THE BEST IS YET TO COME
#5 Thyatira: Keep It Simple
February 8th, 2009 – Revelation 2:18-29
A Christian man was speeding down the highway feeling secure in a group of cars all traveling at the same speed. However, when he passed a patrol car, it pulled out behind him, lights flashing. As the officer is handing him a citation the driver says, Officer, I know I was speeding, but I don’t think it’s fair. Plenty of other drivers around me were going just as fast. Why did I get a ticket? The officer said, Ever go fishing? The startled man, Um, yeah…
The policeman smiled, Ever catch all the fish?  Driving is not complicated. We make it complicated if we fail to obey the speed limit. The Christian life is not complicated. We make it complicated if we fail to obey His Word.
Back in the 19th Century a group of people made a decision to live the simple life. The group was known as the Shakers an offshoot of the Quakers (United Society of Believers in Christ’s Second Appearing).  An elder, Joseph Brackett, wrote a song in 1848, entitled: Simple Gifts (the melody Lord of the Dance is based on this). This song was sung in their church services as a reminder that the gift was the love of God in Christ Jesus His Son. 

’Tis the gift to be simple, ’tis the gift to be free, ’tis the gift to come down where we ought to be, and when we find ourselves in the place just right, ’twill be in the valley of love and delight. When true simplicity is gained to bow and to bend we shan’t be ashamed, to turn, turn, will be our delight till by turning, turning we come round right.
As we look at the fourth church (Thyatira) we need to keep that word simple in our mind. It is interesting that this is the longest of the seven letters written to the smallest and least important city.  From our map we discover that Thyatira is about 40 miles east of Pergamum, and 42 miles inland from the Aegean Sea. Let’s read Rev. 2:18-29.    In their earliest days they had a simple way of life. But all of a sudden things got complicated. Things heated up. And the simplicity of their life together was threatened. We can be tempted to forget the simple things of life in Christ as well. True joy is found in living simply for Christ. Today’s message is Keep It Simple!
BACKGROUND OF THYATIRA 
Thyatira was a small rural blue collar town. The cities that we have previously looked at were huge cities full of universities, strong commercial centers, and important political areas. This town was just a bump on the road (Wall Drug, SD). Strategically the importance of Thyatira was that it was the gateway to Pergamum which was the Capital of the Roman Province of Asia Minor. And so there was an armed garrison placed in the city to protect the capital. However they weren’t capable of a sustained defense because it lay in the middle of an open valley.      The very best that Thyatira could hope for was to be a speed bump that would slow down an army. Because of its location along trade routes, Thyatira became prosperous. There were numerous trade guilds which assigned different jobs to the tradesmen. These were organized unions of weavers, tanners, cobblers, bakers, bronze and pottery workers. Today it is known as Akhisar which means, white castle (not the hamburger place) and hosts a population of about 20,000 Greeks and Armenians.
Thyatira was considered a holy city. They had a local god named Tyrimnaeus (city guardian).Coins show an image of a horseman, carrying a double-headed battle-ax to show power in war. Other coins show him shaking hands with the Emperor. They held athletic games in his honor.  Economic persecution  came as a result of the trade guilds. It was very difficult for the blue collar tradesmen and women to make a living unless they were a part of one of these guilds. The guilds often held common meals, which more often then not happened in the temple and would begin and end with a formal sacrifice to the various gods. The meat served during the meals would have been meat offered to one god or another. And if that wasn’t bad enough the meals often became an excuse for excess and often degenerated into immorality. To get ahead, one needed to participate. To abstain from guild functions could result in a loss of business and social acceptance. Being a Christian in these days wasn’t career-enhancing. The members of the church were torn between making a living on the one hand which meant having to be part of the guilds and on the other hand staying faithful to Christ and his standards. What do you do? Have you ever been in a position where you’ve had to decide between playing it safe at work or taking a stand for something you believe in? Not always easy is it?
Thyatira is mentioned one other time in Scripture. Luke wrote, One of those listening was a woman named Lydia, a dealer in purple cloth from the city of Thyatira, who was a worshiper of God. The Lord opened her heart to respond to Paul’s message. When she and the members of her household were baptized, she invited us to her home. "If you consider me a believer in the Lord," she said, "come and stay at my house." And she persuaded us  (Acts 16:14-15).  When Paul was in Philippi preaching the Gospel, Lydia heard Paul’s message and was his first convert in Philippi. It is assumed that Lydia was a rich merchant because the purple dye that was made in Thyatira was very expensive. The dye came from the madder root and a shellfish called murex. Lydia may have played an active part in establishing the church there. 
Small places are highly valued by God. His love shows no partiality. Research shows that 80% of the churches around the world are 200 or less. The average size is 70 people. Sometimes churches get down on themselves or get intimidated by larger ones because they appear more successful by the world’s standards. I would say to those that struggle with this to judge success by asking a simple question:  Am I living my life in the middle of God’s will and blooming where He plants me?  Size and prominence is not as important to God as it is to us. God looks at the heart!

