Christ’s Word to the Church: Faithfulness in Love and Truth

Revelation 2:1-7; 18-29 

Doug Hayes, July 2, 2006 – Trinity Reformation Church
The sermon text for this morning is Revelation 2:1-7; 18-29. Please stand and give attention to the reading of Christ’s Word to us this morning. 

He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit is saying to the Church!

Almighty God, by your Sovereign Word you created the heavens and the earth. The Lord Christ is that Word, and all thing were created through Him and for Him. And He is the before all things, and in Him all things consist. In various times and in different ways you have spoken in times past to the fathers by the prophets. The Lord Jesus, who being the brightness of Your glory and the express image of Your person, upholding all things by the word of His power, when He had by Himself purged out sins, sat down at the right hand of the majesty on high. He now reigns with You, our Father, and is bringing forth the Kingdom of heaven. We ask that you would now send the Holy Spirit to illumine Your Word to us, so that our eyes would be opened and our lives would be transformed thereby. And so we pray in the name of our ever blessed Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen.

I.
Revelation and History

As Evangelicals, we live in extraordinary times. As always, the name of Jesus is a threat and scandal to those who hate Him. While we are to God the fragrance of Christ among those who are being saved – we are also the stench of death to death to those that are perishing. In addition to Madeline Albright and her recent book about Christianity in America, a former conservative has now written a popular book about the rising threat of the new Theocracy in America, warning and decrying the horrors of Christianity in the public discourse of our country. But what surprise is it to see unbelievers mock and scorn the Lord Jesus? 
What is astonishing is the degreed to which the Church of Christ has lost her bearings and become a haven for all manner of perversion of the gospel. In the last couple of years we have seen that one of the largest expressions of the Christian Church in our country (and in the world), the liberal Episcopal Church in the USA, has chosen to ordain a homosexual bishop, to the dismay and outrage of the wider Anglican Church, which in turn put the American church on warning that they are in danger of being excommunicated from the greater Anglican communion. In the last two weeks, in defiance of the rest of the Anglican world, the Episcopal Church in the USA voted to appoint to the highest Bishopric in America the first woman – who also supports and promotes homosexual marriage and homosexual leadership in the Church as an expression Biblical love and acceptance. What accommodating love the American church has – love that damns people to hell. Sure, we say, that is the liberal church. But Evangelicals are generally not much sounder – for in the last 40 years we conservatives have increasingly accommodated abortion, sodomy and just plain weirdness in doctrine, worship and daily living among us – all in the name of love and outreach to the world. 
But lest we feel too good about ourselves as conservative reformed types, in the last two weeks two of the major conservative Presbyterian denominations have held their General assembly meetings and have moved toward condemnation of those who hold to FV/NPP as heretical. At one of these meetings, one of the delegates is reported to have said, ‘this is not the time to be nice – now is the time to stick it to ‘em.’ Amazingly, love for Christ is now expressed among us as sticking it to those who articulated justification by grace through faith in ways that are somewhat different that we are used to. I am convinced that discussions about these issues are important for a good many reasons – but I am also convinced that proudly dismissing as heretical and making preparations for sticking it to those who are 98% in agreement with us is not faithfulness to Christ or His word.
The Lord Jesus calls us to faithfulness that requires our love for Him to be expressed both in doctrinal and practical fidelity and biblical love for one another. The progress of the gospel and the growth of the Church of Christ require faithfulness in both love and doctrinal purity. 
This morning I want to briefly look at the book of Revelation to see what the Lord Jesus says to us about remaining faithful to Him.
Revelation was written to the early Church (and to us) to call Christians to faithfulness in the midst of the tribulation. Throughout the book of Acts the enemy of the Church is not primarily the Romans, but the Jews and the Judaizers within the Church, called the Circumcision. In Acts we regularly see the Romans defending the Church, while the Jews and Circumcision persecutes the Church. Revelation is not concerned with the war between the Jews and the Romans, which later resulted in the destruction of the Temple and Jerusalem in 70 AD. Rather, Revelation is concerned with evangelism, faithfulness, martyrdom and the vindication of the saints who stand firm and are overcomers in the world. Revelation was written to help the Church remain faithful. There was a great temptation to reject the faith because of the persecutions that experienced once people became Christians in that context. 

