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Sometime last year or perhaps the year before  - I can’t remember exactly when - Raquel and I attended a prayer 
breakfast put on by a Bay are Christian organization called The Bay for Christ, a.k.a TBC, with a couple from West 
Hills. Our friends had invited us to attend, in part because of the focus of TBC, and they wanted us to at least know 
what the ministry focus of TBC was about. TBC, which was formed by a CEO for a major company in the Bay area, 
has as it’s goal, religious revival in the Bay area. 

It is the desire of the leaders of TBC to see foster a move of the Spirit of God which changes the Bay area spiritually 
and morally - and to this end they desire to see churches mobilized both to to spread the gospel but also to do works 
of service that show the love of Christ, across the Bay area. And since I see these hopes as legitimate, but also 
because we value the friendship we have with the couple who invited us, we gladly went to the breakfast. 

It so happened that the guest speaker for the morning was Francis Chan - while Francis Chan was originally 
scheduled to speak near the end of the event, his time slot actually got moved to an earlier time, placing him as the 
second speaker instead of close to speaking last. And this meant that Francis Chan spoke, right after the CEO who is 
the founder of TBC spoke and explained to all of us the vision and the hopes of TBC - which is, of course, what I 
mentioned - a powerful move of the Spirit of God as a result of prayer, spreading the gospel and social action 
throughout the Bay area in the love of Christ - and to this end, the founder explained how many ‘church leaders’ were 
involved, how many business men were involved, and how these wealthy business men were placing much, much 
money behind the vision. 

The founder went on to explain that one of the TBC goals to see a certain number of churches planted across the 
Bay area in so many years; and in fact, a church planting organization had been approached about partnering with 
TBC to plant churches - and had agreed. In addition to this goal, it was the hope of the TBC founders that enough 
churches in the Bay area would connect with TBC and it’s vision so that every public school in every city in the Bay 
area be adopted by a local church, which would come along side the school to do work projects, help with tutoring, 
sponsor back yard clubs - you get the picture. The vision of TBC is truly, a God sized vision - and the founder of the 
organization did a wonderful job presenting the vision to all of us who were there - and I would estimate that there 
were somewhere between 400 and 500 people in attendance - all church leaders, elders, church planters, Christian 
business men, or simply followers of Christ from other walks of life. And once the founder completed his talk, it was 
Francis Chan’s time to speak - which meant that he followed immediately on the heals of the founder/CEO’s vision 
presentation.

Now, I don’t know if you have ever listened to Francis Chan or heard him preach in person - some of you may not 
even be aware of who Francis Chan is - but for those of you who are unfamiliar with Chan’s speaking style, he 
usually starts with a story - and though the story may seem at first to have absolutely NOTHING to do with anything 
related to the theme of the conference or in this case, the prayer breakfast he is speaking at, if you wait long enough, 
he will, inevitable tie the story into the theme of the event. 

I will never forget the story Francis Chan opened with - and I will especially remember how he tied it into the theme of 
the main event. He began by talking about how he, Francis Chan, DIDN’T have certain social media connections one 
might think he would have - a Twitter account, a FB page, and Instagram account and so forth. He said he simply 
didn’t have time for those things. BUT, he also said that if you searched for his Twitter page or his FB page, you 
would actually find a Twitter account bearing his name - and maybe more than one - a Francis Chan twitter account, 
a Real Francis Chan twitter account - and you would also find a FB account bearing his name. And the funny thing 
about these social media accounts was, that NONE of them were his! They were accounts set up by other people - 
but people who had NOT received permission to set up these accounts in his name. 

He went on to explain how his kids would also let him know, from these accounts, what he was up to. The latest 
revelation, per what he said at the TBC gathering was that he was a cat owner - and there was even a picture of 
Francis Chan’s cat on one of these sites. His kids found it and they let him know that he was a cat owner AND a cat 
lover. Finally, he said that to date, he had chosen to allow these fake Francis Chan accounts to persist. After all, he 
said, the owners of these accounts weren’t misrepresenting him in any slanderous kind of way - and for the most part, 
the owners of these accounts posted quotes and excerpts from his books or sermons, and things like that. In other 
words, these fake FC accounts were nevertheless representing him, and so he felt no pressing need to do anything 
about these accounts, at that time - so he just let them be. 
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THAT was his opening story. And as Chan developed his story, I was beginning to think that this was just a cute, 
funny story that he was telling as an ice breaker, in order to get to his main message. BUT, nothing could be further 
from the truth. And he made the connection, after he told a lot of detail about these fake Francis Chan accounts. 
What was his connection?

