Revelation 2:12 – Church in Pergamum
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Background of Pergamum
Here is the map of the seven churches again (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seven_churches_of_Asia ). The letter to Pergamum is what we will be talking about today. In Turkey, they called the place Bergama. We went there in 1992. 

[image: image3.png]Pergamum

oThyatria

Smyrna oSardis
o O Philadelphia

o [EplSSIE O Laodicea

Patmos

ANATOLIA



  [image: image2.jpg]



These two photos are just for your interest. So the theatre on the left is like a stadium. Above that, they were trying to re-construct the temple to the emperor which is on the right. It should be completed by now.  
One of my resources tells us that few decades after the book of Revelation, some Christians were martyred at the theatre. They were thrown to the wild animals. You have to understand at that time, being a disciple of Jesus Christ was a very dangerous thing. We are not just talking about dying to our old way of life. We are talking about literally laying down your life. That was their understanding at that time. In North America, we are not familiar with this matter. Perhaps in other places, Christians who are being threatened because of their faith in Jesus will understand what it is to be a follower of Jesus.
To Believe is to be United to Jesus’ way of living
We will read selectively. Let’s look at Revelation 2.
Revelation 2:13

I know where you dwell, where Satan’s throne is. Yet you hold fast my name and you did not deny my faith even in the days of Antipas my faithful witness, who was killed among you, where Satan dwells.

Notice the synonym here. “Hold fast my name” is synonymous with “hold fast to my faith.” That’s a significant observation because it tells us what it means to bear the name of Jesus. To bear the name of Jesus simply means that your whole way of life is like the faith of Jesus. So it is defined for us. It is not just our faith. If we truly believe, our belief or our faith is like the Lord Jesus’ faith in the Father. That is what Jesus is saying to the disciples in Pergamum. That is how we understand discipleship: walk the way of our Lord Jesus in his faithfulness to God the Father.
Now I want to focus on this word “hold fast” because the word, “holding fast” has to do with faith. What does it mean? 


Krateo, verse 13, 14, 15: to adhere strongly to hold: a. of commitment to someone or something. hold fast (to) someone or something, and hence remain closely united. [BDAG]
This word, “hold fast,” in Greek, occurs 3X in this passage. You hold fast in the sense of grabbing very firmly. In the definition above, it is a commitment to someone or something and hence remains closely united. To follow Jesus is to be united with his life, the way he lived. That’s the definition of “believe” in the Bible, which shows very clearly to us that it has nothing to do with believing in some historical fact– that Jesus came to die for us, for example, or to believe that he exists, or Yahweh existed. So we are not talking about all these historical facts or plain facts. We are talking about living a commitment and being closely united with Jesus. This is the key to the letter to Pergamum. 

Jesus’ faith lies in his commitment to please only Yahweh
We are looking at Jesus’ faith, and so we ask what kind of commitment is this? What does it mean to be united with him? Jesus tells us very clearly how he relates to God the Father. Let’s see what Jesus says in John 5:44.

John 5:44
How can you believe, when you receive glory from one another, and you do not seek the glory that is from the one and only God?

Jesus seeks glory from no one. He is undoubtedly no man-pleaser. Neither does he seek emotional support from people. His whole life is to please Yahweh, whom he calls the one and only God. So Jesus is totally committed to his Father’s interests. You see this in the next verse,
John 14:10

Do you not believe that I am in the Father and the Father is in me? The words that I say to you I do not speak on my own authority, but the Father who dwells in me does his works.

First, Jesus plainly states that he is united with the Father and the Father, with him. As a result, he does not say whatever he wants, but the Father who dwells in him does His work. Now that shows his absolute commitment to please and honor the Father at all times. In other words, for Jesus, it is not him but the Father. Likewise, Paul declares in Galatians 2:20 that he lives by the faith of the son of God, i.e., Jesus. In other words, he is identifying with Jesus’ faith or faithfulness. It comes about because he has already said that he no longer lives but Christ who lives in him. That is important to grasp. That is why Jesus says to the Church in Pergamum that they do follow his faith. Why is it so important?  

