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This morning we continue in our Scripture readings from Revelation 2 and 3.  We will address the fourth message—the fourth message of seven—to seven congregations in Asia Minor, what is now present-day Turkey, at the end of the first-century A.D.  These messages are spoken in the name of Jesus through a pastor named John.  John was a common name in the first century as it is today.  Nowhere does this pastor named John claim to be John, the son of Zebedee, one of the initial followers of Jesus.  Nowhere does this John give any direct indication of the words of Jesus that we know from the Gospels (the words of Jesus in Revelation have no direct tie to any of the words we find in the Gospels).  And at one point in Revelation, the writer speaks of the twelve apostles as a “them” rather than “us” (Rev. 21: 13).  Finally, although in church tradition this book is often attributed to the John the son of Zebedee, even this attribution was questioned from early on.  Here’s my take: the book was written by a man named John.  He does not claim to be any more than a pastor who was away from his congregations and who longed for their welfare in a difficult time.  Like the prophets of the Old Testament, he has a word from the Lord…“thus saith the Lord.”  Here is the Lord’s word to one of the seven churches under the care of this pastor John.

Revelation 2:18-28

18 “And to the angel of the church in Thyatira write: These are the words of the Son of God, who has eyes like a flame of fire, and whose feet are like burnished bronze:

· Angel: the spirit of the congregation (standard patterns of these seven messages)

· Description of Jesus (standard pattern of these seven messages)

· Eyes: clear, alive, focused

· Feet: Strong feet like the line from the old Nancy Sinatra song: “These boots are made for walking”

Then comes an observation by Jesus of on what is happening in the congregation (again, a standard pattern):

19 “I know your works—your love, faith, service, and patient endurance. I know that your last works are greater than the first.

· Commendation: You are improving.  Your latest works or ministry is better than your first.  You have not stayed the same but you have improved.  That’s a theme we will come back to.

As with five of these seven message, there then comes a “but” or a “nevertheless” or a “qualification.”

20 But I have this against you: you tolerate that woman Jezebel, who calls herself a prophet and is teaching and beguiling my servants to practice fornication and to eat food sacrificed to idols. 21 I gave her time to repent, but she refuses to repent of her fornication. 22 Beware, I am throwing her on a bed, and those who commit adultery with her I am throwing into great distress, unless they repent of her doings; 23 and I will strike her children dead. And all the churches will know that I am the one who searches minds and hearts, and I will give to each of you as your works deserve. 

· Division within the church led by woman leader who is given the name “Jezebel,” which, of course, is not her name.

· Jezebel: Old Testament story of a queen, a non-Israelite wife of King Ahab, who promotes a different religious faith than to the God of Abraham and Moses.  She was confronted by the prophet Elijah.  “Jezebel” is not a complimentary designation!

· The use of name “Jezebel” is a dehumanizing tactic.  One of the standard responses in conflicts is to label our enemy, so that we do not have to see them as one made “in the image of God.”  We have, of course, ethnic slurs (and you know some of those words).  Ethnic slurs obscure that we are dealing with another who is made in the “image of God.”  And, then during war time, we came up with labels that help sustain the antagonism against the enemy: Japanese become “Nips,” Germans become “Krauts,” Vietnamese become “Charlie” or “gooks,” Iraqis become “rag heads.”

· “Labeling,” is troublesome…but perhaps the conflict had risen to such a level that it is warranted.  However, I find this part of the text most troubling, particularly as I contrast it with a recent meeting of your Session.  We had a three hour meeting simply to deliberate on the 2007 budget.  There was considerable disagreement.  However, what strikes me as I look back was the tone of the disagreement.  There was careful attention to not label each other.  There were regular expressions of what “I” the speaker thought and felt rather than saying “I know what you are thinking” (how arrogant to claim we can be “inside” someone else’s mind) or even “I know what they will say.”  In fact, I am not sure I recall our elders choosing to differ so openly and so respectfully.  We had multiple votes that broke almost evenly, 11 to 9 at times. It reminded me of an old phrase from the English Parliament.  You may know that political party in power is known as “Her Majesty’s Government.”  The party not in power designates themselves as “Her Majesty’s Loyal Opposition.”  Her Majesty’s—they belong.  And then “loyal opposition;” not destructive or hateful or disparaging opposition.  That’s what I saw this past Monday night.

So what was the conflict in Thyatira?  

· The conflict in Thyatira:

· Fornication/adultery: these are Old Testament metaphors for infidelity to God.  In other words, the charge against this prophetess and her followers is not so much sexual license but rather about loyalty and fidelity in the service to God.

· Particular example: food sacrificed to idols.

· 1st Century: The practice of animal sacrifice was a part of religious practices in those days—there had been sacrifices in the Temple in Jerusalem; other religions did the same.  Animal sacrifice was part of religious practices “across the board.”   Indeed, one reason that Christians may not seem to be “religious” is because they did not practice any kind of animal sacrifice.  In the temple practices in ancient times what was sacrificed was the parts that no one ate: some of the internal organs, the blood, and so forth.  And the temple had a side business of selling the meat, the edible parts of the sacrifice: steak, ham, ribs, and so forth.  And the governing consciousness of people was to eat this meat was to participate in the religious significance of the sacrifice.  So, in the local Bi-Lo, Harris Teeter, or Food Lion, the best cuts of meat came from the temple.  Rather than a concern about whether there was a USDA stamp, the concern was rather about from what god or goddess will I be getting some “nutrition.”  Big challenge—get a little from Ares or Mars, the god of war.  Long weekend—maybe little Aphrodite or Venus?  So what’s a Christian to do in the grocery store, who does not put any credence in these gods and goddesses?

