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     The description of the author of this letter is the most explicit of all the letters we have looked at so far.  The words of the Son of God....  If there were any doubts before, this reference is very clear.  No mistaking its source!  Can you image getting a piece of mail in your mailbox that can from such a source?  What was it like to have received this letter in Thyatira?  It must have pricked the ears and started the hearts to pounding to hear a letter with such a beginning….These are the words of the Son of God.  A letter to us from the risen, victorious one.  The one we come to worship!  It surely put an end to routine worship that day!

     But then the letter goes on, not only was it from the Son of God, but it describes him as one who has eyes like a flame of fire, and whose feet are like burnished bronze.  This is no ordinary depiction of an author.  What could this mean, what does he want?

     I know your works… There it is again!  I know.  The one who has eyes like a flame of fire knows us.  Have you ever felt the look of some one who has piercing eyes?  Some one who looks straight through you?  The Son of God knows us; he searches the minds and hearts.  Then he tells them what he sees.  I know your works – your love, faith, service, and patient endurance.  I know that your last works are greater than the first.  This is just the opposite of what he said about Ephesus.  To them he complained they had LOST their first love.  They were NOT growing in their love.  Thyatira was commended for their progress.  This church had a lot going for it.  They could be proud of who they were and what they were becoming.  By now, however, we have learned to wait for the other shoe to fall.  And here it comes…But….
     Don’t you just hate it when somebody does that?  You look great today, BUT….  And then you never pay attention to the first part, you only hear the BUT!  Of course, I never say anything like that to my spouse!  But maybe some on you have.  Here the groom says to his bride.  “You look great…BUT…  But I have this against you, you tolerate immorality.  

     This charge is very similar to our last letter which was to Pergamum.  In it Christ’s concern was regarding Truth.  In this letter to Thyatira he is concerned about HOLINESS.  HOLINESS IS ANOTHER ESSENTIAL ASPECT OF THE HEALTHY CHURCH.  However, there is a danger when
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 dealing with an aspect like holiness.  In focusing upon the inner life one might begin to think that if the inner life is so fully satisfying to God that the outer conduct does not matter.  Such thinking provides a perfect escape from moral responsibility.  But this letter makes it very clear that we need to keep in concert the development of BOTH the inner life and our outer conduct.

     Jezebel represents the perspective that ignoring the standards of God is not acceptable.  It is very clear that immoral behavior may be tolerated in a society, but it is NOT condoned in God’s eyes.  Those eyes that are like a flame of fire see through our rationalizations or excuses.  Let’s not kid ourselves that we can be really good people and then ignore God’s standards for our behavior.  We often make excuses: “You know she really means well – or he really has a good heart!”  God has expectations of us and God had expectations of Jezebel.  She was offered the opportunity to repent.  God IS gracious. When we are disobedient, when we sin, we are not simple kicked out; we are confronted with our wrong and given the chance to change.  God wants to be worshipped by repentant hearts.  That’s why it is important to always include in our worship an opportunity to confess and received God’s assurance of forgiveness.  The time of silence enables us to examine ourselves and confess those personal sins, and then together we share our corporate confessions.  

     This letter focuses on one aspect of immorality – inappropriate sex.  Perhaps it is because this is something that is common to most of us.  Or it might be due to the fact that this was a major issue in that church.  The passage from I Thessalonians that was read earlier today makes it clear what God wants of us.  For this is the will of God…that you know how to control your own body in holiness and honor, not with lustful passion… that no one wrong or exploit a brother or sister in this matter…for God did not call us to impurity but in holiness.  Therefore whoever rejects this, rejects not human authority but God, who also gives His Holy Spirit to you. (I Thes. 4:1-8)

     Young people, you want to know the will of God about sex before marriage?  Married men and women, do you want to know what God thinks about sex outside of marriage?  Let me paraphrase the passage from I Thessalonians for you.  God says YES to holy living, and NO to pre-marital, extra-marital, experimental or illicit sex.  God desires committed faithful
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whole relationships for all us regardless of our sexual orientation.  Sex is not another form of entertainment or a way to make a living.
     But let me be clear about this also.  If you have been guilty of impure thoughts or improper conduct, God comes to you with the opportunity for repentance and renewal.  It does NOT have to be a self-debasing moment.  We can become as a little child.  Julian of Norwich reminds us that just like a child when we have soiled ourselves we do not descend into a pit of shame and blame.  No, we immediately run to our parent who welcomes us, changes our diaper, gives us hugs and kisses and sends us on our way. (All Will Be Well P.20)  GRACE IS ABUNDANT!

