Living Theology Friends1344
Leon L. Combs, M.A., M.Div., Ph.D.
 November 10, 2013
“Revelation Churches: Ephesus. Test the Teaching/Preaching”
Past issues of these letters (~400 so far) may be read at http://livingtheology.com/letters.htm and I encourage you to catch up with them if you have not received earlier letters.  Other writings of mine (48 articles and 30 commentaries) are at http://LivingTheology.com and I pray they will be helpful. The author is solely responsible for the content of these letters and they do not represent any particular denomination.  
This is a new look at a series I did in 2010 on the Revelation churches. Since the church is continuing to be under attack by the world, I thought a review was justified. Jesus’ messages to the seven churches in the Book of Revelation will be examined for insights for the church today.  The first message was to the Church at Ephesus.

Rev 2:1-3 “To the angel of the church in Ephesus write: The One who holds the seven stars in His right hand, the One who walks among the seven golden lampstands, says this:” 2I know your deeds and your toil and perseverance, and that you cannot endure evil men, and you put to the test those who call themselves apostles, and they are not, and you found them to be false; 3and you have perseverance and have endured for My name's sake, and have not grown weary.”
Jesus evaluates the performance of this church and begins with some positive reinforcement.    Jesus knows all that is going on in this church and He selects three things for praise: their deeds, their hard work, and their perseverance.  He also praises them for testing messages from people claiming to be apostles.  All of us should continually test the messages of anyone claiming to speak for God, and we now have the entire Bible to help us. Since John reveals that these people were found to be false apostles, we know that they were deceivers and a danger for the church.  Paul had warned about the coming of such wolves and they had come: “I know that after my departure savage wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock; 30and from among your own selves men will arise, speaking perverse things, to draw away the disciples after them.” (Acts 20:29-30)
Many modern churches would do well to practice this discernment.  Paul warned the church of Corinth of false apostles:
2Cor 11:13-15 “For such men are false apostles, deceitful workers, disguising themselves as apostles of Christ. 14And no wonder, for even Satan disguises himself as an angel of light. 15Therefore it is not surprising if his servants also disguise themselves as servants of righteousness; whose end shall be according to their deeds.”
An earlier group of people should be our example for testing the message of any Bible teacher: 

Acts 17:10-11 “The brethren immediately sent Paul and Silas away by night to Berea, and when they arrived, they went into the synagogue of the Jews.  11Now these were more noble-minded than those in Thessalonica, for they received the word with great eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily to see whether these things were so.” 
Jesus praised the church at Ephesus for their perseverance and endurance for His sake. He also compliments them on not growing weary in their work for Him. He also levels some criticism:
Rev 2:4-7 “But I have this against you, that you have left your first love. 5Remember therefore from where you have fallen, and repent and do the deeds you did at first; or else I am coming to you, and will remove your lampstand out of its place-- unless you repent. 6Yet this you do have, that you hate the deeds of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate. 7He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To him who overcomes, I will grant to eat of the tree of life, which is in the Paradise of God.'”

It is always a temptation to lose our love for Jesus and our devotion to the work of the church.  It is not clear if Jesus is here referring to their love for Him, for each other, or for mankind but the criticism could be for all three. It is critical to see the importance of God’s love working through all that we do. A well-known theologian once said that his assurance that he was a child of God was that he loves Jesus while the world hates him. There was and still is a movement called the “social gospel” that concentrates church efforts on helping communities and individuals with material need.  What is often missing in such efforts is the emphasis on why the work is being done: for the love of Jesus. No matter the extent of our work, if we do not do it with the love of Jesus and to bring the gospel, then it is for naught. Any community group can do works of helping people, but if there is no difference between the “Community Club” and the church in its functions then something is bad wrong with the church.  

Jesus tells them to remember their first love, meaning the moment when they first knew that Jesus lived and died for them because He loved them, and they love Him in return. Whenever we find ourselves having moved away from the driving force of all that we do which is our love for Him, then we must also repent. He tells them to repent and to return to that first love. His warning to them is emphatic. If He removes their lampstand they will no longer be a true church. They may still exist and do their social work, but they will no longer be recognized by Him as a true church. I read a report where someone recently went to Ephesus and counted only three people claiming to be Christians, and they could not even clearly remember who Paul and John were! Jesus did say that He recognized that they hated the deeds of the Nicolaitans, whom He also hated. We are not clear as to the origin of these people but they seem to be idolaters similar to the worshipers of Baal and of Jezebel. The huge danger of such people is that they do not claim to be destroying Christianity, but that they are presenting a more modern and improved version of it. This is insidious work of the fifth column that seeks to destroy from within. A fifth column refers to any clandestine group or faction of subversive agents who attempt to undermine a nation's or some group’s solidarity. We should all recognize similar efforts being made here and now in the church.  

Jesus ends this section with the same warning as He gives to all the churches, and it is a general warning to all churches today. The only people who have ears to ear and eyes to see are the people who have been born again and given those abilities. So Jesus is telling His people to listen carefully and to heed the warnings. Reward is only for those who overcome and persevere, as will all true Christians. The tree of life was cut off from mankind after the sin of Adam but it will be freely available to those who will live with Him forever (chapter 22 of Revelation). The word “paradise” is from the Persian language and describes a place where we will exist in true bliss forever with Him. 
The church today should take these warnings very seriously for they apply to us as much as to the church at the time of John’s writing. We must renew our love for Jesus, be alert for false doctrines, be committed to truth and the gospel, and be dedicated to serving the Lord in all that we do.  
