
The Letter to the Church at Laodicea 
A Church which was neither Hot nor Cold 

(Revelation 3:14-22) 
 

Introduction:- 
 
Of all the churches addressed by the Risen Christ, the church at Laodicea 
received the strongest or sternest rebuke and warning. One writer puts it this 
way, which we may well agree with, when he says: “This letter is the one that 
scares me the most of the seven, for two reasons. One is the picture painted in 
verse 15, describing my Christian walk a lot of the time: not without warmth, 
but not hot very often, and not cold and distant very often either. Am I going to 
be spat out of God’s mouth like lukewarm spa water? The other is the message 
of verse 19, that God chastens and disciplines those whom He loves, and so, 
either it is going to be very uncomfortable, or even worse, it is going to stay 
worryingly comfortable” (end of quote).  Well, what was the situation and 
background to this church, which led to such a stern and severe rebuke from the 
Risen Christ? To begin with, Laodicea was not a very ancient town, for it was 
founded by Antiochus the Second, in 250 BC, and had been called Laodicea after 
Antiochus’ wife.  It also had a commanding geographical position, making it a 
town of great commercial interest and prosperity, and in 133 BC, it became part 
of the Roman Empire, which only helped to broaden the scope of its importance 
and prosperity. It was known to Cicero as a banking centre, and was also famous 
for its rich textile industry, which manufactured cloth and carpets from special 
glossy-black wool produced in the vicinity. It was also known for its medical 
school, which was noted for its ear ointment, and also for the “Phrygian Powder” 
used in the making of eye salve. For these reasons, the city was also proud of its 
financial independence, and when a second earthquake laid the city waste in 60 
AD, this time, Laodicea refused the customary imperial aid from Rome to rebuild 
the city, and preferred to rebuild the city from their own resources. This provides 
background to the Risen Christ’s words at verse 17: “You say I am rich, and 
increased with goods, and have need of nothing.” The Laodiceans were people 
of affluence, and were so well off, that they did not need help, either from man 
or from God.  Rather, they believed in the philosophy that money could buy 
anything, as well as satisfy any need, and thought that they could very well 
manage without God – so they thought – But the Risen Christ had other words 
to say about this matter. Let us now look a little more closely at the message to 
this church.   
 
 
 
 



1.  First the Risen Christ introduces Himself to this Church as the Amen, the 
Faithful and True Witness, and the Ruler of God’s Creation (verse 14). 
 
G.B. Caird (Revelation 1966, p. 57) says that this opening address helps us to see 
why John has chosen to end his series of letters with what at first sight appears 
to be unrelieved gloom. As the Amen, Jesus is the seal and embodiment of the 
faithfulness and truthfulness of God (Revelation 1:5; Isaiah 65:16), and as such, 
He is also the guarantor and executor of the purposes of God. Further, His word 
is final, and will prevail. Such a designation stands in vivid contrast to the 
faithlessness of the Laodiceans.  Further, the title the Ruler of God’s Creation is 
better rendered “the prime source of all God’s creation (NEB; Colossians 1:15-
18; 4:16). It is like “Alpha” in the title “Alpha and Omega”, the beginning and the 
end, at 1:8, and here it is perhaps intended to emphasize the Lord’s authority 
and power to carry out that purpose of which He is the guarantor and faithful 
witness.  Also these words stand at the beginning of the Epilogue at the very end 
of the book at 22:12-17, which says, “Look, I am coming soon! My reward is with 
me, and I will give to each person according to what they have done. I am the 
Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last, the Beginning and the End. Blessed 
are those who wash their robes, that they may have the right to the Tree of Life, 
and may go through the gates, into the city. Outside are the dogs, those who 
practice magic arts, the sexually immoral, the murderers, the idolaters, and 
everyone who practices falsehood. I, Jesus, have sent my angel to give you this 
testimony for the churches. I am the Root and the Offspring of David, and the 
Bright and Morning Star. The Spirit and the Bride say, Come! And let the one 
who hears say, Come! Let the one who is thirsty come; and let the one who 
wishes take the free gift of the Water of Life.”  And so not only do these words 
cover the messages to the Seven Churches, as well as provide for their climax 
here at 3:14-22, but they also provide the climax to the whole book as well at 
22:12-17.  Finally, as the source or beginning of all creation, not only can the 
Risen Christ’s words be trusted as true and faithful, but wherever Christ is 
present, God’s creative and re-creative power is at work (2 Corinthians 5:17). 
And it is this Christ who addresses the Laodiceans, summoning them to find their 
true life, strength, and wealth, in the recreating love of God. After all, as the 
Creator God, Christ also holds the keys to life and death, as well as to their 
eternal destiny as the Children of God. And the same applies to us today. 
 

2. Secondly the Risen Christ discovers the problem of a Luke-Warm Church 
(verses 15-20).  
 
In this section, we encounter the Risen Christ’s problem with this church. It 
begins with the words, “I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot. I 
wish you were either one or the other! So because you are lukewarm – neither 
hot nor cold – I am about to spit you out of my mouth” (vv. 15-16). Colossae, 



