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I.  The Church of Ephesus (Rev. 2:1-7) 

a) Ephesus was the largest city of the Roman province of Asia Minor with a population of 250,000 people. This 

city was a major center for idolatry and had one of the seven wonders of the ancient world—a 425-foot long 

by 220-foot wide temple dedicated to the goddess Diana. At this temple, sexual immorality thrived because 

a significant part of Diana's religion revolved around temple prostitutes, who were looked upon as sacred 

and viewed as priestesses. 

b) The silversmith trade prospered because there was a high demand for gold, silver, and bronze to be used in 

the manufacturing of household idols of Diana (Acts 19:25). 

c) The church of Ephesus was one of the most well-respected and influential churches in the ancient world. 

When the book of Acts was written, it was the third most influential church behind Jerusalem and Antioch. 

By the time the book of Revelation was written in 90 A.D., the church of Ephesus had become the largest and 

most influential church in the world. It was a revival and evangelistic center that influenced much of Asia, 

serving as a lampstand that brought light to many (Acts 19:26; Rev. 2:5). 

d) Paul came to Ephesus on his second missionary trip in A.D. 52, in route from Corinth to Jerusalem (Acts 

18:19-21). Though only visiting the city for a brief time, Priscilla and Aquila stayed to train Apollos and the 

disciples of John the Baptist (Acts 18:24-28). On his third missionary journey, Paul stayed for three years to 

establish, train, and equip the church of Ephesus (Acts 20:31). 

e) In Ephesus, the worshipers of Diana became such passionate lovers of Jesus that the market for purchasing 

idols was significantly reduced and many of her former devotees even burned over $5,000,000 worth of 

books used for practicing magic (Acts 19:18-19). 

f) When Paul left Ephesus, he appointed Timothy as the leader of the church and instructed him to guide the 

Ephesian believers away from strange doctrines, myths, endless genealogies, and fruitless speculations and 

to establish their hearts in purity, love, and faith (1 Tim. 1:1-3).  

g) In approximately A.D. 66, the Apostle John became the primary apostolic leader of the church until he was 

imprisoned on the island of Patmos, which was about sixty miles from Ephesus.  

h) The church of Ephesus was the recipient of eight New Testament books, including the Gospel of John, 

Ephesians, 1 and 2 Timothy, 1, 2, and 3 John, and Revelation. This meant that the church of Ephesus probably 

had more insight into the truth of Scripture than any other church at that time. 

II. Jesus' Commendation to Ephesus 

a) The believers at Ephesus were faithful, hardworking, and they hated evil (Rev. 2:2-3). They endured intense 

spiritual warfare and did not give into temptation (Eph. 6:10-18). Though most would have grown weary and 

quit, the Ephesians had a tremendous amount of energy, endurance, and perseverance that enabled them to 

continue running the race of faith (Rev. 2:3). 

b) The Ephesians loved the truth and did not tolerate false doctrines and the spread of heresy. When false 

apostles came to Ephesus, preaching another Jesus and another gospel, they were quick to test them and to 

warn the church of their deceptive and compromised teachings.  

c) Along these lines, Jesus said to them, "Yet this you do have, that you hate the deeds of the Nicolaitans, which 

I also hate" (Rev. 2:6). Though there is some debate about what the "deeds of the Nicolaitans" refer to, the 

best view is to see it as a reference to the followers of Nicolas, the Jerusalem deacon who fell away from the 

faith (Acts 6:5).1 This was the common view among the early church fathers, including Irenaues, who taught 

in the second century that the Nicolaitans were unrestrained in their indulgence of the flesh, especially in the 

area of immorality. Though the Nicolaitans don't exist today, a similar form of their antinomianism does.  
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d) Antinomianism, which comes from the Greek word meaning lawless or without the law, is a belief that under 

the dispensation of grace, the moral Law has been abolished because faith alone is necessary for salvation. 

Antinomianism teaches grace in a way that allows people to continue in sin without repenting. This 

deceptive teaching of false liberty and grace is a catalyst for compromise, sin, lawlessness, and even 

apostasy.  

e) Jude battled antinomianism in the first century, as is evident from his statement that "certain persons have 

crept in unnoticed…ungodly persons who turn the grace of our God into licentiousness" (Jude 1:4). 

Unfortunately, antinomianism is prevalent in the church today. It is important to realize that Jesus 

commended the Ephesian believers for their strong stance against the antinomianism of the Nicolaitans. 

III. Jesus' Correction to Ephesus 

a) In spite of all these commendable qualities, the believers at Ephesus allowed their love for Jesus to grow 

cold. Their original passion and fervor awakened during the great revival had become a dying ember (Acts 

19).  

b) Because the church of Ephesus was a lampstand that enlightened many throughout Asia, the demands of 

ministry intensified until it slowly interrupted their devotional life. The Ephesians quit spending time in God’s 

presence and listening to His voice. They were more preoccupied with the work of the Lord than the Lord of 

the work. Intimacy with Jesus was no longer a high priority, for they believed that the work of ministry was 

more important than cultivating a love relationship with Him. 

c) Jesus told them, “But I have this against you, that you have left your first love. Therefore remember from 

where you have fallen, and repent and do the deeds you did at first; or else I am coming to you and will 

remove your lampstand out of its place—unless you repent” (Rev. 2:4-5). Though ministry and doctrinal 

purity are very important, it should never replace our love for Jesus.  