HIs connection was how, often - many times - we as Christian leaders set our sites on plans, works, ministries - and 
we do so in the name of God and Christ - because our purpose is to represent Christ, in whatever way we think we 
should represent Christ - while all along, what we are doing as churches and Christian organizations are what we see 
that we should be doing, although we have never even taken the time to make sure that our ‘God FB and Twitter 
account’ is pushing things out that our Lord would even put his name on. That was how he started his message - and 
he went on to warn, and encourage and exhort the leaders of this hoped for movement - that in the midst of all their 
resources and plans, they should ask themselves whether their vision was even what Christ intended in the first 
place! And at that point, the auditorium was exceedingly silent!

And I tell this story, because when we begin to consider Christ’s letters to the seven churches in Asia Minor, we are 
reading letters to churches that Chan’s story would illustrate somewhat. No doubt, each of the seven churches 
thought they were doing the will of the risen Christ. Each of the churches were probably convinced that all was well 
with them. Each of the churches most likely felt that what they were about was what they should have been about 
before the Lord, Jesus Christ. And yet, there were some aspects of most of these churches that we might call, in the 
21st century - fake FB or Twitter accounts - but unlike those that represented Francis Chan, these had ceased 
representing Christ and HIs will, at all - in certain areas. This is what we have in most the the seven letters to the 
seven churches in Asia Minor.

Now, the first letter Jesus Christ instructed John to write, was to the church at Ephesus - and rightly so. Ephesus was 
the most important city of proconsular Asia - which was the area where all of the seven churches were located. 
Ephesus was situated at the mouth of the Cayster River on a gulf in the Aegean Sea - and if you were traveling from 
Rome to Ephesus, you would come into port at Ephesus and upon disembarking you would proceed up a magnificent 
avenue that was 35 feet wide and lined with columns which would take you from the harbor to the city center (the 
ruins of this great avenue are still visible in part today, at the site of ancient Ephesus outside Kusadasi, Turkey).

Ephesus was commercially a very important city. Three great trade routes converged on the city, in addition to the 
cities port - one from the Euphrates River by way of Colossae; a second from Galatia through the city of Sardis, and a 
third from the Meander valley to the south and east. The population during NT times was at least 250k people and so 
Ephesus was a large city; and in addition to being a commercial center it was a center for pagan religious activity. 

As I mentioned last week, one of the seven wonders of the ancient world, the Temple to the goddess Diana was 
located in Ephesus - and this temple was 425 feet long, 60 feet high and 220 feet wide, with 127 pillars made of 
Parian marble supporting it’s roof - 36 of them overlaid with gold and jewels. In addition to this great Temple, the cult 
of the emperor was alive and well in Ephesus, with temples built to the emperors Claudius, Hadrian and Severus. 

The church itself was most likely founded by Aquila and Pricilla; had Paul teach there for two years; and had Timothy 
serve there some time after that; and finally, it was a place where even John the apostle served before, and again 
after, his exile to the island of Patmos. This was a prominent church, located in a most prominent city - and so Jesus 
for chose to write his first letter to the church in Ephesus - which we have in Revelation 2: 1-7. Read with me once 
again.

When we take the time to consider how this first letter is structured, we see that the letter begins with a Greeting (v.
1a); and then follows a description of who exactly is writing the letter to the angel of the church (v.1b). Notice how 
Jesus identifies Himself to the church at Ephesus. The risen Christ identifies Himself by telling the angel of this 
church that the content of this letter is: “The words of him who holds the seven stars in HIs hand, who walks in 
the midst of the seven golden lampstands”. 

Why does Christ identify Himself to the church at Ephesus in this way? He identifies himself in this way 
because the seven stars in Christ’s right hand represent the true representatives of Christ - His true ambassadors - in 
the churches - and the church at Ephesus had been afflicted - plagued - infiltrated by false teachers (v.2) whose did 
not represent Christ but whose goal had been to contradict and to counteract the work of the true representatives  
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of Christ. By identifying himself like He does, then, the Risen Christ is says to this church that a) He rules the true 
ministers; b) he knows what is happening in the churches; and c) He holds the messengers of the churches Himself - 
for what the symbology of the seven stars in his right hand signifies is that Christ has the messengers in a firm grip, 
which makes them secure in their labors, in the same way Christ’s people, who follow Him by faith, are secure in their 
faith (see John 10:27-30 for a parallel). 

Following this greeting, the letter then breaks down into three main parts - there is a Commendation from Christ 
(this is found in v.2-3 and is continued in v.6); a Criticism by Christ (found in v.4-5); and a Clear Correction from 
Christ (found in v.7). The letter then closes with a Sure Promise from Christ. Let’s consider each of these parts.

