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The seven churches of Revelation — Sermon Notes
Title: “2. The loveless church”

Scripture: Revelation 2:1-7

Date preached: November 2" 2025

Scripture: Revelation 2:1-7

1“To the angel of the church of Ephesus write,

‘These things say He who holds the seven stars in His right hand, who walks in the midst of
the seven golden lampstands: 2 “I know your works, your labor, your patience, and that you
cannot bear those who are evil. And you have tested those who say they are apostles and are
not, and have found them liars; 3 and you have persevered and have patience, and have
labored for My name’s sake and have not become weary. 4 Nevertheless I have this against
you, that you have left your first love. 5 Remember therefore from where you have fallen;
repent and do the first works, or else I will come to you quickly and remove your lampstand
from its place—unless you repent. 6 But this you have, that you hate the deeds of the
Nicolaitans, which I also hate.

7 “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To him who
overcomes I will give to eat from the tree of life, which is in the midst of the Paradise of
God.”
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Introduction

This is sermon number two in what will be an eight sermon series looking at the seven churches
mentioned in the Book of Revelation. Today we are going to look at church number one. The
church in Ephesus. However before we do that let me briefly review some of the highlights from
last week.

As I hope you remember we looked at some of the all-important background that helps us
understand and appreciate what it is we are reading when we turn to Revelation in our bibles.

To help us in this we used the framework of the 5 “W” questions. Let's briefly go over them again.

What?

What is the Book of Revelation? Most of us would accept that Revelation is a unique and at times
challenging read. It's full of symbols, figurative language, numbers and things that may confuse or
puzzle us. This is largely because of the genre of writing into which it falls. Revelation is largely
written in a style known as apocalyptic literature. This is a particular form of writing that aims to
disclose or reveal cosmic secrets to its readers.

The encyclopedia of the bible defines it as follows;

A type of Jewish and early Christian literature containing visions or revelations from God
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concerning the imminent coming of the end of the present evil age and the final advent of God's
kingdom.

Whe?

Who wrote the Revelation? Most conservative biblical scholars are in agreement that the Apostle
John wrote Revelation. In fact on four separate occasions the author identifies himself as John. That
John wrote the book was the view held by many of the early church fathers. Aside from their
endorsement we can also find a number of clues within the text itself that point to John as the
author. He uses terms and expressions that are unique to him.

John was the brother of James and the son of Zebedee. He was most likely the youngest of those our
Saviour called to be disciples and the only one to die of natural causes. John also wrote the gospel
attributed to him along with the epistles of first, second and third John.

Of course there are some who question his authorship. But I don't think their arguments are
compelling enough to shake our belief that John, inspired of course by the Holy Spirit wrote
Revelation.

When?

When was the Revelation written? Revelation was clearly written at a time when Christians were
entering a period of severe persecution. Two periods have been suggested. The first, which I find
unconvincing was during the reign of Emperor Nero (54-68 AD). This was I believe too early for
the serious issues we read about to have developed. We should not forget that Paul was still
ministering to these churches until the mid-60s AD. The second and far more convincing suggestion
is that it was written during the reign of Emperor Domitian (81-96 AD). Many scholars are of the
opinion that John wrote sometime between the years 92 to 96 AD. This was the view of many of the
early church fathers.

Where?

Where was the Revelation written? That is a very simple question to answer. John received the
revelation whilst he was a prisoner in exile on the island of Patmos. This rocky island of
approximately 13 square miles was a Roman penal colony. It is located about 50 miles off the
western coast of modern day Turkey in the Aegean Sea.

Finally let us turn to the why?

Why?

Why was Revelation written? The Book or Revelation was written to seven churches, or groups of
churches in the region of Asia Minor. These churches were entering a period of severe persecution.
A time when their Christian faith and allegiance to Christ would be sorely tested. So the real
purpose or message behind revelation is to give them hope and encouragement.

Because God was on their side and they were on the side of all that was good, right and true they
would win in the end.

