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What do you think about our church? 
· Where does your mind go to[endnoteRef:1]? [1:  This intro is similar to the one in Barclay’s book.] 

· Relational: Loving? Friendly? Home? Not as friendly as I’d hoped?
· Spiritual: Points to J? Preaching is OK? Need more evangelism? More for us? More for them outside?
· A bit old-fashioned? Chasing fads? Trying to be too cool. Really, really, not trying hard enough!
· Too reformed. Not “reformed” enough? Formal/informal.
· Too loud/quiet? Too long/short? Could do with the heating on more / less? Fewer or more children?
· Interesting: but not necessarily very helpful. Reason: All disagree. No yardstick – explain!
· Sometimes churches ask someone to come in and assess where they’re at – move fwd. Some circles: moderator. Others: Church growth consultant.
· Jesus: 7 letters to 7 churches, praising and critiquing all the big things – matter. Series: 7 weeks. 7 letters.

Take you to a scene in heaven – sets context for 7 letters.
1:12 I turned around to see the voice that was speaking to me. And when I turned I saw seven golden lampstands, and among the lampstands was someone like a son of man, dressed in a robe reaching down to his feet and with a golden sash around his chest. The hair on his head was white like wool, as white as snow, and his eyes were like blazing fire. His feet were like bronze glowing in a furnace, and his voice was like the sound of rushing waters. In his right hand he held seven stars, and coming out of his mouth was a sharp, double-edged sword. His face was like the sun shining in all its 
brilliance.
· Who is it? Always Jesus!
· Among golden lampstands – v20: churches. 
· Lampstands? Source of light in a dark place. 
· Matthew 5:14 You are the light of the world... [You don’t] light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead ... put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone. Gk: stand = lampstand.
· Source of light for the world – church. 7 lights to the world. 7 churches.
· J is holding 7 stars. 
· v20: star = angel of the 7 churches. Angel = messenger – see FN in Bible. Probably referring to the pastor – leader of the church in that city[endnoteRef:2] [2:  Hendriksen, p58 – more by a process of elimination than anything else.] 

· What does J depict himself doing[endnoteRef:3]? Not watching a lovely sunset, or fishing, or walking the dog, or riding a comet. Among his churches – cherishing/holding their pastors – holding them in his right hand.  [3:  I read this years ago on the brilliant Pyromaniacs blog, and it’s stuck with me ever since. Light the blue touch-paper and stand back: http://teampyro.blogspot.co.uk/2008/11/why-you-need-to-be-in-church-this.html  ] 

· Why? That’s where his heart is. Local church is what he is passionate about. 
· Very fashionable a few years back to run down church – passé, new movements, models. 
· Talking to someone recently: Not part of a church anymore. Sorry to hear: not following J. No, I am. Sorry, but J loves local churches. Follow him: be part of one. 
· Never run down the thing that J is passionate about – critique if you have to, but do it very carefully.

v1 To the angel of the church in Ephesus write: - to the church leader at Ephesus...These are the words of him who holds the seven stars in his right hand and walks among the seven golden lampstands.
· These are the words of Jesus – who loves your church. Whatever he’s going to say: constructive – help you – build you up[endnoteRef:4].  [4:  Ephesians 4:29] 

· Might have hard things to say: out of love, devotion. Speaking up because he cares.
· Starts by saying lots of good things about this church: 
· If you have something hard to say to someone, always say good things first, preferably finish with something else good![endnoteRef:5] [5:  Mary Figgis calls this a critical sandwich!] 

· v2 I know your deeds, your hard work and your perseverance. 
· Did lots of good things – cared for widows & orphans[endnoteRef:6] - Foodbank, Toddler Group, Homeless shelter, cared for ppl: prison.  [6:  James 1:27, 1Timothy 5:3] 

· Hard work, often thankless. Did it anyway.
· For a long time – persevered with it. /flash in the pan. Long-term, getting on with the hard work of being salt and light[endnoteRef:7]. Busy, active church. [7:  Matthew 5:13-16] 

· I know that you cannot tolerate wicked people...
· Didn’t put up with bad behaviour in the church[endnoteRef:8]. If you joined the church in Ephesus, there were standards you were expected to adhere to. Couldn’t just carry on living like you did before you were saved: knock on the door from the pastor.  [8:  Jesus mentions the Nicolaitans in v6 – we’ll come to them when we get to the church in Pergamum.] 

