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Warfare has consequences. A survivor of the Pearl Harbor attack, 
which happened on December 7, 1941 was at the memorial ceremony that 
takes place every year now at the site where the USS Arizona was sunk. As 
he was sitting there, he saw two Japanese girls looking at the monuments. 
He thought to himself that they had no business being there. This was an 
American place of honor, and they were probably descended from people 
who had been in on the attack. What right did they have to be there to make 
him relive the old bitterness! So many of his friends had died that day. 
However, as he watched those two Japanese girls, he saw them take wreaths 
and drop them over the site where lay the USS Arizona. As he watched in 
wonder, he saw the two girls pray on the spot, and at least part of his hard, 
hard bitterness started to melt. Warfare has consequences. This is no less true 
in the Christian church than it is in the military. Alas, there is much fighting 
in the Christian church. Some of it is necessary, and some of it is not. With 
such warfare, there are always temptations that come along with it. The 
biggest temptation of them all is to lose our love for people. This is what 
was starting to happen to the church at Ephesus. The call for us is to 
remember God's love for us and where it was we started, so that we can 
recapture that first love. 

To understand the situation at Ephesus, we have to go back in history 
to the time when the church at Ephesus was first founded. Ephesus as a city 
was the largest city in Asia Minor, which is what we now call Turkey. 
Probably it had a population around 250,000. Ephesus was located on the 
coast where the Castor river flows into the Mediterranean Ocean. The city 
itself had been moved three times in its history, which has a bearing on how 
we interpret this message, by the way. The church itself was founded by 
Priscilla and Aquila, with the help of Apollos. Paul the Apostle also spent 
three years there, probably using Ephesus as a base for his missionary 
endeavors throughout Asia Minor. The story of his farewell is particularly 
relevant here. The story is told in Acts 20. Among many things he said to 
them, verses 28-30 are particularly important: “Pay careful attention to 
yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy Spirit has made you 



overseers, to care for the church of God, which he obtained with his own 
blood. I know that after my departure fierce wolves will come in among you, 
not sparing the flock; and from among your own selves will arise men 
speaking twisted things, to draw away the disciples after them. Therefore be 
alert.” Ephesus took those words to heart. Of course, John himself would be 
very interested in hearing this message to the Ephesians, since he himself 
was a leader in that church for about 20 years before he was exiled to 
Patmos. The church at Ephesus was therefore carefully instructed both by 
Paul and by John. 

It is evident that what Paul predicted about the false teachers did in 
fact happen. But Ephesus was ready for the false teachers. Jesus Himself 
commends them warmly for how they tested those who call themselves 
apostles, but which were not. The Ephesian church was able to test those 
people to see if they were true or not, and when they found them to be false, 
they had nothing more to do with them. It is very important to remember 
here that Jesus is solidly commending them for fighting the good fight here. 
There is no condemnation whatsoever for how they behaved themselves 
during the spiritual warfare that they encountered in this fight. From verse 2, 
we learn that they had to fight both false teaching, and evildoers. Both in 
doctrine and in morals, they had had to fight off those who would have 
undermined the purity and peace of the church. Furthermore, in verse 6, 
Jesus commends them also for hating the works of the Nicolaitans, which 
works Jesus also hates. The church at Ephesus was a fighting church, and 
they fought for the right things. 

What are the right things? And what should we fight for? Well, we 
should fight for the purity and peace of the church when that is attacked by 
false doctrine and false living. We should fight for the gospel. When 
someone comes into the church and seeks to undermine the message of the 
gospel in various ways, we should fight that. It is a biblical principle that 
unity cannot be achieved without truth. As one of the OT prophets puts it, 
“How can two walk together unless they agree?” Our church believes that 
the Westminster Standards is the system of doctrine that the Bible teaches. 
That gives us a good base line to know what we should fight for, and what 
we should not fight for. Some things are not worth fighting about. Many 
people today would have us believe that there are really only about 12 
doctrines that we should defend and fight over if they are attacked. However, 



you really cannot pick up one part of our doctrinal standards without picking 
up all the rest of it as well. A denomination that agrees on its doctrinal 
standards will be a unified church, and a powerful tool in God's hands. 

But there are dangers. These are dangers the Ephesian church had 
failed to avoid. As with the veteran survivor of the Pearl Harbor attack with 
which we started, the danger of church fights is in the aftermath. What do 
you do with your anger and bitterness that someone has tried to destroy what 
you love? Alas that I speak from first-hand experience on this! One obtains 
scars when one is defending the truth. One gets attacked when one is 
defending sheep against wolves. What do you do with your anger? Do you 
let it kill or lessen your love for people? I have been seeing recently that I 
did allow that to happen. 

Jesus gives a stern warning to the church if it will not repent. The 
church's lampstand will be removed from its place. Now, to a congregation 
living at Ephesus, that would have had a particular meaning. Remember we 
had said that the city had been moved 3 times. What Jesus is talking about 
here, then, is “starting over.” If the Ephesian church does not repent, then 
Jesus will move that church to a place where love will dwell, and then start 
over with that church. Just as Ephesus itself had three “resets to zero,” so 
also will the Ephesian church, if it does not repent. 