Before we turn to look at the first letter I very briefly want to cover two important things. They both
concern how we understand or interpret what we are reading.
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The four main ways Revelation is interpreted
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You probably won't be surprised to learn that people have differing understandings about how to
read and correctly interpret the Book of Revelation. The correct term for this is hermeneutics.
Hermeneutics is a fancy term that simply means the study of the principles and methods of
interpretation the written form. When it comes to Revelation there are four main ways the book has
been interpreted. Let's briefly look at each group in turn and see how those who hold these views
interpret what they read.

1 |Preterists Preterists regard the book of Revelation as being a symbolic picture of
first-century conflicts. It is therefore in their view not a description of
what will occur in the end times. Preterism is divided into two schools,
full preterism and partial preterism. Full preterists believe that all the
prophecies in Revelation were fulfilled in 70 AD with the destruction of
the Jerusalem temple. Partial preterists believe that most prophecies
were fulfilled in 70AD but that there are still some prophecies to be
fulfilled in the future.

2 |Historicists Historicists believe that Revelation is a symbolic representation that
presents the course of history from the Apostle John right the way to the
end of the age (the second coming). The symbols in the apocalypse
correspond to events in the history of Western Europe, including
various popes, the Protestant Reformation, the French Revolution, and
rulers such as Charlemagne. Most interpreters place the events of their
day in the later chapters of Revelation.

3 |Futurists / Futurists believe that the majority of the prophecies contained within
literalist Revelation still await a future, literal fulfilment. Most futurists see
Revelation as being a series of chronological events.

4 |Idealists / Idealists uses the allegorical method to interpret the Book of
spiritualist Revelation. They regard the symbols or signs we find in Revelation as

representing timeless truths or themes such as the victory of good over
evil. This means that in their view the things we read about in the book
are not referring to specific individuals or real historic events.

Which of these four views is the best? Or perhaps which approach is best suited to helping us
understand what Revelation is telling us. It is my belief that the futurist approach to Revelation is
the one that is most consistent with a literal interpretation of the Bible. Whilst some of the
prophecies have been fulfilled many remain unfulfilled. It is also the hermeneutic that best
acknowledges the book’s own claim to be prophecy.

Let me turn now say a few things about another system that some use when they talk about the
seven churches of Revelation.
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1 |Preterists Preterists regard the book of Revelation as being a symbolic picture of
first-century conflicts. It is therefore in their view not a description of
what will occur in the end times. Preterism is divided into two schools,
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full preterism and partial preterism. Full preterists believe that all the
prophecies in Revelation were fulfilled in 70 AD with the destruction of
the Jerusalem temple. Partial preterists believe that most prophecies
were fulfilled in 70AD but that there are still some prophecies to be
fulfilled in the future.
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2 |Historicists Historicists believe that Revelation is a symbolic representation that
presents the course of history from the Apostle John right the way to the
end of the age (the second coming). The symbols in the apocalypse
correspond to events in the history of Western Europe, including
various popes, the Protestant Reformation, the French Revolution, and

rulers such as Charlemagne. Most interpreters place the events of their
day in the later chapters of Revelation.
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3 |Futurists / Futurists believe that the majority of the prophecies contained within
literalist Revelation still await a future, literal fulfilment. Most futurists see
Revelation as being a series of chronological events.
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4 |Idealists / Idealists uses the allegorical method to interpret the Book of
spiritualist Revelation. They regard the symbols or signs we find in Revelation as

representing timeless truths or themes such as the victory of good over
evil. This means that in their view the things we read about in the book
are not referring to specific individuals or real historic events.
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The seven churches and their relations to the different church ages

You may have heard the teaching that the seven churches in Revelation represent seven Church eras
or ages throughout history. This period will end when the Lord Jesus returns. It is a view that asserts
that although the churches really existed in the first century they also represent a deeper spiritual
underlying meaning. They tell us something about the condition of the church in each age. You can
see on the screen how each church is ascribed an era in church history. You may or may not find
such an approach helpful. Whilst there are lessons for us to learn from each of the seven churches
it's possibly a stretch to say that each signifies a definite portion of the church age. Anyway |
wanted to give you this background information because it is used by some teachers and in a
number of biblical commentaries.

