The Laodicean Phenomenon
In the Book of Revelation, Jesus writes this to His church (chap 3): 

“And to the angel of the church in Laodicea write: The Amen, the faithful and true Witness, the Beginning of the creation of God, says this: ‘ I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot; I would that you were cold or hot. So because you are lukewarm, and neither hot nor cold, I will spit you out of My mouth. Because you say, ‘I am rich, and have become wealthy, and have need of nothing, and you do not know that you are wretched and miserable and poor and blind and naked, I advise you to buy from Me gold refined by fire, that you may become rich, and white garments, that you may clothe yourself, and that the shame of your nakedness may not be revealed; and eye salve to anoint your eyes, that you may see. Those whom I love, I reprove and discipline; be zealous therefore, and repent.’”
A 1989 study of mathematical skills compared students in eight different countries. American students ranked lowest in mathematical competence, while Korean students ranked highest. As part of the test, the researchers also asked students to give a personal evaluation as to how good they felt they were at mathematics. The Americans ranked themselves highest in self-judged mathematical ability, while the Koreans ranked themselves the lowest. The administrators of the study wrote this about their findings:

“Mathematical self-esteem had an inverse relation to mathematical accomplishment. This 
is certainly an example of a self-esteem psychology keeping students from an accurate 
perception of reality. The self-esteem theory predicts that only those who feel good about 
themselves will do well, which is supposedly why all students need it. But in fact, feeling 
good about yourself may simply make you over confident, narcissistic, and unable to work 
hard.  These results show that it is possible to have a healthy ego and be ignorant at the 
same time.”
We can draw comparisons, can we not, between Jesus’ diagnosis of the Laodiceans and the students in this study? They had an inflated self-assessment of themselves, but at the same time were ignorant of their true spiritual condition. We in the land of the free and the home of the brave need to heed their situation well, for we sit immersed in the same culture that birthed and perpetuated their ignorance. How was this Laodicean phenomenon born? A review of the Old Testament reveals many Laodiceas. In Ezekiel 16, there is a step-by-step description of how they come to be born, what they are about, and reveal that God’s reaction to it has never changed:
“When I passed by you and saw you squirming in your blood, I said to you while you were in your blood, 'Live!' I made you numerous like plants of the field.” 
The journey to Laodicea always, ironically, begins with the Lord’s blessing. He can’t help but bless us because that is who and what He is: a blessing God. He cannot help but pick us up when we are helpless and say to us, “Live!” Jesus said, “I have come that My joy would be in you, and that your joy would be made full (John 15).”  
“Then you grew up and became tall…Yet you were naked and bare. Then I passed by you and saw you, and behold, you were at the time for love; so I spread My skirt over you and covered your nakedness. I also swore to you and entered into a covenant with you so that you became Mine.”
 As He blesses us, we become ready for the time for relationship with Him. He enters into His covenant of love with us that we might bear fruit and spread that love to others. This is a time of growth and excitement because we are growing and yet still humble, knowing the nakedness from we have come out of. We are becoming tall in our faith, and beginning to believe we are the blessed people of a loving God.
“Then your fame went forth among the nations on account of your beauty, for it was perfect because of My splendor which I bestowed on you, declares the Lord God.”
 Because of His blessing, empowerment and leading—because of His beauty imparted to us—our fame goes forth to those around us as we grow from being blessed to being a blessing. Because of His perfect gifts to us and our sharing of those gifts with others, fame begins to come our way. This phenomenon has been prevalent in America for the past century, as all nations of the world have watched us survive, thrive, become the most giving nation on earth and the staunchest defender of the weak. They all look to us for financial aid and protection. Truth be told, they all envy the religious and financial freedoms this country established upon Christian principles enjoys. Jealousy is the reason they oppose us politically at every turn, even as they come to us with hands out every time they find themselves in a crisis.
