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What would Jesus say about our church?


——————————————————-

Dramatic Reading 


Anybody know anything about this Gospel Chapel?  I just got the job of building inspector and 
I was told there are a bunch of living stones being built into a holy temple to the Lord.  The first 
thing I was told to check was the temperature of the building — you know, some of these 
buildings are cold, some are lukewarm, but we’re looking for a hothouse - a building that 
encourages growth.  


Then I was supposed to check out the building materials - you know the standard ones, faith, 
hope and love.  But there’s also the strength of the materials - faithfulness and patient 
endurance.  Then there’s the layout of the place - you know, whether it’s able to be used 
effectively, whether it lives up to its purpose.


The things to look out for are cracks in the foundation, where false teaching or compromise 
has been eating away at the roots of the building.  As well, sometimes people try to throw up 
unplanned additions — adding to the building, yet weakening it.  


Then there’s the way the building stands up over time - are there flaws that make it sag here or 
there?  How does it stand up to the storms that beat against it?  There’s a lot to this business 
of inspecting churches.

——————————————————-


What would Jesus say about our church?  It’s both an intriguing and frightening question.  How 
would we stand up to a divine building inspection?  But it’s an analogy that breaks down - the 
building inspector is usually hired to find out what’s wrong with a building you’re wanting to 
buy.  Jesus is talking to his bride about issues in their marriage.  It’s a wonderful thing that 
Jesus judges with grace and mercy, but, as we see in these chapters of Revelation, he doesn’t 
pull any punches when speaking the truth about the situation.  


The Revelation of Jesus Christ, the last book in the New Testament, is a letter addressed to 
seven churches in western Turkey.  Back then they were located in the Roman province of Asia.      
Now when I say church, I mean church the way the first Christians outside of Jerusalem knew 
church.  We know that, in some cities, Christians met at dawn on Sunday morning at the edge 
of the city.  All the free people and as many slaves as could get there would attend.  But the 
church also met in homes — about twelve to twenty people — gathering there for worship and 
prayer, fellowship and teaching.  The leadership of the church in that city was made up of these 
house church leaders.


As well, they were living in a time when the pressure to accommodate to the Roman society 
around them was growing by leaps and bounds.  Every city had its share of gods and 
goddesses, all of which claimed some influence over the well-being of the city and its 
inhabitants.  Now, added to the list of local deities, the emperor in Rome was to be worshipped 
as well - a civil religion which mixed religious faith with patriotism.  At first the temples were 
built simply to the god of Rome.  In these cities that began a couple of hundred years before 
Jesus.  Now the cities competed for the privilege of building a temple to the current Caesar.
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The Jews had an exemption card for this civil religion.  Caesar had allowed them to simply 
declare their allegiance to the Empire, not to have to say Caesar is Lord and offer incense to 
him.  Now, there were significant minorities of Jews in each of the cities, and many of those 
who followed Jesus would have been of Jewish origin.  But the Jesus followers let Gentiles 
worship alongside Jews, and this drew the anger and repulsion of the rest of the Jewish 
population.  As well, the Jews were worried that a growing Christian community would threaten 
their exemption, which Caesar could annul at any time.


This society was maintained by a network of relationships between patrons and clients.  
Patrons were wealthy people who maintained their social status by sponsoring local business 
men and artisans.  These in turn would sponsor the working class  The workers would gather 
at their patron’s house in the morning, get their instructions for the day, and then go off to fulfill 
the contracts they’d been given.  


The picture went something like this, let’s say the governor wanted to do some road 
construction.  He would select one of his clients to get the contract.  That business man would 
give the jobs of cutting stone, hauling supplies, and building wayside inns to his clients.  Those 
patrons would give specific jobs to each of the sub-trades - all from among their clients.  So if 
you were a carpenter and wanted any work, you had to have a patron, hopefully one with good 
connections higher up. 


