Book of Revelation

7 – The Seven Churches – Pergamum

[To the Church in Pergamum]

[12] “And to the angel of the church in Pergamum write: ‘The words of him who has the sharp two-edged sword.

[13] “‘I know where you dwell, where Satan's throne is. Yet you hold fast my name, and you did not deny my faith[f1] even in the days of Antipas my faithful witness, who was killed among you, where Satan dwells. [14] But 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. [15] So also you have some who hold the teaching of the Nicolaitans. [16] Therefore repent. If not, I will come to you soon and war 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 the one who conquers I will give some of the hidden manna, and I will give him a white stone, with a new name written on the stone that no one knows except the one who receives it.’


(Revelation 2:12-17 ESV)
 
[Footnotes]
======================================================= 
[1] 2:13 Or your faith in me

 1. First impressions

(a) Threatening, violent imagery

(b) War! Judgment (the sword)

(c) Violence (Antipas killed)

(d) A very bad situation (dwells where Satan's throne is)

 i. But v.13b, “among you, where Satan dwells” → where is this “where”? → the city or the church?

 A. Probably the city, seeing the literary structure of v.13

	Dwell, Satan's throne            
	Where Satan dwells

	You hold fast my name       
	Killed among you                  

	You did not deny my faith  → 
	Antipas my faithful witness   


 ii. Synagogue of Satan in Smyrna to Satan's throne in Pergamum

 A. Smyrna's problem not as severe as Pergamum's

(e) There are some who are faithful and some who are not

(f) Accommodation with pagan practices again the issue

(g) Nicolaitans, mentioned in letter to Ephesus, brought up again

(h) Jesus is about to declare war on the church at Pergamum

(i) There is warning, but also promises for those that repent and remain faithful

 i. Hidden manna; a new, secret name 

 ii. What's up with the secrecy around the promises?

 A. Perhaps to do with the whole theme of mysteries being revealed

 2. Background

(a) Pergamum

 i. No strong Jewish presence, but strongly pagan

 ii. Famous and prosperous, a center of the imperial cult

 iii. Was once the capital of the Roman province of Asia

 iv. Forty miles north of Smyrna

 v. Famed for library and book production

(b) Sword symbolizes judgment or war

 i. Romans: power to execute capital punishment

(c) Pergamum was traditionally known for its worship of Asclepius [god of healing] (whose symbol on Pergamum’s coins was the serpent; cf. chap. 12), Demeter, Athena and Dionysus, along with Orphic elements. Its famous giant altar of Zeus (120 by 112 feet) overlooked the city on its citadel, and some have suggested that this is the background for “Satan’s throne” in this verse. A more likely allusion for “Satan’s throne” is the local worship of the emperor, celebrated on Pergamum’s coinage in this period. Local rulers had been worshiped before the Roman period, and Pergamum was one of the first cities of Asia to build a temple to a Roman emperor (also on the citadel), making it a center of the cult. A further imperial temple was dedicated there within a decade or two after John wrote Revelation, so it is clear that the cult was popular there. (IVP BBC NT)

(d) All citizens were expected to participate in civil religion or they would be suspected of disloyalty against the state; but Christians could not participate in imperial festivals or eat the meat doled out there, and as a group would thus naturally be suspected. (ibid)

(e) The original ark of the covenant was permanently lost in 586 b.c. (cf. Jer 3:16), and the manna inside it had vanished before then. But a wide spectrum of Jewish tradition declared that Jeremiah (e.g., 2 Maccabees, 4 Baruch) or an angel (2 Baruch) had hidden them and that they would be restored at the end time (a similar view took root among the Samaritans, who dated the departure earlier). (ibid)

(f) Pebbles of various colors were used for admission to public celebrations; a black stone was the sacred symbol of the infamous Asian goddess Cybele; white stones used for medical purposes were associated with Judea; and perhaps most significant, jurors used black stones to vote for a person’s guilt but white ones to vote for innocence. The Old Testament associated change of name with a promise (e.g., Gen 17:5, 15). (ibid)

 i. White stones given to victors for entrance to banquets

(g) Church at Ephesus resisted false teachings; church at Smyrna endured tribulation. Church at Pergamum experience both and condone false teachings.

 3. Letter elements

(a) Self-identification

 i. “Him who has the sharp two-edged sword”

 A. Jesus bringing judgment in sharp contrast to Pergamum as the wielder of Roman authority

(b) Church situation

 i. The only letter that begins, “I know where...”

 A. Their location is the source of their problem

· “Where Satan's throne is”

· Possibly alluding to temples of Zeus or Asclepius

· More likely, the emperor cult

· Environment in Pergamum particularly hostile to Christianity

 B. Pressure to conform to pagan practices

· “Deny my faith” rather than “hold fast my name”

· But for the moment, they are holding fast

 C. In the past, there has been persecution

· “Even in the days of Antipas”

