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A  P R O M I S E  T H AT 
W I L L  N E V E R  B E 
B R O K E N

It hurts when people break a promise. Some people make 
promises they have no intention of honoring. Others sincerely 
mean well, but circumstances interfere and they’re unable to 
do what they said they promised they’d do. 

God is not like us. When He makes a promise, He keeps it. 
Period. He is always faithful to His word. For example, He 
promises an abundant and eternal life to those who trust in His 
Son, Jesus Christ (see John 10:10).

“If you confess with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe 
in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be 
saved…. For everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be 
saved” (Rom. 10:9,13).

But we don’t automatically enjoy the benefits of this wonderful 
promise. We must understand and believe Jesus died on the 
cross, taking our sin upon Himself, and then rose from the dead, 
making a new, eternal life possible for us. As we believe, we also 
acknowledge His lordship, turning from sin and surrendering 
our lives to Him.

God’s promise is for you. If you would like a new life in Christ, 
repent of your sins and put your faith in Him. Admit to God you 
are a sinner and ask Him to forgive you. Turn from the sin that 
has kept you from God and accept Jesus’ gift of forgiveness. 
Confess your faith in Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. Express 
your repentance and faith by praying something like this:

“Dear God, I know I am a sinner. I believe Jesus died on the cross 
to forgive me of my sins. I ask You to forgive me. I now accept 
Your gift of eternal life. Thank You for Your love, forgiveness, 
and a new life in Jesus Christ. From this day forward, I choose 
to follow You. In Jesus’ name, Amen.” 

Share your decision to follow Jesus with a pastor or those in 
your Bible study group. Get involved in a church that will help 
you grow in faith. Be baptized as an expression of your faith. 



Every fervent believer longs 
to summon up the kind of 
boldness and faith that can 
stand firm. Join Priscilla Shirer 
for this 7-session study through 
the life and times of the 
prophet Elijah to discover how 
the fire on Mount Carmel was 
forged in the valley of famine. 
And how the emboldened, 
fiery faith you desire is being 
fashioned by God in your life 
right now.

LifeWay.com/Elijah
800.458.2772

New fromNew from  
 Priscilla Priscilla

Pricing and availability are subject to change without notice.
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STUDY 1  THE CHURCH GOD DESIRES

STUDY 2  ELIJAH: 
LIVING OUTSIDE THE COMFORT ZONE

No church is perfect—it’s made up of imperfect people!—but the 
church can be ever striving to become more and more like Jesus, the 
head of the church. It’s important, then, for the church to evaluate its 
ministry, mission, and witness. We can celebrate the ways we are 
serving Christ and His kingdom, and we can identify areas where 
we have lost focus or gotten off track. Jesus delivered messages to 
seven different churches in the Book of Revelation, and His messages 
provide an ideal way for us to evaluate how the church is doing—and 
how we, as individual members of His church, are doing.

Randy Fields serves as the lead pastor at New Covenant Baptist 
Church in Grass Valley, California. 

Most people do not go looking for difficulties; difficulties have a way 
of finding us! Typically, we do what we can to avoid difficult situations, 
but there are moments in life when we need to willingly step into 
something challenging. Parents do this for their children. This is what 
heroes are known for: stepping into harm’s way for the sake of others. 
The life of a believer is a life of service to God, and that service often 
calls us out of our comfort zones. The Old Testament prophet Elijah 
modeled for us both how to rely on God regardless of the challenges 
and mistakes we can avoid.

Jennifer Denning has loved writing and leading Bible studies as a 
pastor’s wife and lay leader for over thirty year.

