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In his book When a Nation Forgets God, Erwin Lutzer retells one 

Christian's story of living in Hitler's Germany. The man wrote: 

I lived in Germany during the Nazi Holocaust. I considered myself a 
Christian. We heard stories of what was happening to the Jews, but 
we tried to distance ourselves from it, because what could anyone do 
to stop it? 

A railroad track ran behind our small church, and each Sunday 
morning we could hear the whistle in the distance and then the 
wheels coming over the tracks. We became disturbed when we heard 
the cries coming from the train as it passed by. We realized that it 
was carrying Jews like cattle in the cars! 

Week after week the whistle would blow. We dreaded to hear the 
sound of those wheels because we knew that we would hear the 
cries of the Jews en route to a death camp. Their screams tormented 
us. 

We knew the time the train was coming, and when we heard the 
whistle blow we began singing hymns. By the time the train came 
past our church, we were singing at the top of our voices. If we heard 
the screams, we sang more loudly and soon we heard them no more. 

Years have passed, and no one talks about it anymore. But I still hear 
that train whistle in my sleep. God forgive me; forgive all of us who 
called ourselves Christians yet did nothing to intervene. 

 

This man’s story defines the word “lukewarm” for us.  “Lukewarm” is a key 

word of our study this morning… because Jesus used it to describe the 

church of the seventh and final letter… in Revelation chapters 2 and 3.   

We have been studying these letters for the past several weeks… and we 

have seen many incredible parallels between what is contained in them… 

and seven distinct periods of church history.  

As I have reminded you with each letter… John was given a three-fold 

outline of the book of Revelation that he was told to write… … Revelation 

1:19 says… “write therefore the things that you have seen” (and he had 
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seen the image of Christ standing before him)… “the things that are” (in 

other words the existing church and it’s entirety through the ages)… But 

the church will not continue to exist on earth forever… so John was also 

told to write)… “and those that are to take place…” (the events that will 

occur after the church age… which are the very events of the tribulation… 

which we will get to in chapter 4 onward…) 

The church age… in it’s entirety is represented by seven letters to seven 

churches. (The number seven represents completeness… and these 

seven churches represent the complete history of the church from 

Pentecost… when the church began… to it’s end at the rapture.) 
 

We have been seeing… in each of these letters a prophetic dual 

fulfillment. You see… John was addressing specific contemporary 

situations in each church… They were current to John’s own day… when 

he penned them… But also (just as Old Testament prophecy often did)… 

these letter prophecies clearly relate to future events as well… 
 

When we studied the letter to the church at Ephesus... (for example) we 

saw that it had a strong parallel between the literal church in Ephesus 

during John’s day… AND the church period from Pentecost to around 

100 A.D. (when the next church age began.) … Both had patiently 

endured hardship… defended God’s truth against false teachers… 

worked sacrificially… but eventually only did ministry out of a sense of 

duty. (They had lost their first love for Jesus)… and they were warned 

that if they did not repent… Jesus would remove their witness to the 

world… … Today… when we look to the entire region where Ephesus 

had once thrived… their testimony has been extinguished.  It is a Muslim 



3 
 

land today. 

Then we studied the letter to the church at Smyrna… which amazingly 

paralleled the period of church history from 100 A.D. to 312 A.D. … The 

Church of Smyrna is the church under persecution. The letter said there 

would be ten periods of testing… and when the time came from 100 A.D. 

through 312 A.D. the church had never known (previously… or since 

then…) such severe persecution. During that time period… 10 separate 

Roman Emperors tried to extinguish the church.  But it eventually ended. 

Next… we looked at the letter to the church at Pergamum. This 

represents the church period from 312… to approximately A.D. 590… 

Beginning in 312… Emperor Constantine not only made Christianity 

legal… but forced his armies and induced much of Roman society to 

convert to Christianity. … He was allowed to take over and to preside 

over the church as it’s leader… and so in this period of church history… 

we see the Church marry the world… (The word Pergamum means “to 

marry.”) 

Then we studied the letter to the church at Thyratira. This parallels the 

period of church history from 590 – 1517… when the church tolerated a 

person identified as Jezebel. Jezebel led the church into idolatry and 

depreciating the person of Christ. There are many parallels to the 

development of the system of Catholicism and the contemporary church 

at Thratira. The word Thyratira mean continual sacrifice… which 

was developed during this historical period as the church developed the 

unbiblical concept of mass (where Jesus is sacrificed every time mass is 

celebrated.) 
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After Thyatira… it was the letter to Sardis. 
 

