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To the Church in Pergamum 

12 “To the angel of the church in Pergamum write:


These are the words of him who has the sharp, double-edged sword. 13 I know where you live—where Satan has his throne. Yet you remain true to my name. You did not renounce your faith in me, even in the days of Antipas, my faithful witness, who was put to death in your city—where Satan lives. 14 Nevertheless, I have a few things against you: You have people there who hold to the teaching of Balaam, who taught Balak to entice the Israelites to sin by eating food sacrificed to idols and by committing sexual immorality. 15 Likewise you also have those who hold to the teaching of the Nicolaitans. 16 Repent therefore! Otherwise, I will soon come to you and will fight against them with the sword of my mouth. 17 He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To him who overcomes, I will give some of the hidden manna. I will also give him a white stone with a new name written on it, known only to him who receives it.”
A New York family bought a ranch out West where they intended to raise cattle. Friends visited and asked if the ranch had a name. 

“Well,” said the would-be cattleman, “I wanted to name it the Bar-J. My wife favored Suzy-Q. One son liked the Flying-W, and the other wanted the Lazy-Y. So we decided to compromise and we’re calling it the Bar-J-Suzy-Q-Flying-W-Lazy-Y Ranch.” 

“But where are all your cattle?” the friends asked. 

“Well, they all died during the branding.”

Compromise is not always wrong, but it often is. Making compromise in the areas of our own personal preferences and our selfish agendas for the sake of peace is a godly act of love that glorifies Jesus. Making compromise in the areas of practical holiness and doctrinal purity is an ungodly act of faithlessness that dishonors our Lord Jesus and possesses tragic results for a church.  This is the kind of compromise that Jesus confronts in the church at Pergamum in the late first century.  We study what Jesus says to the church in Pergamum around 90 A.D. 

Today Jesus teaches us that “Compromise in the arenas of righteousness and truth will destroy the life of a church.” The church at Pergamum was healthy in many ways; the majority of her people were very faithful to the Lord Jesus and they were faithful to the  ministry of the gospel. But, this was a church of undiscerning tolerance, indifferent to spiritual and moral deviancy within her own walls. They were about to lose their identity as church because of it. 

As Jesus speaks to seven individual churches in Asia Minor He uses a similar structure for each one.  This structure shapes our outline and message.

First, each church receives a word of commendation, Verses 2:12-13.
Second, each church receives a word of correction, Verses 2:14-15.
Finally, each church receives a word of counsel, Verses 2:16-18.
We begin with a word of commendation in Verse 12,

“To the angel of the church in Pergamum write: 
These are the words of him who has the sharp, double-edged sword.”
Notice how Jesus presents Himself to this church.  He is coming as the One who has the sharp sword, a double-edged sword.  Does the Lord Jesus, gentle and meek, appear before His church bearing a sharp sword?  Yes, this is how Jesus communicates His character to His church.  Consider the response that Jesus intends for this church in Pergamum to have when they recognize that He is present with them and that He is carrying the sharp, double-edge sword.  How would you respond if  a man knocked at your door this afternoon and you looked out the window, before opening the door, and the man had a sharp, double edged sword in his hand.  What response might you have?  Fear?  Yes, that would be appropriate.  We do not trifle with men on our porch who wield sharp, double-edged swords.  The compromising church must not trifle with the Lord Jesus.

Someone may protest, “I thought He appears before His church as a Good  Shepherd lovingly caring for His sheep!”  Yes, He is our tender Shepherd . . . He secures us, protects us, feeds us and leads us.  How thankful I am to know that Jesus is my shepherd and that He laid down His life for me.  But let us put away from our hearts a one-dimensional Savior!  Our Good Shepherd is also the One who wields a sharp, double-edged sword.  The Lamb of God is also the Lion of Judah.  Jesus is full of both grace and truth!  His love for us is a jealous love and it cannot endure evil.  Remember what John the Baptist said of Him, in Matthew 3:12,

“His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor, gathering his wheat into the barn and burning up the chaff with unquenchable fire.” 