d) Loving God with all of our heart is the first commandment—not the first suggestion—because a love 

relationship with the Lord is His first priority for our lives. If we ever allow the first commandment and the 

second commandment to swap positions, then we will eventually experience burnout. Sooner or later, 

ministry without intimacy will lead to dryness, disappointment, and even despair.  

e) Loving God with all of our heart is also the great commandment because it has the greatest impact on our 

heart, emotions, thinking, and lifestyle, especially our ability to rightly influence others. Having influence 

without first love is dangerous because it will be tainted with self-love and self-interest. 

f) Losing our first love is a form of idolatry. We commit idolatry by allowing anything—even good things, even 

God things—to come before our relationship with the Lord. God wants to be first in our schedules, finances, 

thoughts, and desires. 

g) Notice that Jesus told the Ephesians to “remember from where you have fallen.” Many people are surprised 

when well-respected and influential leaders in the body of Christ commit adultery, mishandle money, or fall 

into some other grievous sin. Most of the time, this is usually a symptom of allowing their love for Jesus to 

grow cold. In God’s eyes, we fall from a high place when we lose our first love. 

h) Before the Lord returns, the Father will lead the church back to the joy of first love. The bride of Christ will 

rediscover how to delight in God and how to drink from the river of God’s pleasures (Ps. 36:8; 37:4).  As we 

come back to our first love, we will discover that pure, simple, and raw love for Jesus satisfies our hearts like 

nothing else. The Father will restore the first commandment back to first place before the Lord returns. 

i) Unfortunately, the church of Ephesus, which at one time was a lampstand whose light influenced much of 

Asia, went out. Because they ultimately neglected Jesus' challenging rebuke to return to their first love, their 

spiritual influence was removed, and after the fourth century, the church of Ephesus no longer existed. 

Eventually, Islam filled the void left by the church of Ephesus, and today, 98 percent of the population of 

Turkey is Muslim. 
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IV. The Busy American Lifestyle and First Love 

a) For us in America and for many around the world, our schedules, clocks, and calendars do not revolve 

around developing first love as the first and highest priority of our lives. 

b) Most people in America are extremely busy and extremely tired. We make very little time for prayer, the 

Word, worship, and fellowship with God. We live in a vicious cycle of getting up for work, getting ready, 

getting the kids ready, working stressful jobs, coming home tired, crashing on the couch in front of the TV, 

going to bed, and then starting the cycle over day-after-day, week-after-week, month-after-month, year-

after-year. Before we realize it, five years have passed and we haven't spent time in the secret place, loving 

Jesus, in years. 

c) Here's a typical scenario of the busy American life. The alarm goes off at 5:30 and mom and dad drag 

themselves out of bed. Dad goes as fast as he can—as fast as is humanly possible for that early in the 

morning—to get the coffee started. Mom jumps into the shower since it takes her longer to get ready. Dad 

takes a few sips of coffee while checking his email and social media on his phone and then brings mom her 

coffee before he gets into the shower. An hour later, dad leaves for work and mom wakes the kids up and 

hectically does whatever it takes to get them out the door. Because traffic is so bad, both mom and dad have 

developed a routine on their drive to and from work of listening to the morning and afternoon news so that 

they can avoid areas of congestion. When they get home after a busy day, mom and dad are exhausted, so 

they throw together a quick meal, eat, do dishes, help the kids with homework, get the children ready for 

bed, and then crash on the couch with remote in hand. Most nights, mom and dad both fall asleep watching 

one of their favorite TV shows and have to practically sleep walk to bed. After interrupted sleep from tending 

to the children's nighttime needs, they get to wake up and start the whole cycle anew the next day! When 

the weekend finally arrives, mom and dad sleep as late the kids allow. Since the previous week wore them 

out, mom and dad move in slow motion to make the coffee and breakfast. Even though Saturday gives them 

a reprieve from their hectic 8-6 work schedule, their day is still jammed full of activities. Mom has to take one 

of the kids to a birthday party, clean the house, and do some laundry while dad has to cut the grass, unclog 

the shower drain, fix a leak in the faucet, and vacuum the car. Thankfully, mom and dad can relax around 4, 

so dad turns on the football game while mom watches HGTV on the iPad as the kids play video games and 

listen to music. After dinner and getting the kids to sleep, mom and dad fall asleep while watching a movie 

in bed. As usual, church on Sunday is good, the meal afterward is satisfying, and the remainder of the day is 

spent napping, relaxing, and preparing for the whole vicious cycle to start again. And for some reason, we 

call this the American dream! 

d) Day-in and day-out, week-in and week-out, year-in and year-out, this is how most Americans live. Is there 

anything sinful about the scenario described? Not necessarily. Mom and dad are doing whatever it takes to 

survive in the busy American culture with all of their responsibilities. So what is the problem? Neither mom 

nor dad have made pursuing intimacy with Jesus their first priority. Their schedule revolves around work, the 

kids, maintaining the house, and relaxing on the weekends. They have not made first love for Jesus the first 

and highest priority of their lives. 

