
Sermon 13: The 7 letters 

 

OUTLINE 

 

The structure of the letters 

The connectedness of the letters 

The universality of the letters 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

There are many different views on the book of Revelation but one that has a lot of sway in 

Pentecostal churches is the seven age theory.  A teacher of this view is William Marion 

Branham, a Pentecostal healer who claimed that he had the gift of knowledge and so could 

name the illness of a person, increase their faith and then they would be healed.  Branham 

eventually lost the plot and gave birth to the Oneness Pentecostal church/ the Jesus only 

movement.  It is presently doing well in places like Iran.  He taught that God was one 

person who took on three offices, that the Father was the same person as the Son but in a 

different office or function, veritably denying the Trinity.  He claimed that only a prophet 

could properly interpret the book of Revelation denying that one needed to interpret 

Scripture with Scripture.  This is a methodological difference because we have stressed that 

the OT is the dictionary for Revelation.  Branham claimed that God had revealed the key to 

interpreting the book of Revelation to him.  That the 7 churches of Asia Minor in fact 

represent 7 church ages, the present age being the age of Laodicea.  And he interpreted the 

seven stars of the seven churches to be the apostle of each age that was able to capture the 

book of Acts for their time.  And so he divided history up in the following way. 

53-170 was the age of Ephesus with Paul as the star/angel. 

170-312 was the age of Smyrna with Irenaeus as the messenger. 

312-606 was the age of Pergamum and Martin was the star. 

606-1520 was the age of Thyatira and Colomba was the man. 

1520-1750 was the age of Sardis and Luther was the star. 

1750-1906 was the age of Philadelphia and Wesley was the angel. 

1906-the present is the age of Laodicea and I think Branham thought he was the man of 

this age.   

So by this reading the 7 ages have to run their course before the rapture and the breaking 

of the 7 seals can begin, and then a more traditional Dispensational view kicks in.  He sees 

the Laodicean age as the darkest seeing a great apostasy preceding the end.  And he 

believed/predicted that the rapture would happen in 1977. 

 

The question that puts all of this hogwash to bed is how did the original 7 churches who 

received the 7 letters understand them?  One would think that the most ‘normal’ part of the 

book of Revelation would go untouched by man’s lunacy but even in clear and obvious 

letters man has interposed his own views.  This is our last sermon on Revelation for the year 

and so I will not get started on the 7 letters so today we will be doing a general analysis and 

introduction and next year look at the 7 letters themselves.  We look then to their structure, 

their interconnectedness with the rest of the book and their universal application.   



The structure of the letters 

 

There can be no doubt that the original letters were written to 7 churches in the first 

century.  To look at these 7 letters as Branham has done counting this fact irrelevant as he 

looked for some deeper significance that only a prophet could discern, is to violate the text.  

They are listed in 1:11, and the order that the letters are given match this list, ‘saying, 

"Write what you see in a book and send it to the seven churches, to Ephesus and to Smyrna 

and to Pergamum and to Thyatira and to Sardis and to Philadelphia and to Laodicea."  This 

order would have begun at Ephesus as a major harbour and beginning for any route inland, 

and then it would have headed north and then south in a type of circuit visiting those towns 

in that order.   

 

Each of the letters follows a basic template.  

1.  Address to the angel of the particular town 

2. Command to write 

3. ‘thus says’ formula 

4. Identification of the speaker 

5. Description of the churches situation with the words ‘I know’ 

6. A call to duty of either repentance or faithfulness reinforced by a threat or promise 

7. Summons to hear 

8. Promise to those who overcome 

Several of these components are worth commenting on.  Firstly, the ‘thus says’ formula is 

one of prophetic speech and authority.  This is the NT equivalent of the OT prophets when 

they spoke.  Just as the prophets were sent to the people of God in the OT to call them to 

faithfulness or encourage them, God has sent John to speak to the churches.  Secondly, in 

every letter we have a description of Christ the speaker which is suited to the need of the 

church and the situation they are facing.  For example the Church at Ephesus faces losing 

their lampstand by the one who walks among the lampstands.  The church of Smyrna is 

called to be faithful unto death by the one who was dead and came alive.  The church in 

Pergamum was shown the one who has the sword in His mouth, and they were promised 

that He would use that sword to judge false teachers who do not repent.  Thirdly, the words 

‘I know’ introduce descriptions of the various churches from Christ’s perspective giving 

words of commendation and rebuke from a divine and not human perspective.  5 of the 7 

churches receive commendations but Sardis and Laodicea do not, only the 2 persecuted 

churches of Smyrna and Philadelphia receive no rebuke while all of the others are given 

instruction with regards to some failing.  Fourthly, we see that at the end of each letter 

there is a promise for those who overcome, it is notable that in each case the things 

mentioned are repeated in the picture of the New Creation in Rev. 20-22.  Christ in 

pastoring His church sets before them the hope that they have and exhort them to live in 

light of the eternal perspective keeping their eyes on the prize.  Fifthly, there appears to be 

a chiastic pattern where we see three churches, the centre letter to Thyatira is the longest 

and is in the middle, and then the last three.  One either side of the centre letter are two 

sets of three and at the centre of both sets are the two persecuted churches that receive no 

rebuke. 

