THE BEST IS YET TO COME

#4 Pergamum: Hope When Tempted To Compromise
February 1st, 2009 – Revelation 2:12-17
Today we look at the third of seven churches in which Jesus desires to speak. Ephesus reminded us to guard our hearts so that our passion for Jesus and the kingdom of God remains vibrant. Smyrna reminds us that we can be fearless and faithful to Jesus no matter how bumpy our road in life may be (suffering & persecution). The third church is Pergamum. It was the farthest north of the Seven Churches; located about 60 miles north of Smyrna and is set 15 miles in from the Aegean coast. Let’s read Revelation 2:12-17. Notice how this letter begins: I know where you live - where Satan has his throne (Rev. 2:13). Jesus knows the climate and atmosphere surrounding our own individual lives, community & nation. How encouraging for us that Jesus knows where we live in 2009!
JESUS KNOWS WHERE WE LIVE
Pergamum was the "Washington D.C." of Asia. It was the official Roman capital of Asia. It was known as the royal city, the city of authority. The name Pergamum means a citadel, which is an appropriate description. The city rises like a fortress atop a huge hill. Of all the cities of the 7 churches, Pergamum is the best-preserved archeologically. It still exists today as Bergama, Turkey. With a population around 14,000!
Pergamum was known for its library and the birthplace of parchment. They had the second largest library in the world with over 200,000 parchment scrolls. An astonishing number considering that in that day they had to write everything out by hand on papyrus. The word parchment comes from the root name of this city. The Egyptians had a monopoly on the making of papyrus and a great library of their own at Alexandria. As the story goes, the king of Pergamum, in an attempt to enhance the reputation of his own library, tried to hire away the chief librarian and famous scholar from Alexandria. But the king of Egypt got wind of it, had this poor librarian put into prison to keep him from leaving, and then cut off the supply of papyrus to Pergamum. Well, Pergamum had to do something, so they came up with something new, a process by which the skins of animals could be pressed and treated to retain writing. And that was the invention of parchment all because of an international incident created over the hiring of a librarian. Do you know any good librarians for Risen Christ’s library by any chance? 
Pergamum was described as a place where Satan had his throne. The city was practically overrun with pagan temples. Three stand out: (1) A huge altar to Zeus, the greatest of all the Greek gods, had been built in the form of a throne on the top of a hill overlooking the city (about 4 stories high). Many Christians would have heard this word of Jesus and said, That’s Satan’s throne. Today this altar has been excavated and now resides in East Berlin, Germany! (2) The god of healing; Aesculapius Soter.  Now Soter means Savior, and is the Name in, which Christians uniquely and exclusively call out to for Salvation. No wonder Christians  felt that the application of this title to a heathen god was indeed a satanic perversion of the truth.  The symbol was a snake on the pole. People would come from all over the world with their sicknesses and would grovel and beg at the feet of this snake god. Many Christians would have said, This is where Satan has his throne. (3) The city was also renowned for its temple to Caesar Augustus, the first temple ever built to honor a living emperor. And some of the believers would have said right away, This is where Satan has his throne! 
I  recently heard of a Russian parable. A hunter went into the woods to shoot a bear for a fur coat. He was about to pull the trigger when the bear startled him by speaking in a gentle soft voice, Isn't it better to sit down and talk this through, maybe we can come to some agreement or compromise. He lowered his rifle and said, I want a fur coat. The bear replied, I only want a full stomach, so let us negotiate a compromise. Soon the talks were over. Out from the woods came the bear all ALONE! Negotiations were successful. The bear had a full stomach and the hunter had a fur coat! Compromises rarely satisfy both sides in equal measure does it? Pergamos was a city where the worship of Caesar was the most intense, even more than Smyrna. To be a Christian in Pergamos literally meant more than taken your life into your own hands; it meant making a decision between having the Lord of all or the Lord of none. Many in Pergamos who had called themselves Christians under persecution denied that they were Christians, but many also did not. This church teaches us the danger of compromise. But there is hope when we are tempted!
