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he book of Acts and the epis-
tles of Paul come alive when you
walk the streets of Ephesus.

Yet in almost complete contrast, the
town of Colosse, home to many
Christians of the first century AD,
remains a 300-foot-high mound 
or tel waiting to be excavated.

How much of Bible history still
remains to be uncovered, ready to
continue to verify the importance 
and accuracy of the Scriptures?

In October, my wife, Sonja, and I
were part of a group of 123 visiting
Turkey, ancient Asia Minor, during
the annual Feast of Tabernacles. This
10-day trip was organised by the
United Church of God as one of its
worldwide sites celebrating these
important Holy Days.

We hope you too will be able to
capture some of the excitement and
value of this unique experience
through our pictures and comments.

Deeper meaning to the words
Messages during the eight-day

festival services focused both on the
future fulfilment of God’skingdom
and the present application of words
written 2,000 years ago. We would be
walking on streets uncovered from

tons of rubble and soil that fellow
Christians had trodden, sometimes on
their way to buy bread, but also occa-

sionally being dragged to the
local amphitheatre to face wild
animals and be martyred for
their beliefs.

Visiting this area enhanced
our appreciation of much of 
the New Testament. We were
guided around archaeological
sites that included the locations
of the seven congregations
mentioned in chapters two and
three of the book of Revelation.
The messages given by Jesus
Christ in vision to John, the
last survivor of the original 12

apostles, took on deeper meaning.

Our journey begins
The early Friday morning flight

from Luton airport in England
brought us into the smaller of the 
two international airports at Istanbul
by midday. Although we had never
travelled to a Moslem state before,
Sonja and I were soon to find out that
Turkey is a secular Islamic nation.
For example, we arrived in the middle

of Ramadan, expecting that
we would have to take great
care not to offend those fast-
ing during the day. However,
many people ate openly dur-

ing the day and before sunset.
Evidence also abounds that Turkey

would love to be in the European
Union (EU). Prices were often quoted
in euros, even though the Turkish lira
(YTL) is the official currency. Euro-
pean markets already buy cotton,
olive oil and cars from Turkey, but
the existing EU member nations are
hesitant to accept an Islamic nation
into their fold. This reluctance is
causing a change in attitude among
many Turks and Turkey is beginning
to look elsewhere for its trading partners.

Christianity – then and now
On Friday evening we gathered

for the opening service of the Feast of
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Tabernacles at the Pera Marmara
hotel in Istanbul.

Charles Melear, who co-ordinated
the trip, showed four important paral-
lels between Christians living in Asia
Minor 2,000 years ago and those 
living today: There were doctrinal
challenges in the early Church; the
behaviour of society influenced mem-
bers; the Church was challenged by
leadership issues; and true Christians
lived with an expectancy of freedom
from slavery and the end of the 
domination of the Roman empire.
Ultimately the return of Jesus Christ
will address the challenges.

Festival messages were all encour-
aging and often linked in with sites
we visited later in the day.

Istanbul has beautiful views of
the Bosphorus. It bustles with 12
million people – often living in
densely populated apartment blocks.
The city was previously known as
Constantinople after the emperor
Constantine. Before leaving the city
we visited the museum where three
things of biblical interest are particu-
larly significant.
• One of the inscriptions taken
from the wall surrounding the temple
in Jerusalem declared death 
to any non-Israelite who passed
beyond that point. The apostle Paul
referred to thisbarrier, ‘the middle
wall of partition’, being removed for
Gentile Christians in Ephesians 2:14.
• The stone declaring the point
where the two teams of builders of
Hezekiah’s water tunnel met after
tunnelling from both ends.
• Three stone pillars ‘To the
Unknown God’, similar to the one
Paul spoke of when talking to the

Athenians. No one was allowed to
talk about any god other than those
already being worshipped. The cus-
tom was to erect such a monument to
the ‘unknown’ god to avoid offending
any they had omitted.

Some lessons 
that shone through

It would be impossible to give a
detailed description of all the places
we visited, yet you can still appreci-
ate the atmosphere and flavour of the
land. Here are some of the impres-
sions we gained as we travelled.

