
The Letter to the Church at Ephesus 
The Vanity Fair of the Ancient World 

(Revelation 2:1-7) 
Introduction:- 
 
The first of the seven letters in Revelation is addressed to the church at Ephesus, 
which had many claims to greatness and fame. First, it was a city of the greatest 
commercial importance. It was situated on an inland harbour, connected to the 
Aegean Sea some three miles away via the Cayster River. Further, three great 
roads and trade routes converged on Ephesus, making it the “Vanity Fair” of the 
ancient world. Secondly, Ephesus was a city of the greatest political importance. 
It enjoyed the title “Supreme Metropolis of Asia”, and was known as a “free” 
city enjoying the right of self - government by the Romans, and as well the right 
to try important legal cases from time to time, at the hands of the Roman 
Governor. It was also the centre of the Pan-Ionian Games, held in the month of 
May. The Greek name for that month was Artemesion, the month sacred to 
Artemis, which is the Greek name for Diana. At that time, the whole population 
of Ionia flocked into Ephesus. Ephesus was also a centre of the greatest religious 
importance. Its greatest boast and glory was the Temple of Artemis (or Diana), 
one of the seven wonders of the ancient world, featuring long pillared 
colonnades, with 127 pillars, each the gift of a king. All of them were made of 
glittering Parian marble, and 36 of them were richly overlaid with gold and 
jewels and intricate carving. In the light of this, the Greeks had a saying: “The 
sun sees nothing finer in his course than Diana’s Temple.” Coins of the city 
proudly displayed the slogan Neokoros, meaning “Temple Warden.” The Temple 
of Artemis also became a bank in which people might deposit their valuables 
and savings, and it also possessed the right of asylum, thus becoming a place of 
refuge for fugitives, but its vaunted “salvation” was greatly abused, and the 
surrounding area gave the criminal a sanctuary beyond the reach of the law, 
becoming the centre for organized crime. The temple was also the centre for the 
sale of the famous Ephesian Letters. The letters acted as charms for a whole 
range of purposes, including the story of a Greek wrestler at the Olympic Games 
who used one of these charms, tied to his ankle, and as a result, defeated every 
opponent who faced him. But when the charm was removed, so it was said, he 
became as weak as any other man!  Finally, the city had a name for being 
notoriously fickle, superstitious, and immoral, illustrated at Acts 19:13-20, 
where a number of people who had practiced sorcery brought their scrolls and 
burned them publicly. It also had an Agora, where, in order to belong to a 
commercial trade guild, it was important to subscribe to the immoral practices 
of such guilds or trade unions. Such was Ephesus. It was there that Paul stayed 
for two and a half to three years, more than he did in any other city (Acts 19:10; 
cf. 20:31). And according to later tradition, the apostle John and Mary, the 
mother of Jesus, settled there as well. And so it was at Ephesus that some of the 



greatest victories of grace were won. Let us now take a closer look at Jesus’ 
opening words to Ephesus, as we also see these words as a word for the church 
today. 
 
