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What kind of title is that for a sermon?  A perverted church - that sounds like 
something off a tabloid headline.  Churches betraying the innocent, haven’t we heard 
enough about pedophile priests?  Is this Sunday about pointing fingers at the failings 
of other churches and trying to make our church or denomination look spotless?  No, it 
certainly isn’t.


We pervert the gospel when we make it something other than God reaching down to 
the world with love, wanting to restore the relationship with humans he had always 
intended.  We betray Christ when we slide him off to the side and make something else 
the centre of our love and devotion.  Unfortunately we are all too susceptible to these 
forms of perversion and betrayal.


What does being faithful to Jesus look like?


Last week we learned that two of the key evidences of faith that Jesus values are 

1) to keep renewing our love for Jesus, and

2) to hold onto Jesus when life gets tough.


This week we will see that faithfulness looks like 

1) remaining faithful to Jesus for all of life, no matter what the cost, and

2) not compromising  our commitment to Jesus or accommodating to the pressures of 

the society in which we live.


We’ve been talking about the churches Jesus addresses in the opening chapters of the 
Revelation of Jesus Christ.  The last book of the Bible is a mixed bag - letter, prophecy 
and apocalypse.  Apocalypse was a Jewish type of literature for people facing pressure 
to compromise their faith.  The Jews had been writing these kinds of books for a 
couple of hundred years before Jesus and continued well after Jesus.  An apocalypse 
contained symbols and visions designed to show that God was in charge of history 
and helping his people even when it seemed everything was going wrong.


The whole book is a letter written to seven churches, each of which gets a special 
mention in the first three chapters of the book.  The first church mentioned is Ephesus, 
the largest city in the area and the first one you’d encounter if you were a courier from 
John who was on the island of Patmos.  The danger facing that church is doing all the 
right things but letting their love for Jesus fade into the background.  The next church 
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the courier would get to would be Smyrna.  The issue there was that emperor worship 
was in full swing and the followers of Jesus were being pushed to the edges of society, 
their businesses boycotted, and their access to life’s essentials restricted.  They were 
told just to hang on till Jesus got there.


The churches we’ll be looking at today, Pergamum and Thyatira, both had aspects of 
their faith praised and both had serious issues that Jesus wanted addressed.  In this 
case, compromise and false teaching had begun to take root and were threatening to 
destroy God’s people in those cities.


Pergamum was situated in a valley with an acropolis atop the city landscape.  The city 
grew at the base of this thousand foot rise and extended up its slopes.  At the top was 
a temple to Caesar, a temple to Asclepius, and an altar to Zeus.  Asclepius was the god 
of healing, with the emblem of a snake.  Zeus was the high god, king of the gods and 
ruled the council of the gods according to Greek and Roman mythology.  An ancient 
citadel, part of a fortress that was centuries old when Jesus walked the earth, also 
crowned the hill.  The Romans built a theatre seating 24,000 people into the side of the 
rise.  The landscape was impressive!

The message to Pergamum reads, 


And to the angel of the church in Pergamum write: 

These are the words of him who has the sharp two-edged sword:

‘I know where you are living, where Satan’s throne is. 

Yet you are holding fast to my name, and you did not deny your faith in me even 
in the days of Antipas my witness, my faithful one, who was killed among you, 
where Satan lives.


The church was in a hard place.  The enemies of God clearly had a stronghold in this 
city.  And being a Christian here was costly.  Yet the church had continued to be faithful 
even when one of their leaders had been killed for his testimony to Jesus.  


“But,” Jesus says, “I have a few things against you.”


One of the landmarks of Pergamum was its famous library.  It must have been 
spectacular, because it still looks pretty impressive two thousand years later.  The 
believers in Pergamum were caught up in a war of ideas.  Some were caught up in the 
two issues that feature largely in the early church - food offered to idols and sexual 
immorality.  The culture around them was pluralistic similar to our culture today.  Your 
religious convictions are fine for you, and mine are fine for me.  Don’t try to change me 
and I won’t try to change you.  But you might as well come along with me and join in 
the festivities at my temple, another god on you side couldn’t hurt.
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Today, religious loyalties or ideologies compete for space in the public square, but the 
arbiter of Canadian democracy is tolerance.  Except that tolerance doesn’t apply to 
those who are seen as intolerant.  


The church in Pergamum had weathered the social pressures from the outside, but the 
pressures to compromise from within the church were threatening to undermine their 
foundations.  Jesus says, “I have a few things against you: 

• you have some there who hold to the teaching of Balaam, who taught Balak to put a 

stumbling-block before the people of Israel, so that they would eat food sacrificed to 
idols and practise fornication.  


