
Sermon 21: Revelation 3:14-22: Laodicea 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Laodicea is the worst of the 7 churches.  Unlike the church in Sardis who was dead but still 

had a small group who had kept their garments white, Laodicea was a church that had gone 

altogether bad.  There are no commendations for the church in Laodicea.  The Laodicean 

church it seems had taken on the characteristics of the town it was in.  Laodicea was the 

most important of the 3 towns in the Lycan valley.  The others were Colosse and Heirapolis.  

Laodicea was a wealthy town, when they were hit by an earthquake they turned down any 

government help and rebuilt themselves.  Rich citizens rebuilt many of the main features.  

Trading, transportation, banking and commerce were thriving in Laodicea.  They were self-

sufficient and well off.   

 

The church in Laodicea seems to have been infected by this attitude. They were self-assured 

and did not see their spiritual condition or need.  As a church they were in real danger of 

Christ rejecting them but they could not see their precarious position.  It appears that they 

have 3 main problems.  The first problem is one that we in the West face, affluenza!  We 

are sick from the excess offerings of our consumer society, we are addicts running around 

chasing our next fix in a self-absorbed fog.  One person defines it as, ‘an array of 

psychological maladies such as isolation, boredom, passivity and lack of motivation 

engendered in adults, teenagers and children by possession of their great wealth;’ ‘an 

unhappy condition of overload, debt, anxiety, and waste resulting from the dogged pursuit 

of more.’1  The Laodiceans were rich in worldly things but poor in spiritual things, in this way 

they are the opposite of those in Smyrna, ‘I know your tribulation and your poverty (but you 

are rich).  The second problem is one of compromise in order to have this ease.  We know 

that in every other town there was the problem of the synagogue, Emperor worship or 

idolatry associated with the trade guilds.  It appears that Laodicea has not maintained its 

purity and been persecuted but has gone with the flow and has soiled its garments and is in 

need of new white garments.  The third problem is the results of the first two, Laodicea 

have lost their witness, they are saltless salt.  Let’s see how Christ addresses this church. 

 

Christ’s names     

 

                                                        
1
 Johnson, p91.   



We know that Jesus reveals Himself in a relevant way to the needs of the various churches 

by the names He uses at the opening of each letter.  3:14, ‘"And to the angel of the church 

in Laodicea write: 'The words of the Amen, the faithful and true witness, the beginning of 

God's creation.’  Amen is a word for confirmation.  Here it is given to Christ as a name 

indicating how He is the fulfilment of all of God’s promises.  Everything is in Christ that we 

gain from salvation, but we see in Laodicea that Christ stands outside the church and 

knocks, He is the guest who comes with gifts but He is not in fellowship with this church 

because of their sin.  ‘Faithful and true witness’ is the next name.  This alludes to Christ 

being a witness even though it cost Him His life.  This is a reminder to us of our identity and 

purpose and the extent we must be willing to go in being a witness for Him.  Laodicea had 

failed in this regard and Christ reminds them of their duty by reminding them of what He is.  

‘The beginning of God’s creation’ has been taken by some to mean that Christ is the creator 

of our present universe.  However, I understand it to be a reference to fact that Christ is the 

beginning of the New Creation.  His resurrection from the dead is the very first part of the 

New Creation; every new birth is the power of the age to come invading this age.  I believe 

that Christ is showing the Laodiceans that this new age has dawned that this present age is 

passing away and to set their sights on the goal.   

 

Christ’s rebuke 

 

3:15-17, ‘"'I know your works: you are neither cold nor hot. Would that you were either cold 

or hot! 16 So, because you are lukewarm, and neither hot nor cold, I will spit you out of my 

mouth. 17 For you say, I am rich, I have prospered, and I need nothing, not realizing that 

you are wretched, pitiable, poor, blind, and naked.’  Laodicea for all its wealth did not have 

good drinking water.  Colosse and Heirapolis had natural sources of hot and cold, both were 

seen as positive, cold water refreshes and hot water was thought to heal.  Christ is not 

saying that either sin well, or serve well; be cold in sin or hot in zeal.  Just as muddy 

lukewarm waters of Laodicea were distasteful, Christ warns that He will spit them out of His 

mouth in revulsion.  This threat is of course similar to the one to Ephesus of removing the 

church’s lampstand.   

 

Christ reveals their attitude towards themselves in the words, ‘For you say.’  There is 

evaluation of themselves reveals that they think they are rich, perhaps they had a nice 

meeting place with a well-known preacher, with rousing singing, well dressed parishioners, 

etc.  Because the Christians had compromised with the trade guilds their businesses were 

doing well, perhaps due to their wealth they did not have widows that needed looking after.  

