First Love
Revelation 2:1-7

April 25, 2010


My brother just sent to me some old papers.  They are rebuilding on the location of the house we lived in as kids.  Among these papers are some letters I wrote back to my parents – it is a treasure trove of trivia about what we were doing 15 and 20 and 25 years ago.


It got me thinking.  What would it be like to find a letter from the Lord?  What would be in such letter?


Revelation 2 and 3 contains 7 letters to 7 churches, sent from the Lord.  These were written as the dictations of the Lord Jesus, through the Apostle John, to these churches.  It is a rare case where the actual content of scripture is presented as dictated and the human author is a secretary.

So we have a treasure far greater than my letters back home.  They are far more ancient – the book of Revelation probably dates from between the years 90 and 95 A. D.  After we remind ourselves who it is that did the writing, we will open and read one of these letters.

I.  From: the Lord

Revelation 1:12-20 – We need to start in the first Chapter.  John’s revelation is first of all of Jesus Christ.  Not as John knew him as the son of Mary and Joseph, carpenter and teacher.  Here he meets Jesus filled with glory.


(Read)


Here Jesus is pictured in his holiness and majesty as walking among some lamp stands.  These lamp stands turn out to represent the 7 churches who receive letters.  So we see that each church is a lamp stand – that is a source for light.  Lamps do not exist to be hat racks; they exist to shed light into the darkness.  So the churches of Christ should show the love of God into the world.


Jesus walks among them.  We have a visual representation of how Christ is present with us in worship.  There is a theme in Revelation and the Book of Hebrews that places of worship on the earth represent a heavenly reality.  The Temple in Jerusalem was a copy of the one in heaven.  So we see that as Jesus was walking among the churches, so he is present among his people.

Jesus walks among them holding seven stars – these represent the “angels” that is Messengers to these churches. The word Angel means messenger, and can refer to heavenly angels or human messengers. So God sends his messengers – be they angelic or human.  In this case each Messenger is assigned to a church.  The Lord was about to give each messenger a message for each church.


For whom does the church exist?  Does it exist for it’s members? Does it exist for the community around it?  Does it exist for the reputation of its leaders?


No the churches exist for the Lord, and as he walks around and through them, he has the power to preserve or remove them.


Each of the 7 churches receives a letter.  The 1st and 7th churches receive a warning.  The 2nd and 6th receive commendations.  Churches 3, 4 and 5 are middle of the road.


We turn now to first letter – Revelation 2:1-7

“These are the words of him who holds the seven stars in his right hand and walks among the seven golden lamp stands:” v. 1.


The letter breaks into three parts:  Evaluation, Warning and Call to Response.  For these are not letters telling us of simple daily events.  They represent the call of the Lord on our lives and on our churches.


The number 7 is significant.  7, like the days of Creation, represent something that is complete.  So the 7 churches represent the church as a whole, through time.  Some think they represent stages in the history of the church through time.  I prefer to think of them as representing the most common messages that any church at any time needs to hear.  The important thing to remember is that each letter is for every church.


That is why they stand collectively at the entranceway to the book of Revelation.  It is like a mailbox for the whole church.

II.  To: Ephesus  (Evaluation)

We find first an evaluation.  R. v. 2-3.

The church at Ephesus had a great history.  It was visited by Paul several times.  It was born in persecution as the worshippers of Diana tried to persecute Paul and is band.  Paul later visited with the elders of this church, and they knelt with him on the beach of the Mediterranean as Paul headed back to Jerusalem.  He commended them and the church to the Grace of God.


It is believed that John the Apostle spend many years at Ephesus. It was the city that was the leader of that region of Asia Minor.  From this church other churches were started – probably all of those 7 who received letters had Ephesus as the mother church.


So we start with some affinity.  As you know Bethany was begun by two Norwegian student-ministers and evangelists about 104 years ago.  About 65 years later, two more churches were started.  The first Inter Varsity group was started from Bethany students at the UW.  In later years, ministries in Lao, Chinese and Spanish were started.


The church at Ephesus was hard working.  The lord begins with some positive words.  


“I know your deeds”.  There was no other church who could outdo Ephesus.  They were hard workers and very dedicated.  Jesus said, “I now your deeds, your hard work and your perseverance.”


The evaluation of a church, if we can judge by these 7 letters is not based on human criteria.  None of them are mentioned for their numbers.  The lord never says, “I am so happy to year that you had a 5% growth rate this last year.”  None of them are evaluated for their buildings – simply because churches did not have buildings for the first 300 years of the Church.  And Jesus never says, “I am so glad you have such good music, and such quality graphics, that you are culturally hip, and that you have big offerings.”

There is a list of what Ephesus does well:

· They do not tolerate the wicked.  Ephesus does not put up with people who carry on in flagrant sin.  They must have practiced an active form of church discipline.  

