Sunday, February 24, 2013 – New Heights Christian Church, Kent, WA – Dr. Daniel Folden
Why it’s worth it to fight the good fight!

Revelation 1-3
Revelation 1:7 (NIV84) 7 He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To him who overcomes, I will give the right to eat from the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God. 
______

My introduction to this sermon has much resemblance to a sermon from Revelation chapter 2 preached by Rev. Art Azurdia a number of years ago. 
 I wanted to give him credit and also indicate that he has inspired me, upon completion of this series from the book of Revelation, to consider as a final review going back over Revelation 2 and 3 in a more thorough study of each of the letters to the seven churches. So, I’m now considering that for our sermons for this coming summer. 

Now, let me ask you: What are the challenges facing the churches in Washington State? Does the culture that surrounds the churches of Washington State … , does it express a vibrant delight in Christianity? Does it appear to be hungry for the person of Jesus Christ as revealed in the Holy Scriptures? I’m guessing that most of us would say, “no,” not that we have been observing lately. 
Now, were someone to examine the churches in Washington State, what would they find, especially as the churches attempt to connect with their surrounding culture? And what conclusion would that examiner of churches arrive at? 

It wouldn’t surprise any of us to hear that the churches are diverse, even exceedingly diverse. 

Some, we would learn, have adopted the prosperity gospel that leads to a gospel of self-reliance as a way of attracting worldly-minded people. 

Some churches, driven by the pressure to be culturally acceptable, have adopted a way of practicing Christianity that has blurred the lines that define the essential details of the gospel, possibly minimizing repentance and the diminishing the importance of holiness. 

Some churches, in a quest to maintain doctrinal purity have correspondingly misplaced the pursuit of personal devotion and spiritual intimacy. 

Some churches, despite an endless array of activities have become all image and no substance, devoid of any real spiritual vitality. 

Some churches, because of a conviction to be faithful to the gospel, have found themselves to be a small island of believers regarded as insignificant by the greater community that surrounds them. Now, with the possibility of having missed a few, does this listing express the basic stereotypes of twenty-first century churches in Washington State? It probably covers most of them.
But, would you be surprised if the descriptions of churches I just gave you were not derived from research from the churches of Washington State or from any church in the US for that matter? Nor of any church in the twenty-first century? The descriptions were of the churches of Asia Minor in the first century that were addressed in letters from Jesus found in the book of the Revelation. 

But, does it surprise you that the descriptions of the churches of the first century sound so much like what is true of churches today, even in Washington State? Such a correspondence between the churches of the first century with the churches of today is the intention of the Holy Spirit as He directed John to write the Revelation of Jesus Christ.

The first three chapters of Revelation contain the seven letters to the churches in Asia Minor, the present geographical area comprising the nation of Turkey. Jesus Christ transmitted those letters through visions to the Apostle John. Surely, these seven letters were precisely relevant to seven specific churches at that time. However, upon examination of the way each letter closes, with the phrase, “He who has an ear (to understand), let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches,” it is evident this was not private correspondence. Each church is exhorted to listen to the letters sent to all the other churches.
This was likely accomplished by one messenger taking the composite letter containing all seven specific letters to each church along the postal route, having them sit and listen to him read the entirety of all seven letters with emphasis on the letter directed to their church. That way, they heard all seven letters, but presumably really paid attention when their letter was read. 
But, it goes even deeper than that. It is not by accident that our Lord selected seven churches to receive His letters. As we have already seen in the book of the Revelation, numbers are most often understood in a symbolic sense. Seven is the number of completeness. Therefore, these seven letters are intended to be received by all churches everywhere. It’s a complete letter to the complete church. The first three chapters of the Revelation, the whole book for that matter, were written to the entire church everywhere at all times.
For this reason, as we quickly review these seven letters, it shouldn’t surprise us to feel like Jesus is speaking to us as a church at some point, if not at multiple points.