THE PORTRAIT OF JESUS

To the angel of the church in Thyatira write:  These are the words of the Son of God, whose eyes are like blazing fire and whose feet are like burnished bronze (Rev 2:18). What a powerful picture of Jesus! We have seen in the past that the description used is always relevant to the situation they are in. We have a two-fold description: 


His authority! This is the only place in Revelation where the title SON OF GOD is used. They had to be reminded of who God was! It comes straight out of Psalm 2:7: I will proclaim the decree of the LORD: He said to me, “You are my Son; today I have become your Father.  Ask of me, and I will make the nations your inheritance, the ends of the earth your possession. The context of this Psalm is that kings and rulers of the earth plot against the Lord and his anointed. It is nothing short of Satanic rebellion against God. However God promises that God’s Son has authority over the world. God will make all nations His inheritance and the ends of the earth His possession. When the church heard the name Son of God, they would be reminded that Christ has ultimate authority in a world which is hostile Him. We can as well. Jesus still as all authority in heaven and earth in 2009!

His appearance!  We are told in that He has eyes like blazing fire, and feet like burnished bronze. The image is again straight out of the Old Testament ( Dan 10:6). Here Daniel sees a vision of a man who tells him of kings and nations that would terrorize and persecute the people of God. But Daniel was not to fear - why? Because although kings and people of the earth are hostile to God and his church, Christ is sovereign over the hostile rulers. 

The images of flaming eyes reminds us that God’s eyes are penetrating, seeing everything, knowing everything. 
Nothing is hidden from His view. Jesus, the Son of God is able to penetrate the secret recesses of the heart. This reminds me of a problem a farmer was having with couples who were using his secluded, private property to park. He tried everything to try to keep these romantic couples off his land. One day he got the idea to put up an illuminated sign. This sign was a picture of an eye, and underneath it were these words: God, You see all that I do. Guess what? From that point on, his land was left alone!
Jeremiah 16:17: My eyes are on all their ways ;they are not hidden from me, nor is their sin concealed from my eyes.

Hebrews 4:13: Nothing in all creation is hidden from God’s sight. Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of him to whom we must give account. There is nothing that God doesn’t know about us, even our innermost thoughts.  Sometimes we may think that we get away with a little sin. Maybe we take a pen from the office or we get back to much change from a store clerk and we think that no one will ever know. Not so with Jesus!

His feet are like burnished bronze. Bronze was the hardest metal known of at that time and is often used of to speak of judgment. The word burnished means just or accurate. So Christ judgment of sin is accurate and righteous. There are many Christians that believe God does not punish His people for sin. If your son or daughter, whom you love dearly, disobeys you, then you punish them so that they will learn to obey you and hopefully by obeying they will learn right from wrong and will have a much better life when they go out on their own. God wants us to have a better life, so He disciplines us when we sin, so that we will learn to live life to the fullest in God’s grace.
THE PRAISE FROM JESUS

I know your deeds, your love and faith, your service and perseverance, and that you are now doing more than you did at first (Rev 2:19). I want to point out again the words I know. Jesus isn’t making some casual observation here. 
He knows what’s going on. It’s interesting that three of the qualities mentioned here are all listed as fruit of the spirit in Galatians 5:22-23 and none of these traits are passive, they are all active and they are all positive:

Their Love: The love mentioned here is not a wishy, washy type love that is spoken of in popular media. This isn’t the word that can be used of anything from enjoying cheese pizza to the undying loyalty to your spouse. Instead this is Agape love, an all giving, and no strings attached. A love that loves regardless of what’s in it for me. In the movie Field of Dreams Ray says to Shoeless Joe, What’s in it for me? Shoeless, It’s not about you, Ray! If you build it He (his father) will come. It’s a love that says, You can give without loving, but you cannot love without giving.

Their Faith: This isn’t just a believing faith it’s also faithfulness, a stick-to-it-ness that overcomes and is the highest form of loyalty. This is a faith that says, I may not understand but that’s ok. If we could always understand God then He wouldn’t be much of a God. He doesn’t ask us to always understand him, but to trust him.

Their Service: St. Augustine said, What does love look like? It has the hands to help others. It has the feet to hasten to the poor and needy. It has eyes to see misery and want. It has the ears to hear the sighs and sorrows of men. That is what love looks like. That’s what the Lenten challenge is all about!

Did you know that there are 6,809 language groups in the world and only 1,580 have a New Testament translation available? Over 50% of the world’s population lives in poverty and cannot read.  We can help impact the lives of the Paez who live in the Andes Mountains of Columbia near the city of Popayan. These people have suffered at the hands of guerilla armies. They are farmers who raise a few cash crops (potatoes, corn, and beans) and live off the rest. Wool from sheep keeps them warm in the cold climate of the Andes. They are a traditional and reserved people. Music is important and is played for all special occasions, including religious ceremonies and celebrations. Their lifestyle is simple!  There is a high level of Christian influence; but most practices have been mixed with their pagan traditions. Our goal is to raise $948 enough for one book of the New Testament so that they may hear of Jesus love for them ( to record the entire New Testament is $25,596). What a blessing to impact a people group for eternity!
Their Perseverance:  This endurance comes from the faith that God is in control and is coming again. It’s not a resignation to whatever happens, Oh well, can’t change it I might as well live with it. Woodrow Wilson said, All things come to him who waits -- provided he knows what he is waiting for. Do we truly believe that God is in control, no matter what? Do you know what it is that you are waiting for?  God’s Word is full of promises! The other part of the Lenten challenge is to listen to the entire New Testament on your MP3 that you get today. FREE!

You can get through the entire New Testament in 28 minutes a day. Take the time to find out what it is that we are waiting for and the incredible promises to help us endure in the present times we are in! You’ll be blessed you did!


Their Growth: Christianity isn’t supposed to be stagnant, it is supposed to be vibrant and exciting. It’s supposed to be about growth. Could Jesus look down at your Christian life and say, I can see your constant improvement in all these things? Or are you a case of arrested development, you grew for a little while and then you stopped. In the end, it is the person we are becoming in Christ, not the things we have achieved, that is the most important.

You get the impression that Jesus is telling them that the best days are ahead for the church. And, you know what, that’s how I feel about Risen Christ! There have been some good years in the over 25 year history of Risen Christ. But I am convinced that our best days are ahead...I am convinced that our best work and our best growth is in front of us. What will it take to become that kind of church? Jesus tells us: love...faith...service…perseverance and growth. If these are missing in the church (people not a building) then maybe the best days are behind. Where these are in abundance then indeed the best days are ahead.  

