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There are many opinions of the church but the one that really counts 
is that of the Lord Jesus Christ. Through a series of letters to seven 
early churches, written down by John at Patmos, Jesus gives 
encouragement, criticism, warnings and promises that are as relevant 
now as they were then. The nearest church to Patmos was Ephesus. 
 

It’s not clear whether each church has an angel appointed to it but 
we need to remember that the church should be a fortress in 
spiritual warfare and place of spiritual care. The picture of the seven 
stars and seven golden lampstands is a reminder that the Lord Jesus 
holds us securely. He will never abandon us. Lampstands have no 
light of their own – they simply hold up the light. For the church that 
light is Christ. Christ walks with us because he cares for us. 
 

The people at the church at Ephesus had worked hard. They had 
persevered. They tolerated neither immoral people nor false 
teaching. The Nicolaitans were probably people who thought you 
could mix the standards of the world with the standards of the 
kingdom of God. But they had forgotten their first love. How I wish 
that church histories were about the people and not about the 
buildings. In early Methodism we spoke and wrote about the people, 
Christian conversion and discipleship – the faith that is captured so 
well in our hymns. Repentance is a new way of speaking and acting 
that begins with a new way of thinking. The issue is serious – if the 
church is not first and foremost about Christ then the building might 
still be there but the light has gone. 
 

We mustn’t pretend life was easy for the church at Ephesus. The city 
was home to the Temple of Diana, a pagan shrine, one of the seven 
wonders of the ancient world. The great promise for the believers is 
to share eternal life in the paradise of God. When we focus on the life 
of Jesus, we live with the love of Jesus in our hearts. 

 
 

A small, powerless yet patient 
church, Philadelphia was 30 
miles from Sardis. By the au-
thority of Jesus, the door of 
heaven is wedged open—an 
opportunity of salvation and an 
opportunity for service. 
 

There is no criticism or warning, 
only praise. This small church is 
faithful – they have not denied 
the name of Jesus. ‘Synagogue 
of Satan’ is shocking. To be a 
Jew in a spiritual sense is a 
matter of the heart (as Jesus 
told Nicodemus – born again). In 
Christ there is neither Jew nor 
Greek. God’s faithful people are 
always characterised by the 
Lordship of Jesus. 
 

Being a follower of Jesus is not 
about where we were born, our  

 
 

ethnic heritage, or being a 
church member. It is always 
about our relationship with God, 
our Father, through Jesus, his 
Son. When we are born anew by 
the Spirit of God we have a 
heart that is ready to believe 
and to obey. The believer has to 
be ready for persecution.  
 

The green light means ‘if clear 
proceed with care’. That’s the 
Christian calling, to go forward 
with care. Our journey with the 
Lord Jesus is to our eternal 
home (heaven). There we will 
get a new name (because we 
are in God’s family), and a new 
address (for that is our home). 
Be faithful in powerlessness, 
patient in trials, endure all per-
secution, for his sake and the 
gospel’s. 

 

Laodicea was 40 miles south-
east of Philadelphia. Sadly, 
Laodicea was the most 
inconsistent church – 
contrasted with Jesus, the 
faithful and true witness. Sadly 
there is no note of praise. 
Instead there are two critical 
statements, one followed by a 
warning and the other followed 
by advice. The picture (above) 
shows an ancient water-pipe. 
The water emerged from a hot 
spring at Hierapolis and was a 
cool, refreshing stream at 
Colossae – but at Laodicea it 
was lukewarm and was not fit 
to drink. It was only suitable as 
an emetic. ‘Spit’ is a rather 
more polite version than ‘spew’.  
 

The church at Laodicea was not 
immoral, not heretical and not 
persecuted. It was respectable, 
nominal, sentimental and 
superficial. It was half-hearted 
and anaemic. Full-blooded 
Christianity was like another 
religion.  

