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Introduction:  As we look at the seven real churches in Asia who John addresses at

the end of the 1st century, let’s look at the structure of each letter and how that might be

applied to our day and time in the modern church.  The book of Revelation is an

“exhortation to holiness.” It is a prophetic word for the imperfect Church to work on

perfection as we anticipate a perfect eternity. -Gregory Beale in Revelation: A Shorter

Commentary.

All of the churches are commended for their strong points with one exception.  Only

Laodicea is not given any praise.  The other six churches, though, were also condemned

for a shortcoming.  In a way, every church has its weak points, as well as its strong points.

We did a survey through Natural Church Development and found that we were doing a

good job at caring for each other in our small groups, but our weakest point - one that

hinders our growth is “Gift-based ministry.”  We need more training, more affirmation

and encouragement for the congregation to be involved at a greater level.  We can take

some pointers from this ancient church in Ephesus.  Before we get into the pros and cons

of the Ephesian church and the Lord’s prescription for her, let’s look at the context of the

church’s life.

These are individually developed letters to address the church’s sometimes unique

situation.  Revelation 2:1 ESV  1 “To the angel of the church in Ephesus write: ‘The

words of him who holds the seven stars in his right hand, who walks among the seven

golden lampstands.

I.  Context for Ephesus
One thing we can safely say about all these 7 churches is: they no longer exist.

Discuss the life cycle of most churches...

Much of the background can be read from James Strauss and  Barclay’s commentary...

Ephesus was the greatest city in the province.  It was the capitol.  It claimed as its proud

title “the first and greatest metropolis of Asia.”

The Roman writer, Pliny called it “the light of Asia.”

James Strauss comments:  “The light of that city must be understood in view of its

sanctioning the Temple of Diana where every vile act imaginable was committed.



Ephesus was known for:

1.  The greatest harbor in Asia

Strabo, the ancient geographer, called Ephesus “the Market of Asia.”

Ephesus was the “Highway to Rome.”  Ignatius called Ephesus “the Highway of the

Martyrs” because so many people were brought from Asia through Ephesus to the lion-

filled arenas of Rome.

2.  Ephesus was a free city, i.e., self-governing

There were no Roman troops stationed there.

Also Ephesus held yearly the most famous games in Asia.

3.  Ephesus was the center of worship of Artemis also called Diana of

     the Ephesians.

The image of Artemis (Diana)was one of the most sacred images in the ancient world -

not thought to be beautiful.  In some representations it was a squat, black, many-breasted

figure.  See pictures on pp. 162-63 of Everett Ferguson’s Backgrounds of Early Christianity.

Yet there had developed quite a trade surrounding the worship of Diana.  Silversmithing

was one example.  Small figures of the goddess were made.  The temple for Diana would

be destroyed by fire in 262 A.D. never to be rebuilt.

In John’s time there were also other temples erected to the Roman emperors like Claudius

and Nero and later Hadrian and Severus.  They were thought also to be gods by the

general population.

Pagan religion was at its strongest in Ephesus.

4.  Then there were the “Ephesian letters.”  These were amulets or

charms that were supposed to bring infallible remedies for sickness.  They were thought

to produce fertility and also insure success in contests.  People came from all over the

world to get them.  See p.216, Ferguson’s Backgrounds of Early Christianity.

5.  The population of Ephesus was very mixed (a melting pot of 6

different tribes).  It was the center of pagan religion which promoted crime and immorality.

For instance, the temple area gave the right of asylum for any criminal.



There were hundreds of priestesses or sacred prostitutes connected with the temple.

Heraclitus was one of the most famous of ancient philosophers.  He was known as the

weeping philosopher (secular Jeremiah of sorts).  His explanation of his own tears was

that “no one could live in Ephesus without weeping at the immorality which was seen on

every side.”

Paul stayed longer in Ephesus than in any other city after his conversion.  The church

had been established over 40 years before John’s letter arrives.  Even back in Paul’s

ministry there had been the threat of false teaching corrupting the Church.  Acts 20:28-

31 ESV  28 Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy Spirit

has made you overseers, to care for the church of God, which he obtained with his own

blood.  29 I know that after my departure fierce wolves will come in among you, not sparing

the flock;  30 and from among your own selves will arise men speaking twisted things, to

draw away the disciples after them.  31 Therefore be alert, remembering that for three

years I did not cease night or day to admonish every one with tears.

