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  it would have been.


  Even when he disagreed with me, David’s attitude of humility,


  his gentle admonition and his encouragement made our discussions a joy


  and an opportunity to learn


  rather than a source of distress and conflict.


  Thank you!


  May God continue to guide you and bless you


  as you work in Christ’s Kingdom!


  
    Table Of Contents

  


   


  
    Cover
  


   


  
    Title Page
  


   


  
    Copyright
  


   


  
    Dedication
  


   


  
    Preface
  


   


  
    Introduction
  


   


  
    1 He Is Coming!
  


   


  
    2 State Of The Church: Legalism, Faithfulness And Syncretism
  


   


  
    3 State Of The Church: Complacency, Steadfastness And Self-Sufficiency
  

   


  
    4 Holy Is The Lord God Almighty
  

   


  
    5 Worthy Is The Lamb
  


   


  
    6 How Long Until You Judge?
  


   


  
    7 Redeemed Out Of Tribulation
  


   


  
    8 Four Warnings From Heaven
  


   


  
    9 Unrepentant In Spite Of Hellish Woes
  


   


  
    10 An Open Letter To The Nations
  


   


  
    11 Witness Vindicated
  


   


  
    12 War In Heaven Reflected On Earth
  


   


  
    13 Satan’s Proxies Make War Against The Saints
  


   


  
    14 The Harvest Is Ripe
  


   


  
    15 With Them God’s Wrath Is Completed
  


   


  
    16 It Is Done!
  


   


  
    17 Babylon, The Mother Of Prostitutes
  


   


  
    18 In One Hour Her Doom Has Come!
  


   


  
    19 With Justice He Judges And Makes War
  


   


  
    20 Reigning With Christ vs. Bound And Condemned
  


   


  
    21 The Holy City
  


   


  
    22 No More Curse, Take The Gift Of The Water Of Life
  


   


  
    Appendix 1 - The Four Basic Interpretive Approaches To Revelation
  


   


  
    Appendix 2 - Views Of The Millennium
  


   


  
    Appendix 3 - Revelation, The Counterpart To Genesis
  


   


  
    Appendix 4 - The Seven Beatitudes Of Revelation
  


   


  
    Appendix 5 - Alphabetical Glossary Of Terms, Metaphors And Symbols
  


   

  
    Appendix 6 - Structural Diagram Of Revelation
  


   


  
    Bibliography
  


   


  
    About The Author
  


   


  
    Other Books By Jonathan Turner
  


  Preface


  How I Came To Write A Commentary On Revelation


  While returning from a mission trip, my father and I stopped over for a few days in London, England. We stayed at the home of Fred and Charlotte Miller who, at the time, were church-planting missionaries there. My parents and the Millers knew each other from years past, so Dad was looking forward to spending some time with them.


  Our visit was not long after the fall of the Soviet Union. On our first night, Fred began to wax lyrical about the opportunities opening up to spread the Gospel in Eastern Europe. He viewed it as a fulfillment of prophecy from Revelation. Before Fred could finish his explanation, my father rudely interrupted and challenged Fred’s understanding. While Fred saw the fulfillment in terms of the Holy Spirit sweeping through the nations and bringing them to faith, Dad thought the prophecies portended the nations gathering for war. The discussion was so heated I worried it might become physical. Fortunately, both men pulled back from the brink. The rest of our visit was amicable, though the whole time there was an underlying tension between the two. They did not bring the subject up again. (I am happy to report that in later years they were able to talk rationally about their differences and come to a mutual understanding.)


  Several years after that incident Fred spoke at the church I was attending in the States. I reminded him of our visit in London and asked if he would be willing to share his views on Revelation since Dad prevented him from doing so at the time. He graciously agreed. After services about six of us gathered in the preacher’s study. For about two hours Fred spoke to us extemporaneously. Though he used no notes, his overview of Revelation was masterful.


  Not only was I impressed with Fred’s mastery of the subject, for the first time I heard a coherent and comprehensive explanation of what the book of Revelation is all about. For years I had struggled to make sense of the book. I wavered between feeling stupid for not being able to understand, feelings of guilt, and frustration because I intuitively knew I was missing out on an important message. Now, at last, Fred provided me with a way forward. Perhaps there was hope for me after all!


  Fred interpreted Revelation from an historical point of view. He believed that the visions in Revelation provide a sequential road-map of actual history from the Apostolic period to the return of Christ. Listening to him speak, I realized that I did not have nearly as good a grasp of world history as I needed to understand the imagery. I determined to rectify that fault. As part of the process, I read Fred’s commentary on Revelation, as well as several others. Somewhere along the line I read the boast that all that was needed to prove the inspiration of Scripture was the book of Revelation and a copy of Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire.


