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The Messages to the Seven Churches 

 

The Church in Ephesus 

 

City Background 

• The excavated city of Ephesus dates to 289 BC and to Lysimachus, one of Alexander’s 

generals, although the site was colonized by the Greeks much earlier.  

• It was located at the end of a trade route, on a good harbor, although the city had to be 

moved several times because of the silting of Cayster River (known as the Meander River 

in antiquity”). 

• The population of Ephesus was approximately 250,000 (a size that Paris and London did 

not reach until the 15th century!). It was called “the First and Greatest Metropolis 

[“mother city”] of Asia” and was the fourth largest city in the Roman Empire (after Rome, 

Antioch on the Orontes, and Alexandria).  

• The Romans created the province of Asia Minor (modern western Turkey) in 129 BC, 

soon after Attalus III, King of Pergamum, bequeathed the area to the Roman Empire. 

Ephesus was an important administrative center, and eventually replaced Pergamum as the 

provincial capital.   

• Ephesus boasted one of the seven wonders of the world: the Artemesion, or Temple of 

Artemis, was 100,000 sq. feet (about the size of two football fields, four times the size of 

the Parthenon), with over 100 columns, each 55 ft. high. At the time, this was the largest 

building in the Roman Empire. It was constructed all in marble. People came from all over 

the Mediterranean to worship and to give offerings. There were numerous priests and 

priestesses associated with this temple. The worship of Artemis, previously associated 

with the Anatolian mother goddess Cybele, on this same location probably went back 

hundreds of years. This may have been associated with a meteor that fell in the area, hence 

the reference in Acts 19:35. There were annual festivals that drew thousands to Ephesus to 

worship Artemis. The temple was also a place of asylum.  

• Ephesus was wealthy and cosmopolitan; much of its wealth came from temple offerings, 

but also trade, finance, and commerce. It was located at the end of an important road that 

traversed Anatolia from Syria in the east.  

• It was famous as a center for magical arts, including the production of “Ephesian letters” 

(Ἐφέσια γράμματα), which contained magical terms that allegedly warded off evil spirits 

and could be written down and put into a small pouch that could be worn. When some 

Ephesians were converted, they burned their magic scrolls (Acts 19:20; these likely 

contained spells, charms, and incantations), which were worth 50,000 drachmas. (A 

drachma was a silver coin representing a day’s wage; so 50,000 days wages at 7 

days/week and 52 weeks/year is just over 137 years; to contextualize this a bit, 5 

days/week and 50 weeks/year would be 200 years; on an annual salary of just $15,000, 

200 years = $3,000,000!) 

• Ephesus had a large population of diaspora, Hellenized Jews (perhaps 10,000).  

• Jews were often highly respected by magicians in the ancient world; hence the seven sons 

of Sceva (Acts 19:13-16).   
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Church Background  

• Ephesus was a large church, and paralleling the city, was viewed as the “mother” church 

of Asia; this is the likely reason that it is the first church addressed in the seven messages.  

• It was established by Priscilla and Aquila in AD 52 (Acts 18:18–25), and was visited by 

Paul on his second (Acts 18) and third missionary journeys (Acts 19:21-41; he was 

prevented from going there by the Holy Spirit on earlier in his second journey; Acts 16:6). 

Paul was in Ephesus for about 3 years (Acts 20:31). 

• Paul’s farewell speech to the Ephesian elders (in Miletus) predicts that wolves would 

come after him (Acts 20:29–30), which may explain why the church at Ephesus was so 

concerned about correct doctrine.  

• Paul entrusted the Ephesian church to Timothy (1 Tim 1:3). John may have replaced 

Timothy (who was martyred according to early church tradition) as the leader of the 

Ephesian church.  

• Believers would have felt pressure because of the many cults and temples in Ephesus 

(temples to over a dozen deities have been excavated). At the time of Revelation, Ephesus 

was an official “temple keeper” (νεωκόρος; Acts 19:35) of the temple built for Domitian. 

Prior to this temple, there were no official imperial temples in Ephesus, although a Temple 

to Dea Roma (goddess of Rome) and Divus Julius (the deified Julius) was built in 29 BC. 

It is possible that the construction of the Temple to Domitian coincided with John’s exile 

to Patmos and may inform the general background of Revelation.  

• In the second century, the Bishop of Antioch, Ignatius, noted the purity of the Ephesian’s 

beliefs and lack of heresy. There are extensive archaeological remains of the early church 

in Ephesus, which attests its existence in the centuries after the composition of Revelation.   