e) Jesus told a parable that speaks directly to this type of lifestyle. In all likelihood, Jesus told this parable to 

warn us, especially us busy Americans, of the type of lifestyle that can keep us from participating in the 

marriage supper of the Lamb (Luke 14:16-27). When the invitation to attend the banquet went out, the busy 

people "began to make excuses" why they could not attend (Luke 14:18). Though their reasons were all 

different, their response was the same—"please consider me excused" (Luke 14:17, 19). For one, it was a 

piece of land that needed maintenance (Luke 14:18). For another, it was tending to five recently purchased 

oxen (Luke 14:19). For another, it was a newlywed couple likely in their first few days or weeks of marriage 

(Luke 14:20). All of the invitees had valid reasons why they couldn't attend and all of their excuses revolved 

around good and innocent activities. Most of us would think that Jesus would gently come to us, pat us on 

the shoulder with the kindness of a caring father, and say, "I totally understand. That's no problem. Have fun 

taking care of your land, oxen, and wife." But that was not His response at all. Jesus said that their 
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indifference to His invitation angered the Master and He declared, "None of those men who were invited 

shall taste of my dinner" (Luke 14:21, 24).  

f) The point that Jesus was making in this parable was that we cannot be His disciples—nor will we be 

overcomers—unless our love and devotion for Him is so all-consuming that it in comparison it seems like we 

"hate [our] own father and mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters, yes, and even [our] own 

life" (Luke 14:26). For us to be the overcomers that Jesus is calling for, we must allow the cross to put to 

death our self-life and to crucify our excuses that keep us from pursuing intimacy with Him (Luke 14:27). 

g) Comparing the busy American lifestyle with this parable, the only difference is that we are much busier and 

have even more valid reasons for not developing intimacy with the Lord! Yet like Jesus taught in this parable, 

none of our excuses are legitimate reasons for neglecting intimacy with Him in the secret place, especially if 

we desire to participate in the marriage supper of the Lamb. 

h) So going back to our example of the busy American lifestyle, what could mom and dad have done to make 

room for Jesus in their schedules? Here are a few simple suggestions. Instead of waking up at 5:30, they 

could have asked the Lord for the grace to wake up at 5 so that they could spend half-an-hour in the Word. 

Instead of dad turning on talk radio on the drive to work, he could have plugged in some worship music and 

pressed into the Lord's presence during his commute. Instead of making phone calls and listening to the 

radio on her way home from dropping off the kids, mom could have spent time praying, fellowshipping with 

the Lord, and listening to His voice. Instead of having lunch every day with the guys, dad could have taken 

three days out of the week to have lunch with Jesus, where he could listen to the Lord's voice and meditate 

upon the Scriptures. On Saturday, dad could have spent time with the children in the morning while mom 

spent extended time in the secret place. The next Saturday they could have swapped roles, allowing dad to 

spend time soaking in God's presence and meditating upon the Word. This type of teamwork could have 

been scheduled into their routine and become a habit that they practiced so that both of them could 

develop first love for Jesus in the secret place. 

i) For us who have allowed our busy lifestyles to interrupt our intimacy with the Lord in the secret place, Jesus 

tells us to remember, to repent, and to return (Rev. 2:5). 

V. Remember Why First Love Is Important 

a) Jesus told the church of Ephesus, "I have this against you, that you have left your first love. Therefore 

remember from where you have fallen" (Rev. 2:4-5).  

b) The first thing that we need to remember is why first love is so important. Jesus didn't save us just so that we 

could go to heaven when we die and be better citizens now. Jesus didn't pursue us so relentlessly just so 

that we could keep the Ten Commandments, apply biblical principles in our marriage, families, and finances, 

and be nice people who do acts of justice for the poor, broken, and needy. Though all of this is important, 

this is not why Jesus saved us.  

c) Jesus saved us so that we might have eternal fellowship with God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy 

Spirit. Jesus created us, died for us, pursued us, saved us, and restored us so that we might have a real love 

relationship with Him and enter into the burning heart of the Trinity. The Christian life is all about 

relationship—not principles, keeping a set of rules, or being morally sound people. 

d) From the garden in Genesis to the New City Jerusalem in Revelation, the entire Bible is one long, interwoven, 

complex, racially diverse love story of God's relentless pursuit of us—not so that we might be religious 

people who can quote Scripture and abstain from sin—but that we might know God in the secret place. This 

whole thing is all about fellowship, relationship, burning desire, and spiritual pleasure. Oh how God wants us 

to know Him intimately in the secret place! If we could truly understand how relational God the Father, God 

the Son, and God the Holy Spirit are, our Christian lives would be dramatically different. 

e) Pursuing a radical lifestyle of first love for Jesus is not some type of religious, legalistic pursuit to appease a 

God who is mostly mad and sad when He thinks about us. It is not about how much of the Bible we can read, 
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how long we can pray, how much money we can give away, and how devoted we are to fasting. Don't get 

me wrong, these are important activities that revolve around the pursuit of knowing God. But this is not why 

Jesus saved us. We were saved so that we might enter into the eternal delight and pleasure of the Trinity. 

f) If you think about it, before creation, God never had to judge, show mercy, dispense grace, release wrath, or 

get angry—that is what He does to His creation who rebels against Him. God, in whose presence is "fullness 

of joy" and "pleasures forever," has been and will always be infinitely happy (Psa. 16:11). Based upon this 

verse, we realize that God's primary disposition is one of joy, happiness, delight, and pleasure. This is the 

essence of His character and explains the reason why we were created.  

g) God has always been and will forever be infinitely happy and filled with delight and pleasure in the 

fellowship of the Trinity. As the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit experienced unbroken fellowship and 

communion together in eternity past, they had joy, pleasure, and delight that we can't even begin to fathom. 