 OVERVIEW

OVERVIEW

Y
O

U
    +

 +
 +

    B
IB

L
E

 S
T

U
D

Y
  +

 +
 +

    S
U

M
M

E
R

 2
0

2
1



STUDY 1
THE CHURCH GOD DESIRES

STUDY 2
ELIJAH: LIVING OUTSIDE THE COMFORT  
ZONE

58  INTRODUCTION

59  SESSION ONE
 SERVE WITH COURAGE
 1 Kings 16:29-33; 17:1-6

65  SESSION TWO
 SERVE WITH TRUST
 1 Kings 17:7-16

71  SESSION THREE
 SERVE THROUGH PRAYER
 1 Kings 17:17-24

79  SESSION FOUR
 SERVE WITH LOYALTY
 1 Kings 18:20-26,31-39

85  SESSION FIVE
 SERVE EVEN WHEN DISCOURAGED
 1 Kings 19:1-5a,11-18

91  SESSION SIX
 LEAD OTHERS TO SERVE
 1 Kings 19:19-21; 2 Kings 2:6-14

10  INTRODUCTION

11  SESSION ONE
 CHARACTERIZED BY LOVE
 Revelation 2:1-7

17  SESSION TWO
 STEADFAST IN DIFFICULTIES
 Revelation 2:8-11

23  SESSION THREE
 UNCOMPROMISING WITH TRUTH
 Revelation 2:12-17

31  SESSION FOUR
 STRONG IN PURITY
 Revelation 2:18-29

37  SESSION FIVE
 VIGILANT AGAINST COMPLACENCY
 Revelation 3:1-6

43  SESSION SIX
 FAITHFUL IN ALL THINGS
 Revelation 3:7-13

49  SESSION SEVEN
 SUFFICIENT IN CHRIST ALONE
 Revelation 3:14-22   

ARTICLES
29 MY CHURCH AND ME

55 TRUSTING GOD WHEN LIFE HURTS

77 DO YOU HAVE A SERVANT’S HEART?

98 WHAT HAPPENED TO THE CHURCHES OF REVELATION?

114 WHEN GIVING UP IS NOT AN OPTION

146 HOW TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE IN YOUR CHURCH

LEADER PAGES
101 STUDY ONE LEADER PAGES

133 STUDY TWO LEADER PAGES

162 COMING NEXT QUARTER

5 A WORD FROM DR. MARK CROSTON

6 GETTING THE MOST OUT OF YOU

7 FOR THOSE WHO WANT TO GO DEEPER

8 DISCIPLESHIP PLAN

CONTENTS

Y O U    3



ON THE COVER
Leoncio is on the cover of this issue of YOU. 
He works for Metro Water Services at the 
Development Services Center where his team 
helps property owners, developers, builders, 
and investors with residential and commercial 
construction building permits. For a time Leoncio 
seriously played tennis. He lived in a tennis 
academy during his junior and senior years of 
high school in Deerfield Beach, FL and attended 
Harding University in Searcy, AR through a tennis 
scholarship. It was at Harding Uiversity that he 
met his wife of 19 years, Amy. Together they 
have three children, Mariana (14), Josué (11) 
and Sofia (9). He says his children are a true 
delight and the joy of his life. Leoncio has been 
a believer since he was 20 years old and truly 
felt that Jesus Himself called him to be one of 
His disciples. For Leoncio walking with God is 
the highest honor. He worships with his wife and 
children at Grace Center Church. Leoncio enjoys 
traveling and international soccer, basketball, and 
tennis. He also enjoys putting together fun pick-
up games for dads and their children. 
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M A R K  CROS T ON

During 2020 and 2021, we have had to battle the COVID-19 
pandemic. This has been a once in a hundred-year experience and 
a time that will go down in history.  Difficult times cause us to learn 
lessons and develop strengths we would not otherwise achieve. 

We are not unique when it comes to learning tough lessons in 
hard times. This quarter we will look at the seven churches in the 
Book of Revelation as they individually faced their own crisis and 
challenge. Our study is called “The Church God Desires.” Strength 
and direction are typically gained when we are pushed beyond our 
familiar spaces. Our second study will guide us for “Living Outside 
the Comfort Zone” as we look at the service of Elijah.  

Last year the pandemic forced us to move the Black Church 
Leadership and Family Conference online, and it was a great 
experience. This year we plan a hybrid event, July 19-23, 2021, live 
at the Ridgecrest Conference Center in Ridgecrest, NC, and online. 
Each year we plan something new to keep it fresh and make it better 
every time. This is the place to bring your church leaders and their 
families to be energized, enriched, and encouraged. Get all the 
details on at LifeWay.com/BlackChurchLife. There is a full program 
for every member of the family!

I pray that the studies this quarter will help you reflect on the 
challenges we are facing and give you strength. Now, grab your 
Bible and allow God to speak through YOU!

Dr. Mark A. Croston, Sr.

YOU General Editor

National Director of Black Church Ministries

www.lifeway.com/BlackChurchLife

EDITORIAL
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LEARNER PAGES
The first half of YOU includes pages for personal study. These should 
be read by the learner and leader prior to group time. Included in each 
session:

Memory Verses encourage filling the mind with the Word of God  
to strengthen every aspect of spiritual life.

Digging Deeper provides a deeper look at a word, character,  
or other aspect from the session.

Did You Know? provides an African-American or urban historical  
fact or update connected to the session.

DAILY READINGS
Included with each session are five devotionals to be read by the learner 
and leader. The benefits of a daily devotion are innumerable. Their primary 
purpose in this resource is to focus attention on the biblical content of 
each session for application of and conformity to the Word of God.

LEADER PAGES
The second half of YOU includes pages to guide teaching each session. 
Leaders can use the leader pages to guide learners through the passage 
and its key emphases as detailed on the learner pages. Here are 
suggestions on how to teach:

Prior to the session, read and study the Bible passage, keywords, 
and learner pages.

Plan teaching using the leader pages. Keep in mind that because of time, 
it may not be possible to use every teaching suggestion. Also the teaching 
suggestions are in sequential order for easy use.

Features to use when teaching include: The Point, which is readily 
recognizable on the learner and leader pages; the question at the top of 
the first page of each learner session; Keywords on the Scripture pages; 
“Object Lessons”; “Digging Deeper”; “Did You Know?”; Pack Items*; and 
Commentary at the end of each session on leader pages.

Refine your teaching plans when necessary.

PRAY
Because the Holy Spirit is the guide for your study, invite Him to show you 
how to “rightly divide the word of truth” as you teach your group. Read 
the Bible passage several times, asking the Holy Spirit to show you its 
meaning and application.

GETTING  
THE MOST  
OUT OF YOU

YOU is a three-in-one learner and leader resource  
with inspirational and educational features to enhance 
Bible study that leads to spiritual maturity and life change.  
Here is information to help you get the most out of YOU.

T H E  P O I N T :  Ground everythinG you do in love for christ.