Revelation is specifically addressed “to the seven churches which are in Asia” (1:4, 11). In chapter 1, John was “in the Spirit” (which is a technical term for receiving a prophetic message or vision) on the “Lord’s Day.” The Lord’s Day is not only a reference to Sunday, the day that the Church is gathered by the Spirit before God in weekly worship, but also an allusion to the Day of the Lord. In the Old Testament prophets, the Day of the Lord is a time when Yahweh draws near to evaluate His people, which results in salvation for the faithful or judgement of the wicked. The faithful looked forward to the event with great anticipation and joy, but the unfaithful would look to that day with fear and the expectation of judgment and destruction. Thus, when John wrote to the churches on the Day of the Lord, it was to warn them to be faithful to Christ and look to His coming to them and the world with joy and hope for salvation from their enemies and His exaltation in the world. But those churches that were unfaithful had the fearful expectation that they would be judged and destroyed along with the wicked. 

Revelation begins in Ch. 1 with a strange and wonderful vision of Christ (vv. 12-16) who is the one who is able to properly evaluate the Church on the Day of the Lord. It then continues by recording the letters to the seven churches in Revelation 2-3. At the beginning of each the letters John is commanded to write the phrase: “To the angel (lit. “messenger” or pastor) of the church.” At the end of each of the letters to the churches there is an invitation for those who have ears of understanding to listen to “what the Spirit says to the churches.” It is likely that the whole book (including the letters to the churches) was circulated among all the churches as an encouragement and warning to all. Thus, the entire Church is addressed in each of the letters, i.e. the group of seven letters is a general letter to all of the churches (throughout church history). The overall message to all the churches is that faithfulness requires that you exercise discipline in the church, and remove the unfaithful from among you. Failure to do so means that Jesus will be forced to do it in His terrible judgments, similar to what is seen in the rest of the book. The forward progress of the Church requires faithfulness in the churches.
As you can see on the back of the outline provided, in all but two of the letters, John is commanded to tell the churches about problems they have (Smyrna & Philadelphia are faithful churches). In all but one of the letters, John is told about things that the Lord commends or praises about the churches (Laodicea does not have anything praiseworthy noted). In all of the letters John is commanded to write instructions to the churches, as well as promises to them for faithfulness. 

This morning I intend to provide an applicational survey of two of the deficient churches that were warned by Christ to greater faithfulness. 

II.
Ephesus – The Loveless Church (2:1-7)

Turn we me now to Revelation 2:1-7. Of the seven churches in Rev. 2-3, Ephesus is one that is referred to the most in other parts of the New Testament (Acts 18; 19; 20; 1 Cor 15:32; 16:8; 1 Tim. 1:3; 2 Tim. 1:18; 4:12). On Paul’s second and third missionary journeys he went to Ephesus (Acts 18:19-21; 19:1-20:1) and had a very important impact on the city. The gospel was very well received by many in the synagogue in Ephesus because of the ministry of Paul. But many Jews were hardened against Paul and the Christians and spoke evil of the Christian faith, so Paul focused his ministry on those Jews who did believe, and the Gentile converts. He taught the church there for more than two years, and did many miracles (Acts 19:8-12). Apparently there were some apostate Jews that had adopted pagan ideas and were involved in occultism and magical arts that also tried to use the name of Jesus in their strange practices. After God judged these wicked men, the fear of God came upon both Jews and Gentiles and the name of Jesus was praised in Ephesus so that many who practiced magic were converted and the word of God grew in the city (Acts 19:13-15, 18-20). Eventually, Paul and the Christians in Ephesus were severely persecuted because of the impact of the gospel on the production and sales of idols there. There was a riot over the issue that brought such confusion to the city that the Romans had to step in save the believers that were caught by the mob (Acts 19:21-41). Paul later met with the Ephesian Elders to encourage and warn them to remain faithful in their ministry (Acts 20: 17-38). Paul wrote the book of Ephesians to help the Christians better understand and live the Christian life, and he left Timothy to help them get established as one of the most important of the early churches (1 Tim. 1:3; 2 Tim. 1:18; 4:12).