 
 
 

Commitment without reflection 
is fanaticism. Reflection without 
commitment is paralysis. The 
church that is ‘on fire’ for God 
needs a spark of grace and to be 
poked by the challenge of God’s 
word, fed by the truth of God’s 
word, and fanned by the breath 
of the Spirit. The great problem 
at Laodicea was the lack of 
spiritual self-awareness. 
 

The church at Laodicea was 
effectively spiritually bankrupt 
and the people did not know it. 
They were complacent—but the 
Lord’s rebuke showed his love. 
 

What a mark of grace that the 
worst church receives one of 
the greatest promises – to meet 
and eat with Jesus. And that is 
just a foretaste for those who 
overcome – for the victors will 
share with Jesus in the glory of 
his Kingdom. The promises of 
Christ are guaranteed by all he 
has done. This is a message we 
all need to hear. 

Contact us 
During this period of restrictions the office is closed to visitors. 

Temporary phone 07380 638244 office@torbaymethodistcircuit.org 
www.torbaymethodistcircuit.org 

 

 

Most of us think that we are pretty good 
drivers—and I think we are. Standards of 
safety on British roads are generally good. 
So, confident in our abilities, I would like to 
ask you a simple question. What does the 
single amber light on traffic lights mean? 
 
Unlike most people from Devon, I enjoy 
driving in London. It’s certainly a different 
style of driving. I know because I lived in 
Greater London for seven years—for the 
most part, London drivers are undoubtedly 
some of the best in the country. Among 
experienced drivers of all ages, I took the 
opportunity to ask them this question. 
What does the single amber light on traffic 
lights mean? 

 

 

Despite a great variety of answers, the amber 
light means ‘stop’ and nothing else. Covid-19 
has forced us to step back from ‘normal’ 
church life. It has been painful—especially for 
the bereaved, the sick and the lonely. But it 
has also been a time of reflection. 
 
Revelation is one of the Bible’s most difficult 
books—but near the beginning there are 
letters to seven of the earliest churches. They 
contain encouragement to carry on (the 
green light), criticisms of things that should 
stop (the amber light) and warnings of danger 
(the red light). They also contain titles of the 
risen Lord Jesus. Coincidentally, there are 
seven churches in the Torbay Methodist 
Circuit. What is Jesus saying to us today? 

A call to patience at Philadelphia 

 
The letters to the seven churches in Revelation had a specific application to the people of the time but they also have a universal application. The exhortation, 
‘whoever has ears let them hear what the Spirit says to the churches,’ is a challenge to us all. The church is not so much a ‘palace for saints’ as a ‘refuge for 
sinners’. But to be a place for sinners does not mean it is a platform for error. Three enemies of the church are persecution  (pressure from outside), false teaching 
(pressure from the inside) and corruption (poison from inside). Like our churches, the churches in Revelation had a lot in common and a lot that made them 
different. But whatever their (and our circumstances) may have been, they and we are called to focus on our risen Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ, to trust his 
promiseds and to do his will. What is Christ saying to the church, what is Christ saying to your church, what is Christ saying to you? 

To the churches in Torbay 

Ed. John Haley. Images of NT sites courtesy of BiblePlaces.com used with permission (free of charge).  
See also: Stott, J. & Kwashi, B., What Christ Thinks of the Church (2019, Langham). 

Scripture quotations are from the THE HOLY BIBLE, NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION®, NIV® UK EDITION 
Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.™ All rights reserved worldwide. 

The amber light 

Refocusing on priorities at Ephesus 

What does it mean? 

To the angel of the church in Ephesus write: ‘These are the words of him 

who holds the seven stars in his right hand and walks among the seven 

golden lampstands. I know your deeds, your hard work and your 

perseverance. I know that you cannot tolerate wicked people, that you have 

tested those who claim to be apostles but are not, and have found them 

false. You have persevered and have endured hardships for my name, and 

have not grown weary. Yet I hold this against you: you have forsaken the 

love you had at first. Consider how far you have fallen! Repent and do the 

things you did at first. If you do not repent, I will come to you and remove 

your lampstand from its place. But you have this in your favour: you hate 

the practices of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate. Whoever has ears, let 

them hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To the one who is 

victorious, I will give the right to eat from the tree of life, which is in the 

paradise of God. 