• Church tradition identifies Ephesus as the place where Mary, the mother of Jesus, Luke, 

and Timothy died and were buried (although there are also early traditions that place 

Mary’s burial at the foot of the Mount of Olives in Jerusalem).  

• For more on Ephesus in the NT, see also 1 Cor 15:32; 16:8; Eph 1:1; 2 Tim 1:18; 4:12. 

 

The Church in Smyrna 

 

City Background 

• Ancient Smyrna lies beneath the modern city Izmir, which is about 35 miles north of 

Ephesus. Because of its continuous occupation (dating back to about 2000 BC), little of 

ancient Smyrna has been excavated.  

• Smyrna had a long history by the first century: it was purportedly the birthplace of the 

poet Homer (c. 900 BC), and was destroyed by the Lydian king Alyattes around 600 BC. 

A Temple to Athena was built around 640 BC, but it was destroyed by the Lydians. 

Smyrna was a city that was destroyed and rebuilt several times. 

• Alexander was regarded as the founder of the current location of Smyrna, although the 

city was probably built by Lysimachus (one of his generals) in 290 BC as a model city. 

Smyrna was famed for being quite beautiful. Coins issued from Smyrna called the city the 

“first of Asia in beauty and size.” 

• Smyrna was a large commercial center, that was wealthy like Ephesus.  

• It boasted an excellent, deep, sheltered harbor, and was second only to Ephesus in exports. 

It also boasted the largest public theater in Asia. 



Open Door Presbyterian  Supplement Notes 

© Dana M. Harris – 2025 3 

• Ancient sources describe the “street of gold” that circled around Mt. Pagos (500 ft. above 

the harbor), which was described as a necklace around the neck of a goddess. 

Additionally, there were two temples on either side of the summit: a temple for Cybele 

and another for Zeus; the acropolis (high place) on the top was called the “crown” of 

Smyrna. The prosperity of the city was certainly enhanced by its loyalty to Rome. Citizens 

likely saw its prosperity as evidence of the favor of the Roman deities and the benefits of 

the Pax Romana (the “peace of Rome”—often maintained by brutal force).  

• The privilege of building the Temple to Dea Roma (goddess Rome) was awarded in 195 

BC for Smyrna’s help to Rome against the Seleucids (the first city anywhere to be 

awarded this honor); later, in AD 25/26 it was awarded the privilege of building a Temple 

to Tiberius and beat out eleven other cities for this honor. Thus it was a center of imperial 

worship for Rome and Caesar. Clearly Smyrna was very loyal to Rome.  

• The Seleucid king Antiochus III (c. 210 BC) resettled about 2000 Jews (or Jewish heads 

of households as women and children were often not counted in official tallies) from 

Babylonia to Phrygia and Lydia; Sardis was the capital city of Lydia at that time.  

• In Asia Minor, Jews were often excused from some taxes and allowed to pay the Temple 

tax instead; they were also excused from some civic duties that involved worshiping 

Roman deities and were allowed to be governed by Jewish law. (An appeal to Augustus 

confirmed this right for Jews in Asia Minor.) 

• In the first century, Smyrna had a population of approximately 100,000, including a large 

Jewish population with a synagogue. This Jewish population was hostile to Christians (see 

below), making Smyrna a hard place to live as a Christian. 

 

Church Background  

• The church may have been founded during Paul’s third missionary journey (Acts 19:26). 

It is possible that Paul visited Smyrna on his way away from Ephesus after the riot that 

nearly killed him (Acts 20:1). The proximity of Smyrna to Ephesus would also have made 

it relatively easy for Paul to have visited Smyrna during his long stay in Ephesus.  

• This is the shortest of the seven messages and contains no condemnation. So, despite their 

hostile environment, this church had not compromised. Instead it was persecuted for 

refusing to participate in emperor worship and other pagan rites. This would have included 

refusing to make the yearly offering of incense to the altar of the emperor, which would 

have been seen politically as the failure to do one’s civic duty.  

• Jews may have spread lies about Christians seeking to distance themselves from 

Christianity, which was first considered to be sect of Judaism by the Romans. 

