Seven
Week of October 13-14, 2007

Guiding everyone we meet to a life centered in Christ!

The Letter to Ephesus

Focal Passage: Revelation 2:1-7

Knowledge Aim: To discover that heart is more important than habits.

Application Aim:  To value loving God as well as living for Him. 

BACKGROUND

While John was exiled on the island of Patmos, he recorded messages for seven key churches. The identity of the angel to whom each message is delivered is the source of much debate. It could be a human messenger such as a bishop or pastor, or it could refer to a supernatural being like a guardian angel. Regardless, the content of each letter was intended for the respective church members, but is also applicable to any local congregation. 

[Ephesus was the most important city in Asia Minor when Revelation was written. It was the center of the worship of Artemis, the goddess of fertility. It was a strategic commercial center and a great seaport.]
 The Temple of Artemis was not only a religious place, but a center for crime and immorality. It offered asylum to criminals and was home to hundreds of pagan prostitutes. In the midst of this notoriously wicked city was a group of believers to whom this first letter was written. 

2:1. In each of the seven letters, the author (Jesus) identified Himself using a unique and specialized description. We know these are His words because of the self-description given in the previous chapter (1:18). In this particular letter, He identified Himself, first of all, as the One who holds the seven stars in His right hand. Since the stars have already been identified as the angels of the churches, Jesus was expressing His absolute control and protection over each individual Body of believers. When the individual members of a church submit to that control, the Body experiences health and wholeness. 

Jesus also described Himself as the One who walks among the lampstands, referring to the seven churches. He used this symbol as a reminder that the church is not the light and the members of the church are not the light—Jesus is the light. The church is simply the vessel God uses to display His light in a dark world. This is a beautiful picture of Jesus’ promise to bless the two or more who get together for His purposes by revealing Himself in obvious ways (Matthew 18:20). Because He is omnipresent, Jesus is not confined to one continent, one country, or one congregation—He is actively involved in the life and health of every group of believers that exists for His glory. 

2:2-3. In each letter, the introduction of the author is followed by a commendation of the local congregation. The Church at Ephesus received a glowing report from Jesus. They got straight A’s on their religious report card because they did all the good stuff and avoided all the bad stuff. They were hard workers and they didn’t give up in the face of exhaustion or discouragement. They did not allow wickedness in the church, even though they were surrounded by it in their community. They zealously guarded the purity of behavior and doctrine within their congregation. They didn’t embrace false teaching because they tested everything against the Word of God, just like John had taught them (1 John 4:1). To top off their resume, these believers experienced trouble and hardship as a direct result of their relationship with Christ, but they didn’t back down. 

The problem with a straight A report card is that there’s still room at the bottom for “comments” from the teacher. I’m quite familiar with the “comments” portion of the report card because that’s where I always seemed to get into trouble. Even though my grades were usually good, my teacher often recorded unacceptable behaviors like talking too much in the dreaded space at the bottom of the page. In spite of their superior performance, Jesus had a few “comments” for the Church at Ephesus.  

2:4. Notice that in His rebuke, Jesus didn’t refer so much to habits, but to heart. He didn’t list the tasks they failed to complete or the rules they violated. He simply said they had left their first love. The idea of forsaking or leaving in this verse is about abandoning one thing in favor of another. In other words, the Ephesians had allowed good things to take priority over nurturing their love for God and others, and it may have been an unintentional departure. As devoted followers of Christ, we don’t usually intend to cheat on Him. We don’t plan for it to happen, nor do we mean for it to happen. But that’s exactly what happens when we focus more on developing spiritual habits than on cultivating a spiritual heart. The Ephesians were doing all the right things, but for all the wrong reasons. See, the heart is home to our motives—the why of our attitudes and actions. When our hearts get messed up, so do our motives. The letter to the Ephesian church serves as a good reminder that God is far more interested in why we do than in what we do. 

The word first in “first love” has a dual meaning, both of which are applicable to this passage. It can relate to time (chronology) or place (importance). For example, every day I have a cup of coffee first thing in the morning. That’s a time issue because I pretty much don’t function without a sufficient caffeine fix. On the other hand, my first choice in coffee blends is “dark roast” because I like a rich strong flavor. That’s an issue of importance because I’m identifying my own personal preference. Jesus said that loving God should get first place in our lives, both in order and importance. In fact, He said the “first and greatest” commandment is to love God with all your heart, soul, and mind, and He used the same exact word that He used in Revelation to describe the first love that had been forsaken (Matthew 22:37-38). 

The Ephesians had somehow gotten distracted or discouraged and lost both their passion for God and their compassion for one another. God no longer occupied first place in their affections or agendas. The scariest part of this whole scenario is that, from all outward appearances, nothing had really changed. They had a heart problem that could only be diagnosed by God, who saw through all the layers of pretension to who they really were. And when He examined the Church at Ephesus, they came up lacking in the area of love. 

