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FCCOE; 7/13/14; Revelation 2:12-17; Rev. T. Ziegenhals 
 

“Pergamum: Be Careful Where You Compromise” 
 

Introduction: Somewhere along the line in our upbringing we are taught the wisdom of 
compromise, the wisdom of settling our differences with someone by means of mutual 
concession, each side modifying its demands in order to move forward. As a child, compromise 
might mean playing the game your friend wants to play on one day so that he or she will play the 
game you want to play the next day. As an adult, it might mean shopping with your wife on one 
afternoon of your vacation so that she’ll go rock climbing with you in the morning (or quite 
possibly, it’s the other way round!). As the head brass at Bank of Boston used to teach us loan 
officers in training, “You want to negotiate and structure the deal so that everyone feels like 
they’ve come out a winner.” 
 
But sometimes compromise is not always a good thing; there are times when it can be harmful to 
your health. Compromising on the amount of poison you ingest, or agreeing to jump from a seven 
story window instead of the tenth, will still lead to death! Better would be to simply say “no,” to 
any amount of poison or window jumping. 
 
This morning we’ll consider, in the message to the church at Pergamum, a compromise that Jesus 
indicates is dangerous to the spiritual health of the church, in any age. To get our bearings once 
again, we’re looking this summer at the seven messages to the churches in Asia Minor (modern-
day Turkey) over which John was the overseer or shepherd. It was the year 96 A.D. and John had 
been exiled to an island called Patmos because of his allegiance to Jesus as Lord, instead of the 
Roman Emperor. While on the island, the risen and living Jesus appeared to John in a vision to 
help both him, and his churches, maintain a faithful witness in the face of persecution from the 
political realm and the seduction of idolatry from the religious realm, both of which can lead 
God’s people to want to compromise in an unhealthy way.  
 
Thus, questions that the congregation at Pergamum faced are those we all face: How should a 
Christian live in the world? What should a Christian affirm and take part in, and what must we 
avoid? Where should we compromise and where should we not? To the church in Pergamum 
Jesus warned about compromising in the realm of sexual ethics. 
 
I. The Situation in Pergamum  
 A. As is his pattern, Jesus begins by affirming what the church has done well (v. 13): 
 

I know that you live in the city where Satan has his throne, yet you have remained loyal 
to me. You refused to deny me even when Antipas, my faithful witness, was martyred 
among you there in Satan’s city. [NLT] 

 
Identifying Pergamum as Satan’s city is a way of acknowledging that the evil one works through 
ungodly, earthly, political and religious institutions. Pergamum was the center of Roman 
government and pagan religion in the region. It was first city to build a temple to a Roman ruler 
and served as the capital for the cult of emperor worship. It was also the center for pagan cults of 
a variety of other deities. Like our own, theirs was a highly pluralistic age! And sometimes, when 
living in the midst of it, we can have a difficult time recognizing the idolatry that is all around us. 
 
 B. Idolatry, remember, is not the worship of a carved image but the pursuit of meaning 
and purpose and satisfaction in something other than the Lord and his ways. Idolatry, Alexis de 
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Tocqueville observed in his visit to America, now almost 200 years ago, is the pursuit of the 
“incomplete joys of this world.” As we look back at Pergamum, some 2,000 years later, it’s easy 
for us to point fingers. I wonder what those who will look back at Boston, some 2,000 years from 
now, will observe as idolatrous that we simply take for granted? The North Shore Mall? The 
iMax theater? Gillette Stadium? None of these are bad in and of themselves, but they can lead us 
to find meaning and purpose and satisfaction outside of the Lord and his ways.  
 

C. While the congregation in Pergamum were standing up bravely to external opposition, 
even to the extent of one of their number – a fellow named Antipas – having lost his life for 
holding fast to his profession of faith, there was another threat that Jesus identified to which they 
needed to pay close attention for the sake of the health of the church (v. 14f):  

 
You tolerate some among you whose teaching is like that of Balaam, who showed Balak 
how to trip up the people of Israel. He taught them to sin by eating food offered to idols 
and by committing sexual sin. In a similar way, you have some Nicolaitans among you 
who follow the same teaching. 

 
While the church was being vigilant on the front lines, it was tolerating a Trojan horse in its 
midst. Perhaps precisely because of what had happened to Antipas, there were some in the 
congregation who were advocating a kind of compromise, a more go with the flow of the culture 
approach, especially in the realm of sexual ethics.  
 

D. The episode to which Jesus refers as an illustration, that of Balak and Balaam, is 
intriguing. It begins in Numbers 22. Essentially, Balak was the king of Moab, a territory through 
which the Israelites needed to travel on their way to the Promised Land. The king and his people 
were afraid that the Israelites would wipe them out. Since they were too large a group to oppose 
with an army, the king tried to hire a seer or diviner named Balaam to curse them. But Balaam 
could only speak what he heard the Lord say and the Lord only spoke blessing on his people 
through Balaam. This infuriated King Balak. However, it seems as if the prospect of a huge 
payday so lured Balaam that he found a way to compromise, at least in his own mind. Instead of 
speaking curses on the Israelites to trip them up, he encouraged the Moabite women to entice the 
Israelite men, luring them as they did so away from the Lord and into idolatry and immorality. 

 
E. Such a practice was happening in Pergamum. Members of the congregation known as 

Nicolaitans were taking part in feasts celebrating various deities, including the Emperor. Such 
feasts often also included immoral sexual practices of a variety of sorts. Such compromise was 
having the effect of leading the people astray from the Lord and into idolatry. The church has 
wrestled with this food issue and determined that there was a place for compromise. It the food 
that had been sacrificed to an idol was for sale at the market, it was ok to purchase because you 
weren’t participating in the feast or idol worship. But it was to be avoided if you found yourself at 
the feast itself because it not only was idolatrous, but also involved engaging in sexual immorality 
(1 Cor. 10).  
 
