
Noon Bible Study: Revelation 2: Ephesus
After a powerful introduction and opening to the book of Revelation, chapters 2-3 are made up of 7 letters to the 7 churches 
listed previously (1:11).  Jesus sends a specific and relevant message to each of the seven churches by name.

These letters are going to be relatively similar in structure, but unique in content. They are going to highlight areas that are 
going well for the churches, and in most cases address areas that are not going well and must be repented of.  These letters are 
remarkable because they are directly from Jesus, emphasizing the fact that the risen Lord is not passive or distant - but is 
watching over the church and mindful of what is going on in her.

We will read these letters together and seek to understand what Jesus’ message was first to these seven churches in Asia and 
then examine what we must hear from him for our own church today.

Before we move on, a word of introduction to these letters.  The seven letters are mostly structured in the same pattern.  

 Jesus will speak and introduce something about himself to each church
 He will say “I know…” which is the Greek word οιδα (oida) which literally means “to see”. In other words, this 

“knowing” is one based on first hand observation.
 Based on what Jesus sees and knows he will typically give a commendation of what they are doing well followed by a 

rebuke of something that needs repentance.
 He will give them guidance as to what repentance looks like and warn them with the consequence of disobedience.
 In every case he will give them a promise and reward for their obedience and overcoming - rooted in the promises of the 

age to come.
See chart from ESV Study Bible

Revelation 2:1-7 - To The church in Ephesus

Description of Christ:
What Christ Knows & Sees:
Commendation:
Rebuke:
Solution:
Consequence of Disobedience:
Promise For Those Who Overcome:

Of all the 7 Revelation Churches, Ephesus is the one that is most familiar to Bible readers today.  Paul traveled to Ephesus in 
Acts 18-19 and will stay there for over two years.  He set up shop in the “school of Tyrannus” and Ephesus became a hub of 
Christian discipleship.  Ephesus was a major city in the region and at times the most important city in that Asian region.

Because of the spread of the gospel there Paul runs into interference not from the Jews but from the merchants, making money off 
the temple to the goddess Artimus (one of the seven wonders of the ancient world).  As Ephesians are rejecting idolatry and 
turning to the Living God, the merchants fear loss of their profit.
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Later Paul will write to this growing church his letter to the “Ephesians”.  Ephesians is a classic Pauline epistle which 
highlights the gospel, the effects of the gospel on the Christian and calls the Christian to respond to the gospel by living a holy 
life by the Spirit’s power.  Ephesians has some of the most well known verses in all of Scripture, including the final verses 
regarding the armor of God and the spiritual battle.

As Paul journeys towards Jerusalem and his impending arrest and imprisonment, he specifically calls for the Ephesian elders to 
meet with him.  As you may recall, he doesn’t stop in Ephesus proper because he fears the “goodbyes” might take too long.  So they 
plan to meet in Miletus, just south of Ephesus.  Let’s consider what Paul says to the Ephesian elders at this time, around the 
years 52-55 AD.

Acts 20:17-38 - Paul & Ephesians Elders

v. 28-31 - Paul’s specific warning to the elders

After Paul’s imprisonment, Timothy becomes the leader of the Ephesian church.  Here is what Paul will write to Timothy:

1 Timothy 1:1-6 (NLT) - This letter is from Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus, appointed by the command of God our Savior 
and Christ Jesus, who gives us hope. 2 I am writing to Timothy, my true son in the faith. May God the Father and Christ 
Jesus our Lord give you grace, mercy, and peace. 3 When I left for Macedonia, I urged you to stay there in Ephesus and 
stop those whose teaching is contrary to the truth. 4 Don't let them waste their time in endless discussion of myths and 
spiritual pedigrees. These things only lead to meaningless speculations, which don't help people live a life of faith in 
God. 5 The purpose of my instruction is that all believers would be filled with love that comes from a pure heart, a 
clear conscience, and genuine faith. 6 But some people have missed this whole point. They have turned away from these 
things and spend their time in meaningless discussions.

It’s interesting to consider Paul’s concern for the Ephesian church decades before Revelation.  After Timothy leaves and Paul dies, 
guess who becomes the overseer in Ephesus?  John the Apostle. For John to get the message from Jesus first about Ephesus, these 
people would have been known not just by Jesus, but by John too.

Revelation 2:2-3 - Commendation

It seems that the Ephesian church did heed Paul’s warning!  Jesus’ commendation to them was that they did not “tolerate evil men” 
and tested “those who call themselves apostles and are not.”  This is good news!  From the early warning of Paul to today, the 
Ephesian church had stood strong against false teaching and false teachers.

This is really an important characteristic of the church.  We are swimming in a world of falsehood and deception and we must be 
willing to “toil” and “persevere” through the lies and really close to truth and hold fast to Biblical and gospel truth.  It does 
matter what you believe.  The increasingly popular idea of “your truth” is a fallacy.  God’s truth is what matters, God’s truth 
is what saves.

But in our zeal for truth and Scriptural purity, we may be prone to a common mistake.  Fear not, our good Lord knows and sees.
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Revelation 2:4-5 - “But, I have this against you…”

Jesus is a good Lord. He doesn’t leave us out of balance.  He commends Ephesus’ stand for truth but doesn’t ignore their need for 
love.  In fact, his warning here is very direct and honest.