· Some forty years before this book of Revelation, the apostle Paul dealt with this issue in one of his letters.  Paul acknowledges that the gods worshipped in the temples are not true gods.  And so a Christian should be able to buy the meat and not get caught up in the religious significance.  However, says Paul, if your buying the meat is threatening to the faith of others or to your own, then don’t buy it.  In other words, your buying it may be setting a poor example for someone who still wonders if that meat is connected to real gods.  Your actions may also be shaping you in way that is hurtful. Paul’s take is that we have to be aware of how our actions, even benign actions affect others and ourselves.

· Now forty years later, John, the pastor and writer of these messages, hears the risen Jesus saying something different: there can be no allowances here.  The temptation to participate in the culture and the religious practices of the day are so great that Christians have to step back away from this.  For John, these practices lead to ruin.

· So, here’s the divide.  Paul is cautious.  John is adamant.  Paul is willing to consider it.  John is absolute.  The times of each are different.  Perhaps some self exposition would be helpful.  I grew up into adolescence just after the 1960’s.  I was part of generation that said we could drink, smoke, cuss, party, argue, as well as anyone else, along with being Christian.  I went to a college that basically had no rules beyond “Do no harm.”  One of our my alma mater’s claim to fame was that the script writers of Animal House, the movie, were graduates of my college or drew their storyline from events there.  In that movie, the people with brains, heart, compassion, and loyalty are those that party.  It is the establishment that is crooked, hypocritical, stupid, sadistic, and cruel.  Which would you want to be?  Today I am not sure the battle is to show that we are like the culture around us.  We have won that battle: church leaders are caught up in scandals as juicy as any of those coming in the political or entertainment fields…our lifestyles are not particularly different from the reigning culture, so the divorce rate, for example, among Christians is not particularly lower than non-Christians…we change our schedule to accommodate the Super Bowl (who’s in charge?)…College booster clubs and season ticket rights have higher financial expectations of their members than the church does.  Do we know who we are outside of the culture in which we live?  That is at least one challenge that John has for those who hang with Jezebel, with those who want to accommodate to the world. (But let’s finish the message)

24 But to the rest of you in Thyatira, who do not hold this teaching, who have not learned what some call ‘the deep things of Satan,’ to you I say, I do not lay on you any other burden; 25 only hold fast to what you have until I come. 26 To everyone who conquers and continues to do my works to the end,

I will give authority over the nations;

27 to rule them with an iron rod,

as when clay pots are shattered—

28 even as I also received authority from my Father. To the one who conquers I will also give the morning star. 29 Let anyone who has an ear listen to what the Spirit is saying to the churches.
· Encouragement for those who are not caught up in the teaching of Jezebel

· “Deep things of Satan”—probably a reference to the teaching of this prophetess and her followers.  It sounds like they are playing the game of “We have the secret…come join us to find out.” 

· Promise

· Authority over the nations: a release from the dominion of this world

· Morning star: the planet Venus in the sky.  Roman legions used the symbol of the Venus—they conquered the world.  Here, like in the first message to the church in Ephesus, there is likely a contrast between Roman rule and Christ’ rule.  You may recall that Emperor Domitian had a coin minted with a picture of his son holding seven stars.   The coin was saying: I, and my family, control the seven stars.  The risen Jesus who speaks to the church in Ephesus held the seven stars—a denial to the claim of Domitian, the ruling Emperor.  Recall this emperor wanted to be addressed as Lord and Sovereign. So, likewise, the morning star is not in the hand of Domitian but in the hand of Jesus.

There are certainly more details, but what was the Spirit saying to the church of Thyatira?  In the midst of all the details, some of which I have addressed, other of which I let pass by, here is the central message to the church of Thyatira:  Your later works are greater than your first works.  Your ministry is doing better.  It is not about doing the same thing that you did in the past.  There is change, improvement, development.  How does that fit at Oakland?  Once again, the church staff is putting the finishing touches on the annual report from church leaders and church staff.  It will go out a week from now.  Every year when I read that annual report, I am amazed by the energy and vitality that goes on and of which I am a spectator…or perhaps a cheerleader.  I can’t keep up with how members step up to care for each other during crises, how our facilities that need constant attention are better in some areas than they were before, how new members have joined in and given us new eyes and new ideas, how committees (something we like to whine about) actually get ministry done…and how we have legacy from those who have gone before us.

Are our later works greater than our first?   Some are…and some are not.  The challenge is not to rest on what we have done but to see what we may yet do in ministry.  And the caution is that we will not get there by being like the culture around us.  We live in a time when the establishment is governed by what works, by what is popular, by what entertains.  Jezebel is not your neighbor…Jezebel is in the mirror that we see ourselves each morning.

Last fall as we stood amazed at the Amish people as they banded together in the light of the tragic shooting of those school girls, we were amazed at their community spirit…their commitment to forgiveness…their capacity to look at this tragedy with eyes open to the work of God.  How did they come by those amazing characteristics?  In part…if not in whole…it is because they knew who they were in distinction from the world around them.

Today we had bagpipes, not your typical instrument.  And a guy dressed in skirt…not your typical dress.  And all those plaids: a marker of being a distinct group, a clan, a family.  Our heritage reminds us that we are distinct.
Each of the past few Sundays, I have tried to narrow down the text to a question.  What is the Spirit asking of us? Here is the question the Spirit is asking: How are my distinctions making my works, my ministry, greater than my first works or ministry?  “Let anyone who has an ear listen to what the Spirit is saying to the churches.”
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