A similar situation happened with the church at Ephesus. 
Ephesus was literally at the crossroads of civilization. Home 
to the temple of Diana, it was the center for fertility worship 
and full of pagan religious options. Yet, Ephesians believers 
continued doing good works amid idolatrous behaviors. Jesus 
acknowledged them for not tolerating fake apostles, calling 
out falsehood, and serving the Lord without growing weary 
while working. We can rejoice over Ephesus’ commendation. 
If Jesus knows and acknowledges their works, He knows and 
acknowledges ours too.

What we do for the kingdom of God matters. Our faithful work 
points others to Christ, our service strengthens and builds up 
the church, and our dedication pleases Jesus.

ARE THERE ANY SIMILARITIES BETWEEN THE 

EPHESUS CHURCH AND MODERN-DAY CHURCHES? 

IF YES, HOW CAN WE RECTIFY THAT? 

Let Love Fuel Good Works // Revelation 2:4-6

A quick read of Revelation 2:4-6 solidifies the commonalities 
between U.S. and the church at Ephesus. Their acts of service 
no longer flowed out of fervent love for Jesus. While they were 
doing good things, remaining strong, and staying committed to 
not tolerating evil, they had replaced their fervent love for Jesus 
with a focus on the lists of things they knew they had to do. 
And Jesus called them out on it!

Jesus’ indictment that the Ephesian church had abandoned 
their first love is a warning to us all. We would benefit from 
a periodic self-examination. Have I lost my first love? Have 
I replaced my love for Jesus with a list of tasks to be done 
for Him? 

WHY DO WE SOMETIMES LOSE OUR PASSION 

FOR CHRIST AS WE SERVE HIM? 

This message to the Ephesian church mentioned a group of 
people called the Nicolaitans. Not much is known about this 
group, but it is safe to say their works were not empowered 
by love for Jesus. It is believed the Nicolaitans were mixing 
elements of Christianity with practices and other teachings 
from the pagan culture that was very much alive in Ephesus. 

DIGGING DEEPER
THE BELOVED DISCIPLE

Among Jesus’ apostles was John, 
brother of James and son of 
Zebedee, known as the “Beloved 
Disciple.” The Book of John is 
the only gospel that implies John 
was “the one Jesus loved” (John 
13:23). Five of John’s writings are 
preserved in the New Testament, 
including the Book of Revelation. 
It is written in a style typical of 
apocalyptic literature of the period, 
including symbolic language and 
descriptions of visions. Tradition 
says John was the only apostle 
never martyred for his faith. 
However, late in his life, around 
AD 95, the aged John lived on the 
island of Patmos in the Aegean 
Sea, just off the coast of Asia 
Minor, exiled there because of his 
bold ministry for Christ.

How would you describe John’s 
ministry at this time in his life? 
What impact does his life have 
on Christians?
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INTRODUCTION
No church is perfect—it’s made up of imperfect 
people!—but the church can be ever striving to 
become more and more like Jesus, the head of the 
church. It’s important, then, for the church to evaluate 
its ministry, mission, and witness. We can celebrate 
the ways we are serving Christ and His kingdom, and 
we can identify areas where we have lost focus or 

gotten off track. Jesus delivered messages to seven 
different churches in the Book of Revelation, and His 
messages provide an ideal way for us to evaluate 
how the church is doing—and how we, as individual 
members of His church, are doing.

LEADER 
GUIDE

STUDY 1 THE CHURCH GOD DESIRES 

Writer Bio
Bob Bunn
wrote the leader pages for this study. He currently works as a freelance writer and editor in Nashville, 
Tennessee. Bob holds B.S. and M.S. degrees in journalism, and received his M.Div. and an Ed.D. from The 
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary. He and his wife, Mary, are active members of Nashville’s First Baptist 
Church, Nashville, Tennessee, where they raised their three children.
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Seven stars (v. 1) — Angels of 
the seven churches (Rev. 1:20).

Seven golden lampstands 
(v. 1) — The seven churches 
(Rev. 1:20).

Remove your lampstand (v. 5) 
— Jesus will cause the church 
to close.

Nicolaitans (v. 6) — A hereti-
cal group that apparently was 
making inroads in some of the 
churches in Asia Minor (2:15). 
Their practices were immoral and 
idolatrous.

S E S S I O N  1

THE POINT:
GROUND E V ERY THING 
YOU DO IN LOV E FOR 
CHRIST.

R E V E L AT I O N  2 : 1- 7

1 “Write to the angel of the church in Ephesus: Thus says the 
one who holds the seven stars in his right hand and who walks 
among the seven golden lampstands: 2 I know your works, your 
labor, and your endurance, and that you cannot tolerate evil 
people. You have tested those who call themselves apostles 
and are not, and you have found them to be liars. 3 I know that 
you have persevered and endured hardships for the sake of my 
name, and you have not grown weary. 
...................................
4 But I have this against you: You have abandoned the love you 
had at first. 5 Remember then how far you have fallen; repent, 
and do the works you did at first. Otherwise, I will come to you 
and remove your lampstand from its place, unless you repent. 
6 Yet you do have this: You hate the practices of the Nicolaitans, 
which I also hate. 
...................................
7 Let anyone who has ears to hear listen to what the Spirit says 
to the churches. To the one who conquers, I will give the right 
to eat from the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God.”