Pergamum where Satan’s throne is

Jesus’ language is intended to portray Pergamum as a place where Satan’s work was particularly effective, … If Christians in Pergamum could remain faithful in the city where Satan was most active, then there is no environment in this world that would provide any excuse for a follower of Jesus to give in to the pressure to turn their back on him. [Culy, The Book of Revelation, chp6]
It is a well-known fact that the temple of Zeus, the emperor’s temple, and other temples, especially the god of medicine (Asclepius), were in existence at that time. By the way, Zeus was considered both the lord and savior while the emperor claims the title, lord and god. Asclepius was the god of healing. The titles Lord, God, Savior, and Healer were brought to bear on the people as they are confronted with the gospel of Yahweh and his Christ. There seems to be a competition, who is the true Lord and God? Who is the true Savior and Healer? We need to understand there are proofs on both sides. A lot of people go to Pergamum to get healed. Clearly, there must be some instances of healing. Otherwise, there would be no credibility, and nobody would go to the shrine of Asclepius. This is where Satan’s work is evident. So Culy’s explanation is a good one. Satan’s throne is at the place where he is most active or expresses himself fully.  
The disciple’s challenge: to function in the stronghold of darkness 
So it is a big challenge to be able to function as a follower of Christ in this stronghold of darkness. That is why Antipas had to pay the ultimate price. He was martyred there because he did not compromise. He remained firm and continued in his witness amid the stronghold of Satan. 
I don’t know if you know what all this means. When we were in India, I had an experience that I mentioned before. Three powerful demons confronted me in the middle of the night. They said to me, “This is our territory. What are you doing here?” Then they attacked me. I cried out to God and called upon the name of Jesus, and the Lord rescued me! The three demons fled. 
Now for many people, this is nonsense. When I was sharing about this, some people said, “Well, Satan is everywhere; he is not just in India.” But that was not what Jesus said. He identified Pergamum as Satan’s throne, whereas in the letter to Smyrna, he said that those Jews belong to the synagogue of Satan. So Satan is also there. But if we want to reason that way, then, of course, Satan is everywhere. But we still need to ask why Jesus identifies Pergamum as Satan’s throne? That remains to be answered. So it is no point saying, “Oh, Satan is the ruler of this world, so he is everywhere.” Of course, he is everywhere. But where are the places where he is most actively involved, where we find his full expression? 
So I think that’s what the demons want to say to me, that that place is Satan’s throne. I may be wrong, but I felt that India is a special place where Satan is particularly active. That was no surprise because later on, we experienced demonic power at work even more. When I came to Canada, Satan is still active here,  but not overtly. So we have to be aware of the subtleties over here. On the other hand, it is evident and explicit in India. 
The Word of God vital for spiritual battle 
In Revelation 2:12, Jesus introduces himself as the one who has the sharp two-edged sword. When we are in spiritual battle, we need the Word of God. Jesus calls Antipas “my faithful witness.” In other words, Antipas is entrenched in the Word of God and lives in the purity of God’s Word. That’s where the spiritual power is. Even though he paid with his physical life, Yahweh will give him the crown of life. What looks like a defeat for him on the physical level is, in fact, a triumph in the spirit. However, we don’t have to be in the place where Satan’s throne is. We need to be constantly ready through the Word of God, especially when Satan works in a subtle, deceitful way. 
Hebrews 4:12-13
12For the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to the division of the soul and of spirit, of joints and of marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart. 13And no creature is hidden from his sight, but all are naked and exposed to the eyes of him to whom we must give account. 

The Word of God can and does expose the subtleties within. The evil one could be working in your life and may be giving you ideas, thus affecting your motives and desires. So Hebrews 4:12-13 is important for application. The Word of God discerns our inner being, saves us from every form of evil, and enables us to remain faithful and true witnesses.
The Word of God reprove, rebuke and exhort
That is why Paul tells Timothy to preach the Word in season and out of season and notice the words here: reprove, rebuke and exhort. 
2 Timothy 4:2-3
2preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke and exhort, with complete patience and teaching. 3For the time is coming when people will not endure sound teaching, but having itching ears they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own passions.

