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Revelation 2

Revelation 2-3 contains the letters that Jesus himself dictated to the 7 churches that were in (as it was called at the time) Asia Minor.  Why were these 7 churches chosen by Jesus?  No one knows for sure.  It’s not that they were the only churches in the area.  There were others, such as the church of the Colossians, in Colossae.  It may be that they were chosen at random, as just representatives of all of the churches in the province.  Or it may be that their locations made it convenient to write to them, as they were all located on the main Roman road in the area, at distances of about 30-40 miles apart.  Or it may be because each of the seven cities had a Roman court located in them.


For whatever reason, one of the things they all have in common is that all 7 of them were sizable cities.  Isn’t it interesting that most of the Christians by the end of the first century of Christianity were located in cities?  Most Christians were not “simple peasant people of the back country; they resided in the principal cities of their time” (Eugene Boring, p. 87) – struggling not only with how to get along with the power structures of their governments but also how to get along with one another in close proximity.  


Look at this drawing, by the German artist Albrecht Durer.  
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What do you see in it?  This is the vision that we drew last week, of Jesus among the seven lampstands.  And this is how the chapter begins.  Verse 1.

Read Rev. 2:1


I like the imagery we have here.  Jesus is telling the church in Ephesus (and telling all churches), “I hold you in the palm of my hand.  And I walk among you.  I’m in your Sunday School rooms.  I walk in between the tables of your fellowship suppers.  I’m in the pews of your worship services. I am not a 

‘far off’, uninterested, God.  I am with you.  I am among you.  Fear not.”

Why did Jesus used a lampstand as a symbol for each of the seven churches?  He could have chosen other objects to symbolize churches:  hospitals, flowers, water.  What is there about a church that is like a lamp stand?  They both give off light, right?  And we churches are to be the “light of the world”, aren’t we?  

And what exactly does that mean?  How are we, as a church, to be light in this world?  Jesus is going to tell us how in these next two chapters.


So, the first church Jesus that sent a message to was the church in Ephesus.  How do we know that word “Ephesus”?  Paul wrote one of the letters of our New Testament to the Christians in Ephesus.  The apostle Paul founded the Christian church in Ephesus, staying there longer than he stayed in any church.  Who remembers how long Paul stayed in Ephesus?  Three years.  After he left he wrote them a letter that we call the book to the Ephesians.


Ephesus was a large city, the second, or third, largest city in the entire Roman Empire.  (What was the largest city?  Rome.)  Guess how many people lived in it, in this time period.  I’ve seen estimates from 150,000 to 250,000 people!  That also made it the second largest city in the world at that time!  It was the capital of Asia, the most important city of the whole area.  In Asia Minor, it was the New York City of its’ day.  

Being a large city, Ephesus had some large buildings in it.  One of the seven wonders of the ancient world was in Ephesus, the temple of Artemis.  Made entirely of marble (except for the roof) it took 120 years to build!  By the time of Jesus this temple had been standing for 500 years.  This picture is a computer drawing of what it looked like in that day.  This is what remains of it today.  And here’s a picture showing a great example of a world famous stone paved Roman road of that day.  Ephesus actually had no less than six temples in it, dedicated to Roman emperors.  Ephesus also had a huge theater, shown here.  Soon after the time period in which John wrote Revelation the Celsus Library was built in Ephesus, a three story library that held 12,000 scrolls.  

(You may not believe what happened to Ephesus.  Eventually the harbor that Ephesus was built on silted up over the centuries and, today, this former harbor city is six miles inland!)


John himself lived in Ephesus before being exiled to the island of Patmos.  He may have written his gospel of John here.  And if John lived there then that means who else lived in Ephesus?  Who did Jesus ask John to take care of once he was gone?  Jesus’ mother, Mary.  She also lived in Ephesus.  In fact, if you go to Ephesus today this is the house the tour guides will show you was the home of Mary.