• So you also have some who hold to the teaching of the Nicolaitans. 

• Repent then. 

• If not, I will come to you soon and make war against them with the sword of my 

mouth.


The story of Balaam comes out of the book telling the story of Israel’s wandering in the 
wilderness - Numbers.  Balaam is a prophet of God who gets an offer from a local king 
— a rich reward if you will simply come and curse these invaders at the edge of my 
land.  The problem was that these invaders were the Israelites.  God warns Balaam not 
to go - but Balaam negotiates that he can go but not curse the Israelites.  


Twice Balaam tries to have the king, Balak, offer sacrifices that might change God’s 
mind, and twice Balaam opens his mouth and blesses Israel.  The third time the 
blessing simply flows out of him when he looks at Israel.  Finally the king sends him 
away in frustration.  But Balaam left Balak with a plan before he left.  One way to get 
God angry at Israel was to get Israel to worship idols.  So, the women of Balaam’s land 
started mingling with the Israelite camp nearby and soon they had become sexually 
involved with the Israelite men.  Part of the exchange of sexual favours involved 
sharing idol feasts with Balak’s people, the Midianites.


Sure enough God got angry with Israel, and Balaam’s treachery became a legend 
among the Israelites.  It seems that some of the Christians in Pergamum had fallen into 
this trap of divided loyalty.  The idea that God would be okay with a bit of compromise 
gained traction and threatened to corrupt the entire church.  Apparently the teaching of 
the Nicolaitans ran in a similar vein.  


So where am I in danger of trying to live with divided loyalties?  


When I hold anger in my heart towards government that seems unfair, leaders who 
betray or lie, people that threaten my way of life, people of another race or religion, I 
am disobeying Jesus’ command to love my enemies and do good to those who 
persecute me.
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When I indulge in fantasies about the opposite sex, when I get engrossed in 
pornography, or when I send sexual images on snapchat or instagram, I’m snubbing 
Jesus’s saying that whoever looks at someone other than your husband or wife with 
sexual desire is sinning. 


When I steal time away from my employer to post something on FaceBook, when I pad 
my expense claims, when I take something from the store thinking they’ll never miss it, 
when I borrow something from a neighbour and never return it or return it damaged, 
I’m breaking the commandment against theft and I’m giving into the god of greed.


When I repeat that information I heard about so-and-so, knowing it will lower other 
people’s opinion of him or her, when I tell the story of what happened, conveniently 
leaving out my role in the problem, when I sit with friends and never interrupt the flow 
of gossip, I ignore Christ’s command to love my neighbour as myself.


These are more than little slip-ups.  They reveal my unwillingness to see life as God has 
made it.  Life is best when we respect human well-being and do not carry anger in our 
hearts towards one another.  Life is best when my sexual energy is directed positively 
in either self-control or respectful expression within marriage.  Life is best when I’m 
content with what I have been given and respect other people’s property.  Life is best 
when we talk to people we’re concerned or upset about rather than talking about them 
to others.


Our actions betray our real beliefs, just as eating at idol feasts and participating in 
sexual liaisons betrayed the compromised values of the people in Pergamum.  Jesus is 
not unarmed in this battle of ideas and loyalties.  He has the powerful Word of God 
which he sets loose on those who rebel.


But Jesus promises them and us wonderful grace.  “Are your ears awake? Listen. 
Listen to the Wind Words, the Spirit blowing through the churches. I’ll give the sacred 
manna to every conqueror; I’ll also give a clear, smooth stone inscribed with your new 
name, your secret new name.”  Manna, the bread that fed Israel in the wilderness.  The 
Bread of Life, Jesus who supplies our sustenance as we believe in Him.  A new name, 
free of the pain and stain of the past, shared with the one who saved us by His blood 
and renames us in His family.


Now the church of Thyatira, down the road from Pergamum, didn’t have the same 
physical beauty as the capital of the region, but it shared many of its problems.


‘And to the angel of the church in Thyatira write: 
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These are the words of the Son of God, who has eyes like a flame of fire, and 
whose feet are like burnished bronze:

‘I know your works—your love, faith, service, and patient endurance. 

I know that your last works are greater than the first.


 

Like Pergamum, the church in Thyatira was active in their service and love for Jesus.  
They were maturing as disciples of Jesus, their love, faith, service and patient 
endurance was exemplary.  But, they did have similar problems as their sister church to 
the north.


