Revelation 2:12-17 – Pergamum

Pergamum was the third city in the series of seven churches.  It was the northernmost of the seven churches, and the first inland city.  As the accompanying slides will show, this was a wealthy city, with powerful pagan influence.  But the demand of the Roman Emperor cult, with a prominent temple, was worship of the ceasar, or face death. 

12 "And to the angel of the church in Pergamum write: 

The One who has the sharp two-edged sword says this: 

The introduction format is standard for these messages, and like we’ve seen, one or more aspects of Christ’s description from Revelation chapter 1 is selected for each church, but notice that the Lord uses but one aspect of His identification from Revelation chapter 1.  “The One” identifies Him singularly as the unique one with this authority.  And remember, this word for ‘sword’ refers to a barbarian’s 5-foot battle sword – the ramphaia.  It is a direct Messianic fulfillment of Isaiah 49:2.  This identity of Christ - having a sharp sword in His mouth - is given to us in Revelation chapter 1, and repeated again in whole or in part a few more times until Revelation chapter 19, where Christ comes in judgment.  For Pergamum to hear Christ identified by this is not good news –            it means divine judgment will or at least could be coming.

13 "I know where you dwell, where Satan's throne is; and you hold fast My name, and did not deny My faith even in the days of Antipas, My witness, My faithful one, who was killed among you, where Satan dwells. 

In form similar to all the messages to the churches, Christ states that He knows – sees and perceives that those in Pergamum dwell where Satan’s throne is.  As we saw from the lesson of a couple weeks ago, “Satan’s throne” refers to the cult of emperor worship.  Under pressure from the Roman Empire to acknowledge that the Emperor, in this case Domitian, was a deity, these in Pergamum were standing fast.  They would not acknowledge any but Christ as Lord.  They would not place their faith in any but Christ. While Greek mystery religion and Jewish synagogue religion had no direct authority of capital punishment, refusal to acknowledge the Emperor as deity would result in the death penalty.  So the Roman Imperial Cult was the satanic strategy in view here.

We have no other record of who Antipas was elsewhere in Scripture.  Outside of Scripture, there is an unconfirmed writing which says that Antipas was burned to death in a bronze bull.  Antipas was a faithful witness, as Christ Himself is called in Revelation chapter 1 and elsewhere.  Antipas’ testimony for the faith – and refusal to submit to the demands to declare the Roman Emperor as deity – cost him his life.  Likely Antipas was either the first martyr in Pergamum, or for some reason a very notable one, and others had followed him as martyrs.  He was apparently an example of faithfulness they all knew about!
The next words of Christ, however, are ominous….

14 "But I have a few things against you, 

For Ephesus there was one thing Christ had against them, and for Smyrna there was nothing Christ had against them.  But for Pergamum there were a few things that          Christ had against them!  Let’s take a closer look at what those “things” were that          Christ held against them…

14 …because you have there some who hold the teaching of Balaam, who kept teaching Balak to put a stumbling block before the sons of Israel, to eat things sacrificed to idols and to commit acts of immorality. 15 o you also have some            who in the same way hold the teaching of the Nicolaitans.

There are two focal points in verses 14 and 15: Balaam and the Nicolaitans.  In each case, the problem was not that everyone in the church was off-track, but only some.  Did you catch that?  Some!  There were some who held the teachings of Balaam, and some who held the teachings of the Nicolaitans.  

Now the church at Ephesus was commended for hating the teachings of the Nicolaitans, 

and Kurt talked about what we know of the Nicolaitans two weeks ago.  But what Christ had against the church at Pergamum was not just against those who held to the false teachings of these groups.  What Christ had against them all was that they allowed these false teachers to be among them!  Now we’re not talking about allowing variations of opinion on what color of carpet should be in the floor of the church.  And we’re not talking about matters of taste in musical accompaniment.

