THE BEST IS YET TO COME

#2 Ephesus: Guard Your Heart
January 18th, 2009 – Revelation 2:1-7

Today we want to look at the first of seven churches that Jesus Himself wants to send a message. Why 7 churches? Because for John, (as well as the ancient world)… ‘7’ is a number of completeness. So in a way, by speaking to these 7 specific churches, Jesus is addressing ALL the churches, the ‘complete’ church… (past, present and future). 
So we need to listen real carefully, because what Jesus is saying to each of these churches, He’s saying to us! The first church we come to is Ephesus.  John was actually the pastor of the church in Ephesus, so I’m sure He’s all ears! Let’s read Revelation 2:1-7 together. 
PATTERN WHICH ALL THE LETTERS FOLLOW

The letter to Ephesus reveals a pattern which all the letters follow. You will find these common characteristics:

First, each one is addressed to the angel of the church in a community in ancient Asia Minor (modern day Turkey).

The Greek word angelos means messenger as well as angel.  Angels are messengers of God while people who bring the Word of God are messengers too. Angel applies to the pastor/leader of the local congregation. I think angel is a good name to call a pastor. Sometimes we’re called other things. Proclaiming the Word of God week in and week out is a humbling calling. A pastor found a shoe box in a closet. Opened it and found strange contents. Inside was an egg carton with 5 eggs inside. Next to the eggs was a stack of bills that totaled over 10,000 dollars. As soon as his wife walked thru the door he stopped her to ask if she knew anything about this odd combination. Yes, dear, after we got married I decided that after every sermon you preached if it was a bad one I would put an egg in this shoebox. The preacher thought with pride about all the years they had been married and that only 5 eggs were in the box. But honey, what about the 10,000 dollars? She said, Oh, well every time I got a dozen eggs I sold them! Keep praying!

Hopefully by God’s grace you will hear more good ones than bad ones. You’re prayers will make the difference.

Second, each one reveals a different trait or characteristic of the person of Jesus.  These are the words of him who holds the seven stars in his right hand and walks among the seven golden lampstands (Rev. 2:1). The lampstands represent the churches. We are told this at the end of chapter one. Jesus is an alive and active presence as He moves among His church. When the word lampstand was used the Jewish community thought of one thing. The Menorah. It is described in Exodus 25:31-32. Make a lampstanhd of pure gold…Six branches are to extend from the sides of the lampstand-three on one side and three on the other. Our unity at Risen Christ Lutheran Church comes from Jesus Christ. Our unity in the church at large comes from Jesus Christ. We may not always see eye to eye on everything regarding certain practices here at Risen Christ or the church at large. We may agree to disagree on some things from time to time. This is not the end of the world. Ever agree to disagree as a family (Old Country Buffet vs. Chinese buffet). You do not cease to be a family. The church is still the church as long as Jesus and the inspired Word of God remain central. Some folks are still trying to find the perfect church. By the way don’t go in, it would be a shame to ruin the perfection. There is no perfect church. It’s made up of ornery people like you and me! People who are immature, flawed, misunderstand, folks who have their own ‘baggage’ from the past that they’re working on. But in spite of all that God still wants to use us. Like the bumper sticker, Christians aren’t perfect, just forgiven.
Third, each one is given a word of encouragement or commendation, with the exception of Laodicea. We all need encouragement don’t we?  Make it a point to encourage someone this week. Inside and outside your family.
Fourth, each one is given a word of correction, with the exception of Smyrna & Philadelphia. What comes to your mind when you hear the word TERMINATOR? They were movies Arnold Schwarzenegger starred in a few years ago. The characters take on a good vs. evil type of conflict. To terminate means to bring to an end or conclusion (life, job, relationship, health or destination – airport terminal). One machine took on different forms or shapes to achieve its goal in destroying what is good. Our enemy tries to use different forms (confusion, evil, temptation, deception, things of the world…) in order to terminate the church (people of God) from being the light. At times we do need to be corrected. At times we may be neglecting things and not even know it. A four year old prayed, And forgive us our trash baskets as we forgive those who put trash in our baskets. Some things are certainly easier to correct than others. We need to see Jesus confronting these things that would prevent the church from being the salt & light it is meant to be. The lampstand describes the light that the Church is meant to be in the darkness.
Finally, each one receives a challenge & covenant promise. He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says…

