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Scriptural Foundation: Revelation 2:1-7

To the Church in Ephesus 

1"To the angel of the church in Ephesus write: 


These are the words of him who holds the seven stars in his right hand and walks among the seven golden lampstands: 2I know your deeds, your hard work and your perseverance. I know that you cannot tolerate wicked men, that you have tested those who claim to be apostles but are not, and have found them false. 3You have persevered and have endured hardships for my name, and have not grown weary. 4Yet I hold this against you: You have forsaken your first love. 5Remember the height from which you have fallen! Repent and do the things you did at first. If you do not repent, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place. 6But you have this in your favor: You hate the practices of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate. 7He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To him who overcomes, I will give the right to eat from the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God.”

A man broke his arm while playing football and drove to a new medical clinic for help.  He parked the car in the parking lot and walked inside.  Inside the entrance, he found two doors.  One said, “In Patient” the other “Out Patient”.  Figuring he did need to stay overnight, he walked through the door that read “Out Patient”.  Inside that door was another set of doors:  one read “Male” and the other “Female”.  He walked through the door that read “Male”.  Inside that door was another set of doors:  one read “Disease” and the other “Injury”.  He walked through the door that read “Injury”.  Inside that door was another set of doors:  one read “Internal Injury” and the other “External Injury”.  He walked through the door that read “Internal Injury”.  Inside that door was another set of doors:  one read “Skeletal” and the other “Soft tissue”.  He walked through the door that read “Skeletal”.  Inside that door was another set of doors:  one read “Upper body” and the other “Lower body”.  He walked through the door that read “Upper body”.  Inside that door was another set of doors:  one read “Very Serious” and the other “Not Very Serious”.  He figured this injury was not life threatening so he walked through the door that read “Not Very Serious”.  And he found himself standing in the parking lot.  He then got in his car and drove home.   When he arrived at home his wife asked him about the new clinic.  “Were they very helpful at the new clinic?” “No, but man were they ever organized.”

Today we begin studying Revelation Chapter 2 through 3 where we find Jesus’ evaluating the spiritual health of seven different churches in Asia Minor around the date of 90 A.D.  Jesus alone is able to accurately inspect the health and individual Christian and the health of a church because He sees everything perfectly, not only the externals, but the internals.  Man often evaluates the health of a church on the basis of size, budget, activity, buildings or organization.  But Jesus sees beyond these external conditions and looks into the heart of His church, the spiritual condition.

In Revelation 1:14 we have studied that Jesus hair was white, like wool and as white as snow, again indicating His everlasting nature. And His eyes were “like blazing fire,” John records in this vision. His eyes were purifying and piercing as He was able to see everything, all at one time.
In Revelation 2:3, Jesus says,

“I am he who searches hearts and minds.” 

Nothing is hidden from His vision.  While Jesus’ evaluation report is sent directly to each church, it is meant to be read by ALL churches, throughout all time, so that all of us can benefit from these reports.  A little phrase appears at the close of each report where Jesus exhorts, “He who has an ear to hear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.”  Seven times He says each individual report is written to the “churches”.  These reports are also intended to be not only corporately, but individually applied.  “He who has an ear. . .”  Churches are only as healthy as their individual membership and their leadership.  We read these reports with individual applications in mind.  It is appropriate, and necessary, for us to read Revelation 2, Verses 1 through 7, to ask the questions, “What is Jesus saying to me?” as well as “What is Jesus saying to Bethany?”

In each of the seven reports, a pattern emerges in the way these reports are written. First there is a commendation, things that are right about the church; then a correction, things that are not right with the church; and finally a word of counsel, what the church is to do.
We discover from these reports that it is possible for many aspects of a church to be impressively strong, and yet be very ill, weak and diseased.  Like the medical clinic in our story, a church can be really strong in one area, yet be completely ineffective in fulfilling her God-given purpose.  This truth is sobering.  Today we study Jesus’ report concerning the church in Ephesus.   We will learn, “A church without a passionate love for Christ is a church that is dying.”

First, the commendation: we read in Verse 1:

"To the angel of the church in Ephesus write:”
Jesus is speaking and John is recording, as he is exiled to the island of Patmos as a result of his testimony in his faith in Jesus Christ.  This report is written specifically to the church in Ephesus.  The “angel” I take to be human, as opposed to celestial, and is understood as one of the leaders in this church.  

