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We’re going to begin a new series today from thekbaf Revelation. Yes, you heard me right,
Revelation! But don’t get too excited, becausepbtiion of Revelation | want us to study for thexn
two months is not the part filled with strange grepies and weird symbolism, but rather the part in
chapters 2 and 3 where Jesus sends personal tetteesseven churches of Asia Minor. These lethee
extremely practical and meet us right at our pofriteed—both personally and as a church.

So, for the next seven weeks we are going to ldimgaomeone else’s mail. But just recently | hear
about another letter from Jesus that has receatiy kiscovered by archaeologists. This one prgbabl
won't get intoNational Geographiclike the ancient but hereticBpistle of Judaslid, but | have ordered
a copy of it, and | understand it is due to bewsid about the end of June. Itis a letter adeek$o the
First Evangelical Free Church of Wichita—you wamdnt to miss that one. Thus the title of my series
“Letters from Jesus to Eigl@hurches.”

This morning most of our time will be devoted te flascinating letter Jesus wrote to the Church at
Ephesus, but | think it would be wise to spendtkeltime on the background and setting of the
Revelation first.

Background and setting

TheBook of Revelation. Please turn with me to the first chapter of #nigazing book, starting in
verse 1:

The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gavetbishow his servants what must soon take
place. He made it known by sending his angel tedigant John, who testifies to everything he
saw--that is, the word of God and the testimonjesiis Christ. Blessed is the one who reads the
words of this prophecy, and blessed are those wlao ih and take to heart what is written in it,
because the time is near.

John, To the seven churches in the province of. Asia

Grace and peace to you from him who is, and whq a@d who is to come, and from the seven
spirits before his throne, and from Jesus Chrigtows the faithful witness, the firstborn from the
dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth. 1o Who loves us and has freed us from our sins
by his blood, and has made us to be a kingdom &edtp to serve his God and Father--to him be
glory and power for ever and ever! Amen.

Skip down to verse 9.

I, John, your brother and companion in the suffgramd kingdom and patient endurance
that are ours in Jesus, was on the island of Patbezsuse of the word of God and the
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testimony of Jesus. On the Lord's Day | was irSpieit, and | heard behind me a loud
voice like a trumpet, which said: "Write on a dtwhat you see and send it to the seven
churches: to Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatwalis§ Philadelphia and

Laodicea."

Now verse 19:

"Write, therefore, what you have seen, what is and/what will take place later. The
mystery of the seven stars that you saw in my hght and of the seven golden
lampstands is this: The seven stars are the argjelse seven churches, and the seven
lampstands are the seven churches.”

Normally when one thinks of the Book of Revelatiaat generally comes to mind are obscure
prophecies, predictions of terrible tribulatiortse Battle of Armageddon, the Return of Christ,
the Final Judgment, and perhaps the New Jerusal@neames down from heaven. But the
opening chapters of Revelation are actually mostohcal than prophetic, more practical than
obscure.

This book is clearly identified as a revelationnfrdesus through his angel to John. There are
several men named John in the NT, but this oneeif\postle known as “the one Jesus loved.”
He wrote five books in the NT—this one, the Goggelohn, and the three epistles that bear his
name, 1, 2, and 3 John. By the time he receive®&#velation (not plural, by the way; it is the
book of the Revelation, not Revelations) he is \a@dy as more than 50 years, perhaps even 60,
have passed since the death and resurrectionus.Jes

Tradition holds that John was the only apostlei¢ood old age, all the others having been
martyred for their faith. But even he sufferedndfigant persecution, as the Roman emperor
exiled him to the Island of Patmos, a penal colionyie Aegean Sea along the coast of Turkey.
Several years ago | had the privilege of visiting Isle of Patmos and entering the cave where
history tells us John was imprisoned and wrote lbisk.

John tells us he was on the island of Patmos beazfuke word of God and the testimony of
Jesus (that igboutJesus). That is, he was banished there becatnse faithfulness to

Scripture and his insistence on preaching the wiithe Gospel to everyone who would listen.
One Lord’s Day the aged Apostle was in the Spimibbably a reference to a trance-like state),
when a loud voice told him to write on a scroll wha saw and send it to seven churches. Jesus
Himself gave him a commission to write “what yowéaeen, what is now, and what will take
place later.”