To those who overcome, who embrace the correction and respond to it, there is a reward. Revelation starts off with a vision of Christ, we cannot see the future if we don’t first see Christ clearly. Next it stops at the Churches before moving to the future, the Church cannot have hope for the future if it does not know what it means to be the Church today.  Today’s message is Guard Your Heart. The secret to tomorrow is wrapped up in how we live today.  
BACKGROUND OF EPHESUS

Ephesus was the wealthiest and the greatest city in all Asia. It was called The Gateway to Asia because it was the home of the largest seaport on the western shore of Turkey.  With its harbor, agora, theaters, public baths, library, paved streets, and temples, Ephesus met the needs of traders and travelers alike. The huge theater seated between 25,000 – 50,000 people with daily pageantry, drama, races, athletic contests with prisoners being fed to lions, tigers, wild dogs or wolves at the end of the day. A racially and culturally diverse population of about 250,000 lived there. All of this made Ephesus a center for trade, travel, culture, religion and business. It’s kind of interesting that 2000 years later the ocean is now 6 miles away, and what was once a proud harbor is now beach and marsh where silt from the sea washed in and eventually destroyed the thing that made Ephesus so important. And so once the cities connection to the sea disappeared so did the city. 
Ephesus was known as the city of love. Now if you are thinking I should know something about Ephesus that I didn’t learn in church you are right. Ephesus was home to one of the seven wonders of the ancient world (Acts 19).  Any guesses? The Greeks had built the largest temple. The temple housed an image of the goddess Artemis (also known as the Roman goddess Diana), which the Greeks believed had fallen from heaven (see Acts 19:35). Here is an artist’s rendition of what the temple would have looked like. It was 425 feet long by 220 feet wide, which would be 2 acres! It was made up of 127 columns that were each 60 foot high. It was truly a spectacular building.. A center of occult worship and false religions. Thousands of priestesses and temple prostitutes – a very sensual, wicked society.  A Greek philosopher said their morals were worse than animals. And so it was in this the greatest and perhaps most immoral city of Asia Minor that we find the church of Ephesus.
Paul started the church. Over a period of three years he not only built a church within the city, but established several others in the surrounding area (see Acts 19). Paul wrote his Ephesian letter to encourage those believers. After Paul's death at the hand of Rome, Timothy, Apollos, and later John traveled to Ephesus to minister to that church.   The church in Ephesus was about 40 years old by the time John wrote this letter – about 15 years after Paul founded the church there. Ephesus was a second generation Church, its founders had been hard working, had established a thriving growing Church. Now the church receives a message from Jesus:

APPLICATION FOR TODAY
It starts out with a glowing report. I know your deeds, your hard work and your perseverance. I know that you cannot tolerate wicked men, that you have tested those who claim to be apostles but are not, and have found them false. You have persevered and have endured hardships for my name, and have not grown weary (Revelation 2:2-3). Jesus tells them, You know guys it looks like you’ve got it all together, you work really hard as a church, and you do all the right things. You don’t take your faith lightly you work hard at being Christians. It  doesn’t matter what happens you just keep going and going. You are the Energizer Bunny of Churches. And you know the truth; there is no compromise with you. You have all the “i”s dotted and all the “t”s crossed. When false teachers show up you know your Bible inside out and you aren’t afraid to show them the door. In a city as corrupt as Ephesus you have held the truth high and not wavered from it. I mean, most of us would look at a church like this and say, I want to be a part of THAT! Wow! They’re making a difference!. What was it the Toyota ads used to ask, Who could ask for anything more? I have no doubt today that Jesus has words of encouragement for each of us as well! We are the apple of His eye. We are precious in His sight. We are beloved sons & daughters in whom He is well pleased!
It continues with a correcting eye. You have forsaken your first love.  Ouch. That’s got to hurt. And Jesus is looking at the church and saying, You don’t love me like you used to. And we’re not sure how that love had changed. Some would suggest that the love that was lost was their enthusiasm for the Lord.  Perhaps Jesus is insinuating that the joy and enthusiasm of the Ephesian Church had disappeared. They could have all the outward appearances of devotion and service and still be empty ... sooner or later it would show!
A Pastor who had spent the night at a home of one couple was impressed when he showed up for breakfast in the morning and heard the lady of the house singing NEARER, MY GOD TO THEE. He was moved that such a young couple held high the start of their day by singing unto the Lord. As he began to eat the eggs and bacon she had cooked, he complimented her on the way she started her day by singing a hymn. She replied, Oh, that's the hymn I boil eggs by, two verses for soft boiled, four for hard boiled! So much for passion & spirituality!!! That’s why Benjamin Disraeli who was the Prime Minister of England in the 1800s said, The magic of first love is our ignorance that it can never end. 