We are right to think of His coming as a day of great joy and blessing but let us also remember Malachi’s question, as he wrote in Chapter 3, Verse 2, as he considered the coming of the Lord Jesus,
But who can endure the day of His coming? And who can stand when He appears?  For He [is] like a refiner's fire And like launderer's soap.  3 He will sit as a refiner and a purifier of silver;  He will purify the sons of Levi,  And purge them as gold and silver, That they may offer to the Lord  An offering in righteousness. 

Jesus intended for His introductory words to this church in Pergamum to be sobering . . . to create an atmosphere of ominous seriousness.  What He has to say to this church that was toying with the world was not light and airy, but heavy and awful.  
2000 years of time has not dulled the edge of His sword.  When we listen to His voice, let us listen to Him with reverence, fear and awe as well as with joy, comfort and delight.  

In Verse 13, Jesus continues,

“I know where you live--where Satan has his throne. Yet you remain true to my name. You did not renounce your faith in me, even in the days of Antipas, my faithful witness, who was put to death in your city--where Satan lives.”
Two times Jesus lets us know that this city is exceeding dark spiritually; that it is a place where Satan has his throne. Satan had set up operations in every city throughout the known world, but Jesus says, “I understand that this is a place where Satan has set up his capital, his headquarters, and his center of operations.”  Like the other cities in Revelation Chapters 2 & 3, Pergamum was a city where multiple pagan deities were worshipped with temples being built to Zeus, Athena, Dionysus, and the emperor.  Sexual immorality was part of their pagan worship rituals.  Here too, Christians were required to burn incense in worship to the emperor, and it is here that Antipas was persecuted and put to death for his faith in the Lord Jesus.  But, Jesus tells us that the demonic oppression in this city was profound, perhaps through unusual idolatry or extraordinary depravity or severe persecution.  This was a difficult city for a church to be planted, yet it was a place where a healthy church was most needed.  

Do you ever feel as though the place where God has placed you is full of spiritual darkness and even demonic oppression.  Be encouraged.  Jesus is never defeated by the power of the evil one.  He knows of Satan’s assaults against you.  He can either remove you from Satan’s sphere of influence or strengthen you while you are in it.  He places His light in the darkest of places.  His light always vanquishes the darkness.

Jesus says, “Yet you remain true to my name. You did not renounce your faith in me. . .as difficult as the assault of the Satanic war was waging against your soul, yet you are remaining faithful and you are holding fast to My name.”  He is giving them a commendation: “Well, done. Well done.” 

Observe from this commendation how Jesus is jealously concerned for the glory of His own name.  John recorded Jesus using the pronoun “my” four times in His commendation in the New American Standard Version: “. . . 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.”

Notice how Christ-centered Jesus is.  In fact, Jesus makes His name to be identical with the faith.  We must remember that Christianity is not a system of ethics or even a set of doctrines, but Christianity is Christ.  Christ in all and in all and without Christ there is no Christianity.  To be a Christian is to believe that Jesus is God come in the flesh; that He was born of a virgin; that He lived an absolute sinless life perfecting righteousness for the saints; that when He died on the cross, He died as a sacrificial Lamb, dying in our place to redeem us from our sin; that He rose from the dead as the Victorious King. To be a Christian is to believe in Jesus. And, to be a Christian is to be joined with Jesus Christ permanently, intricately, and intimately in fellowship with Him so that we are in Christ and that Christ is in us.  

Charles Spurgeon writes, “The faith of Scripture has Christ for its center, Christ for its circumference and Christ for its substance. The name—that is, the Person, the Character, the work, the teaching of Christ—this is the faith of Christians. The great doctrines of the Gospel are all intimately connected with the Lord Jesus Christ Himself—they are the rays and He is the sun. We never hold the faith correctly except as we see the Lord Jesus to be the center of it. From our election onward to our glorification—Christ is All and in all.”

Jesus commends the saints at Pergamum for holding onto the central truths relating to Jesus Christ.  He commends them for persevering through persecution and hardship and lifting up the name of Jesus to their community.