  Though I enjoy history, I soon found myself drowning in a sea of details – historical details which sometimes did not seem significant to me, but did to the commentators. Since maps and diagrams help me visualize and understand narratives (a picture is worth a thousand words), it occurred to me that constructing a timeline of history and placing the visions of Revelation upon it would be very helpful. After all, if the visions really do disclose historical events, it should be easy to graph them. I had never encountered such a chart, and thought it would help me wrap my head around the visions.


  Much to my chagrin, I couldn’t do it. The timeline I thought would be so easy to construct, refused to cooperate. I spent countless hours wrestling with the history books and the commentaries and couldn’t make them harmonize.


  The first ‘red flag’ was finding historical mistakes in the commentaries. Admittedly, most of them were minor, like the date of the first use of cannon in siege warfare. I could overlook a few glitches, but when they started to accumulate, I found myself becoming alarmed. If Revelation is a view of unfolding history, it would behoove commentators to be accurate in regard to history. If they aren’t, it calls their interpretation into question.


  Another thing which bothered me was the commentators’ choice of which historical events fulfilled the visions. Why, for example, was one sack of Rome so significant while others were passed over altogether? Why was there no mention of vital turning points in world history, for instance, the battle of Manzikert in 1071 which sealed the fate of the eastern portion of the Byzantine Empire? While I have no desire to impugn anyone, it began to look like some commentators were ‘cherry-picking’ the data.


  To go along with this unsettling thought, I couldn’t understand why the commentators seemed to ‘go to seed’ on the Napoleonic Wars, while totally ignoring the World Wars. It seems to me that World War I had far more of an impact on society and the world order than Napoleon did. (To be fair, some of the major commentaries written from the Historicist interpretive approach were written prior to the World Wars.)


  Something else I ran into was no matter how I ‘folded, spindled or mutilated’ the dates, I could not make the Arab conquest of northern Africa fit the time-frame so blithely assumed by the commentators. I tried to make things fit using the Gregorian calendar. I tried the Islamic calendar. I calculated the dates using so-called ‘prophetic’ time. Nothing worked. It was beyond me. The thought occurred to me that if the historical approach is correct, then it shouldn’t be necessary to jump through a bunch of arcane calculations to make things fit. If it is so difficult for me, where does that leave the majority of Christians who don’t have access to the resources I do?


  Perhaps the ‘straw that broke the camel’s back’ was that the commentators could not agree on what the 1,260 days in chapter 11 and following mean. Certainly the meaning was not obvious if so many people came up with different interpretations.


  By now I was thoroughly discouraged by the accumulating problems. I came to the conclusion that while a simple, reliable way to link the visions of Revelation to actual history may exist, I hadn’t found it. As much as I appreciated Fred, it appeared to me that he was wrong.


  But this left me with a problem. If the Historicist interpretive approach to Revelation was untenable, then what was left? I did not have an answer.


  By now I had been teaching in the church for several years. From time to time people asked me to hold a class on Revelation. I always refused because I will not teach something I myself do not understand. But with each request the pressure mounted. What was I to do? How to make sense of the cacophony of differing and mutually contradictory interpretations? A major break in my understanding came with the publication of the book, Revelation, Four Views, A Parallel Commentary, edited by Steve Gregg. For the first time I realized that there are four broad interpretive approaches to Revelation. (For an overview of the four approaches, see Appendix 1.) At last I had some way to categorize the commentaries, and some objective standards by which to evaluate them.


  The more I studied, the more the ‘Spiritual’ or ‘Idealist’ approach to Revelation started to make sense to me. When a congregation asked me to teach a survey of the New Testament I prepared an overview of the four basic approaches to Revelation and suggested a speculative framework for further study utilizing the Idealist viewpoint. (See my book, A Survey of New Testament History, published in 2014.) Though the basic approach seemed logical, it still left open the question of what the visions actually mean.


  In 2022, the congregation where I serve as an Elder spent a year on expository messages from each of the 27 New Testament books. Three sermons from the book of Revelation fell to me. Suddenly, it became imperative to go deeper than the general framework I’d suggested earlier. What could I present with confidence?


  Something which helped during my studies was discovering how much Revelation draws on other Scripture. I hadn’t realized the parallels which exist between the visions John saw, the Fall, the Exodus, Jesus’ discourse in Matthew chapter 24, and so on. Not to mention the tie-in with the prophecies of Isaiah, Daniel, Ezekiel and others. Tracing the links illuminated many passages in Revelation. Scripture interprets Scripture! At last, everything started to fall in place for me. For the first time in my life I began to understand in a comprehensive, coherent and consistent fashion. It was gratifying to finally ‘get’ it, as well as humbling that it took me so long!