The difference between these time periods may é&ek to understanding chapters 2 & 3, for
there has been much debate as to whether theses late historical or prophetic. Were they
written to describe actual local, first-century othes in seven cities in Asia Minor, or were they
written to describe successive periods of churstohy?



3

Frankly, | see no reason not to take these agddtieseven actual local churches in seven actual
cities. That doesn’t mean, of course, that theriapplication for future churches, for as a
matter of fact, we can actually see ourselves €ifane willing to) in virtually every one of these
letters. But we will consider their historical theg carefully before we draw modern-day
applications. So in summary, | view “what you haeen” as a reference to the vision of chapter
one, the “what is now” (from John’s standpointyeferring to the letters of chapters 2 & 3,

while the “what will take place later” is a refecento the prophecies of chapters 4-22, which we
will leave for another time.

All seven letters are addressed to an “angel.” Ribte probably has a footnote next to “angel”
in Revelation 1:20, noting that the term can alsdrbnslated “messenger.” Some scholars
believe the letters are written to a leader in edmirch, but | see no reason to question the usual
translation, “angel.” The holy angels, you knove gery interested in what goes on in church.
The Apostle Peter, for example, in 1 Peter 1:1@dgribes the salvation Christ has provided
us, and then he comments, “Even angels long toildokthese things.” In fact, | believe angels
are actually assigned to local churches as guadiamuch the same way as individual
believers have guardian angels (and perhaps evems&ave guardian angels, if | understand
Daniel chapters 10 and 12 correctly).

Theletter to the church at Ephesus. Now the first of the seven letters of Revelation
was written to the angel of the church at Ephes$asn calling this “The Church that Had
Everything Right Except the Main Thing.” Listerrefully as we read this short but powerful
letter from Revelation 2:1-7:

To the angel of the church in Ephesus write:

These are the words of him who holds the seveas stdnris right hand and walks among
the seven golden lampstands: | know your deeds,hand work and your perseverance.
| know that you cannot tolerate wicked men, that lyave tested those who claim to be

apostles but are not, and have found them false hdwe persevered and have endured
hardships for my name, and have not grown weary.

Yet | hold this against you: You have forsaken yost love. Remember the height from
which you have fallen! Repent and do the thingsdidat first. If you do not repent, |
will come to you and remove your lampstand fronpliése. But you have this in your
favor: You hate the practices of the Nicolaitankjol | also hate.

He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirisdaythe churches. To him who
overcomes, | will give the right to eat from thedrof life, which is in the paradise of
God."

The church at Ephesus was established 15-20 yiardhe death and resurrection of Christ
when the Apostle Paul visited the city on his waglbto Jerusalem at the close of his second
missionary journey. When he left, he put the ntigig1 the hands of a wonderful couple whom



he had led to Christ, Priscilla and Aquila, andytinere later joined by the gifted preacher,
Apollos. On his third missionary journey Paul reed to Ephesus and spent nearly three years
there, the longest consecutive time he spent abaayhurch. He was eventually forced to
leave because the silversmith’s union startedta (ibhe impact of the Gospel was destroying
the market for silver shrines made in honor ofgheat goddess of the Ephesians, Artemis or
Diana).

Paul continued to maintain a close relationshihthe church at Ephesus. His farewell to the
elders there, as recorded in Acts 20, is one ofrtbst moving personal messages in the entire
Bible, and later he wrote a letter to the churck kmow it as the book of Ephesians) while he
was in prison in Rome. He appointed his youngggéé, Timothy, to be pastor of the church,
and eventually the Apostle John arrived to bedengthy ministry there, cut short only by his
exile to Patmos. About four decades have elapstdden Paul’s first visit there and John’s
penning of these words.

The letter to the church at Ephesus opens witlear atlentification of its author, and the author
is not John. He may be writing the words, but desihe author of them, for He is the one who
holds the seven stars (the angels) in his handvéwodvalks among the seven golden lampstands
(the churches). The verbs indicate that He is Hwth_ord and the friend of the Church. That is,
He is in charge but he is not an absentee landldelknows His churches well and is intimately
involved with them.

Jesus commends the church at Ephesusfor what it got right. (2,3)

If there was ever a church that got off to a tredoers start and seemed to have it all together, it
was the Church at Ephesus. Among the things Jeaises them for are: good deeds, hard
work, perseverance, intolerance of wicked peopsgeinment, and endurance.