HOPE WHEN TEMPTED
Jesus reveals His character. When we are tempted to compromise we need a clear reminder of who Jesus is: These are the words of him who has the sharp, double – edged sword (Rev. 2:12).The double edged sword was a symbol of justice and power. The governor of Asia resided here. He was the official champion of justice and also the leader of Emperor worship. He had as a symbol a sword, claiming the right of the sword, the power to execute anyone he willed.  The symbol of this sword gave him absolute authority! The Roman army had this symbol on their shields as a reminder to the people that they had this authority as well! We are to pray for those in authority, so that we may be blessed and that the Gospel might touch the hearts of people (1Timothy 2:1-3).
What’s Jesus response to this earthly authority?  This governor or these soldiers don’t have power over your life. I’m the one who has power over every area of life! My authority is the greatest! Sometimes, people say, Look at my accomplishments! Look at what I’ve been able to do! Look at how far I’ve come! But we wouldn’t have the power to do anything if wasn’t for the power of Christ.  He stands over us with his sword of protection and authority. 
A Sunday school teacher said to her children, We have been learning how powerful kings and queens were in Bible times. But there is a higher power. Can anybody tell me what it is? One child blurted out, ACES!. Oh, how we need to remember that there is a higher power. It’s the risen and reigning Lord Jesus Christ. He offers us grace as we are empowered by the Holy Spirit to stand up for Jesus when a flood of temptations come our way. I love this promise? And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it (1 Corinthians 10:13). Jesus nature gives us hope.

Jesus encourages His people.  One of the skills that I have learned when you have an issue with someone, is you don’t just go up to them and say, You dummy! Why can’t you do anything right? First, you affirm your relationship with the person. Then you bring up the issue and leave the person with a word of hope. That’s what Jesus does! Even though there is compromise he starts out by saying, 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 (Rev. 2:13). Jesus encourages His people!
The Greek here carries the idea of seizing the name and holding fast to it. They held fast to his name. They would not trade His name for anything or link it with the pagan gods of Pergamum. They refused to budge their views on Jesus is LORD. They held firmly to that truth.  They did not renounce their faith even in the midst of persecution. We don’t know much about Antipas, but tradition has it that he was roasted in a brazen bull. We also need to hold fast to the name of Jesus in the midst of our day to day lives as well!
Where in your life does Satan have his throne? For some of you, it’s your workplace. You work at a job where there’s a lot of grumbling and backstabbing and gossiping and swearing. And the bosses are more interested in what’s best for them rather than others. Hold fast as your pray for daily grace. Maybe it’s right in the middle of your family. Your own children have no interest in following Christ right now. It breaks your heart. Hold fast as you keep praying.  Maybe it’s at school. One of our young people told me about some flack they received for standing up for the Biblical account of creation vs. evolution in school. Hold fast as you keep shinning. Jesus says thank you!

The Christian life is not one of escape, but one of impact. I may have opportunity to help coach baseball. There are many ways we can make an impact. As we let our light shine and stand our ground we hear Jesus say, I appreciate how you’ve stayed true to my name! I know how hard it is to be a Christian in the 21st century. I know how tempting it is to compromise. I know how hard it is to be faithful to my Word when no one else is following it. And you have drawn a line in the sand and stood your ground for the gospel! I’m proud of you!
Despite the evil times in which we live, we have the opportunity every day to hold fast to Jesus’ name. We can make a difference. If you’re the only Christian in your situation, remember to be like Chesty Puller, the former commander of the U.S. Marine Corps. When surrounded by the enemy on every side said, Don’t let any of them get away. Hold fast!  We also need hope when we struggle.
HOPE IN TIMES OF STRUGGLE
Jesus points out areas that need correcting. Nevertheless, I have a few things against you: You have people there who hold to the teaching of Balaam…to the teaching of the Nicolaitans (Rev. 2:14-15). 