Read v. 2a


Isn’t it interesting?  Jesus didn’t tell the church in Ephesus, “I know your faith.”  I mean, it’s faith alone that enables us to become a Christian.   But that’s not what Jesus is looking for here.  He’s looking for what Richard Stearns calls “the hole in our gospel”.  What is the hole in the gospel?  It’s this – the good works that come AFTER we have faith in Jesus.  John Wesley put it another way.  John Wesley told his Methodists, “If your heart is warm, give me your hand.”  What did he mean by that?  He meant that if we have faith in our heart that warms us and makes us feel good, that’s not enough.  Being saved is not enough.  John Wesley called salvation merely the “front porch” of religion.  No, John Wesley said if your heart is warm then give me your hand and we’ll change the world together.


Jesus said it this way to these 7 churches:  “I know your deeds.”  In fact, the word “believe” as a verb never appears in the entire book of Revelation!  The point is pretty clear:  Jesus is looking for both, faith and deeds from his churches – from us.


(By the way, Gordon Evans is teaching a six week class on this very subject, beginning this Sunday night, at 6:00pm – based on the book “The Hole in the Gospel.”)


So, what were the deeds of the church in Ephesus?  Now we’re getting to the first question on your homework.


Read vv. 2-3

1.  What were all of the things that Jesus liked about them?


A.  Their “hard work and perseverance”.  You mean it takes hard work and perseverance to be a church?  You bet it does.  And not all churches have it.  Who can tell me why?  Because:


a.  There’s a lot of work to be done.  

b.  There is always opposition to the work we do as a church, both



outside of the church and inside of the church.

c.  It’s hard to keep the momentum of ministry going forward.



People get tired.  Ministers get tired.  


For these reasons, and others, not every church is willing to do the hard work of ministry, or to stick to it with perseverance.  Some churches are lazy and just want to be ministered to.  Other churches quit when things get difficult – and they always get difficult!  But churches that only want to be the “light of the world” aren’t like that.


B.  Their intolerance of “wicked men” and of “false. . . apostles”.

What’s this mean?  It means, first of all, that the church in Ephesus did not tolerate it when people knowingly committed sin (“wicked men”).  Think of how hard that would have been, living in the New York City of its’ time; living in “Sin City”.  Any church wants to attract new people.  But at what price?  A church that is the “light of the world” will let people know, “Yes, we want you to join our church.  But we have standards around here:  God’s standards.  We will not ignore people’s sinful lifestyles, just so that we can have a big church.”


The second part of this means that the church in Ephesus did not tolerate false teachers who called themselves “apostles”.  Back in that day, men would travel from church to church, claiming to be apostles of Jesus.  Many of them were just that, and they were taken care of, and honored and listened to.  Paul himself was one of these men.  But other so called “apostles” were false apostles.  They taught things contrary to what the original twelve apostles, (such as our John), taught.  John praised the leaders of the church in Ephesus for having “tested” these false apostles, to see if their teachings matched up with the teachings of the original apostles.
So, the Christians in Ephesus were doing great in these two areas.  The church in Ephesus wasn’t a perfect church, however.  Yet notice how Jesus pointed out their imperfections to them.  This is good for us to see, 
for those times whenever we have to give someone some criticism.  What did Jesus do before he criticized the Ephesians?  He praised them, in verses 1-3.  Jesus is showing us that any criticism we have to offer should first be balanced with genuine praise.  Not false praise.  Not flattery.  Genuine praise.  Then the one hearing the criticism will know that we don’t just see their faults.  We also see their strengths.  And they’ll be more open to what we have to say.


OK?  What negative things did Jesus have to say?  That was the second question on your homework.


Read vv. 4-6


Ah, there’s yet another praise that Jesus had for them, isn’t it?  Did you add that to your answer to the first question?  


C.  They did not tolerate “the practices of the Nicolaitans”.  The Nicolaitans were people who tried to have it both ways.  They tried to be Christians while also enjoying the sinful practices of Ephesus - a real temptation in any age.  They taught that it was okay for Christians to attend the festivals of their culture, eat meat that’s been offered to idols and generally live just like a Roman lived.  And the people in the church of Ephesus didn’t put up with them, just to attract new people and have a big church.


Isn’t it fascinating how quickly heresies like this arose in the early church?  People today sometimes look back on this time period as the “good old days” of the Church.  But people back then, 2,000 years ago, were just like us today.  We have Nicolaitan-type Christians today – people who think it’s okay for Christians to gamble, or drink just like their non-Christian friends, or buy million dollar homes and fancy cars just like their non-Christian friends, or be ruthless at work and reckless in their sexual lives just like their non-Christian friends.  The Nicolaitans have always been in the Church.  And those who take Revelation 2 seriously have always challenged them.