And amazingly, it is this very fellowship of the Trinity that we are invited to share in forever (1 John 1:3). This 

was the reason why God created us. He wanted men and women to share in the joy of fellowship with the 

Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit—the very joy that has fascinated and enthralled Him for all eternity. We 

were created to experience the fullness of God's happiness forever. 

h) Returning to our first love is not some type of harsh, legalistic requirement that quenches our joy and chokes 

our pleasure. It is not about becoming stale, boring, religious robots that are God's yes-men. Returning to 

our first love is a call to enjoy God at the deepest level of love. It is a call "to drink of the river of [God's] 

delights," which is God's love for God, God's love for us, and God's love for others (Psa. 36:8). Like lava that 

erupts from a volcano, the pleasures of God's love are released from His heart and become a free-flowing 

river of joy that we can drink from at any time. God, who is love, created us to experience His love, to love 

Him the way He loves us, and then to love others from the overflow of our love for Him. There simply is no 

comparison to God's love. God's love is ecstasy to the soul and deep delight to the heart. 

i) David said, "Because your love is better than life, my lips will glorify you" (Ps. 63:3, NIV). David tasted God's 

love and realized that no pleasure in life—not even the pleasure of being king—could compare to the 

pleasure of experiencing God's love. To David, the lasting pleasure of experiencing God's love far exceeded 

every temporary pleasure of life. The shulamite maiden, as a picture of the bride of Christ, echoed the same 

truth, saying, "Your love is better than wine" (Song 1:2). Wine, which creates a temporary intoxication of 

pleasure, falls far short when compared to the permanent intoxication that comes from experiencing God's 

love for God, God's love for us, and God's love for others. 

j) John said, "We love Him because He first loved us" (1 John 4:19, NKJV). The more we drink from the pleasures 

of God's love, the more we will love Him in return. As Mike Bickle said, "It takes God to love God."
2
 When 

God's all-consuming fire of love touches our hearts, it ignites a passion for Jesus that can't be quenched by 

anyone or anything.  

k) The Christian life can never be reduced to an impersonal set of rules, principles, and religious formulas. The 

life God calls us to live—the life Jesus died to give us—is an eternal pursuit of knowing God through a deep, 

intimate, personal relationship with the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit (John 17:3). We are called into the 

fellowship of the Trinity—to enjoy forever what God has forever enjoyed. 

VI. Remember the Good Ole Days 

a) When Jesus called us to remember from where we have fallen, not only are we to remember why first love is 

so important, but also to recall the joy that we once had in our relationship with God.  

b) Think back to the time when you were first saved or when you were awakened in your relationship with the 

Lord. Recall those eternally sweet moments when tears streamed down your face as wave after wave of 

God's love washed over you. Remember the feeling of ecstasy you experienced when the Creator of the 

Universe drew near to you, revealed His love for you, healed you of your rejection and pain, and restored 

you. Think about those times when you woke up early with excitement so that you could have coffee with 
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the Creator, dive deeper into the Word, and receive fresh revelation directly from the mouth of God. Recall 

the passion that was awakened when Jesus whispered to you and showed you the direction for your life. 

Remember when the Lord revealed Himself to you in a way that dramatically altered the course of your life. 

c) There is tremendous power when we remember the good ole days in our relationship with the Lord, the 

time when the joy of our salvation was at its peak. These memories drive us back to the secret place so that 

we can go deeper in intimacy, passion, devotion, and fellowship with God. 

VII. The Secret is the Secret Place 

a) In 1996, when the Summer Olympics came to Atlanta, a group from our church went downtown to share the 

gospel with our international guests. The night before our evangelistic mission, I had a very clear dream of 

Jesus. It is the only time I have ever seen Jesus in a dream or vision. The Jesus in my dream was very different 

from the Jesus portrayed by Hollywood. Though He looked very ordinary and plain, there was something 

extraordinarily beautiful about Him that captured my heart. To this day, I can still remember how unusually 

appealing Jesus was because of the humility, grace, meekness, kindness, and gentleness that exuded from 

Him. With a serious and sober look, Jesus said to me, "Bryan, My people do not know Me." I could 

immediately tell that He was very grieved, burdened, and sad. In that unique way in dreams where you 

instantly know things, I intuitively knew that Jesus was talking about His people, not the lost; that He was 

jealous for His people to know Him intimately; and that He was deeply grieved because His people did not 

make knowing Him a priority. 

b) It is sad that so many Christians run here-there-and-everywhere to hear the latest prophet, the most 

anointed and relevant communicator, the most popular worship band, or the world famous author at the 

expense of seeking to know Jesus for themselves in the secret place. With all the vast amounts of resources, 

teachings, books, sermons, podcasts, and courses that have exploded in the Western church, it seems that 

most people still don't get the most important truth of all—it's all about first love for Jesus. And first love for 

