Things that Matter
Purpose: To present the idea that without making disciples we, as a church, will not be able to fulfil God’s purpose even if we try hard to do all spiritual disciplines right. It’s not only about doing things right, in His church that matters, but doing right things.
Practical Tips: Read, Waking the dead by Russell Burrill, Particularly chapters 1 and 2. 

I’d like to invite you to study a passage which I hope will provide you with solid framework as we discover God’s purpose for his church.
Turn with me to Revelation 2:1-7.
Before we read this passage here is a bit of a background on the church in Ephesus which is who this message was addressed to. 
Ranko Stefanovic in Revelation of Jesus Christ, gives us insight,
“The Church in Ephesus was probably the most influential Christian church in the province at the time of the writing of the book of Revelation. It was the church founded by Aquila and Priscilla (Acts 18:18-19) and the young preacher Apollos (Acts 18:23-26). Paul worked in Ephesus for about three years (Acts 20:31), and to this church he addressed his letter which we know today as Ephesians. It was in this city that some of the greatest victories of the gospel were won (Ephesians 1:15-16). In spite of the city’s notorious reputation, the church in Ephesus grew rapidly. Yes, most probably, it was the fastest growing church in the province. Later, Timothy and John the apostle spent a great deal of time in ministry there.”
So, as you can see it was an influential and growing church which had the best pastors of all time! Now, let’s read the message to this church and see what the One who knows the heart thought of that church.
Reading – Revelation 2:1-7
Jesus praised them. He praised them a lot. “I know your works, your hard labour for God’s sake, your patience and endurance, your intolerance towards evil and sin, your perseverance and that you haven’t become weary in all these.” They must have been very pleased to read that letter, feeling affirmed and encouraged! And truly, friends, it was a very positive letter, don’t you agree?
Yes it was, until it came to this point, “Nevertheless” NKJV, or “Yet” NIV, or “But”  NLT.
Have you ever been given feedback when the person started with all the good things, praising you and you were wondering when this person will arrive at the point of BUT, and sure enough it got to this point, ‘BUT’!
(Share a story when someone gave you feedback on how you performed in some area and at the end said, BUT, and went on saying things you didn’t do right.)

Yes, you know how this little ‘BUT’ can change the positive into negative.
The Ephesians must have felt the same when they were reading this letter. I can picture the whole congregation assembled to listen to the letter from John addressed to them: 
“Nevertheless I have this against you, that you have left your first love.” Revelation 2:4
Wow, the Ephesians were doing all things right! Wasn’t that good enough? What more could you have expected of the most influential, doctrinally-sound, faithful and growing church?

Let’s ask only the three following questions:
1. What was that first love Jesus referred to? 
2. Why was it so essential that Jesus called them to repentance thus making all their ‘good works’ not good enough? 
3. What is the message for us in this passage?
So, what is this first love?
By the time John wrote the book of Revelation in the last decade of the first century, the church had begun losing the fire of its first love, thus departing from the simplicity and purity of the gospel. Ranko Stefanovic in Revelation of Jesus Christ, Commentary on the book of Revelation says,
“The enthusiasm was gone and the members were starting to lose touch with God and love for one another.
Religion in the church of Ephesus became…loveless. …they were backsliding from true, ardent love for Christ and their fellow believer that characterised them in their early days.

And Ellen White in Acts of the Apostles says,
“As these false doctrines were urged, differences sprang up, and the eyes of many were turned from beholding Jesus as the Author and Finisher of their faith. The discussion of unimportant points of doctrine, and the contemplation of pleasing fables of man’s invention, occupied time that should have been spent in proclaiming the gospel. The masses that might have been convicted and converted by a faithful presentation of the truth were left unwarned.” 
The first love in the message to the church in Ephesus is
…the affection for Christ and passion for and enthusiasm in spreading the Gospel Message! It is a compulsory ingredient of God’s church! ANY church, no matter how faithful and diligent the members are, isn’t fulfilling its purpose without passionate, enthusiastic and contagious witnessing and disciple-making.
It is just like this in relationships. When two people are dating they are usually in passionate love! They express their feelings with enthusiasm and affection! Then, as years go by their relationship changes.  Some couples may as well be strangers living in the same house. Their first love is gone and they live together maybe because of a religious duty to fulfil their marital vows or maybe because there are no other options.
Ladies, just imagine your husband when introducing you to his friends says, here is my wife who I love, but not nearly as much as I loved her when we first met. How would you feel? How would you want to respond?  Psychologists state it is common that couples lose their affection and first love with time but common doesn't make it normal or good. If your spouse has become just like one of those old hats you keep in your closet I suggest you rethink your relationship.
(Pastors, give an illustration from your own experience.) For instance... about 5 years in our marriage Agnessa told me, you don't look at me the same way you used to when we were dating... I said, what do you mean? How different was it? She says, there is no more of that affection, that passion, I used to see if your eyes. I never noticed that our relationship started to fade. And of course, since then I started to work on my relationship with Agnessa. I’m sure it has become more romantic since our conversation now 10 years ago. I suppose this is what Jesus was trying to communicate to His church.

