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The Book of Revelation, Part 3, Rediscovering our First Love

Revelation 1:17-2:7; June 24th, 2007

How many of you can remember the day you got your drivers license?  Holding it for the first time, that beautifully laminated license had more value to you than just about anything else in the world.

· But of course, to get that license you had to take the dreaded drivers test where some stranger sitting next to you spoke what just might have been the most feared combination of words you’d ever want to hear.

· He said, “Now we’re going to Parallel Park.” And as terror began to settle into your heart and mind, you knew in that moment that you were either going to park that car of yours between those two cones… 

· Or you would have to go back to school the next day in utter defeat.

I remember getting my motorcycle license. The woman in front of me fell over while making a turn... which meant that she automatically failed her test.

· So, of course, I started praying… “Lord, not me… don’t let me go down like that poor, humiliated lady in front me! God, you know I’m not emotionally strong enough to handle that.  Help me, Jesus!”
· Truth is, examinations like that are just a part of life.  From time to time, we all have to get physical exams, job performance reviews, we have to get our cars inspected; 

· If you’re a student, you’re always having to take some kind of exam… measuring how you’re doing in any given subject.

· Maybe you’ve had to go through a financial audit, maybe your girlfriend has made you take one of the Cosmo Relationship Questionnaires in order to see how you’re doing on the relational side of life.

In fact, all these examinations are really about knowing what you know… what’s working well, seeing whether we’re on track or whether there may be some warning signs in a particular area of your life. 

· But, even though we’re willing to grudgingly look at how we’re doing in certain areas of our lives, there may be whole seasons where, for whatever reason, we never really examine where we’re at spiritually.

· And yet, without paying attention to this part of our life, it’s becomes so easy for us to slip into a kind of atrophy where that passion we once experienced with Jesus begins to grow a little distant and cold…

· though, we don’t see it, because we’re still involved with Christian activities.  We’re still going to church, teaching Sunday School, going to home group… whatever it might be.

· And yet, what God wants most of all… an intimate relationship with us… is no longer there.

Well, as we continue our series on the Book of Revelation this morning, I want to focus in on a section of Revelation that has to do with being examined.

· Now, if you remember, John begins Revelation by painting this amazing canvas depicting Jesus in all His glory. 

· In fact, John begins Revelation 1:1 letting us know that what He’s about to write is ultimately about unveiling Jesus Christ.

· So, we looked last week at John’s best attempt at describing what God showed Him.  

· And what he saw was “One like a son of man”, the Ancient of Days with hair as white as wool…

The Alpha & the Omega… the beginning and the end whose eyes were like a flame of fire, whose feet were as strong as bronze…

· Whose voice was like the sound of rushing waters and out of whose mouth came a sharp two-edged sword whose power made the glory of Rome and all her power seem like specks of dust.

· This Jesus, who was and is and is to come, is also the Almighty… the ruler of the kings of the earth.

· Then we’re told in verse 16, where we left off last week, that "His face was like the sun shining in all its brilliance." 

· Can you even imagine what this experience of seeing Jesus in all His glory unveiled before him must have been like for John?

Suddenly it made sense what he had seen almost sixty earlier as he stood with Peter and James as Jesus’ heavenly glory was revealed to them in what is known as the Transfiguration. 

· In Matthew 17:2 we read that “He was transfigured before them. His face shone like the sun, and his clothes became as white as the light… a bright cloud enveloped them and a voice from the cloud said, ‘This is my Son, whom I love; with Him I am well pleased. Listen to Him!”  When the disciples heard this, they fell facedown to the ground, terrified.  But Jesus came and touched them. ‘Get up,’ He said. ‘Don’t be afraid.’”
· And now, exiled on the island of Patmos so many years later, heaven is unveiled to Him again as he stares into Jesus’ face… “shining in all its brilliance.”

· John is so overwhelmed at what he is seeing that he says in verse 17, “When I saw him, I fell at his feet as if I were dead. But he laid his right hand on me and said, ‘don’t be afraid! I am the First and the Last. 18I am the Living One.’”