· /Judge those outside[endnoteRef:9]. Unbelievers act like unbelievers – of course they do. Their fundamental problem is not knowing J, forget behaviour. [9:  1Corinthians 5:2] 

· Those inside: yes we do judge each other – spur one another on toward love and good deeds[endnoteRef:10] - eventually, if necessary, kick someone out of membership if not living right. [10:  Hebrews 10:24] 

· This church didn’t put up with wicked people posing as Xns in their church.
· ...you have tested those who claim to be apostles but are not, and have found them false. 
· Tested doctrine – had false teachers come along – tested their teaching – found lacking – sent them packing. Good on you. Care about doctrine. Well done.
· v3 You have persevered and have endured hardships for my name, and have not grown weary.
· Been tough for them – letter written at a time of great persecution – think Pakistan now – bombing. More another time. Carried on doing good, ploughing on in spite of it all. 

All good stuff. This is a perfect church, surely. Problem – big problem:
v4 Yet I hold this against you: You have forsaken the love you had at first.
· All this stuff – what drives it? Not love for God any more. Used to be. 
· Perhaps - first saved[endnoteRef:11]: everything was new[endnoteRef:12] - Bible used to be like honey – dripping with sweetness[endnoteRef:13] - church was exciting[endnoteRef:14] - prayer was a privilege. [11:  Inspired by Herschel-Ford, p28-29]  [12:  2Corinthians 5:17]  [13:  Psalm 19:10, 119:103]  [14:  Psalm 122:1] 

· Now: habit – routine – duty. Still doing most of the same things – good things – but the reason has changed. Used to be out of love. Now it’s out of habit.
· Friends, this is serious – Xn for any length of time, see this happening – relate to this.

Important lessons here:
· We could have the finest building, best website, fullest youth programme, best music, soundest doctrine, finest preaching, best coffee – and be on the verge of disaster. 
· Nothing wrong with any of those – all good things!
· But if X himself is not at the centre – if love for him does not drive and motivate us – if the gospel of J if not the heart and soul of everything we do – we might as well shut up shop and go home.
· Activity is not a sign of spiritual health. Inactivity shows there’s a problem, but lots of activity does not mean everything is OK. New signage, new doors and new people in church does not mean we’re going places spiritually.
· Do we love him? That’s what matters.

How does this happen?
· Go from being motivated by love for Him – to just behaving well out of duty[endnoteRef:15]? You have forsaken - /just happen – you walked away – you left – you changed, not me, says J. All kinds of things can take us down a path away from him: [15:  Much like King Amaziah, who did what was right in the eyes of the Lord, but half-heartedly. (2Chronicles 25:2)] 

· Crave success / approval – fit in with a particular group – want to fit in with this crowd – got to have that house – nice car – culture pummels us with these messages every day. So get better paid job further away – more stress - work longer hours – drift spiritually. 
· Relationship got in the way – want to spend more time with them – and if they don’t want to be with J – conflict – less time.
· Family – dad, mum now – do it well – be there for your kids – activities with them. Fit church in around them – sports, friends, extended family – try to tell yourself that it doesn’t affect your faith, but really, you know it does - /admit it. Fact is: want your kids to follow J: show them being with him is the most important thing in your life. If you only come when there’s no football on, it’s pretty obvious to your kid that J is less important than football.
· Sin – hard to experience intimacy with God when you were doing something you know he hates last night.
· Unforgiveness: Hard to be with people that you’ve got unresolved issues with. Longer it goes on for – harder it is to talk about & reconcile. Keep short accounts. Forgive as the Lord forgave you[endnoteRef:16].  [16:  Colossians 3:13] 

· Sometimes ppl: /serving – off rota /Sunday evenings. /Every Sunday morning -> usually -> often -> sometimes. – Drift away
· More often: keep coming, but out of habit, not love:[endnoteRef:17] Psalmist: [17:  So easy to happen: /midweek any more. /Sunday evenings. /Every Sunday morning -> usually -> often -> sometimes. – Drift away] 

· Psalm 42:1 As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants for you, my God. 
· You once? Panting after God. Deer pants when it runs – thirsty – once you ran after God – wanted to be with him – thirsty for more of him. 
· Now: not that you ever run away from him, just stopped chasing after him. Slowed down. Stopped. 
· We can have a form of godliness, but not know the spiritual power that’s supposed to go with it. (2Timothy 3:5) Lots of activity – looks good to the untrained eye – activity that might make us feel excited – but it’s without the power of the S – and it will bear no spiritual fruit whatsoever. 

You today? What can we do? 3 things:
v5 Consider how far you have fallen! Repent and do the things you did at first.
· #1 Consider how far you have fallen!
· Look at yourself – examine yourselves – told to do that multiple times in scripture[endnoteRef:18].  [18:  2Corinthians 13:5, in the Last Supper “one of you will betray me...” (Matthew 26:21-22), John 6:6, ] 

· Have you slipped back into your old ways? Patterns of behaviour you left behind years ago – gone back.
· If you look at yourself – behaviour, attitudes – 10 years ago you’d have said were sinful. Now: OK – managed to justify it. Good judgement? Really?
· Look how far you’ve fallen. /Afraid of self-examination. 
· Not just being narcissistic to look at yourself once in a while. Good to challenge own heart. 
· As long as whatever evil you find in there: /despair – come to the cross – forgiveness, healing – change.
· #2 Repent
· Heb: repent = change of direction
· Gk: repent = change of heart
· Defn: change of heart that leads to a change in direction[endnoteRef:19]. [19:  I learned this from Jay Adams, but I’ve read it in various books since, so I’m not sure whether they all also learned it from JA and didn’t acknowledge it, or whether there’s another source that JA learned it from too!] 

