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Church: You’ve Got Mail                                Rev. Lynell M. Caudillo 
Letter to Pergamum: Defending the Truth in a Culture of Lies     January 24, 2021 
 
Gospel Reading: John 8:42-47 (NIV) 
42Jesus said to them, “If God were your Father, you would love me, for I have come 
here from God.  I have not come on my own; God sent me.  43Why is my language 
not clear to you?  Because you are unable to hear what I say.  44You belong to your 
father, the devil, and you want to carry out your father’s desires.  He was a 
murderer from the beginning, not holding to the truth, for there is no truth in him. 
When he lies, he speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies.  
45Yet because I tell the truth, you do not believe me!  46Can any of you prove me 
guilty of sin?  If I am telling the truth, why don’t you believe me?  47Whoever 
belongs to God hears what God says.  The reason you do not hear is that you do 
not belong to God.”    
 
Revelation 2:12-17 
12“Write this letter to the angel of the church in Pergamum.  This is the message 
from the one with the sharp two-edged sword: 
13“I know where 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. 
14“But I have a few complaints against you.  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.  15In a similar way, you have some Nicolaitans among you who follow 
the same teaching.  16Repent of your sin, or I will come to you suddenly and fight 
against them with the sword of my mouth. 
17“Anyone with ears to hear must listen to the Spirit and understand what he is 
saying to the churches.  To everyone who is victorious I will give some of the manna 
that has been hidden away in heaven.  And I will give to each one a white stone, 
and on the stone will be engraved a new name that no one understands except the 
one who receives it. 
 
PRAY 
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In 2016 in the wake of the US presidential election, Brexit, and accusations across 
the political spectrum about "fake news" and “alternative facts”, Oxford 
Dictionaries named its word of the year: “post-truth”.   
It is an adjective and the definition is as follows: “relating to or existing in an 
environment in which facts are viewed as irrelevant, or less important than personal 
beliefs and opinions, and emotional appeals are used to influence public opinion.” 
In response, Time magazine published a cover story asking the question "Is Truth 
Dead?"  (April 3, 2017 print edition). 
 
So, what is truth?  And who decides?  Is science truth? 
 
Is this statement true?  “The earth is flat.” 
This was - and perhaps still is - a commonly held belief.  And I can prove it.  See?  
Here is a map of the world.  It is flat!  Completely flat.  Uh oh.  Here is a picture of 
the earth taken from outer space.  It appears round.  Which of these depicts the 
truth? 
 
The Church in Pergamum has mail, and its message is timely for us also.  It was the 
functional capital city of that province of the Roman empire.  A thriving, prosperous 
metropolis, it was the center of worship for the imperial cult - the first temple ever 
built in the Roman empire, for the worship of the emperor.  
 
A visitor there could not help but notice the number and variety of other temples 
as well, in honor of Zeus, Athena, Dionysus and Demeter, as well as for Aesculapius, 
who was considered the ‘savior’, ‘god of healing’.  The ruins of his temple still 
remain.  
 
Jesus begins by saying to the believers in Pergamum: “I know where you live.” 
(v.13)   
Jesus knows the pressures they are under to conform to the imperial cult.  It is a 
matter of life and death.  If one did not express loyalty to the emperor, by offering 
incense while swearing an oath, death was inevitable.  In this church, Antipas held 
firmly to his faith in Christ and was killed for it.  Persecution of Christians was alive 
and well in Pergamum as well as Smyrna. 
 
Furthermore, Christian believers here were surrounded with the temptation to 
participate in the religious feasts and festivals that were practiced by those 
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worshipping these other gods.  Meat from animals sacrificed on altars in these 
temples would be eaten at such feasts.  Worship of some of these gods involved 
sexual intercourse with temple prostitutes, in hopes that gods would grant fertile 
ground with abundant harvests.  
 
Such practices were not new and had in fact, been prevalent among peoples that 
had surrounded ancient Israel.  Hence references to Balaam and Balak (Numbers 
22-25).  These are reminders that God abhorred these idolatrous practices then, as 
much as Christ does in his letter to the church in Pergamum. 
 
Jesus knows where they live.  Jesus knows the pressures to conform, the attraction 
of some of these celebrations, the lure of false teachings which were prevalent.  
Living in Pergamum, it was impossible to escape the ungodly influences of these 
cultic practices and ritual celebrations.  It was hard to resist the insidious lure of the 
lies and false teachings because it permeated the culture.  
 
“Satan” is mentioned twice in v. 13.  The image of a character with horns, hooves, 
and a tail, is NOT a biblical image but comes from Medieval portrayals of evil.  That 
is NOT what John has in mind here.  Rather the word “Satan” means “adversary”, 
“accuser”, “slanderer”.  Jesus himself calls the evil one, “a liar” and “the father of 
all lies” (John 8:44).  This is clear in the story of the fall from grace in Genesis Ch. 3, 
when the serpent lies to the woman, by subtly misquoting what God had said.  
 
Jesus speaks clearly about the evil one as a spiritual being who is highly intelligent, 
immensely powerful, and utterly unscrupulous.  Jesus says Satan “… was a 
murderer from the beginning, not holding to the truth, for there is no truth in him.” 
(John 8:44) As noted previously in this series, the evil one is powerful, but Christ 
has, through his death and resurrection, decisively defeated the power of evil, sin 
and death.  The evil one’s power in the world now is limited.  (The evil one is ‘against 
Christ”, so in Revelation will be later known as “anti-Christ”.) 
 
In this letter, the church is assured that Jesus knows and understands what they 
are up against, while Christ acknowledges their faithfulness in the face of 
persecution and the death of Antipas. 
 