Now, the fact that Jesus praised the Ephesians in verses 1-3, then praised them again in verse 6, shows us another important thing to do whenever we have to criticize someone:  sandwich your criticism with genuine praise at the beginning and at the end of your conversation.  This is good stuff!
2.  What one criticism did Jesus have of them?


A.  They had “forsaken (their) first love” so that they were no longer doing the good things they used to do. 

What IS a church’s “first love”?  Isn’t it the thing that they really enjoyed doing when they first got started as a church?  Isn’t a church’s “first love” the thing they were most passionate about at the start of their ministry?  Isn’t it the reason that God called them to be a church in the first place, in their particular place and time? 

What was the “first love” of the church in Ephesus?  No one knows for sure.  Many people say that it was Jesus, and I suppose you should be able to say that about every church!  But Jesus gives us a clue in verse 5 that, I believe, shows us he wasn’t referring to their love for him:  “Repent and do the things you did at first.” (NIV)  Another translation puts it, “Turn back to me and do the works you did at first.” (NLT)  Another puts it, “Change your hearts and do what you did at first.” (NCV)  I think it’s clear that the “first love” of the Ephesians was some kind of action that they used to do when they were just starting out.  But what action?   

You remember that it was the apostle Paul who founded the church in Ephesus, and lived among them for three years.  If anyone knew what their “first love” was, it was him!  And Paul’s farewell speech to the Ephesians gives us a clue, I believe, as to what it was.  Will you turn to Acts 20:34?  These were Paul’s last words to the Ephesians:   


“You yourselves know that these hands of mine have supplied my own needs and the needs of my companions.  In everything I did, I showed you that by this kind of hard work we must help the weak, remembering the words the Lord Jesus himself said: `It is more blessed to give than to receive.' " (Acts 20:34-35)

Could it be that these final words of Paul reveal to us that the “first love” of the Ephesian church was to “help the weak” in their city?  I believe that they do.  And, I believe, that as the years went on the church in Ephesus stopped helping the weak.  Not that we can criticize them very much for it.  We all know that helping the weak is not an easy thing for a church to keep doing, year after year.  Why not?  Why is it hard for a church to start and maintain a ministry of helping the weak, poor, the down and out in their area?

1.  It takes money, which churches often don’t have.

2.  It takes a heart of compassion for others, which churches often don’t have.  (“They should pull themselves up by their own bootstraps.”

3.  It takes volunteers to give their time, which churches often don’t have.


Maybe some, or all, of these are reasons why the church in Ephesus had forsaken their “first love”.  But Jesus tells them if they don’t start doing their “first love” again then he will come and do what?  He will come and “remove your lampstand from its place.”  What’s that mean?  What happens when Jesus removes the lampstand from your church?  It means you may still have a group of people, and you may still meet in a building, but you’re no longer a church.


So, Jesus tells them to “repent”.  Who remembers the traffic sign that the word “repent” should remind us of?  A U-turn sign.  The word “repent” means to let God turn your life completely around, to do a 180.  Even Christians need to repent.  You and I may need to repent, as individuals and as a church.  For instance, what do you think the “first love” of Asbury UMC was – the reason that God put us here in this awesome location?  Is it still our first love?  Is Jesus calling us back to that through these verses tonight?  Is he calling our church to repent, to do a 180, to make a U-turn?

So, to summarize:

3.  From these praises and one criticism, we learn that the be “the light of the

     world” a church needs to:

A.  Work hard and persevere in ministry.

B.  Not tolerate sinful living among its members (i.e. the Nicolaitans).

C.  Not tolerate false leaders.

D.  Keep doing what God is calling their particular church to do (i.e. their


“first love”).


Next, comes the church in Smyrna.  Smyrna was a port city, about 25 miles north of Ephesus.  It had about 100,000 people living in it and rivaled Ephesus as one of the most important cities of Asia.  People have lived in the city of Smyrna for 5,000 continuous years!