Jesus can only be cultivated in one place—the secret place where you and God meet on a regular basis. 

c) The secret is the secret place. The secret to all of your questions, dreams, desires, and passions is found in the 

secret place, where it is you and God alone. The secret place is the secret to returning to your first love and to 

maintaining Jesus as your first love. Having a set place and time where you meet with the Lord regularly to 

pray, to hear His voice, to meditate upon the Word, and to worship, even when it is boring, mundane, and 

dry, is the secret to keeping Jesus as the first love of our lives. 

d) Jesus told a parable about the importance of meeting regularly with Him in the secret place, especially in the 

end times (Matt. 25:1-13). Known as the Parable of the Ten Virgins, Jesus said that before He returned, half of 

His people would not spend the time and energy required to keep their lamps burning with the fire of first 

love. Through the Holy Spirit and the Word, Jesus has provided the means for us to know Him intimately in 

the secret place, yet as He prophesied, a significant number of His people will drift away from first love prior 

to His return. If Jesus literally meant that half of His people would run out of oil because they neglected the 

secret place, then that means there are potentially over 1 billion believers who have left their first love and 

are on the road to burnout.  

e) To those foolish virgins who did not have a secret place relationship with the Lord, Jesus will say to them on 

that day, "I do not know you" (Matt. 25:12). Though foolish virgins who drifted from their first love don't lose 

their salvation and go to hell, they will be unable to participate in the marriage supper of the Lamb (Matt. 

25:10). Paul sheds some light on this when he said, "If anyone loves God, he is known by Him" (1 Cor. 8:3). 

Jesus knows those who make loving Him the first priority of their life. 

VIII. Do the First Works 

a) Jesus exhorted the Ephesians to "do the first works" (Rev. 2:5). Keeping Jesus as the first love of our life is the 

first work that we are called to do, and make no mistake about it, this is very hard work! Loving Jesus above 
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everything and everyone for decades is a great challenge as we go through the busy, mundane, exciting, 

and trying seasons of life. 

b) Not only is it hard work, but we are in head-to-head combat with the powers of darkness for the affections of 

our heart. There is nothing the enemy works harder at than trying to allure us away from "the simplicity and 

purity of devotion to Christ" (2 Cor. 11:3). The devil knows better than anyone that if we lose the joy of our 

first love for Jesus we are on the road to burnout and a great fall. 

c) World famous author Stephen Covey said, "The main thing is to keep the main thing the main thing."3 Jesus 

wants us to make loving Him and knowing Him in the secret place the main thing that our life revolves 

around. This means that we don't try to fit Him into our schedule but that we fit our schedule around Him.  

Jesus wants to have the first place in our daily schedules, our weekly and monthly planning, our yearly goals, 

and the dreams for our life. Honestly ask yourself this question: When I make a schedule for the day or for the 

week, do I make unbreakable appointments to meet with Jesus? 

d) Stephen Covey also said, "The key is not to prioritize what’s on your schedule, but to schedule your 

priorities."4 If loving Jesus is truly the first priority of our life, then it will be reflected in our daily, weekly, and 

monthly schedule. Just like you can tell what a person really loves by analyzing their bank account, one of 

the sure signs of first love for Jesus is whether or not we schedule regular time to meet with Him in the secret 

place.  

e) In 2007, dad and I had the privilege of meeting with the President of Uganda. This was truly one of the 

highlights of my life. When we were presented with this opportunity, we prioritized our entire schedule 

around this very important meeting. There is no way that we would have even considered breaking our 

appointment. We made sure that nothing got in our way of this incredible opportunity to sit down and talk 

with President Museveni. This meeting was our highest priority and we built our entire schedule for that day 

around this meeting.  

f) Yet when it comes to meeting with God on a regular basis in the secret place, how many of us make an 

unbreakable priority and form our schedule around this sacred time? If we do schedule time to meet with 

Jesus, we often use a pencil rather than an inerasable pen! What does this say about our fear of the Lord and 

our honor for the King of kings and Lord of lords? 

g) Randy Bohlender, who serves as Executive Director of Zoe’s House Adoption Agency and is the father of 10 

children, said, "You make appointments with God, and you keep them. If that means you get up 30 minutes 

earlier than you have to, you do that. If that means you stay up later, whatever works for you—just find a 

place daily in the Word, alone with God. People tell me, 'Well, you don’t understand my situation.' You know 

what, I’ve got 10 kids; I understand busy. There are times when I read my Bible at three in the morning; it’s 

worth it to spend time with God."5 

IX. Two Trees in the Garden 

a) After correcting Ephesus for losing their first love, Jesus said, "He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit 

says to the churches. To him who overcomes, I will grant to eat of the tree of life which is in the Paradise of 

God" (Rev. 2:7). 

b) To those who overcome losing their first love, Jesus promised the eternal reward of eating from the tree of 

life in the Paradise of God. Though we will analyze in detail what it means to eat from the tree of life, we first 

need to realize that this promise also brings another tree into the conversation—the tree of the knowledge 

of good and evil. Never forget that there were two trees in the garden and both have significant meaning in 

our quest of keeping Jesus as the first love of our life. 

c) In our discussion of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, we first need to understand the original sin 

and I don’t mean the sin of Adam. I am referring to Satan's sin before mankind was ever created, for this sin is 

deeply connected to the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, the present condition of our soul, and 
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loving Jesus as our first love. We find this original sin in a very odd and mysterious prophecy found in Ezekiel 

28:11-18. 

d) What is striking about this prophecy is that Satan’s original position and our eternal destiny look almost 

identical. Consider the similarities for a moment. Satan was beautiful and perfect because God's glory rested 

upon him (Ezek. 28:12); we too will be beautiful and perfect because God's glory will rest upon us (Rev. 

