Book of Revelation

5 – The Seven Churches (Ephesus)

[To the Church in Ephesus]

[2:1] “To the angel of the church in Ephesus write: ‘The words of him who holds the seven stars in his right hand, who walks among the seven golden lampstands.



[2] “‘I know your works, your toil and your patient endurance, and how you cannot bear with those who are evil, but have tested those who call themselves apostles and are not, and found them to be false. [3] I know you are enduring patiently and bearing up for my name's sake, and you have not grown weary. [4] But I have this against you, that you have abandoned the love you had at first. [5] Remember therefore from where you have fallen; repent, and do the works you did at first. If not, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place, unless you repent. [6] Yet this you have: you hate the works of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate. [7] He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To the one who conquers I will grant to eat of the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God.’


(Revelation 2:1-7 ESV)

 1. Overview of letters

(a) General format for each “letter”

 i. Addressee

 ii. Command to John to write

 iii. Self-identification of speaker in terms of previous chapter; respectively:

 A. Seven stars in right hand; walking among the lampstands

 B. First and last; died and came alive

 C. Sharp two-edged sword

 D. Eyes like fire; feet like burnished bronze

 E. Seven stars

 F. Has the key

 G. The faithful witness; the beginning

 iv. Acknowledgment of church situation: “I know your works”

 v. Exhortation

 vi. Warning or promise

 vii. Challenge to hear

 viii. Promise to “him who conquers”

(b) Each church meant to read all the other letters

(c) Promises increase with each church

 i. 1 for first, 2 for second, etc. except last, which is one that includes all others

 ii. Each promise made to churches fulfilled in chs. 21-22

(d) Chiastic structure 

 i. Ephesus (1st) and Laodicea (7th) have similar problems

 ii. Smyrna (2nd) and Philadelphia (6th) mention no problems

 iii. Pergamum (3rd) and Sardis (5th) appear to have the most problems

 iv. Thyatira (4th) appears to be divided; the letter is longest

 2. First impressions

(a) The greatest, most awesome being imaginable is speaking

(b) A particular facet of this being is emphasized; in particular, the seven stars, right hand, the lampstands, and walking amongst them → Jesus

(c) Jesus is the ruler of the universe, but he still knows what is going on in each church

(d) Jesus is concerned about every church

(e) Ephesus is experiencing false apostles among their midst

(f) The church is diligent about guarding against evil

(g) But they seem to have lost loving works

 i. They appear to be doctrinally pure, but critical (in a bad way) with one another

(h) If they do not repent, they will cease to be Christ's church

(i) What/who are the Nicolaitans? 

(j) Those who heed the warning and reverse course will obtain life and God's kingdom

 3. Background

(a) “Ephesus had been one of the first Asian centers of the imperial cult, and Domitian had allowed Ephesus the title of guardian of his temple; on its notoriety in magic and the worship of Artemis, see comment on Acts 19. Inscriptions attest that Ephesus also had a sizable Jewish population, of which Christians had originally been a comfortable part (Acts 18:19-20, 26; 19:8-9). In practice, Ephesus was the leading center of Asia Minor in this period.” (IVP BBC NT)

(b) “Royal emissaries could threaten judgment on cities, but this threat is closest to God’s warnings to the unrepentant in the Old Testament. These oracles address the churches rather than the cities they represented before God, but Ramsay’s notes on the future of each city are nonetheless interesting. Eventually only a village remained of what was once mighty Ephesus, several miles from the original site of the city; due to silt deposits, it was already beginning to lose its geographical position as a coastal city in John’s day.” (ibid)

(c) Nicolaitans

 i. Possibly related to the teaching of “Balaam” in 2:14-15; advocating compromise with imperial cult to avoid persecution

 ii. Possibly a sect that taught Christians can engage in any immoral behavior with impunity

(d) Spirit → prophetic enablement in Judaism

(e) Overcoming → military and athletic imagery

(f) Tree of life → Judaism: the law

 4. Elements of the letter

(a) Self-identification

 i. Seven stars in right hand → power, omnipotence, transcendence

 ii. Walking among the lampstands → immanence

(b) Church situation / works

 i. Toil, patient endurance, does not tolerate evil, tests claims, bearing up for Jesus' name

(c) Exhortation

 i. You have abandoned the love you once had

 A. Jeremiah 2:2, Israel as God's bride who turns unfaithful

 ii. Remember the heights you once occupied and repent

 iii. Do the works you did then

(d) Warning

 i. I will come and remove the lampstand, if you do not repent

 A. “Will come” is present tense → “I am already come and always coming”

 B. “Remove” is future tense

(e) Promise

 i. The right to eat from the tree of life in God's paradise

 A. Paradise → garden → Eden, Genesis 2-3

 B. “Paradise of God” → Gen. 13:10; Ezek. 28:13; 31:8,9

 C. Judaism

· An idea of a future paradise with tree of life (Testament of Levi, 2 Enoch, 4 Ezra)

· An important symbol of future hope

 D. Greco-Roman

· Sacred tree associated with temple of Artemis in Ephesus

· Thus notion of God's special tree would have significance in Ephesus

 5. Summary

(a) Jesus is God, who is both transcendent and immanent

(b) Jesus is present always

(c) Good works, even doctrinal purity, are of no value without love

(d) If you have love, you have life