Consequently, early followers of Jesus enjoyed the official protection granted to Judaism 

as a religio licita (an officially permitted religion in the Roman Empire). But Jews began 

to stress the differences between Judaism and Christianity (most likely to protect their 

special privileges), which made Christians very vulnerable. Christians’ refusal to join 

pagan rituals and imperial worship often resulted in being charged as “atheists”1—those 

 

1 As Yarbro Collins notes, once Christians in Smyrna were viewed as separate from Jews, they “no 

longer enjoyed the social, economic, and political security afforded by association with and attachment to 

the local Jewish community.” Adela Yarbro Collins, Crisis and Catharsis: The Power of the Apocalypse 

(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1984), 85-86. 
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who refused to worship Roman deities, which were believed to protect rulers, cities, and 

individuals. Hence the actions of early Christians were often viewed as treasonous.   

• Christian graffiti has been found in the basement of the ancient agora (marketplace) that 

reads ο δεκωκως πνευμα (“the one who has given the spirit”), likely a reference to Jesus.2 

This somewhat veiled reference to Jesus may have enabled Christians to identify 

themselves to each other or to indicate to visitors that there were Christians in Smyrna. It 

is interesting that a Christian community still exists in Smyrna today.   

• The only NT reference to Smyrna occurs in Revelation. 

 

The Church in Pergamum 

 

City Background 

• Pergamum was the capital of the Roman province of Asia; it is 15 miles east from the 

Aegean and 70 miles north of Smyrna. 

• It was one of the largest cities in the region. “Pergamum” means citadel, and the upper 

city dominated the Caicus valley. It also controlled a significant crossroads.   

• It was first settled in the third millennium BC; from 547-334 BC, the city was under 

Persian rule, until Alexander the Great (356-323 BC). During this time, Pergamum gained 

importance; after Lysimachus (Alexander’s general), Pergamum was under Seleucid rule.  

• The high acropolis (1300 ft. above valley) was easily defended, but it had no water supply. 

A siphon system was used by the Pergamenes to get water up to the acropolis, which the 

Romans later incorporated into a series of aqueducts.   

• Ephesus during this period was Pergamum’s main rival for power, although the former 

eventually became the more prominent city.  

• Attalus III had no heir and surprised many by bequeathing his kingdom to the Roman 

Empire in 133 BC; thus Pergamum was under Roman jurisdiction until Mithridates (from 

Pontus) conquered Asia and made Pergamum one of his capitals (89-84 BC); it was taken 

back by the Roman general Sulla (85 BC).  

• Under Julius Caesar (100-44 BC), Pergamum enjoyed a second golden age. Upon his 

death, the city was given to Marc Antony (40 BC-AD 14). Augustus defeated Antony and 

gained control of the city. 

• Under Tiberius (AD 14-37), the city suffered a major earthquake; when the emperor 

rebuilt and repaired the city, a temple was erected in his honor.  

• Pergamum boasted many temples and altars and was second only to Ephesus in this 

regard. There were four major religious centers for the four patron deities of Pergamum: 

Zeus, Athena, Dionysus, Asclepius.  

• The most important of the temples was the Temple to Athena on the acropolis, which 

contained a monument to Augustus.  

• On the hill behind city was the Altar to Zeus, which looked like a huge throne. It was 

decorated with friezes with scenes of Greeks heroes of the Olympian pantheon fighting 

giants (gigantomachy). It was built by Eumenes II around 170 BC and “was the largest 

 

2 Mark Wilson, Biblical Turkey: A Guide to the Jewish and Christian Sites of Asia Minor (Istanbul: Ege 

Yayinlari, 2012), 315. 
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altar in antiquity,” measuring 117 ft. high, 110 ft. deep, 40 ft. high.3 Animal sacrifices 

were offered and burned continuously on the altar—the smell from which permeated the 

city and the column of smoke was visible for miles.  

• The city was a center of worship for Asclepius, the god of healing or “savior god.” This 

was one of the most important centers of healing in the Roman Empire; it drew large 

crowds from all over (cf. the Grotto of Massabielle in Lourdes, France). Patients were laid 

on stretchers or sat in chairs, sometimes hoping sacred snakes would touch them to heal 

them. Others lay on the ground, hoping that proximity to the earth and underground gods 

would heal them. Patients also walked through tunnels that had openings in the roof, 

through which priests softly uttered encouraging, soothing words. Asclepius is depicted by 

a coiled snake; the shedding of snakeskin was believed to indicate rejuvenation. The 

famous physician Galen was born in Pergamum in AD 129. He began as the doctor for 

gladiators, but was so skilled that many sought him out and he eventually treated 

emperors. For Christians, however, the snake personified evil/Satan (Rev 12:9). 