One day, we are all going to stand before God and all his glory, and we will see One like the Son of man, the Almighty Ancient of Days, the Beginning and the End, the Ruler of the kings of the earth…

· It will be a scene unlike anything you have ever seen before… and believe me, you wont have to bow down to Him… because in that first moment, you will have already fallen to the ground.

· His beauty and His majesty will have already taken your breath away.

· But there, on the ground, He going to put His hand on your shoulder and say, "It’s okay. It’s me, it’s Jesus. Don’t be afraid. I have loved you before the foundation of the world."
Then look at what it says here in verses 17&18… “‘Don’t be afraid; I am the first and the last. I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold, I am alive forever and ever. And I hold the keys of death and Hades." 

· To those who know Jesus and their Lord and Savior… he says, “Don’t be afraid… I have conquered satan, sin, and death.  No one who follows me will ever be trapped by death… not one of My friends. I’ve got the keys.”
Then, in verse 19&20, He offers these last words to John before we move into chapter 2. Jesus says to him, "I’ve given you just a taste of My glory, John. Now it’s time to get to work. You’ve got a book to write. So grab a pen. Let’s get going."
· “And by the way, those seven golden lampstands I showed you earlier… well, each of those lampstands represents one of the seven churches I am going to have to write to.”

· And with that, John began to write down what Jesus told him… to the church at Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, and Laodicea.
Now keep in mind that what John writes to each of these churches takes on essentially the same pattern.
· For example, each one begins as he addresses “the angel of the church.” 
· Now keep in mind that the Greek word, angelos, has a much broader meaning than the word, “angel”. 
· It also refers to a kind of “messenger” as well, which is why there is almost universal agreement that the word angel here applies to the different leaders of those churches receiving his letter.
The second thing you’ll find in each of these letters is a disclosure of something regarding the person of Jesus.  
· And so, in 2:1, we read, for example, “To the angel of the church in Ephesus write: ‘These are the words of Him who holds the seven stars in His right hand and walks among the seven golden lampstands;’”’
· In other words, to each church he’s writing to, John describes a different aspect of the who he saw Jesus to be when God gave him his vision in chapter 1.
· The next thing reflected in every letter is Jesus’ statement: “I know your works…” where to five of the seven churches he first affirms the church, then gives a stern warning, and then offers a promise.
· The other two letters express only God’s approval for what they’ve done.
The fourth thing you’ll find in each of these letters is an important line that says, “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit is saying to the churches.”
· Now this is important because even though John was writing to seven churches, he always intended there to be only one letter.
· So, in a way, each church has been invited to read the other’s mail… but not just so they can learn about one another… but so they could hear, from each of those letters, what God is saying to them.
· You see, that’s how we’re supposed to read the Book of Revelation… “He who has an ear, let him hear” not “what the Spirit said to that one church” but “what the Spirit is saying to all the churches…” 
And not just the seven churches… but every church in every age. In fact, that’s one of the reasons why Jesus is addressing seven churches.  
· Certainly, there were a number of other churches dealing with important issues during that time. 
· But, in writing specifically to seven, which is the number of completeness, we’re being reminded that this book is for all of us… the entirety of His Church…
· Whether you’re part of the persecuted church in China today or an affluent church in the West or an impoverished church in Africa.
Then the last element you’ll find in each of the seven letters is the line, “to those who overcome” or “to those who are victorious.”
· In other words, to those who hear and take to heart what Jesus is saying… to those who confront the issues and respond… to each of them, Jesus offers a different reward.
· A reward that will ultimately be shared with all the others who also overcome… And not only them… but us as well.
· “To everyone who is victorious I will give fruit from the tree of life in the paradise of God… I will never erase their names from the Book of Life, but I will announce before my Father and his angels that they are mine. And I will write on them the name of my God, and they will be citizens in the city of my God…”

So, with that pattern as a backdrop, I’d like to move into chapter 2, verses 1-7, as John addresses the church at Ephesus.

