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Lessons from the Lamps: First Love 
Revelations 2:1-7 

May 17, 2015 
Dan Hoffman 

 
~A gathered group of hard working and committed Christians cease to be a 

church when they lose sight of their First Love~ 
 
If you were here last week you know that we’ve just started a journey into the first 
three chapters of Revelation.  This is a letter to the global Church that the 
Apostle John transcribed for Jesus Christ. 
 
And as such this is an amazing document.  One of my professors at Regent said 
that if in our part of the world it became illegal to own a Bible, but by some gift of 
grace he was allowed to keep one book out of the Bible, without hesitation he 
would choose the book of Revelation.   
 
And he would choose this book, one that most of the rest of us seldom read, 
because he says no other book of the Bible proclaims the Gospel of salvation 
through Jesus Christ as loudly as Revelation does, and in no other book is Jesus 
pictured in all His glory as clearly and compellingly as in Revelation.1 
 
Now if you are someone who hasn’t spent much time in this book that might 
sound a bit “out there”, but his position is on good standing because of the author 
of this book. 
 
You see the first verse in Romans says: “Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus… set 
apart for the gospel of God.”  And 1st Peter starts with the words “Peter, an 
apostle of Jesus Christ, to God’s elect.”  And the book of James starts with the 
words “James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ.” 
 
But Chapter 1 verse 1 of Revelation starts with the words “The Revelation from 
Jesus Christ”.  And as we saw last week this letter is not only from Jesus, but it is 
also by Jesus, about Jesus breaking into the world we are living in.  So while 
John is the secretary who wrote what we get here, Revelation is Jesus’ book. 
 
And in the book of Revelation Jesus tells His church that things are not what they 
seem.  While the world appears to be falling apart – people are dying in natural 
disasters, thousands of Christians are being martyred and laws are continually 
making it harder to follow Christ even here in the West – the reality is Jesus is in 
control and active in the midst of the storm.  You see Jesus doesn’t make the 
waves stop, but when we fix our eyes on Him we stop sinking, just like Peter 
learned when he got out of the boat. 
 

                                            
1
 Darrell Johnson “Discipleship on the Edge” (Vancouver, Regent College Press), 2004. pg 13 
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And so the challenge of Revelation is not so much for us to listen and obey 
Jesus’ commands, but to open our eyes to Jesus’ reality.  Because only when we 
see Jesus are we able to follow Him. 
… 
Alright, today we are going to build on that foundation as we look at the first 
church that Jesus speaks to – the church in Ephesus.  So if you haven’t already 
please open your Bibles to Revelation chapter 2.   
 
The church in Ephesus was an incredible church.  They were purpose driven, 
mission focused, Bible studying, truth holding people, but the letter Jesus sends 
them begs a surprising question.  Through it Jesus compels us to ask ourselves: 
“When does a church stop being a church?”  Or when does a group of people 
who do Christian things, and meet in a building with a cross on top stop being 
part of God’s true Church?  And to the Ephesian church Jesus answers this 
saying: A gathered group of hard working and committed Christians cease 
to be a church when they lose sight of their First Love. 
 
And brothers and sisters, like all the threats the seven churches in Revelation 
faced, this faces us as well.  Fort George, like every church of all time runs the 
risk of not actually being a church.  And it depends on what we love first. 
 
So in preparation for hearing Jesus speak would you please stand with me in 
prayer? 
 
[Pray] 
 
As we get started I want to set a bit of background by establishing what it is that 
God cares most about.  So ask yourself “What is God’s greatest love or His 
greatest passion?  What does God pursue with all His strength?” 
  
If you have been part of Fort George for a while you know this is something we 
have touched on before, but it bears repeating because the answer is of absolute 
importance and quite frankly it isn’t what we, in North America, suspect. 
 
The Bible says God’s first love is Himself and His glory.   
 
Now this hits us as strange because we call people who love themselves more 
than anything narcissistic megalomaniacs – people consumed with allusions of 
their own grandeur.  And we hate people like that because they think they are 
way better than they actually are.  Surly God isn’t narcissistic is He? 
… 
Well the problem with using this line of logic with God is that He is just as good 
as He thinks He is.  He really is the God of the universe.  And as such He is the 
only thing in the universe worthy of His own worship.  So there is nothing else He 
can be focused on without becoming an idolater. 
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And this is the picture the Bible gives us.  For example in Isaiah 48 God told 
Israel: 

For My own name’s sake I delay My wrath; 

    for the sake of My praise I hold it back from you, 
    so as not to destroy you completely. 

See, I have refined you, though not as silver; 
    I have tested you in the furnace of affliction. 

For My own sake, for My own sake, I do this. 
    How can I let Myself be defamed? 