To the angel of the church in Philadelphia write: These are the words of 

him who is holy and true, who holds the key of David. What he opens no 

one can shut, and what he shuts no one can open. I know your deeds. See, 

I have placed before you an open door that no one can shut. I know that 

you have little strength, yet you have kept my word and have not denied 

my name. I will make those who are of the synagogue of Satan, who claim 

to be Jews though they are not, but are liars – I will make them come and 

fall down at your feet and acknowledge that I have loved you. Since you 

have kept my command to endure patiently, I will also keep you from the 

hour of trial that is going to come on the whole world to test the 

inhabitants of the earth. I am coming soon. Hold on to what you have, so 

that no one will take your crown. The one who is victorious I will make a 

pillar in the temple of my God. Never again will they leave it. I will write 

on them the name of my God and the name of the city of my God, the new 

Jerusalem, which is coming down out of heaven from my God; and I will 

also write on them my new name. Whoever has ears, let them hear what 

the Spirit says to the churches. 

‘To the angel of the church in Laodicea write: These are the words of the 
Amen, the faithful and true witness, the ruler of God’s creation. 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 realise that you are 
wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked. I counsel you to buy from me 
gold refined in the fire, so that you can become rich; and white clothes to 
wear, so that you can cover your shameful nakedness; and salve to put on 
your eyes, so that 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 
that person, and they with me. To the one who is victorious, I will give 
the right to sit with me on my throne, just as I was victorious and sat 
down with my Father on his throne. Whoever has ears, let them hear 
what the Spirit says to the churches.’ 

Lukewarm at Laodicea 



 

 

The imperial centre of Pergamum was 55 miles north of Smyrna. Here 
the acropolis was a centre of emperor worship, there was a hilltop 
altar to Zeus (Satan’s throne), and people also travelled to the shrine 
of Aesculapius (a healing god). The authority of the risen Christ is 
different from these for he speaks with both victorious power and 
justice – symbolised by the sharp, double-edged sword. Pergamum is 
a place of spiritual warfare but the Word of God will prevail. 

 

 

The first and seventh churches to receive letters were doing 
particularly well. The second and sixth churches were doing 
particularly badly. Pergamum is the first of three churches (3-5) that 
were mediocre. There were things to be encouraged about. The 
cosmopolitan, pagan context made it difficult for Christians. One of 
the church members had been executed but the people did not give 
up their faith. When times are difficult it is reassuring that Jesus 
knows about our troubles. ‘Faith in me’ (Jesus) is not simply 
intellectual assent but conviction that leads to commitment. 
 

The reference to the story of Balaam (the prophet) and Balak (the 
pagan king) teaches we can’t claim God’s promises and disobey him. 
While eating food sacrificed to lifeless idols did not matter – muddling 
up religious beliefs, making a god of entertainment and possessions, 
meddling with evil, or simply conforming to society always matters. 
God’s command is to turn back to the truth. We must not dither on 
amber, for the red light will come on and the Word of God will fight 
against the disobedient. The Roman sword was tongue-shaped, so the 
original readers knew exactly what ‘sword of my mouth’ meant. 
 

Manna is a reference to the food God gave his people in the 
wilderness, suggesting food to sustain eternal life. The white stone 
suggests innocence while the new name is ‘Jesus’.  

 

Today Smyrna in the New Testament is the popular seaside resort of 
Izmir in Turkey—blue sky, warm sea, a gentle breeze provide everything 
you need for a lazy holiday. It is the picture-postcard destination. 
 

The letters to the seven churches were probably delivered by a 
travelling preacher. Smyrna was 35 miles north of Ephesus. The letters 
all follow the same pattern—a greeting at the beginning and an 
exhortation at the end (black); a title of the risen Christ (purple) and a 
promise (blue); and in the middle a longer section beginning ‘I know’ 
often with praise (green), criticism (amber) and warning (red). 
 