1.  First we are introduced to the church at Ephesus, followed by a description 
of Jesus (verse 1). 
 
Why begin with Ephesus?  John began with Ephesus, not only for geographical 
and political reasons, but also because this was the most important church in 
the province. Earlier, Paul had spent three whole years of his ministry there (Acts 
20:31), and in the closing decade of the first century, Ephesus seemed to have 
been the literary centre of Asiatic Christianity, from which emanated not only 
the Revelation, but also the Gospel and Letters of John, as well as the Pastoral 
Epistles of 1 & 2 Timothy, and Jude. Further, the book of Ephesians was also 
directed to this church. The opening greeting cites the previous words about 
Christ found back in the opening chapter at 1:12, 20. And so, it is fitting that the 
first church addressed should take on board the description of Christ found back 
at John’s opening vision and revelation, for in doing so, John wants to make it 
known that this description and revelation of the Risen Christ relates to all the 
churches. John therefore begins by calling the Risen Christ the One who holds 
the seven stars in his hands, and who walks in the midst of the seven golden 
candlesticks. This double symbolism relates to the church, and indicates that 
Christ holds the whole of the church in his hands. No one or single church is the 
Church of Christ, for he holds all the churches in his right hand, possibly 
symbolizing the hand of power and authority  (Isaiah 41:10; 48:13), and all the 
Churches are His, and belong to Him. Also, by this picture, Jesus maintains the 
spiritual life of all the churches. After all, it was by this same right hand, that 
Jesus touched John within the opening revelation in chapter one, after falling at 
Jesus’ feet as though dead, by assuring John that He (Jesus) was the First and 
Last, the Living one, who is alive forever more, and therefore as the One who 
alone can give fresh hope and strength to His servants. Further, He walks in the 
midst of the Seven Golden Candlesticks. That is to say that the presence of the 
Risen Christ is in every church. His presence and His power are not confined to 
any one church, for He is there in the midst of them all. He is no Absentee 
Landlord, but as with the Two on the road to Emmaus, He continues to walk with 
us, and talk with us, along life’s narrow way. Can we take some encouragement 
from this today, as the Risen Christ addresses the church at Ephesus.  
 

2. Secondly, Jesus addresses the particular situation of the church at Ephesus 
(Verses 4-6). 
 
The opening message to each of the Seven churches begins with Jesus’ words – 
“I know” – Five times he says, “I know your works”, once He says, “I know your 



tribulation and your poverty”, and once, “I know where you dwell.”  Putting this 
all together, the Risen Christ first addresses His church on earth with the words, 
“I know”, not out of an idle sense of curiosity about where things are at, but 
because of a deep concern for the spiritual life and growth of His church on 
earth. And so, as an extension of this word to the seven churches in Revelation, 
Jesus would first of all say to us today, “I know where you are at.”  Does that 
word alarm us, or does that word encourage us today, as we seek as a church to 
reflect and display Christ’s kingdom values on earth. What Jesus “knows” is then 
further set forth as a description of the character, situation, and need of the 
church to which the letter is addressed. In the case of each of the seven 
churches, this description differs, according to the situation addressed, but as a 
principle of good psychology, where relevant, Jesus will always first offer praise 
and encouragement, before pointing out the weaknesses of a church, thus 
revealing His grace, encouragement, and kindness to each church. But where 
there is weakness, Jesus’ principle is revealed at Revelation 3:19-20, spoken to 
the church at Laodicea, “Those whom I love, I rebuke and discipline, and so be 
earnest, and repent. Behold, here I am.  I stand at the door and knock. If anyone 
hears my voice, and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with 
me.”  Even in the midst of weakness and failure, Jesus earnestly seeks 
restoration and a new start with Him.  And now, as we come to the church of 
Ephesus, what does Jesus “know” and “see?” First of all, in verses 2-3, there are 
some encouraging features about this church, which are worth shouting from 
the housetops. At the top of the list are energetic works, involving your labour 
which exhausts, and your patient suffering.  Does this resonate with some of us 
today? Someone once said to a person who was suffering terribly – “Suffering 
colours life, doesn’t it”. To which the answer came back. “Yes, but I propose to 
choose the colour.” But those at Ephesus had a view of patient suffering for the 
gospel that would finally turn suffering into glory. Further, Ephesus was a church 
that had preserved Christian truth and orthodoxy. It achieved this by testing 
those wicked people who claimed to be apostles, but were not, and found them 
to be false. In other words, it was a church which placed a high premium upon 
rightly dividing the word of truth. Finally, Jesus said of this church, you have 
persevered and have endured hardships for my name, and have not grown 
weary. It other words, it had Christian energy in plenty, or as we say, “energy to 
burn”, and it preserved its Christian orthodoxy with great care. But then verse 4 
comes as somewhat of a rude yet gracious awakening. Yet, I hold this against 
you: “You have forsaken the love you had at first”, or as some translations put 
it, “your first love.” As a preliminary comment, in saying these words, Christ 
must have assumed that the church to which he directed these words, would 
have clearly understood the precise meaning of his words. Otherwise, the call 
to repent and to do the works that you did at first at verse 5, would have 
remained unintelligible to the church. However, this has been understood in 
several ways by modern commentators and scholars, to either mean, your first 