• Pergamum was the earliest place where the imperial cult was established (although this 

worship was anticipated by the worship of Alexander earlier); the city received official 

permission by Augustus in 29 BC to build the Temple to Augustus and Roma. Pergamum 

was thus the center of the imperial cult for nearly fifty years, until the next imperial temple 

was built in Smyrna in AD 26.  

• The Temple of Trajan (ruled AD 98-117) was built by his successor Hadrian (ruled AD 

117-38). This second imperial temple awarded to Pergamum earned it the title “twice 

warden.” An inscription in this temple lauds Trajan as the “lord of the land and sea.”  

• Additional imperial temples were built to Hadrian and Faustina, Marcus Aurelius’ wife 

(he ruled AD 161-180). 

• An amphitheater (fully enclosed and the only one in Asia) could be flooded to stage mock 

sea battles. It was also used for contests between animals and humans. Records indicate 

that 11,000 animals were killed during one celebration for Trajan (this figure could have 

been exaggerated, but even so, it is a staggering number of animals). Domitian was said to 

have used dwarves and women in these battles. Christians were martyred in this 

amphitheater during Marcus Aurelius’s reign in AD 170.  

• Pergamum was also famous for its library, which boasted 200,000 scrolls and was second 

only to the one in Alexandria. The library was so successful that Alexandria sought to 

embargo the export of papyrus (the most prevalent writing material at the time) to 

Pergamum; in response, Pergamum started to use animal skins (parchment and vellum 

[calf skin]) instead. Although animal skins had already been used as writing material, the 

process of producing these animal skins was perfected in Pergamum (from which the 

English word “parchment” derives). In 47 BC, the Alexandrian library was partially 

destroyed by Julius Caesar, so Marc Antony plundered the library at Pergamum in 41 BC 

and presented the stolen scrolls to Cleopatra as a gift. 

• The impressively steep theatre was first constructed in the 3rd c. BC and rebuilt by the 

Romans; its steepness and updrafts contribute to incredible acoustics. It had 80 rows and 

could seat 10,000.  

• During the first century, the population is estimated to have been around 150,000.  

 

3 Wilson, Biblical Turkey, 285.  
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Church Background 

• Little is known about the founding of the church in Pergamum. In 62 BC a shipment of 

gold intended for the Temple tax was confiscated by the proconsul Flaccus; the small 

quantity of gold suggests that the Jewish population was not large in Pergamum.  

• The prevalence of the imperial cult made Pergamum a hard place to live as a believer. 

• Under Decius (AD 249–251), intense persecution of Christians broke out. 

• The only NT reference to Pergamum occurs in Revelation.  

 

The Church in Thyatira 

 

City Background 

• Thyatira (modern Akhisar) lies 45 miles southeast on the road from Pergamum to Sardis. 

• According to Pliny the Younger, the city (originally called Pelopia) was founded by the 

Lydians in the 3rd c. BC. It was a Greek colony at some point before it was conquered by 

Seleucus I Nicator (one of Alexander’s generals and the founder of the Seleucid 

Kingdom), who renamed the city Thyatira (“city of Thya”; “teira” or “tira” means “city” 

or “fortress” in Lydian).4  

• In 190 BC, Thyatira fell to neighboring Pergamum, which was ruled by Lysimachus 

(another one of Alexander’s generals). When Attalus III bequeathed Pergamum to Rome 

in 133 BC, Thyatira came under Roman rule.  

• The city is situated near the Lycus River and surrounded by productive agricultural land. 

• The city was built on a flat plain with no natural fortifications, yet strategically located on 

a major highway leading to Sardis in the south and to Pergamum and Troas in the north 

(see the map on p. 14). Due to its lack of natural defenses, it was often conquered during 

the Hellenistic period, as noted in ancient literary records about the Seleucids, Attalids, 

and Galatians; major conquests occurred in 150 BC (Prusias of Bithynia) and in 130 BC 

by Aristonicus (a pretender to the throne who took the name Eumenes III and who was 

defeated and executed by the Romans in 129 BC). 

• Under (and due to) the Pax Romana, Thyatira was an important commercial and 

manufacturing center with many trade guilds. It was not a very important religious center; 

worship was linked to the trade guilds. 

• Various inscriptions list some of these guilds: woolworkers, linen-workers, makers of 

outer garments, dyers, cobblers, leatherworkers, tanners, potters, bakers, bronze-workers, 

coppersmiths, and slave-dealers. It seems that no other city had as many trade guilds. 