· Implying presently there is not widespread persecution

· Antipas → faithful witness → Jesus → 1:5

· Not that Antipas is Jesus, but that Antipas is a faithful witness just as Jesus is

 ii. The present problem: some who hold the teaching of Balaam

 A. “Balaam” → pseudonym

 B. Teaching of Nicolaitans probably synonymous

 C. Tradition that Balaam taught Balak: Pseudo-Philo, On the Life of Moses, Josephus

 D. What is the teaching?

· Numbers 22:1-24:25

· Israel tempted and caused to stumble at Peor: idolatry and sexual immorality

 E. Some Christians being led astray by this teaching

· Perhaps a form of Docetism and Gnosticism, both which hold that the body is either illusory or evil, and that only the spirit is good; i.e., what you do in the body does not matter because it will be destroyed

 F. Food offered to idols

· NT teachings

· Paul: 1 Corinthians 8:1-13; 10:14-33

· There is no morality inherently associated with food offered to idols, so you can eat what you want; however, don't cause another Christian to stumble by your actions

· Jerusalem Council: Acts 15:20, 29

· Abstain from food offered to idols

· Revelation: 2:14, 20

· (Implied) Abstain from food offered to idols

· Possible interpretations

· John is attempting to revert the license Paul granted and bring Christianity back towards Jewish norms

· Accommodation of cultural practices was not an issue at the time Paul wrote. But now with the increasing pressure to engage in emperor worship, simply to be a good citizen, accommodation in even small matters is seen as the beginning of a slide

 G. Sexual immorality

· Literal interpretation is certainly a possibility

· Unlikely that Christians would openly engage in literal sexual immorality at pagan events and temples

· It may be better understood symbolically

· Unfaithfulness to God by following pagan practices (Jer. 2:1-3:9; Ezek. 23; Hosea 4:10-15)

· Metaphorical sense dominates Revelation 

 H. Any accommodation is a “stumbling block” for Christians and should be avoided

· See diagram, page 5

· What at first glance seems like a reversion to legalism and salvation based on doctrine is really about maintaining right relationships

 I. The Christians at Pergamum have not been as successful in avoiding the influence of false teachers

(c) Exhortation

 i. Very succinct: “Therefore repent”

(d) Warning

 i. If they do not repent, “[Jesus] will come to you soon and war against them with the sword of my mouth”

 A. “I will come” → again, a present-indicative verb tense

 B. Imagery of war → 12:7; 13:4; 17:14; 19:11

 C. Judgment against an unrepentant church

 D. God warring against his people → Jeremiah 21:5, “I myself will fight against you...”

 E. Messiah smiting his enemies with the word of his mouth → Psalms of Solomon

 F. Sword + mouth → words of judgment (4 Ezra)

 ii. Understanding above imagery important in interpretation of similar imagery later in the book (19:11-21)

(e) Promises – 3 

 i. “The hidden manna”

 A. Hebrew history: Exodus 16:4-36

· Miraculous food from heaven, sustained the Israelites

· A portion saved and placed in the sanctuary

· Jewish legend speaks of Jeremiah hiding it just before Babylonian conquest of Jerusalem (2 Macc; Lives of the Prophets; 4 Baruch; 2 Baruch)

· Jesus spoke of himself as the true “Bread of Life... from heaven” (John 6)

 B. Greek mythology: ambrosia

· Food/drink of the gods

· Said to confer immorality to those who eat it

 C. Interpretation of this promise?

· Eternal life?

 ii. “A white stone”

 A. c.f., earlier background comments: acquittal/innocence; victory; invitation

 B. “White” used elsewhere in Revelation for similar concepts

 C. Interpretation seems pretty clear

 iii. “A new name”

 A. Whose name?

· The stone could be inscribed with the deity's name or a new name given to the disciple

 B. OT passages speak of God's promise to give a “new name” to Jerusalem (Isa. 1:26; 60:14, 18; 62:4, 12; 65:15; Jer. 3:7; 33:16; Ezek. 48:35; Zech 8:3)

 C. Revelation – only other place where “new name” is mentioned → 3:12

· “I will write on him the name of my God, the new Jerusalem... and my own new name”

 D. In the context of both OT and Revelation, it is probably best to interpret this “new name” as the name of Christ that only those who belong to him knows

 4. Summary

(a) Accommodation of culture, pagan practices, an issue

(b) Teachings that lead away from God, or prevent coming to him, are problems

(c) In gray areas, people will be judged on ethics – how they treat one another, particularly as it affects their walk with God

(d) Those who keep their eyes on Christ and lead others toward him are promised life
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Morality vs. Ethics

In common use, morality and ethics are used interchangeably. However, there is a difference. The diagram below attempt to illustrate the difference. Simply stated, morals are personal codes of right and wrong; ethics are how those personal codes translate in relating with another.

What this diagram also shows is that because human beings are limited creatures, corrupted by sin, our morals and God's morals do not match up. What we think is right could be wrong from God's absolute perspective.

Likewise, one person's morals will not match another's. Ethics is treating another person in a way they believe they ought to be treated without violating our own morals.

In many Christian circles, the teaching is that God's judgment of people will be based upon his absolute moral standard. Therefore, to assure salvation we are taught to move our morality so that it matches God's. This idea does not match God's actual recorded actions, however.

The explanation then is that God bases his judgment of people on ethics. Ethics can change from one situation to another, from one culture to another, from one period in history to another.

This understanding can explain why Paul can say food offered to idols is not a problem whereas John says exactly the opposite. It also fits what Paul wrote in Romans 14 about everything being clean but doubt makes even that which is right, sin.

