Unravelling Revelation 5

Letters to the Seven Churches 3 – Pergamum

“The Church that was in Danger of Compromise”

(Revelation 2:12-17)

Introduction

We come this morning to the third of the Letters to the Seven Churches. This one is called Pergamos or Pergamum depending on which version you are reading. Pergamos is simply the Greek spelling and Pergamum is the Latin. It’s the third in the list of churches, its further north than both Ephesus or Smyrna and also 15 miles inland also.

So we’re making our way around the circle of cities, and we’ve come now to the third.

1. What kind of a place was it?

* It was a city of little or no importance until it was bequeathed to Rome in 133 BC. 


The Romans formed the Province of Asia from it, using this city as its centre.

* It became the centre of Roman Emperor Worship for the region of Asia. 


The first temple for the worship of the Emperor was built in it in 29 BC.

* As a city it had temples to many gods – eg. Zeus, Athena, Dionysius and Asclepius.

So we can safely say that Pergamum was a pagan city, taken up with the worship of many false gods. So it’s no surprise then what Jesus says about this city in v.13.


“You live –  where Satan has his throne.”


“Your city –  where Satan lives.”

- Twice he says it!

But why does Jesus particularly say this about Pergamum? - Perhaps it was because Asclepius – one of those gods I mentioned earlier who had a Temple in the city, was the god of healing and medicine. His symbol was a serpent twisted round a pole. This is still a medical symbol to this day. But Satan came in the form of a serpent in Gen 3.

The words, “Where Satan has his throne” could also refer to the fact that Pergamum was the seat of Emperor worship. As I said it had a Temple dedicated to the worship of Caesar as god. As in Smyrna, citizens of Pergamum were required to show their loyalty by proclaiming “Caesar is Lord!” This was a problem for the Christians because only “Jesus is Lord” (Phil.2:11).

“If He is not Lord of all, He is not Lord at all.”

So there was a very strong pressure to compromise your faith as a Christian in 

Pergamum – to not stay true to Christ alone, but to mix it with allegiance to Caesar as Lord, among the other cults of a pagan town. 

Like a serpent, is Satan’s method of attack when he tries to get us to compromise – 

He comes cunning and crafty, and very subtly, trying to get us to give in. (eg Gen.3).

2. What sort of a Church was it?

Last week we saw that Smyrna was a church that was just heading into a time of 

persecution.. But Pergamum was a church that had just come out of persecution.

During that time of persecution, Satan had come “like a roaring lion seeking whom he could devour.” (1 Peter 5:8-9). At least one of their members – a man called Antipas – had been martyred. Tradition says he was put to death by being roasted alive inside the image of a bronze bull. Jesus calls Antipas, “my faithful witness” (v.13) - That’s just another way of saying he was a martyr. A martyr is someone who has borne witness for Christ and has been faithful right to the end – even unto death. Remember that this was exactly what Jesus had called the people in Smyrna to do (v.10). But in Pergamum at least one of the members had already been able to do this. (v.13).

So they had managed to face the full frontal attack of Satan like a roaring lion, 

seeking to devour them, and they had passed with flying colours – (v.13)


“You remained true to my name. You did not renounce your faith in me.”

But now they were facing the more subtle approach of Satan, as the serpent, seeking to infiltrate them and dull their testimony as a church, by causing them to slowly but surely compromise the purity of their stance for Christ and for His Gospel.

3. So Pergamum was the Church in Danger of Compromise.

Compromise dulls our impact as a church upon the world around us. We are called to be different and stand out from the world. But compromise tries to tone down the 

differences and distinctions that must exist between those who belong to Christ and those who belong to the world or as John calls it “the Kingdom of darkness.”

Notice how Jesus refers to Himself as he writes to this church in v.12. 


“These are the words of Him who has the sharp, double-edged sword.”

And if you go back to Revelation 1:16 you find that this sword came out of his mouth.

This is speaking of the clarity and sharpness that should characterise the Word of God.

Christ’s words and his message came to this church with challenge and a cutting edge. It was a sharp, double-edged sword, not dulled by any kind of compromise.

As a preacher of God’s Word I could very easily be tempted to tone down my messages in the Bible Studies or in Sunday services, and leave out the challenge of God’s Word. I can actually remember in the very early days of the work in Cavan when it was just a Bible Study, specifically being asked to do that – to leave out the challenge of God’s Word, and just simply explain what the Bible means. Just keep it nice and cosy. But if I had done that, I would have been unfaithful to God and to His Word. Over the years, if any of my messages challenged you, then it was God at work, not me! And if Jesus ever rests the point of His sword on something in your life or beliefs that is wrong and needs to be changed then you should act upon it, and sort it out. Because each of us will one day have to give an account of ourselves to God for what we have done with what we have heard from His Word. (See Hebrews 4:11-13, James 1:21,22.)

Notice v.16 – If we don’t repent and change what God has laid his finger on in our lives, then His Word which can bring us comfort and consolation, will then become our Judge, and we will be judged in comparison to what we have heard and done with 

the Word of God that we have heard! So it’s important that we not only listen to, but also respond to what God has said to us through the searching challenge of His Word.

