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“Materially Rich, Spiritually Poor” Rev. 3:14-22 1/27/13 

 Once upon a time there was a man whose passion in life was to 

make money, and he made a lot of it.  Just before he died, he said to his 

wife, “When I die, I want you to take all my money and put it in the casket 

with me.  I want to take my money to the afterlife.”  She promised him she 

would. 

 At the funeral, the dutiful wife put a box in the casket with her 

husband. 

 Afterward, her best friend said, “I can’t believe you were foolish 

enough to bury all his money with him!  What’s the matter with you?  What 

were you thinking?” 

 She replied, “I promised him I would bury that money with him, so I 

did.  Of course, I wrote him a check...” 

 The first-century church at Laodicea also had a thing about money 

and wealth.  This was one of the seven churches to whom John sent letters 

in the beginning of the book of Revelation.  Laodicea was located at the 

crossroads of two major trade routes.  It became a great center for trading 

and banking and was known for its great wealth.  It was a proud, rich city.  

When it was severely damaged by an earthquake in 60 A.D., the Roman 

government offered to help rebuild the city.  They refused the offer and, 

using their own money, rebuilt the city better than it had been before.  
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Laodicea was also known for its textile industry.  Carefully-bred sheep 

produced a rare black wool that they manufactured into clothing and rugs 

which were shipped around the world.  Finally, it was known for its medical 

school, which produced a salve made from Phrygian powder that could 

restore sight to people afflicted with certain kinds of blindness.  The 

medical school was world-renowned for this cure.  But listen to what John 

wrote about the church at Laodicea in Rev. 3:14-22. 

14“And to the angel of the church in Laodicea write: The words of the Amen, 

the faithful and true witness, the origin of God’s creation: 15“I know your 

works; you are neither cold nor hot. I wish that you were either cold or hot. 

16So, because you are lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I am about to 

spit you out of my mouth. 17For you say, ‘I am rich, I have prospered, and I 

need nothing.’ You do not realize that you are wretched, pitiable, poor, 

blind, and naked. 18Therefore I counsel you to buy from me gold refined by 

fire so that you may be rich; and white robes to clothe you and to keep the 

shame of your nakedness from being seen; and salve to anoint your eyes 

so that you may see. 19I reprove and discipline those whom I love. Be 

earnest, therefore, and repent. 20Listen! 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. 21To the one who conquers I will give a 

place with me on my throne, just as I myself conquered and sat down with 
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my Father on his throne. 22Let anyone who has an ear listen to what the 

Spirit is saying to the churches.”  

 Jesus is harder on this church than on any of the other six.  Unlike 

the others, he has absolutely nothing good to say about it.  Listen to these 

harsh words, “I know your works; you are neither cold nor hot.  I wish that 

you were either cold or hot.  So, because you are lukewarm, and neither 

cold nor hot, I am about to spit you out of my mouth.”  (Rev. 3:15,16)   (Or, 

in the words of the King James Version, “I will spew you out of my mouth.”  

We don’t hear a lot about “spewing” any more, do we!)  Apparently they 

lacked any passion for the gospel and the things of God.  They were 

neither hot nor cold and Jesus was sick of dealing with them.  What do you 

think led to this lukewarm faith?  You might be surprised by Jesus’ answer! 

 “For you say, ‘I am rich, I have prospered, and I need nothing.’” (Rev. 

3:17) Like their affluent city, this was a wealthy church, lacking nothing.  

They believed they were self-sufficient, which ultimately meant that they felt 

no real need for God.  Maybe God was OK to have around, but they didn’t 

need God in any significant way. 

 In contrast to their self-satisfied view of themselves, Jesus says of 

them, “You do not realize that you are wretched, pitiable, poor, blind, and 

naked.  Therefore I counsel you to buy from me gold refined by fire so that 

you may be rich; and white robes to clothe you and to keep the shame of 
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your nakedness from being seen; and salve to anoint your eyes so that you 

may see.”  (Rev. 3:17b-18) 

 Jesus says they are “wretched, pitiable, and poor.”  That would have 

stung!  They prided themselves on their commerce, and banking, and 

wealth.  They probably saw themselves as  high-achieving, successful 

Christians!  The problem was that they had embraced physical things as a 

means to meet spiritual needs.  Don’t we do exactly the same thing?  We 

think that our stuff, our wealth, will make us secure- if we can just pay off 

the mortgage and build up the retirement account.  We think it will give us 

status, showing others how successful and accomplished we are.  And 

since we desperately want security and status, so we are willing to sacrifice 

most everything else to obtain the wealth that we believe will provide them.   

 That is the very definition of a god- something we will sacrifice most 

anything for.  That’s why Jesus is right on target when he warns, “You can’t 

serve God and money.”  (Matt. 6:24)  Money easily becomes like a god and 

we end up serving it.  Money and the stuff it can buy becomes addictive.  

We can’t stop ourselves from pursuing it even when we’ve got more than 

we need.  That’s why Jesus says paradoxically that the poor are blessed.  

They know their only source of hope and meaning and security lies in God, 

but we (the rich) often forget that.   