• But I have this against you: you tolerate that woman Jezebel, who calls herself a 
prophet and is teaching and beguiling my servants to practise fornication and to eat 
food sacrificed to idols.  I gave her time to repent, but she refuses to repent of her 
fornication. 


• Beware, I am throwing her on a bed, and those who commit adultery with her I am 
throwing into great distress, unless they repent of her doings; and I will strike her 
children dead. 


• And all the churches will know that I am the one who searches minds and hearts, 
and I will give to each of you as your works deserve.


Thyatira was famous for its trade guilds.  A guild is like a union for owner-operators.  All 
the carpenters, the masons, the architects, the plumbers, the metal-workers, the 
weavers, etc. would form a group who decided on prices for their work and helped 
each other train apprentices, kept the trade healthy and divided up the work in slow 
times.  And each guild had traditions and feasts that members had to attend.  


The social world of the first century was quite complex, and you needed social 
currency - relationships - to navigate it well.  So attending the feasts, usually given at 
the community hall beside the temple of a particular god, were a key part of life in the 
trades.  Followers of Jesus had a difficult choice to make.  If they chose not to attend 
their business was doomed.  If they chose to go to the feast they were compromising 
their faith.


Along came a teacher in the church who offered them the freedom they needed.  
Surely the grace of God would cover these misdemeanours.  Jesus would understand 
you going to an idol feast, there was no reasonable way out of it.  And so she, like the 
religious reformer Jezebel before her, advocated a both/and kind of faith.


Jezebel was a queen in Israel, married to Ahab.  She was new to Israelite society and 
the Israelite religion.  She had been brought up with the gods Baal and Astarte, both 
fertility gods whose worship often involved temples offering sexual experiences to 
worshippers.  When she arrived at the capital of Israel she immediately set about to 
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educate these backwards Israelites in the finer things of religious life.  Wake up and 
experience what all the nations around already knew.  Worshipping one god was a 
thing of the past, there were lots to choose from now!


Jezebel began destroying worshippers of the Lord God under the cover of promoting 
religious freedom.  She relegated believers in the Lord to small groups hidden away 
and wild-talking prophets like Elijah who did noting but curse the country with drought.  
Her influence on Israelite society lasted for generations.


Here it seemed that the believers in Thyatira were getting caught in that old deception 
and had begun to get into their new “freedom” with abandon.  


So how does that connect to us?  It’s all too easy for us to justify our actions or those 
of others saying, “well that’s just how politics works”; or “that’s the construction 
business”; or “everyone in their position does that.”  When the lives of Christian in 
public look no different than the lives of those with no allegiance to Jesus Christ, 
something is desperately wrong.  When the divorce rate among Christian couples is at 
a similar level as those who don’t express faith, something is wrong.  When believers 
withdraw from one church and seek another because of broken relationships, 
something is wrong.  When doctrinal disputes become so unworkable that believers 
have to part fellowship with other believers, something is wrong.  When a business 
owned and operated by believers treats its employees with less compassion and 
respect than other businesses of those who claim no faith, something is wrong.  When 
Christian businessmen are known for their stinginess and shady dealings, something is 
wrong.


Jesus demands an either-or lifestyle.  He is our one allegiance.  He’s the CEO of all 
CEO’s.  Every business leaders is accountable to Him.  Every politician will one day 
answer to Him.  Every worker will one day give account to Him for their behaviour.  
Every corporation, government, consortium, army, union, and every other human 
organization will one day have to face His judgement on their role in the flourishing or 
destruction of humankind and the world we’ve been given.


Every believer is called to live in that accountability now, realizing that all the power 
structures around us are far more temporary than a single human soul.  


Thankfully in Thyatira, as in our society, not everyone has sold out.

But to the rest of you in Thyatira, who do not hold this teaching, who have not 
learned what some call “the deep things of Satan”, to you I say, I do not lay on 
you any other burden; only hold fast to what you have until I come.
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To everyone who conquers and continues to do my works to the end,

I will give authority over the nations;


to rule them with an iron rod,

as when clay pots are shattered—


even as I also received authority from my Father. 

To the one who conquers I will also give the morning star. 

Let anyone who has an ear listen to what the Spirit is saying to the churches


The grace gift in this call to faithfulness is that we will be given authority with Christ to 
humble the nations and bring them into the service of the King.  And the greatest gift of 
all with be Jesus himself - the bright Morning Star.  The light that has dawned on a dark 
world of confusion, chaos, and death bringing the good news of forgiveness and life 
eternal.
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