Why is Paul so adamant when it comes to the Word? Clearly, he is taking all these very seriously because verse 3 tells us that people will not endure sound teaching. Here it says, “with itching ears, they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own passions.” In other words, when you preach the true gospel, most people in church will not appreciate it because in our hearts, we think, “Surely it is not that extreme. There must be a mistake somewhere.” So we build an immunity to it. No matter how much you preach, the Word just bounces off because, in our minds, we always think that it is not practical, too extreme, too radical. 
Perhaps we need to talk to Antipas and put some sense into him. We say, “Come on! Why must you put yourself in danger? You are so stupid! You have to know how to adapt and survive in this kind of environment.” That is why we want to come back to this matter, that to be a faithful and true witness, we have to understand what it means to live by Jesus’ faith. 
The Fire of God must come into the Church’s Life 
There is one more thing I didn’t mention about the letter to the church in Ephesus. In the opening line of that letter, Jesus says, “I walk among the seven golden lampstands,” or in Revelation 1:13, “I am amid the lampstands.” Do we see the significance of this? The Church is just the lampstands; the fire comes from God. That is why in the Old Testament, the fire that burns in the temple is symbolically called “Holy Fire.” In other words, if the Spirit of God does not come into our lives, then the lampstand is not lit. And if they are not lit, then it is easy to see that nobody can see Jesus. For the Church to reveal who Jesus is, the Spirit of God must come into our lives so that we can bear witness to Jesus by our lives. But if the lampstands are not lit, as Jesus says to the Ephesian church, “I will remove your lampstand out of its place.” It is useless! So you begin to realize that Antipas was the lampstand that was lit, right where Satan’s throne is. When Jesus was being revealed, then, of course, Satan would react. That’s how Antipas was killed. Now Antipas was one among the others in the church in Pergamum. Jesus uses “you” in the plural, “You held fast my name and my faith.”
We move on now to Revelation 2:14,15.
The teaching of Nicolaitans and Balaam is identical
Revelation 2:14-15

14But I have a few things against you: you have some there who hold the teaching of Balaam, who taught Balak to put a stumbling block before the sons of Israel, so that they might eat food sacrificed to idols and practice sexual immorality. 15So also you have some who hold the teaching of the Nicolaitans.

You see that word again, “hold to.” They are commiting and uniting themselves to the teaching of Balaam. Then, verse 15 says, “So also.” In other bible versions, we have “in the same way” or “similarly.” The teaching of the Nicolaitans and Balaam is identical. Now the church in Pergamum probably knows it as the teaching of the Nicolaitans and would not be thinking of Balaam. But Jesus says that it is the teaching of Balaam. The false teaching can come in a different shape and size, but the substance or content is that of Balaam. That is important to understand. 
Revelation was written around AD 96. Balaam was a figure in Israel’s history who existed over 1,200 years before that. The importance of this is that even though Balaam was history, the spiritual principles remain the same. The way people function remains the same. So after 1,200 or 1,300 years,  the same kind of teaching still exists but in a different name. When the Lord Jesus looked at the teaching of the Nicolaitans, he says, “This is the teaching of Balaam.” Immediately, people in the church would get the force of the message, “Oh, Balaam! That is serious!” 
Simple test to discern true or false teaching: which part of you does it appeal to?
Today there are many kinds of teaching, but you need discernment to see the substance. What is the substance similar to in the bible? Now Pastor Eric used to teach us a very simple test. If you want to know whether a teaching is true or false, ask the question, which part of you does it appeal to? If it appeals to your flesh or physical desire, that is a false teaching. You have a reason to suspect something is wrong. But if it appeals to your spiritual side, drawing you away from yourself to God, that is probably the right spirit, the right teaching. Of course, there is already a battle within us. You will find your old man, the man of the flesh, fighting and rebelling. There was one person who, when he heard Pastor Eric’s message, was so angry that he dreamt he killed Pastor Eric. After that, he was so bothered about it that he went to tell Pastor Eric. Pastor Eric told him, “It is because, within you, you are rebelling against the Word of God. Instead of rebelling against God, you take it out on His servant.” 
Three aspects of idolatry
So if we go back to the first century, you can see there are three aspects of idolatry in the first century.
	
Three aspects of idolatry in first century Asia
1) Religious (Spiritual)

2) Social

3) Economic


The religious is the ritual the people go through. They would offer up an animal during the temple worship. Then there’s the social aspect because they would invite their friends and relatives to come to the temple. Christians get invited too. If you have business concerns, then the economic aspect comes in since you need to keep your association with all these people to ensure your success. Now that is problematic for the Christians because they know they cannot be involved in temple worship. 
Therefore, you don’t want to appear anti-social every time people ask you to go to the temple, and you refuse. Now, idolatry is in every aspect of life. It is not just at the temple. It can be in the building where they conduct their business or in their houses since they have household gods. So if they invite you to their homes and start praying to their gods, and you say, “Oh no, no, no. I can’t do that,” they will see this as anti-social and disrespectful. You can understand the kind of pressure the Christians are feeling.
According to the scholar Adela Yarbro Collins, “At stake here was the question of assimilation: What pagan customs could Christians adopt for the sake of economic survival, commercial gain, or simple sociability?” 
Now, in number 1 above, the Christians know they cannot be involved. How about I be there for social reasons, just to keep my friends (number 2)? After all, I have to witness to them, right? As for the economic aspect in number 3, I will become poor if I don’t have a business. What will happen to my family? My children will have nothing to eat, and we end up on the streets. Surely God understands, right? You see, you want to be exempt from number 1 but not numbers 2 and 3 because those are for your survival. 
That’s when the teaching of Balaam comes in. It is okay not to be involved in temple worship, but you can continue with the social aspect. You keep your friends. The problem is they expect you to be involved in their worship. You can’t just be standing there. They want your partnership, and you need to be involved too. That’s where the problem is.
Tempted by Moabites women, Israel ate and bowed down to their gods
Numbers 25:1-3
1While Israel remained at Shittim, the people began to play the harlot with the daughters of Moab. 2For they invited the people to the sacrifices of their gods, and the people ate and bowed down to their gods. 3So Israel joined themselves to Baal of Peor and the LORD was angry against Israel.