Our colour-coded letter to the angel of the church in Smyrna has no 
amber or red. It is a church that the Lord Jesus Christ thinks is doing 
well—and, as it is his church, it is what he thinks that counts. The faith 
of the believers is rooted in the person of Christ, the first and last, who  

 
 

died and came to life again. Churches that Christ is pleased with 
always focus upon him, but not in a vague way. Christ is pleased with 
the church that focuses on his death and resurrection. Jesus is 
uniquely victorious over death—a powerful testimony to his divinity. 
 

Understanding and compassion are great gifts, often expressed very 
simply in the words ‘I know’. These two little words contain such an 
important truth—Jesus knows. He understands and he is 
compassionate. This is particularly important at Smyrna because the 
church (not so much an institution but a group of real people) is 
suffering. Perhaps we might examine the church to which we belong. 
Is it persecuted and suffering or complacent and comfortable? It was 
dangerous to be a Christian in Smyrna, the home of the temple to 
divine emperor. It did not pay to be a follower of the Lord Jesus Christ.  

 

Jesus said that being his follower meant taking up the cross to follow 
him. ‘Suffering is the badge of the true Christian’ (Bonhoeffer). In the 
New Testament to be a ‘true Jew’ is not a matter of race but of the 
heart. The devil is the father of lies and gossip but his time is finite 
(‘ten days’). The faithful believer can look to Christ, not for a fading 
laurel crown but for the ‘crown of life’. Like love, suffering is the 
hallmark of the true church and the faithful believer. 

 
 

The prosperous trading centre of Thyatira, home to artisans of all 
kinds, was 40 miles south-east of Pergamum. The church here received 
the longest letter. The title of the risen Christ is impressive. ‘Son of 
God’ is the unique nature of Jesus. ‘Eyes of blazing fire’ suggest 
supernatural vision. Bronze was the hardest known alloy of the time, 
suggesting strength. 
 

There is encouragement for Thyatira. Christ knows about their love, 
faith, service and perseverance. This is faith in action and it is growing. 
But the church is not without its troubles. Jezebel (the pagan queen 
and wife of King Ahab in the time of Elijah) is probably a name 
referring to a proverbially wicked person causing trouble. Paul faced 
the problem of eating food that had been sacrificed to idols at Corinth. 
The matter has to be approached with discretion. Here it is not simply 
about the food (which in one sense is neither here nor there) but the 
immorality that has gone with it (probably what we today would call 
an ‘orgy’). 
 

Adultery in the Bible is used to mean spiritual as well as marital 
unfaithfulness and there are consequences. It’s never appropriate to 
make light of God’s judgment. Children of faith have life; so it is not 
surprising that children of these teachings know death. There is 
nothing sentimental here. These are serious matters. 
 

God knows us inside out. What we do is a basis for judgment but what 
God does for us in Christ is the basis for salvation. The believers at 
Thyatira have enough burdens – they do not need any more. They 
need to hold on to what is good and turn away from what is bad. The 
power of the godless will be smashed but the faithful will know the 
very presence of the Lord (symbolised as the bright and morning star). 

Persecution in Pergamum 

 

A further 30 miles south-east of Thyatira, set on top of a steep hill, was 
the town of Sardis. Seven, in the title of the risen Christ, is a symbolic 
number – the number of perfection. Christ is in every sense God and 
he holds the seven stars (probably the angels to whom the letters are 
addressed) and sees everything clearly. 
 

Sadly, this letter is largely critical. The church has a reputation for 
being alive but it is dead. Isn’t it the case that a lot of churches are 
living on past reputation? Remember it is what Christ thinks of the 
church and not what we think of it that is important. A church might 
have a fine building, organ, choir, music group, children’s work – but 
what if it is ‘Christ-less Christianity’? Are people coming to faith, 
growing in faith, fruitful in faith? Sardis was a peaceful church – no 
false teaching, no persecution – but it was graveyard peace. It was 
time for the people at Sardis to wake up. Their work was not finished 
but it would be if they did not attend to the word of God. 
 