The percentage of our income that we spend on luxury items- stuff 
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we want, but don’t really need- is far higher than that of any previous 

generation.  And we are spending money we don’t even have!  Most 

Americans spend about 30% of their income on debt-reduction.  That 

means we’re buying lots of stuff that we can’t afford, but just have to have 

now.  And we pay a high price for that in terms of overwork and stress on 

our families. 

 Ironically, it doesn’t even make us happy!  A survey to determine 

which country had the happiest people ranked the ultra-wealthy U.S. at 

#16.   #1?  Nigeria!  Most of us know at some level that having more stuff 

won’t make us happier, but we can’t seem to stop buying.  We’re addicted. 

 Well, instead of accumulating more material things, Jesus challenges 

the Laodiceans (and us) to “buy from me gold refined by fire so that you 

may be rich.”  He means that we should obtain true spiritual wealth by 

investing our lives in Jesus and his kingdom.  Then we won’t be spiritually 

“wretched, pitiable, and poor.” 

 Secondly, Jesus calls them “blind.”  Again, the Laodiceans would 

have been shocked by this, as their city was the home of a world-renowned 

medical school specializing in eye care!  They weren’t blind; they cured 

blindness!  But wealth doesn’t just entrap us into investing our lives in the 

wrong things; it also distorts our vision so we can’t even see things as they 

really are.   
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 A few years ago I talked with one of our Mexico Mission Trip 

participants, asking her if she was looking forward to the trip that summer.  

“Yes,” she replied.  “I need my annual reality check.”  She meant that 

because we live in an affluent culture, we are often blind to the fact that the 

vast majority of the world’s population doesn’t live like we do.  Most people 

in our world live from day-to-day with real worries about how they will feed 

themselves and their families tomorrow.  Without adequate medical care or 

insurance or social security.  With poor educational systems and few 

opportunities to improve their lives economically.  Our wealth blinds us to 

that reality, because thinking about it is just too uncomfortable and 

inconvenient for us.  Seeing reality might convict our hearts that we need to 

share more of our wealth with those in need. 

 And this wealth-induced blindness skews our ethics and morals, too. 

Think of the banking and mortgage executives whose actions contributed 

greatly to our current economic situation.  Prior to our economic collapse, 

they were gambling with our money, with our economy, using high-risk 

schemes fueled by greed.  And most of them couldn’t see that they were 

doing anything wrong!  

Instead, Jesus says we should obtain salve from him which will 

restore our sight.  You see, when we learn to depend on Jesus to meet our 

needs, to tell us what is right and wrong and what is important and what is 
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not, then we begin to see things clearly- as God sees them.  So, consider 

going to Mexico, South Dakota, South Carolina, Honduras or Appalachia- 

on one of our mission trips, if you’re able- so that God can open your eyes 

to the reality of our world. 

 Finally, Jesus tells the Laodiceans that they are naked.  These 

people were probably attired better than any people in the entire world, with 

their great woolen textile industry.  But Jesus says they are fooling 

themselves, like the emperor who wore no clothes.  Jesus tells the 

Laodiceans they are naked and invites them to come to him and purchase 

white robes to clothe themselves and cover the shame of their nakedness.  

 The passage ends with a note of hope. “I reprove and discipline those 

whom I love.”  (Rev. 3:19)  This is a theme that runs throughout the 

Scripture.  God reproves those he loves.  To reprove is to correct, to 

confront with reality, to rebuke.  Its effect is like throwing cold water on your 

face.  It’s a wake-up call.  God reproves those he loves.  And he also 

disciplines us.  That can involve punishment, but it’s much more than that.  

It involves training us in what is right, guiding us.  Throughout the Bible, 

God reproves and corrects those he loves, in order that they may more 

perfectly fulfill the destiny for which they were created.  After all their 

failings, Jesus still cared about the Laodiceans.  He wanted them back! 

 “Listen! (he says)  I am standing at the door, knocking; if you hear my 
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voice and open the door, I will come in to you and eat with you, and you 

with me.”  (Rev. 3:20) After confronting them and us with our spiritual 

poverty, Jesus waits for us to invite him in so he can set things right.   

 There is a famous painting of this image by Holman Hunt.  Jesus is 

standing, knocking, waiting outside a door.  But there is something strange 

about the door in the picture.  It has no doorknob on the outside of the 

door!  And that is deliberate.  This door must be opened by us from the 

inside.  Jesus won’t force his way in.  He stands and waits patiently for our 

invitation.  And, when invited, he promises to come in and stay with us to 

help us overcome our spiritual poverty- to make us rich in the things that 

matter. 

 I wonder if there are some here this morning who are ready to invite 

Jesus into their lives.  Maybe you’ve never invited him in, or perhaps it’s 

time to do so once again.  You see yourself in these words to the church at 

Laodicea.  Perhaps you’ve been expending extraordinary effort pursuing 

things that won’t provide a lick of meaning or security or hope or direction 

to your life.  I’ve got good news for you!  Jesus is patiently waiting at the 

door of your heart, ready to respond to your invitation to come in and to 

provide you with the real stuff that will give you meaning and security and 

hope and direction.  Invite Jesus into your life and ask him to give you what 

you really need to experience a full and joyful life. 