For example, Laodecia is the town you might move to when you entered the upper end of the tax bracket; allegedly because you wanted to raise your kids in better schools; though, it makes you feel better because of the lifestyle that comes with living in Laodecia. The church there in Laodecia is quite comfortable with the affluence of the community. The community and the church are a good match. Laodecia and the church, wealthy, comfortable, attractive, sophisticated, self-reliant, lukewarm, cold, wretched, blind, pitiful. Jesus has been pushed out of that church and no one has even noticed. He has not even been missed. So, when we read the letter to Laodecia, is Jesus talking about us?
The churches in Pergamum and Thyatira, pluralist, inclusive, post-modern, accommodating. “Since we need to work in this town, do business in this town, earn a living in this town, and raise up our children in this town, we need to learn to get along. Of course, Jesus is our personal Savior. But, to suggest that He’s the only Savior for all men, that the Gospel is the only and exclusive way to God, would bring down upon our heads unnecessary alienation. No, tolerance will win people in the end.” So, when we read the letters to Pergamum and Thyatira, is Jesus talking about us?
The church in Ephesus, they carry big Bibles there. The little children know important doctrinal statements. Posted on their walls are the important teachings of the Bible. They are careful to sing the well tested hymns and not sing meaningless ditties that draw out emotional responses. The members of the church in Ephesus can smell out a heretic the moment he steps inside the door. But, devotion to God, affection for Christ, worship of Christ, passion for God, it’s long since been a thing of the past. Is Jesus talking about us in His letter to Ephesus?
The church in Sardis is simply the place to be. It’s where anybody who’s anybody goes. Programs for every age group, activities every night of the week. It’s slick. It’s cool. It’s professional. It’s polished. In the eyes of the community, it’s the place with the reputation of being really alive. Buildings, busses, schools, daycare centers. In reality, however, though it may have a steeple on the outside, it’s a morgue on the inside - though attendance has never been better. So, when we read the letter to Sardis, is Jesus talking about us?
The church in Philadelphia is very much like the church in Smyrna. No one would ever write a book about them. No one would ever invite their pastor to speak at a church growth conference. No one would ever have the audacity to tell them that they would be raptured before tribulation began. They are small. They are poor. They are weak. And yet, struggling to maintain faithful witness to Jesus Christ in a community that wants to crush them under its heel, they are alive in their walk with Christ. So, when we read the letters to Philadelphia and Smyrna, is Jesus talking about us?
These churches are like a timeless catalog of all churches. Their struggles then are our struggles right now. Their weaknesses then are our weaknesses now. Their vulnerabilities then are our vulnerabilities now. The temptations they faced then are the very temptations we are facing at this very hour. 

Some of these churches have been wounded and need healing. Some of these churches have been diseased and need diagnosis. Some of these churches have been deceived and need firm correction. How then does the Lord of the church, the glorified Son of Man, meet their various needs? He speaks to them. When we hear Him speak to us, then we must respond in obedience.

I have chosen to look briefly at the first three chapters of Revelation today as a means of getting us back into our study of the Revelation. We’ve been away from the book for 12 weeks. Now, Lord willing, we’ll stay with the book with only a few interruptions until we finish some time in June. Next week we’ll look at the first 8 verses of chapter 18. 
My outline for this sermon consists of three points. First, when Christ is seen as truly walking among His churches, He is worshiped and obeyed (1:13, 17). Second, heaven’s rewards await those who conquer while on earth. And third, there is a battle that must be joined if we are to become conquerors.
For the curious, you may be asking, how is this a review of the first seventeen chapters of the book of Revelation? Thanks for asking. I am suggesting that what we find in the first three chapters of the book point to the realities of what is described throughout the entire book. 
Paul’s admonition in 2 Timothy 3 easily serves as a summary of the book of Revelation. As I read it, recognize the role Christ and His word plays in being victorious over evil. Also note our participation in Christ’s work to make us conquerors. Paul says, …
2 Timothy 3:12–17 (NIV84) 12 In fact, everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted, 13 while evil men and impostors will go from bad to worse, deceiving and being deceived. 14 But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, because you know those from whom you learned it, 15 and how from infancy you have known the holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. 16 All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, 17 so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work. 