With this background in mind, turn to Revelation 2:1-7. The letter begins by reminding them of the vision John had of Jesus in Ch.1, who is the one who holds the seven churches (symbolized as stars) in His hand, and who walks in the midst of the seven lampstands to evaluate the churches to bring His judgments against them if they are unfaithful (cf. 1:13, 16). He also sees their good works and promises to bless them if they are faithful. 

The letter begins with praise for the Ephesians’ good works, their labor, their patience during tribulation, and that they do not tolerate false teaching. The Ephesians did not compromise doctrinally in any way, being faithful to the apostolic teachings. They were not afraid to discipline evil men, demonstrated in v. 2, “you have tested those who say they are apostles and are not, and have found them liars” (cf. Acts 20:28-31). 

True love for Christ and His people requires a hatred of evil and false teaching, and the Lord commended them for this in v. 6: “You hate the deeds of the Nicolaitans.” The Greek word nikolaos means “people-conquerors/overcomers.” Interestingly, in the letter to Pergamum in 2:14 John writes against those who hold to the doctrines of Balaam, which name in the Hebrew means, “eaters/conquerors of the people.” John uses a play on words, linking the Nicolaitans of Ephesus with the Balaamites of Pergamum (2:15 the two hold to the same teachings). Additionally, the church of Thyatira (2:20-21) permits the false teachings of the prophetess Jezebel, which are the same as those mentioned of the Balaamites (i.e. eating things sacrificed to idols and sexual immorality). Thus, the same error is found in three different churches with three different names (i.e. Nicolaitans, Balaamites and Jezebel). It is only the Ephesians that do not tolerate any form of this error, hating the deeds of the Nicolaitans. 

But the Lord Jesus rebuked the angel/pastor of the Ephesians in vv. 4-5, and called upon the Ephesians to repent. Their sin was a lack of love. Although they loved the truth and were willing to cast out those who taught what was false, they did not love one another as they should. Love of truth does not ever justify a failure to love the brethren. Christians are required to be both orthodox and loving, and a lack of either will eventually result in judgment from God. Apparently the Ephesians had at one time a good combination of both love and biblical doctrine (evidenced in Acts and the epistles of Paul). Jesus called upon the Ephesians to repent and to again do the deeds of love they once did. He called upon them to remember how they once loved each other, and begin again to faithfully love Him by loving others. If they do not repent, v. 5 tells us that Jesus will come quickly to them in judgment. He would remove their lampstand, meaning that their influence in the world would be taken away and would cease to be a church. For their lack of love, the whole congregation was in danger of being excommunicated/disciplined by Christ Himself. If the elders/pastors failed to discipline the church toward love as well as theological purity, Jesus would Himself administer His discipline. 

Concluding the letter, Jesus said that if they properly hear what He says to them, they will be overcomers. The word used here to “overcome” is the Greek word nikao, the same root word for Nicolaitans. Jesus is saying that the church must overcome those who seek to overcome or conquer her. Since they hate the doctrine of the “people-conquerors/overcomers,” in what way can they overcome them? The letter tells us that they need to be more loving. Lack of love in the church makes the church a place where people are overcome with strife, disunity and discord. The way to overcome those on the outside who would overcome them is to not only be faithful to the truth, but also to truly love one another.

If the Ephesians overcome/conquer the Nicolaitans by their, they will be given the privilege to eat of the Tree of Life, which is in the midst of the Paradise of God. Although this promise will be fulfilled at the end of history for all Christians, it is the present and increasing possession of the people of God as they obey the Lord and take dominion over the earth and the enemies of God. 