When we read the commendation that Jesus gives to these churches, God intends for us to long for that commendation to be made against our own lives and against our own church. How do we hold fast the name of Jesus today in order to receive this same word of commendation for our church and our lives?  There are at least three ways:

First, we hold fast to the name of Jesus by publicly confessing Him before men and women.  Some today renounce the name of Jesus by remaining silent in their witness. Jesus would say in Matthew 10:32-33,

32 “Therefore everyone who confesses Me before men, I will also confess him before My Father who is in heaven. 33 But whoever denies Me before men, I will also deny him before My Father who is in heaven.” 

It is possible to deny Christ by remaining silent, by refusing to speak up.  We consider Antipas as the one who held fast to Jesus all the way to the end.  Do you suppose that he was executed because he didn’t speak about Jesus or was he executed because he spoke to his culture in such a way about Jesus that they became more than annoyed, angry, and hateful toward him?  When we speak up for Jesus in our culture, some will hold us in contempt if we exalt Jesus’ name to people around us!  Let us remember dear Antipas and let us remember our Lord Jesus who bore a cross because He set Himself as the King. He set Himself as God come in the flesh. He set Himself as the Messiah. He bore witness to His own glory and to the glory of the Father and people hated him for that. 

When Jesus ascended to the Throne, He didn’t ascend on the shoulders of applauding men and women.  He ascended to the Throne amidst the cries and ridicule of scorn. So, if we are to ascend to a throne one day and receive the inheritance with Jesus Christ will it be because we will ascend there with the applause of  mankind? Can we possibly expect that? Not at all! We hold fast to Jesus name when we publicly confess Him. 

Secondly, we hold fast to the name of Jesus by clinging to sound doctrine concerning His person, His work and His teaching.  We study the Word of God and delight in learning more truth about Him.  We listen to teachers and then search the scriptures to see if what they are saying about Jesus is true.  What is not true about Jesus diminishes His name and what is true about Him exalts His name. We do not follow cleverly devised tales about Jesus. We are not a people who receives something as “true” about the person of Jesus, or the work of Jesus, because it sounds interesting to us or because it was presented to us in a  persuasive manner by someone who is very winsome. No, we are passionate to know the truth that God has revealed about His Son. We resist all false philosophies and teaching that would shrink our Lord and make Him smaller, less awesome, less sovereign, and less noble. We are eager to teach others what we have learned.  If we are young in the faith and we have learned just a little then we are eager to teach what we have learned about Jesus to everyone that we know. If we have grown in the faith and we have learned much more about Jesus then we should be eager to teach everyone all we know about Jesus, hoping to receive what they have learned as well. We eagerly teach others what we have learned from the scriptures about Christ.  We do not negotiate with false teachers to arrive at a statement about our Lord Jesus that is agreeable to everyone.   

Finally, we hold fast to the name of Jesus by submitting to His governing authority in our  personal lives.  We obey His commands and follow His will for us.  Many professing believers who think sound doctrinal thoughts about Jesus deny Him through their willful disobedience to His moral authority. All sin is against Jesus. Whatever He tells us not to do, that is what we avoid. Whatever He tells us to do, that is what we pursue. This is basic Christianity and that is how we hold fast to His name.

The church at Pergamum was commended for holding fast to the name of Jesus.
We come to a word of correction in Verse 14 & 15.
14 “Nevertheless, I have a few things against you: You have people there who hold to the teaching of Balaam, who taught Balak to entice the Israelites to sin by eating food sacrificed to idols and by committing sexual immorality. 15 Likewise you also have those who hold to the teaching of the Nicolaitans.”
The important word in both of these verses is the word “teaching.” The word of correction that Jesus offers has to do with their tolerance of those who are teaching these strange doctrines which affected everyday, practical choices. We are not told the distinctions between the false doctrine of Balaam and the false doctrine of the Nicolaitans, but these two are very similar.