Steep and rugged mountains con-
strain the traveller on foot to the fertile
plains below. They also determined
the routes followed by traders, armies

and migrations. The mountain
ranges run from east to west,
resulting in travel along the
western shores of Asia Minor
being much easier by boat.
You didn’t have to climb
mountains!

There has been a lot of tec-
tonic movement over the cen-
turies, and the earthquakes have

been responsible for the destruction
of many of the pagan temples and
other buildings.

Colosse
Excavations of pagan Roman and

Greek towns and cities reveal massive
temples to the gods and centres of sport,
learning and culture (hippodromes,
gymnasiums and amphitheatres). There
must have been such a contrast between
these monuments to society and the
humble lives of those called by God 
out of society.

The graves of Colossian members
lie buried under the mound of rubble,
which is untouched as yet by the
archaeologist’s trowel. Yet in the resur-
rection they will rise to tell their stories
of counteracting the influence of society
around them.

As we walked down streets that
Church of God members had trodden
nearly 2,000 years ago, we realised we
also are often in a ‘parallel universe’,
experiencing this sharp divide between
society and the true Way of God.

Experiencing
Ephesus

Walking the streets
of Ephesus was perhaps
when we could best
imagine being trans-
ported back in time.

So much has been
excavated, including
several well-decorated
Roman houses, that you
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Ephesus: Amphitheatre at end of harbour road,
the Arcadian Way; facade of Library of Celsus.

Istanbul Museum: Stones bearing inscriptions: 1)
from temple area of Jerusalem; 2) from Hezekiah’s
tunnel; 3) pillars ‘To the Unknown God’.



can sense the atmosphere of the shops
along the street, the chanting of Roman
priests in the temples nearby, and the
rumble of chariot wheels and sound of
horses’ hoovesonthestonepaving.

Bath houses and public toilets were
available in the side streets. There was a
three-storey library of Celsus that Paul
may have visited, housing a vast array
of manuscripts. There were 12,000
scrolls according to some sources. The
theatre where the Ephesians shouted for
two hours against Paul and his compan-
ions (Acts 19:23-41) was one of the first
sights a visitor would have seen up the
Arcadian Way from the harbour.

On another occasion, Paul met the
Ephesian elders at the shore and warned
that the Church of God would be sub-
ject to attack from without and within.
In the book of Revelation John recorded
that members had to test whether some
were false apostles and reject them. The
important example of Paul’s humility,
care for the Church and faithfulness to
the true doctrine once delivered is there
for all ministers of God today (Acts
20:17-38).

Izmir, the site of Smyrna
Smyrna was a wealthy port city,

often rivalling Ephesus as the trade 
centre of the region. Its very name
means‘myrrh’, apreciousresinused
throughout the region in incense, per-
fume, embalming and medicinal use.
Why would Christ in Revelation 2:8-11
describe the members of the Church 
in Smyrna as being in poverty? What
brought about their persecution and
sometimes death?

One of the greatest challenges 
facing Christians living in this power-
ful Roman province of Asia Minor
was the yearly practice of burning
incense to the Roman emperor, who
was deemed superior to all the Greek
gods. This was more of a political
than a religious act for most citizens,
but Christians are commanded not to
worship any human being or idol. 

Jews were generally exempted from
emperor worship, as their commercial
and banking skills were valued and

encouraged in most areas. Before the
inclusion of gentiles in the Christian
community, the Church of God was
seen as one of a variety of Jewish sects.
But in the Roman province of Asia
Minor, administered from Pergamum, a
high proportion of gentile converts led
to Christians no longer being under the
umbrella of the Jewish exemption. 

Christians had to choose between
being accepted by society through com-
promise, or being relegated to menial
positions and often persecution. Trades-
men and craftsmen and women would
be excluded from the guilds that ensured
work. They became political and reli-
gious outcasts.

Pergamum
Of all the inland cities

we visited on our tour,
Pergamum must have had

the most impres-
sive location. The
outlook over the
villages below is
spectacular, and
the shining white
marble of the tem-
ples and expensive
homes a thousand
feet above must

have been impressive to the villagers.
But Pergamum was a powerful city 
and dangerous for a follower of Christ. 

Pergamum became the chief town 
of the new Roman province of Asia, 
and the site of the first temple for the
worship of Caesar. It was dedicated to
both the goddess Roma and the emperor
Augustus in 29 BC. Pergamum was
active in promoting the imperial religion
and became the provincial centre of the
Roman state religion. 

