Revelation 2:18-29 – Thyatira

What might be surprising to us is that Thyatira was the smallest of the seven cities of Asia addressed in Revelation, yet the message to this church is the longest of the seven.  It would appear that Christ does not commit verbiage based on counting “nickels and noses”.

We do know that Thyatira had good reason to be loyal to the emperor.  During the reign of Augustus [this is the same Augustus who ordered the census that required Mary and Joseph to go to Bethlehem], Thyatira was damaged by an earthquake and rebuilt with Roman help.  But - there did not appear to be any temple there in New Testament times for acknowledging the Roman emperor as deity – a sharp contrast to other cites of the seven churches we’ve studied so far.

Thyatira did have a temple to Apollo Timnius (or sometimes Trymneas), the city’s patron deity, the son of Zeus – head of the Greek pantheon of gods (see overhead slide).  On the overhead is another seal.  The titles given to the god Apollo Timnius associate him with the power of the sun.  In the overhead shown here, the god stands on the right, holding an ax, which indicates power in war, and shaking hands with the Roman emperor.  We’ll see in just a bit why this “son of the chief of the gods” is an important item to note for this passage.

Very important to a full understanding this passage of Scripture is this: Thyatira was a city of craftsmen and merchants and numerous trade guilds.  First century coins from Thyatira present industries like cloth dyeing, garment-making, pottery making, and brass-working, among others.  Membership in these guilds was not mandatory, but Christians had trouble getting work or selling goods without membership. For Christians, the problem with guilds was that guild members at Thyatira had meals together, typically about once a month, often held in pagan temples.  These meetings began and ended with sacrifices to the pagan gods.  This was the pagan equivalent of an invocation and benediction.  Meals consisted of food sacrificed to idols which were right there.  After the meals, the guild meeting often included orgies and temple rituals
.

We don’t know exactly how the church in Thyatira was started, but there are at least 3 possibilities: 1) Perhaps Lydia had some influence in bringing the faith to Thyatira, or…

2) Someone from that area was brought to Christ on the day of Pentecost as told in Acts 2:9 and following, or 3) as Acts 19:10 tells us, “Paul and his companions preaching the gospel for 2 years, so that all who lived in Asia heard the word of the Lord, both Jews and Greeks” - and maybe all three influences helped found the church.
The reference to Christ as the "Son of God, whose eyes are like blazing fire and whose feet are like burnished bronze," was a familiar image to those who labored in foundries with their flaming furnaces that cast a golden glow on their bodies as they worked.  It was also familiar with others at Thyatira who watched them in their fascinating trade.  Also, bronze items had been used in the Jewish temple, representing judgment.

18 "And to the angel of the church in Thyatira write: The Son of God, who has eyes like a flame of fire, and His feet are like burnished bronze, says this: 

There are two important things to note about this verse.  This is the only preface to the message to any of the churches that makes claim to a title from outside of what was shown in Revelation chapter 1, and is a specific claim to Christ’s position as the 2nd person of the Trinity.  Given that the primary deity of Thyatira was known as the “a son of the chief of the gods”, it is very relevant that Christ would present Himself as “the Son of God”.  The Greek most literally means “the Son of the God”.  This places Christ in comparison, and even more, in contrast to the pagan patron deity of Thyatira.  This title states the character of God as singularly supreme, in contrast to  simply being one god among the pantheon of Greek gods.

The rest of this preface refers to flames and to feet like burnished bronze. Given that the craft of bronzeworking was well-known among the guilds at Thyatira, Christ’s having flaming eyes and feet as burnished bronze would connect very well with the church at Thyatira – don’t you think?  These would be word pictures that would be very understandable to them.  Those with an understanding of the Old Testament would see bronze as having to do with the bronze items in the temple relating to judgment.

19 "I know your deeds, and your love and faith and service and perseverance, and that your deeds of late are greater than at first.

In the Greek, there is a definite article in front of most of the nouns in this verse - even in front of the relative adjective “greater”.  As we’ve come to see in the prior messages, Christ tells what He knows.  Look at the list of things that Christ acknowledges! Deeds or works! Love! Faith! Service! Perseverance! Deeds abounding more and more! 