Good deeds. In acknowledging their good deeds, Jesus shioatghe believers in
Ephesus are living out the fulfillment of the AgesPaul’'s words written to this same church
years earlier. Listen to Eph. 2:10: “For we amG workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to
do good works, which God prepared in advance faowo.” They are doing good works, and |
am fairly sure they are not doing them in ordegdon salvation, for you will recall the previous
two verses in Eph. 2: “For it is by grace you hbeen saved, through faith—and this not from
yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works,teat no one can boast.” Their good deeds are
the fruit of salvation, not the root of it.

Hard work. These are not Sunday morning Christians dablinigeir faith. They are
working overtime to the point of exhaustion. Yawk something? There’s nothing quite like
the satisfying feeling of being worn out from a gwotive day of work, especially if that work is
of eternal value.

Perseverance. The believers in Ephesus are under tremendarigiappressure, for
theirs is a morally polluted city with all the wdly attractions one can imagine. The great
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temple of Artemis or Diana in Ephesus, now in totéhs, was one of the Seven Wonders of the
Ancient World. It was 425 feet long by 220 feetlw;i the same square footage as two football
fields. The statue of Artemis was believed to hialen from heaven and was worshiped
throughout Asia. But her temple was only one dfedts in the city, and every one of them was
the site of degrading fertility worship via penasttsexual promiscuity. The religious, political,
social, and moral pressure on the Christians ireBp# is huge, but these believers are able to
bear up courageously by the grace of God.

Intolerance. The fourth item Jesus praises them for is tiderance. Though
tolerance seems to be the one absolute virtue iarisan culture, it is never a virtue in God’s
eyes when it causes us to compromise our faitloying with false religions. Well, the
Ephesian Christians are not guiltytbt kindof tolerance. While witchcraft, black magic,
demonism, and pagan idolatry permeate their digy pelievers refuse to tolerate such behavior.
Thirty years earlier Paul wrote in his letter bestsame church (Eph. 5:3-12),

Among you there must not be even a hint of seruabrality, or of any kind of impurity,
or of greed, because these are improper for Godlg people. . .. For of this you can
be sure: No immoral, impure or greedy person hasiaheritance in the kingdom of
Christ and of God. Let no one deceive you withtgmpords, for because of such things
God’s wrath comes on those who are disobediengéréfare do not be partners with
them.

For you were once darkness, but now you are lighhe Lord. Live as children of light .
.. and find out what pleases the Lord. Have mgtho do with the fruitless deeds of
darkness, but rather expose them. For it is stiahe¥en to mention what the
disobedient do in secret.

The Church at Ephesus apparently has taken Paatisings seriously.

Discernment is the fifth commendation: “you have tested thebe claim to be apostles
but are not, and have found them false.” When Baué his farewell speech to the elders of the
Ephesian church, he warned them:

| know that after | leave, savage wolves will camamong you and will not spare the
flock. Even from your own number men will arise drsdort the truth in order to draw
away disciples after them. So be on your guard! &eber that for three years | never
stopped warning each of you night and day withg€Acts 20:29-31).

Clearly they are still obeying the exhortation maegades later.

Endurance. Finally, Jesus again mentions perseverancehlsutime seems to have in
mind the endurance of hardships for Christ’s nalrispect the Christians in Ephesus are often
the butt of jokes and suffer severe persecutioayld some have been cast out by their families
or lost their jobs because of their identificatimith Christ. But they have not lost their faith or
their courage.



You know, when | read these commendations, I'm esped. This is a very respectable
congregation. | think | would be proud to be thmastor, and most of you would be pleased to
be members. But unfortunately, that's not the efnithe letter.

Jesus correctsthis church for onething it got wrong: they had forsaken their first love. (4-

6)

Just one thing. Can't we just overlook one thimgfeer all, shouldn’t we accentuate the
positive? Jesus goes on to say through His Apostét | hold this against you: You have
forsaken your first love.” That's such a shortteee, seemingly insignificant against the many
words of commendation. Yet when you stop to ttabhkut it, the church that had everything
was missing thenainthing—their first love. They had lost it, litenalhbandoned it.

