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If Jesus were to write a letter to our individual church… what do you think 

He would say?  Would He be affirming…?  Commending us for the things 

we do well…?  … Do you suppose that it might be filled with things that put 

us to shame…?  Or would it be a little of both…?  

Think of it… for just a moment.  What it would be like to have the Risen 

Christ Himself… dictating a message addressing the strengths and 

weaknesses of Living Water of La Pine…? 

We don’t really need to wonder very long… because He has written such a 

letter!  In fact He wrote seven letters… that are just as much to the seven 

original churches as they are to us.   

We can easily see from the names and characteristics of these seven 

churches are that they align perfectly with the corresponding dates in 

Church history. Not only are they in perfect order, but the very 

characteristics and conditions are clearly seen in the history of the Church. 

There were many other Churches in Asia Minor in those days… but our 

Lord by Divine selection chose seven that would portray the Church age; 

the first one being Ephesus… strong in doctrine and practice… but in 

desperate need to repent. … As we study these letters we see a sad 

decline in the spiritual condition of the Church… until we finally end in up in 

Laodicean times… with the Church in an abject moral apostasy. 

The letters also have other applications. While these periods of Church 

history have come and gone, we still see the characteristics of all these 

Churches today. Every Church out there… basically fits into one of these 

seven church types. In fact, we have a threefold application: 
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1. Primary Application—These letters were written to seven local 

churches in Asia Minor during the 1st century.  

2. Prophetic Application—These letters comprise a snapshot of the 

entire Church age. Again, the characteristics of these seven churches 

perfectly represent the stages of church history.  

3. Personal Application— In addition to being historical and local, the 

message to each applies to every individual Christian.  

Last week I told you why I believe that these seven letters are a snapshot 

of the entire church history.  I see in them seven ages or stages in the life 

of the Church on earth… commencing with Pentecost and concluding with 

the Rapture. There is a definite correlation to the seven letters with seven 

periods of the Church's history on earth. For myself, I do not doubt for one 

moment that a prophetic foreview of the entire Church dispensation was in 

the mind of our Lord when He dictated the letters to John. My personal 

study of church history brings me to this conclusion.  These letters are 

“History in preview…” 

The reason that I believe this threefold application… is because of the way 

Jesus concludes each of the seven letters.  … To each church Christ says, 

"He”… (a distinction of an individual)… “who has an ear, let him” (an 

individual, once again)… “hear what the Spirit says to the churches" (Not 

just the one church that is named.)   

Revelation 2:7 (ESV)  
He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. 
To the one who conquers I will grant… 
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This is the same conclusion to all seven letters… along with… (just as we 

see here in Rev. 2:7) “to the one who conquers I will…” (and then a 

blessing is mentioned.)   …So here is the point - when we read the 

message to the church in Pergamum… or Ephesus… or any of the 

others… there is a message for our church and a message for you 

personally.  Jesus has written a letter to our church!  …And it is a letter to 

you… as well. 

We need to face the Christ of the Candlesticks… the Lord of the 

Lampstands… Who walks among us and is calling our church to 

repentance.  

Just as we studied in last week’s passage from Revelation one… too many 

Christians have an incomplete and inadequate vision of our Lord. 

I want to quote Vance Havner here (a wonderful expositor of God’s Word): 

Some today are trying to follow a Galilean Teacher, but a lot has 
happened since Jesus walked on earth in the days of His flesh.  
Calvary has taken place and the resurrection and Pentecost.  We are 
not ONLY dealing with a meek and lowly Jesus, going about doing 
good, with nowhere to lay His head, and upon whose breast John laid 
his head. That chapter is past. We are dealing now with a crucified, 
risen, ascended, glorified and coming Lord with His countenance as 
the sun, His eyes like fire and His voice like the sound of many 
waters, and before whom John fell as dead. 

A lot of Sunday-morning Christians, who want to sit with folded hands 
and listen to a mild discourse on the Teacher of Galilee, need to be 
aroused from their stupor by a vision of the flaming Christ of the 
Candlesticks. Eight times in these messages to the churches He 
says, “He that hath an ear, let him hear.” Eight times in the Gospels 
He says, “He that hath ears to hear, let him hear.” Some of us have 
ears... period. “Hearing we hear not.” We sit at church looking but not 
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listening. God grant us ears to hear what the Spirit is saying to the 
churches! And eyes to behold the Lord of the Lampstands bidding us 
“Repent... or else!” 