love for Christ, the honeymoon period of your conversion and walk with Him, or 
the loveless manner in which you now relate to the truth which you are called 
to uphold and share with others, which involved a failure to exercise the chief 
fruit of the Spirit, which is love, at Galatians 5:22-23, or your lack of love for one 
another. Possibly, all three finally merge together, but some clues within the 
text might suggest the last two options in particular. For example, the call in 
verse 5 to consider how far you have fallen, calling for repentance in order to do 
the things you did at first, might suggest that the failure of these Christians was 
not primarily loss of love for God and Christ, but rather, loss of Christ’s love for 
people, including one another within the church, as well as for people outside 
of the church. It had already been said that the church at Ephesus could not bear 
false teaching, and at verse 6 Christ commended them for hating the practices 
of the Nicolaitans, which He also hated. These may well have been the wicked 
people who claimed to be Apostles and were not, back at verse 2. Their 
wickedness relates not so much to their false doctrine as to the moral evil to 
which the doctrine gave rise. And so, in the light of this situation, it is possible 
that the church at Ephesus was so busy heresy-hunting, that it had lost the 
atmosphere of brotherly love. As William Barclay (Letters to the Seven Churches, 
1957, p. 24) points out, it may be that a hard, censorious, critical, fault-finding, 
stern self-righteousness had banished the spirit of love. When hate for the 
practices of those who err in verse 6, becomes hatred of those who err, 
Christians depart from the redeeming love of God in Christ, who are even called 
to love one’s enemies, and do good to those who hate you (Luke 6:27). The 
problem of the failure to exercise love within the believing community mirrors 
exactly the concern which troubled Paul with regard to the Corinthian church, 
leading to his great statement about the abiding value of love in 1 Corinthians 
13, and when we look at Paul’s letter to the Ephesians for further clues, we first 
of all can note that Paul could write of her “love toward all the Saints” at 
Ephesians 1:15, followed then by his instruction at Ephesians 4:1-2 to live a life 
worthy of the calling you have received, by being completely humble and gentle, 
and patient, “bearing one another in love.” Perhaps that begins to reveal a 
possible crack here. Then Ephesians 5:2 speaks of “living a life of love”, just as 
Christ loved us, and gave himself for us. For example, at Ephesians 5:28, 
husbands should love their wives as their own bodies, just as Christ loves the 
church. Finally, Paul in his prayer for the church at Ephesians 3:14-19 is desirous 
that this church should discover afresh the length and breadth, as well as the 
depth and height, of the “love of Christ” for the church. This probably means all 
that Christ has planned for the church, as well as the essence and manner with 
which Christ has loved the church, so that it may be replicated in the life of the 
church. Finally, at Revelation 2:5, if repentance is not forthcoming, Christ himself 
will come to the church, indicating the level of seriousness and gravity of such a 
situation, where love is not present in their midst. In this way, it is a coming in 
judgment, even as the Lord will come to the world one day, to sweep away its 



evil. The judgment of the removal of the lampstand from its place signifies 
nothing less than the end of Christ’s recognition of the church as a viable and 
credible witness to Him upon earth. This becomes the most severe judgment 
passed upon any of the seven churches in Revelation, because without the 
exercise of love, the church and its witness cease to exist. Did not Jesus point to 
this at John 13:34-35, when He said, “A new commandment I give unto you: Love 
one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By this will all 
people will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.”  The 
implication of this statement is that the one and only viable witness of Christ’s 
church to the world will be seen through the churches’ ability to love one 
another. If this is not seen, or observed, then the church ceases to exist. And so, 
this is why the judgment of the personal removal of the candlestick by Christ, is 
so severe. And so, we must let our love for Christ, and for each other, as well as 
our exercise of the Spirit of love, with which we do our work, and finally our love 
for the wider world, be the defining mark of our Christian witness. Paul brings 
us down to earth with a thud with the reminder of love at 1 Corinthians 13:2 – 
“If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, 
and if I have a faith that can remove mountains, but do not have love, I am 
nothing.” 
 