 “But you trusted in your beauty and played the harlot because of your fame. Then it came about after all your wickedness (Woe, woe to you declares the Lord God), that you built yourself a shrine and made yourself a high place in every square. ‘How languishing is your heart,’ declares the Lord God, while you do all these things.” 
Here is where the worm turns; here is where Laodicea is born. In the abundance of our blessings, we forget who the Giver is and begin to worship the gift. Were that not bad enough, we come to believe the press about ourselves. We begin to think we have brought all of this wealth, freedom, and position about and pride takes over. We begin to build shrines to ourselves (seen any “shrines” called churches around?). As we become inflicted by the Laodicean phenomenon pride seduces humility, complacency seduces passion, and self-delusion replaces objectivity. We get far too comfortable with our surroundings, the suffering that led us into humility and passion disappears, and our hearts begin to languish. The love for our neighbor and our God that brought us our renown is now replaced with self-love and self-admiration for all the accomplishments we deem we have wrought in the earth. While we may still shine geopolitically, within we become spiritually apathetic and asleep. Materialism and self-aggrandizement turn our love for God into love of self, comfort and money. It is not long before we begin to deny the very God that brought us all our fame, and become as Nebuchadnezzar prancing haughtily upon our rooftops proclaiming the majesty of our own creation (Dan. 4).
"Behold, this was the guilt of your sister Sodom: she and her daughters had arrogance, abundant food, and careless ease, but she did not help the poor and needy…Thus they were haughty and committed abominations before Me.” 
We become as sinful as Sodom: arrogant, wealthy, and at a careless ease; thinking we “have become wealthy, and have need of nothing, and do not know that we are wretched and miserable and poor and blind and naked.”  We do not help the poor and needy, but focus on how to further enhance our already over-indulged self-interests. If everyone in America who claims to be Christian tithed even a fraction of the biblical 10%, there would be no need for Social Services, Medicare, or any other government program. If even half of them did so instead of spending all of their excess wealth on bigger homes, more vacations, more toys, more advanced technology and ever more luxurious automobiles, there would be no poor at all. In our pride we cannot help but turn the focus upon ourselves, our needs, and ultimately our pleasures. Like Solomon, we turn the gift into abominations, and give up our glory for a lie. The wisest man who ever lived fell into the Laodicean trap, but those who follow him think themselves immune. This is the very self-delusion that defines Laodicea.
“Therefore I removed them when I saw it.” 
Jesus said unto Laodicea, “I spew you out of My mouth.” There is no killer amongst the faithful like pride. The ultimate weapon in Satan’s arsenal for the redeemed is “the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the boastful pride of life (1 John 2).” Pride is the one that never sleeps, never leaves us, and can trap us even in the most wonderful services we think we are accomplishing for God. The debate will continue to rage as to whether anything we do can remove our names from the Book of Life once written, but Jesus’ warnings to the Laodiceans is one of the arguments that confronts those who believe the answer is “no” (see on this website “Articles: A Difficult Question”). After all, in both Ezekiel’s warning to His people, and Jesus’ warning to Laodicea, God was speaking to His people, not unbelievers.
In America we look around at our gleaming towers of concrete, glass, and stone dotting the landscape, our multi-million dollar Christian book, tape, and video markets, our slick evangelical crusades, the many missionaries we can afford to commission, and our powerful political lobby and smile. Then we look at the world around us: millions of people persecuted for their faith, services in buildings that could fit comfortably into most of our Narthex’s, and you can’t blame us for thinking we are the lighthouse built upon the rock of the modern Christian world. But we would be wrong. As with the children in the mathematics study, feeling good about ourselves doesn’t necessarily mean our assessment of the facts is correct. Our wealth and power have made us over confident, narcissistic and unable to work hard, just like every wealthy and powerful nation that has ever gone before us. 