    I will not yield My glory to another. (Isaiah 48:9-11) 
 
So everything God does, even for our benefit, is ultimately for His own glory 
because God’s God isn’t us, it’s God!  So even God’s most gracious gift, Jesus’ 
death on the cross, was done, Hebrews tells us, “for the joy set before Him.”2 
 
See God loves us like He does because He has put His image within us and 
created us to bring Him glory.  And God died to defend that purpose.  And then 
He established His church to fulfill this purpose as well.  In Ephesians we read: 

In Him we have obtained an inheritance, having been 

predestined according to the purpose of Him who works all 
things according to the counsel of His will, so that we who were 

the first to hope in Christ might be to the praise of His glory. 
(Ephesians 1:11-12 ESV) 

 
So a church is a group of Christians that exist to increase God’s glory.  And that’s 
the foundation we need if we are going to understand Jesus’ words in Revelation 
2. 
  
So let’s pick up our text in verse 1 and look at the first part of our thesis: A 
gathered group of hard working and committed Christians… 
 
[Read Revelations 2:1] 
 
Now, as we are going to see over the next few weeks, each of the letters Jesus 
writes to these churches follows the same format.  They all start with an address 
to the angel of the church, then they give a word about Jesus the sender, then in 
most cases Jesus commends the church for what they are doing well and warns 
them where they are failing.  And this warning is followed up with a threat that if 
this bad behavior doesn’t change Jesus will remove their lampstand effectively 
causing them to cease to be a church…  And finally each letter concludes with a 
promise for those who do change. 
 
And that’s what we get here.  So this letter is addressed to the angel of the 
church in Ephesus. 

                                            
2
 Hebrews 12:2 
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Now here theologians give us three options as to what the reference to “angel” 
means:   

1.) First the word “angel” could refer to the metaphorical spirit of the 
church, kind of like a corporate personality.  Every church has a certain 
feel about it, and so Jesus could be speaking to the church as a whole as 
though it was a person. 

 
2.) Second, because the word “angel” in Hebrew means “messenger” it 
could be referring to the pastor who would act like an intermediary to pass 
God’s message on to His people. 

 
3.) Or third it could be talking about a real angel whose job it is to oversee 
and protect an individual church – kind of like a guardian angel.3  Now in 
the rest of the book of Revelation every time the word “angel” is used it 
always refers to real angels, so many theologians think that this third 
explanation is most likely. 

 
And I think that is pretty cool.  That means there is an angel for the church of Fort 
George whose stands before God’s throne and whose job it is to defend us from 
spiritual attack and help us stand strong in our worship of Jesus.  Isn’t that cool?  
 
Of course the Scriptures repeatedly warn us that while the angelic realm is real it 
isn’t supposed to become our focus – Christ is the only one worthy of worship.  
So even if we do have an angel don’t get too excited about it. 
… 
Moving on, after the address we get a word about who the letter comes from.  
Here Jesus says “These are the words of Him who holds the seven stars in His 
right hand and walks among the seven golden lampstands.”   
 
Now we know from chapter 1 verse 20 that the 7 stars and the 7 lampstands are 
the seven churches, and because there are 7 of them we know Jesus is talking 
to the complete number of churches of all time, so here we get a powerful 
picture: Jesus is walking among His lampstands.  He isn’t standing above them 
looking down, or standing beside them disinterested, He is walking among them, 
and with them.  Jesus cares deeply about His churches and works to strengthen 
them all the time.  Friends, Jesus is here!  Do you believe that? 
 
Now there is one more part to this picture.  Jesus says He is holding the seven 
stars in His right hand – He is holding His churches in His right hand.  And the 
picture is of Jesus the warrior banishing His weapon, His sword.   
 
Did you ever think of the church as Jesus’ weapon?...  When He was on earth 
Jesus told Peter: 

                                            
3
 For guardian angels see Psalm 91:11 or Matthew 18:10 for examples 
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I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my 

church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it. (Matthew 
16:18) 

 
I used to think this verse described how the church was under siege by hell, but 
that Jesus was ensuring that hell would not destroy it.  But that isn’t what this 
says at all.  Instead it is at the gates of hell, not the church, where the battle is 
taking place.  That means that the church is attacking, not defending.  And Jesus 
says the gates of hell will not stand. 
 
Friends, the church is Jesus’ offensive weapon.  Jesus, the Warrior King, as 
Revelation pictures Him, is holding His sword in His right hand and He swings it 
to accomplish His purpose – the increase of His glory and the expanse of His 
kingdom.  Friends, the church is designed to be out of its sheath and destroying 
the forces of evil… Is that the way you picture your church? 
… 
Next Jesus commends the church of Ephesus.  Look at verse 2: 
 
[Read Revelation 2:2-3 and vs 6] 
 
That’s a very impressive commendation!   
 