4. When Jesus analysed this church what did he find that was wrong? (v.14,15)

Some of the people in this church were holding to two types of false doctrine. Two things which God hates (v.15b).

A. The Doctrine of Balaam. (v.14)

Balaam was a true prophet of God at the time of Israel’s wilderness wanderings. (His story is found in Numbers 22-24). Balak was the enemy of Israel, he was the King of Moab. He enticed the prophet Balaam with promises of money and possessions if he would come and prophesy a curse against Israel. Eventually Balaam came along to do just that. To pronounce a curse on Israel, God’s people, in order to get these bribes!

But every time Balaam tried to open his mouth, God wouldn’t let him pronounce a curse on his people, God actually filled his mouth with words of blessing instead!

As you can imagine, King Balak was furious, but Balaam still got his payment because he had come to do what Balak had asked. (But that wasn’t the end of the story). It appears from Numbers 31:16 that after this, Balaam must have quietly advised King Balak that if his people the Moabites stopped fighting against Israel, and instead befriended them subtly, (especially if the Moabite women befriended  the Israelite men) that they could eventually defeat Israel, and they would then forfeit God’s blessing in that way. And this actually happened (See Numbers 25:1-9). 

So you see how Satan’s subtle approach worked, when his direct approach had failed. Israelite men ended up committing adultery with Moabite women, and then they joined them in worshipping the false gods of Baal. Satan’s full frontal attack of trying to curse God’s people had failed. But his more subtle approach worked, and little by little they gave into the ways of the people around them, and in the long run were defeated. 

N.B. It’s on these Old Testament passages that the New Testament teaching of the 

unequal yoke is based. e.g. 2 Corinthians 6:14-7:1. We are warned as Christians not to 

enter into any close relationship (yoke) with an unbeliever. Because 9 times out of 10, 

the non-Christian will bring the Christian down, before the Christian will see the 

unbeliever saved. God warns us about this for our own good. It is the devil’s ploy, and it’s as old as the hills, and yet so many Christians still fall for it every time! It can and does happen today. 

As a Church, we might have come through the full frontal attack of Satan “like a roaring lion” behind all the vandalism on our old building. That might be all over now. But we need to be aware that he has other methods. They are far less obvious, but much more subtle. But he can use them to come in and defeat us in the long run. 

The methods he uses are aimed at getting us to compromise our standards and just 

become like the world all around us, and so empty our message of all its power. 

We need to watch for this and be aware of the devil’s schemes!

4. The Doctrine of the Nicolaitans (v.15)

It is possible that Nicolas (Acts 6:5) is the Greek form of the Hebrew name Balaam.

It’s v.15 that gives us the clue that these two false doctrines could be very similar. 


“Likewise you also have those who hold to the teaching of the Nicolaitans.”

As we saw in v.6 in the letter to the church in Ephesus, the Nicolaitans were a group in the early church who wanted to work out a compromise with paganism, to allow 

Christians the freedom to take part in all the pagan and cultural activities of their city – in other words all the false worship and sexual laxity of their society. But God says that he hates this practice of watering down a clear Biblical & Christian position. So the danger of compromising their doctrine was the problem in Pergamum. But as in the other letters this one also finishes with some promises to those who overcome.

5. Promises to those who Faithfully Overcome by keeping to God’s Word. (v.17)

The Command in v.16 is to repent of compromise and stand clear and firm for the Truth of the Gospel. Those who repent and stand firm against compromise will be given three things by the Risen Lord:

(i) Hidden Manna to eat: This is in contrast to eating food that had been sacrificed to pagan idols (v.14). They should learn to trust God to provide for all their needs both in terms of physical food and of spiritual food. His Word should be just as sufficient for them, as it had been all those years earlier for Israel in the desert.

(ii) A White Stone: In those days a Judge would cast his verdict on a defendant by casting either a white stone for “not guilty” or a black stone for “guilty” into a bag.
If we as Christians remain true to Christ alone and don’t give in to compromise, then we will hear Christ’s “not guilty” verdict on our lives at the end of time.

(iii) A New Name: We’re told here that we will also be given a new name known only to the Christian and to God. This suggests a mark of an intimate, close, 

personal relationship with God through Christ. And you know as well as I do even now, that if we have compromised our faith, our relationship with Christ is the first thing to suffer. So if you know that there is something in your life that is not right, get it sorted out with the Lord now, so that your relationship with Him can be restored, and you can begin to live confidently for Him once again.

Conclusion

The Church in Pergamum was the Church in danger of Compromise. This is perhaps the greatest danger that faces the church in Ireland today. We are not facing direct 

persecution today. In fact it is easier to be an evangelical Christian in this country today than perhaps at any time in the last 100 years and more. We live in a very tolerant ecumenical era today, everyone is allowed to believe whatever they like. But when the full frontal roaring lion attack is over, that is the very time that we need to keep our wits about us for the devil’s more subtle approach as the serpent. May God give us as Cavan Baptist Church, the grace that we need to remain true to the standards and principles of God’s Word, both as a Church, and as individuals in our own personal everyday lives.
