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Laodicea: The Danger of Prosperity” 
 

Introduction: Sometimes, the good things we enjoy in life can become bad things. Take ice 
cream. A wonderful treat, but too much of it can cause a stomach ache. What about television? 
Another good thing but too much of it can turn your brain into a vegetable! Exercise is a good 
thing, but too much of it can lead to injury. Even school is a good thing, but too much of it will 
make us exhausted and so we need a break every summer. 
 
This morning, we’ll hear Jesus address a church that seems to have had too much of a good thing, 
and that good thing is prosperity. They had become, it seems, too well off and too comfortable, 
and it had become a bad thing. It had become a bad thing because it had masked their need for 
Jesus and dulled their sense of mission.  
 
How does Jesus address a church in which this was happening? Well, with a couple of rather 
graphic images. On the one hand, he calls this church in Laodicea, in the last of the seven 
messages found in the Revelation, “lukewarm,” and says he is ready to spit them out of his 
mouth! There could be no greater threat. On the other hand, he says he is ready and anxious to sit 
down and eat with them if they would only let him in. There could be no greater promise. Let’s 
begin by considering what the distaste of lukewarmness is all about. 
 
I. The Distaste of Lukewarmness 
 A. Jesus, we have noticed, is very skilled at using the cultural environment, as well as 
current circumstances, to make his point. So, in speaking about the church being lukewarm, Jesus 
most likely has the local water supply in mind. While generally resource rich, Laodicea lacked an 
adequate supply of water. The rive that flowed through it was not strong, and often dried up in the 
heat of the summer. But the city of Hierapolis, four miles to the north, had a wonderful set of hot 
springs to which tourists even flock today. This hot, chemically charged water comes bubbling 
out of the ground and is channeled today into the pools of various hotels. In the first century, an 
aqueduct was built to channel this water to Laodicea, but by the time it got there it has lost its 
heat and its chemical content made it unsuitable to drink. People who tasted it would literally 
need to spit it out. Eleven miles to the southeast, the city of Colossae had a splendid supply of 
cold, fresh, Alpine-like water that flowed down from high, snow-capped mountains. But by the 
time this water reached Laodicea, traveling through the Turkish desert, it too had become 
lukewarm.  
 

B. The point is that while hot is good for healing and cold for refreshing, lukewarm is 
good for nothing. Who really likes lukewarm coffee or hot chocolate or soda? So, says Jesus, to 
the church in Laodicea, I’m not liking you very much right now. You are you lukewarm. Your 
sense of mission has become dulled. Your ministry is not bringing healing to the spiritually sick, 
or refreshment to the spiritually weary. “So, because you are lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, 
I am about to spit you out of my mouth.” How, then, did this lukewarmness come about? 
 
II. Drinking the Prosperity Kool-Aid 
 A. Well, it seems as if the church had lost its sense of need for Jesus. From what Jesus 
had to say next, they had lost their sense of need because they had begun to drink the prosperity 
Kook-Aid of the culture around them. Other than its struggles with a steady water supply, 
Laodicea, we learn, had three wonderful things going for it. First, it had a strong banking system, 
so strong that when the city was leveled by an earthquake in 60 A.D., it refused the offer of 



Roman help to rebuild because it had more than enough gold deposits to do the job. Second, the 
city’s farmers had developed a particular breed of black sheep that produced a fine, high quality 
wool that the fashion industry was only too glad to gobble up. Garments made in Laodicea were 
exported all over the world and the Laodicean’s were some of the best dressed people around. 
And third, the city boasted a wonderful medical school that had become known for its 
development of an eye salve that had healing properties.  
 

B. So, seemingly, Laodicea had it all – a thriving banking system, a hot clothing industry, 
and an outstanding university. As a result, there was a great deal of civic pride in Laodicea, such 
that the local populace was fond of saying, “I am rich, I have prospered, and I need nothing.” 
Such is the cry of secular humanists, people who feel that by their own devices, ingenuity, and 
resources, they can solve and accomplish anything. Well, the church had begun to drink in the 
spirit of their city. Their members, and probably the church as a whole, had begun to believe that 
because their circumstances were so good, they had no need for Jesus, at least the kind of need 
that moved them to call upon him, to rely upon him, to earnestly seek his leading, and to want to 
become like him.  