This is as much as or more than is acknowledged for any other church.  Beyond that, what was said was pretty basic and uncomplicated and positive.  There’s not too much trouble understanding this!  If this was all that was said, wouldn’t you think that this church was in pretty good shape?  But we need to look a bit further – we have ten verses left to go, and the next one doesn’t start out so good.

20 "But I have this against you, that you tolerate the woman Jezebel, who calls herself a prophetess, and she teaches and leads My bond-servants astray so that they commit acts of immorality and eat things sacrificed to idols.

Note that the problem was that the church at Thyatira tolerated the woman Jezebel.  These days we’re being given a message of tolerance, aren’t we?  Perhaps you’ve even been told that tolerance is a Christian virtue.  While we are to bear up under trials and personal affront and loss, and we are to live out Christ’s love by His life in place of our own, this and a great many other passages make it clear that we are not to tolerate immorality and false teachings within the church.  

Now it is critical to note that we are called in Scripture to separate from deliberate false teaching and willful immorality, and to do that we must know and understand God’s word
.  But this is not total isolation.  This also does not mean we do not love these people.  In fact, we do this because the Lord of Glory loved us first, and we love Him in return – and are sharers in His glory.  We love those within the church – who are also sharers in His glory.  We also are to love the false teachers and the immoral – whom Christ is calling to repent, and we are to love those who need to see Christ’s life lived out clearly and in contrast to this world and to the flesh.

If we must separate, our every hope and prayer and contact and communication with those who were among the church, but from whom we have separated because they are willfully false and immoral, is that they might repent and be restored to fellowship!  It is because of love and Christ’s glory that we separate in a godly way!

Christ says to the church at Thyatira that He holds against them that they tolerate the woman Jezebel, who calls herself a prophetess – which was a valid position for a woman in the New Testament church, based on Acts 21:8, 9, though rapidly fading in its purpose, since the New Testament was being completed with the writing of this book.  She also teaches, which was not biblical if she was teaching men, which it seems that she was – based on I Timothy 2:12-14.  She likewise leads Christ’s bond-servants astray (which was definitely unbiblical).  The Greek word translated ‘astray’ means “to cause others to wander about”.  The result was that they commit acts of immorality - this kind of tolerance is not a virtue - and eat things sacrificed to idols.

These were very much the same problems that the teachings of Balaam had produced in Pergamum – the church we looked at last week.  Now, I believe we should take the book of Revelation literally unless the character and context indicates otherwise.  As we’ve said here: If the plain sense makes sense – seek no other sense.  Jezebel, on the basis of context and character, appears to be a nickname for a literal woman of Thyatira who was doing what Jezebel had done centuries before.  There are good reasons to see Jezebel’s name as picturing a perpetrator of evil based on the real evil queen of Israel more than eight centuries earlier.  

So… what was the original Jezebel like, according to the Old Testament record?

1 Kings 16:31-33
It came about, as though it had been a trivial thing for him to walk in the sins of Jeroboam the son of Nebat, that he married Jezebel the daughter of Ethbaal king of the Sidonians, and went to serve Baal and worshiped him. So he erected an altar for Baal in the house of Baal which he built in Samaria. Ahab also made the Asherah. Thus Ahab did more to provoke the Lord God of Israel than all the kings of Israel who were before him. 

2 Kings 9:22, quoting Jeru saying to Jezebel’s son Joram

"What peace, so long as the harlotries of your mother Jezebel and her witchcrafts are so many?"

Now Jezebel was not a Greek name, and the Jewish presence in Thyatira was not strong – Greek culture was.   The behaviors described here in Revelation are typical of the craft guild meetings held in the Greek temples.  It appears that Christ is using the name Jezebel as a true to form Old Testament characterization of the seduction to false gods and infestation of immorality in the church of Thyatira.  

21 "I gave her time to repent, and she does not want to repent of her immorality"

This aspect of the Lord’s mercy is one that perhaps causes many questions – or may even drive us to distraction.  Why did the Lord wait well over a century to destroy mankind before the flood in Noah’s time, when the thoughts of men were only evil continually?  Why did the Lord wait hundreds of years to take the Jews into the promised land to wipe out the Canaanites – when the Canaanites had been evil for centuries?  Why does the Lord allow bad people to go on and on and on?  It is because He wants to give them time to repent! Because He is merciful!