Who can tell me what Jesus had against the church in Smyrna?  (That’s a trick question.)  He had nothing against them!  Smyrna is one of only two churches for whom Jesus has nothing but praise - no criticism whatsoever.  That’s because the Christians in Smyrna kept their faith despite harsh persecution. 


Read vv. 8-9

“The First and the Last.”  Anyone know where that comes from?  Here’s a neat thing that I noticed in these 7 letters.  Each one begins with a flash back to the vision that we drew down on paper last week.  Look again at verse 1.  That’s a flash back to chapter one, verse 20.  And here, “The First and the Last” is a flash back to chapter one, verse 17.


What does “The First and the Last” mean?  It means that Jesus is the beginning and the end of all life:  past, present and future.  It’s all found in him.  Without him, you have nothing.


Question #1 under Smyrna:

1.  What 3 difficult things does Jesus “know” are going on in their church?

A.  Their “afflictions”.  The Greek word that John uses for “afflictions” is “thlipsis”.  If you have your own Bible, circle the word “afflictions” in verse 9, draw a line from it out to the margin, and write the word “thlipsis”.  Thlipsis is the word that Greeks used to describe “a very heavy weight”, something that puts a lot of pressure on wherever it is placed.  I need a volunteer.  Jan, thanks!  I need to ask you to lie down here.  And I need to sit on your stomach.  That’s [hold up “THLIPSIS” sign] thlipsis!  Isn’t learning Greek fun?  
I use that as an example because “thlipsis” was the word used to describe a way that prisoners in John’s day were executed by the Romans.  We all know about crucifixion.  But the Romans had other ways to kill their prisoners.  Sometimes prisoners were killed by simply placing a heavy boulder on their chest, until they were crushed to death.  That’s pressure!  They called it “thlipsis”.  And that’s what Jesus says the Christians in Smyrna were going through – not literally, but emotionally, spiritually.  Jesus knows the pressures they were under, simply because of their faith:  friends turning their backs on them, having to hide from the Roman police who wanted to arrest them for not worshipping the emperor (Smyrna was a center of emperor worship), and even economic pressures (like losing your job, having your business boycotted, your property vandalized, etc.), again, simply because of your faith.
B.  Their “poverty”.  Smyrna was an economically poor church, probably because of the persecution they endured.  And Jesus knows that.  He knows that they barely had enough money to be a church.  But Jesus also knows that the church in Smyrna is spiritually rich.  The Christians in this city must have had a deep, robust, kind of faith – a faith that stood up under persecution.  They may have been dirt poor in the eyes of the world.  But in reality they were the richest people in their city.  (The exact opposite is true of the Christians living in Laodicea, the 7th city mentioned in this list.  They were rich in money, but poor in their relationship with God.)
Some Christian preachers teach that it’s God will for all Christians to be financially wealthy.  Their type of preaching is called the “Prosperity Gospel”.  Jim Bakker was a “Prosperity Gospel” preacher.  So are Joel Osteen and Kenneth Copeland today.  As is Bishop Eddie Long, the minister in Georgia who’s been sued by 4 young men for his sexual advances on them.  “Prosperity Gospel” preachers teach that if you are poor there must be something wrong with your faith, or wrong with your prayer life.  And they want to show you what’s wrong, so that you will get rich – financially rich.  But as I was studying about the church here in Smyrna, I realized that this poor church must not be in the Bibles of the “Prosperity Gospel” preachers.  For Jesus had the perfect opportunity here to tell the Smyrnans that God wants to bless them financially, that God doesn’t want them to be poor.  But Jesus didn’t tell them that, did he?  Jesus himself [image: image2.jpg]Jomn the Baptist cats bugs
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did not preach a “Prosperity Gospel”, did he?  In my mind, the fact that Jesus didn’t teach the Smyrnans how to get rich makes the so called “Prosperity Gospel” taught by many TV preachers ridiculous and pathetic.  Jesus is not against wealth and riches, gained by godly means.  But Jesus never guaranteed wealth and riches to his followers, and never made poverty a sin.  Instead, he had nothing but praise for the economically poor Christians in Smyrna – not to mention the likes of Paul, John the Baptist and Mother Theresa.  