Or perhaps they thought they were spiritually rich.  Perhaps they had clever teachers who 

had big words borrowed from philosophy and were able to make pretty arguments and 

interest unbelievers because of their cleverness.  We don’t know, but whatever it was Christ 

calls it fool’s gold and tells them they need the gold He provides, the riches He gives. 

 

They have wrongly assessed their outward prosperity.  They may have been a large church, 

in the newspaper headlines with lots of visitors and important people coming along.  They 

were not growing due to a bold declaration of the truth, or because of a faithful witness, 



they are like the world and any growth is because of their accommodating the world not 

because the Lord was adding to their number daily.   

 

Their self-sufficiency has resulted in them forgetting their sinfulness and therefore their 

neediness and dependence upon God for grace.  ‘I need nothing’ are the words they are 

said to believe.  As sinners we have been forgiven but we still have a sinful nature that 

wages war against the Spirit, we still have a task bigger than us, and we still face an enemy 

stronger than us.  To say we need nothing is to think purely in worldly categories and not in 

terms of our spiritual needs.  The Laodiceans were self-made men who needed no outside 

help, this is the opposite of our position because of sin.  They probably didn’t even have a 

prayer meeting in their church.       

 

They have a false estimation of their spiritual position, growth and strength.   

 

Christ goes on to detail what they are really like.  ‘Wretched’ means miserable and 

distressed, and I am sure this would have been a surprise to the Laodiceans.  If you go to 

anyone who is trying to content themselves with worldly things they don’t realise that they 

are unhappy.  It is often the case that they are constantly numbed and distracted moving 

from one thrill to the next that they don’t stop to take stock and realise how very empty 

they actually are.  ‘Pitiable’ this is no doubt something that would have insulted their pride.  

They did not need anyone’s pity they could pull themselves out of their own troubles, it is 

not people’s pity but their praise the Laodiceans no doubt thought they should be receiving.  

‘Poor’ would surprise these Laodiceans due to their wealth and growth.  But Christ calls what 

we value by sinful judgement ‘fool’s gold.’  ‘Blind’ is a description that would have bitten, 

Laodicea had a famous eye salve, yet those who come from the town famous for this are 

blind to the truth of their need and condition.  ‘Naked’ would be another surprise especially 

as Laodicea was famous for its textiles, especially black wool.   

 

Christians who have given into the world are wretched, they do not have their joy and 

satisfaction in God and become slaves to addictions.  They are to be pitied not envied 

because they have exchanged God for His creation.  They are not rich but poor, not clever 

and sophisticated but blind, not fashionable but naked. 

 

Christ’s counsel 

 

V18, ‘I counsel you to buy from me gold refined by fire, so that you may be rich, and white 

garments so that you may clothe yourself and the shame of your nakedness may not be 

seen, and salve to anoint your eyes, so that you may see.’  Christ’s counsels this church.  He 

focuses on three things, money, clothing and eye salve.  True riches, true righteousness and 

true knowledge are the things He calls them to buy from Him.  The gold refined by fire is 

likely a faith purified by trial, especially the trial of persecution brought about by faithful 

witness, 1 Peter 1:6-8, ‘In this you rejoice, though now for a little while, if necessary, you 

have been grieved by various trials, 7 so that the tested genuineness of your faith---more 

precious than gold that perishes though it is tested by fire---may be found to result in praise 

and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ. 8 Though you have not seen him, you 



love him. Though you do not now see him, you believe in him and rejoice with joy that is 

inexpressible and filled with glory, 9 obtaining the outcome of your faith, the salvation of 

your souls.’  In this way Smyrna was rich where Laodicea were poor.  They were not 

wearing white garments but were naked like Adam and Eve.  Even in Sardis we see those 

who had white garments, but Laodicea had compromised with the world.  John does not 

mean that they were wearing blue jeans and T-shirts, but rather that they had participated 

in the idolatrous aspects of Roman culture.  In the OT shame was associated with idolatry, 

Ezek. 16:36, ‘Thus says the Lord GOD, Because your lust was poured out and your 

nakedness uncovered in your whorings with your lovers, and with all your abominable idols, 

and because of the blood of your children that you gave to them.’  We see likewise in 

Revelation that being clothed is being free from idolatry, 16:13-15, ‘And I saw, coming out 

of the mouth of the dragon and out of the mouth of the beast and out of the mouth of the 

false prophet, three unclean spirits like frogs. 14 For they are demonic spirits, performing 

signs, who go abroad to the kings of the whole world, to assemble them for battle on the 

great day of God the Almighty. 15 ("Behold, I am coming like a thief! Blessed is the one who 

stays awake, keeping his garments on, that he may not go about naked and be seen 

exposed!")’  The Laodiceans are being told that they are in the devil’s marching band, that 

they are following the pied piper.  They have been deceived by the demonic spirits are in 

danger of judgement.  They need salve to see because they are unaware of their 

predicament.   