Even what we will read in chapters 6 through 19 of Rev will convey the unbelievably persistent defiance and willful evils of mankind in the face of the wrath of God which is unprecedented in its severity but entirely justified.  We might even wonder why God still gives them seven years!  We might wonder why He doesn’t just wipe them out right then and there.  The answer lies in that, while God is righteous and holy, He is also merciful.  The Old Testament tells us 41 times that His mercy endures forever!  Considering the unspeakable evils and resolute stubbornness that mankind has shown, that His mercy endures forever is simply amazing, but biblical!

22 "Behold, I will throw her on a bed of sickness, and those who commit adultery with her into great tribulation, unless they repent of her deeds. 23 "And I will kill her children with pestilence, and all the churches will know that I am He who searches the minds and hearts; and I will give to each one of you according to your deeds."
The Lord is saying that the consequences of sin will be definite and severe.  There will be direct and personal consequences for this woman who is here nicknamed Jezebel because of her spiritual and moral character.  Her bed of harlotries would become her bed of sickness.  The Greek word translated as ‘throw’ = ballo, which is the same word as was used with Smyrna: “…the devil will throw some of you into prison”.  So there will be severe consequences for those who join with her directly.  And those who are her spiritual and philosophical offspring will suffer consequences as well: as 2 Kings 9 tells us - Jezebel’s son was killed.  There is an offer to withhold these consequences if they will repent, consistent with the Lord’s mercy.  The phrase “great tribulation” does not refer to “The Great Tribulation” which we will be studying in Revelation chapters 6-19, but to times of great trouble for those in the church who willfully remain in the mindset, philosophy and practices of Jezebel.  

Take note of the message from Christ that “all the churches will know that I am He who searches the minds and hearts”.  The consequences will be of such severity that all the churches will know of Christ’s character.  Are we not being told this now in this church, some 1900 years later, and a hemisphere apart?  Are we not one of those churches Christ mentions?

But there are some critical insights hidden in the Greek in this verse that are not apparent in the English translation: 

· The statement “I AM” in this verse is identical in its Greek structure to those places in the Gospel of John where Christ says “I AM”, and it is taken there as a claim to deity.  

· It is precisely the same as the Greek version of the Old Testament where the Lord says to Moses from the burning bush, “tell them “I AM” has sent you”.

· The word translated “searches” is used in Greek legal documents of the time with the meaning to “conduct a legal investigation”.

What is translated “the minds and hearts” in English is literally in the Greek “the kidneys and hearts”.  There are 2 reasons why the use of these words is significant:  1) to the ancient middle eastern mind, the kidneys and heart were the seat of the emotions and of the mind, and 2) in pagan culture, the pagan priest would sacrifice an animal, and examine the innards to get prophetic insights for the people.  Christ is saying that He is “The One” [and not the pagan priests] who does this examining, only He is not examining animal innards but the depths of human beings.

The entire system of pagan priests, animal sacrifices, examining the innards for prophetic purposes, and offering the animal to the pagan idols is swept away by who Christ uniquely is and what He uniquely does!  Whatever systems we human beings have come to take comfort in that is based in man – mankind’s efforts, mankind’s philosophies, and mankind’s schemes both personal and societal – are swept away by Who Christ is.  Have you discovered that truth in your own life?  His life instead of ours?  Have you found that all the things that this world tries to sell you promising fulfillment do not hold a dim candle to the glory of Christ in your life and mine?  In place of your life and mine?  Have you discovered that the future that this world’s “priests” read by their own imaginings do not stack up in the least to the future the Lord has for us?

Then lovingly, mercifully, encouragingly our Lord says to the saints at Thyatira…

24 "But I say to you, the rest who are in Thyatira, who do not hold this teaching, who have not known the deep things of Satan, as they call them -- I place no other burden on you. 25 "Nevertheless what you have, hold fast until I come. 