I. First, Jesus begins His letter with praise - with encouragement - with a Commendation. In other words, He points 
out to the angel of the church at Ephesus and to the church, what they have and are doing right and well - and the 
Commendation is very personal. 

     a) Jesus tells them what he knows (v.2a) - here was a church that TOILED for Christ - and they did so patiently 
with endurance - like the endurance a marathon runner manifests - and this is a good thing;  

     b) Jesus tells them what they’ve done (v.2b) - they couldn’t bear those who were evil - and the evil markers 
Jesus has in mind had to do with men who claimed to be something they weren’t - men who claimed to be sent from 
God -  and it had to do with the teaching they brought. 

Here was a church, then, that had no tolerance for any teaching that was NOT in line with the teachings of Christ and 
the apostles - and they were on it - they rooted it out - they confronted it and exposed it. And Jesus commends what 
today would be considered, intolerant behavior. We live in a day where “everybody's right, and nobody’s wrong” or 
where men come into churches with new and innovative teachings, the expectation is that this is accepted - but we 
see here that this doesn’t please Christ - so the Ephesian church is commended.. for their discernment and their 
exposure of those who claimed to be sent from God but weren’t.   

     c) Jesus also commends them for the very first thing he tells them he knows their patient endurance (v.3;

     d) Jesus then continues His commendation in v.6 - after His Correction - by saying to the church, “Yet, this 
you have: that you hate the works of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate”. Notice once again, this is strong 
language - especially for 21st century ears. Why? In a Christian church climate where ‘God is love’ is seen as the 
primary virtue of Christ, it is a bit out of character that Christ would say He hates something - in this case the works of 
a certain group of people - and that he would then go so far as to commend a church for hating their works too - BUT, 
he said that to the Christians in the church of Ephesus - not as a rebuke but as a commendation. 

This raises a question: How can this be consistent with a loving God who accepts everyone like they are?  We 
forget that one aspect of the fear of the Lord is to hate evil - and the scriptures are clear that it is possible for people 
to literally be enemies of God due to the evil they promote. Jesus asserts this in this commendation. And we must ask 
ourselves, Is there a lesson in this for us in the 21st century? Now if Jesus’s commendation is this severe, we must 
ask another question. 

Who were the Nicolaitans? The Nicolatians were a sect who some trace back to one of the first seven deacons 
named in Acts 6, Nicolas, who at some point departed from the true faith; and the members of the sect that bore his 
name taught that some degree of participation in the idolatrous culture of the city of Ephesus - some degree of 
compromise with the unbelieving culture around them - was alright.  

What did this look like? Participation in the pagan culture of the city would usually take one or all of three forms:

     1st, syncretism was always a problem in pagan cultures, as it is today - and this would involve combining the 
worship of God and Jesus Christ with forms of worship found in the Temple of Diana or one of the temples built in 
honor of one of the Roman rulers;

     2nd, immoral aspects of worship: this pagan worship would involve a certain amount of sexual immorality, 
which was one of the ways pagan deities were worshipped (see 1 Cor. 6:15-20 - which is a direct reference to this 
type immorality) - and at the Temple of Diana alone, there were thousands of priests and priestesses who actively 
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pursued worshippers to commit immorality with them and by this means to come into contact with the pagan deity; 
and these priestesses would flood the city each evening. This was a constant temptation for christians in pagan cities 
who had been saved out of that culture;

     3rd, compromising with pagan temple worship economically - by eating meat sacrificed to idols, which 
one could buy for a lesser price, or making money from the sale of worship paraphernalia associated with 
these temples was also a temptation which faced first century Christians. (see the restrictions placed on Gentile 
believers at the Jerusalem Council, Acts 15: 28-29). 

The NIcolaitans taught the Christians at Ephesus that it was acceptable to do these things - and in the same way God 
hated the idolatry of Israel during the OT era, so the risen, glorified, reigning Christ hated those who taught His 
servants to do the same works in the 1st century - and commends the Ephesian church - for it’s hatred of what He 
hated. 

Following Jesus’s Commendation, the Lord gives a correction - and so the second part of our letter is:

II. A Criticism by Christ (v.4): Jesus wrote in that verse, “BUT, I have this against you, that you have left your 
first love (or in the ESV, the love you had at first). This Ephesian Church, which had such solid doctrine and who 
was so zealous for the truth, had fallen (v.5) - and they had fallen by loosing their loving devotion. Loving devotion 
to what or to who? Great question.

These Ephesian believers had ceased loving God and Christ as they had at first, and this resulted in them ceasing to 
love each other like they had at first. And it is this that Jesus Christ calls them out about. 

Now keep in mind, the Christians and especially the elders at Ephesus were commended by Christ for holding the 
line on right teaching (see vv.2,3,6). And this means they had taken a certain exhortation given to them by an apostle, 
Paul, seriously, and they had taken heed to themselves and to all the flock of God that the Holy Spirit had made them 
overseers over; and they had watched - they were on the lookout for fierce wolves that would come in from outside 
(the false apostles mentioned in v.2 of our letter) and for men who would rise up from within (those who held to the 
teaching of the Nicolaitans). 

