              February 25th, 2007, Sermon:   “Dear Lost Love!”  (Revelation 2:1-7)
                         (Texts:  Revelation 2:1-7;  1st John 4:7-10, 19-21;  John 15:5-16a)

******************************************************************************
     How would you react if one day you went to your mail box and found a personal letter addressed to you from Jesus Himself?  I’m sure you would be both scared and excited at the same time.  Well, the fact is that Jesus has written a personal letter to you.  In chapters 2 & 3 in the Book of Revelation we can read Jesus’ Letters to Us!  

     Now, the Book of Revelation was written by the Apostle John who recorded the very words that Jesus wanted him to write down for us.  In Revelation chapters 2 & 3 we find 7 letters from Jesus written to 7 churches located in Asia Minor.  These churches were located in 7 different cities -- Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia and Laodicea.

     However, Jesus’ letters to these 7 churches are also meant for us.  You see, in the Book of Revelation we find many symbols – and numbers especially represent various things.  For example, the number 7 stands for completeness and totality.  Therefore, the 7 churches of Revelation actually represent ALL churches of ALL times and places.  That’s why Jesus ends each of His letters with these words:  “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the CHURCHES.”
     With that understood, we will now examine the first letter – the letter to the church of Ephesus.  Jesus says:  “These are the words of Him who holds the seven stars in his right hand and walks among the seven golden lamp stands.”  So, what does this mean?  Well, listen to Revelation 1:20, “The seven stars are the angels of the seven churches, and the seven lamp stands are the seven churches.”
     First of all, “stars” represent “angels.”  The word “angel” comes from the Greek word “aggelos” which actually means “messenger.”  Now, there are various “messengers” in the Bible.  Some “messengers” are those heavenly spirit beings created by God to serve us humans.  

     But other “messengers” were humans send by God to proclaim His Word to other humans.  With that in mind, many believe that the “angels of the 7 churches” are the pastors whose job it was to read those letters and then preach on their content.  Jesus says that He holds the “7 stars in His right hand” which means that Jesus wants all of His pastors to submit to His authority and faithfully proclaim His Word.

     But what about the “lamp stands?”  We’re told that this is a symbol for the churches.  Jesus said that we are the “light of the world” as we give faithful witness to God’s Word.  Jesus also says that He walks among the churches.  In other words, Jesus wants to be close to us and walk with us as God walked with Adam and Eve in the garden before they listened to the devil – an evil angel who rebelled against God and deceived Adam and Eve.

     Next Jesus says:  “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.”  Jesus gives the Ephesians church a compliment.  Jesus is aware that they strive to be faithful to His Word even though they face persecution from unbelievers.
     You see, it wasn’t easy being a Christian back then.  You might be scorned by unbelievers who used to be your friends before you came to faith in Christ.  You could lose your job or even face physical persecution simply because you trusted in Jesus and lived according to His will.  But in spite of all this, the Ephesian Christians stood their ground.  Jesus says:  “You have persevered and have endured hardships for my name, and have not grown weary.”

     In addition, Jesus points out that they have no tolerance for “wicked men.”  Jesus means men who claimed to be apostles of Christ but were actually “angels of light” – messengers of the devil who distorted God’s Word and made evil look appealing.  But the Ephesian Christians compared their teaching with God’s Word and discovered they were imposters.  Christ is proud of them!

     Now, WHO were these “false apostles” and WHAT did they teach?  Jesus says:  “You hate the practices of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate.”  Who were these “Nicolaitans?”  We’re not exactly sure.  Early church leaders connect them to a man named “Nikolaos” who taught that God’s grace gave us the freedom to live as we please without fear of judgment, that is, we can sin all we want because “God is love” and He will simply ignore our evil choices.
     But the Nicolaitans were totally wrong!  Listen to this passage from the book of Jude:  “Dear friends, although I was very eager to write you about the salvation we share, I felt I had to write and urge you to contend for the faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints.  For certain men whose condemnation was written about long ago have secretly slipped in among you.  They are godless men, who change the grace of our God into a license for immorality and deny Jesus Christ our only Sovereign Lord.”

     Jesus hates this false teaching!  True – God IS love.  True – our salvation is a free gift.  But God does not save us FOR sin.  No!  God saves us FROM sin.  That’s why God condemns our sin and shows us that it took nothing less than the death His Son to save us from the damnation we deserve.  That’s why Jesus commends the Ephesian Christians for taking a stand against the false teaching of the Nicolaitans.
     Well, it sounds like things were going well for those Ephesian Christians.  Yet Christ finds something to condemn.  What could possibly be the problem?  Jesus says:  “…I hold this against you:  You have forsaken your first love.”  