This message is for the rest, for those who did not fall for the siren song of the woman Jezebel, who did not fall for the seductions of the culture, and  who saw Christ as their life.  It was they who could look forward to His coming.  They had nothing to fear and everything to look forward to when Christ would come.  

Remember that there were 3 Satanic Strategies revealed in the messages to these 7 churches (see text box to the left).  The appeal in Thyatira was to the Greek ‘mystery’ religions.  These Greek ‘mystery’ religions appealed to deeper things – deeper understandings, insights, and knowledge.  Christ characterizes them as the “deep things of Satan”.  What the woman Jezebel was offering, and we have the same things offered today, were called “deep things”.  The word known in this verse is sometimes used of sexual experience.  We know from other writings that these people said that you had to experience evil in order to have deep insights into the good things of God.  Christ calls these kinds of “deep things” the “deep things of Satan”, the father of lies.  The flesh has nothing to contribute to our life in Christ!  

The appeal by Christ to hold fast in this verse is the same word He uses to describe how He holds the seven stars – the messengers - in His right hand: tightly.
26 "He who overcomes, and he who keeps My deeds until the end, to him I will give authority over the nations; 27 and he shall rule them with a rod of iron, as the vessels of the potter are broken to pieces, as I also have received authority from My Father; 28 and I will give him the morning star. 29 "He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.'
To every one who is an overcomer – who stands on what Christ has done, [and notice Christ refers to His deeds] there is a promise:

· He will rule with and under Christ in the New Millennium.

· “to rule” in verse 27 is the Greek word that means to ‘shepherd’ or ‘pastor’.

· This is quoted from Isaiah 30:14, with similarities to Psalm chapter 2, which is all about Christ’s overcoming at the end of the Tribulation and ruling into the New Millennium, as described in brief in Revelation chapter 20.

You can imagine the pottery workers guild in Thyatira, proud of every piece they’ve made and sold, and depending upon their joint participation in the pagan practices of that guild for their livelihood.  Imagine those proud and dedicated potters hearing of shattered pottery as a picture of the reign of Christ on the earth.  It must have given them either great distress to hear this – or great encouragement – if they would turn and place their hope in Christ as their life.  We have that same profound choice of dependence to make don’t we?  We either depend foolishly upon what we generate by our own lives and efforts and schemes, or we come to recognize Who Christ is and what He has done and that we will find life in Him or none at all.

The last promise in this message is, “Christ will give them the morning star”.  In Revelation 22:16 we read, "I, Jesus, have sent My angel [messenger] to testify to you these things for the churches. I am the root and the descendant of David, the bright morning star."  We are invited to share in His triumph and glory.

Whatever became of the church in the city of Thyatira?  Here is “the rest of the story”:

In ancient writings outside of Scripture it is recorded that the church of Thyatira went charismatic about a half century later, following the unbiblical teachings of a self-proclaimed prophet named Montanus and his two prophetesses Prisca and Maximilla.  Apparently the folks at Thyatira hadn’t learned enough about self-proclaimed prophets and prophetesses.  But within a century of the writing of the book of Revelation, the church at Thyatira died out altogether. 

The Lord desires for us to behold Him, and walk with Him, and grow in the knowledge and grace of Him - which is exactly why the Lord says, “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.”
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� Thyatira is mentioned one other time in the New Testament, in Acts 16.  It mentions a lady named Lydia, from Thyatira, a trader in purple goods who was brought into a relationship with the Lord at Philippi.  Dr. Luke records this for us in Acts 16:13-14, “And on the Sabbath day we went outside the gate to a riverside, where we were supposing that there would be a place of prayer; and we sat down and began speaking to the women who had assembled.   A woman named Lydia, from the city of Thyatira, a seller of purple fabrics, a worshiper of God, was listening; and the Lord opened her heart to respond to the things spoken by Paul.”  Since Acts tells us that Lydia was a “worshipper of God” before she believed in Christ, she was possibly of Jewish background.  Apparently she had moved to Philippi to promote the purple trade in Macedonia.  Perhaps she found selling the goods elsewhere better than participating in the guilds in Thyatira.  Plus, it was legal and common for a woman in Philippi and Thessalonika to own their own business, but not so easily in Thyatira.





� See supplemental item 08 Biblical Separation.
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