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The Importance of Being Faithful:
An Historical Analysis of Revelation 1:9 — 3:22

]Revelation was most likely written at the very end of the first century CE. Its author, John, is not
identical with the author of the Gospel of John or of the three Johannine epistles. As “the most
apocalyptic book” in the New Testament, Revelation combines “luxuriant” visions of a
supernatural world with hopeful prophecies addressed to a persecuted audience living in the final

stage of history.

After declaring his solidarity with fellow persecuted Christians (1: 9), John writes of what

he heard and saw on a Sunday, the “Lord’s day” (1: 10). A voice that sounded like a trumpet

made him turn to behold a resplendent and formidable figure surrounded by seven golden
lampstands. [This “one like the Son of Man” (1: 13) must be the resurrected Jesus Christ, for he

tells John: “I was dead, and see, I am alive for ever and ever” (1: 18)‘. He commissions John to
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write out and deliver letters to the seven churches symbolized by the lampstands. These are
seven Christian communities in Asia Minor: Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis,
Philadelphia, and Laodicea. The letters offer a glimpse into the spiritual life of these
communities. [Not only must Christians in Asia Minor endure persecution, but, as the letters
reveal, they must also correct their faults in order to demonstrate their fidelity so as to attain an

everlasting reward.
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[The seven letters have the same basic tripartite structure. They begin with assertions of

knowledge about the seven churches. Christ is aware of their works (2: 2, 19; 3: 1, 8, 15), which
in Ephesus and Thyatria are pledges of “patient endurance” and fidelity (2: 2, 19). He knows the

affliction and poverty of the Christians in Smyrna (2: 9) and the spiritually dangerous location of

! Raymond E. Brown, An Introduction to the New Testament (New York: Doubleday, 1997),
774-776; quotations: 778, 775.
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the Christians in Pergamum (2: 13). Second, Christ proceeds to praise the churches’ strengths
and to exhort them to combat their deficiencies. Finally, he offers rewards to those who
“conquer,” that is to those persevere in loyalty to him.

lChrist identifies various problems. Despite their endurance “for the sake of my name,”

Ephesian Christians have abandoned their initial love for him (2: 3, 4). In Sardis, spiritual torpor
has rendered imperfect the works of too many Christians (3: 1-2). The spiritual malaise seems to
be worse in Laodicea, where Christians are afflicted with indifference and delusion. Christ has
nothing good to say about them. They are “neither cold nor hot” and mistake their wretchedness
for prosperity (3: 15, 17). The churches of Pergamum and Thyatira tolerate false teaching and
worship (2: 14-15, 20). Only in Smyrna and Philadelphia are Christians without blemish. The
threat to the Smyrnans is external, arising from the “slander” of false Jews and the impending
trials and affliction that the devil will bring (2: 9-10). False Jews are also at work in
Philadelphia, but Christ promises to subject them to his faithful adherents (3: 9).

K?hrist’s solutions to the problems of the churches require a strengthening in their

commitment to him, which he duly rewards. To the persecuted in Smyrna his message is simple:
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“Be faithful unto death and I will give you the crown of life” (2: 10). Christ’s exhortations of
repentance aimed at the delinquent Christian communities (2: 5, 16, 22; 3: 3, 19) also represent
calls to faithfulness, for he asks them to correct the faults of which he has accused them.
Correcting faults and persevering in the face of persecution both count as conquests, and Christ
promises conquerors eschatalogical rewards. The Ephesians learn: “To everyone who conquers,
I will give permission to eat from the tree of life that is in the paradise of God” (2: 7). Christ

assures the lackluster Laodiceans: "‘To the one who conquers I will give a place with me on my

(3: 21).

throne, just as I myself conquered and sat down with my Father on his throne”
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[The seven letters at the beginning of Revelation represent a remarkable form of internal
Christian scrutiny. Too few Christians need worry only about external threats to their welfare.
Too many have endangered their Christian identity by allowing their dedication to Christ to
diminish. Underlying the frank evaluation of the seven churches is the key ingredient of earliest
Christianity: unflinching fidelity to Christ. This faithfulness is important not only to situating
Christians in historical time but also, as befits an apocalyptic mentality, to directing them to their

supernatural reward beyond time.
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