The city of Ephesus was one of the most important cities in the Roman province of Asia.  As a seaport city, it was a center of wealth, business, and commerce. Religiously, Ephesus was home of the temple of Artemis, or Diana, one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World. This temple was massive, 425 feet long, 220 feet wide and had 120 columns, each column being given by a kind of the empire, each 60 feet high. Morally, Ephesus was bankrupt.  Prostitution thrived because it was an aspect of the religious cult. Sexual immorality was considered a sacred activity and encouraged. Crime was rampant. Indeed, this city was in need of light and Jesus Christ had placed a light there in the form of this church, a church that was to shine the Light of Jesus Christ in their day and in the coming generations.
The church at Ephesus is the oldest church of the seven.  It was planted on Paul’s second missionary journey and firmly established by Paul on his third missionary journey. The story of this church is presented in Acts 19 and 20. He spent three years in this city and wrote a letter to this church that is part of our New Testament.  This church had grown under some very strong spiritual leaders: in addition to the apostle Paul, Priscilla and Aquilla, by the great orator Apollos, by Timothy who was Paul’s son in the faith and a disciple, and the apostle John had all spent considerable time living and ministering in this church.  What a rich history this church has had over the thirty to forty years of its  life!

Revelation 2, says,

“These are the words of him who holds the seven stars in his right hand and walks among the seven golden lampstands.”
Right away we might say, “Wait a minute! Revelation is hard to understand and here is something I do not understand.” “Who is the one holding the seven stars in His right hand and who walks among the seven golden lamp stands?” “What are the stars and what are the golden lampstands?”

We need to review Chapter 1, Verse 20, to help us understand.

“The mystery of the seven stars that you saw in my right hand and of the seven golden lampstands is this: The seven stars are the angels of the seven churches, and the seven lampstands are the seven churches.” 

So we observe Jesus’ walking among His churches.  Do not rush past this phrase too quickly.  It tells us that Jesus is intimately concerned with the health of His churches and He walks among us to tenderly care for us and to examine what is happening in our midst.  

As an illustration, consider Stoffer Gelder, a retired farmer who showed his love for the outdoors and farming by the huge garden he kept. Walking among the plants everyday wherever he saw a weed growing, he would pull it out of the ground. He would look for insects that were there to destroy his plants. He would check for the plants progress. He would check for the plants fruitfulness. And here is a picture of Jesus walking among His churches as Stoffer walked among the plants in his garden – with great affection and with tender care. 
Ministry in Christ’s church can be discouraging and we can begin to think that no one is taking notice of our service.  We become tempted to pull back on our pursuit of excellence in our work. Friends, our ministry is first to the Lord, and He does take great notice of His church and each ministry therein. 
Think of it, He walks among the choir as they practice on Wednesday night and He observes not only the notes that they are singing, but the attitudes of the heart with which they sing. He walks into the Sunday school classroom, He walks into the nursery. He walks among the ushers and greeters, He walks among the teams sent out to evangelize the lost or who visit the sick.  He sees not only the work of our hands, but the attitude of our hearts as we serve.  Why does He do this? He does it because He cares for the church was created and set aside to glorify God.  Jesus is passionate about the glory that is due the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.

Paul would write the Ephesian church,

In him we were also chosen…12 in order that we…might be for the praise of his glory.
That is why He established this church in Ephesus and that is why He established this church in Peoria, Illinois; that we might be for the praise of His glory.

Look at Verse 2,


“I know your deeds…”
He has absolute and complete knowledge about this church.

Friends, Jesus wants us to know that He tenderly walks among us and that He “knows”.  It is important to live our lives in conscious recognition of Jesus’ loving care for our spiritual growth and our progress in the faith and of our service to Him.

Jesus begins this report with a commendation in Verses 2 and 3:

2 “I know your deeds, your hard work and your perseverance. I know that you cannot tolerate wicked men, that you have tested those who claim to be apostles but are not, and have found them false. 3 You have persevered and have endured hardships for my name, and have not grown weary.” 

This church at Ephesus is being told by Jesus that they excel in three specific areas:  

The first quality that Jesus sees as He walks among them is that they sacrificially serve the Lord Jesus.

This was a very active and busy church.  The people sacrificed time, energy and resources to do the work of God in this pagan city.  The word “hard work” literally means to labor to the point of exhaustion. They worked till they had no more gas in the tank.  They willing paid this price because they valued the work that God had called them to do.  They are not Christian couch potatoes.  They put their faith to work.  They reached out to widows and orphans.  They visited the sick.  They labored to share the gospel with their community.  They worked to disciple children and those young in the faith. Every member was doing something for Jesus’ name.  

They were busy people doing the right things and the Lord Jesus says, “Good job!”  