· Got to change. Realise this morning – about you – God commands you to change – repent.
· What does that look like? 
#3 do the things you did at first. 
· Do what you used to do when you did love him. 
· Do. /feelings. /wait until you feel more loving towards J, then do some BS. /say: Don’t feel like it – wait until I do.
· Do: Read some Bible. Like you used to. Spend time with him in prayer, like you did at first. Serve him, like you did at first. Give generously, without caring – like you used to. Be here on time, with a Bible, like you used to. Sing like you did when you loved him. 
· Feelings will follow.
· Challenge: make 1 change. Early, BS, pr, evenings, hgrp.
· If you’re /prepared to do what you used to - /blame him that it all feels a bit tired. He hasn’t changed.
· Look what J says to this church that had forsaken him: 
· If you do not repent, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place
· Spoken to a church, not to an individual - /saying lose salvation. But church /be a light to anyone any more. Like salt that loses its saltiness: throw it out – no use to anyone[endnoteRef:20]. [20:  Matthew 5:13. Note the context of v14-16 and it’s allusions in our passage in Revelation.] 

· If you’re truly a believer today - /want that. Qn is: Are you prepared to do the things you did at first?
· Beaten up? Flee to X – love – forgiveness – fresh start.

Epilogue: 
· Ephesus – great city – Paul planted the church there – put good leaders in place[endnoteRef:21]. Came back some time later – spent 3 yrs there[endnoteRef:22] - wrote them the letter of Ephesians - later sent his young protégé Timothy to help them[endnoteRef:23] and probably made a few other visits.  [21:  Acts 18:19-21, 25]  [22:  Acts 20:31]  [23:  1Timothy 1:3] 

· Point: lots of input – strong church.
· But 40 years later: J is writing this to them: repent and do what you did at first. Lost love for him. 1 generation later. 
· Older generation declined in influence, and next generation did not love him like their parents had. 
· Some of you have been here for 40 years. Many of you learned to love J – love the gospel 40 years ago or more. 
· Close with an appeal to the younger generation: let’s be better than they were, not worse: that’s what they want too. I want my kids to love J more than I do. 
· Be more devoted, not less. More committed, more generous, more loving to God & neighbour, more defensive of the truth, more passionate about his word, more committed to study, raise up more leaders, train more, send out more missionaries, worship more passionately, love our city more, love the brethren more, love the gospel more, love J more.

Pray:
Powerful relevance to us today – thx: speak by Sp. Help us assess ourselves in the light of your word – test ourselves – and if we have fallen, help us see how far. But rather than despair at that thought, help us to run to you in repentance and faith, believing in your grace, trusting in your promise to forgive and love the sinner who repents, knowing you love your church & your people. Forgive our foolish ways Lord. Amen.









Discussion Questions
1) Read aloud Revelation ch1:1-2:7 (note 1:3!)
2) How does the imagery of 1:12-20 help us understand the heart of Jesus that lies behind the letters to the churches?
· He stands among the lampstands/churches (1:12,20) – they are his priority
· He holds the leaders (angels-messengers) of the churches in his right hand (v20) – right hand: strength, security, protection.
· He is not messing around – sword (v16) he has power to defeat his enemies (c.f. 2:16, 19:15-21)
· He is the glorified God-man (1:13-16)
3) How would Jesus words in 1:17-18 be an encouragement for his suffering churches?
· Despite his glorious appearance and power, they should not be afraid – he is on their side.
· First-last: He was around at the beginning and he will be around at the end. We see the short-term, the now – he sees the big picture.
· I was dead: he has defeated their greatest enemy, death.
· Keys of death: he rules over death and the afterlife.
4) Briefly list the things Jesus commends the church in Ephesus for.
5) What “first love” had the Ephesians left? Why is this so shocking?
· Shocking: that the church could be so busy, active, without love for God.  
6) What things cause a person to “forsake the love they had at first”?
· Examples given in the sermon: Wanting to fit in, unhelpful relationships, family commitments, sin, unforgiveness. 
· Have you felt temptation towards any of these? Try and explain the process by which 1 or 2 of these might draw a person away from the Lord. 
7) What’s significant about the word “forsake” as opposed to “lost”?
8) How can we be vigilant for the sake of ourselves and others?
9) Spend some time in prayer for those who have “forsaken their first love”
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