       God wants us to honor one another and will enable us to do that.  He gives us the HOLY Spirit to live holy lives!  Our society has pushed inappropriate sex at us so much that we lose sight of the beauty that it is.  Sex is not a four letter word.  It is a gift of God for us to enjoy in its appropriate time and place.  It is a beautiful gift, but let us keep it that way as well.  That is our responsibility.  

     But let’s not think that holy living is only about sex.  Holiness is a focus of holding together an inner life with external conduct.  Immorality is much broader than our sex life!  It includes our idolatries as well.  Idolatries can be anything that we value more than our relationship to God.  We can profess our intense love for God, but then snub someone who has less education than we.  That is immoral.  Or we hire someone and then do not pay them a living wage that allows them to meet the basic needs of their family – that is immoral!  We are the richest nation in the world, but the poor are often left on their own for adequate health care – that is immoral! I know of a church that had an administrative assistant for over twenty-five years and NEVER offered her health care or a retirement package, that’s immoral!  When our prisons are overly represented by minorities, even though the drug problem in our culture is primarily a white crime, that’s immoral.  Education dollars flow in one community and are scarce in another, that is immoral.  It is easy to sit in our middle class homes in comfort and believe that poverty is someone else’s fault or violence is not our concern.  But Jesus reminds us that our holiness needs to exceed that of the Scribes and Pharisees.  Our love for our neighbor does not cease at the house next door.  That love of neighbor needs to demonstrate the sacrificial love of our Savior.  I think that is one thing that saddens me about the giving
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 pattern of Presbyterians – two percent of our income is not sacrificial. The poor are still needing our loving care!  We are a long way from having all things in common as the early church modeled for us.  Does our giving demonstrate a moral awareness of our being one with God’s children?  

     We are reminded in this letter to Thyatira that God is concerned with our whole being – with our moral living.  I am the one who searches minds and hearts… and I will give to each of you as your works deserve.  There are consequences for our behavior.  We like to focus on God the God of Grace.  And well we should.  For Grace is a wonderful gift to each of us!  But we need to keep in tension God’s Grace and God’s expectations.  The one does not cancel out the other.  This letter contains both grace and law.  Obedience to God’s expectations is not to be discounted by grace.  Moral conduct is not the present level of acceptable behavior of our culture, but rather it is that which is guided by God’s desire for and expectation of us.   It is the melding together of one’s holy inner life with one’s life style or conduct. It is not simply external behavior – that is Phariseeism.  Holiness is what David sought when he was confronted with his immoral behavior with Bathsheba.  In Psalm 51 he prays create in me a clean heart of God, and put a new and right spirit within me…restore to me the joy of your salvation. 

     A clean heart is the beginning of holiness.  From that center then can flow our compassion for others and longing to do God’s will.  I Thessalonians 4: 9 says: now concerning the love of the brothers and sisters you do not need to have anyone write to you for you yourselves have been taught by God to love one another….  Are we open to the Holy Spirit’s teaching?

     The promise or reward in this letter for those who seek holiness is that they will have authority over the nations.  There is strength in seeking justice.  Can you imagine what life will be like when holiness reigns?!  
     In addition, to help us pursue that goal, Christ promises those who conquer will receive the morning star.  This is the star that comes out just before the daylight.  It gives us the promise of coming light.  In the darkness of predawn there is hope for the brightness of a new day!  Those who conquer are given hope in the midst of our moral struggles.  Hope for new ways of living.  Hope that a new day is about to come.  Christ himself is the Morning Star.  Let anyone who has an ear listen to what the Spirit is saying to the churches.                      
