The Grand Finale of Human History #4

“You’ve Left That Lovin’ Feeling”

Revelation 2:1-7

“You’ve got mail.”

I know that statement is already antiquated in our age of emails, snapchats, and Facebook posts, but there’s still something about getting mail, right? Well, maybe not the magazines, advertisements, and endless junk mail…and bills! But when we get a letter or a card, where do we immediately look? I look at the upper left corner of the envelope to see who sent it. If it’s a friend—especially one I haven’t heard from in a long time—I can’t open it fast enough!

The book of Revelation features seven letters addressed to individual churches in Asia Minor, what we now know as Turkey. While the literal writer of the letters was the apostle John (whom all the churches knew), the true author was no less than Jesus Christ, the Lord of the Church. Can you imagine receiving a letter in the mail addressed by Him?

We are going to spend one week on each of these seven letters. Some may wonder why we would spend so much time on these ancient letters. Theodore Epp observes,

Some of God’s people seem to think in their study of the Bible that if a certain book or section of a book is prophetic, the only message they will find there has to do with facts concerning the future. Such is not the case, however. A passage of Scripture then, may be prophetic, but the message concerning the future is not all that is to be found in it.

How are we to understand these letters? Some take them only as applying to the historical congregations of the first century. Others see this as a preview of church history from the time of John until the end. Still others interpret them as characteristic of various kinds of Christian congregations and individuals that have existed from John’s day until the present time.
 (Epp opts for “all of the above”!) We must remember that these were real churches made up of real people at the end of the first century. Before we can hope to understand what it means to us today, we must understand what it meant to them then. But the message is not restricted to each individual church family. The phrase repeated seven times, “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches,” suggests that the message in each letter is intended for a wider audience than for the local church alone.
 We will discover that each letter has remarkably relevant applications for churches and individuals of every age—and especially for believers today.

The audience of each letter is different, but the Author is the same. Each time Jesus describes Himself differently, drawing from the language and images of John’s vision of Him in the first chapter. We will also see that Christ applies the personal title for each message in the content of the message itself.

Warren Wiersbe writes,

Only the Head of the church, Jesus Christ, can accurately inspect each church and know its true condition, because He sees the internals, not only the externals. In these special messages to the seven churches in Asia Minor, the Lord gave each assembly an “X-ray” of its condition.

As we saw in our last study, the lampstands symbolize the seven churches, while the seven stars represent the “angels,” or pastoral leaders, of those churches. Christ’s presence among these churches communicates that He knows everything about them. He doesn’t merely stand in the midst of the churches; rather, He “walks among” them. He examines them from every angle. He’s aware of their every thought, intention, and motive, caring enough for their present and future well-being that He will both encourage and correct them.

The first of the seven letters is addressed to the church at Ephesus. This is the only church in the New Testament to which two apostles addressed letters.
 The city of Ephesus was easily the most prominent in the area, boasting itself as “the metropolis of Asia.”
 Though it was not the official capitol of Asia Minor—Pergamum had that distinction—it was the largest and most cosmopolitan city around.
 It had its cultural virtues, but it had its share of vices, too. (Some preachers liken Ephesus to modern Las Vegas, but I think that comparison works better with Corinth. Think instead of Los Angeles or San Francisco.) Religiously, it was the center for the worship of the goddess Diana, and the temple to her at Ephesus was one of the eight wonders of the world. R. H. Charles comments that “Ephesus was…a hotbed of every kind of cult and superstition.”
 The culture was not very accepting of Christianity.

We probably know more about the church at Ephesus than any other congregation in the first century. Paul established the Christian church there around ad 52 and, according to Acts 19, Paul stayed at least two-and-a-half years there
 (easily the longest he stayed anywhere—at least when he was not under arrest). When he journeyed on to Antioch, the dynamic duo of Aquila and Priscilla stayed on and established the church.
 Later on, Paul’s protégé Timothy served as the shepherd of the church. After the fall of Jerusalem in ad 70, the church of Ephesus rose into a position of supreme importance and become the chief center of Christianity in the eastern part of the Roman Empire.

Timothy was followed by the apostle John, who may have written the letter of 1 John to the Ephesian church. Jesus’ mother Mary lived in Ephesus in her later years, died and was buried there. Early church history records that after the apostle John died in the early second century, he was followed as leader of the Ephesian church by Onesimus, the runaway slave about whom Paul wrote in the little letter of Philemon. (It was during Onesimus’ tenure as bishop of Ephesus that the New Testament was first compiled, which may explain how the letter of Philemon ended up in our Bible.) It is possible that the “angel” at Ephesus addressed in Revelation 2:1 was none other than Onesimus, who may have served in John’s absence.

Wow! Talk about great preaching! No wonder the church at Ephesus was among the strongest of its day. Yet Jesus describes Himself as the one who holds the stars in His right hand. The Ephesian assembly had certainly enjoyed some “stellar” leadership, but the Lord reminded them that He was in control of the ministry, placing the “stars” where He pleased. How easy it is for a church to become proud and forget that pastors and teachers are God’s gifts who may be taken away at any time. Some churches need to be cautioned to worship the Lord and not their pastor!