C.  The “slander” they are receiving in their community.


What does the word “slander” mean?  “Slander” is defined as, “Words falsely spoken to damage the reputation of another.”  In other words, to slander someone is to spread lies about them, with the purpose of hurting them.  


Who was slandering the Christians in the Smyrna church?  The Jews who lived in Smyrna.  Why would Jews spread lies about Christians?  Probably because the Christians’ claims that Jesus was the Messiah seemed like blasphemy to them.  To stop these blasphemers the Jews spread lies about them, to discredit them.

What kind of lies were being spread about the Christians in Smyrna?  Believe it, or not, one of the lies was that the Christians there were eating human flesh and drinking human blood in their home churches, behind closed doors.  Why would the Jews even think that?  Because of communion.  If you took Jesus’ words about communion literally, (and didn’t know any better), you might believe the lies that Christians were literally eating the “body and blood” of humans, that they were cannibals.  Another slanderous lie had to do with their “love feasts”.  If you didn’t know what a love feast was, what might you think happened at them?  Maybe you’d think they were big, wild, sexual orgies.  And that’s what the Jews were saying they were, in Smyrna.

The Jews knew that Christianity was an illegal religion in Asia at this time.  So they spread these lies about the Christians there to get them arrested for practicing an illegal religion.  And many of the Christians in Smyrna were arrested and executed by the Romans when they refused to bow down and say that Caesar was God.


Jesus encouraged the Christians in Smyrna to hold on, because all of their suffering was soon going to come to an end, right?  Let’s see.


This gets us to question #2 under Smyrna:

2.  What does Jesus warn them will happen in their near future?


Let’s read verse 10.


Read v. 10

Jesus warns them that more suffering from persecution is going to come to them.  Isn’t that interesting?  Isn’t the reason that Jesus gives the Christians in Smyrna for keeping the faith an interesting one?  He doesn’t tell them to hold on because things are going to get better soon, does he?  Instead, Jesus tells them to hold on because things are actually going to get worse soon.  In fact, he warns them that some of them will be put in prison, probably for refusing to worship the emperor, for “ten days” – a number that’s symbolic for “a short period of time”.  Jesus encourages them to,

“Be faithful, even to the point of” becoming really, really, annoyed, right?  No.  “Even to the point of death.” 

About 60 years after John wrote to the Christians in Smyrna, his apprentice, a man named Polycarp, was arrested in Smyrna.  He was imprisoned.  And he was killed, in 155AD.

Some might wonder, “Well, if Jesus knew this suffering was going to happen to his people in Smyrna, why didn’t he stop it?  Why didn’t he protect the faithful Christians of Smyrna?”  Those are fair questions.  What’s the answer?  I believe the answer is this:  God cannot stop evil people from doing evil things – even evil things done to Christians.  People hurting other people unfairly is one of the prices we pay for everyone having a free will.  God can’t stop people from doing evil things – not even to his Christians.  
Then what good is God to us?  That’s another fair question, in the face of persecution and suffering.  If God can’t stop people from persecuting us for our faith in him then what good is God to us?  How do you answer that one?  Here’s my answer:  God can, and does, give us the strength and hope to endure the suffering caused by others.  And when our short time on earth is through, he gives us something even better.  Look at the end of verse 10 again.


Read vv. 10b-11


What is the “crown of life”?  It’s the crown that all believers receive in heaven, which makes all of our suffering for Jesus in this world worth it.  Smyrna was known for its athletic games.  They were a lot like the Olympics in Athens.  But at the Smyrna games the winners didn’t get olive wreaths placed on their heads.  The winners at the Smyrna games got crowns placed on their heads.  So the Smyrna Christians could easily understand what Jesus was talking about here - eternal crowns they’ll receive in heaven, crowns that will make the Olympic crowns look like toys.  When suffering comes our way we need to remember that we’re running this race for an eternal prize.


Jesus encourages them that if they keep their faith they “will not be hurt at all by the second death”.  What’s that?  Well, we’ll find out the answer to that question in chapter 20.  But, believe me, it’s not something you want to experience.

3.  From his encouragement of the Christians in Smyrna, we learn that to be “the light of the world” a church needs to:  stay faithful to Jesus, even in the face of afflictions, poverty, slander and prison.  

