Unravelling Revelation 3

Letters to the Seven Churches 1 – Ephesus

“The Church that was in Danger of Dying out!”

(Revelation 2:1-7)

Introduction

This is our first Sunday in our new premises, so no time like the present to begin to take a look at ourselves and try to assess how healthy we are as a Church.


But how do you assess how healthy a church is?


How do you know how well a church is doing?

- Does it depend on having a lovely fine, ornate building, with your debts all paid off?

- Plenty of cars parked outside? - A busy programme? - Plenty of people attending?

Or could it be a church that has no building, or a very modest one, that’s doing better?

A Church that’s always spending more than it’s taking in? One that’s short on funds?

A Church that’s expanding in numbers? One that is seeing people converted to Christ?

A Church that’s not afraid to get its hands dirty helping people out of the gutter to put their lives back together again?

Maybe it’s a Church that is preaching the Gospel clearly, Biblically and faithfully – 

but maybe it’s just that nobody wants to listen to it anymore? Should we look for a Church that has a big membership on paper, but much fewer who actually attend? 

Or a church that has a small membership, but always more than that at its meetings?

With all these criteria, how do you assess the true condition of how a church is doing?

Well the answer is, Jesus is the only one who can really judge the church correctly.

Look again at ch.1:10-20. This is the only person who can truly examine our churches.

He has X-ray eyes (v.14). He sees behind the façade, to our real heart condition.

In these letters to the seven churches (Rev 2-3) that’s exactly what Jesus is doing – 

examining, assessing, honestly and truthfully the true condition of each of these seven First Century churches. But as we see what he had to say about them, let’s think about whether he could have said those same things about our church today as well?

1. THE CHURCH ADDRESSED (v.1)

The first of the seven churches is the Church in Ephesus.  And as I mentioned before,  the letter is addressed to the angel of the church in Ephesus. The angel or messenger. The one who had the responsibility of bringing God’s message to that church – the preacher or pastor. It’s a good name for us – God’s message bearers – That is our job. If we fail to bring God’s Word to the hearts of men and women then we shouldn’t be in the job. And so I trust that what you hear from me this morning, you will take as God’s message to your heart today, and that you will respond to it as you ought to. Woe to the man who doesn’t bring God’s message, but just brings his own – He will answer for it!

So this first Church was in the City of Ephesus, on the West Coast of what we today would call Turkey. Though it had become an important centre for Christianity by the end of the First Century, it was still very much a pagan city. It was the centre of Diana Worship. It was dominated by a Temple to Diana – the goddess of Love, who was also known as “The Mother of the gods.” It was an immoral city, full of sexual laxity and permissiveness.  It was full of idolatry – with all its superstition and paganism. 

The Christians would have been under great pressure to accommodate the local 

customs into their particular truth, and mix them all together. Compromise The Truth.

We first come across Ephesus in the New Testament in Acts 19. In vs.34-35 we see that the Temple in Ephesus was the guardian of an image of Diana that had supposedly fallen from heaven. In vs.23-28 the only fear among them when the Gospel came to Ephesus was that the trinket trade in idols and images and religious charms would come to an end if too many people turned to Christianity! They were worshipping the money in their pockets as much as anything else. They were shrewd business people before they were deeply religious or spiritual. And so in vs.13-19 we see that right from the beginning the Church in Ephesus was in danger of attempts to copy and to counterfeit their message and their practices. There was a great danger that the true Gospel could be polluted and watered down, if it was to survive at all, in Ephesus!

In fact the dangers of those early days continued to threaten the purity of the church in Ephesus throughout her history. For example, we see it here in Revelation ch.2, in AD95, and right up to the extinction of the Church in Ephesus in the Third Century.

But these issues have threatened the purity of the whole church down through the ages even until today. The issues of images, the trinket trade to make money from religion, and those masquerading as true teachers of the Gospel, but who are in fact just various forms of New Age type spirituality and magic that like to come under the guise of true Christianity. 

2. THE PERSON ADDRESSING THIS CHURCH (v.1)

(v.1b) is a reference back to ch.1:12,13 and 20. It is Jesus, who is the Head of the Church, and the one who holds its servants tightly in his hands – the stars. And He’s the one who walks among his churches – the lamp-stands – inspecting them, and 

taking an interest in them, to see how they are shining. Of course, the purer the church, the more brightly it will be able to shine the light of the Gospel.

e.g. Matthew 5:14-16.  
How pure is your church?




Is it shining out the light of the Gospel?




Or is it hiding it, or obscuring it?

In (v.2) Jesus says, “I know your deeds” - Jesus, the Head of the Church, knows all about His Church. The Pope is supposed to be the Head of the Catholic Church, and the Queen of England is supposed to be the Head of the Anglican Church, but whether they live in London or in Rome, they haven’t really got a clue what is going on in each of their churches. Recent scandals have only proved that! But Jesus, the true Head of the Church knows all about us. We can hide nothing from his gaze! And He doesn’t just look at the surface! He looks at the heart!

3. HOW HE ASSESSES THE CHURCH (v.2-7)

A. Notice first of all what he Commends them for. (v.2-3).

Their “hard work” – or good “deeds” (v.2a,3).


Their “labours” – toil / effort


Their “patience / perseverance” – their staying power. 


Their ability to stick at it, and to endure, through all kinds of difficulties.

This was a hard-working, busy, active church. They had faith, and it was faith in action. They certainly couldn’t be called a lazy inactive church. They were busy in the Lord’s service. They were a hard-working bunch of people!

Their intolerance (v.2b) is something else Jesus commends them for!


