
VERSE
“But I have this against you, that you have left your first love” (Rev 2:4).

LETTER
The focal point of this short letter to the pastor at Ephesus is his first love. The command to 
“repent” is repeated twice for emphasis: if he doesn’t repent and find his lost love, all is lost. 

SPIRITUAL PROBLEM
• rebuke: The pastor of the church in Ephesus has left his first love (2:4). The verb aÓfi÷hmi means 
”to move away from, with the implication of resulting separation—‘to leave, to depart from.’…
does he not leave the other ninety-nine?’ Mt 18:12” or “to stop doing something, with the impli-
cation of complete cessation—‘to give up, to stop, to quit’… “ (Louw & Nida). The verb ranges 
from separation to complete cessation. Was his first love for his sheep, for Jesus, for God, for doing 
good works, or for God’s Word? We need to ask: What is the first thing a person loves after salva-
tion or entering the ministry? The twofold command to “repent and do the deeds you did at first 
(ta» prw◊ta e¶rga poi÷hson 2:5a)” suggests he has lost his love for doing some kind of 
good deeds. What kind of good deeds? Studying? Teaching? Evangelism? Good works in general? 
The bottom line: Leaving his first love is serious enough to close his church down.

• threat or warning: “or else I am coming to you, and will remove (kinh/sw) your lampstand 
out of its place (e˙k touv to/pou aujthvß)—unless you repent” (2:5b).  kine÷w means ”to 
cause something to be moved from a place—‘to move, to remove’ “ (Louw & Nida) or “to cause 
someth. to be moved from its customary or established place” BAGD). The lampstand is the church 
at Ephesus (cf. 1:20). To move the lampstand from its place is to put it elsewhere (cf. 1:12–13). 
Are the saints in the church going to be moved to another city? Perhaps. Jesus may allow the 
church at Ephesus to be persecuted. The people may flee to other cities and start new churches. 
Or, if the lampstand is not put elsewhere but removed, the church just ceases to exist in Ephesus. 
Think about this sobering implication: If this pastor doesn’t repent, he will be responsible for the 
persecution, suffering, loss of life, loss of  property, scattering of his sheep, loss of his ministry, 
and loss of future rewards (cf. 1 Cor 3:6–15). He is responsible, not just for his own family, but for 
the future suffering of every family in his church.

• not bearing light: The possessive pronoun in “your lampstand”  suggests the pastor has been 
given authority over the church at Ephesus, but it’s also clear from the context that ultimate 
authority over the church belongs to Jesus. A lampstand is removed when it stops serving its 
purpose—when no light is provided for people in a church. This suggests the pastor is not put-
ting out much light; that is, he’s not studying and teaching. Let me suggest that he has left his 
first love of studying and teaching and his works are now wood, hay, and stubble. Yet his first love 
produced enough knowledge to successfully test false apostles and to endure a lot of persecution 
for Jesus’ name. But, if he was putting out a lot of light in the church, why remove the church 
(lampstand)? He is the lamp that puts out the light. Why not just remove him from the church 
instead of removing the church from Ephesus?

LEFT HIS FIRST LOVE IN REVELATION 2:4
SUPPORT FOR THIS VIEW

I believe his first love was the truth…doctrine…Bible teach-
ing…God‘s Word. Support for this view can be found in 1 Corin-
thians 3:6–15. There we are told that evangelism and teaching 
are hard work (ko/poß): “Now he who plants and he who 
waters are one; but each will receive his own reward according 
to his own labor (ko/poß)” (3:8). And four times  teaching 
is called work (e¶rgon): “each man’s work (e˚ka¿stou 
to\ e¶rgon) will become evident; for the day will show it, 
because it is to be revealed with fire; and the fire itself will test 
the quality of each man’s work (to\ e¶rgon oJpoi√o/n). If 
any man’s work (ei¶ tinoß to\ e¶rgon) which he has built 
upon it remains, he shall receive a reward. If any man’s work (ei¶ 
tinoß to\ e¶rgon) is burned up, he shall suffer loss; but he 
himself shall be saved, yet so as through fire” (3:13–15). 

Obviously teaching is a good work. His “first love,” or his “first 
works,” then, were building on Paul’s foundation with gold, 
silver, and precious stones. But somewhere along the way he 
began building (teaching) with wood, hay, and stubble—he 
stopped putting out enough light to justify the future existence 

of his church at Ephesus.

IDENTIFICATION OF THE PROBLEM
• very important note: The pastor, as indicated by the 
second person singular verb and pronouns, has left his 
first love; that is to say, the people in his church have not 
left their first love.

• clues to identify his first love: First we must ask, What did 
he love? Some options: (1) his congregation, (2) Jesus, 
(3) God, and (4) God’s Word. Some implications: (1) his 
first love is some kind of good works (compare 2:4 with 
2:5); (2) they were good works he did early in his ministry 
but is no longer doing (2:5); (3) they were good works he 
loved to do at first but no longer loves doing— and so 
these good works are no longer being done in the church 
at Ephesus; (4) absence of such good works is serious 
enough for his church (lampstand) to be removed from 
Ephesus (2:5); (5) these good works should never have 
ceased—pastors must do them to keep Jesus happy; 
(6) prolonged absence of such good works will end in a 
pastor’s removal from the ministry; (7) leaving his first 
love (”the love of you the first”) and first works (”the first 
works”) resulted in a long spiritual fall (2:5); (8) he can 
recover his first love and start doing his first works again 
by an act of the will—through repentance (2:5); (9) we 
can rule out a love for Jesus or a love for God because the 
text explicitly says he ceased doing some kind of good 
works (he did not cease loving a person).

• experiential confirmation: My first love was more for 
Bible teaching than for Jesus or for God. Truth helped 
ameliorate my immediate problems such as self-pity and 
depression (John 8:31–36); my love for Jesus and for God 
took longer—it grew slowly as I grew in the Word.

• note: He is still doing good works (“your deeds”), work-
ing hard (“toil”), enduring persecution (“perseverance” 
and “endured”), not tolerating evil men, exposing false 
apostles (he knows God’s Word), and is not burnt out 
(“not grown weary”), but all that is not enough to war-
rant the continued existence of his church.

CONCLUSION
We can never know for certain what his first love was since 
Scripture never says. It was between Jesus and this pastor alone, 
and was purposely left ambiguous to protect his privacy and 
authority. If we are right in identifying his first love as learning 
and teaching God’s Word, then his priorities were out of whack. 
He was doing a lot of hard work in the ministry (2:2–3), but 
was not doing the most important deeds—those prepared 
beforehand for him to walk in (Eph 2:10). Like so many pastors 
today, he was too busy with his own agenda, and no longer pri-
oritized Bible teaching (cf. Acts 2:42). And the church at Ephesus 
was like so many churches today that elevate service ministries 
and programs over teaching the Word. He was working hard 
but not doing the most important work; he was doing a lot of 
things, but not the right things. The lesson to learn from him is 
this: good works can be fatal to your ministry and your church if 
they’re not the good works God wants you to do.
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