
 
 

Dear Church: Ephesus 

Bryan Dunagan, Sept. 8, 2019 

Well, it's great to see all of you and to celebrate what's a pretty big day in our family of churches. We're 
going to talk about Confirmation in just a moment, but today also marks the first birthday of Peak Street 
Church in old East Dallas. It's hard to believe it's been a year since we launched this new community. 
Lives have been changed. People have come to know Jesus. They're engaged in serving their 
neighborhood. And in the next couple of weeks they're actually launching a second Sunday gathering to 
make room for more people who want to be a part of what is going on there. 

So please, remember to pray for Peak Street Church, for Cameron and Emily and the Leadership team. If 
you haven't been to worship there, I would encourage you to take a Sunday and check it out. You may 
decide that you like it better than being here, and we won't take it personally. We're a family of 
churches. Their jeans are a little slimmer and their V-necks deeper, but it's the same church and we're 
grateful for what God's doing there. 

In fact, can we just remember to pray? Can we pray for Peak Street right now? Father, we thank you for 
your faithfulness and leading the way as we seek the flourishing of neighbors, families, kids and old East 
Dallas. Thank you for a great first year and we asked that you would continue to guide our steps. You 
who began a good work in East Dallas, that you would be faithful to carry it to completion. We ask that 
you would help us here this morning to stay fully surrendered to you. We pray this in your name. Jesus. 
Amen. 

This is a big day for our church, not just in East Dallas, but here on University. We will celebrate 54 
students who have been for the last year on this Confirmation journey, studying God's word, growing 
together in community, to know God and love God joining in his mission to our city and to the world. I 
want to welcome parents, grandparents, family, friends who are here to celebrate Confirmation. 

By the way, you don't have to be in Middle School to be intentional about spiritual growth. Maybe 
you've heard about our Growth Courses that are designed to help all of us, of all stages of life just take 
next steps towards Jesus. There's information in that worship guide around these courses. Themes like 
spiritual practices or how to have a conversation about faith in a winsome way with people who aren't 
Christian. 

Ali and I have signed up for one of these courses. We're really excited. So wherever you are in your faith 
journey, we want to help you grow as a part of this church family. 

But what I love about a day like today, as we lift up and as we pray for the next generation is how it 
challenges and sort of summons all of us. When we see these barely teenagers who are passionately 
following Jesus, hungry to grow in his word, it's like it reminds us of what first captured my heart when I 
met Jesus for the first time. That's what we're going to talk about today as we launched a new series in 
the last book of the Bible, Revelation. 



We're calling it “Dear Church,” because we're looking at letters, seven messages, which Jesus wrote or 
dictated for seven churches in the Roman Empire. We find this in Revelation Chapters 2 and 3. 

Now, there's a part of me that wants to basically spend the rest of the morning, even next week, laying 
out things like context, literary genre, the historical background of Revelation. I love that stuff! Frankly, 
there's a lot of confusion and even baggage when it comes to reading and making sense of this last book 
in the Bible. 

But, I thought the way we could do this is actually to jump right into the text this morning. Rather than 
spend all this time trying to figure out the background work, we'll spread that out throughout the series. 
The sooner we can jump into the actual text, I think the quicker we're going to see what a practical 
down to earth guide these words are for followers of Jesus today just as they were 2,000 years ago. 

So Revelation 2 and 3. It's page 1311 of that Bible there in front of you. I would encourage you to open 
that up so we can read that together in just a moment. 

What we have here in Revelation 2 is the risen Christ sending a message through a guy named John, 
who was one of Jesus' disciples, a message to seven different churches in the Roman Empire. There's a 
common formula, as we're going to see over the next few weeks, to each of these messages. In each 
letter or message that Jesus sends, he says something like this. He begins by saying “I know.” Then he 
follows it by details of what's happening in the life of that church. 

In other words, Jesus knows what's going on in his church. He's not an absentee landlord. He's not 
disengaged from what's happening here. Jesus is deeply invested in what's happening in the life of 
Highland Park. He says he knows about the challenges that you're facing in raising a huge generation of 
young people, trying to find enough volunteers for Highland Kids and for each of your classes. He knows 
it's getting harder and harder for families to stay glued together and grounded in faith. He knows that 
you're a church for all generations, and sometimes that causes tensions in the midst of your community. 
“I know, I know.” 