It's time now to look at church number one.
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1“To the angel of the church of Ephesus write,
‘These things says He who holds the seven stars in His right hand, who walks in the midst of
the seven golden lampstands:

The letter conveniently begins by identifying its recipient. The first letter was written to the church
in Ephesus. It is a city and a church that we should be quite familiar with as we looked at it in some
depth when we studied the 15t letter to Timothy. But just in case you have forgotten allow me refresh
your memory about the city of Ephesus.

At the time that Revelation was written Ephesus was one of the largest and most important cities in
the Roman Empire. It was the capital of the province of Asia Minor. It was also one of the most
populous. It has been estimated to have had a population of between 250,000 - 500,000 people.
During the time of Caesar Augustus (63 BC - 14 AD) it bore the title “the first and greatest
metropolis of Asia.” It was also known as “the light of Asia” and “the market of Asia.”

Its wealth and importance came largely from its strategic location. It was situated on an inland
harbour linked by a canal to the River Cayster which flowed into the Aegean Sea. This enabled
Ephesus to become one of the great sea-ports of the ancient world. Being a port meant that it had a
multicultural population. It was a heady mix of Greeks, Romans, Jews and foreigners from further
afield. It was also handily placed at the crossroads of three major trade routes. It's location meant
that the city became a great commercial and trade centre. In Revelation chapter 18 (verses 12-14)
we read a long list of things sold in the market place. It mentions gold, silver, precious stones,
pearls, fine linen, silk, cinnamon, incense as well as livestock like cattle, sheep and horses. Perhaps
this list was drawn from an experience of the market-place in Ephesus.

In terms of the cities appearance it was well laid out and visually pleasing. If we could travel back
in time to see it I suspect we would be impressed As one might expect from a wealthy and

prosperous place it contained many fine and visually arresting buildings.

It boasted of a fantastic library, a vast theatre, a 20,000 seater sports stadium and its crowning glory
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the Temple of Diana (Artemis to the Greeks). The sports stadium was used to host the Pan-Ionian
games. These games were similar to the Olympic Games and drew considerable crowds from across
Asia Minor.

It was however the Temple to Diana that was the true marvel. It was one of the seven wonders of
the ancient world and as one might imagine drew huge numbers of pilgrims and sightseers. Built
originally in the 8" Century BC the structure was greatly modified and expanded over time. At the
end of the first century (John's time) the temple, which was actually the third one to be built was
approximately 115m long, 46m wide and supported by 127 impressive marble columns that were
13m tall.

The temple served not only as a place of worship to the pagan goddess of fertility but also as a

bank. People deposited their money or precious items in secure vault deep within the temple
complex for safe-keeping. Cities you see were often robbed or looted but ancient people were
deeply superstitious. They didn't want to anger the gods and so tended to leave the temples alone.
That the Temple of Diana was so prominent and well regarded meant that this city had a darkness at
its heart. For all its beauty and splendour it was a demonic and evil place. It was a true stronghold of
Satan.

Politically speaking the city had the status of being a “free city.” This meant that the Romans had
granted it the right to self-governance. It never had the indignity of having Roman troops garrisoned
there.

In terms of the church we know that it was established by the Apostle Paul. That he would select
this strategic location to set up the church in Asia should not surprise us. It was the ideal base from
which to send evangelists out. The church would grow to become the most significant church in that
region.

We know from scripture that Paul worked very hard to get the church going. He ministered in
Ephesus for three whole years (Acts 19:1, Acts 19:10, Acts 20:31). We also know that Aquila,
Priscilla, along with Apollos served there (Acts 18:24-28). As we saw when we studied 1% Timothy
Paul’s close associate Timothy (1 Timothy 1:3) also served in Ephesus. And according to strong and
consistent historic tradition, the Apostle John also ministered in the city about 40 years after Paul's
time. It was then a church with the finest of pedigrees. But as we shall see in the years since Paul
and Timothy things had deteriorated.