There is a wave of church activity today (all across our nation)… Huge 

churches are filled to capacity every Sunday with vigorous and exciting 

services. But that is not revival. Church membership… church buildings… 

church attendance… and church work… are at an all-time high… but the 

morals of the country are at an all-time low. …That does not make sense!  

Churches are busy… but so were the seven churches of Revelation 2-3. ... 

Yet five out of the seven churches … needed a revival. (One Bible 

commentator that I was reading suggested that this is a representative 

number… that one in seven churches today… need revival.) 

 When church membership grows statistically but the church members do 

not grow spiritually in proportion… that is not revival.  …The greatest need 

of the church today is not more members… more buildings… more money. 

The supreme issue is not even missions or evangelism. … What we see in 

Revelation chapters 2 and 3… is that it is repentance and revival… is the 

greatest need of the church! 

Revival is simply a return to normal New Testament Christianity. 

(LISTEN… Please hear me carefully…) Most of us are so subnormal… that 

if we ever became normal… we would be considered abnormal ! 

Revival is nothing less than a new beginning of obedience to God… a 

breaking of heart and getting down in the dust before Him with deep 

humility and forsaking of sin. … A revival breaks the power of the world and 

of sin over Christians. … The charm of the world is broken and the power 
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of sin is overcome. … Truths to which our hearts are unresponsive 

suddenly become living. … Whereas mind and conscience may assent to 

truth… when revival comes… obedience to the truth is the one thing that 

matters.” 

Too many “revivals” begin with the assumption that the present church is in 

good shape. That is may be far from true.  The church needs time out to 

tune up. … We are so busy building a bigger orchestra that we cannot stop 

to tune our instruments. … We are too busy chopping wood to sharpen the 

axe.  … We are just too occupied to submit to spiritual examination. Yet we 

never needed one more. 

We need to face the Christ of the Candlesticks… the Lord of the 

Lampstands… calling the church to repentance.  And this is what we will be 

doing over the course of the next several weeks as we study these seven 

letters. 

But before we turn to our first letter… let me call your attention to the well-

defined and definite format which the Lord Jesus used in each one of the 

letters to the seven churches. 

1. They each begin with some feature of the glorified Christ (whom 
John saw in chapter 1) that was emphasized in addressing each 
church. A particular thing was emphasized for a particular purpose, of 
course. 

2. The letters are addressed to the “angelos” of each church. 
(“Angelos” is just as easily translated into English as “messenger” – 
even though most of our translations use the word “angel.”  … But 
because these letter 5 out of 7 times call for repentence… I think it 
should be “messenger” and is intended as “pastor”… because angels 
do not repent… they obey God… (Even fallen angels do not repent.)  
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3. He begins by stating to each, "I know your works…" 

4. With only occasional exception… He first gives a word of 
commendation, and then He gives a word of condemnation. …There 
is no word of condemnation to Smyrna or Philadelphia. Smyrna was 
the martyr church, and He is not about to condemn that church. … 
Philadelphia was the missionary church that was getting out His 
Word, and He didn't condemn it. … And on the flip-side…He has no 
word of commendation for Laodicea, the apostate church. 

5. Each letter concludes with the warning, "He who has an ear, let 
him hear what the Spirit says to the churches." 

So now… lets reads the first letter… 

Revelation 2:1-3 

This letter to Ephesus had a literal intended meaning for that church - as it 

existed when John wrote… and it has an element of prophecy about the 

first period of church history.  It speaks to the Apostolic period of the church 

that existed from Pentecost to around 100a.d – after the last Apostle had 

died. 

And Wow!  What a church!  The things they are commended for is 

astounding!   

To begin with, this was a serving church, busy doing the works of the Lord. 

No doubt their weekly schedule was filled with activities. … It was also a 

sacrificing church.  … The word labor means "toil to the point of 

exhaustion." … The Ephesian Christians paid a price to serve the Lord. … 

The church at Ephesus was an energetic church for the Lord. 