A hill-top stronghold, Sardis was captured twice by night invaders 
(549/218 BC). The sleepy people needed to be roused from their 
slumbers by the life and vitality of the Holy Spirit. The church needed 
to remember the basics of the faith and obey them. The road from 
remembering to repentance is short. If the church does not awaken, it 
will be captured by stealth. For the church to sleepwalk into death is a 
tragedy but nevertheless a real danger. 

 

Even the praise of Sardis is muted. Garments in the Bible can indicate a 
person’s standing before God – a few have not soiled their clothes. 
And yet, despite the criticism and warning, the promises of God are 
rich and full. The faithful people will walk with Christ in white 
(symbolising holiness and purity) and their names will be in the book 
of life (of Christ’s faithful followers). One of the most solemn verses in 
the Bible is the words of Jesus, ‘Many will say to me on that day, “Lord, 
Lord, did we not prophesy in your name and in your name drive out 
demons and in your name perform many miracles?” Then I will tell 
them plainly, “I never knew you. Away from me, you 
evildoers!”’ (Matthew 7:22-23).  
 

The words of these seven letters in Revelation have a local and 
historical application—’To the angel of the church in Sardis write.’ 
They also have a universal application—’Whoever has ears, let them 
hear what the Spirit says to the churches.’ 

To the angel of the church in Smyrna write: These are the words of him who is 
the First and the Last, who died and came to life again. I know your 
afflictions and your poverty – yet you are rich! I know about the slander of 
those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan. Do 
not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. I tell you, the devil will put 
some of you in prison to test you, and you will suffer persecution for ten days. 
Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you life as your victor’s 
crown. Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says to the churches. 
The one who is victorious will not be hurt at all by the second death. 

To the angel of the church in Pergamum write: These are the words of him who has the sharp, double-edged sword. I know where you live – where Satan has 
his throne. Yet you remain true to my name. You did not renounce your faith in me, not even in the days of Antipas, my faithful witness, who was put to 
death in your city – where Satan lives. Nevertheless, I have a few things against you: there are some among you who hold to the teaching of Balaam, who 
taught Balak to entice the Israelites to sin so that they ate food sacrificed to idols and committed sexual immorality. Likewise, you also have those who hold 
to the teaching of the Nicolaitans. Repent therefore! Otherwise, I will soon come to you and will fight against them with the sword of my mouth. Whoever 
has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To the one who is victorious, I will give some of the hidden manna. I will also give that person a 
white stone with a new name written on it, known only to the one who receives it. 

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. 
Nevertheless, I have this against you: you tolerate that woman Jezebel, 
who calls herself a prophet. 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, except to hold on to what you have until 
I come.” To the one who is victorious and does my will to the end, I will 
give authority over the nations – that one “will rule them with an iron 
sceptre and will dash them to pieces like pottery” – just as I have received 
authority from my Father. I will also give that one the morning star. 

To the angel of the church in Sardis write: These are the words of him who 
holds the seven spirits of God and the seven stars. I know your deeds; you 
have a reputation of being alive, but you are dead. Wake up! Strengthen 
what remains and is about to die, for I have found your deeds unfinished in 
the sight of my God. Remember, therefore, what you have received and 
heard; hold it fast, and repent. But if you do not wake up, I will come like a 
thief, and you will not know at what time I will come to you. Yet you have 
a few people in Sardis who have not soiled their clothes. They will walk 
with me, dressed in white, for they are worthy. The one who is victorious 
will, like them, be dressed in white. I will never blot out the name of that 
person from the book of life, but will acknowledge that name before my 
Father and his angels. Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says 
to the churches. 

Dangerous tolerance at Thyatira Suffering at Smyrna Sleeping at Sardis 