III. Thyatira – The Sinfully Tolerant Church (2:18-29)

Turn now to Revelation 2:18-29. Thyatira is generally an unfaithful church. The letter begins (v.18) by reminding us again of the vision John had of Jesus, who has eyes like a flame of fire and feet like fine brass (1:14-15). The Lord says to the church in Thyatira that He knows that there is much that can be commended among them. They were active in love, service, faith and patience (or perseverance). In fact, these works/deeds were increasing.

What the Lord had against them was that they allowed/tolerated false teaching in the church. Certainly, Thyatira was a loving church – Too loving (or more rightly – unbiblically loving & tolerant). Jesus again called their heresy by a symbolic name (just as he had done with the Nicolaitans and Balaamites). This time He identifies the error with Jezebel (2:20-23). Jezebel was the wicked queen of Israel who led God’s people into the idolatrous and adulterous worship of pagan gods (1 Kings 21:25-26; 2 Kings 9:22, where she is said to have stirred up “harlotries” and “witchcrafts”). The symbolic Jezebel of the church in Thyatira similarly advocated compromise with paganism. It was apparently led by a woman that improperly called herself a prophetess, and taught the church things that mixed Christianity with paganism. [Some commentators believe that because 2:20 “you allow that woman” can be translated “you allow your wife Jezebel,” meaning that she was the wife of the pastor of the church. It may also simply mean that the pastor was not guarding the bride of Christ, and allowed her to become a false prophet. Because he failed, she became a spiritual harlot.] By her teaching the church became confused about the truth, and began to commit the sins of sexual immorality and eating things sacrificed to idols (the same error spoken of in Pergamum (2:14), and is directly connected with the Nicolaitan error (2:15)). 

The sin of the church of Thyatira is that they tolerated this teaching and the sinful acts that resulted from it. Biblical Christianity is intolerant of doctrinal and behavioral error. A church that, even though loving, tolerates evil and false teaching is a church under judgment; God will not long tolerate her. 2:21 says that Christ gave her time to repent of her sins, but she did not. 2:22-23 says that He would judge her with sickness and death, along with those who followed her (“her children”). Jezebel led people into adultery (either spiritually or literally), and her bed of sin now would become a sickbed, resulting in death (deathbed). The judgment of her followers is described as a great tribulation. The indication is that by associating with and compromising with the apostate Jews and pagans, the church would be destroyed along with Judaism in the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple in 70 AD. 

The judgment on this church would be a warning to all the churches that Jesus is the one who searches the hearts, minds and lives of Christians and brings His just judgments when necessary (2:23). Additionally, because the Lord knows who are faithful (i.e. refusing to learn the deep things of Satan and keeping Christ’s works to the end), He promises that they will be given power over the nations if they hold fast what they have in Him (2:24-27).

IV. Trinity Reformation Church
Christ’ word to the churches in Revelation 2-3 are important for Trinity Reformation Church if you are going to be a faithful church of Christ on into the future. Jesus speaks clearly and pointedly to our need to be faithful in both love and doctrine. It is far too easy for people to say that they need to strike a balance between these and if there is a necessary compromise between one and the other. It is all too common for people to serious consider the question, “If I were to err on one side or the other, which is more important – to manifest doctrinal purity or love for the brethren and those around us in the world?” The scriptures are clear – there is no justifiable compromise between one or the other. There is no balance to be struck between love and truth. Christ commands us to be faithful to manifest both biblical love and biblical truth. At Trinity Reformation Church, you must become fixed on true faithfulness to the Lord Christ if you are to be blessed by Him as He comes to you each Lord’s Day. As He draws near to you on the Day of the Lord, He will be evaluating you to see if you are faithful in both love and truth.