The word Sardis means "escaping ones," or "those who come out." The 

period in the history of Christendom suggested here is the Reformation 

period from about A.D. 1517 to A.D. 1750. In the midst of spiritual 

darkness 

there were those who escaped its contamination. … Among those who 

"escaped" or "came out" were Luther… Knox… Wycliffe… Zwingli… and 

others. … These were the great reformers who broke with Rome. Jesus 

said of this church… (or period of church history)… that they had the 

reputation of being alive… but they were actually dead. Christ described 

the dead orthodoxy… where adherence to creeds and doctrinal positions 

were far more primary than outreach… forgiveness… and loving 

behavior. Cold… hard orthodoxy became the norm. 
 

Last week’s letter… was to the Church at Philadelphia. 
 

As you probably already knew… the word “Philadelphia” means “brotherly 

love”… (coming from two words… “Philos”… meaning “love” and “delphoi” 

meaning “brothers.”) … We have been seeing how the names of each of 

these churches have played a significant part… in describing what their 

corresponding period of church history would be like. 

Thytira (the period of church history just before Philadelphia)… was 

characterized by their lack of love – they were dead… with only head-

knowledge.  Christianity had become cold… formalistic… and lifeless. … 

But the Lord brought change in the next church period… between the 

years of 1730 to about 1950. 
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God called men like George Whitefield, Charles Wesley, Charles Finney, 

D. L. Moody, Billy Sunday… and many others to proclaim His word. The 

second coming, was being preached everywhere. People were being 

saved and looking for the Savior to appear at any moment. Being aware of 

Christ's possible return at any moment, they occupied themselves with the 

defense of the faith and preaching of the gospel… with self-sacrificing 

love. … God was opening impossible doors of effective service.  

Philadelphia had an “open door that no one could shut” as the letter in 

Revelation chapter 3 describes… and this period of church history 

experienced the greatest missionary outreach to the world… where 

missionaries… knowing when they were sent out… departed for places 

like India… and Africa… they chances were slim for them to return alive. 

So they packed their belongings in their own coffins.  (Jesus said, 

“Greater love has no man, than to lay down his life for another…”  and 

that is exactly what was happening during this period of church history.)  

… A fervent love for Christ and His Gospel message characterized the 

church. 

This morning… we are about to study the last period of church history – 

Laodicea... It describes the period of the church from about 1950 to the 

rapture. Laodicea speaks of our present age of the Church.  

The name Laodicea comes from two Greek words, “laos” meaning people 

and “dika” meaning “judgment”… or “judgment by the people.” … What a 

picture of the present day situation! … Surely the church is lukewarm today 

and has judged herself to be just fine. … It is neither on fire for God… nor 

is it completely cold. … It is self-satisfied… self-righteous and indifferent. … 
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Such is the overall condition of Christendom. … There are fancy church 

buildings… large denominations… elaborate programs… and much 

money… but the Church is poor.  

Before we turn to our passage… let me tell you a little bit about 1st century 

Laodicea.  Remember that the way Biblical prophecy works… is that there 

was an immediate fulfilment within the generation that it was first spoken 

(or written)… And then there was another (different kind of fulfilment) 

much later.  This letter addressed an actual church and their 

circumstances… during the 1st century… and it addressed our church 

age. 

Laodicea was a city of wealthy bankers and financiers. … It was a city of 

money and one of the wealthiest in the world… with three important trade 

routes passing through the city. The many millionaires in this city combined 

their financial strength to build theaters… huge stadiums… lavish public 

baths… fabulous shopping centers… and a medical school.  

Much of their wealth came from the manufacturing of a raven black, soft, 

glossy wool. It also bred excellent sheep known for the remarkable 

softness of their wool. … Laodicea set a very high standard of dress for the 

entire Roman Empire.  It was like Paris (today)… a ”looked to” fashion 

center of style.  

Laodicea was also important for its medicine. A certain ointment made of 

nard was used to cure eye sores. Cellyrium was a famous eye salve that 

was made in this city. An eye powder known as Phrygian powder was a 

remedy for weak and ailing eyes and ears. The people would take clay 
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from the hills, mix it with spikenard, and make it into a salve for ailing eyes 

and ears. This salve was shipped all over the Roman Empire.  

Today the chemical analysis reveals that there is nothing healing in that 

clay at all… but the people of Laodicea made good money at it in that day. 

… We like to think we are so civilized today… but there is a lot of 

“Laodicean Eye Salve medicine” on the market today… that won't do you a 

bit of good either.  