  About the same time, church leaders whom I was mentoring in another country started asking questions about Revelation. I answered the best I could, but that merely whetted their appetites. The first couple of times they asked me to teach them the book, I demurred. However, I felt that the time eventually would come when I could no longer put people off.


  In short, this commentary came about, not only to answer my own questions, but from the need to have something which I felt confident in teaching others. May it serve the same purpose for you!


  Introduction


  What This Book Is All About


  As noted in the Preface, this commentary came from my own need to understand what the book of Revelation means. In addition to my own personal edification, others ask me from time to time to teach a class on the book. I refuse to teach something I personally do not understand. I also cannot, in good conscience, teach a subject if I cannot do it from conviction. It is one thing to present different interpretations, or a range of possibilities but, a teacher must know what he himself believes to do justice to a subject. This book does not provide a broad range of scholarly opinion. Instead, it reflects what I have come to believe regarding Revelation.


  Since this commentary reflects my own understanding of the book, it’s important for readers to know the reasoning behind my interpretation. I depended on several principles to help me evaluate the different approaches to Revelation and to discover the meaning of the various visions.


  1) Since John penned the book of Revelation primarily to the churches of Asia which existed at the time, the message must have made sense to the Christians of that time. Similarly, the book must have been applicable to them.


  2) Since all those who have ears are admonished to listen to what the Spirit says to the churches, the interpretation must also be relevant to Christians today.


  3) The interpretation of any piece of literature depends on its genre. For example, we do not read poetry using the same criteria as we do when reading a legal brief or a medical journal. The tropes of a romance are different than those of a murder mystery. Revelation is an apocalypse. The apocalypse genre relies heavily on metaphors and symbolism. Therefore, unless there is a good reason to make an exception, all of the visions in Revelation must be interpreted symbolically.


  4) God does not change. One of the implications of this is, His revealed word is consistent. The book of Revelation draws heavily from other Scripture. Its message must, therefore, be in harmony with the passages it alludes to, as well as the overall thrust of the Bible. In other words, Revelation will never contradict other Scripture. If our interpretation is at odds with other passages, our interpretation is wrong. In light of this, the meaning of a symbol in Revelation will most probably match the meaning of the symbol in the passage from which it was taken. It also means that when a figure of speech or symbol is defined in the text, we must accept that definition in other places. For example, since Revelation 1:20 defines lampstands as symbols for churches, we shouldn’t look for a different meaning when we encounter lampstands in chapter 11.


  In addition to the above principles, I have written under the following assumptions:


  1) The book of Revelation is true, it is inspired by God and belongs in the canon of Scripture.


  2) It was revealed to and written down by the Apostle John.


  3) The Apostle most likely penned it around the year 95 or 96AD.


  4) Of the four basic interpretive approaches to Revelation, the ‘Spiritual’ or ‘Idealist’ interpretive viewpoint provides the best understanding. For an overview of the four basic ways to interpret the book, please refer to Appendix 1.


  5) Of the three main ways to look at the 1,000 year reign of Christ mentioned in chapter 20, the Amillennial position harmonizes best, not only with the rest of Revelation but also, with other Scripture.


  Though I have called these positions ‘assumptions,’ I have arrived at them after much study. For the pros, cons and other alternatives to each of these positions, please consult the books listed in the bibliography.


  Though this commentary is fairly comprehensive, it does not attempt to explain every phrase and nuance. Yes, details are important! However, I have observed that some commentators throw out such a cloud of minutia that it obscures the main point. I have tried to strike a balance between depth, complexity and clarity.


  In order to reduce complexity, there are no footnotes or endnotes of any kind in this work. That was a deliberate choice on my part. While this commentary is for scholars, in the sense of people who wish to learn, it is not intended to be scholarly. One reason for this is to make life easier for people such as those I work with in other countries. Since they do not have access to the works available to me, notes would add nothing except frustration. Also, I suspect that the average, non-academic Christian appreciates not having to wade through fine print in order to find desired information. Should someone object to the methodology, I am merely following in the steps of such luminaries as William Barclay and B.W. Johnson.


  Another reason for the lack of notes is that though I have benefited from the work of others and gleaned ideas from many sources, I have not directly quoted them. The wording is my own. In the few instances where I borrow from another work, I give the reference in the text itself rather than in a note. Similarly, all references to Scriptures are in the text. If readers wish more information regarding a particular verse or subject they may consult the books listed in the bibliography.


  I have also refrained from delving into the Greek grammar or vocabulary of Revelation. The few exceptions are to point out something which I felt needed to be clarified in the NIV translation. My goal was not to demonstrate technical mastery of the text but to enable people to understand and apply the message of the book.


