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“Ephesus: Guarding the Way of Love” 
 

Introduction: In the last month or so we have dipped a couple of our toes into the swirling water 
that is Revelation, a vision given by God to John, the bishop or overseer of several churches in 
Asia Minor (modern day Turkey), while in exile on the island of Patmos. Two weeks ago, on 
Pentecost Sunday, we looked at the message to the church in Sardis, and a couple of weeks before 
that we examined the vision of the risen, glorified Christ with which the letter begins. This 
summer, I would like us to continue to get our feet wet in the waters of this very challenging, yet 
refreshing letter, and so we’ll continue to look at the messages to the churches in chapters 2 and 3 
and what we can learn from them. If all seems well at summer’s end, then we’ll jump in headfirst 
and take a look at the rest of the letter over the course of the fall.  
 
Now, on the one hand, because the overall vision is challenging to our modern sensitivities, it’s 
tempting to avoid that headfirst jump and focus just on the messages to the churches, which are 
relatively straightforward, and relegate the rest of the book to some bizarre future. But we really 
can’t do that because what follows the messages to the churches (chapters 4-22) is really the meat 
of what Jesus wants these churches, and any church for that matter, to know. In fact, this material 
is to help the church live in the present, maintaining a faithful witness in the face of both 
persecution and the seduction of idolatry.  
 
On the other hand, it could be tempting to skip the churches, moving directly from the opening 
vision of the cosmic Christ in chapter 1, to the beauty and awesome heavenly throne room in 
chapters 4-5, to the battle with and defeat of evil in chapters 6-20, and the glory of new creation 
in chapters 21-22. But we can’t do that either, for stopping to give messages to seven, specific, 
historical churches reveals to us that God’s future, which was really put in motion with the arrival 
of Jesus, goes through the church. So before we look at the specific message to the church in 
Ephesus this morning, let me make some brief comments about what I mean by that. 
.         
I. God’s Future Goes Through the Church 
 A. To begin with, stopping to address the local church reveals that the context for a life of 
faith is not as an isolated individual but as a believing community. This is sometimes a hard pill 
to swallow in our individualistic culture, but we do need one another. The fruit of the spirit, like 
love or patience or kindness or goodness cannot bloom in isolation, nor can we stand up to all of 
the pressures society throws at us on our own. It’s why so many of the “you’s” we read in our 
English Bibles are actually in the plural form. And of course, the Lord’s Prayer begins with the 
plural word “our.” Further, as one of the primary images of the church in the NT is that of the 
“body of Christ,” it point to the fact that the ministry Jesus continues to carry out on the earth 
following his ascension is to happen primarily through a gathered community of people. 
 
As pastor and writer Eugene Peterson comments: “Sin fragments us, separates us, and sentences 
us to solitary confinement. Gospel restores us, unites us, and sets us in community” (Reversed 
Thunder, p. 42). The context for a life of faith is community. 
 
 B. All that said, as the churches in Revelation reveal, we may be the body of Christ, but 
we still have very human parts! As long as God insists on having the church be the place where 
sinners find forgiveness, and work out their salvation, it will be a messy place. Not everything is 
neat and tidy, nor Godly or glorious. But Jesus doesn’t abandon or skip over the church; he gives 
it guidance in order to help it develop and maintain its faithful witness. To that end, the church is 



 2 

called to listen to the word that Jesus, through the Spirit, is speaking to the churches. Notice that 
the word churches is also plural, which means that these seven, in what was to be a circular letter, 
were to not only to listen to their specific message, but to learn from the others as well. This 
means that we, too, are to listen and learn so that we can shine with all of the glory that Jesus 
intends.  
 
The direction that Jesus provides generally comes in three parts: Affirmation, what the church is 
doing well; Correction: what things aren’t working well, robbing us of life and inhibiting our 
witness; and Motivation, what the church needs to persevere and maintain a faithful witness in the 
face of opposition and idolatry. So what can we learn from the direction that Jesus provides for 
the congregation in Ephesus? 
 
II. Affirmation, Correction, and Motivation  
 A. What are they doing well? Jesus affirms that they have been good doctrinal guardians. 
Even under threat and persecution (v. 3), they have drawn a firm line between that which is a 
basic and necessary belief of the Christian faith and that which is not. When some people arrived 
who claimed to be apostles, this church tested them and saw through to their falsehood, that they 
were not teaching the basic truths of the Christian faith. A little bit later, they are commended for 
hating the works of a group called the Nicolatians. We’re not really sure who these folks were, 
but the message to another church, that in Pergamum, hints that these folks were promoting a lax 
sexual morality as well as the joining in of meals that celebrated pagan deities (2:14-15). It wasn’t 
the Nicolatians that the Ephesians hated, just their anti-Christian practices, which we read Jesus 
also hated. 
 