Jesus addresses each of these churches and he says I know this and I know that, these things that are 
going on and most of it is encouragement. I have a friend who calls these the “Atta boys.” You're doing 
great. Keep it up. I know this, I know that. 

But then comes the bad part. The bad news, the performance review. These days, we call these growth 
opportunities. Because nobody wants to hear in a performance review what you're terrible at. I know, 
because I just went through this at the church and I have some areas for growth, some places that I'm 
kind of terrible. 

So Jesus goes from strengths. You're doing great, Atta boy to growth areas, growth opportunities. And 
he says this, but “I have this against you.” Every week we're going to see that each of these letters, Jesus 
has some kind of rebuke for every church. Every church, but one. We're going to see that church next 
week. 

Let's listen to what Jesus has to say to the church in Ephesus, and of course, this is going to be a word for 
us as well. Revelation Chapter 2. We'll start with verse 1.  



“To the angel of the church in Ephesus write, the words of him who holds the seven stars in his right 
hand, who walks among the seven golden lamp stands.” 

 That's a symbol of the seven churches. Verse 2, 

 “I know your works, your toil, and your patient endurance and how you cannot bear with those who are 
evil, but have tested those who call themselves apostles and are not and found them to be false. I know 
that you are enduring patiently and bearing up for my namesake and you have not grown weary.” 

 Those are the Atta boys. 

Verse 4,  

“But I have this against you that you have abandoned the love you had at first. Remember therefore 
from where you have fallen, repent and do the works you did at first. If not, I will come to you and 
remove your lamp stand from its place unless you repent.”  

“Yet this, you have: “You hate the works of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate. He who has an ear, let him 
hear what the spirit says to the churches. To the one who conquers, I will grant to eat of the tree of life 
which is in the paradise of God. 

Now, some of you I know have actually visited the ancient city of Ephesus. It is the most spectacularly 
restored city of the ancient world. Some of you have sent me pictures knowing that this was kind of 
coming up. When Revelation was written, Ephesus had a population of 300,000 and growing. It was a 
major financial hub, a gateway from the East to the West, and today you can actually still see an ancient 
library of Celsus. You can see a huge sports stadium. This amphitheater that we have a picture of here 
that's actually mentioned in the New Testament Book of Acts, which was used for concerts and to this 
day can still hold 25,000 people. 

Then, of course there's the Temple of Diana, which was one of the seven wonders of the ancient world. 
It was made of pure marble, 337 feet long, longer than a football field. Eat your heart out Jerry World. 
This was an amazing city. 

Well, the church in Ephesus was equally impressive. In that day, Ephesus was really the center and the 
pulse of the Christian movement. The center having moved from Jerusalem at the beginning to Antioch 
to Ephesus, and then later on to Colorado Springs and ultimately to Dallas. 

So the Ephesian church is a flagship church. It's full of heroic Christian figures. Their founding pastor was 
the Apostle Paul himself. He led that church longer than any other church that he planted for three 
years. I mean, wouldn't you love to be in one of his Bible studies? Paul says please turn to the letter that 
I wrote to the Galatians and you're just like, wow! Paul's preaching, it was so powerful that it hurt the 
local economy because people stop buying little figurines of the goddess Diana and the Silver Smith's 
Union actually revolted and had this riot against Paul. So, he had to leave and he handed the reigns to 
his protégé, Timothy. 

A longtime member of this church was Mary, the mother of Jesus, who came with John the disciple. So, 
you've got Mary sitting in the front row as you're preaching on Sundays. I mean, that's kind of 



intimidating for a preacher. You're telling a story about Jesus and she's like no, it's not how it happened. 
I was there. I'm his mom. He was actually kind of difficult at times. 

This was an impressive church and Jesus acknowledges that. He says I know your works, your toil, and 
your patient endurance. Of all the churches in the Roman Empire, Ephesus was leading the way and full 
of life. All these ministries and programs, they had a great Day School and a big VBS in the summer. Lots 
of mission projects, huge Confirmation class every year. I mean, this was the church that other churches 
traveled to go see and learn from their conferences. How do you build a leadership pipeline? How do 
you grow a discipleship pathway? How do you have amazing traditional transcendent worship, but also 
have really good, passionate, heartfelt Contemporary worship at the same time? People wanted to learn 
from this church. This was not just a Country Club church. They were making a difference in the city that 
God had placed them in and reaching new people. 