Clothing… medicine… and banks… made Laodicea the wealthiest 

Phrygian city … especially prosperous in this period.  … But in a.d. 60 a 

massive earthquake leveled the region and many cities (including 

Philadelphia… and Hieropolis.)  Rome donated lots of money to help 

rebuild these cities… but Laodicea refused their help.  They told Rome that 

they did not need their money… Laodicea seems to have demonstrated a 

certain proud self-sufficiency… as they rebuilt their city… on their own.  

Laodicea was a luxurious place to live… except for one thing.. that it sorely 

lacked.  It did not have it’s own water supply.  So they built an aqueduct 

from nearby Hierapolis… which had boiling hot springs (and water that 

tasted even worse because it was so full of sediment.)   … By the time it 

flowed almost 6 miles to Laodicea… it was tepid (or lukewarm)… and 

undoubtedly a standard complaint by those who would otherwise enjoy all 

the affluence of Laodicea.     

Never-the-less the wealth and luxuries of Laodicea attracted Rome's 

attention… and Laodicea was abused by its Roman overlords.  Roman 

army officers would come and the people of Laodicea were forced to billet 
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them.  They could choose whatever house they wanted… and force the 

homeowner to host them for their stay.  They had to provide dinner for the 

soldiers and their guests… and clothing and daily subsidies for these 

officers."  

Bad water. Big banks. Self-sufficiency. Pride. Stylish garments. Eye 

doctors. People demanding supper from them. Jesus speaks to them as 

they are… and He speaks to the needs they have. (So let’s read what He 

says to them.) 

Revelation 3:14-22 

It seems that the affluence of Laodicea made the church there particularly 

vulnerable to self-reliance. Given the enormous affluence of our own 

culture… we need to hear what Jesus says to the church in Laodicea.  

The church of our day often fails to tell the non-believer that he/she is a 

sinner. … The church today can be characterized as failing to deal with 

unbelievers as a lost individual. … The church often fails to offer salvation 

in Jesus Christ alone. … It fails to tell of the horrible consequences of sin… 

the certainty of hell… and the fact that Jesus Christ alone can save. It is 

indifferent – just as we saw in the Church under Hitler’s Holocaust.  

As I mentioned before… the name Laodicea means the judgment by the 

people. Here at Laodicea the people's opinions were more important than 

the Word of God. This is certainly the case with today's apostate religion... 

which Timothy also described…  

2 Timothy 4:3 (ESV)  
For the time is coming when people will not endure sound teaching, 



9 
 

but having itching ears they will accumulate for themselves teachers 
to suit their own passions, 

Doesn’t that describe what we are seeing today…?  Many in the church 

today are not interested in the Biblical Truth! … This is a Post-Modern 

era… where truth is whatever you want it to be.  It is all subjective… … 

Opinions… preferences… and manmade traditions are the only things that 

matter. … And this is also what we are seeing in the church.   

On Thursday… after our final class at the college where I teach… a young 

man hung around and waited as several students said their goodbyes to 

me.  I could tell that he had a private matter that he wanted to talk about.  

Finally they all left and he said, “OK… now I want to ask you something 

unrelated to what our class has been about… You are a pastor… right?  

What do you believe about Hell?”  I spent a few minutes telling him what I 

believe the Bible teaches about it.  Then he said, “So you believe that it is a 

real place?”  “Of course I do…” … “Good!”, he said.  “My family and I 

painfully left a church two years ago… because the pastor started 

preaching that God will not eternally damn anyone to Hell.  He is too loving 

to do that.”   

This pastor has decided to replace Biblical teaching with his own 

understanding and wishful thinking.  … Now there is something else that 

you should know. (And this may shock you…) … The pastor that we were 

discussing is the lead pastor of one of our sister churches. (It is in our 

association of churches.)  This pastor graduated from the same seminary 

that I did.   
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Laodicea is right before us!  It isn’t just “those other churches!”  Opinions 

and preferences take priority over the clear teaching of God’s Word in more 

and more churches… that were once solid ministries.  

A Laodicean Church considers herself rich… but in the eyes of God she is 

poor. … This is the church that Christ will vomit out of His mouth. 

Revelation 3:14 

Though with their life they denied Christ as their Lord, they will answer to 

Him none the less. Jesus Christ is the Final Word. … Our verse says that 

He is the Amen. The word Amen refers to something that is established 

and definite.  … The Lord was about to tell this church the truth about its 

spiritual condition.  Unfortunately, they would not believe His diagnosis. 

The Laodicean church was blind to its own needs and unwilling to face the 

truth. Yet honesty is the beginning of true blessing, as we admit what we 

are, confess our sins, and receive from God all that we need. If we want 

God's best for our lives and churches, we must be honest with God and let 

God be honest with us. Jesus speaks with unswerving faithfulness.  