Now while many of those who followed Jesus were slaves, and they would be on the bottom of 
this pyramid, others were self-employed and some were wealthy.  Their livelihood depended on 
maintaining these social contacts.  But there was a major problem, patrons often hosted 
banquets for their clients.  Most of these banquets were in community halls and catered by the 
temples.  All the meat at these events was offered to idols.  


If you didn’t show up to these events you were insulting your patron and unlikely to get any 
business flowing your way.  If it was a banquet at the temple to Caesar, you would be offending 
Caesar.  It would be like a company CEO giving the camera the finger as it panned the 
audience during the singing of the national anthem at a hockey game; or like a German soldier 
failing to give the appropriate salute to Hitler during the Second World War.


These actions have major social consequences.  So the Jesus-followers in these cities were 
caught in a major conflict - they were choosing between making a living and keeping their faith.  
You can see how the pressure to at least accommodate their stance to minimize the 
consequences would be a temptation.  For slaves it could be a matter of life and death if they 
failed to obey their master for religious reasons.


So it’s into this caldron of confusion and mixed signals that John writes.  The temptations 
pulling at those in these churches were to accommodate, give in to the pressure, to try to avoid 
getting found out, or to simply divide their relationship with Jesus from their daily lives in 
society.  These temptations are not unfamiliar to us today, even if we don’t quite face the 
political pressures that our brothers and sisters in China or Pakistan face.


Over the next few Sundays we’re going to take a look at these churches, hoping to see where 
we ourselves resemble some of the failures or faithfulness of the churches in Asia.  We’ll have 
to stride jump some unknown historical references and tackle some Old Testament imagery, 
but these letters do have a lot to say to us today.


When Jesus addresses the church in Ephesus (the largest city of the seven and the economic 
hub of the area) he describes himself as “the one who holds the seven stars in his right hand, 
who walks among the seven golden lampstands.”  The Lord of the church is present among his 
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church in the various cities he mentions.  We know from the previous chapter that the stars 
represent the angels, or messengers, to the churches and the lampstand represent the 
churches themselves.  We know the church in the New Testament functioned with a team of 
pastors rather than a single leader, and so the star might represent the leadership team, or a 
particular prophet in the church that would be able to interpret the message to those gathered 
to hear the letter.


What Jesus’ emphasizes is that he is present with them, and he’s been paying attention to their 
actions.  “I know what you’ve been doing …”  That could either spell trouble or bring a 
commendation.  Jesus begins with a commendation - what the church was doing right was 
working hard, patiently enduring difficulties, testing teachers and discarding those who teach 
falsehood, and holding up, not growing weary, in identifying with and promoting Jesus.  


This is commendable because Ephesus was the home of the temple to the goddess Artemis - 
focused on fertility - one of the seven wonders of the ancient world.  They also had a major 
temple to the emperor.  The provincial proconsul or governor lived there.


But there is a major problem.  They’ve abandoned the initial love they felt for Jesus.  Having 
the initial lustre of love fade is nothing new.  Most of us have experienced it — Small 
kindnesses go undone; attention drifts; things get taken for granted; the special looks across 
the room get fewer and fewer.  That can happen in our relationship with Jesus as well.  


The invitation to the followers of Jesus in Ephesus was remember, repent, and act like you did 
when you first met Jesus.  

1) Remember, clear away the mental cobwebs and dust that have accumulated on the 

intimacy we used to have with Jesus.  Think back to what it was like when Jesus was all 
that mattered.  Keith Green once sang a song that went, “Replace the lamp of my first love, 
that burned with holy fear.”


2) Repent.  Stop the same old grind, get out of the rut and actually change our behaviour.  
Repentance is not just saying ‘sorry,’ it’s changing your direction.


3) Restart.  Jesus invites us into a renewed relationship with Himself.  


This is both a personal and a corporate invitation.  In other words, the invitation to remember, 
repent and restart is not simply to individuals, but to the group.  In John’s day the followers of 
Jesus were a tiny minority in a society build on another religion.  If Jesus were speaking to his 
church today, he would speak to the church in Saskatoon — not each of the denominations or 
groups within the city.  Jesus only has one bride and the current fragmented church is not his 
desire or doing.