  Though I have avoided using notes, there are several appendices which readers may find helpful. One is an alphabetical glossary of terms, metaphors and symbols with their definitions. This is something which I have not seen in any other commentary. Another appendix contains a diagram of Revelation’s format, showing how the various visions relate to each other.


  If the book of Revelation truly is relevant to Christians today as well as the churches to whom it was first addressed, it follows that it should make a difference in our lives. My hope is not only to help people understand the various images and metaphors in Revelation, but aid them in making the message personal. Throughout the commentary I have included applications. Most of them are in the form of questions which each reader can ask of himself.


  Some readers may see a similarity between this commentary and W. Hendriksen’s More Than Conquerors. Chalk it up to serendipity. Though I had seen Hendriksen’s work referenced in other books, a copy of it did not come my way until I was well into Revelation chapter 21. I did not crib from him. Also, some of my conclusions differ from his.


  This commentary is designed to be read with an open Bible at hand. One reason is that the commentary does not include the text of Revelation. A person will have to read the relevant portion of the text from his Bible before reading what I have to say about it. Also, while I have quoted many of the Scriptures alluded to in Revelation, there are also a great many references which I have not quoted. To receive the full benefit or to check the context, it will be necessary to look them up. Though this commentary is based on the NIV, any faithful translation can be used.


  Outlining Revelation can be quite a challenge because of the richness and complexity of the text. To simplify things for readers I have chosen to divide this commentary into 22 chapters – one for each chapter of Revelation. So, for example, if someone has a question about something in Revelation chapter 15, he could read my understanding of it by turning to chapter 15 in the commentary. However, when John penned Revelation, he did not divide it into chapters and verses. Instead, based on 1:19, the material seems to fit into the three broad categories of “what you have seen, what is now and what will take place later.” To reflect this, I have given prefixes to the subject headings in the commentary. The prefix ‘S’ applies to “what you have seen.” The prefix ‘N’ pertains to “what is now” and the prefix ‘F’ (for ‘Future’) to “what will take place later.”


  However, Revelation is also a letter which follows the letter-writing conventions of Apostolic period. Headings in the commentary with the prefix ‘L’ refer to the various sections of a typical letter. Appendix 6 provides a complete view of how I have organized the material and how the prefixes fit together.


  The Gospel is simple enough that a child can understand it, yet so deep that a lifetime of study is not sufficient to plumb its depths. I do not claim that this commentary provides a complete or full explanation of Revelation’s meaning. No doubt much could be added or fleshed out. Without doubt more examples and applications can be found. However, I do believe that this commentary can provide a solid foundation for anyone who is trying to understand what Revelation is all about. I do believe it can help people see how the message of Revelation is relevant to our world and how it impacts their own personal lives. At the very least it can provide a springboard for further study. To study the book is worthwhile because, as Revelation itself says, “...blessed are those who hear it and take to heart what is written in it...” (Revelation 1:3)


  Chapter 2


  State Of The Church: Legalism, Faithfulness, Compromise And Syncretism


  In chapters 2 and 3, Christ addresses letters to the seven churches. Though His message is specific to each church, it is also for all the followers of Christ. We see this through the repeated statement, “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.”


  III. What Is Now (Revelation 2:1-3:22)


  N-1. The Letter To The Church In Ephesus (Revelation 2:1-7)


  [Read Revelation 2:1-7]


  The church in Ephesus is the only one of the seven churches of Asia to which one of the other letters in the New Testament is addressed. The church was founded by the Apostle Paul on his third missionary journey. He stayed there approximately two years. During that time, the Gospel message spread throughout the entire province. So many people came to Christ that it changed the economy in Ephesus. The number of pilgrims visiting the temple of Artemis dropped off. This, in turn affected the silversmiths who sold shrines of Artemis to the pilgrims. In addition, the converts to Christ burned their magic books. This, too, undoubtedly had an economic effect on those who manufactured and sold such things.


  The economic upset sparked a riot of the silversmiths and craftsmen in related trades (Acts 19:23-41). Though Paul already planned to leave, the riot may have accelerated his timetable. Several months later, after collecting an offering for the poor in Jerusalem, Paul summoned the Elders of the Ephesian church to meet with him at Miletus. During this meeting Paul warned them that some of their number would begin to teach false doctrine in order to develop personal followings.


  Later, Paul wrote a letter to the church from prison. (Actually, it was probably a circular letter to all the churches in the province of Asia, but is addressed to Ephesus since Ephesus was the major city in the province.) In it he commended the church for their love and urged them to continue to grow in their love.