By the way, the persecution of Christians (like that experienced by the Smyrnans) is still going on in our world, 2,000 years later.  I want to give you three websites to check out.  The website www.persecution.org is a great place to go to learn of the suffering that our Christian brothers and sisters are experiencing all around the world, just for being Christians.  “Voice of the Martyrs” has been warning the world about the persecution of Christians for over 40 years.  Their website is www.persecution.com .  Another website, www.opendoorsusa.org posts a map of the world with pins indicating the countries where Christians are being persecuted.  The countries with the most Christian persecution in them include (in alphabetical order):

Algeria, Azerbaijan, Bahrain, Bangladesh, Belarus, Burma, China, Cuba, Egypt, Ethiopia, India, Indonesia, Iran (#2 on the World Watch List), Jordan, Kenya, Kuwait, Morocco, North Korea (#1 on the World Watch List), Nigeria, Oman, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia (#3 on the World Watch List), Syria, Tunisia, Turkey (where the 7 churches of Revelation were located!), The United Arab Emirates and Vietnam.  Let me read to you some of what Open Doors USA has to say about the persecution of Christians in North Korea and Saudi Arabia:
North Korea

The situation for Christians is extremely harsh at this moment.  North Korea is desperately trying to control society in order to eradicate Christian activities. By means of combat campaigns of 150 days and 100 days, the North Korean government especially targeted secret Christians all over North Korea to arrest and kill them. They have arrested and tortured Christians in various horrible ways, such as sometimes using them as a means of testing biological or chemical weapons. In spite of these inhuman circumstances, Christianity is growing and chances to hear the gospel are growing.

Saudi Arabia

Religious freedom does not exist in Saudi Arabia, where citizens are

only allowed to adhere to one religion: Islam. No legal protection is provided for freedom of religion, nor does this protection exist in practice. Conversion from Islam to any other religion is punishable by death if the accused does not recant. Converts from a Muslim background also run the great risk of honor killing if their family or friends discover their new faith.  Although the government recognizes the right of non-Muslims to worship in private, the public practice of non-Muslim worship is prohibited. Non-Muslim worshippers who engage in such activities risk arrest, imprisonment, lashing, deportation, and sometimes torture.  


I’d like to invite someone to grab a microphone and pray for our persecuted Christian brothers and sisters around the world.  But before you do that, let me ask this:  how would our faith hold up if we were living in North Korea, or Saudi Arabia?  What would our Christianity look like if we were living in one of these countries today, and we read Jesus’ words in verse 10:  “Be faithful, even to the point of death”?  We really need to be praying for our persecuted Christian brothers and sisters around the world, that they may remain faithful.  Who would like to offer up a prayer for them?
Next comes the church in Pergamum.  Pergamum is a city that is built on top of a 1,000 foot hill, about 70 miles northwest of Smyrna.  And it was like the Harvard of its day, a sophisticated city, filled with Greek culture and education.  It had a huge library.  (More than 200,000 scrolls in it.)  The temple to Zeus was especially impressive.  Here’s what it looked like in John’s day.   Jesus tells them in verse 13, “I know where you live – where Satan has his throne.”  Was he referring to this temple?  Here’s what it looks like today.
1.  What one thing does Jesus praise the Christians in Pergamum for?


Let’s see.  Verse 12.


Read vv. 12-13


A.  Pergamum was the center of four different pagan cults:  to Zeus, Dionysius, Athene and Asclepius - the chief god of Pergamum.  The Christians in Pergamum received pressure from followers of these four pagan cults to renounce Christ.  But they did not renounce their faith in Jesus.  They remained true to his name.  Their Savior was not “anonymous”.  I just learned this week that the word “anonymous” literally means “without the name”.  The Christians in Pergamum named names, the name of Jesus, as their Savior - even when one of their leaders, Antipas, was killed for it.

Who was this Antipas?  A Christian author of that time, (named Tertullian), wrote about Antipas.  Once a year, every Roman citizen had to go to a government building, burn a pinch of incense, and as the smoke rose to the heavens, say out loud, “Caesar is Lord!”  Tertullian tells us that Antipas would not do this.  So he was arrested.  His body was placed inside of a brass container that looked like a bull.  A fire was set under the bull.  And he was slowly roasted to death.  Why?  Simply for his belief in Jesus Christ as his Lord, and Savior.  Never let anyone tell you that what we believe doesn’t matter.  It matters a great deal, because what we believe becomes who we are and what we do.  That’s why Jesus, after giving praise to the Christians in Pergamum, now gives them some criticism.