· You do not tolerate false apostles.  There have always been people who claim to have a special voice or direction from the Lord.  But all who claim to speak for the Lord are to be subject to evaluation.  So Ephesus evaluated and quickly discovered those who were faulty in their teaching or weak in their theology. I would hope that Bethany would not buy into everything a speaker says, just because he or she stands here by the podium and holds an open bible.

· You have persevered.  By this time, a number of followers have quit.  Jesus spoke of the four kinds of soil.  Some prove to be fruitful, but others sprout and die because they have no root, or because they are choked out by weeds.  But Ephesus has staying power – whatever persecution they faced was endured.

· You have not grown weary.  Some can work for short bursts and then they are done.  Ephesus had the ability to work and to continue to work.  They did not start a marathon and quit at the 3, 5, 10 or 20 mile mark.  They were still running the race.


So all is well?  Well not exactly.  What is true is that Ephesus is filled with reliable workers.  But is that all that is needed?


Can we look at a church bulletin, see all that the church is doing, and decide that they are healthy?  No we can’t because business is not an exact equal to health.  A Farmer can be hard working plowing, seeding, watering, weeding and so forth.  But you can not say they are doing well if they are growing crab grass, dandelions and creeping Charlie.

II.  To Ephesus  (Warning)

There is a warning to be found in verses 4 and 5.

“Yet I have this against you. You have forsaken your first love.”


There is a debate as to whether they have forsaken Love for God or Love for each other.  The text does not say.  It says that they have forgotten their first love.  This is a reference to the Love they had at first.


We have seen that we are called to Love for God and love for our neighbors.  Often letters ot churches by Paul would note that the church was rich in both love for God and love for the other believers.  The apostle John makes it abundantly clear in the letter of I John that we can not love God and fail to love our brothers and sisters in Christ.


So I think that they have forsaken Love.  Their love for God and their love for each other have grown cold.  What has taken its place is duty.  They are faithful, hard working and reliable. They are discerning and thoughtful.  They can Spot and avoid false teachers quickly.  But they do not have love.


Why is that so important?  Because, love is the beginning, the middle and the end of God’s work.  God created in Love – before there was any world God existed in Love with in his three persons.   Now the world created in love, was to be maintained in love – the two greatest commandments are Love.  All the other commandments and duties depend on these two loves.  The end of God’s work is love.  It says that the greatest gifts of God are Faith, Hope and Love – but that the greatest is love.


So Ephesus has done much well, but in the doing they forgot the reason.


Let’s say I am hired to evaluate a car company.  I observe their design and their manufacturing process. I see the care and precision of their work.  I notice that the builders work in cooperative groups.  So it all looks great.   Until I find a problem – the cars can not be driven.  They are made for show, but they have no engine.  Well that will change my evaluation won’t it?  What good is a care that can not move?  It is the same with churches and Love – without love we have missed the main purpose.  It is not a missing ingredient that we could live without.   If I made a car without a heater – at least it can move.  But if I make one with a heater that can not move, I have nothing.


My Spanish speaking friends often use this expression:  For the Love of God.  They have understood this point.  All of the work of God has this goal – that we experience and that we express the Love of God.

III. to Ephesus (Call to Response)


What does the Lord say to the efficient and unloving church?

Remember – Remember the Love you had at first.  Can you recall the very first days of your Christian walk?  Do you remember the people who taught you and encouraged you?  Do you remember a time when there was love?


I can recall some great times I had in College as a part of my campus ministry group – 


I can remember other times like that.  I wish we had recorded some of the meetings of our 90th and 100th anniversary team meetings – there were great stories of people and of how God worked through this church.  It is good to remember.


Remember what it is like to experience the Love of God and the love of Christian fellowship.  That is what heaven is all about – except the location!

Repent – such love can be lost or cooled.  How?  Because our lives get cluttered with other loves.  Or because we carry around hurts, and instead of taking our wounded hearts to the Lord for healing, we allow them to bleed.  Or we carry around unforgiveness, and it turns bitter in our hearts and becomes gossip and slander.  What there should be is love.  Repent means more than feeling sorry. It means to relinquish those things that keep us away from love, and it means to go back to what we once did.  Let’s get back to fellowship, worship, study and obedience to God.  
IV. To: Ephesus (Promise)

Wee come to the end of the letter.  It is a promise.  For those who listen to what the Lord says to the church, there is a promise of Life eternal.


R. v. 7


The Actual church of Ephesus no longer exists because the city of Ephesus no longer exists.  However, history suggests that this letter was received and the church responded with Remembrance and Repentance.  So that is encouraging.  There is always an open door from the Lord.

So this letter ends with a promise.  To those who have ears to hear, there is an opportunity.  I see that all of you have ears. I have ears. So it is a matter of whether we choose to listen, not whether we have the equipment.


The lord promises Life.  The tree of Life was in Eden, the tree of Life is in heaven, and the tree of Life is described in proverbs as well as a current source of life.  