  Unfortunately, Paul’s warning to the Elders about false teachers proved correct. Since he couldn’t deal with the situation personally, Paul tasked Timothy with correcting the problem. He gave Timothy these instructions: “As I urged you when I went into Macedonia, stay there in Ephesus so that you may command certain men not to teach false doctrines any longer nor to devote themselves to myths and endless genealogies. These promote controversies rather than God’s work–which is by faith.” (1 Timothy 1:3-4)


  It’s important to understand that though it is essential to have correct doctrine, correct doctrine is not an end in itself. Right after telling Timothy to deal with the people who were spreading false doctrine, Paul writes, “The goal of this command is love, which comes from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith.” (1 Timothy 1:5)


  From what Christ said to the church, we learn that it was successful in rooting out the false doctrine. The church “tested those who claimed to be apostles but are not, and found them false.” Further, they did not let down their guard. They did not become weary in standing up for and preserving sound teaching – even though they had to endure hardship to do so.


  However, in the process they forgot the purpose. In their zeal for truth, they let go of their love. Apparently even John, the Apostle who received the visions of Revelation and whom we know as the ‘Apostle of Love,’ was unable to change a church culture of hyper-critical legalism at Ephesus. It is also possible that the Christians at Ephesus demonstrated their lack of love by not caring for the needs of fellow believers (see Matthew 25:31-46). This error of loveless correctness was at least as bad as accepting false doctrine. It was so serious that Christ said He would remove the church if it did not reform. What was the solution? It was the same as for any other sin. The church needed to repent.


  What were the practices of the Nicolaitans? No one knows at this point. Some have suggested that the Nicolaitans were a cult formed by one of the seven who were appointed to distribute food to the Grecian widows in the church at Jerusalem. We read about this incident in Acts chapter 6. The name of one of the seven men chosen was Nicolas (Acts 6:5). Their practices are as obscure as their origin. Because Christ mentions them again in the context of Balaam’s teaching (Revelation 2:14-15) it is possible that they advocated a fusion of pagan and Christian ethics. For example, in their view since the church faced persecution, it would be permissible to burn a pinch of incense on the altar in front of a statue of the Emperor or offer a sacrifice to him while still acknowledging Christ. It would be acceptable to make other cultural accommodations as well.


  Application: These days there is a lot of discussion about being a ‘secret believer.’ Many say that it is legitimate to present oneself as a Hindu or Muslim, participate in the religious observances, such as bowing to the idols in a temple or praying toward Mecca in the mosque, while acknowledging Jesus as Lord and Savior. Some see doing this as a way to infiltrate other belief systems. However, the most common reason not to make a clean break with a prior religion is to avoid persecution. As we shall see from what Jesus says to the church at Thyatira, He regards practicing the rituals of other religions as sin (Revelation 2:20-23).


  The Apostle Paul explains it this way: “I speak to sensible people; judge for yourselves what I say. Is not the cup of thanksgiving for which we give thanks a participation in the blood of Christ? And is not the bread that we break a participation in the body of Christ? ... the sacrifices of pagans are offered to demons, not to God, and I do not want you to be participants with demons. You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons too; you cannot have a part in both the Lord’s table and the table of demons. Are we trying to arouse the Lord’s jealousy? Are we stronger than he?” (1 Corinthians 10:15-22)


  Do I love the truth enough to stand up for it? Do I love the Lord enough to leave my old way of life even if it means I must die for Him? Do I demonstrate love even while in the process of confronting false doctrine?


  To those who heeded Christ’s warning and overcame the sin of not loving, He would give the right to eat from the ‘tree of life.’ The first mention of this tree is in Genesis 2:9. It was located in the Garden of Eden. After Adam and Eve sinned, God banned them from Eden so they would not be able to eat from the tree and live forever (Genesis 3:22-24).


  Now, the tree is located in ‘paradise.’ The word ‘paradise’ means a ‘park’ or a ‘walled garden.’ The New Testament uses the term to refer to the place where the souls of faithful people go after death. Jesus promised the thief on the cross that he would be with Him that day in paradise (Luke 23:43). Paul also mentions paradise when he writes about his visions (2 Corinthians 12:2-4).


  In Christ, the ban separating us from the tree of life is ended. Later in chapter 22 of Revelation we read that the ‘tree of life’ is growing in the ‘New Jerusalem’ and all those whom Christ has redeemed will be able to eat of it. To put it another way, those who repent of loveless legalism will be granted eternal life.


  N-2. The Letter To The Church In Smyrna (Revelation 2:8-11)


  [Read Revelation 2:8-11]


  At the time John wrote, Smyrna had the largest population of Jews of any city in the province of Asia. It was also a center of Emperor worship. During this time, it was mandatory for every citizen to burn incense to the divine Caesar or face death.