He is also the Head, the Beginner, of all God's creation.  The word 

translated “beginning” means “source”… or “origin.”  

 

 

Revelation 3:15 

Sadly, there is no immediate encouragement offered to this church, rather 

Jesus goes straight into defining their problem.  With the other churches, 

when the Lord Jesus said, "I know your works," He meant good works; He 
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was commending them for good works. … But Christ has no word of 

commendation for this church. … All is condemnation here. 

Lukewarm water makes a disgusting drink. The church in Laodicea had 

become lukewarm and thus distasteful and repugnant. The believers didn't 

take a stand for anything. … Indifference had led to idleness. … By 

neglecting to do anything for Christ… the church had become hardened 

and self-satisfied… and it was destroying itself. … There is nothing more 

disgusting than a halfhearted… nominal Christian who is self-sufficient.  

These are people who give lip service to the things of God… but have no 

heart in their worship… and no heart for the Lord in the way they live 

throughout the week. … To be lukewarm reflects compromise… loss of 

zeal and direction… They are fence straddlers… with a diminished (hardly 

noticeable) love for the Savior. … This is a church that is more interested in 

convenience and comfort… than with commitment and commission. 

It is a description of people sitting in Church pews… hearing sermon after 

sermon… and then going on… as though the Word of God means nothing 

to them. They are Church-going-people… and yet there is no sense of sin 

and no conviction. They are self-satisfied… and self-secure… and they are 

proud of it.  

The Lord loves whole-hearted and sold out servants. … But if a servant is 

cold… they would at least be uncomfortable enough that maybe they would 

move toward the fire. … Jesus was saying to this church, "Instead of being 

lukewarm, if you were so cold to feel the bitterness… severity… and 
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deadness of the cold… you might flee to the true warmth of Christ for 

refuge."  

Before you get a man saved… you need to get him lost. The Pharisees, for 

example, did not feel they needed to be saved. … Winning religious people 

is very difficult because they tend to rely on their religion rather than the 

Lord. Jesus would rather they be either spiritually dead… or boiling hot for 

Him. 

The Laodiceans were rich and well to do people. They needed no help-

from man or from God. They were a people much like Americans today. 

They believed that money could buy anything. The Faithful and True 

Witness now steps forward and testifies. He rejects their lukewarm "I'm OK 

and you're OK" philosophy. He answers their proud boasting with the 

straight and startling words 

Revelation 3:16-17 

When you sense a hope… (an anticipation)… that your life is about to get 

better… what provokes that hope? … Is it the thought of having more 

money… or is it the thought of having more of Jesus? … Do you think that 

more cash will make you more happy… or do you think that a deeper 

understanding of God's character… of the humble servant way of Jesus… 

of the wise plan that God is infallibly bringing to pass will increase your joy? 

Do you want more financial security… or do you want to see more of God's 

splendor so that you'll be more confident in God? 

Dr. Kent Hughes writes: 
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Perhaps Jesus' claim that these Laodiceans were "wretched, pitiable, 
poor, blind, and naked" is shocking to you because it seems 
incomprehensible. Perhaps you're a person who hasn't thought much 
beyond your physical life, and you have not really wrestled with the 
idea that you could have everything and yet have nothing. Have you 
noticed that the wealthiest nation in the world, the USA, is also the 
nation with the most psychologists and psychotherapists in the world? 
If money made people happy, would Americans be so unhappy? 
More money is not what we need. Just ask someone who has more. 
The problem is deeper. The problem is that we were made to know 
and love God, but we rebel against God and worship ourselves and 
other created things. 

The Laodiceans were full of pride.  They gloried in their material prosperity.  

But of all things… they were poor.  And the Lord strikes a terrific blow to 

them… by calling them naked.  Remember - Laodicea was a clothing 

center and I am sure that if there was anything in which these church 

members took special smugness… it was their well-dressed congregation. 

It was probably the swankiest crowd in Proconsular Asia.   

Revelation 3:18 

“I counsel you to buy from me…”  Jesus adapts His language to their 

activities.  He is using merchants terms. … Pay the price to get true "gold 

tried in the fire."  … This suggests that the church needed some 

persecution. … They were too comfortable.. and nothing makes God's 

people examine their priorities faster than suffering! 

