Wade Street Church 02.07.06 am
“LEARNING FROM EPHESUS ”

Acts 19:8-20; Ephesians 1:15-23; Revelation 2:1-7

Two or three weeks ago, some of you may remember, we had atlsoke of the things Paul said about
the Holy Spirit which were not really part of his direct teachimg were clearly in his mind because of
the words and phrases he used. This week we’re going to do sometiirgjnailar, something that is
usually part of the work of an historian or an archaeologist'ré\joing to look at the story of a church
from two or three fragments that are scattered around the MWstarfient. It's a bit like the kind of thing
Dr Carl Chinn does each week in tEepress & Staas he reconstructs the social history of places in the
Black Country by drawing on scattered memories and odd photographs.

The New Testament is made up really of two stories — botHimkied, both totally dependent on each
other. In the first four books (the Gospels) we have the stogsofJ- his birth, life, teaching, death and
resurrection. The rest of the New Testament is iy sif the Church that continued his mission. But it
is a big story, the story of the Church (with a capital Cj apread and grew. It's not really the story of
individual churches, except where they impact on the biggey.st8o when it comes to finding out
about a particular church in a particular town and how it developexdtio® sixty or so years covered by
the New Testament, we have to piece the story together threnbits of evidence we find scattered
throughActs the letters an&evelation

As you've probably gathered from the two passages we’ve reachthising (and the title of the sermon
on the Notice Sheet — a bit of a give-away!), we're goingaee a quick look at the church in Ephesus
and see how the experience of the Christians there might havéhsam® say to us today. In many
ways it was a totally different situation from today and yaayrthink that any lessons learned from it
must be fairly contrived. After all, it was in a diffateculture from ours — although one that was very
heavily influenced by other gods, both pagan and pragmatic (Drahananey). It was in a different
geographical situation and existed many centuries ago — althoughndemomen have certain ways of
behaving and certain attitudes that seem to be common to al§ @adeall times. And it was one the
very first churches to be founded, so had not had the centuriesabdgical and sociological background
that we do today — although there are particular problems andhatyseem to be part of the life of a
church however well-established it might be.

In Acts 19 Luke tells us of the early days of the Ephesians church. Wdssin about AD55, during
Paul’s third missionary journey around the Mediterranean. Likeasty rof the first churches to grow up
around the Mediterranean rim at that time, it grew out ofdbal Jewish synagogue. In fact, it came out
of the synagogue about three months after Paul first startechprgahere, and he was forced to go into
a public lecture hall to hold daily discussions for two yearst tiBat persistence paid off, and the church
was established and began to grow in what was a very costaopplgan, inhospitable city.

Luke recounts that there were miracles which took place #setiee Holy Spirit did his work in the lives

of those who responded to Paul’s preaching of the gospel. The chantell $0 get a name for itself in
the community and stood up to the vested interests of the locar gmakers, but no-one was in any
doubt what lay behind it — as Luke writége name of the Lord Jesus was held in high honouviany
people repented openly of their sin and the power of the oendived a considerable blow. In the next
chapter, we read of Paul’s farewell to the elders oHhleesian church, so the church must have become
fairly well established for Paul to feel able to leavehia hands of these new leaders. It was great start.
This was going to be a great church — respected, infllieatia/e, growing.

We discover our next set of clues as to the unfolding story oEgtiesian church in the letter Paul wrote
to them about five years later. Paulstter To The Ephesiardeals with certain specific issues which
they obviously needed to sort out, but the overall impression wes gétai church that is still thriving,
that is still at work giving people glimpses of what thad€iom of God is like. In the first chaptdr.15-
23), which was the second passage we read this morning, Patals wone of his customary



commendations of the church, praising their love and their fdittey are people who are doing pretty
well in the worshipping and witnessing departments and Paut ¢inaks for them on a regular basis.
Clearly, given the difficulties inherent in maintaining a witdsr Christ in a city full of idol
worshippers, money-minded trade guilds, and traders and sailorsaffawer the known world, the
Ephesian church is doing the business.

Indeed, over thirty years later, in a passage we haveh'tead, the Risen Lord Jesus Christ, speaking
through John, continues to commend them for tteard work, perseverance’endurance and general
all-round tirelessness and activity. What a great churcliiatVd committed bunch of believers! And
probably, while we’'ve been talking about the church in Ephesus, someuohave been drawing
parallels in your own mind between them and the church in Wadet.St¢ course you have — that’s the
point of reading the stories of the New Testament: to see haweasure up to the examples we’ve been
given.

