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18 February 2007
CEphesus: The Orthodox Church that Forgot How to L oveQ

Revelation 2:1-7

Wha if theLord himself were to stand here this moming and address usdirectly? Jug as
he addressed these seven churchesin Asia. Assuming tha we werein no doubtabouthis
identity, | am sure we would listen with rapt attention. Hisword to uswould take
precedence over everything else.

@But,Oyou say, OThat doesn®happen today.O Imagineif it did. It would no doubt
introdue a changeor two into theservice. We may findtha we need to revise theway
we live and theway we Qlo churchO If wede horest, we may even admit that, at least in
some ways, we are atriflerelieved that he doesn®address usin this direct manne today.

But wait amoment! In each of the messages to the seven churches, therisen Saviour
says: O know. . .Oand proceedsto tell the church tha heis fully aware of its postion.
Moreover, he sees benegth its outward circumstances. With thoe kind but pendrating
eyes, helooks beyondexternd appearances right into the church and assesses its true
spiritud condition. But have you noticed tha each of these messages not only contains
thewords Q knowObut also the exhortation: (He who has an ear, let him hear wha the
Sprit saysto the churches.O Now, the same Spirit is here, representing the same Lord.
He sees each oneof usand he knows our condition and our needs better than we ever
could. Heknows usindividudly and he undestandsuscorporately. And because we
are his children and his church, hewants to address us  So, let® be as ready to hear as we
would beif hewere standing before usphyscally.

Today we are examining his messageto the church at Ephesus William Barclay wrote
an excellent little bookon the Messages to the Seven Churches.* He wrote two chapters
on each of themessages. In thefirst he explained the condition that prevailed in the city
and in the second he examined the message to thechurch. Wha Barclay does so well is
to demondrate the correlation between the conditionsprevailing in acity andthe
situaion of thechurch in that city. Itisenlightening to see how a particular church was
affected by its environment. In each case, the church was impacted by thecity in which
it was located. In some cases the mindset of the city seemsto have rubbed off onthe
church to itsdetriment. And, | dare say, the church would have been unavare of the
extent to which it was conforming to the GpiritQof its city. Onehas, of course to ask,
whether we have unangioudy allowed our environment to Gaquesze (us) into its
mould,Oas J. B. Phillips putit in his paaphrase. (Rom 12:2) Are there attitudes and
modes of behaviour tha we have picked up from the sodety in which we find ourselves?
If s0, we are probably thelast people who will be able to recognise them.

! william Barclay, Letters to the Seven Churches (London: SCM Press, 1957)
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| am goingto approach thisin a different way and combineinformation aboutthe church
with some ddails aboutthecity. Since each of the messages follows asimilar format, |
shdl try to present thisinformationin a dightly different way each week.

1

THISWASA ORLAGSHIPOCHURCH WITH A PROUD RECORD

Imaginethat thechurch at Ephesuswas looking for a new Senior Pastor. The
Search Committee met, did some self-andysis and decided to place
advertisements in the Q\Vestern Asia Christian NewsGOand in @hristianity

Y esterdayQ(pardonthe anachronisms). They had been withouta pastor for some
time, so they wanted to make the advertisement look appedling in order to attract
as many applicants as possible:

L eading Church Seeks Experienced, Visionary Pagor

This established church in the Empire@ fourth largest city is seeking an
experienced, visonay Senior Pastor.

Ephesus theleading port onthe coast of Asia, isafree city, and boasts
magnificent buildings It also has arenowned library and is an esteemed banking
centre. It has goodschools andis situaed at thejunction of three impaortant trade
routes.

The successful applicant will have at least twenty years of pastoral experience,
preferably in a cosmopolitan, urban setting.

He will beagoodteache with thorougHy orthodax views.

He will bewell educated and familiar with contemporary currents of though, and
able to stand his groundin a Pog-Platonic, pluralistic environment.

He will have goodleadership skills, since hewill head up a highly motivated team
of experienced and energetic volunteers.

This pregtigiouspulpit has been occupied by a succession of great preacher-
teachers. notably Paul, Timothy and John.

This flagship church offers goodbenefits.

In addition to an up-to-date rZsumZ, the applicant must indudea summary of his
dodrind postion, specifying his views ontheincarnaion and his attitudetowards
sinin genega and sexud morality in particular.