But...there was a point in doctrine and/or morals in which the church was to draw the line.  The elders of a church, who are to be shepherding, have a responsibility to watch out for false teachers, who are characterized as wolves (Acts 20:25-35, Titus 1:5-9; 1 Peter 5:1-4).  The deacons have it as a character requirement to hold to the one faith (1 Timothy 3:9).  Paul prayed for everyone in the church at Philippi such that their love would be abounding in real knowledge and all discernment (Philippians 1:9).

There is a biblical process in which the false teacher, the immoral or the divisive person must be warned, rebuked and cast out.  It is not biblical for Christians to be open-armed to simply everyone regardless of doctrine or morals or the object of their faith.  Rejecting false teaching and immorality is the loving thing to do!  It is the equivalent in the spiritual and moral realm of telling people that if you jump off that cliff you will die – that if you drink that cyanide, you will die, and that is why rejecting false teaching is love.

Christ hated the teaching of the Nicolaitans, and He commended the church at Ephesus for doing the same.   And that was loving, because false teaching is destructive to our fellowship with the Lord and to fellowship with one another.

Kurt gave us a look at the Nicolaitans two weeks ago, so now let’s look at Balaam.

Considering the extent to which Balaam is brought out in Scripture, he is probably among the most undertaught and underemphasized personalities in Scripture.

Below is a summary of the biblical references to Balaam
.  The Old Testament references, rooted in Numbers 22 thru 24, tell about how Balak, the king of Moab, thought of the Hebrews not as a blessing, which they were (Genesis 12:3), but as a problem to be gotten rid of.   Balaam, hired by Balak to curse the Jews, thought at first that he could curse them.  In the end, he advised Balak to have the Moabite women seduce the Hebrew men, which compromised the separation of the Israelites from the spiritual life and morals of the neighboring peoples.  This approach was, if you can call it that, “successful”.

Old Testament References to Balaam:

· Numbers 22-24 - Account of Balak king of Moab and the kings of Midian hiring Balaam to curse Israel

· Numbers 31:8, 16 - The killing of Balaam and other enemies

· Deuteronomy 23:4, 5 - Brief summary of Numbers 22-24

· Joshua 13:22; 24:9, 10 - Brief summary of Numbers 22-24

· Nehemiah 13:2 - Brief summary of Numbers 22-24

· Micah 6:5 - Call to remember Numbers 22-24

New Testament References to Balaam regarding false teachers:

· The Way of Balaam (2 Peter 2:15) - Refers to one who hires himself out to do religious work merely for personal gain, like Balaam.  This focuses on the wrong motivation for one’s teaching.

· The Error of Balaam (Jude 11) - Refers to Balaam’s error in thinking that he could get God to curse His covenant people because of their sins, and bypass His covenant promises.  This focuses on the wrong thinking and assumption for one’s teaching. 

· The Doctrine of Balaam (Revelation 2:14) - Balaam taught or counseled Balak to tempt Israel in marrying the daughters of Moab. This would defile their separation and cause them to abandon their pilgrim character. This teaching promoted a breakdown in separation from the world and the spread of immorality.  This              focuses on the wrong strategy for one’s teaching.

Do you see how the lessons from Balaam are spread throughout the pages of Scripture?  It is in eight books of the Bible (five in the Old Testament and three in the New Testament.  It seems like God didn’t want either the Jews or the believers in the church to forget the lessons of Balaam.  

Let’s take note of what Christ says about the teaching or doctrine of Balaam in Revelation chapter two: 1) putting a stumbling block before the sons of Israel, 2) encouraging believers to eat things sacrificed to idols, and 3) committing acts of immorality.  Now about food being offered to idols, we know from Paul’s writings (Romans 14, 1 Corinthians 8 and 10) that this was a matter of personal conscience, and it was not an absolute moral error to eat food that had been offered to idols.  But!  It was a problem when the Christians would go up to the pagan temple to feast with the pagans on food that had been offered to idols.  That was a matter of joining in with the pagan fellowship and joining in the pagan temple.