· Now, there’s a lot that can be said about the city of Ephesus itself.  At the very least, it was one of the Roman Empire’s key cities in what was known as the Province of Asia.

· Beyond the Emperor worship that existed, it boasted of the largest structure in the world, the Temple of Artemis, about 4 times larger than the Parthenon in Rome (and one of the seven ancient wonders of the world).

· It was a gorgeous city… so many of its roads and ruins still in tact.  In fact, its’ main street was 35’ wide… wide enough to handle the city’s 250g residents. 

· And yet, we’re going to talk about the cities themselves another time. For now, let’s just focus on John’s letter to them.  READ 2:1-7
John begins with the church at Ephesus by reminding them what a precious thing the church is to God. 
· Look at the first verse again. "To the angel of the church in Ephesus write, ‘These are the words of him who holds the seven stars in his right hand, who walks among the seven golden lampstands.’" 

· Again… the seven stars and lampstands represent the seven churches of Revelation 2 & 3.  And, in a very real sense, represent us as well.

· I absolutely love this verse… I love what it says about Jesus’ heart for us.

For one, we’re told here that Jesus holds the seven stars in His right hand. Now this word for “hold” is a little unusual.  

· Typically, when you hold something… like a pen or a shovel or a cup of coffee, we’re in essence holding onto just part of it.

· But the word "to hold" that John is using here (kraton) is a very strong verb that’s made even stronger because of the grammatical case he uses (accusative). 

· Because of that, the meaning shifts from just holding on to something… to tightly embracing the whole thing in his hand. 

· In other words, He holds each and every church in his hand. Do you believe it? Do you believe He’s holding this church in His hands … with you in it? He is! 

The second thing I love about this verse is how it shows Jesus walking among the seven lampstands.

· It reminds me of how God walked with Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden.  From the very beginning, God has always loved dwelling with His people… He loves being in your presence!  

· In Leviticus 26:12, God says, “I will walk among you and be your God, and you will be My people.”
· You see, He loves being with us… and He loves when we spend time with Him… not because you’re fulfilling some religious duty… 

· but because by giving Him access to your heart, He’s able to be with you… the One that He loves!

But remember… the lampstand represents more than just the Church.  It describes part of its function as well.

· Let me ask you this… what does a lampstand do?  Yes… it holds the light.  

· The lampstand is the means by which Jesus, the Light of the World, shines His light into the darkness. 

· We’ll come back to that in a bit.
From there comes the third part of John’s format… where Jesus says to the believers there in Ephesus in verses 2 & 3… “I know your works…”  

· The NLT says, "I know all the things you do. I have seen your hard work and your patient endurance. I know you don't tolerate evil people. You have examined the claims of those who say they are apostles but are not. You have discovered they are liars. 3You have patiently suffered for me without quitting.” 
· It’s an incredible thing to consider Jesus walking amongst His church… and then saying something like this… “I’ve seen the way you guys serve Me with patient endurance… and I seen how you stand up for truth.”
· You see, these are people that are being commended by John because they’re diligently serving God through the church even through times of hardship. 

Truth is, I think this part of John’s letter could be written to so many of you here… where Jesus says, 

· "I know how you serve My church. I know how hard it can be to give up those hours preparing Sunday School lessons or setting up that gym each week or getting there hours early to practice your songs... 
· But know that I’m proud of you… for serving and embracing what I love the most… My church.” 
Jesus speaks to us as a church and says, “I know your works…” But He’s also speaking to us as individuals.

· So, let me ask you to consider something that I’ve been thinking through for myself; If Jesus were to say to you, “I know your works… I know all the things you do,” then from there, what do you think He’d say to you?

· Would He commend you for service and hard work? Maybe that seems like a pretty tough question to ask.  But honestly, it’s a question I think the text is asking here … not me.

· You see, God’s not commending the believers there at Ephesus for just showing up… He’s commending them for being servants. 