Sometime we ask ourselves the convicting question: “Am I helping my church receive this commendation from Jesus as He walks among us?” He is walking among us and if we listen to what the Spirit is saying to the church, the Spirit is still speaking to His church.
The second quality that Jesus commended this church for is they persevered in right doctrine and in right living.  They maintained their orthodoxy and their orthopraxy.  These always go hand in hand. He says in Verse 2,

2 “I know that you cannot tolerate wicked men, that you have tested those who claim to be apostles but are not, and have found them false.”  

And, He gives them another commendation in Verse 6,

6 “But you have this in your favor: You hate the practices of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate.” 

Is it a Christian virtue to hate? Does Jesus hate? Here Jesus says He hates the practices of this group of people and He says it is good to hate those practices. He doesn’t say that He hates the Nicolaitans, but just the practices.
Some thirty years earlier the apostle Paul gathered the elders of the Ephesian church for a last retreat at Miletus.  In Acts 20:29-31, this is what he says to them,
29 I know that after I leave, savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the flock. 30 Even from your own number men will arise and distort the truth in order to draw away disciples after them. 31 So be on your guard! Remember that for three years I never stopped warning each of you night and day with tears.
Paul’s warning had come true. A group of teachers calling themselves “the Nicolaitans” entered the church in Ephesus trying to win “disciples after them,” disciples who would follow their doctrines and their practices and leave the doctrines and practices that had been established by God through His holy Apostles. The Nicolaitans claimed to have every bit of authority the other Apostles had, but they were false apostles. 

Who are these Nicolaitans and where did they come from?  What did they teach?  The evidence is a bit spotty, but early church documents link them to the Nicolas mentioned in Acts 6, who was chosen by God and the elders of the day, to be one of the seven men of “good reputation, full of the Holy Spirit and of wisdom,” who were given the task of taking care of Greek widows in the church.  Early documents suggest that this Nicolas left the true Gospel and began a sect that taught you could become a Christian and still live like the world.  He taught the gospel gave them license to sin, where, because you are forgiven you need not worry so much about practical holiness of life. They were gaining an ear in the church at Ephesus, but the church remained on guard; the elders did their job. They defended the Truth of the Gospel and the call of God to practical holiness and they did not accept these Nicolaitans. The church at Ephesus was a “discerning church” between good and evil and between truth and error. 

Jesus says, “You hate their practices . . . which I also hate. I know that you cannot tolerate wicked men.”

Ours is a day of extreme tolerance.  Inclusion is the highest virtue and exclusion is the highest evil according to our world’s philosophy. And yet, Jesus applauds this church for refusing to tolerate evil men; people who are teaching that which is contrary to the Gospel of Jesus and people who are encouraging a lifestyle that was contrary to practical holiness. He commended the church for refusing to tolerate theses guys and when they came into the midst of the church, they were called out. 

The Ephesians “tested” these false apostles with their false gospel. In I John 4:1, John writes,
1 Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world. 

This is a message that the modern  church needs to hear; that this is a commendation of Jesus, that this is a good thing that Jesus lifts up and exalts.

How does one go about “testing” prophets and teachers to see if they are from God? That is an important question because there are so many who are claiming to be God in this world who are not. The answer is, first we give them a fair hearing.

It is possible to go so far the other way that it becomes a “heresy hunt” where we assume that everyone is a heretic until they prove themselves otherwise, and we bend every phrase and every word they say into heresy. That is not a good testing quality. 

The Ephesians tested them and they gave them a fair hearing to understand what they were saying and then they took that doctrine and they weighed it against the Word of God because the Ephesians understood that God had give them a clear Word, an objective measure of Truth whereby they could evaluate doctrine and practical issues regarding Christian living.

Jesus gave this commendation because false doctrine robs God of His glory and it robs the church of her very purpose to be to the praise to the glory of His name

.  

False doctrine can kill a church and strip her of her light, so to the church that is holding on to the glorious Gospel, Jesus says, “Well done! You have remained faithful to the truth!”
The third quality of the Ephesian church is: they endured suffering for the sake of Jesus’ name, and we read this in Verse 3:
3 “You have persevered and have endured hardships for my name, and have not grown weary.” 

Remember the emperor Domitian is on the throne in Rome. He hates Christians and has decided to make life very difficult for those who are the followers of Jesus. Many are imprisoned and many are thrown to the lions in the Roman coliseum. John, himself, is exiled to a rocky craggy of an island, all by himself. Yet in spite of the suffering, the Ephesians did not quit their faith. At great cost to life and liberty, they stood by their faith in Jesus as Savior and Lord, and they proclaimed Him.
This sounds like an absolutely fantastic church!  What growing Christian would not want to be part of this congregation!  They had famous pastors. They were hard working people who served the Lord. There were lots of great things happening in their midst. They were faithful to the truth. They were living what they believed; they weren’t hypocritical. They were willing to suffer for Jesus’ name, and indeed they were suffering.