21:11). Satan was covered with every precious stone (Ezek. 28:13); we too will be covered with every precious 

stone (Rev. 21:19-21). Satan had a very serious and weighty responsibility to cover (Ezek. 28:14); we too will 

have a very serious and weighty responsibility to rule and reign with Christ (Rev. 2:26-27). Satan was on the 

holy mountain of God (Ezek. 28:14); we too will be on the holy mountain of God (Heb. 12:22). What Satan lost 

in terms of access to God's glory, the adornment of beauty, and exercising authority, God the Father will give 

to His overcoming sons, but at a much greater level (Rev. 2-3; Rev. 21:7). Unlike Satan, we have an even 

higher calling and that is to be one with God the Father and God the Son for all eternity and to sit down with 

Jesus on His throne and rule the nations with Him. 

e) Why is all of this important? Because after the fall of Satan from glory, when the very beauty that God 

bestowed upon Satan became his stumbling block due to pride (Ezek. 28:17), the Father would never again 

give this type of inheritance to anyone automatically. The Father would never give humanity such access to 

glory, beauty, and authority unless we first had been given the opportunity to travel down the same path as 

Satan. God would not make us coheirs with Christ until we had chosen the path of humble, dependent 

obedience upon God as true and authentic lovers. That is why God put the tree of knowledge of good and 

evil in the garden. He wanted to test us to see if we would choose the same path as Satan or if we would 

choose life and moment-by-moment reliance upon God, for eating the forbidden fruit would impart into our 

soul the very nature of Satan himself. 

f) The cunning serpent tempted Adam and Eve to become just like him, saying you "shall be as gods" (Gen. 3:5, 

KJV). Choosing this path of self-deification would align Adam with Satan and implant the serpent's nature of 

pride, selfishness, independence, and rebellion within his heart and soul forever. Until the day he died, 

Adam—along with all mankind thereafter—would have the nature of Satan embedded into their soul. 

g) When Adam made the fateful decision to eat from the tree of knowledge, the forbidden fruit killed Adam’s 

spirit and awakened his soul into a state of prideful autonomy, transforming Adam into a self-conscious and 

self-aware man (Gen. 3:6-7). With his eyes opened, Adam became soul-oriented—his own independent god 

who was knowledgeable and wise, but severed from the prior intimacy that he shared with His Creator. 

Furthermore, Adam’s choice aligned him with Satan, making him the head of a race of people with an evil 

heart and proud soul. Adam now had knowledge of good and evil; he was wise and could make decisions 

apart from God. But the consequences of his decision was death rather than life. 

h) In Adam, because of the effects of the tree of knowledge, all of us are born with a fallen soul patterned after 

the nature of Satan, filled with prideful independence and a narcissistic obsession with ourselves. That is why 

Satan is described as “king over all the sons of pride" (Job 41:34). Even after we come to Christ, our soul 

remains in the condition it was in before we were born again. Though the new birth radically changed our 

spirit and circumcised our heart, our fallen soul is still prideful, narcissistic, self-aware, self-conscious, 

rebellious, independent, lawless, and fixated on the image that we project to others. In short, the fruit from 

the tree of the knowledge of good and evil made us profound lovers of ourselves. 

X. Deliverance from Self Love 

a) The fruit from the forbidden tree has produced a race of men and women who are deeply in love with 

themselves. This self love, which has its roots in the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, will reach its 

peak in the last days, just as Paul revealed in 2 Timothy 3:1-2. 

b) When Paul said that "difficult times will come" in "the last days," you would have expected to see an increase 

of violence, perversion, terrorism, or catastrophic events at the top of the list (2 Tim. 3:1). But that is not what 

he wrote. Remarkably, the number one problem that will make the last days so difficult, according to the 
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Apostle Paul, will be that "men will be lovers of self" (2 Tim. 3:2). A massive harvest of self-love, which has 

been imbedded into the soul of every one of us as a result of Adam's sin, will reach such an intensity before 

the Lord returns that Paul listed this as the number one challenge of the last days. 

c) Even though our spirit has been saved, apart from the work of the cross, our soul is naturally inclined toward 

self-love. And make no mistake about it—self-love is the number one obstacle we face in our quest to 

developing first love for Jesus. 

d) One of the hallmark traits of the overcomers is that they "did not love their lives to the death" (Rev. 12:11, 

NKJV). After studying the Greek words in this verse, I believe a better reading is: "They did not love their soul 

unto death." In other words, overcomers are living martyrs who may or may not be physical martyrs. For 

example, Peter and Paul were overcomers who were both living martyrs and physical martyrs whereas John 

was an overcomer who was a living martyr but not a physical martyr. 