The seven letters of Jesus generally follow a similar pattern (though not without exception): a commendation followed by a condemnation followed by a correction. We see this outline in this first letter to Ephesus

Jesus’ Commendation of the Church

Jesus begins with positive words for this congregation in verses 1-3 and 6:

These are the words of him who holds the seven stars in his right hand and walks among the seven golden lampstands: 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. You have persevered and have endured hardships for my name, and have not grown weary…
Wiersbe summarizes Jesus’ commendation this way:

· This was a serving church, busy doing the works of the Lord. No doubt their weekly schedule was filled with activities.  

· This was a sacrificing church, for the phrase “hard work” means, “toil to the point of exhaustion.” The Ephesians paid a price to serve the Lord. 

· This was a steadfast church, for the word “perseverance” carries the meaning of “endurance under trial.” They kept going when the going was tough.

· This was a separated church, for they carefully examined visiting preachers to see if they were genuine.

· This was a suffering church that patiently bore the burdens and toiled without fainting. And they did all of this for His name’s sake!

Let’s not skip over this lightly. We often focus on the critique in the following verses. Yet, as Leon Morris points out, “There is more praise for Ephesus and Thyatira which are rebuked, than for Smyrna and Philadelphia which are not.”
 I dare say that most local congregations fall short of this commendation given to the Ephesian church!

A few years later this church was still renowned for its doctrinal purity. Bishop Ignatius of Antioch wrote to them at the beginning of the second century: “You all live according to truth, and no heresy has a home among you; indeed, you do not so much as listen to anyone if they speak of anything except concerning Jesus Christ in truth.”

Jesus adds another word of praise in verse 6: “But you have this in your favor: You hate the practices of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate.” The precise identity of the “Nicolaitans” is unknown. In the second and third centuries some expressed the opinion that they took their name from the proselyte of Antioch called Nicolas who was one of the seven “deacons” mentioned in Acts 6:5; but there is no solid evidence to support this view. Another possibility is that “Nicolaitans” is itself a code name for those who like to “lord it over” others, combining two Greek words: nikaō (“to conquer”) and laos (“people”).
 What is evident is that there was a party or sect known as Nicolaitans whose presence in the early church threatened to destroy the integrity and purity of Christian faith and conduct. They had also gained followers among the members of the church in Pergamum, where their teaching, like that of Balaam, viewed with approval the eating of food sacrificed to idols and the practice of immorality—misconduct which, in connection with the church in Thyatira, is also associated with Jezebel. Thus this permissive teaching appears to have found its way into three of the seven churches of Asia, and there is a probability that the three designations, “Nicolaitans”, “Balaam”, and “Jezebel”, refer to the same cult, whose libertarianism was in conflict with the decrees of the Council of Jerusalem in Acts 15.

Regardless of the identity of the Nicolaitans, it’s important to note that Christ said He hated their deeds and that He praised the church in Ephesus for taking a firm stand against them. Today our world is drowning in a culture of blind tolerance of sin. Any stand against this blatant immorality is criticized by the world as “intolerance” and “hate.” Christians respond with a mandate to “love the sinner, but hate the sin.” There seems to be biblical support for such a position, because Christ didn’t say He hated the Nicolaitans themselves, but the deeds of the Nicolaitans. Nevertheless, this doesn’t detract from the seriousness of their wickedness. Christ does call such people to repentance; He does not call Christians to tolerate their sins. As Donald Grey Barnhouse writes, “This is not intolerance; this is obedience.”
 It is not hatred to speak out against sin; it is not unlike a parent snatching a dangerous object from a child’s hand. This glimpse of Christ’s stand against the sin and embrace of the sinner should give us confidence to “speak the truth in love,” while letting God alone judge the world.

Jesus’ Condemnation of the Church

Jesus’ condemnation of the church is found in verse 4: “Yet I hold this against you: You have forsaken your first love.” Only one verse, but it packs a punch! He says, to borrow the title of a classic song, “You’ve Lost That Lovin’ Feeling,” but with a twist. Epp comments,

These in the Ephesian church had “left” their first love. They did not lose it. They abandoned it. This was a purposeful leaving of the first love on their part. This love was not lost by them, and they were not seeking it. They left it, and God admonished them to go right back to where they left it, for it was there they would find it. Furthermore, He called it the “first” love. They had left what should have been the foremost love in their lives.

What is this “first love”? Some see this as “the original spontaneous love of total commitment to the Lord,”
 while others see the love here referred to is brotherly love.
 I lean toward the inclusive identification of Henry Morris who sees this as love for one another, for the lost, for the Lord.
 While our love is primarily directed toward God, that love will be manifested in love for our brothers and for the lost. At any rate, the church had certainly lost the enthusiastic love it had shown in the days of Paul.

What does it mean to “leave your first love”? James Hamilton draws from other relationships and asks,

What is it that happens to people between the wedding day, so joyous, so earnest, so sincere, and the day the divorce papers are signed? What happens to parents between the day the child is born and the day they complain about that bothersome, frustrating brat? What happens to us between the day a loved one is diagnosed with some awful condition and the day that loved one, whom we cherish, becomes a burden? In each case—divorced spouses, frustrated parents, burdened family members—what happens is a loss of first love. Gradually, almost imperceptibly what was once done from passionate fervor becomes little more than a duty, a chore.