Balaamism says: The way I live my life does not matter. Note that the church as a whole did not believe in this doctrine, but they did continue in fellowship with those that did. You can read about Balaam in Numbers 22-24. Balaam was a prophet who had been hired by Balak, the King of Moab, to curse Israel, but when he tried to do so he found he could not. Every time he tried to curse them, God would not let him curse his people. So, in order to achieve the end for which he had been hired, he paid beautiful maidens from Moab and Midian to parade before the young men of Israel, tempting them into sexual immorality. Since these women were worshipers of idols, by that means he introduced idol worship into the tribes of Israel. Balaam was a prophet of God who turned away from the Lord and instead wanted to combine the pagan customs of Moab with the belief in the true God!
Balaamism is seen in our society today as postmodernism. Postmodernism is the attitude that we can believe in whatever we want and put it all together and from there form a belief structure out of many religions, teachings, and disciplines. This is why the Lord rebukes the angels, or pastors of the church of Pergamos for permitting this sin to terminate the light. Someone said, There have never been more Balaamites in our churches than now. We call them worldly (carnal) Christians. They think as long as they have been baptized into the family of God, it doesn’t really matter how they live their life. It’s like having one foot on earth & one foot in heaven. 

There was a man who sold apple butter & cottage cheese at a farmer's market, everyday he carried his 2 large drums of cottage cheese and apple butter and scooped them out into smaller containers for customers. One day he forgot to take 2 ladles, he had but one, which he used in both for scooping. By the end of the day customers returned complaining that their apple butter tasted like cottage cheese and those with cottage cheese complained that it tasted like apple butter! By scooping both with one ladle he managed to contaminate both! To scoop our joys from the world and mix that with God's kingdom only contaminates the Gospel of grace!
The way we live our life DOES matter! Instead of the world influencing our values, our values should be influencing the world! Hebrews 10:26 says that  If we deliberately keep on sinning after we have received the knowledge of the truth, no sacrifice for sins is left, but only a fearful expectation of judgment and of raging fire that will consume the enemies of God. In other words, if we purposely choose to live a life of sin, then we can expect justice from God. A little boy was praying, Lord, if you can’t make me a better boy, don’t worry about it. I’m having a real good time like I am. C.S. Lewis said, No clever arrangement of bad eggs will make a good omelet!  The question we need to ask: Am I mixing the kingdom of God with the contamination of the world  in my life?
Nicolaitism says: What I do is more important than what you do!  Nikaos is the Greek word to conquer or to dominate. Laos is the word for people. We get the word laity (the people) from it! The Nicolaitans dominated the people in such a way that the leaders became more important than the people. It is the belief that the church is more of an institution than a living organism. The folks who head up the institution hold the power and are more important to God. All of us are called to be in ministry! God’s love desires to flow through each of us as we live out our daily lives. Ministers of God come in all shapes and sizes (student, teacher, retired, coach, mom, wife, dad, husband, and the list goes on…) Ministry has value in the eyes of Jesus just being what He has called us to be. 
I believe what you do day by day to be far more significant in making a difference in our world than what I do. My responsibility as a Pastor is to encourage your ministry to happen. You go out and make a difference for Jesus in the world with the gifting God has given you. You are indeed gifted greatly by God.  Jesus said that whenever anything terminates that understanding – and boy are these strong words from the Savior Himself – I hate it (Rev. 2:6). It’s all about the body of Christ in action. No one is more important or less important than any other. All equal before God, just different roles. Everyone is a minister for Jesus Christ. 
I am so blessed to see that as Pastor Steve prepares for the next stage of his journey in Christ, that ministers have stepped up to the plate to help lead and encourage us as a church to keep reaching out to our Chinese friends in the city. This will continue to be an ongoing opportunity for us to be a blessing to the Twin Cities. Great job! Another opportunity in our own area is Alpha (insert in bulletin). Alpha is Christianity 101. Folks gather around food, a topic on DVD, and small group discussion. It’s great. Jay will be leading the discussion after the video is finished. Best way to get involved right now is to pray & invite someone who may be seeking or just needs a refresher in the basics.  Just pray & invite. That’s not hard is it? We could also use some more counters (plug for Amy)!
