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Laodicea was a city of great economic importance in the days of the Apostles Paul and 

John. It would never need any economic assistance from any other churches, thus financially 

speaking it was secure. However, their spiritual condition was so appalling to the Holy Spirit, 

that he twice writes about their great want in the epistle of Paul to the Colossians and in the last 

book of John (Revelation). Our Lord Jesus Christ does not look at any outward show of religion 

for the sign of faithfulness to His Word but he looks at the inward condition and when he did, his 

diagnosis was spiritual bankruptcy for the church of Laodicea. However, they were not as of yet 

lost to our Lord Christ Jesus but they could remedy their errors through repentance from their 

sin. 

Geographically and monetarily speaking, Laodicea had everything going for it and may 

have been if not the richest church of ancient period, then one of the top churches, as far as terms 

of opulence go. It was chief city of the three cities located near the center of a fertile valley made 

by the ever-flowing river Lycus. The river Lycus, with its three cities of Hierapolis, Laodicea, 

and Colassae, was located 40 miles southeast of the city of Philadelphia. Hierapolis was on the 

northwestern bank of the river Lycus. Laodicea was on the southeast side of the river Lycus 

about 150 to 200 miles due east of Ephesus and not more than 10 miles distant from the city of 

Colossae. 

Besides having fertile, farmland it also stood at the juncture of various trade routes and so 

it was a mercantile banking center. In fact, about 30 years prior to John’s writing of Revelation, 

in AD 60, an earthquake had devastated the entire region. Rather than appeal to the Roman 

Senate for a customary subsidy, as was the Mediterranean custom, the opulent citizenry paid out 

of their own pockets the money necessary for the rebuilding of the city. Many of the farmers 

raised sheep from which the merchants of Laodicea manufactured cloth, garments, and carpets, 

which were soft in texture and glossy black in color. In addition to these items it had a world 

famous medical school, which according to John R. Stott, “was connected with the temple of 

Aesculapius whose physicians prepared the Phrygian powder for the cure of ophthalmia, which 

was described by Aristotle.”1 Thus Laodicea by all earthly standards was not only wealthy but 

also very self-sufficient with its hospitals, universities, farms, banks, merchants, and factories. 

This led the Laodiceans to even boast of their wealth as which chapter 3, verse 17 

captures. They boasted “I am rich, and increased with goods, and have need of nothing.” Rather 

than edify their fellow church members and spread the gospel witness with an ardor and zeal 

they directed their energies to the procurement, enjoyment, and distribution of their wealth. Quite 

often, they were probably more than ready to help other churches in need but their inward heart 

was still nauseating to Christ Jesus. This is why Christ explains their good works as neither hot 

nor cold, but as lukewarm (3:15-16). Christ is using the metaphorical language of a drink of 

water here. Christ wishes rather that they would be either hot or cold to a man’s taste buds, not 

lukewarm. This is because on the one hand, a hot drink is pleasing to the taste and recuperating 



in its effect, while on the other hand a cold drink is refreshing and delicious. Lukewarm drinks, 

in contrast, turn the stomach of the swallower, disgusting him to the point of vomiting, which is 

the imagery used here by Christ Jesus when He states in verse 16, “I will spue thee out of my 

mouth.” 

This use of lukewarm attitudes would also mean something more to the Laocieans 

because nearby in the city of Hierapolis, the lukewarm river Lycus had deposited a great amount 

of limestone, and by the hand of God it formed some impressive cliffs of limestone. Thus not 

only was Laodicea wealthy but it was surrounded by an impressive scenery. The luscious 

greenery of the valley was contrasted with the stark-white cliffs of limestone located off to the 

Northwest. The noises of the ever-bubbling and flowing river Lycus would relax the ears of a 

workman after a hard days work. The hills and mountains standing off in the distance would rise 

far above the valley and stand as silent citadels of power and serenity. No doubt they also helped 

form some beautiful sunsets with an intermixing of purple, pink, and orange hues, reflecting off 

both the mountains and clouds. Living in a valley plus being situated near the Mediterranean Sea 

resulted in a climate that probably felt like an eternal summer. There was always enough rain to 

water the crops and for the sheep herds. In short, the situation of Laodicea was as close to a 

heaven on earth as one could get. 

So the Lord rebukes them and tells them that in his eyes they “are wretched and 

miserable, and poor, and blind, and naked.” All their wealth, health, education, and beautiful 

scenery has only served to pull their eyes, minds, and hearts away from their one true teacher, 

Christ Jesus. His advice to them in verse 18 is “to buy gold tried in the fire, that thou mayest be 

rich.” That is, by the power of the Holy Spirit, they will overcome the trials of the Lord, and the 

temptations of the devil, and since they will become as gold purified by fire they will be rich in 

the Lord. 