3.  Finally, there is a Call to the Church, and a Promise of Reward (verse 7). 
  

As with each of the seven churches, there is a conclusion consisting of a promise 
of reward, as well as a final call to the church, “He who has an ear, let him hear 
what the Spirit is saying to the churches.” In the first three letters, the call comes 
first, and the promise comes second. And so first of all, the call to hear what the 
Spirit is saying to the churches, is a call to not only hear what the Spirit is saying 
to the churches, but is at the same time a call to obey the words spoken, 
following the prophetic tradition of the Old Testament. What then is the 
promise and reward for Ephesus?  It begins with the words, “To the one who is 
victorious, or who overcomes”, which is also repeated to each of the seven 
churches. As such, this not only indicates the victory that we have in Christ’s 
conquest over the powers of evil at Revelation 12:11, but also indicates that 
there is always something that each person or church needs to “overcome” in 
their Christian walk and life.  And to the church of Ephesus, the promise is made, 
“I will give the right to eat from the Tree of Life, which is in the Paradise of God.” 
But how does this reward relate and correspond to the Ephesian’s lack of love?  
Perhaps John is saying that the gift of eternal life, not only has love as its 
beginning, as with John 3:16, “For God so loved the world, that He gave His only 
begotten Son, that whosoever believes in Him, should not perish, but have 
eternal life”, but the gift of eternal life also has love at its end, because according 
to Paul at 1 Corinthians 13, only that which is done in love, will last forever. And 
John says these words at 1 John 3:14-15 – “We know that we have passed from 



death to life, because we love our brothers. Anyone who does not love, remains 
in death. Anyone who hates his brother is a murderer, and you know that no 
murderer has eternal life in him.” And so appropriately, the offer of eating from 
the Tree of Life is a reward for recapturing the spirit of love, and the gift of 
eternal life, that goes with it. It means to live again!! In our text today, John also 
notes that the Tree of Life, is in the Paradise of God. The term “Paradise” is a 
Persian loan word, denoting especially a park and garden surrounded by a wall. 
The term was used in the Greek version of the Old Testament called the 
Septuagint (LXX) in order to translate the word “garden” or Eden. Luke uses the 
word “paradise” with reference to the dying thief at Luke 23:43. Jesus said to 
this thief, “This day you shall be with me in Paradise.” In Jewish literature 
“Garden of Eden” and “Paradise” were both used for the dwelling of the 
righteous in the future life. Jewish teachers therefore spoke of the Paradise of 
Adam, the Paradise of the Blessed in Heaven, and the Paradise of the righteous 
in the coming Kingdom of God. It is the last of these meanings which John has in 
mind in the promise. Adam and Eve lost access to the Tree of Life, and were 
driven from the Garden (Genesis 3:22-23). And in Revelation, the believer who 
shares his Lord’s victory, is promised that both blessings will be restored 

(Revelation 22:2). Finally, a frequent term for the cross of Jesus in the New 
Testament, is “tree”, especially on the lips of Peter (Acts 5:30; 10:39; 1 Peter 
2:24). The Temple of Artemis was built on a tree shrine, and a tree frequently 
symbolized Ephesus or its goddess. And so, whereas the Ephesian believers once 
viewed the tree of Artemis as the seat of divine life, they now learn that life 
eternal in the Paradise of God was theirs through the Cross of him who died and 
rose again.  
 

Conclusion:- 
 
The message of Christ’s words to the church at Ephesus invites us to examine 
afresh our love for Jesus, as well as our love for each other, and for the way in 
which serve our Lord in the modern world. Are we tempted to set too much 
store on a loveless orthodoxy and dutiful service for Christ, at the risk of 
forgetting that a church without love is already dead?  It is one thing to be 
commended for our zeal, but it is an entirely different thing to have zeal without 
love.  May a fresh anointing of God’s love through His Spirit inspire our church 
to higher service today.  Amen. 
 
  