Like the boy who threw starfish back into the ocean. When asked what difference it could make with the hundreds of starfish that washed up on shore and endless miles of beach said, It makes a difference to this one! Dear ones keep on keeping on. It is making a difference to this one! If you are not involved in an area, get involved. If there are some adjustments you need to make along the way, make them, for Jesus sake. He thanks you and so do I!

Jesus lifts us up with hope. Repent therefore! Otherwise, I will soon come to you and will fight against them with the sword of my mouth (Rev. 2:16). Jesus has a remedy for us when we struggle.  For us, it means getting on our knees before God and repenting of the ways we have compromised. It means saying, I’m sorry for loving myself more than I have loved you. I’m sorry for the times I’ve tried to change the scriptures to fit my lifestyle instead of changing my lifestyle to fit the scriptures. I’m sorry for all the times I saw evil all around me and I chose to tolerate it in silence. To every repentant heart there is an incredible promise:
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 (Rev. 2:17). While the manna sustained the physical life for a time in the wilderness, the bread of life, Jesus, came to give life and life abundant. God promises something better than material bread. God promises bread that will feed and nourish our spirit! The things of  earth can never fully satisfy. The things of heaven will always satisfy. The word of God never returns void in our life! What a blessing!
What about the white stone? White stone was mined at Pergamum and was a commercial product. There were two customs of the day which may be relevant. (1) Black and White stones were used by juries in courts. If they believed that a person was guilty, they symbolized this by offering their black stone. If they believed they were innocent, they would offer their white stone. This speaks of our innocent status as a forgiven child of God. (2) They were used as medallions in the Olympics and other sporting events and were also given to members of a conquering army. We are more than conquerors and nothing will be able to separate us from the love of Christ (Romans 8:37). 
The stone is also important because it has a name on it - a New Name. There is a story from the old west. Two brothers, sheep thieves, brought to trial, judgment was passed, (branded on forehead initials ST, sheep thieves) and then were released. Older brother became embittered; left the community, lived a life of crime for a short while, and died by the end of a rope. The younger brother repented, became a responsible member of the community and in time people came to know him as a man of integrity and well respected. One day a new person came into local store. He saw this older fellow with initials ST on his forehead and watched him and the way he responded to people. He left the store, new person asked owner of the store who that man was and asked about the letters ST on his forehead.
Owner said, I don’t know how it happened. It was so long ago I forgot the details, but I think it stands for saint. Jesus says, I will give you a new name – saint (set apart ones) – child of God!
A few years ago, a local pastor was asked to open the new session of the Kansas Senate with a word of prayer. People were expecting the usual politically correct generalities. What they heard instead was a stirring prayer, passionately calling our country to repentance and righteousness. This is what he prayed: Heavenly Father, we come before you today to ask your forgiveness and seek Your direction and guidance. We know your Word says, ’Woe on those who call evil good,’ but that’s exactly what we have done. We have lost our spiritual equilibrium and inverted our values. We confess that: We ridiculed the absolute truth of your Word and called it pluralism. We have worshipped other gods and called it multiculturalism. We have endorsed perversion and called it an alternative lifestyle. We have exploited the poor and called it the lottery. We have neglected the needy and called it self-preservation. We have rewarded laziness and called it welfare. We have killed our unborn and called it choice. We have shot abortionists and called it justifiable. We have neglected to discipline our children and called it building self-esteem. We have abused power and called it political savvy. We have coveted our neighbor’s possessions and called it ambition. We have polluted the air with profanity and pornography and called it freedom of expression. We have ridiculed the time-honored values of our forefathers and called it enlightenment. Search us, O God, and know our hearts today; cleanse us from every sin and set us free. Guide and bless these men and women who have been sent here by the people of Kansas, and who have been ordained by you to govern this great state. Grant them the wisdom to rule, and may their decisions direct us to the center of your will. I ask it in Jesus name.  Amen.
After that prayer, a bunch of the legislators walked out. But a lot of people appreciated the prayer. Paul Harvey aired the prayer over the radio and he received a larger response to this program than any other program he has ever aired. One person can make a difference when tempted to compromise. Will you be that person? AMEN!