• These guilds were part labor union and part religious organization; sacrifices were offered 

to patron gods and goddesses specific to each guild. Feasts were held in pagan temples, 

which often included animals who were sacrificed to the deity and then eaten, followed by 

drunken, orgiastic ceremonies, and other pagan rituals. As Daniels aptly states, the 

atmosphere of the guilds was “what happens at the guild stays at the guild.”5 

 

4 Everett C. Blake, and Anna G. Edmonds, Biblical Sites in Turkey (Istanbul: Yayinlari Ltd., 1977), 131.  

5 T. Scott Daniels, Seven Deadly Spirits: The Message of Revelation’s Letters for Today’s Church (Grand 

Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009), 77.  
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• These guilds posed a significant problem for Christians: if they did not partake in the 

guild, they were often ostracized, lost financial security, provision for their families if they 

were disabled or killed on the job, and provision for their burial. Many have correctly 

identified a failure to participate in these guilds as “economic suicide.” But participation 

required compromise. Thus many believers were forced with the seemingly impossible 

choice between providing for their families or being faithful to the Lord and their 

Christian convictions. This same dilemma is faced by many believers in the world today 

and was an acute issue for Christians living under Communism who refused to become 

Communist Party members.   

• Thyatira was especially known for the dyeing of purple/deep crimson cloth, which even 

Homer references in The Iliad. There are two main theories about the source of this dye: 

from seashells (Murex brandaris or Bolinus brandaris) found in the Mediterranean or 

from the red madder root (Rubia); Thyatira’s inland location supports latter option. Recall 

that Lydia was “dealer in purple cloth from the city of Thyatira” (Acts 16:14), this likely 

indicates that she had some, if not significant, financial resources. 

• The site of Thyatira was rediscovered in 1670 by the British consul Paul Rycault, when he 

noticed the name Thyateira on an inscription among the ruins during his search for the 

seven churches of Revelation.6 Very little remains of Thyatira today.  

 

Church Background  

• As Colin Hemer notes, “The longest and most difficult of the seven letters is addressed to 

the least known, least important, and least remarkable of the cities.”7  

• There was a Jewish colony in Thyatira, from which it is likely that the church developed. 

Josephus claims that this colony was probably settled by Seleucus.  

• In Acts 16:11–16, we find that the first recorded convert to the gospel when Paul came to 

European soil (Philippi) was Lydia from Thyatira. It is possible that Lydia either brought 

the gospel to Thyatira or that she was instrumental in the church in Thyatira.  

• Later tradition (Epiphanius) notes that Thyatira was a Christian city by AD 200, and 

followed the teaching of Montanism (which was a prophetic movement that accepted new 

revelations subsequent to the NT; it was eventually condemned as heretical).  

 

The Church in Sardis 

 

City Background 

• Sardis is located 50 miles east of Ephesus, and 40 miles south of Thyatira; it is on the 

north slope of Tmolus Mountains, overlooking a broad, fertile valley. It was the western 

terminus of the east-west Royal Road dating from the Persian Empire, whose eastern 

terminus was Susu.  

 

6 Wilson, Biblical Turkey, 321. 

7 Colin J. Hemer, The Letters to the Seven Churches of Asia in Their Local Setting (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Eerdmans, 2001), 106.  
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• The city was founded as early as 1400 BC; eventually it became the capital of the great 

Lydian kingdom under King Gyges, which at its height covered much of western Anatolia, 

or what would later become the Roman province of Asia Minor. (“Lud” in the OT [Gen 

10:22; 1 Chr 1:17; Isa 66:17] may refer to Lydia.) 

• The mythic Phrygian King Midas is said to have washed in the Pactolus River to cleanse 

himself of his “golden touch,” which famously (and problematically) turned even his food 

to gold. The stream, however, actually had an unusually high level of gold ore in it, which 

helped to contribute to the area’s wealth.  

• By the 6th c. BC, Sardis was one of the most powerful cities in the ancient Near East. 

Sardis, under the rule of Croesus (560-546 BC), was an important finance center that 

issued pure gold and pure silver coins, which guaranteed the value of the coin and 

facilitated commerce. The image of the king on the coin also guaranteed the value of the 

coin by offering royal backing. Croesus also invested in art and literature; the seven-

stringed lyre was invented at this time in Sardis. One of the earliest dice games was also 

invented in Sardis.8 

• Its acropolis, a natural citadel, is a very steep rock formation, with a 1500-foot drop on 

three sides. Because this acropolis was nearly impenetrable, the expression “capturing 

Sardis” referred to doing the impossible.  