Jesus says I know that you are enduring patiently and bearing up for my namesake. This was a church of 
people who are willing to pay the price. They faced opposition and resistance from the culture around 
them. They would not bow to Caesar and say that he was lord. They wouldn't worship the goddess 
Diana and they paid a price for it. Some of them lost their jobs. They lost influence and standing and 
their reputations in the community. 

Then Jesus goes further. He says I know that you have tested those who claim to be apostles but are not. 
So the Ephesian church, in addition to bearing up under suffering and in addition to all the great 
innovative ministries, this was a church that had their theology and their doctrine right. They looked at 
culture through the lens of Scripture and not Scripture through the lens of culture. Jesus says way to go 
and he goes on commending and just calling out all these great things in the church. This kind of leaves 
us wondering as we're making our way through this letter, what could possibly wrong? 

Verse 4, Jesus says but I have this against you. You have abandoned the love that you had at first. It 
turns out this church has everything except the one thing that Jesus really longs for most, their 
undivided love, the love they had at first. 

We use this phrase every once in a while. First love, first love. I was thinking this week about when I first 
met Ali. The electricity and the way that we would just kind of look at each other and the stuff that went 
on in my stomach whenever she walked into a room. I actually went back this last couple of weeks into 
photographs of when we first met each other and when we first started hanging out. You know dating, 
whatever we called it back then. It was a wild experience looking at all these great pictures from awhile 
back. I hope you've done this recently. 

This is a picture of Ali and me right around when we first met at a summer camp that we were at 
together. You can't see the lighting very well, but Ali calls this my mullet phase. To be clear, this was a 
church summer camp. That's Gatorade. I think this was game night or skit night or something like that. 
Apparently, I was a Rangers fan. Thank you very much already. 

But that was first love for us. We were smitten and playful and awkward and it was amazing. So I kept 
scrolling through the pictures and eventually I got to our engagement and then I got to our honeymoon 
a few years later. This is how in love I was with Ali. This was first love for me. On our honeymoon, I 
actually did yoga so that I could be with Ali. Anybody here ever done yoga before? We had like no one at 
8:45. Half the Confirmation students are like, yeah, this is totally not new. 



So there we are. I think it's like sunrise yoga or something and we're lying on the beach and it's just 
beautiful and I'm in sheer pain the whole time. And I'm not making this up. At one point in the yoga 
session, I think that's what you call it, the instructor, as we're doing these awkward poses and I'm trying 
to bend my body in ways it's never been bent before, then the yoga instructor says this. She says “Now I 
want you to relax your liver, kidneys and spleen. Relax your liver, kidneys and spleen.” 

Now I did no such thing. I didn't know I could control said spleen, but I was in love. I mean, this was first 
love, so I went along with it. First love. It's the love that we had for Jesus when he first broke through to 
us and won us by his love. 

You see, for all of their hard work, for all their perseverance, even amidst the pressure that they were 
experiencing in their culture, in their day, for all their right theology and doctrine, all the good stuff and 
the impact they were having in the community, the Ephesians Christians had lost sight of what matters 
most. That's a loving, growing, abiding intimacy with Jesus. 

Here's how Earl Palmer once put it. He said, "Their first love had been abandoned and in its place is the 
starchy high cholesterol diet of activity and church work that will never nourish the human soul." And 
I'm a little nervous to ask if anyone has ever felt that way about your experience of church. 

I was at coffee with someone this week and we were getting to know each other. And he asked me 
when Christianity and when my relationship with Jesus became something, I don't know, life changing 
and serious for me. I got to thinking about my experience in college. I remember as a student waking up 
early in the mornings, I was living in this dumpy studio apartment with some fraternity brothers. So 
finding a place of quiet and solitude was not the easiest thing. 