There is a story of a burglar that broke into a home. The owners of the house had a parrot. The parrot said, Jesus is watching you. The robber said to hush. The parrot again said, Jesus is watching you. The robber turned & said, Jesus, be quiet. The parrot said, I’m not Jesus, my name is Moses. The robber said, What kind of people would name their parrot Moses? The parrot said, The same kind of people that would name their Doberman pincher Jesus. May we be like the church in Thyatira in this area because Jesus is watching!  The best is yet to come!
THE PROMISE FROM JESUS
Before the promise Jesus addresses a problem. Nevertheless, I have this against you: You tolerate that woman Jezebel, who calls herself a prophetess. By her teaching she misleads my servants into sexual immorality and the eating of food sacrificed to idols. (Rev 2:20-21). In the Old Testament: She was Ahab's wife who encouraged Israel to be passionate followers of Baal and to be passionate against the True God!  She took whatever pleased her, even killing a man named Naboth just to give his vineyard to her whiney husband Ahab. 
Jezebelism says: There will be no consequences for my actions. The sexual sin that Jesus speaks of could be figurative, implying spiritual infidelity, a metaphor that was used throughout the Old Testament. And so when the Christians in Thyatira partook of meat offered to idols they figuratively, as the bride of Christ, became adulterous. It is speaking about self-indulgence. How we run away from Gospel simplicity to search for worldly pleasure. When we forget simplicity, we try to satisfy our desires with things of this world! We can lower our standards, ask for forgiveness on Sunday and go and do the same old thing all over again. An old Middle Eastern proverb say, Once the camel puts his nose in the door of your tent if won’t be long before he is sleeping in your bed. 

What price are you willing to pay? Jesus said in verse 22, I will cast her on a bed of suffering, and I will make those who commit adultery with her suffer intensely, unless they repent of their ways. I have heard many older people say, you make your bed and you sleep in it. That is a way of saying, every decision has a consequence. I heard about a little girl who learned about consequences. The little girl’s mother explained to her five-year-old daughter that if she chose to disobey, she would have to live with the consequences. Oh, Mommy! Please don’t make me live with the consequences. I want to live here with you!  We can’t lower our standards and expect no consequences. Just ask King David. Just ask the ex- governor of Illinois. There will be a price to pay! Are you willing to pay that price?
A young man was on trial for the brutal murder of a young girl – a child the young man didn’t even know, but he just took her life for the thrill of it. The murdered child’s father sat through the trial, looking at the face of the young killer. When the trial was over and the young man was convicted, the father was invited to speak. He stood and said, Young man, I will visit you in jail. I will visit you because you and I are forever bound to one another. We need to know each other. I do not think I can forgive you. But perhaps if I know you I will not hate you. This is about healing and reconciliation.  Most of us would indulge our lust for hatred. Most of us would nurse our hurt and churn up resentment. Most of us would commit spiritual adultery. But one man heard a calling to simplicity: love and faith, service, perseverance & growth. In that journey he would learn how to forgive like Jesus forgave us! 


What a promise to those who keep it simple: Only hold on to what you have until I come. To him who overcomes and does my will to the end, I will give authority over the nations…I will also give him the morning star (Rev. 2:28). He says that he will give them the Morning Star. The morning star does not appear until immediately before the sunrise. When the night is the darkest, that’s when the morning star appears. The Morning Star is Venus. When it does appear it is the brightest in the sky.  In Rev 22:16, the morning star is identified as Christ himself.  When we simply allow Jesus to shine through our life amazing things happen. 
Bill McCartney retired as the head coach of the Colorado football team in the early 1990’s. His reason for retirement was not because he was unsuccessful as a coach. His teams had won the national championship. They had been in the top 10 many times. McCartney said that he was retiring because he wanted to reevaluate his priorities. He said, I’m leaving coaching and I’m going to take a whole year to re-evaluate my priorities. Is God first? Is my family second? Is my work third? When that year was over, Bill McCartney had his life in order. He threw his efforts into founding the men’s renewal gatherings that we know today as Promise Keepers. The Morning Star shines!

The movie Chariots of Fire, tells the true story of British Olympic athlete Eric Liddle. He was faced with an ethical dilemma. He was scheduled to race on the Lord’s Day and could not violate his convictions. His country put royal pressure on him to violate his convictions. His refusal could have cost him the honor of competing and winning a gold medal for his country. But Liddle stood firm, and was allowed by the Olympic committee to compete in a different running event. The only reason he ran in the first place he said, When I run I feel the pleasure of God!

The Morning Star shines. That what happens when we keep it simple. Keep it simple and shine for Jesus! AMEN!