So, why was the first love so essential that Jesus called them to repentance thus making all their ‘good works’ not good enough?
Well, they were doing things right, they were faithful to the Lord, they hated the heretics of their time, namely Nicolaitans, and so did Jesus. They abided by the rules, their faithfulness was known to all and they were a role model for believers in other churches. Wasn’t that enough? No, it wasn’t!
The reason it was not enough is because God didn't want them to misrepresent a relationship with Him.
Just imagine someone witnessing about their relationship with Jesus like this… “Ooh yeah, the old devil has been on my back making my life harder but I’m hanging in there… I’m sooo excited about my relationship with Jesus I can’t wait to share my joy with my friends!! You should try to come to our church… you too might like it …”
Will you agree that there is something wrong about this kind of spiritual journey?
When you get a girlfriend or a boyfriend, or maybe you get engaged or married – when your relationship changes, why do you post your changed relationship status on Facebook? Because you can't keep it to yourself! 
Summarise the story of the woman at the well (John 4), with an emphasis on verses 39-42 and the story of the two blind men (Matthew 9:27-31) with an emphasis on verses 30-31.
They were so excited about their experience that they could not keep it to themselves! They physically COULD NOT keep it a secret. 
When your relationship with Jesus is real, rather than just head knowledge or borrowed from someone else, you will experience a joy which you won’t be able to keep secret either. 
“But if I say I’ll never mention the Lord or speak in his name, his word burns in my heart like a fire. It’s like a fire in my bones! I am worn out trying to hold it in! I can’t do it!” Jeremiah 20:9 NLT
There is an irony in this. We run all sorts of workshops, seminars and training events to teach people how to witness and make disciples. Very few people come to these events and even less practice what they learn. 
Jesus ran seminars on how not to witness, so to speak, but people couldn’t hold it in; they spread the message all around!!!
That puzzled me over the years. Then I came across this quote by Antoine de Saint Exupéry: "If you want to build a ship, don't drum up people to collect wood and don't assign them tasks and work, but rather teach them to long for the endless immensity of the sea." Pondering it further, a thought struck my mind – Jesus is the key!! If you lead people to experience God’s power in their lives on a daily basis, if they experience the liberating power of Jesus Christ and accept Him as their Saviour on a daily basis they won’t be able to hold it to themselves!! Friends, that was truly one of those ‘Duh’ moments… I questioned myself, ‘You are a pastor, you should know these things!’ So I asked myself, ‘Why am I not doing it then?’ I changed my approach. Instead of running workshops on how to witness, I preached Jesus and Him crucified and led people to experience the saving and liberating power of the Saviour. Then I invited people to join me in witnessing or giving Bible studies… after three studies I suggest that the person continue the Bible study with their friend without me… that’s where I get a 100% YES! 
Powerful witnessing of God's love is NOT a matter of knowledge, technique or instruction but a matter of motivation!
(Tell a story from your own experience of someone who had a taste of sharing Jesus and how excited and motivated they were after that.)
The questions we need to ask are these: ‘Am I deeply touched by the grace of God? Have I truly experienced the power of Jesus in my heart? Am I excited and enthusiastic to share the message of the Gospel?’
For if you are not…friends, that’s where we see that the first love is an absolute ingredient of one’s spiritual life without which he/she won’t be able to represent Christ in the true light. “…or else I will come to you quickly [note the aspect of urgency – you must address it now] and remove your lampstand from its place—unless you repent.” Revelation 2:5. In other words, do not represent me in such a way, for I will take your license from you.
“The Lord does not now work to bring many souls into the truth, because of the church members who have never been converted and those who were once converted but who have backslidden. What influence would these unconsecrated members have on new converts? Would they not make of no effect the God-given message which His people are to bear?” Testimonies, vol. 6, p.371
This is a serious message from the pen of Ellen White. If members of this congregation are not converted, if you have backslidden, if you have lost the first love you had for Jesus, the Lord cannot bring souls into the truth. 