And the answer is probably: pretty well. Our situation may beeqdifferent (as we’'ve already
remarked), but let’s give credit where it's due. We acbwach that is growing (albeit fairly slowly). We
try to ensure that the gospel of Jesus Christ is faithfully gioeld. We work pretty hard at getting all
the churchy bits right — new buildings, new initiatives, new opporasftr outreach, whilst sticking to
the core beliefs that have been at the heart of the Chrigtimmunity since the days of the Ephesians.
We have a certain amount of influence in our local community ratitki denominations of which we are
a part. We have a good reputation both in the corridors of poveer ioity and in the wider situations.
(People in the URC and in the Baptist Association speak veryyhafhivhat they hear about Wade
Street.) Why not pat ourselves on the back and take a metaplorical especially after the endeavours
of the past two or three years, and with the vision we havihdonext few years? | reckon Jesus Christ
might say of us, as he did of the church in Ephesus in about AD@%ow your deeds, your hard work
and your perseverance ... You have persevered and have endured hardshipsidonergnd have not
grown weary.”

But let me read you the whole of that short letter to the Ephesiangu get the full flavour of Jesus’
remarks — because there is a sting in the tail, andkdnethere might be a bit of that here, too.

(ReadRevelation 2:1-3)

A great church. An influential church. A hard working churclut tBey’ve forgotterwhy they’re doing

it all. They have'forsaken their first love” There’s plenty of activity, they've been beavering avay f
thirty-odd years doing all the right thing, but there’s no longerraayrationale to it all, no sense of what
it's really all about. We’ve got loads of stuff going on heré\ade Street Church: house groups and
prayer groups, activities for this and that, a great new sbtitifings, lots of people who think we're
doing a wonderful work. But can we remembdry we're doing it all? Do you knowhy you are
involved? Do you still have that first love — not for the chundt,even for your fellow church-goers, but
for Jesus himself? Do you still have a passion for Jesus?

Just pause for a few moments and think back over your time ai®ebelAre you still on fire for Jesus?
Is there still that burning desire to know him better, to have mibhés Holy Spirit within you, to live
each day more and more as he wants you to because you caréiabant love him so much? Or is
there a kind of dryness about your Christian life now, a sensddbas is a long way off? Had you even
noticed? I'm a little bit anxious that we might be movinghattdirection as a church. Have we got to
the stage where we think of ourselves as a church that desstigings in the community, rather than a
church that does great things for Jesus?

Now | may have got that quite wrong. | remember preachirmyitjir these letters to the seven churches
in Revelationover ten years ago and saying some similar things, and dn® @eople here were quite
affronted that | should entertain such thoughts. If | havetgetang — sorry: look on these words as a
warning to make sure we don’'t go down that path, rather than sagygestion of what's already



happening. But if I'm right, then we need to take a good look atlgassand heed what Jesus has to say
here. Have we forsaken our first love? Can we remembemshg doing all these things here? Are we
still focussed on Jesus and on him alone rather than on our ownog@ptins or our own petty personal
hobby-horses? Jesus’ words here have something very importsay to us, | believe — some good
advice for trying to get back that sense of mission, purpadgassion that should really characterise our
lives as followers of Jesus Christ. And it's all tofbend inv5 of this short letter.

1. REMEMBER

Remember — think back, take stock. | wonder how often we pausmsider our walk with Jesus, how
often we stop and think about where we are. Many of you willnkelved on a daily basis with
gathering data, assessing progress, measuring achievemeptodndtivity in your office, factory or
other place of work. In some situations you need to know precisely progress is being made at every
minute of the day — how many children are working at their taygete? how many policies have been
sold today? what's the share price in Tokyo at this very monfew? much bacteria is there in my
chocolate? You can see where you've come from and you have &gaaaf where you're going.

What about your Christian experience? Now I’'m not wanting to sudgesne moment that we should
be burdening ourselves with targets to do with how many chaptene &ilble we read each day, how
long we spend in prayer, how much we put in the offering and so ondoBrdu ever consider whether
you are making any headway in becoming more like Jesus.

Look back — if you can remember — to the time when you first respdadkd call of Jesus Christ. Can
you remember the joy and enthusiasm you experienced then? Canalbthesimtensity with which you
wanted to love Jesus — and to be loved by him? Can you remermlisile you had to share what had
happened with other people? Your experience of responding to Jesus nayedieen dramatic, nor
even particularly sudden, but | reckon most of us could look backiteeaxthen we were more eager to
love Jesus than perhaps we are today.