Commentator Rod Matoon writes:  
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They did not just attend church, but they labored for Christ.  

There are three groups of people in every church. 

1. The Shirkers—who do nothing. They let others do the work and 
giving.  

2. The Jerkers—who start out fine, give a jerk or two, and then run 
out of gas spiritually. They become indifferent and unreliable.  

3. The Workers—they work. Ephesus was a working church.  

God knew that the Ephesians were faithful in their work and commends 

them for their labor. They were workers—not shirkers. They got the job 

done. … And also… they were a steadfast assembly… for the word 

patience carries the meaning of "endurance under trial." They kept going 

when the going was tough. 

In Acts 19 we are told how the Christians in Ephesus were exposed to 

fierce opposition. They knew what it was to be despised and hated, yet 

they were neither dispirited nor dissuaded. Trade-unions tried to drive them 

out of the city, but they stood firm for Christ and His gospel. 

Revelation 2:2 says that they would not tolerate false teachers and people 

who claimed the high office of apostle… but who were “fakers.” … They 

forbid them from doing their evil work by exposing them and stopping them 

for their falseness. 

We can summarize these nine good things that the Ephesian church is 

doing by grouping them into two categories: 1) deeds and 2) theology. 

Everything said about their deeds is good: they're working, toiling, patiently 

enduring—stated in both 2:2 and 2:3, and they are bearing up for Jesus' 

name. And everything said about their theology is good, too: they are 

http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ac+19
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Rev+2%3A2
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Rev+2%3A3
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recognizing the difference between good and evil, testing those who claim 

to be messengers of other churches, and refusing to recognize liars. 

The believers at Ephesus were a suffering people who patiently bore their 

burdens and toiled without fainting. And they did all of this for His name's 

sake! No matter, how you examine this congregation, you conclude that it 

is just about perfect. However, the One among the lampstands saw into 

their hearts, and He had a different diagnosis from ours. 

Revelation 2:4 

Certainly the church at Ephesus was solid and grounded in the truth. It was 

a church based and built on sound doctrine. They knew what they believed 

and they practiced it. Their purity of doctrine and persistent service were 

unquestioned. … They had not committed adultery. … They had not 

committed murder. … They had not committed robbery. Yet, they had 

fallen!  

They had gotten so caught up in duty that they had lost their devotion. 

Their Labour was Commendable but their Love was Contemptible. Like 

Martha, they were so busy that they had no time for Jesus. Their 

relationship with Christ was based on Performance rather than Passion. 

They were far more occupied with the work of Christ than with the person 

of Christ. 

There is no more dangerous Church or Christian than one who is operating 

in the flesh. A Church that does not labor out of love for the Lord… will 

eventually become cold, pharisaical, and destructive.  It is a terrible fall for  
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Christians… and a church… to become so occupied and busy that their 

love for Christ fails. Few ever survive this fall.  

Just think of it… it is possible to serve… sacrifice… and suffer "for Christ"… 

and yet not really love Him! The Ephesian believers were so busy doing 

ministry… that they were neglecting adoration. … It is possible to be so 

caught up in church work that we neglect the Savior. There is a difference 

between Christianity and "Churchianity." We should never be so busy 

working for the church that we lose sight of our devotion to Christ. Jesus 

wants more than anything else to have fellowship, sweet fellowship, with us 

and the church at Ephesus had forgotten that. 

Labor is no substitute for love.  And do you know what else…?  Neither is 

doctrinal purity a substitute for our passion for Christ, Himself ! The church 

must have both if it is to please Him. … So here is the point: Sound 

doctrine and perseverance are inadequate without a love for Jesus.   

In the first steps of your Christian life… you may have had enthusiasm 

without knowledge. … … … Do you now have knowledge without 

enthusiasm?   

What is "first love" (that verse 4 mentions)? … … … It is the devotion to 

Christ that so often characterizes the new believer: fervent… personal… 

uninhibited… excited… and openly displayed…. It is the "honeymoon love" 

of the husband and wife. 