Folks, my prayer is that we all become so passionately, enthusiastically excited about the message we, the Seventh-day Adventist Church, have to deliver, that when new people come they will experience an irresistible force drawing them closer to Jesus making them want to commit their lives to Jesus too!
Let me clarify one point…, Which of the two elements is of a greater importance – a life of spiritual and doctrinal soundness, with faithfulness to the principles of God, or a contagious life of first love for Jesus Christ, a life of enthusiastic witnessing and disciple-making?
Did I confuse you? If I did it means I achieved my goal… because this is an awfully wrong question! I like asking wrong questions, they make people think! Those two elements must not and can not exist apart from each other.
Folks, for some reason, so many Christian believers, including Seventh-day Adventists, think in terms of either or… BUT that is not the biblical model of a Christian church!!
Let me illustrate this… look at this chair and tell me which of its four legs is more important? Duh! They are all equally important… if it has three legs it’s a stool and not especially comfortable. If it has two legs it is not a chair anymore! Take it to the dump!
When Jesus said, ‘…but, I have one thing against you…’ he didn’t obliterate the doctrinal soundness, faithfulness and dedication to the divine values of the Ephesians but rather he introduced the principle that doctrinal soundness, faithfulness to God’s word and passionate spirituality with enthusiastic witnessing must co-exist otherwise his church won’t be able to fulfil its purpose!
Let me illustrate this by showing you this diagram… (see it in the Power Point)
Show the diagram!! In the power point. I might need to insert it in here as well.  
That’s what happened with the folks in the last decade of the first century. The focus of the church in Ephesus shifted from being a witness to God’s saving power and saving the lost to being keepers of God’s truth. But that wasn’t Jesus’ plan for His church.
“The losing of the first love is specified as a moral fall. The loss of this love is represented as something that will affect the entire religious life. Of those who have lost this love, God says that unless they repent, he will come to them, and remove their candlestick out of its place.” (Manuscript 1, 1906). – {7BC 957.4}
 “Those who would be overcomers must be drawn out of themselves; and the only thing which will accomplish this great work, is to become intensely interested in the salvation of others.”— Ellen G. White, Fundamentals of Christian Education, p. 207.
What was the remedy Jesus offered as a solution?
Let’s read, “Remember therefore from where you have fallen; repent and do the first works…” Revelation 2:5.
Key thought
Remember – in the Greek, the present imperative suggests a continuous and on-going attitude or action, ‘keep remembering’ or ‘…keep in mind….’ That is, if you remember where you were and how you were saved you will never lose that passion and enthusiasm!
Friends, we lose passion and enthusiasm when we forget the greatness of God’s saving grace and love.
We start focusing on other issues and get side-tracked when we forget what God’s power had done in our hearts while we were still sinners, where we had been before God found us, that we were sinners needing pardon ourselves.
“But after a time the zeal of the believers began to wane, and their love for God and for one another grew less. Coldness crept into the church. Some forgot the wonderful manner in which they had received the truth.” – {AA 580.1}
‘Repent and do the first works…’ is the call today too.
The proof of repentance is a return to devotion characterised by passionate and enthusiastic love for God and fellow believers.
Key thought: When you are not sure where you are going, look back to where you have come from.
Here is the promise of the ultimate gift – “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To him who overcomes I will give to eat from the tree of life, which is in the midst of the Paradise of God.”’ Revelation 2:7.
Why do you think, of all the gifts God can give to his children, Jesus promised the right to eat from the tree of life to the one who overcomes and does the first works? Let it be your further study but I will just mention this. Based on my study, I believe it is a reference to the ultimate gift God can give to anyone who overcomes sin in its original form when one alienates himself from God and relies on his merits and works in the matter of salvation!
To the overcomer in Ephesus is promised a permanent home in the restored Eden in which YOU will share the gift of eternal life which Adam and Eve enjoyed before the entrance of sin into the world.
Friends, we don’t know what happened with the church in Ephesus, whether they accepted Jesus’ encouragement or not but one thing I do know for sure! If we take this message to our heart, keep Jesus’ gift of forgiveness and love before our eyes, we will not only receive the ultimate gift of salvation but we will also fulfil God’s purpose for our existence – to be the light in this part of the world!
Will you accept this message and act upon it today? Will you repent if you have forgotten your first love for Jesus? Will you invite Jesus back into your life with the enthusiasm you have when striking a new friendship? Will you focus on the one thing that matters – your relationship with Jesus.
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