• Yet twice this acropolis was scaled due to a lack of vigilance. When Croesus ruled Sardis 

from 560-546 BC, he underestimated the power of Persia, and Cyrus took the citadel 546 

BC by offering a reward to the first Persian soldier to scale the cliffs, which one soldier 

named Hyroaedes did in the dark of night at a place that was left undefended because it 

was believed to be impenetrable. (Hyroaedes had observed one of Croesus’s soldiers 

reveal a secret entrance to the citadel when this soldier went down the slope to retrieve his 

fallen helmet.9) This feat that was repeated a few centuries later (214 BC) by the Cretan 

Lagoras, which led to the capture of Sardis by Antiochus the Great (Antiochus III). Early 

on, a lower city was also established on the lower plain below the acropolis. Eventually 

Sardis became more associated with overconfidence and pride. (Earthquakes and erosion 

over the centuries have severely damaged to citadel.) 

• Alexander captured Sardis and liberated it from the Persians in 334 BC; it then became the 

capital of the Seleucid kingdom (281-190 BC). It was then ruled by Pergamum (189-133 

BC), and finally came under Roman rule in 133 BC. 

• Sardis boasted an impressive Temple of Artemis (built around 334 BC), although it was 

not as large as the one in Ephesus. This temple was built on the earlier location of a 

Temple to Cybele; when Alexander built the Temple of Artemis on this same site, he 

incorporated elements from the Cybelene fertility cult.10 (The present ruins date to about 

AD 150.) Sardis also honored various Roman Caesars and remained prominent until 

around AD 26, when it lost out to Smyrna for the privilege of building the imperial temple 

to Tiberius. 

 

8 Anna G. Edmonds, Turkey’s Religious Sites, 2nd ed. (Istanbul: Damko Publications, 1998), 131.  

9 Wilson, Biblical Turkey, 296-97.  

10 Blake and Edmonds, Biblical Sites, 134. 
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• The Temple to Artemis in Sardis could have rivaled the Temple of Artemis in Ephesus, 

but the temple in Sardis was never completely built after it was started in 334 BC, or again 

in 176 BC, or even rebuilt completely in AD 17.  

• A major earthquake occurred in AD 17; Pliny the Elder claimed that it was the worst in 

human memory. (It also caused extensive damage in nearby Philadelphia.) Sardis was 

rebuilt at great expense (10 million sesterces11) and granted a tax reprieve for five years by 

Tiberius. Coins were minted that were imprinted with CIVITATIBVS ASIAE 

RESTITVTIS (“cities of Asia restored”) to honor Tiberius.  

• By the first century period, Sardis had experience considerable decline; it was a city living 

on its past laurels and reputation. During this time, its population was between 60,000 and 

100,000.  

• Even so, Sardis was still known for wealth, luxury, and probably licentiousness. It was 

especially known for its sheep, wool, and its dyed cloth. It produced an outer garment, or 

cloak, called a himation (ἱμάτιον), which was worn by both men and women and was one 

of the most common garments of the Greco-Roman world.12  

• One of the largest Jewish synagogues discovered to date has been excavated (and 

reconstructed) in Sardis. The synagogue dates to the 2nd c. AD, which confirms evidence 

of a large Jewish population in Sardis.  

• Obadiah 20 mentions exiled Jews in Sepharad, which may refer to Sardis; it is possible 

that Jewish merchants were trading in this area as early as the 7th c. BC.  

 

Church Background 

• Little is known about the church in Sardis, although it receives the most severe censure of 

the seven churches.  

• It appears to have compromised with its surrounding pagan culture. It was a church with 

an outward appearance of life, but inwardly it was dead. 

• Melito, the bishop of Sardis, was a prominent figure in the 2nd c.  

• The only NT reference to Sardis occurs in Revelation, and possibly Obad 20.  

 

The Church in Philadelphia 

 

City Background 

• Philadelphia (modern Alashehir) is strategically located at the juncture of several major 

trade routes, which it controlled. Yet its flat location also left it vulnerable to frequent 

attacks, which eventually led to a wall being built around the city. 

• The name “Philadelphia” (“love of brothers”) comes from the love, or loyalty, between 

Eumenes II of Pergamum and his younger brother, Attalus II Philadephus. Philadelphia 

was founded during the reign of Attalus II, on the site of an earlier Lydian town.  

• The latter earned his nickname, Philadephus, either because he refused to take Rome’s 

encouragement to overthrow his brother and take the throne for himself, or after Eumenes 

 

11 There is much debate as to how much a sesterce would be worth in US dollars; claims range from $1 to 

$2, so 10 million sesterces could be $10 million to $20 million.  