Then Jesus adapts… once again… to their activities. … The Laodiceans 

could go to the market and purchase fine woolen garments… but that 

would not meet their real need. They needed the white garments of God's 

righteousness and grace.  
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Then lastly He uses another Laodicean activity to suggest their necessary 

solution – anoint your eyes with an effective eye salve.  The Laodiceans 

were "blind." They could not see reality. They were living in a fool's 

paradise… proud of a church that was about to be rejected. The fact was 

that they could not see that they even had a problem… let alone look for a 

remedy to it.   

Revelation 3:19-20 

Verse 19 is often overlooked – because it is in the shadows of the more 

famous Revelation 3:20.  But stop and consider how Jesus… right in the 

middle of a harsh rebuke and hurtful condemnation… extends His hand of 

mercy and love.  He is reproving them just as a father loves His children.  

His purpose is not to punish… but to bring His people back to Him. 

Are you lukewarm in your devotion to God? … God may discipline you to 

help you out of your uncaring attitude… but He uses only loving discipline. 

You can avoid God's discipline… by drawing near to Him again through 

confession… admit that you have wronged Him… and then start serving 

Him… worship Him… and study His Word. 

Indeed… Jesus does not want to reject you.  He wants to have dinner with 

you!  This… of course… was a familiar image for intimacy in the 1st century. 

Inviting Jesus in for a meal was the lowest sort of hospitality one would 

expect - even from just an acquaintance.  Jesus is inviting the Laodicean 

Christians to realize how they have shut Him out of their lives with their own 

self-sufficiency… and refused to show Him the most basic hospitality. 
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There is a stark contrast… between Jesus standing at the door and 

knocking… and the Roman soldiers forcing the Laodiceans to house and 

feed them. The Romans force their way in and take food from the people. 

Jesus knocks… waits to be invited in… and then provides the meal. 

Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. It is one of the saddest pictures 

imaginable. … The Lord has been locked out of the Church of Laodicea… 

and He patiently and lovingly waits to gain entrance.  

Through all my years with Campus Crusade for Christ… I have used this 

verse in sharing the Gospel with non-believers.  I’ve told them that Jesus 

was knocking on their heart’s door. … But Jesus (in this verse) is speaking 

primarily to the church... and so He is speaking to those who already 

consider themselves to be Christians. … It is Christians to whom Jesus 

speaks here… and whom He now rebukes. 

Revelation 3:21 

Favor with Rome would result in influence in the Empire, but ultimately 

Rome would always be in charge. Rome was not about sharing power but 

taking it. They thought it better to receive than to give. … But look how 

different Jesus is. … He promises to people that they will sit with Him on 

His throne. He is not threatened by rivals. He is not concerned to protect 

His Own influence… and His Own right to rule. He is so completely secure 

in His sovereignty that He can share.  

None can compare with Him. He is matchless. Trust Him. Fervently 

Worship Him! 
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Revelation 3:22 

We are living in the church age known as Laodicea.  Jesus says the church 

of this age needs an eye salve.  … This eye salve has to do with the ability 

to see spiritual realities.  Here are few questions that might help you 

determine whether or not your ophthalmologist is from Laodicea… or if you 

have applied the eye salve that Jesus offers…  

 Which do you view as a more pressing, more urgent activity—reading 
or watching the news, or reading and studying the Bible? Obviously 
both are valuable, but on a day-to-day basis, if you only have time to 
do one or the other, which gets done?  

 If you only had time to do one thing or the other, and your choices 
were between taking the time to pray and checking your email (or 
Facebook or Twitter or whatever), which would you view as the more 
pressing activity?  

 If you could choose between two things—a lottery ticket that was 
guaranteed to win a billion dollars or an empty bank account with the 
assurance that God would provide for you and meet your needs if you 
trust him—which would you choose? Would you choose to have more 
money than you could ever spend, or would you choose the 
opportunity to trust God?  

 Which would you choose—to have your hopes and dreams realized 
in the American political scene by seeing all your candidates elected 
and all your political issues dealt with the way you want them handled 
or the opportunity to identify yourself as an alien and a stranger for 
whom this world is not home?  

These questions are trying to get at four significant key questions: 

 What shapes your thinking (the world or the Bible)?  
 What communication do you view as non-negotiable (horizontal with 

other people or vertical with God)?  
 What do you trust (money or Jesus)?  
 With what do you ultimately identify (a political party or the kingdom 

of God)?  
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We need the "gold" that Jesus sells. … We need the "white garments" He 

offers. … We need the "salve" He offers. … We need Him. 

Be zealous! … Be boiling! …You cannot be lukewarm – and not expect to 

be spit out by Christ.  

"Christianity, if false, is of no importance, and, if true, of infinite importance. 

The one thing it cannot be is moderately important." 

—C. S. Lewis 