Well, the room that we all shared together happened to have this creepy old little walk in closet. So I 
would go in there before my roommates woke up at 7:00 AM in the morning and just read Scripture and 
pray. You know how many people are awake on a college campus at 7:00 in the morning? No one, at 
least no one who hasn't stayed up all night until that point. 

But I was up and there I was, I had a cup of Major Dickinson's blend, Peet's Coffee. I would walk into that 
little closet and I would open up the Bible. This Bible and the words, they were still so new to me and I 
didn't understand lamp stands and all these different things, but I poured over it over and over again. I 
couldn't get enough of it. 

This Bible eventually wore out and the cover fell off and I had to have it rebound. There are times when I 
wonder what happened to that first love. That passion for knowing God and studying his word and 
wanting to understand how to live in relationship with him. Nowadays I preach it, I teach it, I study it, 
and I execute it. But sometimes I wonder if I still really love the one who spoke these words with the 
same passion, or is it just a job? Is it just a religious thing that I do because I think it's what I'm supposed 
to do? 

So just a question for all of us. For Confirmation students, for families, would you say that you are as 
passionate about your faith in Jesus today as you were when you first were encountered by his love? 
Are you as passionate today as when you first met Jesus? Because it is possible to get so busy with good 
things, busy with the work of God that we forget the love of God. To get caught up in all the activity of 
being a Christian without actually growing in a relationship with Jesus himself. Just simple love for Jesus. 



I don't know if you caught that odd line later on in the letter where Jesus says you hate the works of the 
Nicolaitans. And who were the Nicolaitans? Best we can tell, they were like these Gnostic intellectual 
elites, almost the hyper reformed Twitter trolls of our day. They thought they had all the answers to all 
the questions in the church and it's like, we know better than you and we're going to judge you. And 
they were causing this strife and disunity in God's church because they forgot that it was all about just 
knowing and loving Jesus. 

So then what does Jesus say to the Ephesians Christians and then to us, for those of us who beginning to 
forget our first love? Three things straight from the text. And we'll just walk through these just a few 
moments. We find this in verse 5 where Jesus says this. “Remember therefore, remember from where 
you have fallen”. 

So the first thing Jesus says is, remember what it was like when God's love, when his presence in your 
life was so real, when your excitement for loving God, knowing God was the most important thing about 
you. Sometimes I remember what it was like to be in that prayer closet. Just the desire, the longing to 
meet with God. 

So remember, that's the first key. It doesn't start with willpower or determination or “I'm going to 
change my ways.” No, it starts with remembering. There's actually a story, a parable that Jesus wants 
told about this. Remember the Prodigal Son? The son who abandons his father and asked for his 
inheritance and blows it on sex, drugs, rock and roll? And there's this moment when the son hits rock 
bottom in the far country. This moment when everything in his life changes. And the way Jesus tells this 
story, he says when he, when the Prodigal Son came to his senses, he said “How many of my father's 
hired servants have food to spare and here I am starving to death? I will go back to my father.” What 
happened in that moment? The son remembered, he remembered the love of his father. That's always 
the first step towards transformation. Remember. 

The second thing is Jesus is speaking to the Ephesians church back in verse 5. Remember therefore from 
where you have fallen and then second, repent. Now the word repent simply means to turn around. It 
means to make a U-turn to make a radical change of direction, which by the way is exactly what the 
Prodigal Son did. He came to his senses and he turned around and he went back home to his father. He 
made a U-turn and went home. Repenting is not primarily about obsessing over failures and guilt and 
shame. Repentance is a U-turn. It's a radical shift in focus and direction. 

Yes, that will involve confessing that we've been heading in the wrong direction like work or sports or 
school or whatever it is. We've prioritized success and achievement above knowing and loving and 
growing in our relationship with God. 

Again, the Prodigal Son, he goes to the father and he says “Father, I have sinned.” Maybe the hardest 
thing about repentance is that we have to take personal responsibility for our failure. We don't obsess 
over it, but we have to take responsibility for it. Look at verse 5 and what Jesus says about repentance. 
He says if you do not repent, I will come to you and I will remove your lamp stand from its place. It's 
really just a way of saying I will remove your influence. You will become irrelevant to my work in the 
world. 