12 Wilson, Biblical Turkey, 297. 
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was falsely rumored to have been assassinated, Attalus took throne, but relinquished it 

when Eumenes turned up alive.  

• Ancient historians described Philadelphia as a “missionary city” for spreading Greek 

culture into the interior parts of Asia Minor; it was also known as the “gateway to the 

east” (to the pass leading to Phrygia and to the province of Galatia; see map on p. 14) and 

served as military outpost on the outer edge of the Pergamene kingdom.  

• Much of its prosperity came from agriculture and industry. It was near a fertile, volcanic 

plain, which was especially suitable for grapes. Mounce notes that by the 5th c. AD, there 

were so many temples to Dionysius that Philadelphia was nicknamed “little Athens.”13 

Even today, this area is still known for some of the best grape production in Turkey. 

• But the area was also subject to earthquakes and may have been on a fault line. The 

historian and geographer Strabo called Philadelphia the “city of earthquakes” and noted its 

constant cracking.14  

• In AD 17 and again in 23, several large earthquakes hit Philadelphia (and nearby Sardis) 

particularly hard. Various emperors, including Tiberius, helped to rebuild the city. In 

gratitude, the city constructed temples to Tiberius, and later to Caligula and Vespasian. In 

AD 17, when Tiberius gave assistance to rebuild the city, he renamed it “Neo Caesarea,” 

although the name did not stick.   

• These earthquakes and numerous aftershocks frequently caused residents to flee the city 

for their safety and return with the aftershocks become less severe and frequent. The threat 

of earthquakes would have no doubt been familiar to those addressed in this message.  

• There were many festivals and temples in Philadelphia, especially the cult of Dionysus 

(sometimes referred by its Latin name, Bacchus and associated with grapes, wine, and 

religious ecstasy, and later with orgiastic ceremonies). Asclepius was also worshipped, as 

was Zeus. The imperial cult was not prevalent in Philadelphia.  

 

Church Background 

• Virtually nothing is known about the origin of this church. The message directed to it 

indicates that it stood firm against its surrounding pagan culture. It appears to have been a 

small, harassed congregation. There is little archaeological or literary evidence of a large 

Jewish community apart from Revelation 3:7-12.  

• There are similarities with the message directed to Smyrna, which also did not 

compromise. Both churches received unqualified praise in their messages.  

• The only NT reference to Philadelphia occurs in Revelation.  

 

The Church in Laodicea 

 

City Background 

• Laodicea (modern Eski-hisar; “the old fortress”) was located in the Lycus Valley in 

southwest Phrygia, at the crossroads between three major trade routes: one from 

Ephesus/the Aegean coast to the Anatolian plane (west to east, following the Maeander 

river) through the Cilician Gates to Tarsus to Syria; one from Pergamum down to the 

 

13 Robert H. Mounce, The Book of Revelation., rev., NICNT (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans 1997), 99.  

14 Geography, 12.8. 
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Mediterranean at Attalia (north to south); and one generally toward the western region of 

Caria.  

• The city was located on a plateau (due to the trade routes), but nearly two miles from a 

river, which was the main weakness of its location—there was no adequate, convenient 

water supply. Hot water had to be brought in from the Denizli springs (about 6 mi south; 

the hot water was not piped from Hierapolis in the north according to Mark Wilson15) 

through stone pipes; cold water had to be brought from the cool mountain streams of the 

tall mountains (over 8,000 feet) nearby. The city was particularly vulnerable if aqueducts 

were cut off, or if the river dried up. 

• The city was founded by the Seleucid king Antiochus II (261-246 BC), and was named 

after his wife Laodice—sometime between their marriage (c. 260 BC) and their divorce 

(252), when Antiochus sealed a political agreement with the Ptolemaic dynasty by 

marrying the daughter of Ptolemy II Philadelphus (he apparently returned to Laodice after 

Ptolemy died). It is likely that the city was built upon a previously occupied site. (There 

were at least five other cities named “Laodicea”—some built by Seleucus 1 Nicator in 

honor of his mother and some apparently built by Antiochus II.) The city was intended to 

provide a military post for this strategic crossroads. 

• The Seleucid king Antiochus III (c. 210 BC) resettled about 2000 Jews (or Jewish heads 

of households) from Babylonia to Phrygia and Lydia; Laodicea was an important city in 

Phyrgia.   