  Other than what is written here, Scripture doesn’t say anything about this church. All we know is that this congregation was poor and faced severe persecution. Apparently some of this persecution was religious in nature. It came from people who called themselves Jews.


  The fact that Jesus referred to these ethnic Jews but who were not the true descendants of Abraham (see John 8:37-44) as “a synagogue of Satan” tells us who really motivated them. It was probably these Jews who were the most active in denouncing the Christians as heretics. It was they who took the lead in getting them in trouble with the authorities for not acknowledging the Emperor as divine.


  From a human point of view, it looked like the church at Smyrna was totally helpless and insignificant. However, Christ’s view of it was very different. He had no words of rebuke. He didn’t tell them to shape up. In contrast to Ephesus and several of the other churches they didn’t have any sin to repent of. In His estimation the people weren’t poor; they were rich. They weren’t at the mercy of their persecutors. Instead, by standing up for Christ in the face of opposition, by having a faith which was strong enough that they were willing to give their lives for Christ, they were worthy of receiving a crown.


  Application: Success, as Christ defines it, cannot be measured by popularity or by wealth. In many situations it is necessary to choose between them and following Christ. Am I willing to forego income and reputation in order to obtain ‘true riches’? Am I so dedicated to Christ (is my faith so strong) that I am willing to go to jail, suffer and even give my life for Him?


  What did Jesus mean by the phrase, “the second death”? In Revelation 20:14 we learn that ‘the second death’ is another description of ‘the lake of fire,’ that is, hell. The Christians at Smyrna might have to die for their faith, but the ‘second death,’ that is hell, had no power over them. As the Apostle Paul said, quoting Habakkuk, “...The righteous will live by faith.” (Romans 1:17, Habakkuk 2:4)


  N-3. The Letter To The Church In Pergamum (Revelation 2:12-17)


  [Read Revelation 2:12-17]


  The city of Pergamum was famous for its beauty and wealth. Its library was second only to that at Alexandria, Egypt. When Alexandria learned of the intent to build a rival library, it stopped the export of papyrus. This forced Pergamum to develop an alternative. Their answer to the ban on papyrus was to invent vellum or parchment (pergamene) which is made from animal skins.


  The city was also famous for its sculptures, its temples to many of the pagan gods and its palaces. One of its temples was to the god of healing, Asclepius. As a result many traveled to Pergamum in search of cures, much as they travel to Lourdes, today. Christ’s evaluation of the city was that it was actually the place from where Satan exercised his rule.


  Pergamum was another church which faced persecution. They not only lived under the threat of death, one of their number had already been martyred. In spite of the pressure to renounce Christ, they remained faithful. However, not all was well. A few people in the congregation had started to listen to false teaching. It seems strange that people who were willing to suffer for Christ would compromise in this way.


  It’s possible they didn’t recognize it as a compromise. Jesus says that He is the One who has the “sharp, double-edged sword.” If the people don’t repent, He will fight against them with His sword. The sword is a metaphor for the word of God (Ephesians 6:17, Hebrews 4:12). It seems, then, that the real problem at Pergamum was that the people didn’t know or understand God’s word as they should have. This made them easy prey for those who twisted or misrepresented the Scriptures.


   One of the errors people at Pergamum fell into was the teaching of Balaam. This refers to the incident recorded in Numbers, chapters 22 through 25. When the Israelites were on their way from Egypt to the Promised Land, King Balak hired Balaam to come and curse them. Balaam was a prophet of God. When he discovered that he couldn’t curse the Israelites, because God turned his attempts to do so into blessings, Balaam advised Balak to invite the Israelite men to their pagan feasts. It was a short step from there to indulging in the sexual activity which went on as part of the festivals. To put it another way, Balaam couldn’t curse God’s people, but he arranged for them to bring God’s curse on themselves.


  Application: Just because someone is a prophet of God doesn’t mean that everything he says is right and good. In addition to legitimate prophets of God like Balaam who misuse their role (Deuteronomy 13:1-8), we must also be on guard against false prophets. God instructed the Israelites, “But a prophet who presumes to speak in my name anything I have not commanded him to say, or a prophet who speaks in the name of other gods, must be put to death. You may say to yourselves, “How can we know when a message has not been spoken by the LORD?” If what a prophet proclaims in the name of the LORD does not take place or come true, that is a message the LORD has not spoken. That prophet has spoken presumptuously. Do not be afraid of him.”” (Deuteronomy 18:20-22)


  Unfortunately, there are a lot of self-styled prophets whose prophecies made in the name of the Lord have proven false. For example, scores of people have predicted that God has revealed to them the date when Christ will return. In spite of the fact that Christ has not returned at the time so boldly stated, it does not prevent these so-called prophets from making even more predictions. Since they have misrepresented God and their relationship to Him, we should not listen to anything they say. We must also bear in mind that God is consistent. He will never contradict something which He has already revealed. A true prophet will never contradict what God has already said in the Bible. We need to be careful that we know God’s word for ourselves so that we can evaluate what we’re being told. Otherwise, we can easily fall into error.