Christ is the initiator of our salvation. He has done the work to make our salvation possible. The book of Revelation keeps unveiling for us who this Christ is who has conquered our fiercest enemy. We see in the first three chapters of Revelation an amazing description of our conquering Savior. So, right up front, as our left bookend, we see [A.] The Powerful, Majestic Christ, worthy of all our worship.
At the close of each letter to the seven churches, we are given a glimpse of heaven’s rewards that await those who conquer here on earth. So, right at the beginning of the book, we are given the right bookend, where we see [B.] The Sharing in the Blessings of our Heavenly Marriage, the Rewards of Fidelity in our Union with Christ.
But, Scripture is not even close to being Pollyannaish about what it takes for us to be conquerors. In particular, the Revelation paints a picture of an all out war for the souls of men and women. The stakes are as high as they can be. Our eternal destiny is determined by the outcome of this battle. In the first three chapters of Revelation we are introduced to this war and the multi-faceted approaches used by God’s enemies to win the war. But, we are also made very aware that [C.] Christ has Defeated Satan and his armies, and has made it possible for us to participate in His victory.
Another outline could look like this: [A.] A Provision Supplied by Jesus Christ; [B.] A Promise Secured by Christ’s Victory; [C.] A Perseverance Enabled by Jesus Christ. Thus, by God the Father giving us His Son, when we enter into Christ, we not only receive from Him the means by which we can be conquerors over evil, we enter in the blessings of the victory He has won for us. This is what the book of the Revelation is all about: Christ securing for us eternal life for the glory of God.
So, here’s how I would like to handle our re-introduction to the book of the Revelation. I have provided you with a two page outline of the first three chapters that answers the question why it’s worth it to fight the good fight. Chapter 1 gives us a portrait of our risen and ascended Lord Jesus Christ. You see that summarized in the first column. Then in the second column, as you see the introduction to each of the seven letters from Christ, that portrait from chapter 1 is revisited. And the beauty of each letter is that Jesus introduces Himself to each church with an aspect of His identity that is particularly appropriate for their circumstance. In some cases, He is highlighting the genuineness of His character in contrast to the counterfeiting that is going on by Satan to deceive people and keep them from giving full allegiance to Jesus Christ.
The third column addresses the actions that God’s people must take to blunt the attacks from the enemy and expose the deceptive tactics he is using that will eventually destroy those who eat his bait. This is where we live. We live in a battle zone and we are being called by God to engage in the battle and to do it in His strength and with His wisdom.

The fourth column highlights the rewards that await those who enter into Christ and persevere with Him so as to participate in His victory already won for us on the cross. In essence, we have a progressively fuller picture of what heaven will be like. When we get to chapters 21 & 22, what has been spoken of as specific promised rewards to specific overcomers will all be gathered together in a fuller description of heaven. Thus, this first section of the Revelation points us to the glorious conclusion when the battle is over and the victory begins to be fully enjoyed.
With that two-page outline in hand, follow along as we listen to the first three chapters of the Revelation read to us and see if you don’t increasingly desire to live as a conqueror with greater motivation to fight the good fight.

Just a note about the first column, the verses are ordered as they connect to the seven letters, thus, they’re not in a strict ascending order by verse number. The first verse on the page that you’ll hear is verse 5 and it’s at the bottom of the second page, first column. But, once we finish chapter 1, it will move across columns 2, 3, and 4 repeatedly as we make our way to the end of chapter 3. When the reading is all complete, take a moment to reflect on the three questions at the end. We’ll then have our benediction. Listen now as we hear the Word of our Lord.
Why it’s worth it to fight the good fight!
	Portrait of Christ at Patmos!

Rev. 1:5, 12-18
	Identities of Christ!

Revelation 2:1-3:14
	The Battle that Must be Joined!
Revelation 2:1-3:22
	Heaven’s Rewards for Overcomers!
Revelation 2:1-3:22

	1:12 … I saw seven golden lampstands, 1:13 and among the lampstands was someone “like a son of man,” …

1:16 In His right hand He held seven stars, 
	#1. EPHESUS

2:1 These are the words of Him who holds the seven stars in His right hand and walks among the seven golden lampstands:


	#1. EPHESUS

2:4 Yet I hold this against you: You have forsaken your first love. 5 Remember the height from which you have fallen! Repent and do the things you did at first. 
	#1. EPHESUS

2:7 He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To him who overcomes, I will give the right to eat from the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God.