 
C. The bad thing about good circumstances is that it puts us in danger of not really 

knowing our true condition and real need. As Jesus put it, speaking of their spiritual condition, 
“You do not realize that you are wretched, pitiable, poor, blind, and naked.” What you need, he 
goes on to say, is not gold in the bank, but the kind that is refined by fire, by the fire of trials so 
that can come to know me as your true treasure; what you need is not fine clothing in your 
closets, but the robes of righteousness that only I can provide, robes that cover your nakedness, 
that provide forgiveness and a right relationship with God; what you need is not eye salve for the 
healing of your physical eyes but the kind of salve that only I can anoint you with that will heal 
your spiritual blindness so  that you can truly see. Civic pride and prosperity is a good thing, 
unless and until we begin to think it’s the best and only thing, until it crowds out the 
understanding of our true need, until it leads us to conclude, “I need nothing.”  
 
Illustration: Just for fun, if Jesus were to address us directly in Essex, I was wondering how he 
might go about it. He might say, so you think that because of your beautiful marshes and ocean 
location, that because you are part of a great seafood and restaurant industry, that because you 
have a bustling antique business, that all is well. But what you really need are not beautiful 
marshes but a vision of the green pastures of eternity; what you really need is not a healthy 
seafood industry but food I can provide that will never leave you hungry; what you really need is 
not a bustling antique business but to understand the way I can repair your sinful nature and make 
you beautiful again. The splendor of nature, the fish on your plates, and the beautiful furniture in 
your homes is all good, unless and until it is what you come to believe will make you truly happy 
and content.  
 

D. And the point of seeing all of this clearly is that it affects the way we live as a church. 
It can make us lukewarm, apathetic, and lacking in zeal. Prosperity masks our need for Jesus and 
when it does that, it ultimately dulls our sense of mission. We may come to Sunday school and 
worship, we may say the Apostle’s Creed, and we may say a few prayers when we awake in the 
morning, yet we’re not really all that sure that we really need Jesus, or that others need him. And 
before you know it, we have become lukewarm, providing neither healing for the spiritually sick 
nor refreshment for the spiritually weary. Even worse, we have become something that Jesus is 
ready to spit out of his mouth. 

 
 

 



III. Dining (and falling back in love with) Jesus 
 A. So by now you might be asking, Pastor, is that what you think of this church?! Well, 
no, although I think that on some level, every church in the very comfortable West struggles with 
this. I raise the issue because Jesus brings it to our attention, and so it is worth understanding the 
danger and, from time to time, being aware enough to ask ourselves some good and hard 
questions.  
 

B. Don’t miss that Jesus speaks this way to the church because he loves the church: “I 
reprove and discipline those whom I love.” As such, he wants the very best for us, he wants us to 
be the faithful and true witnesses we’re called to be, and he wants to accomplish God’s purposes 
through us. Anything that stands in the way of that, anything that dulls our sense of mission he 
doesn’t like! What we need to do, to keep our head on straight and our heart in the right place, is 
invite him in and allow him to feed us, revealing to us who we really are, what we really need, 
and how he is really the one to provide it. So his invitation, “Listen! I am standing at the door, 
knocking; if you hear my voice and open the door, I will come in to you and eat with you, and 
you with me,” is not really an invitation to individuals to invite Jesus into their hearts, though it 
has been and certainly can be used effectively in this way. Rather, it is an invitation to the church 
to make, and always make, Jesus, and his sacrificial and redeeming love, his grace and mercy, the 
center of all that we are and do.  

 
C. It is, to put it another way, making sure we are able to grasp, as the Apostle Paul prays 

for the church, how wide and long and high and deep the love of Christ is for us, and to know this 
love that surpasses knowledge so that we are always falling back in love with Jesus (Eph. 3:17). 
The marvelous conversation that is the Song of Songs puts this in pretty intimate terms, at one 
point using the image of God, the beloved, knocking at the door of his loved one.  

 
I slept but my heart was awake. Listen! My beloved is knocking: Open to me, my sister, 
my darling, my dove, my flawless one. [SS 5:2] 

 
Like a marriage that needs to be rekindled, to the church in Laodicea, and in any place, Jesus 
seeks to restore the intimacy that lovers have. It’s an intimacy that we celebrate at his table, 
where we remember how fully and completely he has given himself to us. So let’s now meet him 
there. 
       