II.  Commendation for Ephesus
Revelation 2:2-3, 6 ESV  2 I know your works, your toil and your patient endurance, and

how you cannot bear with those who are evil, but have tested those who call themselves

apostles and are not, and found them to be false.  3 I know you are enduring patiently and

bearing up for my name's sake, and you have not grown weary.  6 Yet this you have: you

hate the works of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate.

John says there are two qualities that he and the Lord appreciates:

vv. 2-3 - hard work (toil, ESV)-κοποκοποκοποκοποκοποs.  This represents the kind of work that brings exhaustion.

perseverence (patient endurance, ESV) is a courageous gallantry which accepts suffering

and hardship and loss and turns them into grace and glory.

v. 6 - Sometimes spiritual warfare has to be waged within the church.  The question is

always in front of the church as to what kind of behavior is acceptable.  Discuss.

Nicolaitans may very well also be a play on words as well as a “real” group.

νικαω νικαω νικαω νικαω νικαω - to conquer λαολαολαολαολαοs - people

The Hebrew equivalent is Balaam which comes from:

bela - conquer haam - people



II Peter 2:15-16 ESV  15 Forsaking the right way, they have gone astray. They have followed

the way of Balaam, the son of Beor, who loved gain from wrongdoing,  16 but was rebuked

for his own transgression; a speechless donkey spoke with human voice and restrained

the prophet's madness. (also see Numbers 22)

Balaam, in Hebrew history and tradition stood for an evil man who seduced the people

into immorality and sin.

The majority of Church historians identify these Nicolaitans with Acts 6:5 and Nicholas

the proselyte of Antioch.

Irenaeus says of the Nicolaitans, “they lived lives of unrestrained indulgence.”

Hippolytus says that Nicholas was one of the seven and that “he departed from correct

doctrine and was in the habit of inculcating (teaching by frequent repetition) indifference

of food and life.

The Nicolaitans taught and modelled immorality and loose living.  The decree of the Council

of Jerusalem gave two conditions for Gentile admission into the Church (Acts 15:28-29).

Question:  What were they?

Answer: 1.  Abstain from things (meat) sacrificed to idols. 2.  fornication

The heathen had no problem with eating anything and certainly no idea of chastity.  Sexual

relations before or outside of marriage brought no shame or rebuke from the community

and were quite normal.

III.  Condemnation
Revelation 2:4 ESV  4 But I have this against you, that you have abandoned the love you

had at first.

"Abandoned" (ESV, NRSV), "forsaken" (NIV), "left" (KJV) is αφιεµιαφιεµιαφιεµιαφιεµιαφιεµι, "to move away,

with implication of causing a separation, leave, depart from," to "give up, abandon."

You've moved away from your love for me, Jesus is saying. You've departed. Even though

you haven't formally renounced your love for me, you've seemed to give it up. You've

allowed religious activity, patient good works, to take the place of the white-hot love you

had for me when you first became my disciple. - Dr Ralph Wilson

Question:  What is meant by the love you had at first or “your first love, NIV)?”

Answer:  enthusiasm, Christian fellowship (brotherhood), evangelism.  I believe that the

biggest problem with the Church today is it has lost its fervor and sense of real mission.

We have orthodoxy, yes, but at what cost?

Illus.  I miss the Jesus People Movement.  In Lowell, IN we painted my 54 Chevrolet for

a parade with flowers and peace symbols and Jesus’ name.



Ministry can be no substitute for love or developing a closeness to Jesus.  Luke 10:38-42

ESV 38 Now as they went on their way, Jesus[a] entered a village. And a woman named

Martha welcomed him into her house.  39 And she had a sister called Mary, who sat at the

Lord's feet and listened to his teaching.  40 But Martha was distracted with much serving.

And she went up to him and said, “Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to

serve alone? Tell her then to help me.”  41 But the Lord answered her, “Martha, Martha,

you are anxious and troubled about many things,  42 but one thing is necessary.[b] Mary

has chosen the good portion, which will not be taken away from her.”

Footnotes:  [a]  Luke 10:38 Greek he

[b]  Luke 10:42 Some manuscripts few things are necessary, or only one

IV.  Correction
Revelation 2:5ab ESV  5ab Remember therefore from where you have fallen; repent, and

do (repeat) the works you did at first.