 

Christ counsels them to buy from Him and not to provide for themselves.  What does Christ 

intend by ‘buy’?  It is the language of Is. 55:1-3, ‘"Come, everyone who thirsts, come to the 

waters; and he who has no money, come, buy and eat!  Come, buy wine and milk without 

money and without price.  Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread, and 

your labor for that which does not satisfy?  Listen diligently to me, and eat what is good, 

and delight yourselves in rich food.  Incline your ear, and come to me; hear, that your soul 

may live; and I will make with you an everlasting covenant, my steadfast, sure love for 

David.’  By this He means grace! 

 

Christ’s love 

 

V19, ‘Those whom I love, I reprove and discipline, so be zealous and repent.’  If we were in 

this church and we heard Christ’s words to us we would think that Christ hated us.  These 

are very important words in v19 because they remind this disobedient church that Christ 

loves them, that His hard words are for their good and not their destruction.  These hard 

words are words of loving rebuke not legal rejection.  This love is important to underline 

because when we are scolded by God for our sin we might think that even our repentance 

will be rejected.  When God gets a hold of us by His Spirit and we are convinced of His holy 

revulsion at our sins we may wrongly conclude that we are not welcome when we repent. 

 

Christ calls these apathetic and slothful Christians to zealous repentance.  They have been 

living in a haze where their consciences have been anaesthetised; they have been slow to 

their obedience.  Christ calls upon them to heartily turn from sin, to invest all of themselves 

in a whole souled rejection of sin and turning from it.  All of their blessings depend upon this 



action.  They have coddled sin, they have had an affair with sin, they cannot keep their sin 

and Christ, they must put their sin away from them.   

 

Christ’s invitation 

  

V20, ‘Behold, I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I 

will come in to him and eat with him, and he with me.’  Here is the promise of restored 

fellowship with any who repent.  This is not an evangelistic text that opens a door for the 

revivalistic methodology of asking Jesus into your heart.  This church has grieved Christ He 

has withdrawn His manifest presence and blessing and invites them to put away their lovers 

and renew their commitment to Him.  He is standing at the door and knocking making the 

offer for renewed fellowship.  This picture reminds us of a section from Song of Solomon 

5:2, ‘I slept, but my heart was awake.  A sound! My beloved is knocking.  "Open to me, my 

sister, my love, my dove, my perfect one, for my head is wet with dew, my locks with the 

drops of the night."’  In this song the bride does not rise but makes excuses, 5:3, ‘I had put 

off my garment; how could I put it on?  I had bathed my feet; how could I soil them?’  the 

bridegroom turns the door handle and this stirs the bride to get up and open the door, but 

He is gone and when she ventures into the night to find him she is beaten, 5:4-7, ‘My 

beloved put his hand to the latch, and my heart was thrilled within me.  I arose to open to 

my beloved, and my hands dripped with myrrh, my fingers with liquid myrrh, on the handles 

of the bolt.  I opened to my beloved, but my beloved had turned and gone.  My soul failed 

me when he spoke.  I sought him, but found him not; I called him, but he gave no answer.  

The watchmen found me as they went about in the city; they beat me, they bruised me, 

they took away my veil, those watchmen of the walls.’  If this is the portion alluded to by 

Christ it is an urgent request to open and not delay.  If there are any who are playing with 

the world, repent and renew fellowship with Christ.  The fellowship meal reminds us of the 

Lord’s Supper where we expect to encounter Christ by His Spirit.     

 

Christ’s promises 

 

V21-22, ‘The one who conquers, I will grant him to sit with me on my throne, as I also 

conquered and sat down with my Father on his throne. 22 He who has an ear, let him hear 

what the Spirit says to the churches.'"’  This promise of sharing Christ’s authority to rule 

over the nations is explained later in Rev. 20:4, ‘Then I saw thrones, and seated on them 

were those to whom the authority to judge was committed. Also I saw the souls of those 

who had been beheaded for the testimony of Jesus and for the word of God, and those who 

had not worshiped the beast or its image and had not received its mark on their foreheads 

or their hands. They came to life and reigned with Christ for a thousand years.’  I will not do 

an exegesis of this text now but let it stand that those who die due to faithful witness, the 

opposite of what the Laodiceans are doing will reign with Christ.  I believe that this is a call 

to die in faithful witness if necessary.   

 

And so we come to an end of Christ’[s words to the churches.  You will notice that each 

letter ends in the same way, the Spirit is speaking to all the churches.  If there is anything in 



any one of the letters that is true of us, the remedy is the same for all.  Christ only has one 

rule for all His churches.   

 

   

        