He further advises them in verse 18 to be clothed “in the white raiment” of Christ 

crucified, not in the luscious black wool of their valley. When they clothe themselves in the cross 

they will be “clothed, and the shame of thy nakedness will not appear.” Rather their sin, which 

was a red as scarlet, will become as white as snow. To Christ, the shame of the sin of Adam and 

Eve will be permanently erased from the elect citizens of Laodicea and they will be clothed with 

right garments for the final wedding feast of the elect with Christ Jesus. 

His final piece of advice is that they “anoint thine eyes with eye salve, that thou might 

see.” The problem of the Laodiceans was that they were wealthy beyond compare, they were 

blinded to the beauty of Christ Jesus. By the eye salve of Scripture, they would again clearly see 

Christ crucified. Thus their eyes would focus on Christ and not on earthly goods. 

But there is hope for the church of Laodicea. As Christ states in verse 19 “As many as I 

love, I rebuke and chasten: be zealous therefore and repent.” Although the church was naked to 

the eyes of Christ, nauseating to his taste, and poor in spirit, Christ rebukes them because he 

loves them and so that they might repent of their sins. This imagery of rebuke and reproof is 

further enforced by verse 20 when Christ states “Behold I stand at the door, and knock: if any 

man hear my voice, and open the door, I will come in to him, and will sup with him, and he with 

me.” According to verse 20, the church of Laodicea has thrown Christ outside of the door and 

they now sup their Lord’s Supper without him. Inside of the door and in the church are his elect 

sheep whom he will rebuke and chasten out of an unending love for them. Christ Jesus stands at 

the door and calls out to his regenerated sheep to come and open the door. Their hearts have been 

rejuvenated and now they must heed his calling by coming to open the door and give witness of 

their regeneration. For when they overcome, he will come and sit with them and partake with 



them in an eternal covenant communion. For now their supper is lacking. Although they have all 

the money of the world and the best of food and drink, the presence of Christ Jesus stays away 

from their table. But, hark, hear the knocking at the door. It is our Lord and Master Christ Jesus, 

come to seek and save his sinning sheep. He cries out, “To him that overcometh will I grant to sit 

with me in my throne, even as I also overcame, and am set down with my Father in his throne.” 

Thus, although Laodicea has forgotten who gave them their wealth and health, He has not 

forgotten, nor will he forget them and because he will neither forget, nor forsake them, they will 

be rewarded with being able to sit on his throne unto eternity. 

This is the situation in which the PRCA find themselves. They are wealthy beyond 

compare. They support about 15 grade schools and high schools, 27 churches, and Synod. They 

are still left with a great amount of money to spend on their own families. Yet despite all this 

wealth and support that we give to each other there is still a complacency, for each of us knows 

in his heart that we never have enough money to do what we really want. So we work longer and 

harder so that we might have the better vacation, the better house, the better clothes, and the 

better car. We think: all I need is a bit more money and I can do whatever I want. I can retire 

early and live like a king. Oh, we certainly do not forget the schools and churches but we do not 

feel the need to make sacrifices any more. We certainly give great amounts to the various 

collections and drives but rather than view ourselves as poor and wretched and naked we expect 

that the money will continue to just roll right on in and we glorify ourselves for how hard we 

work. We have forgotten how to sacrifice for the kingdom and rather give money like the rich 

man did, in the parable of the rich man and Lazarus. We give so that our conscience might be 

calmed and not out of love. We would rather spend our money on all the earthly entertainment 

available to us. We like our beer cold, our cigarettes warm, and our women and cars fast. We 

want to date and lust after babes and hunks but not godly men and women. We like to sit in a 

quiet theatre or in the quiet of our own home and watch those filthy, vile products of Hollywood, 

those movies and videos. It matters little whether they are innocent, cutesy cartoons from Disney 

or R-rated movies, we justify it all in the spirit of Christian Liberty, but God forbid that I should 

sacrifice some earthly carnal pleasure for his kingdom or that someone else should point out my 

faults. Then we rise up and attack the messenger and ignore the truth of his message. Rather than 

admit to committing wrongdoing and repenting from it, we castigate and hurl accusations at the 

messenger pointing out that he is a sinner as well and he has no business judging us. Oh fellow 

Protestant Reformers, let us learn from the church of Laodicea and repent from our having grown 

complacent in our earthly lusts. By the grace of Christ crucified we shall. 
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