2.  What criticism does Jesus have of them?


Verse 14.


Read v. 14

A.  They have people in their church who see nothing wrong with the teachings of Balaam and the Nicolaitans.

The “teaching of Balaam” doesn’t mean there was a man named Balaam living in Pergamum whom they were following.  Jesus is being symbolic here, like we would be if refer to someone as being a “Benedict Arnold”.  Balaam was a prophet in the book of Numbers who led King Balak and the Israelites to sin.  Someone is being like Balaam now to the Christians in Pergamum.  Jesus mentions two sins in particular that the man’s teachings led to:  eating food that’s been sacrificed to idols and sexual immorality.  “Sexual immorality” in this instance meant fornication – sex outside of marriage.    “Food sacrificed to idols” was food that was purchased at the local Pergamum butcher.  The problem with the meat was that part of it had previously been used at the public sacrifices.   These were sacrifices put on by the government, as an act of public thanksgiving to the town idol.  After the small portions of the animals’ meat were burned on the altar, the government would then sell the meat to the shops and markets in town.  If a Christian went to the market and bought meat for their family to eat, they couldn’t tell which roast, or which chicken, or turkey, or ham, had been offered up in sacrifice to the town idol, or not.   You just couldn’t tell.  The early church leaders clearly instructed the Gentile Christians, like the ones living in Pergamum, that they were to “abstain from food sacrificed to idols” (Acts 15:29).  But there were certain teachers in Pergamum who told the Christians there that it was okay to eat this meat.  Jesus disagreed.


In verse 15 he mentions a second group of teachings that were leading the Christians in Pergamum astray.


Read v. 15


Pop quiz time.  Where did we see this word “Nicolaitans” before?  In Jesus’ words to the first church, in Ephesus.  Bonus question – what did the Nicolaitans teach?  They taught that you could still participate in the sinful activities of your culture (i.e. attending the pagan festivals, eat the meat that’s been sacrificed to idols, etc.) and still call yourself a “Christian”.

Jesus’ words to the Christians in Pergamum is that “road sign” word again.  Verse 16.


Read v. 16


Another pop quiz:  What road sign does “repent” remind us of?  A U-turn sign.  Jesus is telling them to turn completely away from the Balaams and Nicolaitans who are leading them astray.  Otherwise, his double-edged sword will swoop down upon them – a call back to Jesus’ opening words to them up in verse 12.
3.  From this praise and these criticisms, we learn that to be “the light of the world” a church needs to:

Not tolerate false teachings in the church. 
The letter to those in Pergamum ends in verse 17.

Read v. 17

What is the “hidden manna”, what is this “white stone” and what is the “new name”?  We could spend a lot of time just on these three things.  Let me just say, from my study on them, that the “hidden manna” is nourishment that can’t be seen – probably spiritual nourishment, such as comes to us when we use the means of grace.  The “white stone” was a ticket that was used to enter some public event.  Jesus will give those who remain faithful to him the ticket into his heavenly banquet, with our new Christian name on it.
Next comes the church of Thyatira.  To get to it from Pergamum, (forty-five miles away) on this incredible stone road that the Romans built around Asia Minor, you make the first bend towards the south, in what will form a circle, connecting the seven cities. Thyatira was the Pittsburgh of its day, an industrial working man’s town, filled with all kinds of shops, factories, stores and trade guilds.  And, unlike the other cities we’ve seen so far, there were no pagan cults, or pagan temples, in it.  It was, basically, a non-religious city.

1.  What were all of the things that Jesus liked about them?


Read  vv. 18-19


He liked their deeds, which showed themselves in:


A.  Their love for others.


B.  Their faith in Jesus to save them from sins and in God to



guide them in paths of righteousness.