	1:17. . . “Do not be afraid. I am the First and the Last. 
1:18 I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold I am alive for ever and ever! 
	#2. SMYRNA

2:8 These are the words of Him who is the First and the Last, who died and came to life again.


	#2. SMYRNA

2:10 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,
	#2. SMYRNA

2:10 … I will give you the crown of life. 
2:11 …. He who overcomes will not be hurt at all by the second death. 

	1:16 … and out of His mouth came a sharp double-edged sword. 


	#3. PERGAMUM

2:12 These are the words of Him who has the sharp, double-edged sword.

	#3. PERGAMUM

2:14 … You have people there who hold to the teaching of Balaam, who taught Balak to entice the Israelites to sin by eating food sacrificed to idols and by committing sexual immorality. 15 … you also have those who hold to the teaching of the Nicolaitans. 16 Repent therefore! …
	#3. PERGAMUM

2:17 …. To him who overcomes, I will give some of the hidden manna. I will also give him a white stone with a new name written on it, known only to him who receives it. 

	1:14 … and His eyes were like blazing fire. 

1:15 His feet were like bronze glowing in a furnace, 


	#4. THYATIRA

2:18 These are the words of the Son of God, whose eyes are like blazing fire 
and whose feet are like burnished bronze.


	#4. THYATIRA

20 …: 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 will make those who commit adultery with her suffer intensely, unless they repent of her ways. 24 … to the rest of you … who do not hold to her teaching and have not learned Satan’s so-called deep secrets …: 25 Only hold on to what you have until I come.
	#4. THYATIRA

2:26 To him who overcomes and does My will to the end, I will give authority over the nations— 
2:27 ‘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. 28 I will also give him the morning star.

	1:16 In His right hand He held seven stars, 


	#5. SARDIS

3:1 These are the words of Him who holds the seven spirits of God and the seven stars.


	#5. SARDIS

3:1 ...; you have a reputation of being alive, but you are dead. 2 Wake up! Strengthen what remains and is about to die, for I have not found your deeds complete in the sight of My God. 3 Remember, therefore, what you have received and heard; obey it, 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.
	#5. SARDIS

3:5 He who overcomes will, like them, be dressed in white. I will never blot out his name from the Book of Life, but will acknowledge his name before My Father and His angels.

	1:18 … And I hold the keys of death and Hades. 

	#6. PHILADELPHIA

3:7 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.


	#6. PHILADELPHIA

3:8 ... 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. 
3:10 Since you have kept My command to endure patiently, I will also keep you from the hour of trial that is going to come upon the whole world to test those who live on the earth. 
3:11 I am coming soon. Hold on to what you have, so that no one will take your crown.
	#6. PHILADELPHIA

3:12 Him who overcomes I will make a pillar in the temple of My God. Never again will he leave it. I will write on him 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 him My new name.

	1:5 and from Jesus Christ, who is the faithful witness, the firstborn from the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth. 

	#7. LAODICEA

3:14 These are the words of the Amen, the faithful and true witness, the ruler of God’s creation.


	#7. LAODICEA

3:15 … you are neither cold nor hot. I wish you were either one or the other! 
3:17 You say, ‘I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a thing.’ … you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked. 18 … 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. 
	#7. LAODICEA

3:21 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.


A. The Powerful, Majestic Christ, worthy of all our worship.
What kind of response does He draw out from you?
B. The Sharing in the Blessings of our Heavenly Marriage.

What will heaven be like per the above verses?
C. A Perseverance Enabled by Jesus Christ.

Why is it worth it to fight the good fight?
� Azurdia, Art - The Church of Loveless Orthodoxy - Rev 2 1-7 - � HYPERLINK "http://www.spiritempoweredpreaching.com/downloads/202_14.mp3" ��http://www.spiritempoweredpreaching.com/downloads/202_14.mp3� 
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