· I think the question He’s challenging us with here is… how are you doing with this?

· Remember, this is just between you and God.  Ask yourself… ask Him… is servanthood and area I need to grow in? If so, would you make that choice?

And yet, in spite of this being an area of real strength for the Ephesians, Jesus offers them very serious warning. Look at verse 4. He says…

· "But I have this against you, that you have lost your first love." 
· Honestly, that may be one of the saddest and most poignant phrases, I think, in all the Bible. 

· "You’ve put in lots of hours. You’re zealous for the truth. You don’t tolerate false teaching. You give generously of your time, you’ve endured hardship with endurance… but something in your heart has died. You’ve lost your first love."
If you’ve ever been to a wedding, then you know the ritual where the guests tap their glasses in order to get the bride and groom to kiss one another. 

· To be honest, that can drive me crazy… especially because it’s always the same one or two people who’ve had way too much to drink who are banging their glasses all night!

· And yet, the bride and groom don’t complain! They’re in love… for them, all those kisses just reflect what the rest of their lives together will look like...

· Though, any couple married for more than a few years will tell you how easy it is to loose that spark… where intimacy and friendship take a back seat to all the responsibilities and demands of every day life.

This was true of the Ephesian believers as well.  You see, when the Ephesian church was first planted, their love for one another and for God seemed to flow like water. 

· We don’t have time to look at it now, but just read Acts 20 this week… and you’ll see what I mean.  

· Keep in mind that Paul spent more time with the church at Ephesus than just about any other church… 

· But on the day he had to leave them, we read that "There was much weeping among them all. They embraced Paul and kissed him, grieving because of what he had said, that they would not see him again." 
· You see, love just flowed like water in the early days of that church. 

Yet, thirty years have since passed… and it’d been a long time since Paul was martyred. The church John is writing to is now a busy church with a full schedule. 

· And as much as Jesus had just affirmed them for all the good they’ve done, the truth is… there hadn’t been any tears around there for a long time. They lost their first love.  

· No more flowers, no more long walks, no more tears when you’ve hurt each other, no more investing in what’s most important to the other…

· No more holding hands in the mall or writing notes expressing your love... no more snuggling… no more walking her to her car.

· You see, I need to ask you to be real honest here... I want to ask you to give this some serious thought.  Just between you and God… have you lost your first love? 

Now, remember, I’m not asking you if you still love Jesus.  I know you do… He knows you do.  But have you become like Martha in Luke's story in Luke 10 who was busy anxiously serving Jesus, but who didn't stop to just enjoy His presence? 

· Do you find yourself substituting work for Christ in the place of relating to Christ? 

· I’ll tell you… there are many times where that is me… where I am clearly that guy Jesus is talking to here.

· Do you serve Jesus at the expense of pursuing a deeper, richer relationship with Him? Have you put duty before devotion?

· Have you made learning about Jesus a greater priority than loving Jesus? 

· I want to ask you if you’d close your eyes for just a moment. I want you to hear what Jesus is saying to you. Jesus is saying to each one of you: 

“I want you - not just your activity; not just your money; not just what you can do; what I want most, is for you to give yourself to me. I don't need your heroic sacrifices. I don't need your exhausting activity. I appreciate those things, but what I want most is you. I want you to push the pause button on your life and relate to me. In all your busyness, I want you to push the pause button and find your way into My presence where I can more fully express My love to you.”
But there is another aspect to our loosing our first love.  In Matthew 22:37-38, Jesus said, “`You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul, and all your mind.' 38This is the first and greatest commandment. 39A second is equally important: `Love your neighbor as yourself…'”
· You see, when Jesus is challenging them regarding loosing their first love, He’s not only talking about loosing their passion for Him… but for one another. 