The same happens in our relationship with the Lord. The erosion of the love they had at the beginning didn’t happen overnight. No one suddenly wakes up one morning and says, “I don’t love Jesus anymore. I’m tired of Jesus and I’m finished with all this Christianity stuff.” It doesn’t happen like that. It happens over the years—after hardship, questions you can’t get answered, trials that don’t seem to have reason, loss of health, loss of hope, loss of a loved one.

There is a striking comparison between the church at Thessalonica and the church at Ephesus. In chapter one of 1 Thessalonians Paul wrote that he knew of their “work of faith” and “labor of love” and “patience of hope.” But John in writing to this church in Ephesus says of them, “I know your works, and your labour, and your patience.” What a difference!
 Doctrinal purity and loyalty can never be a substitute for love.

For all of their orthodoxy, they lacked passion. In their intellectual pursuit of the truth they lost their intimacy with the Truth. They became more in love with the written word than with the Living Word. Evangelical Christians and churches must beware of this as well. We can get so caught up in the Scriptures that we lose sight of the Savior. This was part of the problem with rabbinic Judaism between the testaments. They were so enamored with the Torah that they lost sight of the One who gave them the Torah. Their love turned to legalism, and their passion turned to pride. It got so bad that when God Himself appeared in their midst, they didn’t even recognize Him! Could the same happen to us? You bet it could!

Jesus’ Correction of the Church

Jesus prescribes a correction for the Ephesians in verse five:

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.
Remember…repent…repeat. (Even Jesus appreciated alliteration at times!) Look back, turn back, go back. Again referring to that classic song, it ends with the words, “Bring back that lovin’ feeling.” Return to your former situation, when you served Christ with passion and zeal, when your Christian walk was marked by intimacy with Him. 

Remember. The Greek imperative is present, with a meaning like “keep on remembering.”
 This does not mean to live in the past. But to recall the past, to compare what we are with what we were, is a healthy—though often disturbing—experience.

The second step is repent (the aorist tense in the Greek points to a sharp break with evil). Christians can never dally with wrong. There must be a sharp break with it.
 We will not be restored to our first love by listening to better sermons, going to a better church, or determining to do better in the future. We will find it only as we get alone with God and confess to Him that we have left that love some place, but we want it restored again. We want to place Christ first in our hearts.

Thirdly, repeat. Don’t wait for the feelings to prompt action. I often counsel those struggling with feelings to do what you know is right—using the will and the mind—and the feelings (of the heart) will follow. You might wonder, “Isn’t that hypocrisy, to act in a way that I don’t feel?” No, that’s being responsible. Doing the right thing when you don’t feel like it is a sign on maturity, not hypocrisy.

If we don’t heed this correction, Jesus warns that there is a fourth “r”—remove. Christ stated that He would take away their opportunity for ministry if they persisted in their ways. Alexander Strauch, in his aptly named book Love or Die, writes,

Calling the Ephesians to action, Jesus ominously warned, “I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place, unless you repent.” If they didn’t act, he would. This was no idle threat, and it demonstrates how strongly Christ feels about forsaking first love.

In all reality, a church can continue only for so long on a loveless course. Without love it ceases to be a church.
 No love, no light is the rule. Love is to be paramount: nothing less will do. If there is no real love for the Lord Jesus, the reason for the assembly’s existence has vanished. A local church that is functioning without love for the Lord is worse than useless. It gives a wrong impression of what Christianity is all about, and it is best removed.

Finally, Jesus concludes with a promise in verse seven: “To him who overcomes, I will give the right to eat from the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God.” This note of victory echoes in each of the seven letters. Although the Revelation forecasts the terrible domination of evil in the person of Antichrist in the last days, it is in reality a prophecy of the victories to be won by Christ and his church.
 Jesus refers to the “tree of life,” which was present in the Garden of Eden, and will be present in Paradise. That word paradise was originally a Persian word for a pleasure garden. In Revelation it symbolizes the eternal state in which God and man are restored to the perfect fellowship that existed before sin entered the world.

“He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.” This also occurs in each of the letters. It stresses the continuous activity of the Spirit and is a call to attention.
 John Stott concludes,

Christ’s warning to Ephesus is just as appropriate to us today. Our own church’s light will be extinguished if we stubbornly persevere in our refusal to love Christ. The church has no light without love. Only when its love burns can its light shine. Many churches today have ceased truly to exist. Their buildings may remain intact, their ministers minister and their congregations congregate, but their lampstand has been removed. The church is plunged in darkness. No glimmer of light radiates from it. It has no light, because it has no love. Let us heed this warning before it is too late.

Could Jesus say of us, “You’ve left that lovin’ feeling?” It’s not too late to “bring back that lovin’ feeling.” But it won’t happen without remembering, repenting, and repeating those things we used to do. We must respond or we will be removed.
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