He commends them for being intolerant! Today in our ecumenical era we are 

condemned if we are intolerant of others, but Jesus commends this church for being intolerant! 
How come? What were they intolerant of? “Of wicked men” (v.2)


“I know that you cannot tolerate wicked men.” (NIV)


“You cannot bear those who are evil” (NKJV)

Here is a very important point, and one that needs to be said today – A healthy church will hate sin! This was a church that endured many trials (v.2) but they just could not endure wickedness or sin!
So how are we doing in this area? The spirit of our age is to brush sin under the carpet. To excuse it, to minimise it. To call it a misdemeanour or a failing, a weakness, or a wee slip” But God calls it “sin” and “wickedness.” And he praises the church that can’t stand it!


Have we gone soft on sin?

If we have, our light’s getting dull, foggy, dim, indistinct. We’re not shining as brightly as we should be. We must hate the sin, but still reach out a hand to the sinner who will repent and forsake their sin, and turn to Christ for forgiveness.

But there was something else this church just couldn’t tolerate.

False Apostles (v.2). 


These were people who came to their city, travelling preachers who came to their church, claiming to be apostles. They tested them, and found them to be false, and they wouldn’t tolerate them. They refused to listen to them.


What are the tests for a true apostle? (See Acts 1:1,15-22.)

They had to be a personal witness of Jesus’ baptism, His earthly ministry, and of his resurrection. The original 12 Apostles fulfilled these criteria. But now John, the one who was writing this Letter of Revelation, was the last surviving member of that Apostolic Band. The rest had all died. (Paul didn’t fulfil all of these criteria, but he did fulfil the third. He was a personal witness of the Risen Lord, because he met with him on the Road to Damascus. See 1 Corinthians 15:3-11). 

Paul was an apostle because he had seen the Risen Christ, he had a personal encounter with the Risen Lord, and he was specifically called to be an apostle to the gentiles. But there are no such apostles around today, because they cannot fulfil those 3 criteria in Acts ch.1. But we are still to test those who claim to be ministers of Christ. – 

* Do they preach what the apostles preached in the New Testament?

* Do they believe in the same life-changing Gospel that the Apostles believed in? 


(1 Corinthians 1:17,18,23-25. Romans 1:16,17).

* Have they met and do they believe personally in the Lord Jesus Christ as Saviour?

* Do they believe that the Bible is all we need to guide us for faith and practice?
If ministers aren’t saved, don’t know Christ, or don’t preach the Gospel, then don’t listen to them, do what this church in Ephesus did, and reject them, and get out from under them. (See Matthew 7:15-23). Jesus commended this church for doing just that. According to v.3 they had persevered, they had endured hardships and difficulties for Christ’s name, and they had not grown weary! They had a lot to be commended and praised for. And considering all that we have come through as a church in recent years, I would think the Lord has probably got a lot to commend us for this morning too! But before we get too full of ourselves notice also,

(ii) What he Criticises them for (v.4-6)


Why spoil a glowing report you might say? Why not just leave it there?

The answer is because Jesus looks into their hearts, and ours. He sees beneath the surface with his X-ray eyes, He sees the real problem, and He says this in v.4:


“Yet I hold this against you!” (v.4)
- What was it?


“You have forsaken your first love!”

Jesus could see that behind their busy-ness in the Lord’s work, behind their purity in matters of doctrine, and behind their discernment in terms of false teachers, yet there were hearts that had grown cold - Hearts where love for Christ was waning. Their love for the Lord was not what it once was. It wasn’t their zeal, or activity, or busy-ness in the Lord’s work that had changed – it was the condition of their hearts. Their love for the Lord had grown cold. (Yet it should motivate our service, 2 Cor 5:14). What was the remedy? Well look at what He says to them:


Remember – the height from which you have fallen. (v.5)


Repent – turn around, make a clean break from the sin of hard hearts (v.5)


Return – Get back to where you once were – to the things you did at first. The basics – simple devotion and desire for meeting with the Lord. (Acts 2:41-47).

OR I’ll 
Remove – Your lamp-stand from its place. I’ll snuff your light out! O yes the building 
might still be there, but you’ll not make much impact at pointing people to Christ if you’ve no light in the window! 

N.B. In the Second Century, Ignatius could write to this Church in Ephesus and say,


“I’m just thrilled with your love for the Lord and for one another!”
But by the Third Century, there was no Church left in Ephesus – It was lights out!
I’m told there’s just a handful of 2 or 3 believers there today!
When Jesus threatens, he means what he says, and he will act, where he has to. He gave them opportunity to repent , but they didn’t take it. And yet even as he rebukes, he commends them again. Again the church that lacked love for the Lord, was commended for hating in v.6 – hating the practice of the Nicolaitans. This was something that Christ hated too! According to the New Bible Dictionary Nicolas mentioned in Acts 6:5, was the leader of a group “who sought to work out a compromise with paganism, to enable Christians to take part in social and religious 

activities in society.” They set out to combine culture with Christianity. Sadly where this happens the danger is that the True Gospel of Christ is emptied of its power. The Gospel can go into any culture. It is a simple straightforward message. But we shouldn’t be tempted to tamper with it or empty it of its power. In v.7 we are told that if we overcome these subtle temptations we will be rewarded in Paradise, with eternal life with God in Heaven! But we need to hear the warning this morning: Compromise begins when your heart’s love for the Lord begins to grow cold. Unchecked you will give in to anything. Do you need to hear these words this morning?    

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

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 lamp-stand from its place.”

If you can remember a time in your past when you were closer to the Lord than you are today, then this message is for you from God. I hope you will heed it, and do as it says!