 



The connectedness of the letters 

 

William Branham took the letters out of their context and relationship with the rest of the 

book of Revelation and so came up with the 7 ages nonsense.  It is apparent however that 

the letters are interconnected to the rest of the book.  The first vision of Christ prepares us 

for the 7 letters where we see the one who speaks constantly referred to in terms of the 

that opening vision.  Then we see various connections between the 7 letters and the rest of 

the book.  This point is very important for our overall interpretation of the book.  If we see 

the 7 letters as not connected to the rest of Revelation then we are likely to approach the 

book in a futurist way where the events of 4-19 have no relevance to the 7 churches but are 

speaking of a far off events.  However, if we view 4-19 as explanations, and the behind the 

scenes interpretation of events, as the who-is-really-pulling-the-strings perspective, the book 

as a whole reads very differently.  The dragon, the beasts, and the whore of Babylon are 

not only problems that a future church will have to contend with but a first century problem 

as well.  The 7 churches themselves are plunged into the drama of the rest of the book and 

the encouragements to endure and not fear death, the rebukes to remain pure and keep 

from sin and false teaching, these are the marching orders for those particular skirmishes.  

And the connections of Christ in the first vision to the rest of the body show us a saviour 

sufficient for the trials of the book. 

 

These connections of the 7 letters to the rest of the book are manifold, here are a few: 

The theme of overcoming is a theme which is found in the letters and the body of the book 

(2:11; 12:11; 15:2; 17:14; 21:7). 

The exhortation to persevere (2:5; 16; 3:3, 16:15; 2:7 and 13:9). 

The great tribulation (1:9; 2:22; 7:14).   

The sin of idolatry (2:14, 20; 9:20; 13:4, 12-15).   

Jesus executing judgement (2:16; 19:15).              

The various promises to the overcomers in the letters are also found in the New Creation. 

Food: 2:7, 22:2 

Temple: 3:12, 21:22 

Identification with the eternal city: 3:12, 21:2, 10 

A great name: 3:12, 22:4 

Eternal security: 3:5, 21:27 

Incorruptible clothing: 3:5, 19:7-8, 21:2, 9 

Share Christ’s power 2:26-27; 3:21; 22:5 

Will not taste the second death 2:11; 21:7-8. 

 

These connections mean that the same enemies that they face we face and the same 

encouragements they needed we need, and the same holiness and perseverance they had 

to exert we have to exert, and the same rewards they receive we will receive.   

 

The universality of the letters 

 

We have said that Branham was incorrect in making these 7 churches represent 7 ages, but 

can we say that what was written for the 7 churches is still relevant for us today?   



There are various arguments that says yes. 

Firstly, the word of God is relevant for all times and ages.  God applies timeless principles 

that are derived from his unchanging nature to the perpetual problems that result from the 

same enemy the devil, the same human fallenness and in the same fallen world.   

Secondly the fact that only 7 churches are mentioned when there were other known 

churches in this area indicates that 7 is not exhaustive but representative. 

Thirdly, at the end of each letter the invitation is for anyone who has an ear to decode the 

message, and it specifically says that it is a message for the churches not only the singular 

church being addressed. 

Fourthly, as we investigate the nature of the problems in each church we can see that they 

are not exclusive to the first century but apply to us as well.  In Ephesus was a doctrinally 

correct church that has had the benefit of the apostle’s direct ministry.  They hate false 

teaching and are able to discern truth from error but they are all head and no heart.  Their 

love is running at a low ebb and need to revive their first love.  The churches of Pergamum 

and Thyatira are churches that have diluted the gospel and been tolerant.  Sardis has the 

appearance of life with lots of people, activities, and other trappings but is in fact dead.  

Laodicea is lukewarm but externally rich.  And Philadelphia and Smyrna are small, 

insignificant persecuted churches who are being faithful in the middle of great difficulty.  

Although being a Reformed church we are most like Ephesus we are in need of looking into 

each church as a mirror to see ourselves there and see what Christ says of us.  These letters 

are a painful yet healing set of letters that Christ wrote in His love and zeal to make for 

Himself a perfect bride.  We long to look into the love letters of Christ to His churches.                   