some 16 kilometres east of Laodicea, had plentiful, cold, pure, mountain 
drinking water, while Hierapolis, some 10 kilometres north of Laodicea, were 
famed for their hot springs, and their healing power. But Laodicea had its own  
problem. It lacked its own water supply. And in order to rectify this problem, it 
built long water pipes which piped water in by aqueduct, but by the time that it 
had arrived, it was tepid and contaminated with minerals, especially in the 
Summer season. This situation was a perfect reflection of the state of the 
church! Perhaps on the basis of this local knowledge, the Risen Christ was saying, 
I wish you were either like the hot springs of Hierapolis, or the cold mountain 
water of Colossae!  I think that we can fully appreciate the words of Christ’s 
rebuke at this point! After all, who likes drinking tea or coffee that is only 
lukewarm? I don’t know how many times we have complained about coffee that 
is only lukewarm, and in order to counter this, we have ordered coffee that is 
“extra hot.” But what would warrant such a strong reproof here? Was it a simple 
matter of the church to just get fired up again? It would appear that the Risen 
Christ’s further words in verses 17-20, would suggest that something far more 
deeper and subtle was at issue here. To begin with in verse 17, the church 
claimed a self-sufficiency and independence on the basis of its wealth. Israel had 
a long history with this issue, extending back to Deuteronomy 8, where Israel 
was warned that any wealth that would come its way in the Promised Land, was 
not due to its own prowess and efforts, but was purely due to the gift and grace 
of God. This should never be forgotten, for it is the Lord alone who should be 
worshipped and served. But Israel failed to learn this lesson, and as far down as 
the eighth century BC, at Hosea 12:8, Israel continued to boast in their own 
riches, thinking that this gave them a self-immunity against any behavioural 
issues that did not honour God. Further, the words of verse 17 recall Laodicea’s 
decision to even decline the imperial assistance of Rome, and fund its own 
rebuilding after the earthquake of 60 AD.  Likewise, the church boasted of its 
own self-sufficiency and overlooked its need for God’s help.  But in Christ’s 
further words to them, the church was really wretched, pitiful, poor, blind, and 
naked. And in this condition, not all the banks, pharmacies, and looms in 
Laodicea can provide for its needs; for it has failed to find in Christ the source of 
all true wealth, splendour, and vision. Of this church alone, the Heavenly 
Scrutineer has nothing good to say (G.B. Caird Revelation 1966, p. 57).  Once as 
young people, I can recall us often singing, “I need thee every hour, most 
gracious, precious Lord” – But this song was not in the Hymnal of the Laodiceans!  
Affluence had crowded out Jesus, and in many cases, this is sadly and tragically 
the case today in many churches. Like Israel of old, we prefer to worship the gift, 
rather than the Giver, and yet in many places today, Christians have nothing, 
and yet it can be said that they have everything! Where there is affluence, Jesus 
is often weakened and pushed to the margins. What is Jesus solution?  We find 
this in verses 18-20. “I counsel you to buy from me gold refined in the fire, so 



you can be rich; and white clothes to wear, so that you can cover your shameful 
nakedness; and salve to put on your eyes, so that you can see.” Here the 
church’s spiritual destitution contrasts with the city’s reputation for banking, 
fine wool, and medicine. They must “buy” from Jesus true spiritual resources, 
reflecting the words of Isaiah 55:1-3, which speak of spiritual life that money 
cannot really buy, which are really gifts of God’s grace and love. During the past 
week we visited Ballarat and the gold fields, where the pursuit of gold gripped 
the lives of so many people. A place where fortunes were made, and just as 
quickly lost, with many lives lost in the process. Yet there also remains from the 
past, the witness of faithful churches, during this time, who may well have used 
a text like Revelation 3:18, in order to point out the source of true eternal riches. 
“Come buy from me gold refined in the fire, so you can be rich – free from the 
alloys of sin and death – the true source of eternal life.” And yet, as we come 
toward the end of this section, verse 19 would suggest that Christ continues to 
extend His love to His wayward Church, when He says, “Those whom I love I 
rebuke and discipline. So be earnest and repent.” Which then leads us to the 
invitation of verse 20 – “Behold, I stand at the door and knock; If anyone hears 
my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with that person, and they 
with me.” Here we are presented with the “knocking” Christ, whose power 
reaches its full strength in weakness (2 Corinthians 12:9). Sometimes this text 
has been used as an invitation for people to accept Christ as Saviour and Lord 
for the very first time, but here, the text is also an invitation for a backsliding 
church and individuals within that church to renew communion with the Lord. 
And this is what was really missing at this church. The church had somehow 
locked Christ out of its life and worship, through the worship of a false god, 
namely riches, and now the question here is whether the church will open the 
door and let Him in again. For the only cure for luke-warmness is the readmission 
of the excluded Christ. Could this also be a replay and frame for the first church 
at Ephesus, when it was said there that the Church had departed from its “first 
love” (2:4)?  
 
3.  Thirdly we encounter the Reward of a Renewed Fellowship (verses 21-22). 
 
Finally, Christ owes His royal authority to His own victory upon the cross of 
Calvary. Therefore because Christ comes in all His victorious power to those who 
open the door to Him, the Conqueror is one in whom Christ wins afresh His own 
victory, which also enables the Conqueror to share Christ’s throne with Him, just 
as Christ’s victory upon the cross of Calvary has won the right to share His 
Father’s throne in Heaven. This is a promise greater than all of those previously 
uttered: just as believers invite Christ to make His home with them in this 
transitory life, so the Lord will invite anyone who endures to the end to share in 



the coming ages the throne that the Father has given to Him. John finally puts it 
this way at 22:5: “And they will reign forever and ever.” 
 

Conclusion:- 
Today Jesus stands as the One who continually knocks at the door of our lives, 
patiently waiting for us to let Him into our lives, in order that He might have 
fellowship with us. Sadly and tragically for many, that door has never been 
opened, because the things of this world have gained a status and importance 
greater than Christ, as was the case at Laodicea. But because of His unending 
love for us, Jesus continues to knock at the door of our lives, seeking full 
admission. Will we open that door for Him today, in order that He might make 
something of our lives, which will endure for all eternity?  That will prove to be 
the greatest door that we have ever opened in life!  May His Spirit help us to do 
that.   Amen.  
 
 
 
 