Where do I sign up?  What could be wrong with a church like this?

Jesus now gives the Correction in Verse 4:
4 “Yet I hold this against you: You have forsaken your first love.” 

This church suffered from “heart trouble”. There were a lot of  things “right” about this church, yet this is one thing Jesus had against them: “You have forsaken your first love.” They displayed good works, discernment, intolerance of evil, perseverance in the face of persecution but they had forsaken their first love.

Perhaps at first this seems like a small matter, but to Jesus it is not a small matter because in Verse 5, Jesus says,

5 “If you do not repent, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place.” 

Jesus is saying, “You will have no ability to bring my light into this dark world.  You will lose your purpose.  You will forfeit your ability to bring glory to God. You will forfeit your spiritual liveliness.”
What does Jesus mean when he says, “You have forsaken your first love?” It is the love a person has for Jesus when they first come to know Him.  It is the overwhelming discovery that He loves me and delivers me from my sin and from judgment. And, He stands with me now and forever in response to the incredible love of God in Christ Jesus. It is an energetic love, a pursuing love, a forceful love, a fervent love.  It is a love full of amazement and worship and adoration and joy!!

Jesus relates the first and greatest commandment this way in Mark 12:30,

12 “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.” 

A believer who loses his/her first love loses the “alls” from this commandment.  This problem is not that the believer has no love for God.  Such a one could confess rightly, “I love God with my heart, my soul, my mind and my strength.”  But this love is not whole. It is not total. It is not complete.  This kind of love does not love with all one’s heart, all one’s soul, all one’s mind, and all one’s strength.

Such a person descends from the heights of devotion to the valley of mediocrity.

If a wife says to her husband, “You do not love me like you used to,” she is not accusing him of leaving all love for her.  But she is saddened that the strength of that love has waned.  Their relationship which was once so wonderful is now so plain and so common.  And this is no small deficiency in their relationship.

God uses the analogy of honeymoon love to describe His relationship with His people in Jeremiah 2:2.

2 “Go and proclaim in the hearing of Jerusalem: ‘I remember the devotion of your youth, how as a bride you loved me and followed me through the desert, through a land not sown.’” 3 Israel was holy to the Lord. 

We must maintain our first love for God, for our love for God is our life breath.  If our love weakens, then our life weakens.  This can happen not only to an individual but it can happen to a whole church!!!

This is a present danger for the church in these days. Jesus warned us, in Matthew 24:12,

12 “Because of the increase of wickedness, the love of most will grow cold, 13 but he who stands firm to the end will be saved.”
How does one lose their “first love”?
Most often first love is lost gradually, drip by drip.  First love is rarely lost all at once.  We become distracted by other things, sometimes good things, but the gaze of our soul moves from Jesus as our focus to something else.  Sometimes it is religious activity and service that takes His rightful place. Sometimes it is sin and self-will.  

How can we lose our first love? We can loose it gradually, through laziness, by failing to invest ourselves in worship and adoration. We can lose our first love through legalism, by allowing God’s law to be our chief focus.  And we can lose our first love through a lack of loyalty, allowing other loves to come in and compete and take priority over our love for Him. 

Sadly, this process is so gradual we often are unaware that we are losing our first love! How can we tell? Are we someone who has held on to your first love, that love for God which is whole, complete, dynamic, fervent, and passionate? Do we still have that first love that is joyful in your life for God?

There are two symptoms that invariably betray our loss of our first love for God:

1. We lose the glowing joy of walking with God and worshipping Him.  Our singing and our serving become humdrum, unspectacular, routine . . . perhaps even boring.  We mouth words to songs that we rarely ever mean and connect to with our whole being. We feel ourselves mailing in our spiritual devotion and disciplines. We go through the motions, but often we wonder why we continue. This becomes a mechanical Christianity and an autopilot kind of faith.  

2. We lose our love for other people. Our ability to love God is deeply connected with our ability to love others. We become critical and complaining of those who do not meet our expectations. We speak and think impatiently.  We hold onto grudges to wrongs we have suffered.  We feel no compulsion to reach out to people we do not know.  We are content only to invest in people who we really like.  We get frustrated by others actions and attitudes.  We rarely pray for our enemies or do good to those who hate us.