     What does Jesus mean?  Some scholars think that the Ephesians were not loving EACH OTHER as they did at first.  Obviously, because we are sinners, we ALL sometimes fail to love one another as we ought.  However, the love we should have for one another does not match up with the words “FIRST love.”  You see, according to Scripture, our FIRST love is God Himself!  Jesus is saying that the Ephesian Christians do not love HIM as they did at first.

     But how can that be possible?  Were they not willing to endure persecution in order to be faithful to God’s Word?  Didn’t they take a stand against false teachers?  How could Jesus accuse them of forsaking their “first love?”  Well, you see, God does not only see our actions.  God also sees our MOTIVES!  Sometimes we can do all the right things for all the wrong reasons.

     Apparently, they were obeying Jesus out of sense of duty.  Maybe their motivation was fear of God’s wrath.  Or, worse yet, they wanted to prove to God that they were worthy of His love.  Even though God was proud of their actions, He was NOT happy with their hearts!

     Remember, this letter is written to the church in Ephesus – the same church to whom the Apostle Paul wrote his letter to the Ephesians.  In Ephesians chapter 5 Paul says that Christ is our “Bridegroom” and we, the church, are His “Bride.”  So, we are to obey Christ not because we fear His wrath or because we’re trying to earn His love.  No!  We obey Christ because He loves us and we love Him.  It’s all about LOVE!  As we heard in our reading from 1st John:  “We love because He first loved us!”  But the Ephesians have forsaken their first love.
     So, Jesus says to them:  “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 and remove your lamp stand from its place.”  These are hard words, but Jesus speaks them in love.  He wants them to do what they did at first.

     What did they do at first?  Let’s use earthly marriage as an example.  When couples are dating and become engaged to be married, they usually can’t spend enough time together.  They do good things for each other because they love each other.  But if married couples don’t keep this love going, their marriage can grow cold.  If they fail to communicate in loving ways, their relationship can begin to die.  The things they once did out of love end up being done out of a sense of duty or even fear.  They have forgotten their first love.

     God doesn’t want that to happen to our relationship with Him.  Jesus wants that “first love” experience to last forever, and the way that happens is for us to repent of our false notions about God and focus on how much He truly loves us.  Even though we are by nature God’s enemies, God loved us so much that He sent His Son to the cross to die in our place of damnation so that we might be forgiven and have eternal life with God.  

     You see, Jesus didn’t go to the cross because He feared our wrath.  Jesus didn’t go to the cross because He was trying to earn our affection.  No!  Jesus went to the cross because He loves YOU and wants YOU to be His own for all eternity.  He is your “Bridegroom” and you are His precious “Bride.”

     Jesus ends this letter with these words:  “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.  To him who overcomes, I will give the right to eat from the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God.”  Jesus wants you to overcome by focusing on His love for you.  We can come to Christ with our loveless hearts and know that we are forgiven because of His sacrifice for us.  Jesus gives us the hope that we will live with Him forever in the New Creation He will give to us one day.

     So, how does Jesus’ letter to the Ephesians apply to US – the church of Christ in Jamestown, ND?  First, Jesus is proud of you.  God is pleased when you are willing to be faithful to His Word even though it may mean being ignored, mocked or even hated by others.  God is pleased when you take a stand against the false teaching of our world that turns God’s Grace into a license for a number of different evils.

     But Jesus has a question for us at Concordia:  “HAVE YOU LOST YOUR FIRST LOVE?”  We’re ALL guilty of this at times.  I know I am.  Sometimes I fail to spend time having a loving conversation with God in prayer.  Other times I serve God faithfully out of a sense of duty or because I fear His wrath if I don’t.  Worse yet, sometimes I do the right thing because I think God will love me more if I do.  You are sometimes guilty of these same evils.  You don’t pray as much as you ought, and your motives for serving the Lord are not always pure.  We are guilty of forgetting our “First Love.”
     So, what’s the solution?  Jesus sends a love letter to us!  Jesus says:  “REPENT!  DO THE THINGS YOU DID AT FIRST!  REMEMBER HOW MUCH I LOVE YOU!  REMEMBER THAT I WILL ALWAYS LOVE YOU!  SERVE ME AND OBEY ME BECAUSE YOU LOVE ME AND YOU KNOW THAT I WILL ALWAYS LOVE YOU!”
     Jesus’ letter to us flows from His heart of tough love.  Because He loves us, He confronts any sin that will separate us from His love.  Because He loves us, He speaks the Truth to us, even though it hurts.  

     But most of all, Jesus points us to His ultimate act of love for us – His sacrifice on the cross.  We can come to Jesus with our all our sinful motivations and all our loveless acts and know that He forgives us and loves us unconditionally.  
     As we focus on Christ as our FIRST LOVE, we will find new motivation for all that we do for Him in this life and for all eternity.  Jesus’ love makes it possible for us to eat of the Tree of Life in the paradise of God.  We love because He first loved us.  Jesus says:  “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.”  Amen!