This was what Paul charged them to be doing when he met them at Miletus as he was enroute to Jerusalem (Acts 
20:28-31). And they had done it well. Problem was, in the midst of their spiritual labors and in the midst of their 
warfare, their affections for God and for each other had grown cold - so, they were, most likely, not lovingly fervent in 
worship anymore - they most likely weren’t fervent in serving each other any more - they most likely weren’t fervent in 
devotion to Christ and to each other anymore. They were tired from the fight - and it showed. And so, Jesus confronts 
this problem. 

Application: And there is a lesson in this for us. It is good to be serious about right teaching; and it is good to be 
zealous about the truth of God and about avoiding compromise; and it is good to be bold in confronting error and 
putting error and those who try and teach it out of fellowship - but if Christians and churches are not careful, their 
devotion - their love for Christ and for each other - their First Love - will be dampened in the process. You see, to be 
able to defend the faith, you must have knowledge - but accumulation of knowledge easily makes proud. Further, to 
be constantly on guard against false teaching and teachers, makes one suspicious. And pride and suspicion easily 
kills loving devotion. So, in our zeal for the truth of God, we must constantly guard our hearts, lest we too loose our 
first love - love, from the heart, for God and for others. 

Falling out of love with Christ and with the brothers and sisters in Christ is a serious problem - so serious in fact that 
Jesus gives a warning in v.5 - but the state of the Ephesian church was not beyond repair - for with the warning Jesus 
also gives a very clear road back to favor with Him in this area. What does He say to the church? Jesus gives them:

III. A Clear Correction (v. 5) - and this correction is a three step process designed to overcome the fall - a clear road 
map by which the Ephesian church can recover their first love. What’s the road map?

     1st, Jesus tells them to remember - to remember where they were at one time (v.5a);

     2nd, He tells them to have a change of mind (v.5b) for this is what repentance involves;
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     3rd, He instructs them to do the works they did at first (v.5c); and this tells Jesus knows that it is within the ability 
of HIs people to recognize faults, and to correct those faults - and He expects us to do so - for there is no room for 
blame shifting. 

Application: The lesson in this is clear. Christ sees the church at Ephesus as being capable of self correcting - and 
he holds them responsible - accountable - to do so; and in the same way this church was capable of self correcting, 
so we as a church and we as individual Christians are too. In this verse, Jesus gives us the sure path to recovery, fro 
falls, from sin, from departures from Christ. And if you have fallen - or if a church has, the way back is to remember, to 
repent, and to then return to the works you did before.  

What will happen if the church at Ephesus fails to heed Christ’s warning? Verse 5d tells us: Jesus promised that 
if the church did not repent and self correct, he would come and “take away their lamp stand from it’s place”. In other 
words, the church at Ephesus would cease to be a LIGHT for Christ, drawing people out of darkness into the light of 
the Lord, because Christ is the light of the world, and Christ, the light of the world departs when well intentioned 
people, zealous for the right way, depart from the ultimate way, which is love - love for God and love for 
others. (see 1 Cor. 13). 

If this is what would happen if the Ephesian church failed to repent, what would happen if they did repent? Notice 
verse seven:

To the one who conquers, I will grant to eat of the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God!  What does tis 
mean?

The tree of life here, is a symbol of eternal life - and to understand this image, we must go back to Genesis 1 to 3 and 
the Garden of Eden. In the midst of the Garden of Eden, there was a tree of life and a tree f the knowledge of god 
and evil - and the tree of life gave perpetual life. So this is a reference to the perpetual life that will belong to those 
who overcome in their warfare with the world, with the flesh and with the devil, as they walk with Christ by faith. 

Matthew Henry puts the meaning like this: They (the overcomers) will have the perfection of holiness. . .which 
Adam would have had if he had gone well through the course of his trial: he would then have eaten of the 
tree of life which was in the midst of paradise and this would have been the sacrament of confirmation to him 
in his holy and happy state; so all who persevere in their Christian trial and warfare shall derive rom Christ, 
as the tree of life, perfection and confirmation in holiness and happiness in the paradise of God; not in 
earthly paradise but in heavenly.

Greg Beal puts it like this: Those who overcome will receive the blessing of God’s salvific presence.

In 2 Clement the writer asserts: If we conquer our soul by giving up it’s wicked lusts, we shall share in the 
mercy of Jesus.

And William Hendrikson says: The conqueror will be given to eat of the tree of life; that is, he will would inherit 
eternal life in the paradise of heaven.   
 
And so, Christ wrote his first letter to the church that was at Ephesus. He:

Commended them for what they were doing right;

Criticized them for what they had lost;

Gave them a Clear Correction;

Left them with a Sure Promise     

May we take this letter to heart - that we may continue to be a beacon of light in a dark world. 
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