We know that the teaching of the Nicolaitans, from historical documents, had to do with the teaching of licentiousness, with immoral behavior, and with a loss of conviction as to practical holiness.
To understand the teaching of Balaam, we need to go back to the Old Testament in Numbers 22 through 25. In these chapters is the story about the king Balak, a king of Moab. He is conscious of the two to three million Israelites wandering in the desert toward his land. His concern is that they will overrun his land and that they will conquer him and his nation.  Balak is a spiritual man, not by any means a God-honoring man, but he  is a spiritual man. He consults with a prophet he can hire who will curse Israel. Balaam enters the picture because he loves money and agrees to do Balak’s bidding. 
Balaam get ready to curse Israel and out of his mouth comes a blessing. Imagine how mad Balak is at this blessing. He has spent good money to hire a prophet and the prophet, instead of cursing Israel, blesses Israel. Balaam tries a second time and out of his mouth comes a blessing. Balaam tries one more time and out of his mouth comes another blessing. King Balak is very angry and Balaam says, “I am unable to curse the Israelites, but here is what I will do – I will give you a plan where you can entice the Israelites to act in such a way that they will incur the just wrath of God upon themselves. Take some of your women and ask them to entice and seduce the men of Israel into sexual immorality and then into idolatry.” 
That is what happened. That is what King Balak did. The people of Israel committed sexual immorality and idolatry and the anger of the Lord was stirred up against His people. The people must have considered, “We are God’s people and we can remain God’s people even if we sin against Him.” They found out that was not true and God responded by sending a plague that put 24,000 people of Israel to death who participated in this sin.  God’s disciplining hand stopped Israel’s slide downward toward evil.  

The teaching of Balaam is that God’s people can mingle with the idolatrous world around them in their worship and in their immoral practices and still be God’s people.  This is still happening, for instance, some in the Emergent Church teach that you can still be a Christian and glean from the worship practices of the eastern mystic religions; we can pattern our prayer and meditation practices after yoga and other eastern customs.   Another instance, would be the idea that we can be very friendly with the lifestyle of the world in the areas of drinking, gambling, sexual choices, entertainment through movies and music, and we can mingle with the world, and still be followers of Jesus and God’s blessed people.

The church was creating compromises with some in the congregation who were promoting doctrinal error.  The majority of the believers at Pergamum were faithful and loyal to sound doctrine, but they lacked the conviction necessary to stand up in the face of false teachers to oppose them.  The minority were wayward and the majority was passive and nonchalant about it all.  They did not seem to care much that the truth about Jesus was being denied.  They failed to heed God’s call for spiritual discipline within the church.  
Every church in every age needs to figure out what it needs to do with the unfaithful minority. Every church will have an unfaithful minority, but what a church chooses to do with an unfaithful minority determines the direction of that church’s life; whether that church will grow up in grace and in the glory of  God, or will descend into sin.

Why did the church compromise with these false teachers?   We can use our sanctified imaginations to come up with some reasons.
Perhaps they really wanted to peace in the church without conflict.  They were tired of fighting.  They had to fight with the world outside of the church, so they lost their will to fight with the enemies of the Gospel within the church.  So they settled for a peace which compromised the truth and moral standards in this church.  Sometimes a lack of conflict in the church dishonors God and threatens the life of a church. The church is called to stand up against evil and false doctrine and contend against it.   

Perhaps the Christians at Pergamum were thinking, “The important thing is that we all love Jesus.  Let’s open up a dialogue with those in the church who think differently than the rest of us.  We can iron out our differences through some meetings where we learn from each other.  We want to emphasis the love and grace of God in our church. Who are we to judge?”
Perhaps, and very likely, the Christians at Pergamum had become numb to the sinfulness of the world in which they lived.  They did not discern the grave danger that the false teachers posed to the life of the church and so they accommodated them. Sin doesn’t seem so sinful when we are around it so often.
Perhaps the false teachers were among the more wealthy members and the church budget could not afford to lose their giving.  So the church turned a blind eye to these financially influential few.

This is what the Apostle Paul said in his letter to the church at Corinth, in II Corinthians 6:14-17:
14 “Do not be yoked together with unbelievers. For what do righteousness and wickedness have in common? Or what fellowship can light have with darkness? 15 What harmony is there between Christ and Belial? What does a believer have in common with an unbeliever? 16 What agreement is there between the temple of God and idols? For we are the temple of the living God. As God has said: "I will live with them and walk among them, and I will be their God, and they will be my people." 

 17 "Therefore come out from them 
      and be separate, says the Lord. 
   Touch no unclean thing, 
      and I will receive you.”