Somewhere along the way, the Ephesians had let their love grow cold.  In their zeal for truth, their hearts got hardened.  They 
were good on doctrine, weak on love.

The idea of “left your first love” has two interpretations. It seems to be speaking that either (1) they left their love for God or 
(2) they left their love for each other.  The idea of “first love” means either the love of the most important (first) thing or the 
love they had at the beginning (first).

The word “left” is ἀφίημι (aphiemi) which means to leave behind, abandon.  It’s almost as if in their quest to stop false 
teaching, they forgot to pack and carry their most important bag.  So while they arrive at their destination, they don’t have 
what they need.

The challenge of being a truth seeker and falsehood rejector is that you can grow hard hearted.  On the other hand, the 
challenge of being a lover is a minimization of truth (which Jesus will address to Pergamum & Thyatira).  But our first warning 
needs to be to not lose, leave or abandon our first love.

If we assess our hearts as being hard and lacking love and compassion, something is wrong.  Maybe we’re so troubled by injustice 
in the world, maybe we really care about misinformation or false teaching, maybe we’re upset by people’s sin and the decline of 
our society and morality - all good things to be troubled by.  However, if we lose love as a result, something is wrong and we 
need to repent.  

Anytime in your life where you are not compassionate or withholding love, there is a problem.  Anytime in your life you are living 
for God out of obligation alone, there is a problem.  Anytime you pursue holiness and lose a tender heart, there is a problem. 
Anytime you care about truth but not about people, there is a problem.  Anytime being right is more important than how you treat 
your enemy, there is a problem.

And Jesus says to Ephesus, and us: “remember from where you have fallen and repent and do the deeds you did at first…
(Revelation 2:5)”.  Remember, repent, and do the deeds of love (note, not just feel the feelings of love).

Q - What does that mean?

If they don’t, their church, which at the time is a light to the world and the other churches, is in trouble.  Hear this: if a 
church leaves love behind, that church will not remain.  No matter how concerned about the truth they are, even if they “know 
all mysteries and all knowledge;...but do not have love, (they are) nothing.” (1 Corinthians 13:2).

Revelation 2:6 - The Nicolaitans

Not much is known about the “deeds of the Nicolaitans (2:6)” nor “their teaching (2:15)” other than the references in these 
chapters.  But in Jesus’ second commendation, he reiterates “I am happy that you care about truth.  I do too.”
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“The Nicolaitans were a sect (sometimes associated with Nicolaus, one of the seven original deacons in the church in 
Jerusalem according to Acts 6:5) that apparently taught that Christians could engage in immoral behavior with 
impunity” (NET Bible Note, Revelation 2:6). 

We’ll discuss this more in the next section.

Revelation 2:7 - Reward For Those Who Overcome

In Jesus-like fashion, Jesus lifts his voice to ask if the church is listening and has a “ear to hear”.  To those who hear Jesus and 
respond to his message, he promises to give them eternal life in the coming Kingdom of God.  Specifically, he says he will “grant” 
those who overcome “to eat of the tree of life which is in the Paradise of God (2:2).”

These words remind the reader that the end of God’s story is a restoration of all things and a new heaven and new earth filled 
with the knowledge and glory of the Lord, where God’s will is done on earth as it is in heaven.  Jesus’ language about eternal 
life is not “clouds” and “harps” but trees and gardens.  A remade world and Eden-like conclusion. The tree of life was in the 
center of the Garden of Eden and sustained life for Adam and Eve.  The tree of life will reappear in the age to come and sustain 
life and healing for the world.  

If through this world of evil, sin, lies and death - you remain faithful to Christ - zealous for truth and devoted to love - 
access to that wonderful new world is yours.  This is what it means to “overcome”.  “This is not a special blessing awarded to a 
particular group of Christians…Every disciple of Jesus must be in principle a martyr and be ready to lay down his life…” 
(George Eldon Ladd, “A Commentary On The Revelation of John”, page 41).

That’s quite the invitation and  motivation from our Lord.

So do you hear what the Spirit is saying to the churches? The church of Ephesus was in the midst of a trial and more trials were 
to come. Yet their battle remained a “spiritual battle” (cp. Ephesians 6:10-13). And the spirit calls us to continue to work hard 
and preserve through whatever trials may come.  Lies will whisper at times, shout at others.  Hold on to the truth.  Don’t be 
deceived. Remember that Christ is shining brightly in a dark world and the church is a star and lampstand in the fog.

And in all of our enduring and working, do not forget about love. Love remains the most important thing in the Christian life. As 
evil abounds and lawlessness increases, our hearts will be challenged to grow hardened, cold and withdrawn - epicly fight 
against that temptation with all you have.  Repent of hatred and bitterness.  Remember the love you once had and beg God for a 
heart that beats with compassion again.  And redeem the time, no matter how short it might be. Redeem the time by getting busy 
once again with the deeds of love.

Love the LORD your God.  Love your brothers and sisters. Love your neighbor. Love the stranger. Love your enemies. And each step 
of love you take leads you closer to the day you rest from this labor of love and celebrate around the tree of life.
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