e) The Greek word used for soul in Revelation 12:11 is psychē and can be defined as the invisible self-life, 

including our mind, will, and emotions, down to our very last breath. The main point is that overcomers are 

people who do not resist the work of the cross in their soul. They don't love their self-life unto death, 

meaning that they love Jesus more than they love themselves, and as a result, they welcome the cross into 

their mind, will, emotions, desires, and motives, allowing the Spirit to put to death every trace of selfishness 

that stands in the way of first love for Jesus. And when the cross has fully done its work of slaying what we 

want when we want it, when we have reached such a place of self-denial we can say in agreement with the 

Lord "not my will, but Yours be done," then we will be the inheritance of the Lord, a people "who follow the 

Lamb wherever He goes" (Rev. 14:4). 

f) On July 19th, 2015, Terry Bennett visited our church and shared an experience that I will never forget. He said 

that he was taken to heaven, shown the garden of Eden, and he had a conversation with Adam. In this 

experience, he said that the tree of life and its fruit were by far the ugliest in the garden. This tree looked 

more like a vine than what we would think of as a tree. Though unappealing, the tree of life was giving life to 

everything in the garden except for the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Whereas the tree of life was 

unattractive and emanated the fear of the Lord, the tree of the knowledge of good and evil and its fruit were 

the most beautiful in the garden and emanated the self-life. What grabbed Terry's attention was how 

appealing the tree of knowledge was to the soul and how much it sought to draw attention to itself. In his 

conversation with Adam, it became clear that Adam was afraid of the tree of life, for he knew that eating its 

fruit would mean the end of his self life, that he would have to exchange his life for God's life. Fully aware of 

the price of eating from the tree of life, Adam made a slow and purposeful decision whether or not to eat 

from the tree of life. Unfortunately, we know how the story ended as Adam made the deliberate decision to 

eat from the tree of knowledge, and as a result, a deep and penetrating self-love was awakened in his soul. 

g) I think this experience clearly communicates how the cross of Jesus Christ must work in our soul, in the 

deepest parts of our self-life, to put to death the inherent selfishness, pride, lawlessness, independence, and 

rebellion that we inherited from Adam. For only when the cross has done its absolute work of crucifying our 

soul will Jesus truly be the first love of our lives. As Jesus said, "If anyone comes to Me, and does not hate his 

own father and mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot 

be My disciple. Whoever does not carry his own cross and come after Me cannot be My disciple" (Luke 14:26). 

The cross working in our soul to crucify our inherent selfishness is unmistakably connected to loving Jesus as 

our first love. If our passion for Jesus does not seem like self-hatred in comparison, then we are not worthy to 

be the wife of the Lamb (Matt. 10:37-39). 

h) If the thought of the complete crucifixion of our self-life makes us wince, wiggle, and whine, it only reveals 

how much we still love ourselves more than we love Jesus. 

XI. Eating From the Tree of Life 

a) Now that we have discussed the call to return to our first love and the connection between first love, the tree 

of the knowledge of good and evil, deliverance from the self-life, and the tree of life, let's look at the first 
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overcomers' reward of being able to eat from the tree of life. Keep in mind that this promise is only given to 

those who overcome losing their first love—it is not a reward for every believer. 

b) Jesus said, "To him who overcomes, I will grant to eat of the tree of life which is in the Paradise of God" (Rev. 

2:7). The tree of life is mentioned 11 times in Scripture. Three times in Genesis (Gen. 2:9; 3:22, 24), four times 

in Proverbs (Prov. 3:18; 11:30; 13:12; 15:4), and four times in Revelation (Rev. 2:7; 22:2, 14, 19). 

c) View #1: One view of the tree of life is that only those who eat of its fruit will have eternal life, and therefore, 

only the overcomers will be saved and go to heaven. There are numerous problems with this view. First, Paul 

made it very clear that justification is by faith alone apart from works (Rom. 3:28; 4:6). If loving Jesus as our 

first love all the days of our life is the criteria to be justified and go to heaven, not many people will make it 

in! Justification is by faith alone apart from works, including the first work of loving Jesus. We don't get saved 

or stay saved by our love and devotion to Jesus. We are saved because we believe in what Jesus 

accomplished for us on the cross for our justification. So clearly, the tree of life is not describing eternal life. 

Besides, we already possess eternal life in our spirit the moment the Spirit of God came to dwell in our spirit 

at new birth (1 John 5:12). 

d) View #2: Another more plausible view is that the tree of life equips us with special wisdom and knowledge so 

that we can effectively rule and reign with Christ during the Millennial Kingdom. The idea behind this view is 

that the tree of life first appeared on the scene in Genesis when mankind was given a mandate to rule and 

reign over the earth (Gen. 1:26-28). Then the tree of life disappeared for six-thousand years because mankind 

was not in a position to rule and reign with Christ. But since this tree shows up again in Revelation, when 

Jesus calls us to overcome so that we can rule the nations with Him, it appears that there is a connection 

between the tree of life and ruling the nations. So this view concludes that the tree of life has something to 

do with imparting special wisdom and knowledge for ruling and reigning with Christ. The Scriptural basis for 

this view is Proverbs 3:13-18, which likens wisdom and understanding to a tree life. Though there are some 

interesting points to consider in this view, when you look at the context of what Jesus was talking about in 

terms of first love and deliverance from the self-life, I think View #3 is a more likely interpretation. 

e) View #3: In my opinion, the most likely meaning of eating from the tree of life is receiving the capacity in our 

resurrected and glorified body to enjoy Jesus in His unfiltered glory at the deepest level of intimacy and love. 