It’s worth noting that, if we think our day is sexually super-charged, the first century was equally, 
if not more so. As one ancient writer named Demosthenes put it: “We have prostitutes for the 
sake of pleasure; we have concubines for the sake of daily cohabitation; we have wives for the 
purpose of having children legitimately, and for having a faithful guardian of our household 
affairs” (Discipleship on the Edge, Darrell Johnson, 81). For the Christian church to emphasize 
the complementarity of the sexes, chastity outside of marriage, and faithfulness within it, was a 
radical proposition. It would be highly tempting to compromise in some way given the pressure 
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of the cultural practices. But sexual immorality and idolatry are linked and Jesus warned the 
church against compromise in that area of its life. 
 
II. The Temptation to Compromise Today  

A. So what about today? Where does the temptation to compromise challenge us? 
Certainly, I can’t help but think of our friends at Gordon College, who find themselves right in 
the thick of things. As you’ve probably heard, their President, Michael Lindsay, joined a group of 
Christian leaders in signing a letter which urges President Obama to include a religious 
exemption to any anti-discrimination hiring order that he might propose. Whether you agree with 
Dr. Lindsay having signed that letter or not, the resulting firestorm against Gordon and 
Christians, especially as the media has run with it, reveals the “hot” nature of sexual ethics in our 
modern discussion. As a Boston Globe writer recently accused, [Gordon College] “is a school that 
bans not only homosexual activity but all sex outside of marriage, as well as theft, drunkenness, 
and other sins. Most colleges gave up any pretense of trying to regulate their students’ sex lives 
sometime in the Kennedy administration” (“Gordon College pleads for right to discriminate,” 
Adrian Walker, July 9, 2014). Some Gordon students and alums are not happy with their 
president, the mayor of Salem just terminated the contract that Gordon had to manage The Old 
Town Hall in that city, friends of my daughter from high school are wondering on Facebook how 
Gordon can be so narrow minded, and I’m sure we’ve not heard the end. 

 
B. It’s a difficult issue with many different pieces. Maybe the place to begin is by 

observing that sexual morality isn’t a matter of a group of arch-conservatives clinging to ancient 
rules while the rest of society has “moved on.” even though that’s essentially what that Globe 
writer insinuated. The nub of the issue isn’t (seemingly) outdated restrictions; it’s a matter of the 
call of the Creator God to live as he has intended his creation to live, which doesn’t change with 
the times. It is to realize that our relationship with God is depicted by him in terms of a marriage, 
with the Lord Jesus as the groom and his church as the bride (cf. Rev. 19). It is to recognize, then, 
that the complementarity of the sexes, and faithfulness within marriage, is intended to reveal the 
image of our wholly other and completely faithful God. When we engage in sexual immorality of 
any kind, we are turning away from worship of the Creator, and toward worship of the creature, 
which is the point Paul is making in Romans 1. Immorality is an illustration of idolatry, 
exchanging the glory of God for something far less, pursuing an “incomplete joy.”  

 
C. Yes, we are called to love those who live and think differently than us, but not to live 

like them, as it leads us away from the reality of true personhood, of the reality of who God calls 
us to be. I can’t help but notice that the “sin list” at Gordon, as identified by that Globe author, 
just like the “sin lists” in the Bible (cf. Col. 3:1-17), also includes things like drunkenness and 
theft. Why? Because these activities, too, if they come to define us, will mar the image of God in 
us and compromise the life that is truly life that Jesus has come to bring.  
 

D. So how are we to respond when faced with the pressure and temptation to 
compromise? Let me offer three thoughts. 
 
1. First, by humbling our minds, listening to the Spirit, and seeking to understand and live by the 
revealed will of God, which is found in his Word, as represented by the “sharp two-edged sword” 
with which Jesus identifies himself to the congregation at Pergamum. This word contains the 
truth that sets us free (John 8:31-32), the truth that penetrates our distorted ideas (Heb. 4:12) and 
the truth that helps prevent us from being conformed to the standards of this world (Rom. 12:1-2). 

 
2. Second, to ask for and seek to live by grace, standing on the truth but not banging others on the 
head with it, loving them unconditionally instead, as Christ loves us. 
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3. Third, to recognize that worship of the Creator and living according to his will, and not 
according to our desires, is what actually brings us freedom. Jesus has come to set us free, free 
from those things that imprison us. There is no real freedom in idolatry. But, like the ancient 
Israelites, sometimes worship of the creature, slavery back in Egypt, looks better. So Jesus 
reminds us that while walking in the wilderness toward the Promised Land, which we don’t 
always like because it’s scary and calls us to depend on God, God will nourish us, with “hidden 
manna,” as he puts it, just like he nourished ancient Israel with manna on their way after setting 
them free. Our God will never leave us or forsake us. A significant portion of that nourishment is 
his love for us, as represented in the text by our names being engraved on a stone of white.  
 
There are several possible interpretations of this stone. The one that seems to fit the context best 
is when two friends were about to part, they would divide a white stone in half and each would 
inscribe their name on one of the halves and give it to the other. It became the symbol of their 
friendship and promise to maintain it as long as the stone lasted. Jesus promises intimate 
friendship to us, his name written on our half and our name, our new identity in him, written on 
his. As N.T. Wright puts it, “The challenge to avoid the false intimacy of sexual promiscuity is 
matched by the offer of a genuine intimacy of spiritual union with Jesus himself” (Revelation for 
Everyone, 23).  
 
So may God give us wisdom and discernment to negotiate the choppy waters of our culture. May 
he give us grace to love those with whom we interact who may disagree with us. And may he 
give us courage to maintain a faithful witness to his truth and our freedom in Christ.  