2:5a. Following His rebuke in each letter, Jesus gave a word of correction to the individual church. His instruction to the Ephesians was three-fold: remember, repent, and return. Remembering the way things used to be helps us recognize when something has changed. When the departure is slow and steady, we sometimes fail to realize that we’ve gotten off track. Memory is a great tool in helping us see the gap between where we were and where we are. Repentance occurs when we decide to fill in the gap by abandoning those things that got us off track in the first place. To repent means to change the way we think, but it leads to a change in the way we act, which is why the final instruction from Jesus was to return. He was saying to the Ephesians, “Retrace your steps until you find your way back to the main road. And when you get there, do the things you were doing before you took the detour.” 

2:5b. Jesus gave a stern warning to the Ephesians about what would happen if they didn’t repent. He said He would remove their lampstand (church) from its place. While Jesus has promised to protect, promote, and preserve His universal church, He will not tolerate apathy and indifference in the local church. When an individual Body of believers consistently refuses to follow God, there is a very real potential for divine elimination. 

2:6. After His warning, Jesus gave an additional compliment to the Ephesians concerning their dealings with the Nicolaitans, “a heretical group that troubled the church at Ephesus and Pergamos. Apparently their teaching and practice were immoral, perhaps even idolatrous.”
 Rather than being negatively affected by this evil influence, the church shared God’s attitude toward their behavior and teachings. Notice that the hatred of God and the church was directed toward the practices of this particular group, not the people.  

2:7.  This particular letter closes with a promise that the overcomer will get to eat from the tree of life. In keeping with the remainder of Scripture, the overcomers mentioned in several of these letters are believers “who are faithful and obedient, and failure to overcome means a loss of rewards, not salvation”
 (see 1 Cor. 3:15).
  The tree of life is a symbol of the eternal fellowship and intimacy God intended for us to share with Him before sin messed everything up. Prior to the Fall, Adam and Eve experienced a beautiful and unbroken connection with their Creator. However, when they blew it, Adam and Eve were banished from the Garden and could no longer enjoy fruit from the tree of life. The pre-sin relationship Adam and Eve enjoyed with God is the reward of those who are faithful, not just in habit, but also in heart—those who don’t simply live for God, but who love Him, as well.
The Letter to Ephesus

Focal Passage: Revelation 2:1-7

Knowledge Aim: To discover that heart is more important than habits.

 Application Aim: To value loving God as well as living for Him.  

GRAB attention 

(Generate interest, Relay information/direction, Ask questions, Begin study)

Choose one of the following to begin the study time. Ask participants to share their answers with someone sitting next to them. After a few minutes ask one or two participants to share their answers with the group.

1. Describe two personal habits (one good, one bad).

2. Name one of your greatest “loves.” (athletic team, food, etc.)

3. What did you do last week as a result of the study?

While John was exiled on the island of Patmos, he recorded messages for seven key churches. In each of these letters, Jesus told the respective church members what they were doing right, what they were doing wrong, and how to fix the problem. The content of these letters is just as applicable to the modern local church as it was when it was written. 

GET the truth 

(Guide through the passage, Encourage understanding, Teach for application)

If you have already heard the sermon, use the sermon guide as a supplement to the discussion of the passage.

Use the following questions to guide the learners through the passage. Make sure you help learners discover how to apply the truths to their life.

· Who is the “angel” of the churches in this passage?

· What do the stars and lampstands refer to? (see chapter 1)

· What is the significance of Jesus walking among the churches?

· What were these church members doing right?

· What roles of service in the church require perseverance?

· What should the attitude of the church be toward wicked people?

· How do you know if a pastor/teacher is speaking the truth?

· How does our faith produce hardship?

· What do you think Jesus meant by “first love?’

· In what ways do we forsake (leave) our “first love?”

· Can you live for God without really loving Him?

· What were the three instructions Jesus gave this church?

· What is the significance of remembering where you were?

· How can you tell if genuine repentance has occurred?

· What life lesson grows out of verse six? (hate evil practices—love evil people)

· Who is the “overcomer?”

· What is the significance of eating from the tree of life?

GO live

(Give to others, Obey God )

· Which do you place greater emphasis on - loving God or serving Him?

· If you need to, how can you retrace your steps and return to your “first love?”

· How can you begin to nurture a deeper love for God?

· Share one thing you will do this week as a result of this study

Getting Ready for Next Week: Revelation 2:8-11

Handout

The Letter to Ephesus

Focal Passage: Revelation 2:1-7
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Application Aim:  To value loving God as well as living for Him.
Notes: 


This Week

What in my life does God want me to change? 


What will I do to make this change? 


One thing I will do this week as a result of this study is:
Getting Ready for Next Week: Revelation 2:8-11
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