C.  Their service to others.


D.  Their perseverance in keeping faith in Christ amid opposition.


What grade would our church receive from Jesus in these 4 areas?  I’d like to know how you feel about that.  When you came in you were given a “Report Card” that has these four areas on it.  Would you take a few minutes and fill it out the best that you can?  You can put your name on it if you’d like to, but you don’t have to.  Is there anyone who doesn’t have one?
Report Card for Asbury U. M. Church
What grade would you give our church in the following 4 areas?  If you would like to, you could write some reasons for the grade you are giving.


1.  The amount of love that our church shows to those:

a.  Inside of our church:    (Put your grade here)  _____________
b.  Outside of our church:  (Put your grade here)  _____________

Your reasons for giving the grades that you did:


2.  The faith that our congregation as a whole has:

a.  In Jesus to save us from sins:      (Put your grade here)  _____________
b.  In God to guide us:                      (Put your grade here)  _____________

Your reasons for giving the grades that you did:


3.  Our church’s service in helping others outside of our church walls:

(Put your grade here)  _____________

Your reasons for giving the grade that you did:


4.  Our perseverance in keeping faith in Christ amid opposition:
(Put your grade here)  _____________

Your reasons for giving the grade that you did:


What grade would you receive from Jesus in these 4 areas?  Are you growing in these 4 areas of your Christian walk?

2. Following his praise, what one criticism did Jesus have of them?


Read v. 20-22

A.  They “tolerate” the teaching of “that woman Jezebel.”  

Who was Jezebel?  We don’t know.  John was probably being symbolic again calling her that.  John would have remembered the evil Jezebel from the Old Testament (i.e. 1Kings 19 & 21).

What did this woman teach?  She portrayed herself as being a “prophetess”, someone who spoke for God.  And she taught that it was okay to commit “sexual immorality” (fornication) and to eat meat that’s been offered to idols.


Why is it important to be careful whose teachings we follow in the church?  Because teachings lead to action.  We saw this pattern at work in the church at Pergamum.  Jezebel’s false teachings have led the Christians in Thyatira to sin – specifically the sins of sexual immorality (fornication) and eating food that’s been offered to idols.  The enemy here is the false teaching.  The sin is just a symptom of the bad teaching.  

What one thing did the teachings of Jezebel, Balaam and the Nicolaitans all have in common?  They all watered down the Christian lifestyle to in order to be more like the lifestyle of their culture.  Is that happening in the American church today?  Can you think of viewpoints and philosophies that have crept into the American church today that may be more secular than Christian?  Why don’t you get with the people around you and see what you can come up with.

[Work in small groups, then take their answers.]

Examples:

·  “Go ahead, and live any way you want to.  God is very forgiving.  He will forgive you no matter what you do.”  

· “God doesn’t expect anyone to be perfect.  Don’t even try.”  

· “The Old Testament doesn’t apply to Christians.  Don’t worry about keeping the Sabbath.”

· “It’s your body.  As long as you love the one you’re with you can do anything you want with them”

· “It’s your money.  Earn all you can, keep all you can, spend all you can, gamble away all you can.”  

· “We’re saved by our faith, not by our works.  Live any way you want to.”

· “It doesn’t matter what your religion is.  We’re all worshipping the same God, aren’t we?  As long as you’re a good person, you’ll be OK.”

· Even this:  “If you don’t get it right in this life, you can be reincarnated and get it right in the next life.  Don’t worry so much about how you live.”


This is why is it important to be careful whose teachings we follow in the church - because teachings lead to action.


Verse 23.

Read v. 23


We can’t hide our sins from God.  Adam and Eve tried to, and people have tried to ever since the beginning of time.  But God sees our hearts.  He sees our motivations for doing what we do.  He sees who, or what, we love the most.  What does God see when he looks into your heart tonight?  Will you let him look?


Read v. 24

Have you ever known Christians who seem to know more about the devil and his ways than they do about God and his ways?  I have.  They talk all the time about Satan and the tricks of Satan, and it’s always felt somehow “wrong” to me.  (You’ve probably noticed that I don’t talk about Satan that much.)  In this verse Jesus approves of those who “have not learned Satan’s so called deep secrets”.  I’d rather be in that group.


Verse 25.


Read vv. 25-29

3.  From these praises and one criticism, we learn that the be “the light of the

     world” a church needs to:


[We just saw this one at Pergamum.]   Not tolerate false teachings in the church.

