“THE LORD OF THE CHURCH”
Revelation 2:1-7
There is an incredible interest, on the part of human beings, in listening to stories. At the head of the list of kinds of stories are “LOVE STORIES”! These are the tales that usually finish with the reality that “everyone lived happily ever after”. The reason for an interest in such narrative is that people continue to maintain a hope for all to turn out wonderful in the end. That way we can endure the present! The Bible, God’s Holy Word, is a story of hope and victory. The key is living life as He has designed it. And there is the rub! Human beings want to be in control of their own lives. For someone else to lay claim to their life is an offense. And so, Christians have fallen in love with Christ and their lives have changed. But then, for the new Christians, life quickly regressed to “business as usual”. Life was so hard that even though initially spending time with Jesus was part of a “honeymoon experience”, there was no more time for love for life had its things to be done.
As we come to the last book of the Bible: the Revelation of Jesus Christ in His glory, we see the Lord’s people in dire straits. Described elsewhere as “the bride of Christ”, the church is facing trouble and hardship from within the world of people and trouble from within the ranks of Christians as well. And so this letter is written to offer a fresh revelation of the glory of the Lord in order for them to have a refreshing new beginning.

Our Lord writes seven letters to seven representative churches existing at the end of the first century. Each one demonstrates qualities of strength as well as traits of weakness. He begins with the church in Ephesus. And the Lord begins with their strength. They are a group of Christians who have “hung in there” in spite of difficulty and hardship. (Verses 2-3)

The church in Ephesus was characterized by “perseverance”. No matter what trouble and opposition they faced from wicked people opposing them, they would not; could not deny their faith and way of life. A life of distinctiveness and moral integrity was essential for them. If the world wanted to live for entertainment, power, fame, money, education, then let the world live that way. The people of the church in Ephesus could not tolerate wickedness. The evil in society and even in the lives of church people was not tolerated!
Some people had come forward by this time and claimed to be even apostles of the Lord Jesus, Himself. And these Christians saw through that deception and tested everyone’s claims. They discovered the rumors and lies that deceivers were spreading everywhere and the believers persevered through it all. 

It is described by John as hard work. These Christians had confronted and corrected all kinds of beliefs. Today we see the same false ideas such as evolution, all systems of faith are legitimate, everyone has the right to do what they determine is right in their own eyes, the Bible is only a human book like any other literary work, etc., etc., etc! In maintaining their Christian faith these Christians had endured hardship for the name of Christ and done it over time. They had “not grown weary”. 

The Bible clearly demonstrates that what people believe, is crucial to a successful life. More than that, the majority of people either reject Biblical faith or make fun of it. Yet, it is the only system of belief that works. The God who designed life, in the first place, has given His Word to explain how life is to be lived. Listen to the verbs used in verses 2-3: “your deeds, your hard work, your perseverance, you have tested and found false, you have persevered, have endured hardship, and have not grown weary!”
These Christians had no compromise in them at all. They were in for the long haul. They would not be discouraged by opposition: BRING IT ON! There was a faithfulness to this church. They could be counted on to attend services, do ministry, even draw distinction from weird teaching that some who claimed to belong to the church were espousing. 

The teaching of the Nicolaitans was specifically named for their destructive teaching that Christians could be totally free to indulge in immorality of all kinds and dabble with things from the pagan temples in the city. This kind of behavior was described by the Apostle as hated by the true believers. No where in the Roman Empire was a church found with such impeccable theology or doctrine. They knew what to believe and there was no room for error.

But now for our love story! These people were so focused on doing what was right, believing what was right, staying diligent over the long-haul that their faith was accurate: BUT, they had lost their first love. They were so focused on right thinking that they made their Christian activity the bottom line of how they went through life.
There is the rub! They were much like Martha of the Gospels. They were usually found in the kitchen of Christian faith doing their church activities and faithfully serving their Lord by keeping things in place with doctrinal precision; yet, they were not spending time with their Lord in intimacy. They had once been caught up in their love for Jesus. Now, they determined to show Him their love by their actions but not giving Him individual time. They believed they were faithful to Him doctrinally but to take time to spend (one-on-one) with the Lord was not happening.

These people were serving their Lord but not growing in their experiential love for their Lord. They no longer remembered His glory, except theologically. They could teach the glory of the Lord at any time. They just no longer saw it. There were chores to do, things to see, places to go, ministries to perform! There was not time to spend alone with Christ at His feet.