You see the church in Ephesus was well established by the time this letter 
arrived.  And that’s not surprising considering the long list of notable people 
associated with it.  Not only had Paul planted this church, but he left Pricilla and 
Aquila in charge when his missionary journeys took him away.  When he 
returned he established Timothy as pastor.  And then tradition tells us when 
Timothy was murdered in the 60’s the Apostle John moved from Jerusalem to 
pastor Ephesus.  And with John came Jesus’ mother, Mary.  So can you imagine 
what the Christmas Eve service must have been like in Ephesus.  What a church! 
 
And so it isn’t surprising that Ephesus had a lot going for it.  When external 
cultural pressures arose they didn’t give in.  When false teachers snuck into their 
midst they rooted them out.  Even the Nicolaitans, who we will get into more 
when we look at the church in Pergamum, were stopped from causing trouble.  
Basically any church would love to get this kind of commendation from Jesus. 
… 
But in spite of how many things were going well Jesus says the church in 
Ephesus wasn’t safe.  And here is where we come to the question “When does a 
church stop being a church?”  You see, there are certain things that if you get 
them wrong then no matter what you get right nothing counts. 
… 
Now there are lots of things that ultimately don’t matter when it comes to being a 
church.  For example if the music is poor or sung in styles you don’t like it has 
nothing to do with whether that group of people is a church or not.  And if the 
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people who attend wear clothes you don’t approve of or the pastor preaches in 
jeans and a t-shirt it has nothing to do with whether that group is a church or not.   
 
But alternatively if a good group of well dressed and good music enjoying people 
who are dedicated to serving their neighbourhood and giving money to the poor 
and faithfully meeting week after week stops worshipping Jesus it doesn’t matter 
whether that institution calls itself a church or maintains its charitable status, it 
isn’t part of Jesus’ church. 
 
And the difference between these two kinds of things could be described as right 
hand and left hand truths.  So there are lots of things that are important but not 
essential, these we hold in our left hands and as Christians we allow our brothers 
and sisters to have different opinions and we even practice preferring their 
preferences over our own.  But in the right hand we hold things that aren’t 
negotiable.  That if we differ we find ourselves saying one of us isn’t a Christian.   
 
And Jesus says one of the things in the non-negotiable right hand is preserving 
our “First Love.” 
 
And we get this warning in verse 4. 
 
[Read Revelations 2:4-5] 
 
A gathered group of hard working and committed Christians cease to be a 
church when they lose sight of their First Love. 
… 
Now considering all the great things Jesus has just said about this church this 
seems like a strange chastisement.  I mean if they are pouring so much energy 
into all these good things how could anyone possibly accuse them of having lost 
their first love? 
 
What is first love anyway? 
 
Commentator Darrell Johnson says “’First love’ is the love experienced between 
two persons who are ‘in love.’”4 
 
So those of you who are married or dating remember back to the beginning.   
 

For myself I go back to the summer of 1999.  I was 19 years old and 
incredibly mature ;).  Nikki and I had liked each other for several months 
and I had just asked her parents permission to court her with the goal of 
pursuing marriage.  And after enduring some threats from her dad I 
managed to gain his approval and I was head over heals.   

 
 

                                            
4
 Darrell Johnson “Discipleship on the Edge” (Vancouver, Regent Press), 2004. pg 57 
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Now I was working shift work at the refinery and saving money for school 
and I remember leaving work at about 5:30am after a 12 hour shift but 
instead of going home to bed I would stop by her place to whisper “I love 
you” into her bedroom window.  
 
Now she was obviously in love too because instead of calling the cops she 
would come to the front door and we would sit on her patio and watch the 
clouds.  Later when I went to school down in Langley I wrote her 3 letters 
a week full of all sorts of mushy stuff and once racked up a long distance 
phone bill of 4000 minutes in one month – We single-handedly bankrupted 
the Telus $20 a month plan.  There was nothing I loved more than 
connecting with that woman.  That’s first love. 

 
But Jesus says the church in Ephesus had fallen out of first love.  So what does 
this mean?  While they were still doing great things for God this means the 
motivation behind their actions had shifted from love to something else.   
 
And this can happen in marriage too.  A few years down the road two people 
often find themselves living together but no longer because they are in love.  
Now paying bills, raising kids, or getting promotions at work becomes the first 
love while the spouse shifts to second or third place.  The marriage is still 
mutually beneficial, but it is other things – not first love – that keep it going. 
 