· In fact, the NLT rightly translates verse 4 as "But I have this complaint against you. You don't love me or each other as you did at first!”
· In other words, He’s saying, “Listen… you’re doing a great job serving the church… I’m so proud of the way you’re hold fast to the word of truth… and how you’ve utterly rejected the practices of the Nicolaitans who, in My name are engaging in pagan practices… 

· But in your zeal to guard the truth… you’ve stopped caring for one another… you’ve stopped loving one another they way I’ve called you to.”
Guys… we can’t let ourselves become a church of busy people with full schedules and empty hearts. 

· We can’t ever loose that calling that He’s given to us as a church… to be a People of His Presence… to be a caring community to one another.

· Jesus says, "Remember the heights from which you have fallen. Repent, and do the things you did at first." 
· That’s one of the reasons why we have ministry time each week… it’s why we have communion on the first of each month. 

· Because it’s then that we come back to the Cross, just as we did at first, and remember the love and intimacy that once fueled our relationship with Jesus.

It’s where we hear what is on His heart for us… where we chose to look at where we’re at spiritually… the way David did in Psalm 139:23-24 when he prayed,

· “Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me and know my anxious thoughts. Point out anything in me that offends you, and lead me along the path of everlasting life.”
· It’s during these times that we remember what had once ignited so much joy in us… that simple truth that He’s with us and will never leave us…

· that the glorious, majestic Lord that we saw described in chapter one, is completely in love with each one of us and is calling us back into rich intimacy with Him.
· "Remember the heights from which you have fallen. Repent, and do the things you did at first." 

Maybe you need to repent this morning. Truth is, that word, repent is a strong word.  It calls us to more than just confession… but a turning away from one way of doing life in exchange for another. 

· Maybe you need to return to what you did at first… unhurried times of prayer, sincere confession of sin, open-hearted reading of Scripture, freely offered acts of service. 
· If you’ve lost that first love… then He invites you to share once again in the richness of His love and grace.
· And yet He speaks this warning… He says, “if you don't repent… if as a church you choose duty over devotion, if you choose that I no longer be your first love… then I will come and remove your lampstand from its place among the churches.”

· In other words… without authentic love and devotion to Jesus and one another, the church, in a sense, ceases to be a church.  
· It may continue to exist… but it’s not a church… because, as a lampstand, it can no longer reflect Jesus’ love and light to the world around it.

He says, in verse 7, "Anyone with ears to hear must listen to the Spirit and understand what he is saying to the churches.”
· Are we hearing what the Spirit is saying to the churches? Are we hearing what He is saying to us?

· What is it in my life… in your life… that keeps Him from being your first love? 

· What is it that you need to do to make that right before Him?

You see, one day, we are all going to stand before God in all his glory, and we will see One like the Son of Man, the Almighty Ancient of Days, the Beginning and the End, the ruler of the kings of the earth…

· It will be a scene unlike anything you have ever seen before… that first glance of Him will have already taken your breath away as your legs give way and you fall to the ground before Him.

· But there, on the ground, He going to put His hand on your shoulder and say, "It’s okay. It’s me, it’s Jesus. To you (He says in verse 7) I give fruit from the tree of life in the paradise of God as I bring you back into that Garden I created for you so long ago.”
Imagine that day around the year 95 AD, when the pastor of the church in Ephesus began reading this letter to his congregation… 

· I honestly think that every man, woman, and child sat there absolutely overwhelmed that this glorious, majestic, Almighty God… would even care about their love for Him.

· But He does. From the moment He created us, His passion was for us to live in deep, intimate relationship with Him and one another…

· Where our joy was in loving Him… and where our serving Him together simply flowed out of that loving friendship.

· It’s to that intimate friendship that He’s calling us back to this morning.  How will you respond?

“Blessed is the one who reads the words of this prophesy, and blessed are those who hear it and take to heart what is written in it…” 3:1

*From what we know from the early church fathers, they took Jesus’s words to heart.  In 180 AD, for example, Irenaeus noted this about the Ephesian church.  He said, “The Church in Ephesus, founded by Paul, and having John remaining among them permanently until the times of Trajan, is a true witness of the tradition of the apostles.”