CHARACTERIZED 
BY LOVE
Leader pages on pp. 102-105

M E M O R Y  V E R S E

K E Y W O R D S
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1. LOVE WORKS // 
COLOSSIANS 3:14

Church work can work church folks until the church 
is worked right out of the folk! Say “amen” if you 
can. Say “ouch,” if this is your current mood. Or, say 
“more” if you need clarity. More? Okay, great. To be 
clear, working for God is a good thing. In fact, it is 
the required life and legacy of all Christ followers. 
However, the execution of godly assignments should 
never replace grace-filled connections. Paul says 
it best, “Above all, put on love.” He reminds us that 
church work without love can result in a stagnate, 
cold, and ununified church.
Love becomes a part of us when we put it on, 
as Paul suggested, and the church is better 
because of it.

2. IT TAKES “WHATEVER” // 
COLOSSIANS 3:17

The word “whatever” has an all-encompassing 
nature and refers to any amount, thing, indifference, 
lack of restriction, or unfailing support. It is the 
perfect word to accompany the empowerment Jesus 
provides to the one who puts on His love above 
every other thing. And “whatever” is exactly what 
should be used to describe the intensity for which to 
love Christ, His church, and our ministry assignment. 
Therefore, take Paul’s words literally and receive 
whatever, grace, discipline, guidance, and mercy 
Jesus offers. 
All His “whatevers” empower your ability to do 
whatever it takes to be characterized by love.

3. GOOD NEWS // 
COLOSSIANS 3:24

Unfortunately, “whatever” hardly consists of all 
that believers want or even need! Yes, love works 
and the whatever means necessary attitude does 
empower us to work in and for God’s kingdom, but 
there are some hard realities that we experience 
too. Disappointment, discouragement, and doubt 
often take up residence and deter our motivation 
to live and work for Christ. So, we must keep the 

good news that Colossians 3:24 offers tucked in 
the recesses of your heart. When dismay becomes 
overwhelming, announce loud and clear: 
“Dear heart of mine; no matter what happens, if I 
serve Christ with all my heart there will be an eternal 
reward called heaven.” 
I can truly proclaim the whatevers of this world 
are not my forever!

4. THE GIVEN RACE 
//  ECCLESIASTES 4:11; 
MATTHEW 24:11-14

“The race is not given unto the swift nor unto 
the strong but to the one that endureth to the 
end.” This inspirational refrain is often quoted to 
encourage steadfastness in a time of trouble. It 
is often mistaken as a Scripture verse, but it is 
actually a joining together of Solomon’s wisdom 
and Matthew’s end time warning. Allow it to serve 
as both today. There is a race to run, filled with 
battles to fight, but endurance and belief in God’s 
goodness and His power to save will produce 
victors at the end.
So run on despite the obstacles along the way. 
Run on until the victory is won.

5.  A GLORIOUS CROWN // 
REVELATION 2:10

Faith and fear walk hand-in-hand at times. Should 
they? Strangely, the answer is yes. When fear arises 
we should have faith that God has not relinquished 
His control. There are times when fear should be 
felt. We should fear His mighty wrath. But have faith 
in God and His deep love for us. We should fear His 
absence. But have faith to know God walks with His 
children through fire and brimstone. We should fear 
His awesome presence. But have faith that humans 
can kill the flesh. We should fear that God can kill 
the soul. But faith in the good news of Christ. Yes, 
faith and fear go hand-in-hand through this life. But a 
fear-filled faith lifts us up and not down. 
A fear-filled faith knows God will awesomely 
reward with a glorious crown.

DAILY READINGS
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CHARACTERIZED BY LOVE LESSON ONE

BEFORE YOU TEACH

Contact Missing Learners

This is the first week of a new unit of study, which is 
a great time to reach out to learners who have been 
absent recently. Make a phone call or send learners 
an email to let them know they have been missed. 
Invite them to come find out more about the seven 
churches and how Jesus’ words to them still apply 
to us today.

Study the Context

Learners sometimes shy away from the Book of 
Revelation because of its apocalyptic imagery. 
Help them overcome those concerns by providing 
a solid understanding of Revelation’s background. 
As you prepare, research John’s situation and the 
visions he saw. Understand how Revelation relates 
to our lives today. And while these lessons focus on 
chapters 2-3, don’t skim past chapter 1. 

LOOK BACK
As you begin this unit about Jesus’ message to 
the seven churches, reflect on the previous lesson 
about sharing Christ with others. Allow volunteers 
to share how they fulfilled last week’s “Live It.” 
Explain that today’s lesson focuses on maintaining 
our love for Christ. Encourage learners to reflect on 
how letting our love for Christ dim could affect our 
ability to witness the Savior to the world.

TEACHING PLAN

INTRODUCTION
Prior to the session, enlist a couple that has been 
married at least 50 years for an interview. Invite 
them to share how they met and what attracted 
them to one another. Then ask: “Did you ever 
do anything funny or crazy to impress the other 
person?” Thank them for sharing their experiences. 

SHARE: Acknowledge that people in love often 
do crazy things. Provide some examples from your 

own life as appropriate. Invite a volunteer to read 
the study introduction on page 10. 

TRANSITION: In this unit, Jesus’ words to seven 
ancient churches will be studied and today’s 
session focuses on the dangers of losing our 
passion for Christ. Read The Point: “Ground 
everything you do in love for Christ.” 
Encourage learners to use this session as a 
springboard to examine their love for Christ.

