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Teaching:  To remind you … when we left off, John was in the Spirit on the Lord’s Day 

… he heard the voice of the Lord booming from behind and instructing him to prepare to 

write seven letters.  

 

He turned and for the first time saw the glorified Lord … Jesus in all His glory and in 

verses 12-16, John does his best to describe what he saw.   

 

Now we pick it up in verse 17 …  

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

Verses 17-18:  John could have run … after all this was a pretty awesome and even 

fearful thing that was before Him.   He could have tried to get away, but somehow his 

spiritual instinct (what the Bible calls discernment), kicked in and he fell face first before 

the Lord.  The most vulnerable and surrendered posture that he could assume.   

 

But notice what happens after that … Jesus placed His right hand on [John’s shoulder and 

said].  "Do not be afraid …” 

 

Q. Not that that in and of itself is surprising, but why was it that John need NOT 

fear? – Had we not just read it … most of us would probably expect to hear the Lord say 

something soft and comforting, but what He says is “Fear not, for I am the most powerful 

being in the universe.”   

 

Q. And you wonder … was John thinking, “Ya, I know!  That’s exactly why I’m 

shaking in my boots.”? – But you have to finish the sentence; “Fear not, for I am the 

most powerful being in the universe and I love you more passionately than you can even 

imagine.” 

 

Q. So what is there to fear? –  

 

And as a result of John’s humble posture … he was rewarded with a divine assignment of 

immeasurable magnitude … a vision that he was to interpret and translate into the Book 

of Revelation.   

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Verse 19: As I explained in our first study in Revelation … this verse, I believe, is the 

key to the interpretation of the Book of Revelation …  

 

So note with me, if you would… the three time zones that John is instructed to unveil: 
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1. What was … the past: Chapter 1. 

 

2. What is … the present: Chapters 2 & 3.  

 

3. And what will be … the future:  Chapter 4 and following …  

 
So it tells us how the book is divided and therefore, how it must be interpreted.   

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Verse 20: The Lord’s explaining what John saw and recorded in verses 12 and 16; the 

lampstands (which He says, are the churches) and the stars (which He says are the angels 

of the churches).   

 

Now to remind you … the Greek word for “angels” is aggelos (ang'-el-os) only means 

messenger.  And although it is usually speaking of heavenly messengers, it can just as 

accurately describe earthly messengers.   

 

And I believe that that’s what it’s doing in this case … speaking of the pastor or the 

messenger … the one who was regularly delivering God’s message to the body in each of 

these local congregations.   

 

And besides the language which helps clarify this … I can’t imagine why a heavenly 

angel would ever need God to write them a letter to explain what was going on in the 

churches.  But an earthly messenger would need that.    

 

And if it is speaking of God’s earthly messengers … this is the coolest thing ever … 

because … 

 

Q. Where are we told those messengers are? -- In the palm of God’s right hand. 

 

Q. How cool is that? – Just makes me wanna break out in dance!   

 

But look also at the relationship of Jesus to the complete church here (the seven 

lampstands) … the light to the world … that which dispels darkness and lights the way 

for the lost and frightened.   

 

Q. And where is Jesus said to be in relation to these churches? -- Walking in the midst 

of them.   

 

Q. Remember what Jesus said to his disciples in? – 

 

Matt 18:20 "For where two or three have gathered together in My name, I 

am there in their midst."   

 

And it’s interesting how after His resurrection, Jesus never seemed to stick around.  He 

would be there and then He’d be gone … only to show up again a little later.  
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And who knows, but it sure seems like He was just trying to get His disciples used to 

Him being there without being there.  Getting them accustomed to the idea of Him being 

in their midst without being there in a visible form.   

 

Q. Thomas, remember, said to the other disciples, that he “Would not believe the 

report of Jesus’ resurrection, until he had placed his own finger into the nail holes 

and his own hand into the spear hole in the Lord’s side”? – (John 20:24-29) 

 

Q. And what was the first thing the Lord said to His boys the next time He 

appeared? – “Hey Thomas … here you go, put your hand in My side if you want.” 

 

Q. How'd the Lord know what Thomas had said? – Because He was there in their 

midst.   

 

And He’s here in our midst. 

 

Q.  Do you realize that every time we gather as a church, including this morning, 

Jesus is walking up and down the isles?  

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Now … as we prepare to launch into the letters themselves … let me remind you that 

there are three ways of looking at the Lord’s messages to these 7 churches and all three 

have validity and application. 

 

 1.  First ... these were literal letters written to literal churches of that day who 

 literally had the strengths and weaknesses mentioned.   

 

 2.  Second ... each of these churches is representative of a period of time in which 

the specific problems addressed would prevail.   