What is the solution that John gives us here? The solution is to 
remember where we were. Now, the language here is meant to remind us 
ultimately of Adam's fall into sin. Of course, the reference to the tree of life 
and the paradise of God in verse 7 should immediately make us think of 
Adam and Eve in the garden. But then when you add the words “remember 
from where you have fallen,” it becomes even more obvious. What does it 
mean to remember the place from which we have fallen? It means to repent. 
Here we see our Savior more clearly than anywhere else. For who is the one 
person who has provided a cure for our Fall into sin? Who is the one person 
who can help us remember what Adam and Eve lost in the garden? Who is 
the one person who can give us what we need to overcome so that we can 
once again partake of that fruit of the tree of life in the paradise of God? 
Jesus Christ is the only person who can do that. He can help us to remember 
our first love. 

There is some debate about what kind of love Jesus is talking about 
here. The Ephesian Christians were bearing up patiently for the sake of 



Jesus' name, so many people see that as an indication that they still loved 
Jesus. Verse 5 talks about the repentance as being a kind of repentance that 
equals the works they did at first. This would seem to indicate a love for one 
another, or at least for other people. However, we cannot so easily separate 
love of God and love of neighbor. Remember (!) what Jesus said about that? 
“Inasmuch as you did it for the least of my brothers, you have done it for 
me.” Loving our neighbor is one very important way in which we love God. 
The problem with the Ephesian Christians was that they had lost love period. 
They didn't have very much love at all. The honeymoon was over, as they 
say. 

The wonderful thing about warnings like this is that they are so often 
successful. We have a letter written by one of the early church fathers to 
Ephesus later on, in the second century of the church. Ignatius is the author 
of it, and he commends them not only for resisting heresy firmly, which they 
still did. He also commends them for their love, which has become evident 
throughout Asia Minor. The Ephesian church stayed healthy for many, many 
years afterwards. So there is a happy ending for the Adam and Eve church, if 
we may put it that way. There is always a happy ending for the church that 
can repent. 

When we think about how this applies to us, we need to know here 
that there are two extremes to avoid. One extreme is in saying that love 
trumps doctrine. Love never trumps truth. The Bible says God is love, that is 
true. But the Bible also says that God is light, and in Him there is no 
darkness at all. Jesus says that God's word is truth. Truth and love must 
never come into competition. But in the modern church, one of the great 
dangers we face is the “can't we all just get along?” syndrome. This disease 
downplays very important doctrines, and people who are like this will tell us 
that we shouldn't really fight over theistic evolution. We shouldn't fight over 
the Federal Vision doctrines. We shouldn't fight over women's issues. We 
should appreciate and tolerate a broad spectrum of views on these things. 
Alas, this is the prevailing sentiment in the PCA right now. However, there is 
another extreme to avoid, and that is the one that John is really talking about 
here. The other extreme is to be so caught up in the pursuit of truth that we 
forget to love people. It is very easy to do. I know. We can forget that God 
loved us while we were yet enemies. Shouldn't we then love those very 
people that we often have to fight, or with whom we disagree? To avoid both 



extremes is to recognize that there will be times when we have to fight for 
the truth. And it may be hard and discouraging. But patient endurance is the 
order of the day, and in those battles, we must take extra precautions to make 
sure that we are still loving that person. We must also remember, in the midst 
of loving other people, that we cannot do so in a way that compromises 
doctrine. Yes, it is wonderful when brothers dwell together in unity. Like oil 
running down Aaron's beard, the Bible says. But we must never go for a 
version of unity that is a compromise of biblical truth.  

Well, if we avoid the extremes of “can't we all just get along?” on the 
one hand, and practically witch-hunting on the other, how do we keep to the 
path of loving both truth and people? Well, whenever we have a 
disagreement with someone about a doctrinal matter, we need to make sure 
that any discussion we have about it sticks to the doctrinal matter. In other 
words, we should never let personal comments intrude. We should not 
insinuate how terrible the other person is for believing something different 
than what we do. We should instead pray all during the conversation, and 
afterwards (and it would be good beforehand as well!) that the conversation 
would not get to the stage of personal attacks. We need to remember also 
that a soft answer turns away wrath. 

Furthermore, we must remember that we must never hit more than we 
aim for. Here is what I mean. Say you know that such and such a person has 
a fault, and it is a great fault. And let's say that fault has rubbed you the 
wrong way. You feel that the other person has sinned. That often tempts us to 
an emotional response that hits more than we aim for. We think that person 
is worth nothing because of one fault. We think that person can't do anything 
right because they aren't doing this one thing right. Or, we can think of a 
group of people, same thing. Oh, this church has this problem, and it 
offended me, so the whole church must be of the devil! One only has to look 
at these letters to Revelation to see how foolish this kind of thinking is! Most 
of the churches have something praiseworthy about them (5 out of 7). And 
most of the churches have problems (again, 5 out of 7). Do not forget to 
praise the church at least as much as you gripe about it. Some of us lean 
more towards encouragement, and some of us lean more towards criticism. 
Whatever your mix is, do not forget to love truth and to love people. God is 
faithful, and He will help us to do that. We need only ask Him, and repent of 
our lack of love.              