As the church in Blaine Lake, what do we hear Jesus saying to us?  We’ve only looked at one 
of the seven churches.  But I suspect we might find a little of ourselves in each one.  Thankfully 
the evaluation of the churches is not all negative. 


And to the angel of the church in Smyrna write: These are the words of the first and the last, 
who was dead and came to life.  Here Jesus emphasizes that he is Lord of history, from 
creation to the final curtain call.  Jesus is the conqueror of death and grave, present in his 
church to give abundant life to all!  Smyrna needs to hear this assurance of life.  They are 
suffering the social and economic consequences of not bending on their allegiance to Jesus.  
The church is poor — they’ve not been able to make a decent living since everything depended 
on their public support for the emperor.  They’re also being target by the local Jewish 
congregation who are clearly making things worse for these followers of the Messiah, Jesus.  
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Jesus levels with the church — some of them are going to be going to prison, some were going 
to lose their lives because of their faith — but he offers them a crown of life and the assurance 
that whatever punishment awaits the wicked, it would not come near them.  


Faithfulness to Jesus is not a guarantee of prosperity and happiness.  For these believers and 
many of our brothers and sisters around the world, faithfulness to Jesus is very costly.  For you 
and I it is costly as well.  It will cost us anything that gets between us and pure love and loyalty 
to Jesus.  


How were these churches being squeezed into the mold of the culture around them?  The 
Church grew out of the root of Judaism, which in the Roman world was weird enough.  Now 
this group claims to follow a crucified Messiah - someone clearly a rebel against the empire in 
which they lived.  These believers could not swear allegiance to the country in which they lived.    
The privileges of citizenship were being taken away.  


In Canada’s Constitution, “Every individual is equal before and under the law and has the right 
to the equal protection and equal benefit of the law without discrimination and, in particular, 
without discrimination based on race, national or ethnic origin, colour, religion, sex, age or 
mental or physical disability.”  That’s a foundational belief for a pluralistic, secular democracy.   


The church in the Roman Empire lived in a time when one race dominated all others, allegiance 
to one religion was demanded of all, males dominated and essentially owned females, and 
where the rich could enslave the poor or conquered with the full backing of the state.  The 
church struggled with how to maintain faithful witness to Jesus as Lord of the world in the face 
of enormous pressure to compromise.  Yet in the end they transformed society, not through 
social or political power, but by a consistent expression of Christ’s love and care for others, 
especially those that society rejected.


The Church in Canada today struggles with how to maintain faithful witness to Jesus as Lord of 
the world in the face of its own history of abuse and corruption, the growing tribalism in North 
America (each region or group in society struggling against other regions or groups for political 
power), and the temptation to use the world’s means of influence to exert pressure on society.  
Trying to effect change in society without faith in Jesus is not a biblical avenue of influence.  
One of the key biblical truths is that human beings are helpless to recapture their God-given 
place in the world without Jesus.  Trying to get a secular society to adopt God’s values is like 
trying to drive a car without an engine.


For the church to participate with the Holy Spirit in influencing society, we have to do what the 
first Christians did.

1) We need to get our own house in order.  We need to recapture our first love — remember, 

repent and restart.

2) As followers of Jesus, we have to evidence to love and grace of Jesus towards one another 

and towards others.  We won’t be included in what the Holy Spirit is doing in our world until 
we’ve embraced and lived the first two commandments - love God and love others.


3) We need to remember that we may have to endure tremendous hardship as part of the cost 
of bearing faithful witness to Jesus.  Many of our brothers and sisters across the world are 
already experienced great tribulation because of their faithful witness to Jesus.


The book of Revelation is a political as well as a prophetic book.  As we travel through the 
book we’ll find it’s also a book full of worship.  For today, we’ve focused on what Jesus has to 
say to His bride, the church.  He speaks with honesty and love, longing for true love.  And each 
of us can accept his proposal and fall in love with Him again.
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