 

And if that's true, and I believe that it is … then it’s not just coincidence 

that the last church mentioned (and therefore, the last period of time 

before the end), is the church of Laodicea.   

 

The church known as the “Luke Warm Church”, because I can’t think of a 

more appropriate description of today’s church than “Luke Warm”.   And 

if that’s true then the Rapture ain’t far away! 

 

3.  Third ... that the churches are representative of different types of churches that 

have existed and will exist at all times with their good points and bad points and 

… I believe that's also true. 

 

So … let’s look at the first of these seven epistles … letters very much intended for us ... 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Chapter 2, verses 1-4: The Lord AGAIN emphasizes Himself as the one who holds the 

ministers in His right hand … that is, by the might of His power … and who walks 
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among the churches.   

 

Then He commends them for their hard work and their fruitfulness and their patience and 

their discernment and their intolerance of heretics … man … they were a zealous group.   

 

They regularly labored to the point of exhaustion and even did it for the Lord’s name 

sake.   

 

And not only were they hard workers, but they were also concerned about the purity of 

what they believed.  A first century church father by the name of Ignatius of Antioch said 

this in a letter that he once wrote to Ephesus … 

 

You all love according to the truth and no heresy has a home among you.  Indeed 

you do not so much as listen to anyone if they speak of anything accept 

concerning Jesus Christ.   

 

And Ignatius died in AD 67 so although the letter is undated … it was clearly written 

before the Lord moved John to pen Revelation.  So this church had been adhering to 

doctrinal purity for some time … and that’s recognized and commended by both God and 

man.  

 

They put to the test those who called themselves apostles and are commended for that …  

 

Q. But wait a minute … what happened to “Thou shalt not judge”?   

 

As you consider the Pastoral Epistles of 1
st
 & 2

nd
 Timothy as well as Titus … one of the 

things that floats to the surface is the Biblical criteria of spiritual leadership.  This church 

was merely applying the scriptures by testing those who claimed to be qualified.  And 

surprise … surprise … some of them were not.   

 

This church was willing to purge the poison from its midst.  As false teachers and 

prophets and apostles were brought to light … they were dealt with … Matthew chapter 

18 style!     

 

Q. And how important that is … because what happens when a body grows so weak 

that it ceases to purge the poisons from its own system? – Death occurs in short order.   

 

But unlike the human body which ceases to exist and function when it dies … the body of 

Christ … the local church … when it dies … it usually just keeps on trucking.  A 

spiritually dead body still active and moving and looking like it’s alive to any casual 

observer.   

 

But not the church at Ephesus!  They were working hard in the Lord’s name and they 

knew their scripture and they kept a clean house ...  

 

And yet … the condemnation that the Lord levels against them seems to totally negate all 
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that precedes it because what man couldn’t see … God could.  He could see what was in 

their hearts … or in this case what was not in their hearts.  The genuine love that had 

once been there was gone.   

 

Q. You know it’s possible to be about the King’s business and yet forget the King? 

 

People serve for a wide variety of reasons: 

 

1. Some do it just for a paycheck. But that’s not a love of God … that’s just a love 

of self and a desire to have our needs met.  

 

2. Some serve because they feel guilty.  They think they should be serving … feel 

guilty if they’re not and so they serve.  But that’s not a love for the Lord either … 

that’s still just self-love.  That person just doesn’t want to feel guilty and so they 

serve for themselves. 

 

3. Others serve because they wanna be noticed by people.  They strive for that up-

front kind of ministry or they serve sacrificially to hear people say “WOW … 

what a servant.” … more self-love.   

 

4. And still others serve because they see a need that they can fill.  They know 

they have the ability or the talent … they know they have the time and so they do 

it …  

 

Q.  But again … is that love? – Well, ya it’s love, but in many cases it’s 

self-love, not a love for the Lord.  Too many people do it just because they 

want to feel like they’re contributing …. maybe even needed.   

 

Labor can NEVER be a substitute for love.  The Lord longs for our love … as He said to 

Israel … 

 

Jer 2:2 "I remember concerning you the devotion of your youth, The love of 

your betrothals, Your following after Me in the wilderness …  
 

Q. Do you realize that it’s far more important to Jesus, what you do with Him, than 

what you do for Him? -- Mary and Martha are great examples.  Martha was a 

workaholic and Mary was a worshipaholic.   

 

Martha’s problem wasn’t that she worked too much … Martha’s problem, if you go back 

and read carefully what the Lord said to her (Luke chapter 10:38-42) … Martha’s 

problem wasn’t that she worked too much, but that she allowed that work to distract her 

from loving Him.  We all need to be half Mary and half Martha.   