Let’s go back to Balaam. The Moabite women tempted the people of Israel, and they went along with the women. We can see the social aspect here. Then they invited the Israelites to sacrifice to their gods. So, for the sake of keeping the friendship, they ate and bowed down to their gods. Again, you see these words, “joined themselves to Baal of Peor, and Yahweh was angry against Israel.” Joined themselves reminds us of the word “hold to” as “remained closely united with” according to the definition.
But you might think, “My heart is not in it; I just go along.” So you do it, but you’re thinking, “So long as my heart is pure, it is okay.” Does it sound familiar? That was the kind of advice some Christians were giving in Malaysia, in those days when there was a lot of idol worship. “Don’t disappoint your parents. Don’t make them angry. Just go along. So long as your heart is not in it, it is okay.  So long as your heart belongs to God, it is alright.” What kind of advice is that? That is the teaching of Balaam! 
Israel acted treacherously against Yahweh
Nehemiah 13:2
for they (Ammonites and Moabites) did not meet the people of Israel with bread and water, but hired Balaam against them to curse them – yet our God turned the curse into a blessing. 

Balaam could not curse Israel directly because God turned it into a blessing. So, what did he do instead?

Numbers 31:16
Behold, these, on Balaam’s advice, caused the people of Israel to act treacherously against the Lord in the incident of Peor, and so the plague came among the congregation of the Lord.

Here it reads, “behold these” that is the foreign women, on Balaam’s advice, caused the people of Israel to act treacherously. Now that’s important because it is not outright. Balaam did it indirectly.  
In the church today, many do not like the true teachings of Jesus. In most cases, they will not directly challenge the pastor. How then do they express their disagreement? Well, like Balaam, you give counsel, you advise the people in the church. You say, “Ah yeah, but it is not really like that. Jesus said, ‘You must hate father, mother, etc., even your own possessions,’ but that is too extreme. Actually, God is very reasonable. He will not allow you to go to this extent.” Or, you could also say, “Well, this is for advanced Christians only. They sacrifice more, but so long as you believe in Jesus, you are already saved.”
So you give advice or counsel that contradicts what the servant of the Lord is saying. We all know this kind of thing happens. There are many older Christians, who know their bibles, so they think they can give advice. They can say all kinds of things privately that the pastor does not know about. What they say is basically a compromise with this world. That’s why when people hear that, they say, “Ah, now I am happy. Thank you for clearing this matter up. Yeah, the pastor is too extreme. We just have to tolerate him. But the real message is the one you told me.” So, what part of you is the advice appealing to? That is why Paul said, “They accumulate for themselves teachers according to their own desires and passions.”
Participation is equivalent to being united 
Why is the matter of food sacrificed to idols so important? 

1 Corinthians 10:16-17
16The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a participation in the blood of Christ? The bread that we break, is it not a participation in the body of Christ? 17Because there is one bread, we who are many are one body, for we all partake of the one bread.

Now Paul is bringing in the communion. When you partake in the wine and the bread, it is participation with Christ. Participation simply means “fellowship.” You are partners with Jesus. Let’s look at the next verse.
1 Corinthians 10:20-21
20No, I imply that what pagans sacrifice they offer to demons and not to God. I do not want you to be participants with demons. 21You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons. You cannot partake of the table of the Lord and the table of demons.