DIG INTO THE TEXT

Be Known for Good Works // 

Revelation 2:1-3

PACK ITEM: Focus attention on Pack Item 1: 
“The Church God Desires” poster to introduce 
the major theme of this study, along with the focus 
of each session.

SUMMARIZE: Provide a brief introduction to the 
Book of Revelation and discuss some key points 
from Jesus’ appearance in Revelation 1.

DIGGING DEEPER: Use “Digging Deeper” 
(p. 14) to discuss John’s life and the situation on 
Patmos. Ask the question that follows.

DISCUSS: Place learners into groups of 3-4 and 
give each group a sheet of paper and a pencil. 
Direct each group to write out a job description 
for being a follower of Christ. Emphasize what is 
expected in this “job.”Invite them to share their job 
descriptions. Record qualifications on the board. 

READ: Direct a learner to read Revelation 2:1-3 
aloud. Encourage learners to share ways Jesus 
affirmed the Ephesian Christians in these verses. 
Write their responses on the board and compare 
them to the qualities from the job descriptions. 

ASK: “If you had to give the Ephesians a letter 
grade on “being Christian,” what would it be? 
Why?” Note that Jesus had good things He could 
say about the Ephesians and their service for Him.

REFLECT: Read the paragraph that begins “A 
similar situation happened” (p. 13). Point out that 

1 0 2    Y O U

6    Y O U



FOR THOSE WHO WANT TO CREATE 
A DEEPER LEARNER EXPERIENCE

The Advanced Bible Study is written for group members who desire more 
extensive commentary. It includes exposition of each session’s Scripture passage, 
an examination of keywords, an introduction to the setting of the passage and 
biblical life and times, questions to guide the study, and interactive responses to 
help readers apply God’s truths to their lives today.

The Herschel Hobbs Commentary is designed specifically for leaders and 
provides a comprehensive exposition of each session’s Scripture passage. Specific 
attention is called to items in the biblical text that readers would miss without a 
commentary. This commentary is based on the King James Version but interacts 
with all major English translations.

The YOU Leader Pack is a collection of teaching aids designed to help leaders 
provide a visual and interactive experience for learners. Each pack contains 
posters, charts, maps, and handouts that can add another layer to teaching and 
engender needed variety that makes learning more interesting. 
 

The YOU Leader Pack is located at lifeway.com/YOU

Social Media: Connect with a community of YOU users. 
•  Post responses to questions, share teaching ideas at  

Facebook.com/YOUbiblestudy

• Learn more about YOU and link to great blog content at YOU.lifeway.com

• Shop YOU at www.lifeway.com/YOU

ELI JAH
LIVING OUTSIDE THE  
COMFORT ZONE

THE CHURCH
GOD DESIRES

S U M M E R  2 0 2 1
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DISCIPLESHIP
PLAN

The Pathway of Discipleship

Growing in Christ is a journey—a lifelong journey—but what does that look like? LifeWay’s research 
reveals eight signposts that indicate believers are on the discipleship pathway that leads to spiritual 
maturity. Each year, YOU engages all eight of these areas. Following this intentional plan for 
discipleship ensures progress on the pathway to becoming more like Christ.

Visit BibleStudiesforLife.com for a fuller picture of this discipleship plan through 2022.

Fall 20208 SIGNPOSTS Winter 2020-21 Spring 2021 Summer 2021

Seek God

Obey God and 
Deny Self

Engage with 
Scripture

Exercise Faith

Share Christ

Live 
Unashamed

Serve God 
and Others

Build   
Relationships

All In: A Life of 
Commitment

Spiritual Disciplines: 
Becoming More  

Like Jesus

How to Share  
Christ

Elijah: Living Outside 
the Comfort Zone

After God’s  
Own Heart 

When Emotions 
Rise

The Essentials of 
Christianity

The Church God 
Desires
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Writer Bio

Randy Fields  
serves as the lead pastor at New Covenant Baptist Church in Grass Valley, 
California. He has a heart for missions around the globe and loves leading 
teams overseas to share the message of Christ. 

Brenda M. Croston  
adapted this unit for the YOU audience. She is a wife, mother, author, women’s 
ministry leader, and grandmother to two of the most adorable creatures on 
God’s green earth. Brenda resides in Nashville, TN.

STUDY 1 THE CHURCH GOD DESIRES  

HOW THIS STUDY FITS YOU’S DISCIPLESHIP PL AN

Live Unashamed.  
Churches stand strong in their communities as the believers in 
those churches stand strong. Together, we are the body of Christ 
and we display Christ to the world around us. As we apply Jesus’ 
messages to the seven churches in Revelation 2–3 to our own 
churches, we present a clear picture of the One we love and serve.
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Raise your hand if you study the Book of Revelation 
on a regular basis. Kudos to you if your hand is in 
the air. The apostle John, himself, may have raised 
his hand too, because he was the scribe through 
which Jesus used to pen it. The Old Testament 
testifies that the Israelites were waiting for the 
promised Messiah, so it is probably safe to surmise 
the revelation of Jesus would have been welcomed. 

Which leads to this question: how excited are 
you to dive into Jesus’ letters to the churches in 
Revelation? If this is your first study from the Book of 
Revelation, get ready to feel excited and possibly a 
fresh affinity for the book.