A. Angels/Pastors of the Church

First of all, I exhort you to be mindful of the fact that the letters to the churches were addressed to pastors and elders, the angels/messengers of the Church. Who you choose as leaders of the Church will in large measure determine the sort of church you will become into the future. They must be good shepherds, faithful leaders and examples to the flock of God in both love and truth. They must be men of integrity and purity, love and service, strength and willingness to lead, and courage to bring order and discipline to the body of Christ. The scriptures are replete with examples of the colossal failure of God’s men to stand strong and discipline the church. Failure to discipline when necessary will produce all manner of harm and hurt in the church. Failure to promote love and service can damage the church beyond repair. Take heed to the scriptural warnings to choose out from among you men of excellence.

Both Marty Allen and Flynn Ayers are men that have been set aside for consideration for eldership here. The elders of RCC find them to be godly and wise men whose love for Christ and His people are evident. We are increasingly confident that you have done well to consider these men. Who you choose to call as your next pastor will also largely determine the course of TRC for years to come. The Pastoral Search committee is actively working to find a man that will be faithful to Christ in both love and doctrine. Be in fervent prayer about who you call and for the men on the committee. I exhort you to be patient – and to walk through this process carefully and judiciously.
While biblical religion places high value on strong godly women (mighty women of valor), clearly, the sins of Thyatira warn us to allow no compromise when it comes to leadership in the church (both officially and unofficially). It is men, not women, that are called upon by God to rule in the Church. 
Finally, I challenge you to submit yourselves biblically to the authority, instruction, oversight and care that your leaders will provide from you. Congregational refusal to biblically submit to godly leaders is a devastating sin. 

B. Faithfulness in Love 

By all appearances, Trinity Reformation Church has begun well as a church faithful in love. One of the lessons to be learned from the Ephesian church is to continue in the love you began with. Love is something that is easy at first – seldom does a church begin as a loveless church. But it is also surprisingly, even startlingly, easy for a church to devolve into strife and discord. And so great care must be taken to continue to do the first works of love.
Trust and self-conscious attention to maintaining biblical relationships is essential to preserving biblical love and fellowship. You must go out of your way to be longsuffering, forgiving and eager to maintain good relationships. It only happens with work.

Believers cannot use their orthodoxy as an excuse for hatred, strife and discord. Lack of love is a certain sign of twisted doctrine. The Lord Christ takes a dim view of unbiblical partiality, sectarianism and strife. 

It is important that we not be parochial in our view of the Church, the whole of the church. The holy Catholic/Universal church is much bigger and more glorious than Presbyterian and Reformed theology. There are godly faithful Christians that are Baptist, Lutheran, Episcopal, Nazarene, Methodist – and on and on. In every church and denomination there is a mixture of truth and error. We must be ever willing to submit to the instruction and insight of other believers in various traditions (never allowing ourselves to refuse to reconsider a matter). Moreover, we must be careful to treat Christians outside of our box in a biblical manner.

We must never allow our hobby-horse issues (as important as they are) to become what defines us, to the exclusion of other Christians and their churches. Home school, courtship, male headship, stay-at-home mothers, paedo-communion, our views of covenant theology, liturgical practices…while these are all good and proper, they must never be allowed to divide us from each other. This is a proud sectarianism that Christ will not long tolerate. Christ will remove what remains when He comes to us in the Supper on the Lord’s Day.

C. Faithfulness in Doctrine

Lack of doctrinal concern and oversight on the part of Elders inevitably will lead to all manner of looseness and sin. Certainly our Church leaders must continue to learn and grow in their knowledge of the truth – but they must be ever mindful that orthodoxy is essential to the life and life of the church. 

Theology must never be allowed to become a matter of indifference. Both essential and non-essential matters are important issues to be concerned with. What we believe about things will determine the sort of church we will be. This is the important thing to remember about doctrine – it is not merely an intellectual exercise. It will inevitably become manifest in the way that we live. Our orthodoxy will always become our orthopraxy.

When controversy arises in the Church – submit to others as much as possible, and as long as your conscience allows. The congregation must submit to the Elders God has placed over you – not allowing your disagreements with them to ever cause division in the church – ever. If your conscience troubles you about some doctrine in the church – voice it biblically and if you can not stay, leave peaceably. The Elders must submit themselves to other godly men – At RCC and the CREC and other.