After congderation, the Search Committee opted for adightly more honest
advertisement. It added thefollowing:

From time to time there is an outbreak of persecution on accountof our refusal to
paticipaein thelmperial cult, and objectionsby the devotees of the goddess
Artemis because of afall-off in thesale of small shrines.

Thechurch has had its dodrind battles, butiswell over them now and has
adopted a clear and ungquivocally evangdical statement of faith. Some divisive
members with heretical views have left the church and notlonge pose athreat to
thedodrind purity of thechurch.
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I Theapplicant mug beemotiondly robug since hemay have to face occasiond
correction from longstanding members who can remember Paul, Apollos Aquila
and Priscillaand don® copewsell with change

The advertisements (which arefictitious by theway) give usan idea of what the church
thoughtof itself. It was avery active church with aproudhistory. But nather the
Glagship advertisementOnor the augmented advertisement is al tha important. Theonly
important opinionwas tha of theLord. What did hethink of this church? And what
does hethink of our church? So let@ examinewhat he had to say (and what he has to say
to ustoday). Wewon®be conddering each messagein exactly thesame way. This
morning | am going to take the statements oneby ong since this gives usan idea of how
important each statement is.

[ THISCHURCH, LIKE OUR CHURCH, HAD A LOT GOING FORIT
A. OTo theangd of the church in Ephesuswrite:

This seems like a strangeway to address a church. Why write to Qhe angd Oof
thechurch in Ephesus? There are essentialy two possibilities here:

1. Some have suggested tha because the word trandated angd (angdos)
means messenger, it refers to the pastor, the presiding elder or bishopor
perhgps some representative from the church 2

2. We do, however, have to respect thefact that wherever theword isused in
thebookit refersto angdsintheusud sense of theword. They are
Qninistering spirits sent to serve those who will inherit salvation.O(Heb
1:14) In abooktha gives ussome ingghtinto thecoamic batlethat is
raging, it isnotall tha surprising tha we should encounter angds. What
seems strangehere istha theangd of the church should be addressed.
This raises the possibility tha churches have Quuardian angdsQ

In any event, the message was clearly intended for the church. Althoughtheangd
(singular) is addressed, it is clear that Qhe messageto theangd is actudly a
message throughthe angd to the church.&

B. OThese are thewords of him who holdsthe seven starsin his righthandand
walks anongthe seven golden lanpgands

1. In al of themessages, an aspect of thevisionrecorded in chapter oneis
selected and used to introdue the Lord.* Thechoiceis notincidental.

2 |t was not long before churches like this one had a monarchical bishop.
3 Darrell W. Johnson, Discipleship on the Edge: An Expository Journey through the Book of Revelation
(Vancouver: Regent College Publishing, 2004), 53.
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Writing to theleading church in theares, it isfitting that Johndraws
attention to the Lord(@ presence amongall the churches (some or al of
which were probably planted by the Ephesian church). (Acts 19:10)

2. Theverb trandated (holdOhere (krate™)s usudly followed by the
genitive case. It meansto have hdd of something. This makes sense
because if | take hold of alargeobject, | actudly only hold apart of itin
my hand. Butif theverb isfollowed by the accusative case, asit isin this
ingance, it meansto hold thewhole of an object in oneg® hand. The point
istha heholdstheangds and the churches they represent in the pdm of
his hand. Heisin complete control.®

3. Wha@ more, hewalks amongthe seven golden lanpstands When John
described hisvisionin chgpter ong he spokeof one like a son of man
among (literally, in the middle of) thelampgands Here we are given
furthe information. He actudly walks amongthelampgands His
movement among the churches implies his vigilance and his concern for
each of the churches.

C. % knowyour deeds your hard work andyour perseverance. | knowthatyou
cannottolerate wicked men, thatyou have tested those who claim to be apogles
butare not, and hawe foundthem false.

1. Thisis quite acommendaion. Theword trandated hard work refersto
strenuouslabour, thekind of toil tha exhauds. Thiswas nota church of
shirkers. On thecontrary, the Ephesian Christianshad put forward ther
very best efforts. Itistheall-seeing Lord who describes their work in this
way and commendsthem for it. Imagineif hewere to stand before usand
characterise wha we have donefor himin theway. 1, for ong would be
highly honoued.