This unit of study will take us through chapters two 
and three of Revelation. Specifically, we will study 
the seven letters that were written, one for each of 
the churches in Asia–Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, 
Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, and Laodicea. 

After studying this unit, you should know of or have 
been introduced to:

• What God desires from the universal church

• The measurement of true love for God

• Future implications for the church  

(Christ’s return)

• An idea of how spiritually healthy you are 

(Which of the churches describes you?)

These are just some of the highlights; there are 
more. But before you begin, Google cross-reference 
Scripture verses for each session. For example, 
cross-reference Revelation 2:1-7 from session one. 
Record each verse you discover and compare them 
to the passages as we study. Watch how God 
opens and deepens your understanding! Enjoy “The 
Church God Desires.”

A BIBLE STUDY ABOUT HOW THE 
CHURCH CAN BECOME LIKE JESUS
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Seven stars (v. 1) — Angels of 
the seven churches (Rev. 1:20).

Seven golden lampstands 
(v. 1) — The seven churches 
(Rev. 1:20).

Remove your lampstand (v. 5) 
— Jesus will cause the church 
to close.

Nicolaitans (v. 6) — A hereti-
cal group that apparently was 
making inroads in some of the 
churches in Asia Minor (2:15). 
Their practices were immoral and 
idolatrous.

S E S S I O N  1

THE POINT:
GROUND E V ERY THING 
YOU DO IN LOV E FOR 
CHRIST.

R E V E L AT I O N  2 : 1- 7

1 “Write to the angel of the church in Ephesus: Thus says the 
one who holds the seven stars in his right hand and who walks 
among the seven golden lampstands: 2 I know your works, your 
labor, and your endurance, and that you cannot tolerate evil 
people. You have tested those who call themselves apostles 
and are not, and you have found them to be liars. 3 I know that 
you have persevered and endured hardships for the sake of my 
name, and you have not grown weary. 
...................................
4 But I have this against you: You have abandoned the love you 
had at first. 5 Remember then how far you have fallen; repent, 
and do the works you did at first. Otherwise, I will come to you 
and remove your lampstand from its place, unless you repent. 
6 Yet you do have this: You hate the practices of the Nicolaitans, 
which I also hate. 
...................................
7 Let anyone who has ears to hear listen to what the Spirit says 
to the churches. To the one who conquers, I will give the right 
to eat from the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God.”

CHARACTERIZED 
BY LOVE
Leader pages on pp. 102-105

M E M O R Y  V E R S E

K E Y W O R D S
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HOW CAN THE CHURCH 
DEMONSTRATE A LOVE FOR CHRIST?

Whether it’s Bryan McKnight’s “Crazy Love” 
or Beyonce’s “Crazy in Love,” when the beat 
drops on either, the reminiscing begins! Times 
of hilarious or downright stupid expressions of 
love flow through our minds. Rhythmic sways 
overtake the body while the mind reflects on 
how there was nothing to keep us from trying to 
win the affections of a beloved. Crazy love! 

When you first came to faith in Christ, did you 
feel a similar affection? The compulsion to tell 
others about Him overtook you. Right? Handing 
out tracks became the thing to do. Oh, and the 
drive to work for Christ, non-stop! Crazy love! 

But Bible study brought a new understanding. 
You discovered the truth that Christ’s love is not 
earned but freely given. However, the busyness 
of church somehow made you believe working 
for Christ was the most important part of the 
relationship. As we will see in Jesus’ message 
to the church at Ephesus, works cannot replace 
our love for Jesus. When it does, Christ, 
Himself, beckons us to return to Him with the 
fervor of a first love. 

Be Known for Good Works // 

Revelation 2:1-3

It is not unusual to enter the sanctuary geared 
up for praise only to have that fire doused by a 
command barking usher. You know the one– 
firm face, hands crossed in a “don’t you dare 
move until I tell you to” kind of way. Yes, that 
one, usher supreme (U.S.)! As you take your 
seat, you exchange a knowing glance with your 
neighbor because he or she too has just been 
seated by U.S. and is not feeling the love. 

Here is what you don’t know! U.S. is caring, 
compassionate, and eager to serve with no 
need of recognition. She simply believes 
the sanctity of the church service requires 
excellence and respect. Her scowled face and 
sergeant-like commands is an attempt to work 
well. The problem is the desire to work well has 
replaced her compassionate love for Christ, 
which leaves her service feeling routine-oriented 
rather than relationship-driven. This attitude can 
be downright detrimental for guests.
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T H E  P O I N T :  Ground everythinG you do in love for christ.

ARE THERE ANY SIMILARITIES BETWEEN THE EPHESUS 

CHURCH AND MODERN-DAY CHURCHES? IF YES, HOW CAN WE 

RECTIFY THAT? 

A similar situation happened with the church at Ephesus. 
Ephesus was literally at the crossroads of civilization. Home 
to the temple of Diana, it was the center for fertility worship 
and full of pagan religious options. Yet, Ephesian believers 
continued doing good works amid idolatrous behaviors. Jesus 
acknowledged them for not tolerating fake apostles, calling 
out falsehood, and serving the Lord without growing weary 
while working. We can rejoice over Ephesus’ commendation. 
If Jesus knows and acknowledges their works, He knows and 
acknowledges ours too.

What we do for the kingdom of God matters. Our faithful work 
points others to Christ, our service strengthens and builds up 
the church, and our dedication pleases Jesus. 