Interestingly, the book of Acts reports that a generation earlier, the apostle Paul warned the elders 
of the Ephesian church to be alert for false teachers that would seek to distort the truth (20:30f). 
And, to a leader of that church named Timothy, Paul wrote that they were to “hold to the standard 
of sound teaching that you have heard from me, in the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. 
Guard the good treasure entrusted to you . . . “ (2 Tim. 1:13-14). So it appeared as if the church in 
Ephesus was indeed guarding the sound teaching of the faith, it was maintaining a faithful witness 
in the face of opposition and the seduction of pagan practices. It was not giving in to indifference 
or compromise in the realm of morality or ethics.  
 
 B. But in reality, their faithful witness was falling short. What they were not doing well, 
where they needed correction, was in guarding the sound teaching and practice of love. As Jesus 
declares to them, “you have abandoned the love you had at first” (v. 4). They were guarding 
against the winds of false doctrine and immoral living; but they also needed to guard against 
losing the way of love. What was this love? If the call of Jesus on this church was to repent and 
remember the works they had done at first, then “the love you had at first” is not likely to be 
feelings of emotion, but actual deeds of compassion and mercy. What’s interesting is to read 1 
John in this context and hear in John’s words there how much love is a test for orthodoxy or right 
belief. If we don’t have love for others, it doesn’t matter how lined up our doctrine is; right 
doctrine should lead to right practice. 
 
A church that has forgotten to love is a church that is danger of not being a church, and that is 
why Jesus warns that he will remove its lampstand if they do not make changes. I’m not sure 
what that would look like in practice except for the fact that if a church is not shining the love of 
Christ to others, Jesus won’t let them continue to represent him as his body for long. He simply 
won’t bless what they are doing. As one writer puts it, “The presence of Christ departs when 
well-intentioned people, zealous to find the right way, depart from the ultimate way, which is 
love” (Bruce Metzger, Breaking the Code, 32). 
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Right doctrine is important. Our faith needs to rest on the foundation of what is true. The Trinity, 
the incarnation, the atonement, the resurrection, the ascension, and the return of Jesus, are some 
of the essential doctrines that the Apostle’s Creed affirms, without which we wouldn’t have 
something called the Christian faith. Guarding such truth is good and appropriate. The problem of 
heresy is even greater today that in was in the days of the Ephesian church. We need to be clear 
about what it is and firm when we encounter it. But the lesson for the church in any age is that 
when a church slips into becoming focused on doctrine alone, it can easily slip into the role of 
“heresy hunter” and it can lose the way of love. As John writes in the opening chapter of his 
gospel, we are to be people of both truth and grace because that’s who Jesus is (John 1:17).  
 
Illustration: The dramatic presentation of the parable of the Prodigal Son that our youth group did 
for us last Sunday is illustrative of this. Upon returning home, the Father could have begun by 
listing all of the things his wayward son had done that were wrong. But instead, he simply 
embraced and received him. He began with love and knew from there his son would eventually 
come to the right way to live. And that’s good place to begin because it’s often not until we 
receive and experience the way of love that we will want to learn and delight in the Father’s will 
and walk in his way. 
 
 C. So what’s the motivation Jesus gives this church to find their way back to the way of 
love? He promises that if they do listen and do conquer (v. 7) (and though that’s military 
language, as we’ll see in Revelation, one conquers not by the sword but by being a faithful 
witness, in this case, loving as Jesus loved), then Jesus will “give permission to eat from the tree 
of life that is in the paradise of God.”  
 
Now, as we’ll see, each of the motivating promises Jesus gives to the churches is essentially the 
promise of eternal life, not floating around in heaven but ruling and reigning with God and his 
people in the wonderful new creation that he will bring about. But the image that Jesus uses to 
describe this is unique to each church, and to each city really. Ephesus was the home to one of the 
Seven Wonders of the World, the Temple of the goddess Artemis, as the Greeks called her, or 
Diana as the Romans called her. She was the fertility goddess and the embodiment of sexuality 
and lust, as indicated by her bizarre statue which included many exposed breasts! Her Temple 
was built on a platform that measured more than 100,000 square feet, twice the size of a football 
field, with 100 marble columns, each 55 feet high. The Temple was not only the guardian of 
Diana’s statue but within its grounds had a wonderful garden focused on a particular tree which 
was used as sacred shrine and a place of asylum. Criminals who came within a certain distance of 
it would be free from capture and punishment.  
 
It was no accident, then, that this message concludes with the promise that God, too, has a 
beautiful garden paradise – a new Temple really, as chs. 21-22 describe it – with a tree at its 
heart. By contrast, this tree was not a refuge for unrepentant criminals but a tree that offered, 
through the cross that it probably represents, a way of life that is beautiful and joyful and eternal, 
the way of life that God had always intended for his creatures, available to all who repent. It 
didn’t provide temporary asylum but permanent and glorious life. 
 
So let us recognize the significant role that Jesus has for the church, and the life that he holds out 
for us. And in that, as we seek to maintain a faithful witness, may we be zealous for both the way 
of truth and the way of love.   