2. Wha@ more, they had persevered. In theface of discouragement and
dange, they had notthrown in thetowel. Actudly, the paseverance
described hereismore than tha. It isnat simply apassive paience tha
accepts and submits. Theword could betrandated Qriumphant fortituded
It isthekind of congancy tha does notwaver under extreme pressure. It
had not been an easy road for the Christiansat Ephesus  Paul had spent
nearly three yearsthere. God®blessing on his ministry was evident. (Acts
198-12) Butwheretheareisblessingthereislikely to beoppostionand
indeed there was, so much so the Paul was advised by thedisciples and the
city officials to beat a hasty retreat. (Acts 19:228-31) Paul@traveling
companionswere amog lynched. (Acts 19:32-41) | am sure, given the

* In the |ast two messages reference is made to Qhe key of DavidO(linking with Ghe keys of death and of
Hades) and Qhe Amen, the faithful and true witness, the ruler of God@ creationOlinking with 1:5)
® Barclay, Letters, 21
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climate in Ephesustha thiswas nottheend of it. It was dangeousto bea
Chrigian in that city. John Stott highlights the true naure of Christian
perseverance: Ot is onething to grit our teeth and clench our fists with
Stoical indifference, but quite another to smile in the face of adversity
with Christian love$ They had experienced extreme pressure and the
Lord comments favourably onther strength and condancy. It wasthe
kind of resolute determinaion tha caused their opponents to shake ther
headsin disbdief. How would you feel to hear acommendaion like tha
fromyour risen Lord?

3. In addition, they had to face a dange even more menacing than the
oppostion of thefanatically pro-Artemis mob. Some thirty-five years
before, when hewas on hisway to Jerusalem, Paul had stopped at Miletus
aboutfifty kilometres to the south of Ephesus He had summoned the
Ephesian elders. In amoving farewell address, he soundel an ominous
note: O knowthat after | leave, savagewolves will comein anongyou
and will notspare theflodk. Even fromyour own nunber men will arise
and distort thetruth in order to draw away disciples after them.O(Acts
20:29-30)

It had hgppened jus as he predicted. |f youread John®first |etter, you
can see tha some impressive teachers had distorted thegogd. (1 John
2:19;4:1-6) But thechurch at Ephesus had heeded Paul@ warning and
resisted these false prophds. They tested those who claimed to be
apodles but are not, and foundthem to befalse. Thiswas an orthodox
church, a church that contended Qor thefaith that was once for all
entrugted to the saints.O(Jude3) Interestingly, thechurch retained its
commitment to dodrind purity. Bishoplgnaiusof Antioch wrote to them
at the beginning of the second century: Or ou live according to thetruth,
and no heresy has ahome amongyou; indeed you do not so much as listen
to an;gl)neif they speak of anything except concerning Jesus Christ in
truth.

Wha a splendid church! Ther loydty to the Lord was evident fromther hard
work in his service, ther perseverance unde pressure and thar stand for thetruth
of thegogd. Tocapit dl, theLord says: Y ou have persevered and have endured
hardshipsfor my name, andhave not grown weary.O Now, tha is arecord any
church could be proudof. Andit isnotther self-assessment. It istheverdict of
theall-seeing Lord. Could hesay such thingsaboutus?

® John Stott, What Christ Thinks of the Church: An Exposition of Revelation 1-3 (Grand Rapids: Baker,
2003), 29.
" Ibid., 26.
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D. Then, after this heart-warming commendation, theLord puts hisfinge ona
condition so seriousthat it threatened thevery existence of the church.

“Yet | hold this againg you: You have forsaken your first love.

Wha exactly did he mean by this?