So with that necessary background in place let's turn to the letter itself.
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The letter as we read in the first line is addressed to the “angel of the church of Ephesus.” The
word “angel” here has been interpreted in a number of ways. It is my view that it refers to the elder
or pastor who was leading the church in Ephesus. It is not then referring to a “spiritual being” who
has been sent to guard over the church. Although some do understand it to mean this. The word
“angel” (angelos in the Greek) simply means a messenger. Or, from a biblical viewpoint one sent by
God to deliver His news. Such a description neatly summarises what a Pastor is called by God to
do.
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The next thing we read is a figurative description of the Lord Jesus Christ. Each letter as we shall
see contains a unique title and description of the Lord Jesus. Here we read that, He who holds the
seven stars in His right hand, who walks in the midst of the seven golden lampstands.

The seven stars represent seven messengers or elders who most likely carried the letter back to their
respective churches. That they are in Christ's right hand signifies that they are both important and
also under His control. The seven golden lampstands represent the seven churches of Asia Minor.

This verse reminds us that this is Christ's church. He is central to, and should always be seen as
being central to the church. He holds it safely in His mighty hands. It also reassures us that we are
not struggling or fighting alone. Jesus is always with us. He literally walks amongst us.

Let us read on.
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2 “I know your works, your labor, your patience, and that you cannot bear those who are evil.
And you have tested those who say they are apostles and are not, and have found them liars;
3 and you have persevered and have patience, and have labored for My name’s sake and have
not become weary.

The Lord Jesus begins with some words of commendation or praise. The church in Ephesus is doing
some good work. They are committed and faithful in two important areas. Firstly they are loyal in
their practice and, secondly they were loyal in their doctrine. Jesus commends them for working
hard, doing the Lord's work and literally labouring to the “point of exhaustion.” We might imagine
that their schedules were full of church related events and activities. Choir practice on Monday,
bible study on Tuesday, a woman's group on Wednesday. Though in the Ephesians case what is
probably meant here is that they worked hard spreading the gospel message and evangelising.

They were also persevering under trials and suffering. They were running the good race despite the
enemies attempts to hinder them. It was clearly not easy to faithfully follow Christ in Ephesus. So
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Jesus commends them for staying the course and not being put off.

They also earn praise for carefully judging and then rejecting those who are evil. This refers to the
exercise of careful spiritual discernment. As we saw when we looked at 15 Timothy false teachers
were trying to sneak into the church in order to spread their false doctrine. The Ephesians withstood
these attempts. They managed to keep themselves pure by not allowing false doctrine like a cancer
to enter and then spread through the church. Evil men who tried to enter the church by professing to
be apostles, or men sent directly by Jesus were carefully assessed by the Ephesian elders. They
were, to their credit highly sensitive to sin and error. When they discovered these men to be liars
who were self-serving and not devoted to serving Christ they were thrown out of the church.

This is an ongoing problem which is why the church in any era must always remain vigilant.

Jesus then goes on to reiterate where the Ephesian church has excelled. They had persevered despite
hardship, shown great patience in withstanding persecution and had worked hard for Jesus. Despite
numerous difficulties they had have not allowed themselves to become wearied or distracted from
what they are called to do. There is then much we can learn from the Ephesians. If Jesus were to
give us (our church) a report would he commend us for these things? Or would He find us poorly
performing or failing in these particular areas?
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4 Nevertheless I have this against you, that you have left your first love.

There was as we have just seen much for which to commend the church in Ephesus. However a big
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but is on the horizon. Having commended the church at Ephesus for its doctrinal integrity and
perseverance in the face of adversity, Jesus is about to reveal what He found lacking in the Ephesian
church. It's a very serious deficiency. It's a lack of love.

On arriving in middle school we were asked by the music teacher if there was any musical
instrument that we would like to learn how to play. At the time, and I'm not sure why I wrote down
trumpet. A week later [ was told that the school had engaged a trumpet teacher and all the budding
trumpeters would be given weekly lessons. It was all very exciting. We were issued with our own
trumpets and sent home to abuse our families with them. It wasn't long however before our passion
for the trumpet began to wane. Our love for the instrument went from burning hot to tepid and then
to icy cold. Playing the trumpet well is not easy. It requires many hours of devoted practice. There
are much more interesting things to do when you are 13 years old!