The situation for the Christians in Pergamum, who had been raised in these pagan temples, might have gone something like this:

· First somebody in the church says, “Eutichus, let’s go up to the temple near my place and have a free lunch – you’ve been there before…”

· Eutichus says to himself, ”OK. I understand some other men in the church have been doing that. No harm in that, I suppose.”

· On arrival at the pagan temple, an old timer at the temple who knows Eutichus from his earlier years at the temple says, “Hey Eutichus!  I haven’t seen you for quite awhile around here.  Have some meat!  Have some wine!  Hey, are you still seeing your mistress Junia these days?… Blah, Blah, Blah…”

Do you see the problem here?  2 Corinthians 5:17 tells us that Christ has made every believer a new creation in Christ!  Each believer’s eternal position in Christ – who God has made each believer in Christ – is entirely and eternally untouchable.  But! Those presenting the teaching of Balaam were appealing to the believers at Pergamum to fall back under the deadly ways of the flesh.  They were appealing for the believers in Pergamum to try to find life in who they had been when they were ‘in Adam’.  There is no life in Adam – who we were before coming to know Christ.  Paul tells believers in Colossians 3:4 that Christ is our life.  The sin nature has no right to the throne – it is a deposed dictator under sentence of death.  Christ, our life, is about who we are and forever will be!

16 "Therefore repent; or else I am coming to you quickly, and I will make war against them with the sword of My mouth. 

There are three key messages in this verse: 1) Repent, or else 2) I am coming to you quickly, and 3) I will make war against them with the sword of my mouth.

Repent, a message given now for the second time in our study of these messages to the seven churches – is to change ones mind.  It does not mean:

· to just feel badly about one’s choices.

· to feel sorry about getting caught or about the bad consequences.
· that I seek to have better self-esteem or shore up the sin nature!
To repent does mean to understand God’s perspective, to act on the truth of that perspective, and to have a new outcome of behavior as a result.
When we repent, we are willing to forsake our human-centered perspective on life and exchange it – give it up – for God’s perspective.  It is coming to a place of valuing as God values.  When I repent, I am coming to a place of recognizing that my life will not do, but rather that the life of Christ must be living in and through me instead.  It is coming to realize as the source of life in my present condition what has already been and will ever be true in my eternally fixed position in Christ.
Next Christ tells them that He is coming to them quickly.  Now this is not the coming of the Lord to take the believers in Pergamum to be with Him eternally, but rather the coming of the Lord to that specific group in judgment.  Notice that He did not say, repent or I will come to take you to heaven with me.  He said instead that they should repent or he would come and execute judgment.  The sword of His mouth is for executing judgment, such that He speaks, and judgment takes place – with finality and severity, as we will see.  But take note of the ones to whom His judgment is directed: He will come and take judgment on the ones promoting the doctrines of Balaam.  The target of His judgment is “them”.  Now we aren’t told specifically what that means, but we don’t really want to find out.

There is a principle in these verses that was stated when Paul the apostle wrote to the church at Corinth, in 1 Corinthians 11:31-32:

But if we judged ourselves rightly, we would not be judged. But when we are judged, we are disciplined by the Lord so that we will not be condemned along with the world. 

The priority is that we first judge our own lives and hearts before the Lord.  The Lord desires that we do this so that we place nothing in the way of our fellowship with the Lord, and that we place nothing in the way of our fellowship with one another.  Because the Lord desires that our condition - by His life in us – be conformed to our eternally established position, He is willing to bring us into whatever discipline is necessary accomplish that.

17 "He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To him who overcomes, to him I will give some of the hidden manna, and I will give him a white stone, and a new name written on the stone which no one knows but he who receives it.'

Look at the promise given to overcomers at Pergamum: 1) Hidden manna, 2) A white stone, and 3) A name written on the stone.  In each case, the gift is personal and intimate.  It is Christ giving personally to each individual believer, based on an intimate relationship with each one.  Let’s look at each of these three promises to the overcomers.