Remember how good it was and compare that with now. You may serwho is involved with the
life of the church — here or elsewhere, a local church or adéro@hristian organisation — and the
activity, the routine, the pressures and expectations of dihgesbegun to take their toll. No longer is it
a pleasure to serve Christ. No longer is it a joy to be ighpeople. No longer is there that eager
anticipation that God is going to do something special. Thdtiseah overshadowed by the desperate
need to keep the ball rolling, to ensure that this happens and thanbathat these people are satisfied
and those people are kept happy. It's not the joy of loving Chrisigtmeow the driving force, but the
awful fear that someone will notice that you're not there when lould be, or that you've missed your
turn on the rota, or that you forget to do something that isceeqh@f you.

Think back. Remember. Remember the closeness that youAelthe hymn writer put it Where is
that blessedness | knew when first | found the Lor&®t many of us, | suspect, it's a distant memory.

2. REPENT

Now that’s not a word we like at all these days. It suggbstt we might be in the wrong, that we might
in some way be responsible for what's happening. And in a cdfyrassing blame on to someone else,
of trying to shift the onus on to others, of rights rather thaporesbilities, it all seems a bit old-
fashioned. But that's what Jesus says here. Repent!afound. Make a new startanothernew start
for many of us.

The first step on the road to repentance iadknowledgethat things are not right. That's really what
we’ve just been talking about. Don't keep sliding down thaipsliy slope away from a real passion for



Jesus because you don’t want anyone else to know that things arentightit Or because you feel that
if you take time out to get things sorted out things will grind balé | worked with a colleague who was
an alcoholic. We could all see what was happening to him, buiakeunable to do anything about it.
Then one morning he knocked on my classroom door as | was taking tsteregid said he wanted a
word with me out in the corridor. He looked me in the eye amb“Eai an alcoholic”, and from that day
his life turned around and he is now one of the most successfuldaedrs in London. Another person
I worked with in Christian ministry was having an affair but canty denied he was doing anything
wrong — until he was caught red-handed and had no alternative but to sedg@what was going on.
From then on his life turned around.

The second step is &k for God’s forgiveness. Tell him in prayer that you are stiiygs have got as
they are. Realise that he is the only one who can really loelpmpve forward and tell him that in
prayer. God doesn’t hold grudges. He’s not resentful. Heptmasised to enable you to make a new
start. His love is infinitely more gracious and forgivihgn yours could ever be, so receive that love and
allow God to remake you, to renew your love for him, to relightfifeeof passion that once burned so
brightly.

And thenask some more. Ask not just for forgiveness, for dealing with the i the past and the slow,
stifing mediocrity of the present, but for the help of the HBpyrit for progress in the future. Ask God
to surround you, fill you, shower you (whatever image you want towisfiehis Holy Spirit. Ask that he
will move within your life to set you fee from your slavery the expectations of others, the agendas
which are yours not his, the activism that prevents you from comatimgownith him as he wants you to.
God’s longing to do that. There’s a deep desire within the b&aesus for his people to rediscover their
first love — not for his benefit, but for yours. But he will notce that on you: he patiently waits for you
to reach out and ask him.

3. REKINDLE

Jesus tells the Ephesians that they ar&dothe things they did at first.” Having reflected on what it
used to be like and repented of the fact that things have slgmktheir passion is no longer there, he
says they are to get back to what it was like. To be, agam, enthusiastic, passionate, eager. Now this
isn't some kind of pointless spiritual nostalgia. He’s notirgato us get the pews back, get the
membership back down to 45, start wearing hats again, use thebloyikig- all that kind of twaddle that
people often come out with when they sense things are changirtbeandon’t like it. It's not about a
checklist of actions and activities — that's what caubedptoblem in the first place. It's about attitudes,
about openness. It's about that word we’ve used several aimeagly this morning passion

As | just said, you can't just sit around and wait for it to leeppYou do need to do something — and
we’ve already said that we need to pray, to ask God for his Weid.you may need to do other things
too. It may be reading the Bible so that God can speak to you thteymgtges: reading the Bible with an
expectation that God will speak rather than with a sense oftldatyou’ve got to keep up with the stuff
in the Daily Notes. It may mean praying — praying in a way ts a conversation with God rather than a
shopping lists of wants and desires, or self congratulatory prétiseay mean that you need to spend a
bit more time with Jesus — time set aside just to think abouttb reflect on him and his love, to talk
with him. Remember that story iruke 10:38-42n which Martha gets all upset that Mary’s not helping
her get tea ready because she’s listening to Jesus? Modiehbhave far too many Marthas and far too
few Marys: people who want all the work done, but can’t reberwhy.