This is I'm afraid a picture of what had happened in the Ephesian church. There is some scholarly
debate about what “love” the Ephesians had abandoned. Had they abandoned their love for God?
Does it mean they had lost some of their love for their faith. Or even that they had lost their love for
one another and the Christian community? Perhaps it means that they had lost their love for the lost
and needy. Whilst all of these may be in view I think what is meant here is that the Ephesians had
lost their first love for Christ and His church. This after all is the underlying emphasis across all
seven letters.

The Ephesians were still serving Christ but their fervent and passionate love for Him had gone.
They may be devoted to the truth but they were no longer devoted to Christ. The Ephesians were
now merely serving out of tradition or habit. Doesn't this description characterise so many churches
today. Dry and lifeless churches in which a real passion and enthusiasm for Christ long ago
departed.

We may well have experienced our own version of this. Think for a moment about how excited and
passionate you were when you first encountered the risen Christ and experienced God's saving
grace. Do you remember that moment? You were eager to get up and tell everyone you met about
what had happened. Nothing could stop you from sharing your experience with others. You were
desperate to share your new found faith. How would you compare yourself now to that person? Are
you still that person? Be truthful now. Are you still on fire?

Let us continue.
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5 Remember therefore from where you have fallen; repent and do the first works, or else I will
come to you quickly and remove your lampstand from its place—unless you repent.

Here in verse 5 we read Jesus's stern warning. All was not yet lost. In order to get back on track the
Ephesians needed to follow three corrective steps; remember, repent and return. Let's look at each
of these necessary steps in turn. Firstly they needed to remember. When it comes to relationships it
is easy over time to become a little jaded. We can over time take people, be they our spouse, family
members or long term friends for granted. Our affection for them may cool somewhat. We forget
how precious they are, and how we used to feel about them. So the call here is for the Ephesians to
actively remember how they used to feel about the Lord Jesus.

Secondly they are to repent. To repent calls for a change of heart. The Ephesians are to recognise
that they have sinned in turning away from Christ.

Thirdly they are to return. They are to return or come back to the deeds and attitudes that once
characterised their behaviour.

If they follow this three-step process, they can get themselves and the church back on track. Failure
to do so will bring about dire consequences. The Lord Jesus will come swiftly and remove the
lampstand from its place. This speaks to the very existence of the church. Make no mistake. This is
strong language. Repent now or else face extinction.

Even today we see churches closing their doors and going out of existence. They lost their love and
zeal and as a consequence died.

Let us read on.
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6 But this you have, that you hate the deeds of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate.

The warning and rebuke that Jesus gave in the previous verse may have been rather discouraging. It
may have left the Ephesian church feeling a little shaky and worried. So perhaps to counter that
feeling Jesus here gives them a further compliment. They are complimented on their hatred for the
deeds or behaviour of the Nicolaitans. This our saviour adds is something He also detests.

Who you may be asking were the Nicolaitans, and what were they doing that was so detestable. We
might note in passing that this group (sect) is also mentioned in the letter to Pergamum (Rev 2:12—
15). Many commentators have identified this Nicolaitanism with a sect that existed in the second
century. They were Antinomian in doctrine. This means that they taught that since the believer is
saved by God’s grace he is now free to do whatever he pleases and sin cannot hurt him.

The truth is however that we really know very little about this group.

Their name suggests they were followers or disciples of someone named Nicolas. Such a person is
mentioned in Acts chapter 6. He was a proselyte from Antioch who helped serve in the early church.
According to the early church father Irenaeus (late 2" century) it was this very man who led an
immoral movement. He wrote that the Nicolaitans were without restraint in their indulgence of the
flesh. According to him they were sexually immoral and they ate foods sacrificed to idols. (Against
Heresies, book 1, chapter 26. From the Ante Nicean Fathers Volume 1, page 352)

Other biblical commentators have looked beyond this being a movement led by an individual and
have considered the meaning of their name. The word "Nicolaitans" is a transliteration of two Greek
words, nikao and laos. Nikao from where incidentally we get the word Nike means "to conquer or
to have victory" and /aos means "people." So their name literally means to have victory of
domination over people. So perhaps we should read and understand what is recorded here as
describing a system of thought or an ideology that was designed to dominate people rather than
serve them. The Nicolaitans, like all deceivers that come from the body of Christ, claimed that they
were not destroying Christianity, but that they were presenting an improved and modernized version
of it. How many so called Christian sects still follow this same play-book today.