“Remember” is present tense which means a continuous act.  “Repentance” (aor.) is the

changing of one’s mind and accepting personal responsibility for one’s life.  AND DO -

There needs to be fruit or evidence of repentance, not just words.  Faith must be practical!

But faith should never be boring.  “There is a very important lesson in this message for

God’s people in any period of history, but the message here is particularly important for

our performance-oriented society.  It is the warning that, if we are not ever so careful, we

can lose our spiritual vitality, the abiding life principle where we live and serve out of our

awareness of Him, and slip into mere orthodox routine.  Someone has rightly said that a

routine can become like a rut which can be nothing more that a grave with the ends

knocked out.” - bible.org

Barclay gives the example of the Prodigal Son where he says there are three steps back to

God, the Father:

Memory Repentance Action

V.  Consequence for Disobedience
Revelation 2:5c ESV   5c If not, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its

place, unless you repent.  - not exactly a proof text for “eternal security.”

This consequence of not accepting God’s correction and chastisement is you lose your

place in the family and your witness for Him. This is not unique just to Ephesus.  We see

churches failing every day because of a lack of love and repentance.  Repentance is not

just an individual’s responsibility, but a corporate act as well.



VI.  Challenge
Revelation 2:7 ESV  7 He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.

To the one who conquers I will grant to eat of the tree of life, which is in the paradise of

God.

Question:  Eating of the fruit of the tree of life would make you like who?

Answer:  God.

Throughout the Wisdom literature you read about the “tree of life.”

Proverbs 3:18 ESV  18 She is a tree of life to those who lay hold of her; those who hold her

fast are called blessed. (her refers to Wisdom)  You want to be blessed or literally happy?

Obey God!  That is being wise!

Proverbs 13:12 ESV  12 Hope deferred makes the heart sick, but a desire fulfilled is a tree

of life.

Proverbs 15:4 ESV  4 A gentle[healing] tongue is a tree of life, but perverseness in it breaks

the spirit.

The tree of life came to describe anything which was the source of the kind of life that a

man ought to live.

The idea was what the first Adam lost, the Messiah (2nd Adam) would restore.

Paradise - was a place of serene beauty or a reference to the Garden of Eden.

Tertullian conceived of the place as a vast subterranean cavern beneath the earth where

the patriarchs and prophets lived and where in his time only martyrs went (Barclay, p.

86, Vol. 1)

Origen thought of paradise as an earthly place from which one might graduate after

instruction to the kingdom of heaven.

See Rienecker, p. 816 (παραδεισοπαραδεισοπαραδεισοπαραδεισοπαραδεισοs)  - paradise, a Persian word means a park or enclosed

garden.  According to rabbinical teaching there was a threefold paradise, i.e., the paradise

of Adam where the tree of life stood; the paradise of the souls in heaven which was the

abode of the redeemed between death and the Resurrection; and the eschatalogical paradise

where the souls of the righteous would be.  The eschatalogical paradise was considered to

be the paradise of Adam restored w. the tree of life.”



Conclusion:  Scripture has been handed down to us in modern translations to insure

understanding of God’s will for His Church.  It is certainly up to us not to only hear, but

to obey, thus showing our love for Him who has given us everything we need, so that we

can be in company with Him not only here, but in heaven some day, for eternity.

From G. K. Beale, The Book of Revelation, p. 236 - “...the OT  “tree of life” could be

associated with notions of witnessing.”  Proverbs 11:30 ESV  30 The fruit of the righteous

is a tree of life, and whoever captures (saves, NIV; gains, NASB) souls is wise.

“Tradition relates that at a very old age John, too feeble to walk, would be carried into

the church and would admonish the members, saying, ‘Little children, love one another.’”

It seems to me we are to love God (obey God) and love the brothers and sisters while also

loving the people who are not yet in the family of God, enough to share the Gospel with

them before it is too late.

The End is coming.  Jesus is “the coming One,  ” and we as His people need to be alert and

at our posts.

Matthew 24:12-14 ESV  12 And because lawlessness will be increased, the love of many

will grow cold.  13 But the one who endures to the end will be saved.  14 And this gospel of

the kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the whole world as a testimony to all nations,

and then the end will come.


