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  The Seven Cities of Revelation


  
    
Getting the Most Out of Seven Letters to Seven Churches



    What if Jesus would write a letter to your church? What would he say about your leaders and your worship? What attitudes or failures would he expose—and what would he praise? What if he laid out the options for the future of your church?


    If we had a letter like that, we would have no trouble moving in the right direction or in a new direction. We would say, “This is what Jesus wants our church to do or to be,” and we would pursue that goal with all our energy and resources. Or would we? Would it really make any difference if Jesus spoke directly to us as a body of believers?


    There’s a way to tell how you would respond to a letter from Jesus—look how you respond to the letters he has already written to seven first-century churches. What’s so intriguing about these churches is that you can find examples of every one of them in the community where you live. These churches exist in every city, in every rural township. They have different names and align with different denominations, but they are around, and Jesus is speaking to them. The church you attend or help to lead, or the church that sponsors your small group, is one of these seven churches!


    More than that, these kinds of Christians are in every church. As you study these letters, you will find yourself! You will probably find aspects of your church or yourself in every church addressed here, but one will fit too well to be coincidence. Listen especially closely to that letter—and be prepared to respond with obedience to what Jesus says.


    But there is more here than just direction for the church or adjustment for you personally. Each first-century church functioned in a larger community. It was like a torch, a lamp, shining God’s light into a spiritually dark world. Each congregation was a mission outpost rescuing the lost and healing the wounded. Jesus was very concerned about that part of their calling.


    Were these Christians outwardly focused, seeking to make followers of Jesus, or was all their energy focused on their own needs? Some of the churches were effective at missional ­living—living like missionaries in a drifting culture—and some didn’t have a clue.


    As we study these churches, we will ask some hard questions of ourselves, our leaders, and the Lord. Jesus will be pointedly honest with us. Whether we respond with a yawn or with a ­renewed pursuit of obedience will be up to us. The changes will not be easy; the rewards will be eternal.


    Suggestions for Individual Study


    1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.


    2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.


    3. Each study deals with a particular passage so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.


    4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where, and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.


    Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.


    5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names, or places.


    6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.


    7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.


    Suggestions for Members of a Group Study


    1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.


    2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.


    3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses that are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in in-depth study on equal ground.


    4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.


    When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.


    5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.


    6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.


    7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.


    8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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The Lord Who Speaks


    Revelation 1:9-20


    I don’t get many letters these days. I get emails, text messages, and electronic documents, but rarely a handwritten, pen-and-paper letter. I save the good ones, those that encourage or bless me. I tuck them into books in my library and put them into folders that I will come across again in the course of life. Then I get to read them again and feel loved and blessed once more by their words.


    GROUP DISCUSSION. Tell the group about a significant letter you have received and why it meant so much to you.


    PERSONAL REFLECTION. Who do you need to write a letter of love or encouragement to? Who would you like to receive such a letter from?


    Revelation 2–3 records seven letters written by Jesus to seven churches. It must have been a thrill for an early church congregation to receive a letter from the apostles Paul, Peter, or James, but here were letters from Jesus himself. And we all get to read everyone else’s mail! The letters were sent not just to one church but to all seven churches, and then to every church for two thousand years. Each letter closes with a call for all the churches to hear what the Spirit is saying.


    The letters were composed by Jesus but were written down by the apostle John, one of Jesus’ closest followers during his earthly ministry. John was an old man by this time, sent into exile to the prison island of Pátmos. The Roman emperor Domitian sent John there because of John’s leadership role in the early Christian community. The pagan emperor hoped John would die in that gulag, but God had other plans. While on the island, John was given an astonishing vision of God’s final victory over evil and sin. It all began with a majestic vision of Jesus in his glory. Read Revelation 1:9-20.


    1. Even though John was in exile, what did he have in common with those he was writing to (v. 9)?


    2. What does John sense first, and what is he told to do (vv. 10-11)?


    3. What does John first see when he turns around (v. 12), and what is the meaning of what he sees (v. 20)?


    4. John then sees Jesus among the lampstands. List the description of Jesus’ appearance (vv. 13-16) and explain what each descriptive phrase suggests to you about Jesus.


    5. When we think of Jesus, this isn’t the way we usually picture him. What is different about your normal portrait of him?


    6. John was Jesus’ closest friend during his earthly ministry, but John didn’t rush up and put his arms around Jesus. How did he respond (v. 17), and what does that tell you about who Jesus is?


    What does this suggest to you about how we will respond to Jesus when we see him some day?


    7. What does Jesus do and say to John (vv. 17-18)?


    Why should that take away John’s (and our) fear?


    8. Jesus begins to explain the meaning of what John sees (v. 20). The stars are the “angels” of the churches. These could be literal angelic beings who watch over churches, or Jesus could be using the word angel in the sense of a messenger and referring to a human leader. Explain which you think is the best interpretation.


    9. How does it affect you to realize that Jesus watches so closely over his churches and walks among them?
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