The proof of this errant self-assessment is found in Jesus’ opening statement to His church at Laodicea. He assesses the litmus test of any disciple’s faith: good works. “I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot.” Regardless of what the Laodiceans thought of themselves Jesus looked at the proof of their faith and cried foul. He was saying to them, “Your spiritual self-esteem exists in an inverse relationship to your accomplishment…the results are showing that you have a healthy ego and are ignorant at the same time.” It was this lukewarm and deluded reality, coupled with grandiose self-image that caused Jesus such revulsion. It caused His stomach to churn because it was, simply, hypocrisy. Hypocrisy rears its ugly head any time we say we are one thing when our “deeds” tell a different story.
Laodicea leads to self-delusion because living in the lap of luxury without fear of persecution confronts us with an enemy that is more oppressive than any physical or political one we could conjure up. Jesus says to them, “Because you say I am…and do not know that you are (not), buy the gold from Me that is refined by fire!”  The Laodicean phenomenon is the most dangerous because, by definition, those infected do not think that they are. How can one fight a disease when one does not perceive it to exist? Many die of cancer each year because by the time they find out it exists, it’s too late. The damage is done and the end is inevitable. This deadly disease of lukewarmth that the Laodiceans were inflicted with is like cancer, because many times its infection has spread throughout the entire body before it is diagnosed. Jesus’ calls to repentance in Revelation 3 means that it can be overcome, but not without touching the fire of His rebuke and sincere repentance.
In America we look on in disbelief when we see believers in third world countries dragged from their homes, giving up everything even to the point of death because their government is persecuting them for their faith. As horrible as it is, at least those in such places see the source of their persecution. They understand it exists, and why. They know how to prepare for it, endure it, and fight because it is in a form that they can recognize. Though such persecutions may kill the flesh, they typically serve only to impassion the soul. This is why Christianity has always thrived in environments of physical and religious oppression. The persecution of Laodicea, however, doesn’t attack us physically. On the contrary, it comes about through a lack of physical persecution. While it comforts the flesh, it kills the soul because those inflicted actually believe their persecution is their blessing! It's time we woke up and realized we are living in the most persecutorious environment of them all for the believer, which is the most desired environment of all for the unbeliever: freedom from physical oppression, peace, wealth, comfort, and power. 
Down through the annals of biblical history this curse has infected numerous societies ordained as God’s people. When they find themselves blessed with too much prosperity and geopolitical preeminence, they begin to worship the blessing rather than the Giver. Geoffry Gorsuch, Director of Men’s Ministries for Navigators International, once spoke at a men’s retreat I attended. He showed us a graphic which portrayed the vicious cycle of the historic rise and fall of all great societies very well. It looked something like the graphic below:








As long as God’s people remain humble, they are truly blessed. However, too much blessing and the Laodicean principle befalls them (in our graphic from liberty up to abundance, and then down the slippery slope to bondage). This is not about a particular society such as America, but about the nature of man when he finds himself saturated in an over-abundance of wealth and convenience, coupled with a lack of any imminent external foe to fight. It happened to Israel many times during her existence, it happened to the Romans, and it is happening to us.
Where there is no enemy from without, it is always the enemy from within we need to fear.  One of my favorite classic movies, a 1956 sci-fi thriller called the Forbidden Planet, is a story about a Dr. Morbius who had spent many years marooned on a distant planet when his band of explorers was wiped out. When a rescue ship from earth finally arrives many years later they are threatened by a vicious creature summoned into being by the Krell, the master-race who formerly inhabited the planet. The Krell had conquered all foes and become masters of all they surveyed. Their final, fatal act of narcissistic convenience was to develop a super-computer that would transform their thoughts into reality. While this was done in the interest of providing creature comforts at a mere thought, they did not realize that their thoughts could not be contained to just harmless materialistic desires. They neglected to think about the psychological and emotional elements of their thought-lives: selfish, evil, and demanding. 
This consequence they had not foreseen created the “Monster from the Id,” a thought-beast that they loosed upon their own society to kill and destroy until none survived. An entire society viewed as indestructible from without was wiped out by a far more destructive creature that lurked within. The Monster from the Id is alive and well in America today, not in the form of a beast that is killing us physically, but the Laodicean phenomenon that is killing our spirits and souls with comfort, complacency, and superficiality. It is putting us to sleep in a cozy blanket of self-deception—thinking we are the bastion of Christianity in the world—when those we see as so oppressed have discovered a faith we cannot fathom. I have talked to many missionary friends, and it might surprise you to find that believers in third world countries around the world are praying for our revival! 
To summarize, the symptoms of the Laodicean phenomenon are:

· Talking a good Christian game while displaying only lukewarm deeds, or none at all

· Gathering only with others of our kind, when no one outside the fellowship would say we care for them

· Thinking that because we are financially well off we are rich, when the evidence of our spirituality shows we are poor in good deeds
· Preoccupation with appearances, while doing little real Christian work (emphasis on symbolism, with little on substance)
· Being increasingly preoccupied with saving the church from the world rather than being a church that saves the world 

· An increasing numbness to spiritual reality

· Looking down upon people struggling from physical or political oppression, and not seeing our spiritual oppression that is so much more dangerous

· Satisfaction with the status quo, and lack of passion and drive to mature in our faith
· Thinking that our religious freedoms are what make us spiritually strong
· Spending time and resources building churches that look successful to the world while spending very little time and resources on creating a body of believers that is acceptable to Christ and His great commission 
But there is hope. For all her shortcomings the church at Laodicea was His church, and so there is hope. Though Jesus’ warnings to that church were dire, He cared enough for them to rebuke them and so there is hope. I believe, in that same hope, the hand of God is moving across the church in this nation. Voices are slowly but steadily arising in opposition to the institution, the Christian Club, the sub-culture unto itself the church has become. Though its voice is not one, and it’s struggling for a common definition, a rag-tag bunch of “postmodern-emergent” fellowships are saying “Enough! We’re trying to follow this Jesus, but there exists a disconnection between what we see in Him and what we see in the traditional American church! We don’t look very much like what we are preaching, or perhaps the problem is that we are looking just like what we are preaching and the preaching is all wrong.” Some of these groups are donning this mantle to deliberately push an already stretched envelope of new age mysticism to the breaking point and some are using it to restore critical balances that have been lost to the church in America, but at least they are stepping out in faith to try to change the status quo.
We must fight this damnable superficiality with every divine power and weapon from above, and with all of the discipline and passion we can muster by our own will. We must fight Laodicea by realizing there are two separate and distinct kingdoms in operation on this earth—the kingdoms of flesh and of spirit—and start selling all we have in the one to attain to the glory of the other. We must not be deceived by the appearance of things, but realize it is the very freedom of religion we fight so hard to hold on to in America that is killing us. Oh, that there were more persecution of the church; that a few of us would be dragged off and imprisoned for proclaiming this Gospel! Oh, that we would be refined by that same prosecutorial fire that kilned Paul, Peter, James, John and all of the other saints we so revere with our lips, but dishonor with out lives! Perhaps then we would realize just how trite and foolish our lavish Cathedrals, Christian paraphernalia, “What-would-Jesus-do” bracelets and baubles, and our Rock Star musicians and preachers are in the eyes of our Lord. Perhaps then we would get back to a simpler, leaner and far more effective force than we have come to be. 
It is going to take courageous men of leadership, helping their flocks to realize they need to fight this cursed sleep as hard, or harder, than they fight hunger or political oppression around the third world. Along with the warnings about how ungodly it is to ignore toddlers in Somalia with bloated stomachs and eyes recessed deeply in their sockets dying from hunger, we need to proclaim warnings of Laodiceans with bloated self images and eyes bulging from the worship of material possessions languishing in the cushioned chairs of their fashionable cathedrals. And to this Awakened Fellowship Ministries (www.awakenedfellowship.com) is dedicated; to providing a constant exhortation to wake up, realize the enemy in the gates of comfort, and begin fighting with passion the enemy that numbs us to the reality of spiritual warfare. This is a war that reaches its apex in Jesus’ message to the Laodiceans. This is a war that has reached the shores of America.
©2005, by Michael S. Wolff






Abundance/(Pride)








    Liberty		    Selfishness/(Narcissism) 








		        Courage


		        	  			            Complacency/(Superficiality)





		     Faith	    





					        Dependency


	 (Humility)








				Bondage (Defeat)





(words in parenthesis mine)








PAGE  
1