Now it is not immediately clear what kind of lovehh is talking about here. Is it love for one
another or is it love for Christ Himself? Regaglthe former, this same Apostle John wrote a
great deal about love among the family of believetsr example, in 1 John 3:11-18:

This is the message you heard from the beginnirggsh@uld love one another. ... We
know that we have passed from death to life, beceueslove our brothers. Anyone who
does not love remains in death. . . . This is aknow what love is: Jesus Christ laid
down his life for us. And we ought to lay down lotes for our brothers. If anyone has
material possessions and sees his brother in naetds no pity on him, how can the
love of God be in him? Dear children, let us read with words or tongue but with
actions and in truth.

Could it be that the warmth and caring and williegg to do anything for anyone that
characterized them early in the life of their ctiydecad now grown cold? Maybe the theological
battles they had fought against false teachersteated a certain level of suspicion or cynicism
among them. You know, doctrinal purity and preamsis sometimes accompanied by spiritual
pride and arrogance, and a passion for truth samstcomes at the sacrifice of relationships
with old friends or close family.

Is that what Jesus is correcting this congregdtiodosing their first love for one another?
Perhaps, but I think it is critical for us to reome that love for one another in the body of Ghris
cannot be separated from love for Christ Himseadtduse one is the proof of the other. In 1
John 4:19,20, this same Apostle writes, “We lovednse he first loved us. If anyone says, ‘I
love God,’ yet hates his brother, he is a liar. &wyone who does not love his brother, whom he
has seen, cannot love God, whom he has not seen.”

So perhaps Christ is addressing both our loverieranother and our love for Him. Yet | cannot
help but think that hiprimary focus here must be on our love for Him. When $estthe

phrase, “your first love,” He seems to be speakihgnore than a “chronological first”, but also
a “first in priority.” And the love that has prity over all other loves is, of course, our love fo
Him. This church had apparently gotten so busyiandlved in doing church, in doing good
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things, in fighting good battles, that they endpcheglecting the Lord of the Church, no longer
spending either quality or quantity time with Him.

A wealthy couple threw a party on the occasiorhefc¢hristening of their first child. Many
guests were invited to their beautiful home, anergane was having a wonderful time
celebrating the joyous occasion, when someone aSkétkere’s the baby?” Suddenly the
mother bolted from the room and ran to the mastdrdom. There in the middle of the king-
size bed she found her baby, suffocated underdaes of the guests. Is that what happened in
the Church at Ephesus? Was Jesus Himself suftbaaiger the busyness and good deeds of a
Gospel-believing, Bible-teaching church? Could treppen to us?

Fortunately Jesus doesn’t correct the church witbéfering a solution, which comes in the
form of three words: Remember, repent, and rem6Remember the height from which you
have fallen! Repent and do the things you didrst.f If you do not repent, | will come to you
and remove your lampstand from its place.”

Remember. The prophet Isaiah told the people to rementieptt from which they
were dug. Itis easy to take our salvation fongrd when we forget how lost we once were, and
how quickly do we forget! Sometimes we need tdgok in our minds to our days before
Christ—not to revel in them but to marvel that Geak gracious to save us from them.

But it’s also important to remember the height fratmch some of us have fallen. That is, we
need to remember that camp experience as a teenhgex we dedicated our life to serving
Christ; to remember our earliest days as a follavfeZhrist, how excited we were to share our
faith. We couldn’t get enough Bible study and wayed about everything (even for lights to
turn green); to remember how we eagerly attendedcbhand Christian seminars and concerts;
to remember how we gave freely and generously ofegources, not worrying about our
retirement or long-term financial security.

However, remembering is only the first step, argkts the stage for repentance.

Repent. Perhaps you are confused by Jesus’ use ofeimat because no huge sin has
been mentioned here. But friends, not all sinriso§ commission; some is sin of omission. In
neglecting their first love, this church was omigfithe most important thing. They needed to
repent, which means to turn around. They needttom to the things they used to do. Return,
He says, to the things you were doing when you welave with Me. Let’s think of an
analogy. It's not an unusual thing for married pledo fall out of love after a period of time.
Married life can become hum-drum and ordinary, éf alow it to. The spark can be
extinguished. Chances are they are not doinghihgs they were doing back when they were
courting or during the early years of marriage.

Remember when you first fell hard for the one yarmed? You used to send little notes to
each other. You used to snuggle and kiss for asoe You talked freely about your hopes and
dreams. You looked for reasons to call one anahesork. Well, what's the best hope of
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returning to that former state of ecstasy, befaneryove grew cold and stale? Wouldn't it be to
go back to some of those things you did when youe was a fire?