 

And one last thing … notice that the Word does not say that they “lost” their first love … 

it says they “left” it.  The word implies a process … a step by step departure.   
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And the Lord warns that He will not remain in a church that lacks love for Him.   

 

The health and spiritual stature of a church is not measured by the size of the 

congregation or the beauty of the building or the size of the budget or even by its 

accomplishments … but by its love for the Lord.   

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Verse 5: As it’s often paraphrased; remember … repent … repeat!   

 

1. Think back … where was it that you began to walk away from your love for the 

Lord. 

 

2. Repent … talk it over with the Lord … ask for His help and then turn away 

from whatever direction you’re currently going and head back to Him. 

 

3. And repeat … go back to the things … the habits … the activities and the 

people that you were involved in and with before you began wondering away.   

 

You just go back to where you last had it. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Verse 6:  

 

Q. So who were these Nicolaitans? – Well we have very little Biblical or secular 

information on them … but the basics of who they were is bound up in their name … it’s 

a compound word made up of nikos (nee'-kos) and laodikeus (lah-od-ik-yooce').   

 

Now nikos (nee'-kos) means priestly conquest which … again … sounds great, but not so 

great when you put it together with laodikeus (lah-od-ik-yooce') which means the laity … 

or the congregation.   

 

The Nicolaitans were a group of people who were seeking to establish a religious order 

… a spiritual hierarchy.  They wanted to elevate the priesthood over the people.  To make 

the priest a go between … a middle-man between the people and God.   

 

And the Lord pulls no punches on the subject saying “I hate their deeds!”  And no 

wonder … He died to provide mankind with access to Himself.  The veil was torn from 

top to bottom (Matthew 27:51).   

 

When He opened up the Holy of Holies, the presence of God, became available, not just 

to the High Priest, but to everyone who wanted to fellowship with Him.  No middle-man. 

 

And this, of course, was a large part of Martin Luther’s 95 Thesis against the Roman 

Catholic Church and their practice of confession and assignments of penance and such.   

 

And on the protestant side, “The Shepherding Movement” has been around in one form 

or another for decades, but these things are nothing more than the deeds of the 

Nicolaitans revisited.   



 7 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Verse 7: The last thing that we find in every one of the seven letters is a call to pay 

attention; “He who has an ear … let him hear what the Spirit says”.   

 

So if you have an ear … you don’t even have to have two of them … just one will do as 

far as the Lord’s concerned.   

 

Adam was banished from the Garden of Eden because of the two trees that God had 

planted in the middle of it … he chose the wrong one.  He disobeyed God and ate of the 

Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil rather than partaking perpetually of the Tree of 

Life (Genesis 2:9; 3:22).   

  

And in a sense ... we're all faced with that same decision regularly … partake of the Tree 

of Life or slink off to the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.   

 

The Lord here describes the over-comers at Ephesus and those to whom He will grant 

access to the Tree of Life. 

 

Q. So what?  Is He going to take them back to the Garden of Eden? – No, even better 

… when we get to the 22
nd

 chapter of this book … we’ll learn that, a long time ago, 

God transplanted that tree and it now sits on the bank of the River of the Water of Life in 

Heaven and that’s what He’s promising to these over-comers. 

 

It’s a promise of restoration.  What was lost in the Garden of Eden due to sin is restored 

in Heaven.  

________________________________________________________________ 

Conclusion: Now if you overlay these seven churches on the timetable of church history 

… the church of Ephesus, the experts tell us, would make up the period of time from the 

birth of the church through the death of the apostles … with the next church, Smyrna, 

picking it up at that point.  

 

The late, Dick Halverson was the Chaplain of the United States Senate for many years 

and I think he got it about right, when in a speech about the condition of the church … he 

explained it this way: 

 

1. In the beginning the church was a fellowship of men and women centered on 

the living Christ. 

 

2. Then the church moved to Greece where it became a philosophy. 

 

3. Then it moved to Rome where it became an institution. 

 

4.  Next it moved to Europe where it became a culture. 

 

5. And finally it moved to America where it became an enterprise.  
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It’s true in this letter to Ephesus and you’ll find it to be true in all the letters that follow 

… as Jesus addresses each of these churches … He is completely unconcerned about the 

superficial non-sense that too often occupies us.   

 

Not once does He mention their carpet or the style of their music or the speaking quality 

of the pastor or the order of the service or any of a thousand other things, that I’m 

ashamed to say, occupy too much of my time and probably occupy too much of yours as 

well.   

 

Serve hard!  Love the Bible, love the brethren … be led by the Spirit … but most of all 

… love the Lord! 

 

 