Whatever the origin of this group and their beliefs Nicolaitanism led people into immorality and

wickedness. It was system or way of life hated by the Ephesians and by God. Let us conclude our
study for today with the following verse.
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7 “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To him who
overcomes I will give to eat from the tree of life, which is in the midst of the Paradise of God.”

Jesus concludes the letter to the Ephesian church with an invitation (really a command) and a
promise. He invites His listeners to hear what He has to say. This formula is repeated across all
seven letters. We would do well to remember that this command goes out not only to those in first
century Ephesus but to every church and every believer who has, or will exist. The warnings
contained within these letters are applicable to all churches. The call to listen of course must always
go beyond merely hearing. We are to hear God's Word, and then allow it to change us.

It profits us nothing to hear and then ignore what God tells us.

Then Jesus moves onto the promise. There will be a great reward for the person or church that
overcomes. Overcomes what you may ask. It may well refer to the difficulties or hardships we face
as believers. Or in the case of the Ephesians it may refer to those who manage to overcome the
loveless apathy that had so pervaded their church. Those that rediscovered their first love for Christ
were those who would overcome or succeed. They would be the ones hailed as conquerors. The
verse closes by telling this group of overcomers what their reward would be. They would we read
get to eat from the tree of life.

This as I'm sure you have identified is a reference to spending eternal life in God's presence. The
tree of life is first referred to in Genesis (Gen 2:9). Originally it stood in the Garden of

Eden. That earthly tree was lost due to man’s sin and he was forbidden to eat of it (Gen. 3:22).
However the heavenly tree of life (Rev 22:2, 14, 19) will last throughout eternity. The tree of life
therefore symbolizes eternal life.
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The Paradise of God is heaven is another way of describing God's heavenly dwelling place. This
would have been a great encouragement to those in Ephesus who were facing severe persecution.
No matter what happens to you on earth you have God's promise of eternal life. We too can take

great comfort and hope from this reality.

Next time Lord willing we will look at the second letter; the letter to the church in Smyrna.
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Lessons to learn
I have drawn two lessons from today's reading.
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1 Has your love gone cold?

It's difficult in a marriage to maintain passion. Over many years the initial excitement you felt for
your husband or wife mellows and changes. It becomes different to how it was at first. Some
couples through effort manage to maintain an enthusiasm for one another. They schedule time to be
together, have a date night or are deliberate in maintaining their love for one another. But sadly
many couples drift into cold and loveless marriages. They stay together for convenience sake but in
reality live separate lives.

To maintain a good relationship then requires devotion and effort. Thought and action are needed. If
we neglect things, or expect the other person to do all the work then it will inevitable decline or
crumble.
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The same effort is required in our relationship with God. When we were first saved we were full to
brim of love for our saviour. The thought of Him and His Word filled us with excitement. We
actively pursued Him. But over time, just like with a marriage we may have drifted apart. That first
flush of love and passion has probably waned. But again just like with a human relationship it can
be restored and rekindled. With the help of the Holy Spirit we can rediscover that first love. We can
return to love and serve our Saviour as we should. So if we have become cold or even lukewarm let
us make every effort to rekindle that fire.
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2 Hear and obey

As I said during the sermon every one of the seven letters ends with the command to hear what the
Spirit says. It is a truth that applies to every believer in Christ.

How do we hear what the Spirit has to say? We must read God's Word. If you want to hear from
God then read the bible. But it's not sufficient to only read what the bible says. We must then obey.
It is a three-step process. Read or hear what God says, correctly interpret or understand and then put
it into action. Let s then all strive to devote more time and effort to “hearing” God's Word and then
obeying what He says.
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