Did hemean tha, for al ther hard work, perseverance and
orthodoxy,they had broken thefirst commandment: Or ou shal
have no other godshefore meC® It isfar morelikely that hewas
compaing thar present condition with ther previouscondition.
For al thear disciplineand effort, something is missing that was
previoudy there. Inthewordsof JohnStott, Orhey had fallen from
the early heghts of thar devotion and had descended to the plains
of mediocrity.&

WastheLord referring to ther lovefor him or ther lovefor one
anothea? Theae@ asimple answer to tha question. We areto love
theLord our God with al our heart and soul and mind and our
neighbouras ourselves. O(Mt 22:34-40; Deut 6:5) In hisfirst letter,
Johnmakes it abundantly clear tha it is ssimply impossible to love
God withoutloving our fellow bdievers. (1 John4:19-21) For tha
matter, our love cannotbe confined to OngdersOeither. (Mt 5:43-

Onethinkshere of aromantic relationship that was once exciting.
There are some paignant picturesin the Old Testament that depict
Israel as awifetha had fallen out of loveand broken the heart of
her divineLover. (Ezek 16:8; Jer 2:2) Perhgosthemog moving of
al isthe picture given usin Hosea. God uses the prophe( own
heartache at the unfaithfulness of hiswife to depict the pan hefelt
on accountof Israel @ unfaithfulness. Thenation had notjust
broken his commandments; they had broken his heart. (Hosea
2:14-16,19-20)

Imperceptibly the Ephesian Christians had subgtituted work and
orthodoxyfor theheart-felt lovethey once knew. Ther
Chrigtianity had become away of life. Interms of externd
behaviour, you could notfault them. Outwardly everything was
thesame, or so it seemed. Butthere had been asubtle shift. If left
undhecked, this shift would result in catastrophe

Could this describe your condition or ming, this moring? We
know more than we once did. WeQe till activeinthelLord@

1.
@
(b)
48)
(c)
(d)
8 Ibid., 27.



Revelation Sermon Series - copyright Ellis AndrZ 2007

service. Infact, we@e buser than ever. We have our dodrine
worked out and theyears have brough a consstency into our lives.
Seasoned, mature, orthodoxhard-working Christiand But wha
aboutourfirst love? Do thewordsof William Cowpe @ hymn
strike a chord degp down within?

Wheeistheblessedness | knew,
When first | saw thelLord?
Where isthe soul refreshing view
Of Jesusand His Word?

Wha peaceful hours | once enjoyed!
How sweet their memory still!

But they have |eft an aching void
Theworld can never fill.

More importantly, what can we do aboutit?

*Remember the height fromwhich you hawe fallen!
Repent anddo thethingsyou did at first.

@

(b)

Remember

Thisis certainly nat anodalgic longng for thegoad old days.
Such wistfulness would not only be unhépful; it would also be
counter-produdive. It amog impliestha we have given up onthe
present and find it more congenia to look at the past throughrose-
tinted glasses. No, thisisacongructive recollection. Itis
allowing arealistic reflection onthe past to comment onthe
present. It isan honest acknowledgement tha, in the mos serious
sense of al, | have backdidden.

Repent

L et@ strip theword of the accretionsthat have attached themselves
toit. To repent meansto changeon&3 mind and to take whatever
actionisrequired. It need not necessarily be accompanied by
budkets of tears. Neither doesit have to mean tha we beat
ourselves up mercilessy. It meanstha we acknowedgethat
thingsare wrong see the gravity of the situation, feel genuindy
sorry aboutit and determine, with God®@ hdp, to put thingsright
If, for whatever reason, you have log your first love, it standsto
reason that youwill never regan it unless you acknowledgethat
it@ happened. Ingead, youdl pile onthechurch work in a
despeate attempt to proveto yoursalf that all iswell. Y oumay
find anew heesy to attack or enrol for acoursein dodrine If
your problem is tha you have forsaken your first love, these
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measures, goodas they may bein themselves, will only exacerbae
thesituaion. Remembe! Repent, and. ..

Do theworks you did at first.

On thesurface, this soundsallittle puzzling! They had kept
working. oingworksOwas notther problem. They had Qhot
grown weary.O TheLord had commended them for that. | think
theanswer liesin the often overlooked fact tha we can never
accomplish by doggel devotion to duty wha we accomplish by the
spontaneousenthugasm of love

Think of your courting days. Perhgpsthe person of your dreams
lived miles away. But youdidn®begrudgethetravel: GDh no, |Qe
gotto visit her again tonight Qor O\h, hel coming over agan; |
wish he@d give me some space.O 1t amazing the lengthsto which
we gowhen we areinlove Andit(3 apleasure, not aburden.