Let Love Fuel Good Works // Revelation 2:4-6

A quick read of Revelation 2:4-6 solidifies the commonalities 
between U.S. and the church at Ephesus. Their acts of service 
no longer flowed out of fervent love for Jesus. While they were 
doing good things, remaining strong, and staying committed to 
not tolerating evil, they had replaced their fervent love for Jesus 
with a focus on the lists of things they knew they had to do. 
And Jesus called them out on it!

Jesus’ indictment that the Ephesian church had abandoned 
their first love is a warning to us all. We would benefit from 
a periodic self-examination. Have I lost my first love? Have 
I replaced my love for Jesus with a list of tasks to be done 
for Him? 

WHY DO WE SOMETIMES LOSE OUR PASSION 

FOR CHRIST AS WE SERVE HIM? 

This message to the Ephesian church mentioned a group of 
people called the Nicolaitans. Not much is known about this 
group, but it is safe to say their works were not empowered 
by love for Jesus. It is believed the Nicolaitans were mixing 
elements of Christianity with practices and other teachings 
from the pagan culture that was very much alive in Ephesus. 

DIGGING DEEPER
THE BELOVED DISCIPLE

Among Jesus’ apostles was John, 
brother of James and son of 
Zebedee, known as the “Beloved 
Disciple.” The Book of John is 
the only gospel that implies John 
was “the one Jesus loved” (John 
13:23). Five of John’s writings are 
preserved in the New Testament, 
including the Book of Revelation. 
It is written in a style typical of 
apocalyptic literature of the period, 
including symbolic language and 
descriptions of visions. Tradition 
says John was the only apostle 
never martyred for his faith. 
However, late in his life, around 
AD 95, the aged John lived on the 
island of Patmos in the Aegean 
Sea, just off the coast of Asia 
Minor, exiled there because of his 
bold ministry for Christ.

How would you describe John’s 
ministry at this time in his life? 
What impact does his life have 
on Christians?
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Verse 6 tells us that not only did the church at 
Ephesus hate their practices but so did God. 
If God hates something, we better sit up and 
take notice! 

When we get our priorities out of order, we 
no longer are able to share and shine the light 
and love of Christ effectively. That’s why Jesus 
told the church at Ephesus He would remove 
their lampstand unless they repented. In other 
words, their witness in that community would 
no longer be one that pointed people to the 
love of Christ. No longer would their individual 
lives proclaim their love for Christ through their 
words or actions.  

I can’t help but wonder how many churches 
today (the people of God, not the buildings) 
are standing in the same place as these early 
believers in Ephesus. Do we understand how 
important it is that we honor Christ and love 
Him with everything we have? Do we know 
how that love—or absence of love—impacts our 
witness and relationships with others? Bottom 
line, our work should be done out of love for 
Jesus and a desire to please Him because 
of the great gift of salvation He gave at the 
enormous price of His own life. And when that 
realization is non-existent, getting lost in serving 
others out of routine and habit becomes easy. In 
those moments, repentance is needed to keep 
the main thing the main thing. Love for Jesus 
must be first and over all.  

HOW CAN WE KEEP LOVE FOR CHRIST AS THE 

HIGHEST PRIORITY OF OUR LIVES? 

Stay Focused on Christ // 

Revelation 2:7

The Ephesians were told to repent, turn around, 
and return to the love they had at first and to the 
works they were doing. How many of us need 
to do the same? Although fictionalized here, 
U.S. does exist and showcase the true nature 

of some of our works and heart. She just might 
be me or you! Has the Holy Spirit been tugging 
at you, telling you something is not right in your 
life? Turn your attention away from the things 
you are working so diligently on, focus on Him, 
and ask, “What have I missed out on because I 
wasn’t listening?” 

Jesus reminded the church at Ephesus to be 
sure and listen to what the Spirit was saying to 
them. But the truths He taught were not just for 
them. They are for all who are willing to listen. 
“Let anyone who has ears to hear listen to 
what the Spirit says to the churches.” Listening 
implies more than just hearing the words. 
Listening means we hear the words and act on 
them. We see this in relation to God.

“This is the confidence we have before him: If 
we ask anything according to his will, he hears 
us. And if we know that he hears whatever we 
ask, we know that we have what we have asked 
of him” (1 John 5:14-15).

God hears our prayers and acts on them. In 
turn, as we hear God’s word to us, we are to act 
on it. 

The Lord told the church at Ephesus what they 
were doing was good and honorable. But it 
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T H E  P O I N T :  Ground everythinG you do in love for christ.

•  Listen. Study the Bible one book at a time. As you study, ask God to help you hear what the Spirit is 
saying. Resolve to obey and act on what you read. 

•  Love. As God reveals His love for you, verbalize your love for Him: “God, I love you too.” Make this a 
daily habit. Keep that love relationship at the forefront of everything you do. 

•  Lavish. As you feel led, lavish love on others. Identify two people who do not have close family or 
friends living nearby. Invite them to join you in a small group study. 