As marriage can become routine and ordinary; so had their relationship with the Lord become mundane. The thrill was gone! The expectation of newness and creativity was missing! The overwhelming feeling that Jesus was the greatest individual in their lives was absent! Need I go on? The Christian life was now being done, as it always had been done. The specialness of love from Jesus and for Jesus had evaporated. 
And the Lord, Himself, tells this church that if it doesn’t change He will remove their light. He is not saying that He will renounce them as part of His family. What He is saying is that if they live life without a growing, everyday, relationship with Him: they are communicating the wrong message, even though they are doctrinally correct! And it is so dangerous that He will take away their ministry!
The Lord cannot allow the church to spread the wrong impression. More than anything in the whole world; Jesus wants people to be in a growing, vibrant, intimate, active love relationship with Him. That is the most important thing to Him. And without such a relationship, life doesn’t work.

In the first book of the Bible (Genesis), Adam and Eve and God had a perfect relationship. Then sin entered the world and Adam and Eve ran and tried to hide from God. The relationship was broken. Every human being born since then is born with a tendency to go it alone. Only from the Bible do we learn that life was designed to have a human person “walk with God”. There is nothing more wrong than to not experience and live that reality!
Every human being has a need to be loved. To deny that is to misunderstand life. And all love we receive from humans is tainted and incomplete. Humanness zaps a love relationship. In the midst of loving someone ALL PEOPLE will NOT love unconditionally. And when love is conditional it fluctuates. It has its ups and downs. And with the downs comes hurt. Pain! Sorrow! 

And the Bible teaches us that love must constantly be growing. If it is not actively growing it is disintegrating> Love is never neutral. It never remains stationary. It grows or it dies. It expands or it is taken for granted. 

GOD HAS DECREED (IN HIS WORD) THAT THE PURPOSE IN THE LIFE OF A HUMAN BEING= FALL IN LOVE WITH THE LORD GOD, JESUS CHRIST AND MAKE IT YOUR TOP PRIORITY TO LOVE HIM WITH ALL YOUR HEART, YOUR SOUL, YOUR STRENGTH, YOUR MIND!

So think with me how significant it is that by less than one hundred years a church has already lost its first love for the Lord. If a church exists today, yet the members are not into loving the Lord in new and exciting and expectant ways, the Lord says I will take away your light. Without people seeing growing faith, as the message of the church, they perceive that all they need to do is go through motions of activity and have correct theology. And the Lord says that is hollow. It is inaccurate! It is “false doctrine and experience”.

The book of Revelation was God’s way of allowing churches to get a new vision of the Glory of Jesus, (the bridegroom) in his radiance and wonder! Jesus wanted the Ephesian church to recapture her love for the Lord. He was never to be seen as “the old man” as often wives see their husbands. The church was never seen by the Lord as “the old woman” as so many husbands see their wives today. Life was designed by God to be a relationship with a living Lord who is accepted as special; awesome; glorious; spectacular; larger than expectations; and surprising.

So how are we doing? When we are together: Do we show off Jesus’ glory in such specialness that it is transparently obvious? When we are apart, living through the events of daily life: Do we show such a vibrant love for the Lord that when people know us they know our Lord!!!

If such a dynamic is missing, what makes us think (in light of this text) that the Lord will leave our light shining on this corner of Cottonwood? People all around us are living miserable, mundane lives; full of pain, hurt, and sorrow. They need a relationship with a living, LOVING Lord! Nothing less will do!

Just maybe, if we want growth and vitality in this church it is time we recaptured a lost love! Perhaps, if we desire to make a difference in this community we will see Cottonwood as Jesus sees it! If we do, we will get involved. We will NEVER be able to be content with our relationship with Jesus being at the same place today it was a year ago; a month ago; a week ago. 

The Lord knows our perseverance, our deeds, our faithfulness. But does Jesus meet with us, as He is right now; does He know that this week each of us has grown closer and more in love with Him? If not: as He stands in our presence today, there is anguish etched on His face. He wants to be known by each of us in a deeper way; He wants us to make more room for him in our daily walk instead of less.

And think of this! If a member of this congregation decides to not walk close with the lord: ever growing in intimacy with the Lord, how does that decision affect the ministry of the entire church?

Kinda’ convicting isn’t it? Each of us individually must examine our own place in this message. And as A CHURCH OF GOD’S PEOPLE we must examine ourselves corporately also!!! It is true that if we love Him we will keep His commandments. But along with that we also must develop a deeper thirst to be with Him, find a way to spend more time with Him, and make Him the reason for each day and each night’s experience!     
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