These are two common marks of a person who is losing his/her first love.  Let us be mindful of Jesus’ words, “But I have this against you . . .” Most of us have felt this weigh against our soul, but what are we to do? Is all lost? Not at all, if we come to the counsel that Jesus offers.
So what are we to do if we find ourselves loosing our first love? What if we want to gain that back? What can we do?
There is a three-fold counsel that Jesus provides. First, He says, in Verse 5,
5 “Remember the height from which you have fallen!” 

The command is present tense - to “keep on remembering;” remember today and remember tomorrow, and remember throughout the rest of your life. Work hard at remembering.  Do not forget the way it once was between you and God.

Look back and think of your conversion. Think back to the day when God, in His grace, shone His light into your soul. Think of the wonder of what it felt like to be forgiven and to know God and to walk with Him. Remember your joy in worship, in singing, in prayer to God, in feasting upon His word, in fellowship with God’s people, in driving to church on Sundays with eagerness.  

Remembering is the first step to climbing back to your first love.

Some say, when they are encouraged to remember, “No, I don’t have any memories like that.” That is a solemn admission that you ought to consider deeply in your soul, because there is a possibility that you do not remember because there is no real memory to remember; that is to say that you have made a decision for Christ but you have never been transformed by the Grace of God. Perhaps you have never have been born again.  Perhaps you have made a surface decision to trust in Jesus without a real life transformation that comes by God’s grace through authentic faith.

If you have been redeemed, remembering may not come easy, but with Jesus’ counsel comes Jesus’ grace. He will help you, but we need to wait before Him.

Part of remembering is to remember Jesus’ great love for you!  Most often this is blurred in a person whose love for God has waned.

In Ephesians 3:17, Paul wrote:

17And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, 18 may have power, together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, 19 and to know this love that surpasses knowledge--that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God. 

We need to remember!

The second part of the three-fold counsel that Jesus offers is repent, repent and do the things you did at first. Jesus admonished the church at Ephesus, “If you do not repent, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place”. 
Repentance means that we change our attitude. We turn from a mediocre love for Christ and confess it for the serious sin that it is.  To have a mediocre love for Jesus is to suggest that God is only worthy of a mediocre love.  Repudiate this great offense against our loving and sovereign Lord.  

Here we see the tense change: Jesus says, “…I will come,” and this is a decisive action against this sin.  This also is not a 30 second command, but a deep consideration of the other loves you are now pursuing which have taken Jesus’ place. We need to then take a decisive turning from any other competing loves and focus on His love for us and our love for Him.

The third part of Jesus counsel is that we are to return to the love of Jesus. Look at what John wrote, as Jesus spoke to him, in Verse 5:
5 “Remember the height from which you have fallen! Repent and do the things you did at first. If you do not repent, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place.”
Having forsaken their first love the Ephesian church, and this speaks to us today also, now must return to it. This returning is not primarily emotional, but volitional.  We are not called to drum up a feeling, but to commit to an action that waters the seeds of love in our hearts, and we must do these things not in a legalistic way, but with a view to loving Christ Jesus with our very being. We return this love of Jesus when we give praise through song, or meditate upon the Scriptures, or devote ourselves to prayer, or commit to the service of the church and to others, or by encouraging other believers and witnessing to non-believers, or by giving financially to help the poor and to the work of Jesus, and finally, as we worship throughout the day.

We need to take action to grow this first love back into our soul.  Jesus will provide what we need, but we must obey the Lord’s counsel. Remember Jesus warning: “If you don’t, I will . . .”   No church has a secure place in this world.  Jesus does not need us!  He will remove our lampstand if we wane in our love for Him.

In Ephesus, history tells us that church revived for a time.  But by the Middle Ages, it was dead. A traveler visiting the city, “found only three Christians there.”

Christ’s warning to the church at Ephesus is the same for us at Bethany.  The church has no light without first love.  A church may have a building intact and programs on-going, and yet it has ceased to exist.  Our existence is dependent on Jesus’ favor in keeping our lampstand burning bright.  Let us heed Jesus’ warning.

Remember the illustration of the man in medical clinic. Was it helpful?  No, but it sure was organized.

The vision for the church at Ephesus ends with a promise, as John writes in Verse 7:  

7 “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To him who overcomes, I will give the right to eat from the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God.” 
The Tree of Life: it is the enjoyment of God in the garden forever and ever. God is the gift of the Gospel.  

We recall that man was cast out of the garden and away from this tree, the tree of life, after Adam’s sin. How can we enter it again? We can enter into the garden just as the criminal hung on the cross next to Jesus did when he realized that Jesus was the true Son and the Light of the world. Remember his confession and request, as Luke records it (23:42-43),

23 Then he said, "Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” 

43 Jesus answered him, "I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise." 

In conclusion, remember who your first love is and set your sights on Him.