Do not allow doctrinal controversies make you weary of caring about doctrine. In the last couple of years TRC has already been somewhat embroiled in some theological controversy – don’t let it either dishearten you, or embitter you.

Elders have the authority, given to them by the Lord – the Head of the Bride, to silence and even excommunicate those who trouble the church. You, the congregation, must submit and even honor their decisions in these very difficult times.

Unfaithfulness in doctrine and unfaithfulness in love are two sides of the same coin. One will generally be an indication of the other.

On this, and every Lord’s Day, we welcome the coming of the Lord as He draws near to us. As we gather in His presence, we are assured of the forgiveness of our sins, transformed by His Word, and brought into real and meaningful fellowship with Him and one another around the Table. Yet, it is in this very nearness that we must understand that He will be brought into judgment and evaluation. The Lord will bless us in our faithfulness – and will discipline us in our unfaithfulness. The call of Christ is to be faithful to love Him and one another and to grow in our faithfulness to His Word. Faithfulness to Christ requires faithfulness in both love and truth. May God bless us this day with His favor – and send us into the future optimistic and hopeful for His continued blessing.

Closing Prayer

We thank you, our God and Father, for drawing near to us this Day of the Lord, to forgive our sins, and to transform us by your Word and Spirit. We are pleased to worship you this day, knowing that you inhabit the praises of your people. As be bring forth our tithes and offerings today, make us mindful of that you desire a humble and contrite heart, and that we should offer ourselves as living sacrifices to you. As we come to the Table of you dear son, we memorialize to you His work on our behalf, knowing that we have no righteousness apart from Him. Cause His sacrifice to be worked out in our lives as salvation, sanctification and love. For we pray in the name of our resurrected and exalted Lord, Jesus Christ. Amen.
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Letters to the Seven Church in Revelation 2-3

	Church
	Commendation
	Criticism
	Instruction
	Promise

	Ephesus

(2:1-7)
Acts 18:19f; 19:1f; 20:16f; 1 Cor 15:32; 16:8; 1 Tim. 1:3; 2 Tim. 1:18; 4:12
	Rejects evil, perseveres, has patience
	Left their first love
	Do the first works of love
	The Tree of Life (cf. 22:2)

	Smyrna

(2:8-11)
	Gracefully bears suffering
	None
	Be faithful until death
	The Crown of Life, no second death (cf. 20:6, 14)

	Pergamum/

Pergamos

(2:12-17)
	Keeps the faith
	Tolerated immorality, idolatry and heresies
	Repent
	Hidden manna, and a stone with a new name 

	Thyatira

(2:18-29)
	Love, service, faith, patience is greater than at first
	Tolerates idolatry and immorality
	Judgment coming: Keep the faith
	Rule over nations and receive Morning Star (cf. 22:16)

	Sardis

(3:1-6)
	Some have kept the faith
	A dead church
	Repent; strengthen what remains
	Clothed in white, Book of Life (cf. 21:27)

	Philadelphia

(3:7-13)
	Perseveres in the faith
	None
	Keep the faith
	A place in God’s presence, a new name (cf. 22:4), the New Jerusalem (cf. 21:2)

	Laodicea

(3:14-22)
Col. 2:1; 4:13
	None
	Indifferent
	Be zealous and repent
	Share Christ’s throne


Ephesus (2:1-7)

· Fallen into laxity in love

Smyrna (2:8-11)

· Faithful but small and persecuted

Pergamum/Pergamos (2:12-17)

· A few wicked people need to be kicked out of the church

Thyatira (2:18-29)

· The wicked are about as strong as the righteous – full war is needed

Sardis (3:1-6)

· The wicked outnumber the righteous in the church

Philadelphia (3:7-13)

· Faithful, powerful and effective

Laodicea (3:14-22)

· Fallen into doctrinal laxity 
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