It is not surprising that Christ
inspired John to write that the Christians
of Pergamum dwelt at Satan’sseat.
They suffered persecution for refusing
to worship the emperor.

Thyatira
There is little above ground to show

a tourist what Thyatira may have been
like in the first century AD. A small
Byzantine church structure takes up half
of the area of excavated Thyatira. The
other half is scattered with broken
columns and just a hint of the bustling
community that lived there. Lydia, an

influential busi-
nesswoman, was
from this town
(Acts 16:14, 40).
The purple dye
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Smyrna: Some of
the tour group –
Good News manag-
ing editor Scott
Ashley in front;
columns line three-
storey shops and
municipal buildings.

Pergamum: two views
showing height of city
defences; ruins of temple 
of Trajan.



that made the area famous was probably
extracted from a root or sea snail.

The references in Revelation 2 to
Jezebel may have historical as well 
as prophetic significance. The guilds
that allowed members to trade and 
be protected by law required certain 
ceremonies and initiations that would 
have been unacceptable to a Christian.
Jezebel had an attitude of compromise
for the sake of personal gain or avoiding
persecution.

Sardis
Sardishad an ‘impregnable’ fortress

that records a history of defensive
errors. The stronghold that once stood
high above the plains was easily able to
defend itself against attackers. As a
result the soldiers became careless. One
man climbed down at night to collect a
piece of armour that had been dropped,
revealing the crevice that could be
climbed by one of the attacking army .
The guards also fell asleep on their
watch thinking all was well. But the
city’s defences were breached and it was
taken.

This happened twice! Both Cyrus
and later Antiochus took Sardis in this
manner. No wonder the Church was told
to watch to prevent a thief taking their
spiritual city. Satan our enemy looks for
our weaknesses. We are told to stay
awake and hold fast the sound words
given to us (2 Timothy 1:13). 

Philadelphia 
The city called Philadelphia has 

no visible first-century archaeological
sites, although there are several massive
support columns remaining from a
Byzantine church built nearly 300 years
after the apostle John recorded Jesus’
message to the Church there. 

An earthquake in 17 AD produced 
severe aftershocks that lasted 20 years.
During the reign of Tiberius Caesar,
Philadelphia was again destroyed by an
earthquake. This gives additional mean -
ing to Christ’s words, ‘You shall go 

out no more’, as true Christians in the
Kingdom of God will be eternally safe
and secure in the Holy City (Revelation

21 and 22). Normally, you do not
want to be inside structures made
with massive marble slabs and granite
blocks when an earthquake strikes! 

Even though there is nothing 
visible from the time of the early
Christians, all around Philadelphia 
are vineyards producing an abun-
dance of fruit. Jesus notes that His
true disciples will be well known by
their fruits, which give glory to the

Father. John 15:1-8 shows that the fruits
come from Christ living in us.

Laodicea and Hierapolis
It is remarkable to taste from the

waters flowing into Laodicea from
Hierapolis (near modern-day
Pamukkale Denizli) a few miles away.
They were gravity-fed along aqueducts
and through clay pipes. Brethren lived
in both towns (Colossians 4:13).

The town of Laodicea is on a hill 
a few miles from the hot springs 
of Pamukkale. The whole area of
Hierapolis was a centre for healing, as
the hot spas and salts dissolved in the
water gave relief for many conditions.
Many came to die there, and the area is
filled with burial chambers.

New excavations at the site of
Laodicea are showing how wealthy the
area was. After it had been destroyed by
an earthquake in 60 AD, Rome offered
grants and tax relief, as it had done for
rebuilding Sardis and Philadelphia. In 
a show of independent financial power
the citizens disdained the of fer of help,
preferring to use their own resources.

As a contrast, the Christian learns
how much he or she relies on the help
of Jesus Christ. Gold was abundant in
these wealthy cities, but He wanted a
spiritual character of gold to be devel-
oped in His followers. To overcome sin
and be changed from the inside we need
the involvement of Christ, who knocks
on the door of the self-reliant and of fers
to come in and help (Zechariah 4:6;
Revelation 3:19-21). 

The common factors
The letters addressed to the seven

congregations in Asia Minor by the