In a sense all of that is kindling for the fire. But you stéled the spark to get it going, the spark of the
Holy Spirit. We talked about this a couple of weeks ago, on R&tt8anday — about wanting that Spirit
of hope and holiness and love and power in our lives. Several pEtgwards said that we could do
with that — not in any critical way. Let's get backvithy we're doing this: we’re doing it for Jesus!
We’'re not doing it for the glory of the church. We’re not doinfpitour own gratification. We’re not



doing it to draw attention to ourselves. We’re not doing it fisra of therapy. We’re not even doing it
for each other. We're doing it because Jesus loves useaita/e/him.

Maybe this morning there are some people who feel that they dotmeediscover their love for Jesus,
those of you who can remember what it used to be like andniseothat it's not really like that any
more. Maybe you feel the need to repent of all that, to askddis forgiveness that he has been edged
out of your life by all the things you're doing for him. Maybe you warekindle that passion for Jesus
that will revitalise your life, your worship, your witness.

Well, let’s do it, then. Let’s now pray together for Goddoah our lives, for our love for Jesus to return
in power and intensity, for his Holy Spirit to move us forward soé t¢ha lives shine for God. And to
show that we’re serious about this, if you want to do that, there @nd stand out at the front here. We
don't often do that — but it will be a way of demonstrating youpease, your commitmentYou have
forsaken your first love. Remember the height from which youfaléee! Repent and do the things you
did at first.”

(Discussion notes on next page)



“LEARNING FROM EPHESUS"”
Acts 19:8-20; Ephesians 1:15-23; Revelation 2:1-7

In Acts 19, Luke tells us of the early days of the Ephesian church and recounts that there were miracles
which took place there. The church started to get a name for itself in the community and Luke writes,
"the name of the Lord Jesus was held in high honour.” Many people repented openly of their sin and
the power of the occult received a considerable blow. This was a great church — respected, influential,
active, growing.

Paul's Letter To The Ephesians deals with certain specific issues which they obviously needed to sort
out, but the overall impression we get is of a church that is still thriving, that is still at work giving
people glimpses of what the Kingdom of God is like. In the first chapter (1:15-23), Paul writes one of
his customary commendations of the church, praising their love and their faith.

Over thirty years later, Jesus, speaking through John in Revelation 2:1-7, continues to commend them
for their "hard work, perseverance’, endurance and general all-round tirelessness and activity.

A great church. An influential church. A hard working church. But they've forgotten why they're doing
it all. They have "“forsaken their first love”. There’s plenty of activity, but there’s no longer any real
rationale to it all, no sense of what it's really all about. Can we remember why we're doing it all? Do
you still have that first love for Jesus himself? Do you still have a passion for Jesus? Have we got to the
stage where we think of ourselves as a church that does great things in the community, rather than a
church that does great things for Jesus?

1. REMEMBER

Look back to the time when you first responded to the call of Jesus Christ. Can you remember the joy
and enthusiasm you experienced then? Can you recall the intensity with which you wanted to love
Jesus — and to be loved by him? Can you remember the desire you had to share what had happened
with other people? Remember how good it was and compare that with now.

2. REPENT
The first step on the road to repentance is to acknowledge that things are not right. The second step
is to ask for God's forgiveness. Thirdly, ask God to fill you with his Holy Spirit.
3. REKINDLE
Jesus tells the Ephesians that they are to "do the things they did at first.” We need to pray, to ask God
for his help. And you may need to do other things too.

Questions for discussion

1.  What are the good things that might be said about our church?

2. Do you feel that you are less passionate about Jesus now than you were when you first became a
Christian? What are the things that cause us to lose our passion for Jesus?

3. Why is it that so many Christians seem so intent on activism? Look at Luke 10:38-42. What can
we learn from this story?

4.  Are we more eager to talk about what the Bible says than actually do it? Why/why not?

5. In Revelation 2:5, Jesus threatens to "remove their lampstand”. What do you think that means?
What might it mean today?

6.  What are you going to do in response to these words of Jesus?