We all understand the picture Jesus uses here. The passion of falling in 

love for the first time… or the intensity of the first experience of love that 

often outshines any further feelings of love. The problem for this church is 
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that they started off well enough as a lampstand, a witness for Christ, but 

they have since lost their enthusiasm, their love for Christ. They do what is 

required of them but their heart is no longer in it and so their effectiveness 

as a light to the world is diminished. 

When our home life… and our church life become a burden… there is 

something wrong with your relationship with Christ. … When we get that 

straightened out, other things will straighten out also. … … So here’s the 

remedy…  It is… REMEMBER… REPENT… and REPEAT… 

Revelation 2:5 

• Remember. We need to remember what it was like when we were 

joyously and lovingly devoted to Christ. … We need to slow down and 

remember what Christ has done for us.  

Remember those wonderful honeymoon days when you were first saved. 

Remember what it was like when you first got saved? You couldn't get 

enough of Jesus. You were in your Bible regularly, you prayed, went to 

Church, hung around and fellowshipped with God's people.  

Why is it that you can skip Church now without it bothering you? You go 

through life without witnessing. … When you were first saved you told 

everybody—now you are silent. … Have you've left your first love…?  Like 

the Church of Ephesus… for many Christians… the honeymoon is over. 

I remember what it was like when I met my wife (Patti.) … She was a 

student finishing her Bachelor’s degree at Fresno State.  Patti had a 

statistics class that met I the evening.  … I lived near the campus… so I 
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would walk over there… and walk the hall… back and forth… looking 

through the little window in the door… while she was in class.  Patti later 

told me that I made myself into a spectacle.  Classmates… and even the 

professor would say to Patti… “He’s baaaack…”    I could not wait for class 

to end… or for it to have a ten-minute break… so I could spend every 

second by her side… and then later… walk her to her car.  (…Now, I 

realize that I am telling you this at great personal risk to myself… because 

my dear wife is going to say to me – “What happened?”) … But I openly 

showed a zealousness for her.  I didn’t care that I was being made fun of 

by the professor and students.  … That first love was quirky… passionate… 

fervent… diligent… disciplined… furious… and all-consuming. 

There is a reckless enthusiasm about first love. It is not cold and 

calculating. … A young lover buys his sweetheart a gift that he really 

cannot afford. … When you were a young Christian you could not do too 

much for the Lord. … Like the poor widow with her two mites… you wanted 

to put in everything. … Mary of Bethany did not count the cost of that high-

priced perfume. Only Judas grumbled about it… because there was no love 

in his heart. … And you know… there are always church Scrooges who 

consistently show great fear that they (or others) will overdo it. 

How long has it been since you felt this first love for Jesus? Do you 

"remember" what it was that made you feel that first desperate, "sell 

everything and follow Jesus" kind of love?  

Maybe you feel that the things your church needs from you are a burden. 

Your turn in the nursery comes around so often. … You keep waiting for 

someone else to wipe up the tables after the potluck lunch… but no one 



12 
 

else steps forward. … You would rather someone else take the role of 

leadership that you have had for the last 10 years… but no one has… so 

you’re on for another year. 

The solution for these "problems" is not for the church to hire nursery 

workers so we don't have to be bothered with that problem. Nor, in my 

opinion, is it for us to stop doing those troublesome potluck lunches… or 

pray for more committed Christians to join our church.  … The solution is 

for us to REMEMBER. … When we meditate on our first love… we become 

people who want to lay down our lives for others… the way Jesus laid 

down his life for us. We become people who want to serve others the way 

the King served us.  … Then… 

• Repent. The second action step that Jesus gives the church in Ephesus 

(and to us)… is to "repent." … Turn away from the way of thinking that 

makes you presume on Jesus. …Turn away from the things that make you 

lose sight of his worth. …Turn away from the things that dull your appetite 

for the Bible…. Turn away from the things that steal the time you have for 

prayer. …Turn away from the pride and self-reliance that keeps you from 

the Bible and prayer and your need for Jesus. - Repent! 

What is it that keeps you from Bible study, prayer, and reliance on Christ? 

Your soul depends on your ability to repent of those things so that you 

might cultivate the first love that Jesus wants. 

