
 Balance is hard to come by!

While this Jezebel was certainly guilty of promoting false doctrine, it was the sinful behavior the false teaching led to that was harming the church. As Stott points out, “If the devil cannot destroy the church by persecution or heresy, he will try to corrupt it with evil.”
 Right belief is very important, but it must be accompanied by right behavior.

Jesus says, “I have given her time to repent of her immorality, but she is unwilling.” By refusing to repent, “Jezebel” declared that she did not belong to the people of God. Once she made this plain, the church in Thyatira had a responsibility to tell her the truth—she was not right with God. They had a responsibility to protect the flock. They had a responsibility to exclude her from the church. But instead they were tolerating her, and as a result of the church’s failure to act, she was leading the servants of Jesus into sin. Jesus is announcing judgment, and he is stating that those who sin with Jezebel will be judged unless they repent. Those who belong to Jesus will repent; those who do not belong to Jesus will not repent. Those who refuse to repent identify themselves with Jezebel rather than with the followers of Jesus. Those who refuse to repent identify themselves as Jezebel’s children rather than God’s children, and Jesus promises that he will destroy the children of Jezebel.
 

The application of this to our day is evident. We are living in a most tolerant age. Everyone must be allowed to “do his thing.” There are no absolutes. The spirit of the age has crept into the church. To denounce a belief as heresy is to be branded intolerant.

If you pay close attention to television programs or movies, you’ll observe that much of the “virtue” of tolerance has been skewed. A culture that tolerates evil calls disagreement “phobia.” Taking a stand is considered “hate.” Conviction is seen as bigoted “fanaticism.” Centuries-old Christian doctrine is regarded as “discrimination.” As in many doctrinally weak churches today, this situation also prevailed in the ancient church of Thyatira. In His letter to that church, Christ addressed the issue of big sins in a small church—and the even bigger issue of tolerating them.

Every generation of Christians must face the question, “How far should I accept and adopt contemporary standards and practices?” On the one hand, as Christians we must not deny the faith. On the other, we must not deny our membership of society. The cause of Christ is not served if we appear as a group of old-fashioned people always trying to retreat from the real world. Christians live in the same world as their neighbors and face the same problems. We must find Christian solutions to current challenges…without caving into temptations to sin or casually accepting them in the church family.
 We need Christians who understand what God calls the church to do and who do that with no favoritism shown for those who, from the world’s perspective, are wealthy, influential, or significant.

Not all members of the church in Thyatira had been infected with the virus of Jezebel. Some had resisted her corruption. They did “not hold to her teaching” and had “not learned Satan’s so-called deep secrets” (an early form of Gnosticism).
 In other words, there was a godly remnant in Thyatira who had not defiled themselves.

A Mighty Promise

The letter concludes with a mighty promise from Jesus in verses 26-29.

To him who overcomes and does my will to the end, I will give authority over the nations—“He will rule them with an iron scepter; he will dash them to pieces like pottery”— just as I have received authority from my Father. I will also give him the morning star. He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.

Along with the encouragement to persevere, Christ offered the faithful in Thyatira a powerful promise for overcoming—they could look forward to reigning with Christ. This promise is based on the Old Testament prophecy in Psalm 2 that God would send a king from the line of David to rule over the kings of the earth. We know today that Jesus Christ ultimately will fulfill this prophecy when He returns. Yet as we read on in Scripture, we discover that Christ didn’t intend to fulfill this promise alone. He would exalt His followers as fellow rulers. In Matthew 19:28, Jesus told His disciples, “Truly I say to you, that you who have followed Me, in the regeneration when the Son of Man will sit on His glorious throne, you also shall sit upon twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel.”
In His promise to those who overcome in Thyatira, Christ quoted Psalm 2:8–9 and applies the prophecy to all faithful Christians. We, too, will reign with Him and will be involved in judging the nations. In fact, His promise to give them “the morning star” draws on similar images of the rule of the Messiah from Numbers 24:17–18 and is mentioned again in Revelation 22:16. The final fulfillment of this promise, now extended to all believers, will be seen in the second coming of Christ in Revelation 19:11–16, where Psalm 2 is quoted again. In the following chapter we read that the saints will reign with Christ for a thousand years.

If we want to rule with Jesus in the future, we have to be faithful to him in the present. One of the ways that the church in Thyatira needed to be faithful to Jesus was by excluding Jezebel. The process of church discipline is preparation for ruling in the age to come.
 The sad reality is that tolerating sin is always easier than exposing and confronting it.

What can we take from this letter to the church at Thyatira? Three lessons emerge:

First, the events in Thyatira teach us that big problems can occur in small places. Don’t be fooled into thinking that such things only happen in big cities and churches. Compromise can happen anywhere.

Second, bad teaching can come from gifted people. The only defense against this is to know the truth of God’s Word. Just because it sounds right doesn’t mean that it is right.

Finally, tolerance of bad teaching and behavior has no place in the church. The biblical approach to toleration is, “Don’t judge the world; God will judge them. Instead, hold the church of Christ to its own standards of doctrinal and moral purity.”
 We love sinners but we do not love their sin…and we do not let them run rampant in our church family. In fact, we are to love others too much to tolerate the sin that will ultimately destroy them. 
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