Passion can sometimes do more than just service activity. Helena Modjeska was one of this country's most popular stage actress in the mid & late 1800s. She was known for the passion she put into her parts and moving audiences into the drama of the plays. Once to prove the power of passion, she gave a dramatic reading at a very sedate dinner party, but announced she would do the reading in her native tongue, Polish. No one at the dinner spoke Polish, but no one protested. She performed building as she went until at the end the audience was in tears. Hardly a dry eye was in the room. Only later was it revealed that all her speaking parts had only been a recital of the Polish alphabet over and over!!! The Church in Ephesus was in danger of being without the passion needed in their service for God.
Jesus cautions us today to remember we are human beings not human doings. This reminder is needed in all of life. People who study corporations that rise to a great place of success observe that they often plateau and lose their momentum or they absolutely lose their place and disintegrate. The dynamics that caused it to rise in the first place are forgotten and lost because the bureaucracy takes over and loses the vital life of the corporation. This happens in homes and marriages where people go through the motions. They lose being close to one another. An elderly man said, there may be snow on the roof but there’s still fire in the furnace! Keeping love alive has many applications.
In the musical Fiddler on the Roof, a Russian peasant named Tevye asks his wife a simple question Do you love me.  Love him? Golde had never even met Tevye until the day of their arranged wedding. Now, after 25 years of marriage he wants to talk of love? It sounds so, so ... ridiculous, so foreign that she thinks he must have indigestion and should go and lie down for a while. Tevye repeats the question however more earnestly this time. Golde wonders at his thinking, and then explains how hard she has worked as his wife - cooking his meals, washing his clothes, having his children. Still, it doesn’t satisfy Tevye and he asks again. This time, Golde falls back on the obvious: she’s his Wife! Even so, Tevye persists - does she love him? After some reflection, she answers that she does indeed love him. Her life hasn’t been just meaningless busy work. She has worked so hard because of her love for Tevye.

Our greatest strengths can often be our greatest weaknesses also and for the Ephesians, they had got so busy that work and protecting the faith had replaced love.  Do you love me? Christ was asking. Yes we rooted out all those who teach heresy - of course we love you! True. But do you love Me? We fearlessly proclaim your word in spite of persecution . I know, I know. And that’s good. But do you love me? How would we respond to that question today? No matter how much we serve Christ, how much work we do, how faithful we are in the performance of righteous things, our first priority is to stay rightly related to Christ. We must learn to guard our heart. We must not mistake activity for relationship. Oswald Chambers said, Beware of anything that competes with loyalty to Jesus Christ. The greatest competitor of devotion to Jesus is service for him.   
It finishes with a challenge and promise. Remember the height from which you have fallen! Repent and do the things you did at first. If you do not repent, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place (Rev. 2:5).