It is impossible to be “friends” with this world. James says, in Chapter 4, Verse 4,

You adulterous people, don’t  you know that friendship with the world is hatred  toward God? Anyone who chooses to be a friend of the world becomes an enemy of God.

This was a church that simple accommodated and compromised so the minority who were willing to engage in practices that were contrary to the Lordship of Jesus, in doctrines and beliefs about Jesus that diminished His name, rather than confronting them, rather than correcting them, the church just let them go. If in the name of peace, we refuse to oppose false doctrine and sin in the church, then we love peace more than we love our Lord.

Finally, there is a word of counsel about the question, “What are we to do?” “How are we to respond?”  The answer is in Verse 16.
“Repent therefore! Otherwise, I will soon come to you and will fight against them with the sword of my mouth.”
That is the only real word that He gives to His church: “Repent! Change your attitude about these teachers and their teaching. Recognize that your attitude toward them is a sin against God. Repent! It is by changing your attitude toward this sin that you will turn in your behavior and do the things that are just and right in your church. Tolerating false  doctrine or sinful behavior is not a virtue, but rather a grievous wound in the side of Christ’s body.”
Let us think deeply about the possibility that this deadly tolerance may be a part of our church.  Repentance requires that we fully acknowledge our sin wherever it appears and that we take some time to seriously confess our sins to God and to actively seek His grace that our hearts might spiritually change. Is it possible that within our church there are people who are practicing, teaching, and believing doctrines or behaviors that keep us from glorifying God? If so, what are we doing about it?  Are we tolerating it or are we going to help that person? 

A church should be a place where sinners feel welcome, but a church should also be a place where sinners do not feel welcome.  

A church should be a place where sinners know that they are loved and cared for.  We all are grievous sinners, and if the church was a  place where sinners were not welcomed none of us  would be here because that is where all of us are. We must not blast away at sinners in self-righteousness, with condemnation and spiritual pride, as though we are in some different category. But a church also must be a place where sinners become uncomfortable. We teach the Truth with gentleness, but nonetheless with clarity.  If sinners choose to remain in their sin when they come to church they should feel  a bit uncomfortable. It is not as if our attitude is one of  hateful pride, but it is because we are lifting up the Word of God. 

And what does the Word of God do? It is like the two-edged sword coming out of Jesus mouth. It cuts through our disobedience and rebellion and wounds us so it can bring healing to us. Where there is no conviction of sin, there can be no grace leading to repentance.  That is Jesus’ point; that we are actually doing these people a terrible disservice. Notice what He says in Verse 16, again,

“Otherwise, I will soon come to you and will fight against them with the sword of my mouth.”


He will come with power and judgment and with a weapon in His hand.

But notice what Jesus promises to churches that resist easy compromise in Verse 17:
“He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To him who overcomes, I will give some of the hidden manna. I will also give him a white stone with a new name written on it, known only to him who receives it.”
Two blessing come to the fervent believer. First, He will give some of the hidden manna, and second He will give a stone with a new name written on it.

The hidden manna is Jesus, Himself. Jesus said, “I am the bread of life,” in John 6:35. But, He continued in Verse 49,

49 “Your forefathers ate the manna in the desert, yet they died. 50 But here is the bread that comes down from heaven, which a man may eat and not die. 51 I am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever. This bread is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world.”
Jesus offers Himself to us as our daily food to give us life.  Compromise keeps us from feasting on Christ.  The morsels of this world taste sweet, but they rot on our stomachs.  Christ alone satisfies. His promise is both now and future; now that we enjoy fellowship with Christ by His Spirit through Word and prayer and in the future we will be face-to-face with Him in heaven.

In addition to the hidden manna, we are also promised a white stone. Many commentators  are mixed on this symbolism. In this culture a pebble thrown into a verdict box meant the person on trial was acquitted, or it could have meant as a ticket to entertainment, ore as a gift of a precious jewel. The agreement is that the white stone revealed an extreme favor to the one receiving it.
The important aspect of this “white stone” is that a new name is given to the one receiving it and it is from God and known only to the one receiving it; a private and personal name from God.