In thechurch | attended as ateenager, we had a pastor who was
both godly and brave. Our youth committee approached him and
asked him if we could condud a Gyouth crusadeQin the church. It
would bewell advertised and would run Friday, Saturday and
Sundg evenings He agreed and encouraged us. A membe of the
committee would be the speaker on each of thenights. Asthetime
approached the other two speakers pulled out, leaving me with all
three nights. 1 wasin my find year at high school. And,wasl|
nervous? Wha terrified me mog was theinvitation. When | got
to theend of thesermon and issued an invitation, | could not see
anyoneresponding (in achurch where people responded

regularly).

Thefirst nightarrived. With fear and trepidation, | madethe
appeal and to my amazement several people respondeal. It wasa
thrilling and a hunbling experience for me. Thefirst to respond
was a big guy in his twenties who came right fromthe back of the
church. Inouw planningwe had decided tha we would ensure that
there was follow up. Well, | volunteered to follow up this young
thevery next week.

| was gtill at school and had notrangport. | discovered tha he
lived ontheothe sideof thecity. Thiswould entail catching abus
into the city centre and then another busto the other end of the
sprawling city (andthereturn journey, of course), and spending
some of my meagre allowance (mog teenagers think ther
allowance is meagre) to traipse across thecity. Sol grunted and
groaned all theway, looking down at wha was left of my podcket
money and mumbling unde me breath aboutthe distance and the
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time waste. No! Of course, not  Thiswasthemog exciting bus
rideof my life. | wasddighted. 1@ had thegreat privilege of
seeing a person coming to spiritud birth and now | was aboutto
witness hisfirst few steps Therewas asongin my heart. The
timeflew. Thiswasjoy ungeskable. All theway there |l was
asking for wisdomand all theway back | was praising God for his
wondeful grace.

They were till working hard at Ephesus butnow it probably felt
like hard work. They had notgrown weary. Perhapsthey weren®
even feeling some fatigue But something of the spontanaty had
gone Theworkswere ill there butdutiful drudgery isa poa
subditute for spontaneousenthugasm.

E. There follows amog alarming warning:

>\ you do notrepent, | will come to you and remove your lampstand fromits
place.O

This soundsserious TheLord of the Church threatensto take this excellent
church out of existence! It had only oneblemish on an otherwise outstanding
record, yet hethreatensto removeitslampgand. Thisseemsalittle harsh. But
the saddest thing tha can happen is na the disappearance of a church tha has
forgotten howto love Thesaddest thingisthe continuance of a church that
presents theworld with a caricature of Chrigtianity.

Ingead of winsomeness, onlooke's see self-satisfaction and censoriousess.
Ingead of adomingthegogd, we make it seem unattractive. When loveisgone
we may be hard-working and orthodox butwe are ungraciousand joyless.
Religiosty withoutlove can berepulsive. When achurch isinto labourwithout
love and correctness without compassion, it is better that it ceasesto exist. The
light has stoppel shining so why mug alampgand stay in its place as auseless
ornament? It isbetter for it to disappear. ThelLord isaways able to raise up an
authentic witness for himself. The church at Ephesuswas notthere yet, but the
subtie didehad started. AndtheLord, wholoves his church, speaks atimely
word. Judging by theletter that Bishop Ignaiusof Antioch wrote to thechurch
several years later, the Ephesian church heeded the Lord@ word. Ignaiuswas
full of praise for thechurch. Itslampgand remained firmly in place!

Probably the saddest of all thingsis when a church continues to go throughthe
motionsafter the Lord has actudly removed thelampgand. Thebuildingisthere;
the pastors are there, the people are there, the procedures are there; it lookslike
the church is till in place, but there@ no light because theloveis goneand the
lampstand has been removed ?

® Passages like 1 Cor 13 and 1 John 3:11-20 underline the indispensability of love.
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F. ®But you hawe thisin your favour: You hate the practices of the Nicolaitans,
which | also hate.

Since the Nicolaitansreappear at Pergamum, we shdl have acloser look at them
there. Here let me say tha this was probably a group of teachers tha attempted to
judify immorality ontheological grounds

G. Here comes the promise.

"He who hasan ear, let him hear what the Sprit says to thechurches. To him
who overcomes, | will give theright to eat fromthe tree of life, whichisin
the paradise of God.