BUT…at the same time Christ has complaints: 14“But I have a few complaints against 
you.  You tolerate some among you whose teaching is like that of Balaam, who 
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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 other words, some among them had compromised the truth through conformity 
with the larger culture.  They had participated in the cultic rituals and celebrations 
- including eating food offered to idols and engaging in sexual immorality.  While a 
minority of the Christians were doing so, the majority appeared to be unconcerned 
about this.   
 
The false teachers and doctrines that were prevalent in Pergamum were 
insinuating themselves into the church.  Some dared to suggest that the freedom 
found in Christ was a freedom from the law; therefore, under grace we may 
continue to sin so that God’s grace can abound!  This is a lie.  
 
How does this happen?  How does a culture develop “truth decay”?  It tends to be 
a slow erosion over time, one seemingly harmless concession at a time.  
 
Friends, this is serious business.  We need to hear what the Spirit is saying to us!  
We are not surrounded by temples to foreign gods.  We are surrounded by multi-
media platforms which constantly bombard us.  In order to be ‘valued as good 
enough’ we must be good consumers: If we live in the right home/neighborhood, 
drive the right vehicle, wear the right clothing, if we are physically fit and mentally 
sharp, then we just might be ok.   
 
We need a high earning job/career/ or be well invested in the stock market; we 
need to have the latest iPhone/pad/technology and highspeed internet 
connection.  We need to follow the correct celebrities and the latest diet and fitness 
routine, get our children into the right schools (uh oh, if you are rich enough you 
can buy their way in). 
 
Do you see how these can be subtle ways that we get sucked into worshipping the 
gods of status and success, of youth and beauty, of money and “more”??   
Jesus says: “No one can serve two masters.  Either you will hate the one and love 
the other, or you will be devoted to the one and despise the other.  You cannot 
serve both God and money.”  (Matthew 6:34)  
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The danger facing the church then and now is being so completely assimilated into 
the culture that it - the church - we the church - cease to be “salt and light”.  We 
lose our distinctiveness and blend in completely.  Then the church is no longer the 
body of Christ but a social club that does good deeds.    
 
How do we avoid such a fate? 
We counteract error and false doctrine with truth.  There is a place for interacting 
with culture without compromising with it.  We must be “in the world but not of 
the world”.  The church must not coopt worldly values that are contrary to Kingdom 
values.  Jesus was counter-cultural during his life; his teachings remain counter-
cultural today.  For instance: The greatest one in the Kingdom are NOT those with 
the most power or the most money.  The greatest in God’s Kingdom is the servant 
of all! (How low can we go?) 
 
Jesus’ call to the Church in Pergamum is the same as to the church in Ephesus, and 
the same to the church in Enumclaw: Repent!  Change your mind, change your 
direction.  Stop conforming to what the world is saying and doing.  Return to God’s 
Word and God’s ways. 
 
Jesus is the Way, the Truth, and the life. (John 14:6) Any other way leads to death. 
Then, to “overcome” we must rely continually on the strength of the One who saves 
us, so that we are not pushed into the world’s mold.  We must open our eyes and 
ears and be discerning because the evil one is a liar.  We must ask the Spirit of Truth 
to give us discernment in all things.  In the face of opposition, we must hold onto 
the live-giving truth- Jesus! 
 
If repentance is the remedy, what is the reward? 
Two items are mentioned: manna or bread from heaven, and a white stone. 
 
Manna was God’s faithful daily provision of real food, which sustained the people 
of Israel for 40 years of wilderness wanderings.  This is a reminder of our identity - 
the church is the “new Israel” - God’s people.  In manna, God offered healthy food, 
not junk food.  Lies and false teaching, sexual immorality must be replaced with 
wholesome teaching of the truth from the Word of God, resulting in changed lives 
and behavior. 
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Flat white stones were tokens given as symbols of identity and healing.  For 
instance, after a serious illness, a recovered patient might be given a stone 
engraved with a new name (v.17), signifying his/her dramatic recovery.  In this 
context, its mention represents the fact that our identity, however scarred by sin, 
can be fed, healed, made whole - if we repent.  This was the message to those in 
Pergamum who had been complicit with the surrounding culture, and it is a 
relevant message for us as well.  
 
Finally, I want to close by addressing the image that surfaces twice in this letter:  
In V. 12, “…this is the message from the one with the sharp two-edged sword” and 
in V. 16 “Repent of your sin, or I will come to you suddenly and fight against them 
with the sword of my mouth.” 
 
This is a reference to the words of Jesus. The image of Jesus with a sword flashing 
from his mouth may seem very peculiar to us.  Given the context, a short Roman 
sword was tongue-like in shape.  Furthermore, the prophecy of Isaiah says of Christ: 
“he made my mouth like a sharpened sword” (Isaiah 49:2).  Paul calls the word of 
God “the sword of the Spirit”.  
 
The writer of Hebrews says: 12For the word of God is alive and active.  Sharper than 
any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and 
marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart. (Hebrews 4:12) 
 
The word of God pricks the conscience, cuts away the camouflage or façade, it 
pierces our defenses and lays bare our sin and our need. 
 
The only way to discern the Truth is to immerse ourselves in it - in the Word of God. 
Ideas, falsehood will not be overcome by force or by legislation.  Only Truth can 
defeat error. 
 
Only by knowing the Truth will we be set free, liberated from the power of death 
and the evil one.  We have no other weapon against “post-truth”, but the Truth of 
the Word of God, made flesh in the person of Jesus Christ! 
 
May we hear what the Spirit is saying to our Church! 
 
PRAY. 