LIVE IT
What actions can you take to make sure everything you do is grounded in your love for Christ? 
Love for Jesus and the promise of eternal life should motivate us to serve Him. Unlike a childhood crush, 
we don’t have to work to receive the love of Christ. But over time we can get busy doing and begin to 
think our work for Him is the most important part of our relationship with Him. Works can’t replace the 
need to keep our first love in the right place. We need to return to our first love for Christ.  

wasn’t enough. Their priorities had been turned 
upside down, and they needed to return to 
their first love. They were to repent, turn 180 
degrees from the way they had been serving 
and living, and return to the love of Christ they 
had experienced at the very beginning of their 
relationship with Him. 

So what good would come about if they 
repented and began to apply what the Spirit 
was telling them to do? They would ultimately 
dwell as victors with Christ forever. Those who 
truly followed Christ, not just in words or deeds, 
but remained focused on Christ as their first 
love, would experience the real victory of Jesus 
and share in the gift of eternal life that only 
comes through Him. 

Let’s take to heart what we hear in this 
message and reap the everlasting reward of 
paradise living!

HOW DOES THE PROMISE OF ETERNAL LIFE 

MOTIVATE YOU TO LOVE AND SERVE JESUS?

DID YOU KNOW?

Have you ever heard reference to a “silk-
stocking” church? In the 1900s African-

Americans migrated to the north in great 
numbers. Seeking to leave the denigrations 
of the slave south behind, they established 
businesses, increased educational 
opportunities, and the like. Their newly 
found middle class status seeped over 
into church life. With the goal of loving 
God and expressing His goodness in their 
move from south to north, they acquired 
mainstream American practices and values: 
demure songs, reserved worship services, 
and upscale clothing. As time went on, 
more African-American southerners arrived 
seeking to join silk-stocking churches. 
However, they did not fit in! And their 
“southern” expressions of worship and 
dress were not welcomed. None of the 
new methods adopted by the northern 
African-Americans were bad or wrong, but 
one could argue elevation of the people 
replaced the work of elevating God, leaving 
outsiders outside and feeling unloved.1

Can the silk-stocking church compare 
with that of the Ephesus church, works 
over love? If yes, what can we learn 
from it?
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1. LOVE WORKS // 
COLOSSIANS 3:14

Church work can work church folks until the church 
is worked right out of the folk! Say “amen” if you 
can. Say “ouch,” if this is your current mood. Or, say 
“more” if you need clarity. More? Okay, great. To be 
clear, working for God is a good thing. In fact, it is 
the required life and legacy of all Christ followers. 
However, the execution of godly assignments should 
never replace grace-filled connections. Paul says 
it best, “Above all, put on love.” He reminds us that 
church work without love can result in a stagnate, 
cold, and ununified church.
Love becomes a part of us when we put it on, 
as Paul suggested, and the church is better 
because of it.

2. IT TAKES “WHATEVER” // 
COLOSSIANS 3:17

The word “whatever” has an all-encompassing 
nature and refers to any amount, thing, indifference, 
lack of restriction, or unfailing support. It is the 
perfect word to accompany the empowerment Jesus 
provides to the one who puts on His love above 
every other thing. And “whatever” is exactly what 
should be used to describe the intensity for which to 
love Christ, His church, and our ministry assignment. 
Therefore, take Paul’s words literally and receive 
whatever grace, discipline, guidance, and mercy 
Jesus offers. 
All His “whatevers” empower your ability to do 
whatever it takes to be characterized by love.

3. GOOD NEWS // 
COLOSSIANS 3:24

Unfortunately, “whatever” hardly consists of all that 
believers want or even need! Yes, love works and 
the “whatever means necessary” attitude does 
empower us to work in and for God’s kingdom, but 
there are some hard realities that we may experience 
too. Disappointment, discouragement, and doubt 
often take up residence and deter our motivation 
to live and work for Christ. So, we must keep the 

good news that Colossians 3:24 offers tucked in 
the recesses of your heart. When dismay becomes 
overwhelming, announce loud and clear: 
“Dear heart of mine; no matter what happens, if I 
serve Christ with all my heart there will be an eternal 
reward called heaven.” 
I can truly proclaim the whatevers of this world 
are not my forever!

4. THE GIVEN RACE 
//  ECCLESIASTES 9 :11; 
MATTHEW 24:11-14

“The race is not given unto the swift or unto 
the strong but to the one who endures to the 
end.” This inspirational refrain is often quoted to 
encourage steadfastness in a time of trouble. It 
is often mistaken as a Scripture verse, but it is 
actually a joining together of Solomon’s wisdom 
and Matthew’s end time warning. Allow it to serve 
as both today. There is a race to run, filled with 
battles to fight, but endurance and belief in God’s 
goodness and His power to save will produce 
victors at the end.
So run on despite the obstacles along the way. 
Run on until the victory is won.

5.  A GLORIOUS CROWN // 
REVELATION 2:10

Faith and fear walk hand-in-hand at times. Should 
they? Strangely, the answer is yes. When fear arises 
we should have faith that God has not relinquished 
His control. There are times when fear should be 
experienced. We should fear His mighty wrath. 
But have faith in God and His deep love for us. We 
should fear His absence. But have faith that God 
walks with His children through fire and brimstone. 
We should fear His awesome presence. But have 
faith that humans can only kill the flesh. We should 
fear that we can be separated from God by sin. But 
faith in the good news of Christ. Yes, faith and fear 
go hand-in-hand through this life. But a fear-filled 
faith lifts us up and not down. 
A fear-filled faith knows God will awesomely 
reward with a glorious crown.

DAILY READINGS
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