There are two matters we need to notein this verse:

1. The @vercomerChereis nota specia category of Christian. Thisis God®
intentionfor all of us Listento Johnin hisfirst letter. He speaks about
theforcesthat arelined up agang God and therefore agang us and he

says:

You, dear children, are from God and have overcome them,
because theonewhoisin youis greater than theonein the
world . .. Everyoneborn of God overcomes theworld.
Thisisthevictory tha has overcome theworld, even our
faith. Whoisit tha overcomestheworld? Only he who
bdieves tha Jesusisthe Son of God. (1 John4:4; 5:4-5)

In other words the appeal and the promise are to the ordinary
Chrigtian. ThelLord istelling usto live as Christians should and
his promiseisto al Chrigtians

2. Thereference to thetree of lifeis significant.

@ In thefirst three chapters of the Bible, we encounter two special
trees. thetree of life and thetree of theknowledgeof goodand
evil. (Gen 2:8-9) Significantly, when our ancestors disobeyed God
and received the sentence of death, theway to thetree of life was
guaded by cherubim with flaming swords  We were not permitted
to eat fromthetree of life and therefore to live forever in our fallen
state. (Gen 3:21-24)

(b)  Wedonothear of thistree again until we read of it here. But we
seeit again in thelast chapter of theRevelation™ In the perfect

9 There is, however, a picture of asimilar scenein Ezekiel 47.

1N
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new world, Johnseestheriver of thewater of life, as clear as
crystal, flowing from thethroneof God andtheLamb. It flows
down the great bouevard of thecity. On each sideof theriver
standsthetree of life. Thetreein the Garden of Eden seems now
to beagroveof trees. It bearstwelve cropsof fruit, yieldingits
fruit every month. Itsleaves arefor the hedling of the naions
(Rev 22:1-5)

Whatever was log when we fell isregained Dand more. Tha
wha we have to look forward to. In hisfirst letter, John spokeof
thelovetha God has lavished uponus ONow we are children of
God, and wha we will behas not yet been made known. But we
know tha when he appears we shdl belike him for we shdl see
him as heis.O(1 John 3:2)

Conclusion

Wha aletter! Thereiscommenddaion;thereisawarning;thereisagloriouspromise.

Of course, the Ephesian Christians could have protested and so mightwe. | havea
fedling that if someonehad asked them before they received the message: (Do you love
the Lord?20they would have answered withouthesitation, OVhy, of course! O But theone
who holdsthe seven starsin hisright hand and walks amongthe seven golden lampgands
revealed thetrue state of affairs. His penetrating eyes saw rightinto thar hearts andthe
sharp doubk-edged sword proceeding from his mouth cut degp. And, aswe said at the
outset, hisopinionistheonly onethat really couns.

It may betha therisen Lord, by his ever-present Spirit is saying to usas a church or to
you and me, as his bdoved children, tha we have forsaken ourfirst love If heis, itis
because he cares. He cares more than we could ever know.

Please listen to thewords of amost appropriate hymn** 1t commences with the bdiever
addressing himself/herself:

Hark, my soul, itistheLord;
(isthy Savour hear hisword;
Jesus speaks, and speaks to thee,
Gaypoor sinne lov@t thoume?0

In the next four stanzas, the Lord addresses us

| ddivered thee when bound,

And when bleeding healed thy wound;
Soughtthee wand@ing, set thee right,
Turned thy darknessinto light

" This hymn, like the one cited earlier, was by William Cowper.

11
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Can awoman®@tende care
Ceas toward the child she bare?
Yes, she may forgetful be,

Yet will | remember thee.

Mineisanundanginglowe,
Highe thantheheghts abo\e,
Deeper thanthe depths beneath,
Free andfaithful, strongasdeath.

Thoushalt see my glory soon,
When thework of graceis done
Partner of my throneshalt be
Say poor sinne’, lov@t thoume?

Inthefind stanza, we respondto our lovingLord:

Lord, it ismy chief complaint
Thatmy love is weak andfaint;
Yet | love Thee, andadore;

O for grace to love Thee more.
(William Cowper)

(Ephesus: The Orthodox Church that Forgot How to LoveO
3rd in a Series on the Book of Revelation

EllisAndrZ

18/02/2007
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