Hidden manna: Manna was given miraculously by God to provide for the Jews in the wilderness (Exodus 16:31).  So, how would you like the same thing to eat for 40 years? Aaron, as head of the priests, was told to place a day’s ration of manna in a jar (Exodus 16:33) – hidden.  Moses tells the Jews in Deuteronomy 8:3 and 16-17: "3 He humbled you and let you be hungry, and fed you with manna which you did not know, nor did your fathers know, that He might make you understand that man does not live by bread alone, but man lives by everything that proceeds out of the mouth of the LORD”.  Our Lord Jesus quoted this verse to Satan when He was tempted to make bread for Himself.  “16 In the wilderness He fed you manna which your fathers did not know, that He might humble you and that He might test you, to do good for you in the end. 17 Otherwise, you may say in your heart, "My power and the strength of my hand made me this wealth.”  This is to help us recognize that He is the source of our provision, and not we ourselves.       

White stone:  White stones were used in New Testament times for 1) indicating acquittal from a crime – not guilty (a black stone meant “guilty”), 2) indicating membership in a private club or mystery religion, 3) invitation to and admittance to a private feast, given to victors in athletic events - with one’s name on it.  Certainly all 3 of these might have some application for the believer, but given the mention of manna before and the name on the stone afterwards, the last one (invitation and admittance to a private feast) is likely in view here in Revelation 2:17.

New name: We find in Scripture that a person often received a new name on the threshold of spiritual change.  In the Old Testament there are examples such as Jacob who was given the name Israel.  Another Old Testament example would be Abram whose name was changed to Abraham.  In the New Testament, there is Saul, whose name of use was changed to Paul.  Peter also was given a new name given by Christ.  The basis of the new name is a special and personal and intimate relationship with the Lord.

When we look at the hidden manna, white stone and new name, we find that there are three aspects to the message that the Lord was conveying to the believers at Pergamum:

· The hidden manna spoke of dependence upon the Lord’s faithfulness and ability to provide.

· The white stone spoke of the future place we have guaranteed with Him, as victors,  as invitees to the special victors’ feast – to be with Him.

· The name on the stone speaks of the intimacy and special relationship and identity.

Both the fact that Christ offers these individually and that there is hiddenness and privacy in these gifts for the overcomer speaks of a special and intimate relationship with Him.  

This brings home to us an important insight: The Lord does not seek correct doctrine for doctrine’s sake, nor does He seek morality for morality’s sake.  The Lord does not seek for us to come to church simply for the sake of the building or the organization or the fine music or the spiritual rhetoric.  When it comes right down to it, the Lord is seeking for each one of us to have and maintain a personal relationship with Him, in response to His love for us.

All gifts of blessing and reward and eternal riches from the Lord are of this character.  Have you discovered that in your own life?  Isn’t it just amazing that the Lord of the universe, the Creator of all that is, of things seen and unseen, desires your fellowship             and mine, personally and individually and intimately?

� Important Archaeological Discovery: In an unprecedented discovery, an ancient text found at Deir Alla, Jordan, in 1967 tells about the activities of a prophet named Balaam.  Three times in the first four lines he is referred to as "Balaam son of Beor," exactly as in the Bible. The Deir Alla text presents a problem to those who dismiss the Biblical account of the Exodus, Wilderness Wanderings and Conquest as legendary. It is clear that Balaam was a real person who operated on the east side of the Jordan River. He was known as a cursing prophet and continued to be revered hundreds of years after his death. His persona as revealed in the Deir Alla text precisely matches that of the Balaam of Numbers 22-24.  For details on this archaeological discovery see: � HYPERLINK "http://www.christiananswers.net/q-abr/abr-a014.html" ��http://www.christiananswers.net/q-abr/abr-a014.html�.
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