When my daughters were young… they did not want me to agree 

reluctantly to read books to them or to half-heartedly listen to their 

problems.  My wife doesn't want me to reluctantly agree to take a day off 
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and spend time with her. Your spouse and your children can tell whether 

you are going through the motions, plodding along, persevering in doing 

your duty for them. They would rather have you joyfully delighting in loving 

them by seeking their happiness in what is best for their souls. They want 

you to love them, and Jesus wants no less. 

He is not honored by joyless obedience that plods along, proclaiming that 

other things are more exciting than he is, more rewarding, more intriguing, 

more stimulating. That kind of perseverance does not please Him, and you 

won't be able to keep it up for long.  

Repentance is a change of mind that leads to a change of direction. If there 

is no change there has been no repentance. Repentance produces a 

product. The work of genuine repentance is seen in action.  

Christians need to repent. We need to recognize that we have been on the 

wrong road… and then turn back!  … Third!  We need to… 

• Repeat. "Do the first works.  Get back to serving God out of love and 

devotion for Him rather than their duty.  

REMEMBER – REPENT – and REPEAT… because there is also a fourth 

“R” – REMOVAL… 

Revelation 2:5b 

Failure to repent will result in judgment.  An outwardly thriving church will 

decline spiritually… if it has left its first love for Christ. The organization 

may remain… but the light will be gone. … Many churches are like that 

today. … They have nice buildings and nice offering…s and even nice 
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crowds… but they have no light. …Ephesus experienced that judgment. 

"The lamps which once shone so brightly, and especially in the renowned 

capital of Ephesus, have been taken out of their place.  The church of 

Ephesus does not stand today.  The once great city of Ephesus now lays in 

ruin and rubble… and the gross darkness of Islam now wraps its deadly 

talons around it.    

Christ's admonition and appeal is just as appropriate to us today as it was 

to Ephesus.  All over America there are cold, dead, and dried up Churches 

that were once great light houses for the Lord. Many no longer exist at all—

the doors are closed. Their light and testimony has been snuffed out. 

…Many Colonial churches that helped birth our nation… and see that it 

was founded on Christian principles… are now houses of worship for the 

Unity cult.  Our Lord warned that in the last days. 

Revelation 2:6 

No one knows for certain who the Nicolaitans were.  It is very probable that 

the term "Nicolaitans" was a name originally applied to a group of men who 

plagued the first-century church by their pretensions to divine authority. The 

name itself comes from the Greek words nikao (“overcomers” “conquerors” 

or “overtakers”) and laos ("people").  “Over-takers of people.”  In the last 

part of verse 2 (above) the church was commended because they “tested 

those who call themselves apostles and are not, and found them to be 

false.”  

Thus… the Nicolaitans… (whose deeds Christ hates)… I believe were men 

who came into these early churches with the purpose of usurping the 
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authority of the true apostles… such as John… and Paul.  They claimed to 

be apostles…. But they were spotted as phonies!   

The church today abounds with phony religious authorities who write 

books… and internet blogs… and go on television.  They need to be tested 

by the Word of God. … But so often it turns out that fundamental and 

orthodox Christians become so severe in condemning false doctrine, 

gnashing their teeth at every sniff of heresy, that they end up without love. 

One may do a right thing in a wrong way.   … The main point of our 

passage today is that religious activity without love calls for repentance.  

Revelation 2:7 

Christ stands now as He stood in that great church at Ephesus… and He 

tells us… as He told them… what to do. Remember, repent and repeat. Let 

us remember how we loved Christ as young Christians… before we met 

too many Bible scholars and tried to fit-in with fellow church members! … 

There are Christians and churches that boast of being mature when really 

they are spiritually frostbitten.  

Remember our first love for the Lord before it degenerated into cold 

orthodoxy and mechanical church work. Let us repent, turn, confess, go 

back and ask God to fill our hearts with the love of God shed abroad by the 

Holy Spirit. Let us repeat, do again the first works as we used to do when 

our orthodoxy was the hot faith of a loving heart and our church work was a 

labor of love and not just labor. 

With every church… and every church member… the message is 

“Repent… or else!  