  Unlike the Christians at Ephesus who hated the practices of the Nicolaitans, there were some at Pergamum who accepted their teaching. Regardless of the error, whether it was a lack of love or whether it was accepting false teaching, the remedy was the same: Repentance. To not repent and continue in the error is to invite destruction.


  Though there were problems at Pergamum, there was also hope. Christ said that He would give those who overcame some of the ‘hidden manna’ and a ‘white stone’ with a ‘new name’ written on it.


  What does that mean? God fed the Israelites with manna or “bread from heaven” during their wanderings in the wilderness before they arrived at the Promised Land. A pot of it was kept in the Ark of the Covenant in the Tabernacle, next to the stone tablets on which God inscribed the Ten Commandments. According to Jewish myth, Jeremiah hid the ark and the pot containing the manna before the Babylonians conquered Jerusalem. It’s a myth because Scripture tells us that the pot had been removed from the Ark long before then (1 Kings 8:9, 2 Chronicles 5:10). In any case, the Jews pictured the coming of God’s Kingdom as a great banquet. We see this reflected in several of the parables Jesus told. At the banquet, so people thought, the manna Jeremiah hid would be served. Jesus also used the metaphor of manna in His sermon on the ‘bread of life’ which we read in John chapter 6. There He used manna as a metaphor for His teaching. Putting it all together, what Christ promised to those who overcame at Pergamum is a seat at the Messianic banquet table.


  The ‘white stone’ refers to how jurors would render verdicts. Each juror had two stones – one white and one black. If he tossed the white stone into the basket it meant he found the defendant not guilty. Conversely, he used the black stone to condemn. Paul mentions this practice in Acts 26:10, where he describes how he persecuted Christians. He says, “...On the authority of the chief priests I put many of the saints in prison, and when they were put to death, I cast my vote against them.” He literally says, “I cast the stone against them.” It’s exactly the same idea as when we talk about ‘black-balling’ someone. Jesus told the people at Pergamum that even though the world might condemn them, He will acquit all those who overcome of any guilt.


  What about the ‘new name’? There is a long tradition that names convey power. To allow someone to know your true name is to give them a measure of power over you. For example, God gave Adam dominion over the animals (Genesis 1:28). Then, we see God bringing all the animals to Adam so he can name them (Genesis 2:19). As another example, consider the incident when Jacob wrestled with God in Genesis chapter 32. God gave Jacob a new name, but refused to tell Jacob His name. We also see from the Gospel accounts that Jesus asked demons their names before casting them out. When Christ tells the overcomers at Pergamum that they will have a new name which no one else knows, it signifies that none of their oppressors nor any of the pagan gods will have any power over them.


  N-4. The Letter To The Church In Thyatira (Revelation 2:18-29)


  [Read Revelation 2:18-29]


  While Pergamum was famous as a center of learning and healing, Thyatira was a relatively unimportant trading city. It mostly dealt with clothing and materials necessary to make clothing. Lydia whom Paul met in the city of Philippi, was a dealer in purple cloth. She originally came from Thyatira (Acts 16:14). Thyatira was also known as a source of excellent work in bronze.


  We can say that the church in Thyatira was a mirror image of the church at Ephesus. At Ephesus, their doctrine was right, but they had no love. In contrast, Christ commends the church at Thyatira for their love, but rebukes them for their tolerance of falsehood. Their problem was not the same as the church at Pergamum which seems to have fallen into error because the people didn’t know God’s word. No, the church at Thyatira knew what was right, but they tolerated the self-styled prophetess Jezebel.


  One thing we can learn from this is that toleration of sin is not love. Unfortunately, many in our culture try to redefine sin as ‘alternative lifestyles.’ They claim that people do such things because God made them that way. Who are we to denounce people for the way God made them? Such people confuse love with not only accepting, but affirming or endorsing behaviors and lifestyles which are contrary to God’s standards. Conversely, they say that to disapprove of, or not condone, such practices or lifestyles is hate. But love, as the Scriptures define it does not mean that we must accept or put up with evil. Quite the contrary. Consider the example of Jesus. He loved us enough to die for us. Yet, he had no tolerance for the hypocrisy of the religious leaders of the day (Matthew 23:23-36). He would not excuse sin or wrongdoing. Instead, His message to sinners was, “...Go now and leave your life of sin.” (John 8:11. See also John 5:14, Luke 13:1-5.)