• Later large numbers of Jews also migrated there from Babylon; in fact, the Talmud 

complained that those Jews who sought wines and baths of Phrygia were separating 

themselves from their Jewish traditions.16 Many Jews also likely had commercial interests 

in Laodicea.  

• Based on a confiscated temple tax from 62 BC (which contained 20 pounds of gold), there 

were an estimated 7000-7500 Jewish males in Laodicea at that time (thus there could have 

been at least 30,000 Jews, including women and children, living in Laodicea).17 

• In 133 BC, Laodicea was brought into the Roman Province of Asia Minor. Under the Pax 

Romana, Laodicea prospered greatly. It was famous for its sheep and the products made 

from its famed soft, glossy black wool, as noted by the first-century geographer Strabo.18 

The are was also known for its carpets—an industry for which it is still known today. 

• Coins found in the area depict Zeus, for whom there was likely also a temple; Zeus was 

the primary deity worshipped in Laodicea, although Asclepius was also worshipped. 

• Outside of Laodicea there was also an important temple to the Phrygian god, Men Karou 

(Men was the name of the god, who was worshipped in several places in Asia; Karou 

refers to the location of the temple, between Laodicea and Carura in the region of Caria; 

about 13 miles northwest). An important medical school was connected with this temple, 

 

15 Wilson, Biblical Turkey, 253.  

16 William Mitchell Ramsay, The Cities and Bishoprics of Phrygia: Being an Essay of the Local History of 

Phrygia from the Earliest Times to the Turkish Conquest (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1895), 674. So also Mounce, 

Revelation, 123-24.  

17 Cicero, Pro Flacco, 28-68.  

18 Strabo, xii, 578.  
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which was associated with healing. The medical school produced highly sought eye 

ointments (likely derived from Phrygian minerals) and ear ointments (likely derived from 

the spice nard).19 The famous physician Galen references both ointments. 

• The Roman statesman and philosopher Cicero, perhaps Laodicea’s most famous resident, 

lived in Laodicea for several months in AD 50/51 in conjunction with his tenure as 

proconsul of Cilicia. His letters are an important source of literary information about 

Laodicea. (He notes cashing his letters of credit in Laodicea, confirming its role as a 

banking center.) 

• Laodicea was a very wealthy city; indeed it was the wealthiest city in Phrygia at the time 

that Revelation was written. Consequently, the city and the surrounding region were an 

important Roman tax base. Coins from Laodicea depict cornucopias as a symbol of 

wealth. Its banking center was also famous. 

• In AD 26, Laodicea competed for the right to build a temple to Tiberias, but lost out to 

Smyrna; it later received a temple-wardenship under Commodus (AD 181-190). In AD 60, 

it was nearly destroyed by an earthquake, but it was able to rebuilt itself without any 

assistance from Rome. The Roman historian Tacitus wrote that Laodicea “arose from the 

ruins by the strength of her own resources, and with no help from us.”20 It is possible that 

the city was even more impressive after it was rebuilt.  

• When Emperor Hadrian visited Laodicea in AD 129, the city was known as the 

“Metropolis of Asia,” but it was devastated by an earthquake in c. AD 600, from which it 

never recovered. The site was abandoned at this time. Its ruins eventually served as a 

quarry for nearby villages. 

 

Church Background 

• The church was probably founded when Paul was in Ephesus (3rd missionary journey; 

Acts 19:10), perhaps by Epaphras (Col 1:7; 4:12), who likely established the church in 

nearby Colossae (about 10 miles to east), and probably Hierapolis (about 6 miles to the 

north; the mineral deposits of Hierapolis [modern Pamukkale] are visible from Colossae) 

as well. There is no evidence that Paul visited this area. 

• Paul requested that the epistle that he wrote to the Colossians also be read to the 

Laodiceans (Col 4:16), and that the letter to the Laodiceans be read to the Colossians. It 

appears that the church meeting in Nympha’s house (Col 4:15) was in Laodicea; 

Archippus (Col 4:17) may also have been from Laodicea.  

• There is no mention of persecution in this message; unlike Philadelphia, there does not 

appear to have been a faithful core in Laodicea. It is possible that many church members 

were active in affluent parts of society, including trade guilds.  

• In AD 166, a bishop named Sagaris was martyred in Laodicea. In the third and fourth 

centuries, several church councils were convened in Laodicea.21  

 

 

19 The school followed the teachings of Herophilos (330-250 BC) who believed that compound diseases 

required compound cures. 

20 Annals, XIV.27.  

21 Wilson, Biblical Turkey, 247.  
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