Verse 20 has to do with pagan sacrifices, and Paul says that they offer to the demons. Then he says, “I don’t want you to be partners with them.” Even if you are going through the motions of it, you are already partaking with the demons. You see these words: “participation,” “partake,” “partnership,” “fellowship.” Whether you like it or not, you are already united with them. 
That’s why Paul says, “You cannot partake the table of the Lord and table of demons.” This matter of being united with Christ is so important that Paul makes no space or accommodation with anything else in this world. So never think the idol is just stone or wood. Paul says that behind those idols are real, live demons. I found that out when I wanted to become a Christian. It a frightful experience to realize that there is a demon behind the god that I worship!
Hidden manna and whitestone is for the Overcomers
Revelation 2:17
He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To the one who conquers I will give some the hidden manna, and I will give him a whitestone, with a new name written on the stone that no one knows except the one who receives it.

This hidden manna is simply Christ himself. He makes it very clear in John 6:49-51,56. 
49 “Your fathers ate the manna in the wilderness, and they died. 50 “This is the bread which comes down out of heaven, so that one may eat of it and not die. 51 “I am the living bread that came down out of heaven; if anyone eats of this bread, he shall live forever; and the bread also which I shall give for the life of the world is My flesh.” 56 “He who eats My flesh and drinks My blood abides in Me, and I in him.

Jesus is that manna or the bread the life and can be experienced here and now. But we will partake in that manna to the fullest measure and become fully united with Christ if we conquer. 

Concerning the white stone, if you understand the background, it has to do with an invitation to a banquet. This white stone has a new name, which God will give you if you overcome. You are invited to the Messianic Banquet, which we will learn much later in Revelation 19:9, the marriage banquet of the Lamb. 
Is your heart in pursuit of this world or for God?
So we are still talking about eating and being united with Christ. God’s purpose all the while has always been united with us and we with Him. For that to happen, our hearts cannot long for and accommodate anything else in this world. So we have to examine ourselves. Ask yourselves, “Which part of your heart is still yearning for this world?” 
For many young people, you are going to get your qualification, and thinking of finding jobs. Benedict told me that his friends are all thinking about money. They want to earn something like $300k or $400k a year, some even half a million a year. $100k a year is not enough for them. They are not satisfied. So it seems everyone has great monetary ambition: the more, the merrier. 
That’s why we have to understand. Never think, “Oh, food offered to the idols are things of the past! They don’t apply to us.” Scripture understands it differently. When you are involved in this ritual of offering up an animal to the gods, you are offering yourself to that god. You are being united with that god. So never think, “Oh, we don’t do practice this kind of thing.” We still find instances of idolatry today, even though we don’t do it literally. Just ask yourself, “To what are you giving your life to right now?” Many people have many gods in their lives, and they have given themselves to their gods. There’s a god of education, a god of entertainment, a god of money, a god of health, god of power, etc. They all pertain to what we desire in this present physical life on earth. When we do that, we all fall into the hands of the evil one.
So what is your pursuit right now? To what are you giving your life and energy to? That particular thing is your god. Now, it could be somebody else too. It could be your girlfriend or boyfriend. There are many people we would like to please, and you are afraid to offend them. So that person becomes your god too. Never think when you read the bible, “Oh, these are things in the past.” They can be applied in our present context. When Jesus says to the church in Pergamum, “This is the teaching of Balaam.” Once they hear “Balaam.” you can imagine the profound effect it has on them. Jesus is applying a spiritually significant incident in the distant past to the context of Pergamum. Then, he says to them, “Repent!” 

Union with Yahweh is to build friendship with Him
So I want to close like this. Read just one verse, and I hope we will learn this one well. It is in James 4:4

James 4:4
You adulterous people! Do you not know that friendship with the world is enmity with God? Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of God.

Yahweh is pleading with the disciples as people who are married to Him. Otherwise, He wouldn’t call them adulterous. If you want to understand what marriage union means, it is already defined here. It has to do with friendship. Whoever wishes to be a friend of this world becomes an enemy of God. Look at it positively. We need to build a friendship with God. Many people marry for different reasons. For some, it is for economic reasons. In many cases, friendship is not one of them. But with God, friendship is very important. Come to think of it, what can God gain from us in this relationship? Nothing but trouble! Yet He desires our friendship. Can He gain anything from our friendship? Again the answer is, “No.” The friendship is more for our own good than His! 
So think of this our union with Yahweh. Do we want to build a friendship with Him? The beauty of this verse is this: if God is your friend, can you tell me if there are other things you might lack? If God is my friend, that’s all I need! Because I know His friendship never fails. We can go on to understand His heart and mind for others who need His love and salvation. Eventually, even though we might die physically, He will bring us back to life to be with Him. 