And Jesus calls this sin when it relates to our relationship with Him, and if your 
marriage is suffering this fate it is sin as well.  Jesus says it is not alright for first 
things to become second things.  And so He calls the church to repent or He will 
come and remove their lampstand – He will take the light out of their assembly. 
 
You see Jesus will be God in our lives and our churches or He won’t have 
anything to do with us at all.  He isn’t interested in having our leftovers.   
 
So Jesus says a group of hard-working and committed people can cease to be a 
church when anything else, even good things, takes the place of their first love.  
 
But what does this look like?  I mean Ephesus was doing all sorts of incredible 
things for the kingdom.  What could they have possibly been loving more than 
Jesus? 
… 
Now Jesus doesn’t give the details so we don’t know.  He just urges them saying 
“consider how far you have fallen! Repent and do the things you did at first.”  You 
see the details aren’t important because basically the same things happen to 
every church.  And so the challenge to all churches is that we compare where 
our church is at with a church full of brand new and passionate Christians.  And 
then if we can see a difference Jesus says we need to repent and do the things 
we did when we were in love with Him. 
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You see in our so called “maturity” we can easily allow good things to steal our 
excitement of ultimate things. 
 
So church buildings are good, but a church can love its building more than it 
loves Jesus.  This happens when the first concern is how to keep the building 
safe instead of how to please Jesus with the building. 
 
And church institutions are important, but churches can be more concerned with 
preserving their charitable status with Canada than they are about preserving 
their lampstand with Jesus. 
 
And church music is good, but a church can love its music more than it loves 
Jesus.  This happens when more energy is spent on having great music or the 
focus is on the style of music we like rather than on “how we can display Jesus’ 
attitudes by preferring one another with our music?” 
 
And history is good, but a church can love its history more than it loves Jesus.  It 
can be more proud of what makes it unique and special than about the One who 
makes it exist at all. 
 
And even things like missions and evangelism can be loved by churches more 
than they love Jesus.  This happens when we become more excited about 
getting results and growing our numbers than we are about helping people meet 
the Jesus we are in love with.5 
… 
When worshipping Jesus by increasing His glory and expanding His kingdom is 
not the thing a church is most passionate about it runs the risk of having Jesus 
take its lampstand away.  And at that point its doors might still be open but it 
ceases to be a church. 
… 
Now get this, Jesus told the church Paul planted and John pastored and Mary 
attended that it had lost its first love, so this is most assuredly a risk for Fort 
George.  Can you see that? 
… 
So I believe Jesus would say to us: friends, your church doesn’t exist for you, it 
exists for Me.  I want to use it as a weapon to defeat the powers of darkness in 
Prince George and increase My Kingdom.  So pastor, deacons, as you lead this 
church, don’t get passionate about secondary things, make sure everything you 
do is motivated by a desire for My glory to increase – base all your decisions on 
that foundation.   
 
 
 

                                            
5
 List of examples of a church losing its first love adapted from Coty Pinckney’s sermon “When is 

a Church Not a Church?” http://www.expository.org/rev2a.htm  
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And other church leaders, committee, don’t get hung up on the numbers or the 
money or the building.  Me and My glory are what is important here.  Make sure 
you are using what I’ve given you to increase My glory not make yourself 
comfortable.   
 
Brothers and sisters, the risk is that if we aren’t a weapon in the hand of the Lord 
we will end up being a lampless group not capable of pointing anyone to the light 
because we don’t have it ourselves. 
… 
That’s the warning, it is severe, but there is also good news.  Are you ready for 
the good news?  We will conclude by looking at verse 7: 
  
[Read Revelations 2:7] 
 
Jesus said the church in Ephesus wasn’t doomed and so ours isn’t either.  While 
they had forsaken their first love the game wasn’t over yet.  They could still 
repent and if they did then Jesus promised they would “eat from the tree of life, 
which is in the paradise of God.”   
 
If they would repent from putting the good stuff they were doing in the first place 
and put Jesus and seeking His glory back in the first place then Jesus would give 
them eternal life.   
 
So what about us? Are there areas where you as an individual or perhaps us as 
a church have shifted away from our First Love?  Do you do everything you do 
with the goal of bringing Jesus glory?  Leaders are you leading our church 
motivated by a desire to increase Jesus’ kingdom with every resource we have at 
our disposal? 
 
If not we need to repent and do the things we did when we were in love with 
Jesus because Jesus says: A gathered group of hard working and committed 
Christians cease to be a church when they lose sight of their First Love.   
 
But Jesus says it doesn’t have to end that way. 
 
So friends, let’s not lose sight of the one thing we were created for.  Let’s be 
people and a church that seeks first Jesus and His kingdom – let’s keep our 
lampstand.  Amen? 