Now, I don't know how long that takes. Sometimes it may just be the slow and steady inertia of the 
church over time becoming an institution, forgetting that it was a movement, a mission, and just 



becomes a museum. You can find a lot of churches like that in our day, especially in the West. Big, 
beautiful, impressive looking churches, Tiffany windows. But it's like you walk in on the inside and 
they're empty. There's no life. There's no sense of urgency for the mission. They've forgotten why they 
exist. And that's to help people find and follow and fall in love with Jesus. So Jesus says to his church, he 
says to us, remember, and repent. 

And then third, Jesus says do the works you did at first. He says redo it. Remember, repent, redo. Go 
back to the things that you did when you experienced that first love for the living God. Those things that 
captured your heart when you first began to follow Jesus. The time in prayer, the way Scripture came to 
life, and how you wanted to understand it and read it over and over again. The accountability of other 
Christians that you joyfully sought out, the way that you were so willing to drop the masks and stop 
pretending and invite people to speak truth into their lives. The desire that you had to serve those 
around you simply as a response to what Jesus had done to serve you. True repentance always leads to 
a response and action. Go back to what you did at first. 

I love these words from Henry Emerson Fosdick. He said this, "The great truth of Christianity is that no 
man needs to stay the way he is.” Isn't that a fabulous line? The great truth of our Christian faith is that 
no man, no woman, no student needs stay the way they are. And that can start right now. Redo, do the 
works that you did at first. 

Now I've said a lot about what we need to do with our role in this deal. Remember, repent, redo. But I 
don't want to close without a reminder of the promise that God makes for all of us. Because at the end 
of the day, this isn't really about what you and I can do, but what Jesus has done and what he promises 
to continue to do in and through you. Again, as I think about our Confirmation students, this is a word 
for you today on this moment when we mark this milestone in your life as a follower of Jesus. This is 
from Philippians One. It says he who began a good work in you will be faithful to carry it to completion. 
He who began a good work will be faithful. 

Anybody here ever started good work and not really get around to finishing? Am I the only one? I'm the 
only one. Okay, so let's talk about the gym. You may have a gym that you go to. It's a funny thing about 
gyms. If you go on the first day of January or January 2nd, the place is packed wall to wall like you have 
never seen before. There's not even room to do yoga, if you're into yoga. I mean people on ellipticals 
who haven't ellipticaled in a long time. 

Then if you go back to that same gym about a month later, you ever noticed this? It's a little easier to 
find a place to work out. Where did everybody go? Six months in? Hundreds of people are still direct 
depositing their monthly dues, but the gym is half empty because all these people, all of these 
individuals who began a good work kind of ended up fizzling out. 

Maybe it's a financial thing. You began a good work in your financial life, saving more, spending less 
paying off debt, but over time it's like those old habits just have a way of resurfacing and so you lost that 
resolve that you had at first. Maybe it's a new diet or a new habit. You started getting up early and 
you're like I'm going to do this for the rest of eternity, like 6:00 AM in the morning. Or you made a 
commitment that you were going to read through the Bible in a year. Anyone ever started good work 
and not really get around to completing? 



Well, here's the thing, God has never done that. Never. Not once. Whatever God starts, God completes. 
My pastor in college would often say our God is a finisher. Our God is a finisher and you need to hear 
this. Those of you who have invited Jesus into your life to guide you and lead you, to learn from him and 
to be saved by him, he who began a good work in you will be faithful to finish it. He will never give up on 
you. 

You may feel like you've given up. You may lose interest along the way. You may lose sight of your first 
love. You may get distracted. You may feel like you have fallen so far from where you once were, but he 
who began a good work in you is always faithful to finish well. 

Why not say yes to this Jesus, whether for the first time or in a fresh way? Remember, turn around and 
just invite him to do what only he can do in shaping you into the person that he created you to be with 
him for eternity. Let us pray. 

So Jesus, we thank you. Thank you for this word that you had for followers of Jesus and Ephesus and for 
each of us. We pray, Lord, that as we learn together what it means to give our lives to you, to trust you 
with the details and the big stuff and the failures and the suffering, God, that you would encourage us 
along the way and always remind us that you never give up on what you've started. So I pray that that 
would be true for our Confirmation students and for all of us today. We pray this in Jesus name and 
everybody said together. Amen. 
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