  Application: It is ironic that many of those who loudly endorse such policies as DEI (Diversity, Equity and Inclusion), and issue slogans such as “Hate Divides; Love Unites” are the most guilty when it comes to discriminating against people with the wrong skin color. They are the ones who are the quickest to label as ‘Haters’ those who disagree in matters of morality and righteousness. No doubt racism and hate do exist. However, we must not make the mistake of exchanging racism against one group with racism against another. We cannot combat hate by hating those who have different standards. It is a perversion of God’s love to demonize and discriminate against those who uphold God’s standards.


  In my attempt to be tolerant and accepting, do I overlook or downplay people’s sin? Am I willing to be labeled ‘intolerant’ or a ‘hater’ or a ‘phobe’ of some sort in order to abide by what the Scriptures say?


  Jezebel may have been the actual name of a woman at Thyatira but, more than likely, Christ is using the name metaphorically. The reference is to a queen of Israel who introduced Baal worship into the kingdom (1 Kings 16:31, 21:25). She tried to kill off the prophets of God and installed her own prophets who led the people into idolatry (1 Kings 18:4, 19).


  What Christ is telling the church at Thyatira is that the two systems are incompatible. We can’t follow Christ and idols too. We have to make a choice. It is only those who choose to hold on to their faith in Christ who will receive blessings.


  In contrast, Jezebel and those who choose to follow her teachings will, “suffer intensely.” They will receive the consequences of the path they have chosen to follow. As Christ said, their own deeds will determine whether they are punished or rewarded. Jezebel and her followers could have received mercy and forgiveness, but they refused to repent even though Christ gave them plenty of time.


  Here we see two great truths. The first is that even wicked people can be redeemed. But, they must be willing to change. They must renounce their sin. Christ not only gives them the opportunity to repent, that is, to change the direction they are headed, but also enough time to do so. “The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.” (2 Peter 3:9, see also Ezekiel 18:23, 31-32)


  The second great truth is that time to repent is not unlimited. If a person will not repent within the time given, the opportunity will close. Several times in Revelation we will see that people refuse to repent in spite of the calamities which come upon them as a result of their sin. Eventually, the opportunity to repent comes to an end. When the judgment comes, it will be too late.


  The first thing those who overcome will receive is authority to rule. To put it another way, Christians will become co-rulers with Christ. One of the things the Jezebel at Thyatira apparently promised her adherents was knowledge of Satan’s “deep secrets.” In other words, she offered power. True power, however, comes only through being faithful to Christ. (See Matthew 19:28, 1 Corinthians 6:2.)


  Overcomers will also receive the “morning star.” In the ancient world, this was another name for the planet Venus. It symbolized domination and victory. Revelation 22:16, also calls Jesus “the bright morning star.” We won’t gain mastery over Satan by learning his so-called deep secrets or practicing the pagan rituals. It is only by remaining true to Christ that we will have victory and domination over evil.


  Application: The stores are filled with self-help books. These books promise to grant us mastery over various aspects of our lives. While they can be helpful, they can also pull our attention away from what is truly important. They can suggest worldly solutions for spiritual problems. Am I trying to achieve spiritual victory by anything other than Christ?


  Chapter 3


  State Of The Church: Complacency, Steadfastness And Self-Sufficiency


  N-5. The Letter To The Church In Sardis (Revelation 3:1-6)


  [Read Revelation 3:1-6]


  Like Thyatira, Sardis was a trading city. It was a center of the wool industry and dominated the trade through the Aegean Islands. Even more importantly, it was built in a militarily strategic location. It commanded the military road through the Hermus River valley. Its fortress was considered virtually impregnable and, in fact, was only captured twice.


  The church at Sardis was another congregation where all was not as it seemed. It had a reputation. Like the city where it was located, it appeared strong. If you wanted an active church; if you wanted one that was ‘with it’ and ‘on the ball;’ if you wanted a place that knew how to put on a service that made you feel good – you headed for Sardis. It was the socially acceptable place to go.


  But Jesus’ evaluation was quite different. In His estimation the church wasn’t the live and ‘happening’ place it seemed. It was dead. And what wasn’t quite dead yet, was dying. The church was active but not in the things Christ wanted to see. He said that its deeds were incomplete. They had forgotten what they had “received and heard.” This undoubtedly refers to the word of God. The Apostle Paul writes to the Thessalonians, “And we also thank God continually because, when you received the word of God, which you heard from us
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