God will never force us to repent or return. Hd,Jlowever, make the alternatives clear, as he
does here: “If you do not repent, | will come muyandremoveyour lampstand from its place.”

Or | will remove your lampstand. Your light will go out. Your cletarwill no longer
have an impact on its neighborhood or its worldhdAriends, Christ has removed many, many
lampstands over the centuries. There is no chatr@phesus today, nor much of one in the
modern city of Kushadesi nearby. The country alk&y, where all seven of these churches
were located, is more than 98% Muslim today, a Mexfdalse religion and a vast spiritual
desert. Europe, the home of the Reformation, igardtehind. And in our country entire
denominations that once proclaimed the Gospelaat@yta collection of virtual mausoleums.

By the way, Jesus here makes a seventh commendétioa Church at Ephesus—separated from
the others for some unknown reason. He says sew&r‘But you have this in your favor: You
hate the practices of the Nicolaitans, which | ddate.” Unfortunately we know very little about
this cult—either their origin or their teachingé/hatever they believed and lived, it evidently was
very destructive to godliness and purity. The Chuat Ephesus is commended for sharing
Jesus’ hatred of the practices of this group. dtisouraging that in His letter Jesus starts with
encouragement and ends with encouragement.

Jesus promises this church a bright future, if they overcome.

Actually, that’s not quite right. He promises sahiieg toeach individual believein the church.
You will notice in verse 7 that the letter switsifeom plural to singular, from the corporate
church to the individual Christian. John writeldeg“who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit
says to the churches. To him who overcomes, Igiwk the right to eat from the tree of life,
which is in the paradise of God.” Salvation andcsification don’t belong to churches or
denominations; they belong to individuals in thokarches.

To overcome means to have victory over the obstablat are standing in the way. In this
particular situation the only obstacle mentionethesloss of one’s first love. | assume the Spirit
is saying that the one who rekindles that firselowho overcomes the distance that time and
temptation and apathy have created between hirafitethe Savior, will be given the privilege
of eating from the tree of life in paradise.

Some are tempted when reading a verse like thiarteediately delve into heavy theological
issues like eternal security and the perseverahttee®aints, and to ask whether those who
don’t overcome are going to lose their salvatibpersonally think this is the wrong question to
ask. What is indisputable here is that the one mbhmtains or rekindles that first love for Christ
is safe and secure and destined to enjoy nourishamehvitality with God in heaven.

Conclusion: As we close this morning, | want us to take soime for reflection and serious
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self-examination. Think back and try to remembawIthings used to be in your walk with Him.
Is Jesus Christ your first love today, all day andryday? If the busy-ness and burdens of life
or ministry have pulled you away from your “firsivie,” will you be honest enough to admit that
right now? Come back, friends, to your first lamed He will light a fire in you that will not
die—a flame that will spread to your heart, youmieg your workplace and the community at
large. But it can’t happen if we don't keep Jesusfirst love.

It's possible, of course, that you have never loMed in the first place, because you have never
really known Him. Will you repent and turn to HimJzsus loved you enough to die for you and
He offers the free gift of salvation to anyone wtith receive Him as Lord and Savior.

i. Extensive efforts have been made to identigyitsues raised in these letters with issues in the
church through various periods of church histdBpme have concluded that . . .

Ephesus represents the first-century church,

Smyrna, the period of Roman persecutions,

Pergamum, the age of Constantine,

Thyatira, the Middle Ages,

Sardis, the Reformation era,

Philadelphia, the modern missionary movement,

and Laodicea, the church of the last days beforesChreturn.
While some of these identifications are very insérg, | remain unpersuaded that these letters
are primarily prophetic. The fact is, nearly exhipg said about all seven churches can be
found in any period of church history if you loakg and hard enough.

ii. The term “tree of life” is mentioned 11 timasthree different books of the Bible. The first
time is in Genesis 2:9 where we are told that Gadtpd in the Garden of Eden the tree of life
next to the tree of the knowledge of good and eAiter Adam and Eve sinned by eating from
the second tree, they were banished from the frife dest they live forever in their fallen

state. The term is used four times in a figuras@ase in the book of Proverbs. But in the book
of Revelation, chapter 22, the reference seemsviertrto a literal tree, or better a number of
trees, in the New Jerusalem, bearing 12 cropaudf tine each month, bringing healing to the
nations. The righteous have full right to the netument of the tree of life.