There are two main reasons why I believe this. First, by contrasting the tree of life with the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil, we know from personal experience that the effects of eating the fruit from the 

tree of knowledge imparted a deep selfishness into the DNA of our soul and made us profound lovers of self. 

Likewise, it seems to reason that the tree of life would have a similar but opposite effect of imparting the 

ability to love Jesus fully and to enjoy Him at the deepest level of intimacy and love. The second reason why I 

believe this is because the context of Jesus' message to Ephesus was about loving Jesus as our first love. If 

we make loving Jesus our first priority in life—no matter how weak our love, how many times we fail, and 

often we have to repent for neglecting the secret place—then it appears that God will take our weak love 

and multiply it by a billion in the age to come, giving us the capacity and the ability to fully enjoy Jesus at the 

deepest level of love in His unfiltered glory.  

XII. The Capacity to Enjoy Jesus Forever 

a) Having explained why I believe that the tree of life is the capacity and ability to enjoy Jesus fully in the ages 

to come, perhaps a few prophetic experiences can bring more clarity to this. Let me clearly state, however, 

that prophetic experiences should never establish doctrine. The Scriptures and the Scriptures alone establish 

doctrine. Nevertheless, true prophetic experiences which we have prayed over and judged to be truly from 

the Lord, can and should be used to bring clarity to our understanding of the Scriptures. 

b) When Terry Bennett told of his heavenly experience of the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good 

and evil, he said that eating from the tree of life means that the overcomers will have "full access" to Jesus in 

the ages to come. This aligns with what I believe eating from the tree of life means, that we receive the ability 

and the capacity to enjoy Jesus at the deepest level of love. 



Session 5: Return to Your First Love                          Sunday, December 13, 2015 | Bryan Kessler 
 

 

Restoration Life Church | www.RestorationLife.org         Page 11 
 

c) In the mid-nineties, Rick Joyner had a series of profound prophetic experiences in which he was transported 

to heaven and saw many events that would unfold in the last days. He wrote about these experiences in The 

Final Quest and The Call. I highly recommend reading both of these books. They have had a profound impact 

on my life. 

d) In The Final Quest, Rick Joyner describes what it was like eating from the tree of life, saying, 

When I tasted the fruit, it was better than anything I had ever tasted. Yet it was also somehow 

familiar. It brought pleasant memories of such things as sunshine, rain, beautiful fields, and the sun 

setting over the ocean, but even more, it reminded me of the people I loved. With every bite, I loved 

everything and everyone more. Then my enemies started coming to mind, and I loved them too. The 

feeling was soon greater than anything I had ever experienced....As I ate the fruit from the Tree of 

Life, the thought of every good thing I had ever known filled my soul. When Jesus spoke, it was the 

same, only magnified. All I wanted to do was stay in this place and listen to Him....Now I knew that 

there was nothing more wonderful or exhilarating that we could ever do than to simply worship 

Him....The desire to express adoration for Him became almost insatiable. I had to praise Him!...The 

glorious worship that followed could not be described in human language....With this glory, I 

entered a realm of emotion that I had never experienced before.6 

e) In this experience, the Lord also spoke to Joyner and said, "The fruit of this tree [the tree of life] is the Father's 

love, which is manifested in Me" (emphasis mine).7  

f) Connecting the dots, it appears that the fruit from the tree of life imparts the Father's very own love into the 

overcomers, giving them the capacity and ability to love Jesus with the same passion and delight of the 

Father (John 17:26). The Father's love in the overcomers is also God's life, for God's life is an overflow and 

extension of His love. When the overcomers eat of this fruit in the ages to come, the Father's love will be 

imparted into their heart and soul at a much deeper level, giving them the power to love Jesus, to love 

others, and to love their enemies with the Father's very own love. Not only that, but eating from the tree of 

life will also give the overcomers the ability to enjoy life to the fullest. Notice that eating from the tree of life 

gave Rick Joyner a much richer ability to enjoy even the simplest things of life, such as sunshine, rain, fields, 

ocean sunsets, and loving others. Just as the fruit from this tree awakened emotions that Joyner had never 

experienced, the fruit from the tree of life will awaken emotions in the overcomers that will allow them to 

become one with God's heart as they experience His deepest pleasures continually without being 

overwhelmed by the intensity. These awakened emotions will make worshiping Jesus in the fullness of His 

glory the only thing that they will want to do for all eternity.  

XIII. Summary 

a) Overcomers love Jesus as their first love and this love is so deep that they actually love Jesus more than they 

love themselves. 

b) Overcomers will receive the right to eat from the tree life, which will give them the capacity and ability in 

their resurrected and glorified bodies to enjoy Jesus in His unfiltered glory at the deepest level of intimacy 

and love.  
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2 Mike Bickle, After God's Own Heart (Lake Mary, FL: Charisma House, 2004), p. 34. 
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