Let me ask you this morning - has your love for Jesus been replaced with duty?  Am I being drawn to love Jesus more and more in the process of my Christian journey? We can become so involved in following and serving Jesus that we forget that what he wants most from us is not devotions but devotion. Not duty but a close relationship with Him. As we begin a new year we must ask the question, How am I doing in my relationship with Jesus?
        Remember – In any relationship it is always good to take time and review the good times. You pull out the photo album or put in the home or wedding video and remember again where your relationship has com from. Picture a couple that has been married for 50 years. Things have really changed she says to her husband” You used to sit so close to me. Well I can remedy that he said, moving next to her on the couch. And you used to hold me tight. How’s that? he asked as he gave her a hug. Do you remember you used to nibble on my ear lobes? He jumped to his fee and left the room. Where are you going? she called out to him. I’ll be right back; I’ve got to get my teeth.
A young woman in England many years ago always wore a golden locket that she would not allow anyone to open or look into, and everyone thought there must be some romance connected with that locket and that in that locket must be the picture of the one she loved. The young woman died at an early age, and after her death the locket was opened, everyone wondering whose face he would find within. And in the locket was found simply a little slip of paper with these words written upon it, Whom having not seen, I love.  Her locket reminded her ongoing relationship with Jesus. What reminds you of His love for you?
One awesome reminder is the Lord’s supper. It is not only to help us remember what Jesus has done for us, but to say in return back to Jesus, I pledge my love to you!  Kind of like at a wedding ceremony. In fact, Martin Luther was so bold to say, let it be understood that people who abstain and absent themselves from the sacrament over a long period of time are not to be considered Christians. Christ did not institute it to be treated merely as a spectacle, but commanded his Christians to eat and drink and thereby remember him. 
        Repent – To repent means to stop going one direction and start going in another. In a relationship it means to deliberately change your attitude towards another person. You choose to ACT in a loving way, even though you don’t feel particularly being loving. In your love relationship with Christ, you do the same thing. You do a U-turn, no matter what that involves. It may mean you have to change a habit, your schedule, your priorities and your time commitments. You confess to God that you’ve been in love with other gods, and you want to make Him 1st again. An act of the will to change your thinking.  Repent of the sin, a turning from sin and act upon your changed thinking. This is the power of the cross. Not out of duty but of a loving response for what Christ has done for us. 
What are the consequences of those who do not remember & repent? Jesus will remove the lampstand. The lampstand is your light. It’s what gives you spiritual sight in a dark world. Without light all we do is wander aimlessly in life living only for ourselves and the things of this world. Remember, He’s the Lord of the church, and He has the authority to do whatever He wants to do! How many churches have had their lampstand taken away? They’re just shells of their former selves. 

· Respond - But there is a wonderful promise to those who listen to Jesus words. To him who overcomes, I will give the right to eat from the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God (Revelation 2:7). He’ll allow us to eat from the tree of life! Where was the last time we heard about the tree of life? Wasn’t it in Genesis? Remember? Adam and Eve ate from it! It represented all the goodness of life that the Lord of life wanted to share with those who love him. But they were blocked from eating from it. Why? Because of sin! Sin blocks the way to true life! We see the tree of life on the first pages of the bible, and now we see it again in the last pages of the bible! What a coincidence! Not really. Jesus is promising that the way has been opened for us to enjoy all the blessings of God daily to those who remember and repent! It’s a lifestyle is it not! What a promise that follows!

Story is told about an old farm couple who were driving along in their pickup and she says, We never sit all snuggled up in the truck like we used to. He looks over at her and replies, I haven’t moved.  Our God does not move, but we can.  And it’s up to us to move back. So where are you at in your relationship? If you are at the place of a close relationship, rejoice and draw even closer. If you sense some struggle in that relationship then reflect on these:
SOME QUESTIONS TO PONDER
1. Is my life so full of spiritual activity or business that I am on the verge of  forsaking my first love?                       

2. How have I told Jesus recently of my love for Him?  What am I doing to show that love?
3. Why am I doing it? (what’s your motive? Earn heaven? Guilt? Habit? Fill up your week? )              
    Simply it should be my response for His love and grace in my life.  Above all else, guard your heart, for

    it is the wellspring of life (Proverbs 4:23)                  
As we learn to guard our heart we will make the main thing the main thing.  The world will see that we are in love with Jesus Christ. Godly activity will flow from that love and bring blessing to all who come near us. AMEN! 
