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     It’s important to us, isn’t it, who it is that is sending us our mail? Some we set aside to open later, some we put on a stack for “maybe”, some goes into “file thirteen” without even getting opened, and then there are those we open immediately because we recognize who it is coming from and are eager to hear from them.  It is in this way that we open this letter because it if from the one…”who has the sharp two-edged sword.  This is still another description of the giver of the Revelation: Jesus Christ.  As the other names were pertinent to the particular church to which they were address, so too, this name for him is significant for the church at Pergamum.  He who has the two-edged sword is appropriate for a church that needs to separate itself from inappropriate ties in order to be clear about who they were.  It needed to cut itself loose from entanglements that were affecting its commitment to their Lord.  They had to be truthful regarding themselves. So we turn to the letter.
    The message to this church begins again with I know; a reassurance that we are known and cared for, but also a reminder that nothing gets past this author.

     I know where you are living….  He assures the church that he is aware of the context it is in.  It is a hostile one… a place where Satan dwells.  This is not typical talk for Presbyterians.  We don’t often hear about Satan, sin or evil.  That’s negative talk!  We like to talk about Grace, love and peace.  But we will never appreciate grace without confronting truthfully our sin.  We will never plumb the depths of love without admitting our indifference to others, and we will fail to appreciate the pleasure of peace if we have not known the horrors of hostility.  Jesus does not condemn the church for the environment in which they live, he acknowledges it.  There is opposition!  It’s a place where Satan dwells.  Pergamum was a key city in Asia at the time of this letter.  As capital city of that area it became the center for the Roman government and its state religion.  Temples were erected and religious festivals were held.  The emperors were considered divine and therefore were to be worshipped.  This of course became a conflict for Christians in Pergamum.  What were they to do?  They would be in trouble if they refused to worship the emperor who for them embodied Satan.  Yet
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 they could lose their friendships with their neighbors.  They might lose their jobs if they were thought to be disloyal citizens.

     In the midst of this environment Christ praises them for they held fast my name, our text says, and you did not deny your faith in me.  They did this under severe distress, even when one of their members, Antipas, was put to death.  The persecution was not imagined, it became very real with his death.  Yet they did not deny their faith in Christ.  Sometimes we overlook the little words in the text.  But the prepositions in here is significant.  It does not say faith about Christ, but faith in Christ.  They were not simply hanging on to a creedal statement or dogma.  They were not simply being persistent about an idea they had come to accept.  They were committed to a person.  To believe in Christ is a profound trust in and love for a person!  And Christ commends them for such faith!  He embodied truth for them.  

     But…they have not reach perfection.  They were falling short in a critical area.  One marvels at this.  When I hear of Christians being killed in other countries because of their faith I immediately am impressed and would not be able to find fault with them.  Yet Christ says I have a few things against you.  They are not a complete church, a healthy church.  They have some changes to make.  What could that be?  He goes on to say that they are not taking a stand for the truth.  They are buying into false teachings that will compromise their relationship to him.  This he will not tolerate.  He points out that just as Israel was given a stumbling block, so too they were allowing false teachings and practices to exist side by side the gospel and these were encouraging the practice of fornication and idolatry.  They needed to be fed with the truth.  The practice of compromise that Balak advocated many years before was now being urged by the Nicolaitans.  They were suggesting that to worship the emperor and attend the festivals was not such a serious thing.  They could eat their cake and have it too!  After all, didn’t the Roman government provide safe haven for them?  And look at the jobs they could have if they just bend a little.  Broad minded people surely could see the value of compromise.  Narrow mindedness is crude and being uniformed and shouldn’t have any place in the church.  After all the feast only come once in a great while.  Attend them early and the rest of the time attend church.  What’s wrong with that?

     That kind of open mindedness is appealing to us sophisticated Presbyterians isn’t it?  One of the things that I recoil against is the idea of
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 “my way or the highway”.  To be told there is only one way and it’s my way is a very quick way of turning me off.  To be broad minded is to be open and accepting of others and other ways of doing things.  That perspective appeals to me.  But there are those who reject such a perspective.  There IS only one way to think.  An illustration of this is in our allegiance to our government. It is by some, seen to be unquestionable.  “Love it or leave it” was a bumper sticker I use to see often.  If you question your government it was evidence that you did not love it.  Our faith in the President and our form of government is expected to be on a par with our commitment to our religious faith.  I have been questioned when I took a stand in opposition to a political candidate or to an action by our government.  To separate being Christian from being American is unthinkable for some.  To defend one’s country and one’s faith is of one piece.  
     I am concerned, however, when we too closely identify our country and our faith.  We can be proud of our country and its leaders.  Just as Paul was Proud of being a Roman Citizen.  But do we distinguish between our loyalty to one verses the other.  Can we clearly separate them?  One of the dangers of having the national flag in the sanctuary is that it contributes to this confusion.  What is this symbolism saying to us?  Are we suggesting ours is a Christian nation?  What truth telling is happening?
     Yet the church in Pergamum was warned about too closely identifying the church with the state.  Idolatry and fornication was being advocated in their participation in the various rites of the state religion while at the same time clinging to their Christianity.  History has demonstrated only too often how governments can expect unswerving loyalty from it s citizens, and when it is given, it leads them in directions that compromise the truth.  

      Christ calls for repentance.  Repentance means an about face, a change of direction, a new way of thinking and behaving.  For it became apparent that what they believed to be true was leading them to behavior that was inconsistent with their faith in Christ.  Allegiance to the truth is a key ingredient in being a healthy church.  

     Well, I can just hear some say, “so what’s new?”  To say truth is a key ingredient of a healthy church is like saying “baseball, hotdogs and apple pie are American.”  But is it?  I wonder if we are committed to seeking the truth.  I fear that the modern day church is content to simply do the rituals of faith, but not struggle with the hard work of maintaining or searching for truth.  I get the feeling that we have given up on that and turned it over to the
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 professionals.  Let the seminary profs and the theologians worry about that.  The reason I say this is that over the last couple of decades the attendance at adult education in the church has plummeted.  There is always a clamor for Adult Ed Bible Study, but when offered only a small handful show up.  And this church is no exception.  There are always too many other things to fit into our schedule than the task of searching for and maintain truth.  I dare say that most of us here can not name the creeds in our Book of Confessions and fewer still can give us a brief summary of what these statements of truth contain.  

     If a class were offered on the Westminster Confession or our new Catechism would a significant number of you attend?  Adult Education is disappearing from our churches at an alarming rate. Men’s Bible Study groups are rare if existing at all.  Women still have some small groups in existence, but they are fading fast. And try to find a young couple’s Bible Study and you would have to look far and long. Is Christ calling us to repent?  Are we to change our ways, to set new priorities?  We do make time for those things we really WANT to do.  Are we truth …full.  So full that we don’t need any more?  As we answer these questions for ourselves let’s also note that:

     This letter contains two promises:

       To those who hear what the Spirit is saying to the churches Jesus says I will give some of the hidden manna.  I wonder, will the bread of communion taste different if we repent?  Will new discoveries bring on new realities?  Do we want to know the truth of what “hidden manna” means?  

     A second promise to those who change or repent is that they will receive a new name written in stone.  A new name symbolizing a new person?  A new reality known only to you?  He who has the sharp two-edged sword desires a complete loyalty that flows from our being truth full regarding ourselves and our allegiances.  

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