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Do we live in a ‘post-truth’ world, a world in 
which truth no longer matters?  

If you look at contemporary British politics you 
may be forgiven for thinking that for many of 
Britain’s leaders, things like competence, 
honesty and keeping your word no longer count 
for much. Instead, the trick seems to be to put a 
spin on everything, to bluster, to make vague 
promises, and above all, never to admit that you 
were in the wrong. 

On the other side of the Atlantic, as the US 
elections draw near, the contest between 
Republicans and Democrats seems to have 
degenerated into a shouting match: provided 
you can turn up the volume and drown out what 
your opponents are saying, who cares where the 
truth lies? 

Many newspapers and news channels these 
days are openly partisan, having abandoned 
almost all pretence of objectivity. Editors and 
news presenters spin the truth in a way that will 

appeal to their readership, often (it is alleged) in 
ways that will further the interests of politicians, 
of big business, and so on. 

And what about the internet? Here again, the 
aim doesn’t seem to be to point to the truth, but 
to tell people what they want to hear. Computer 
algorithms take note of the websites we visit, 
and suggest other similar websites to view. 
That’s not so harmful, perhaps, if the sites in 
question are about cricket or cooking or steam 
trains (as they usually are in my case). But what if 
they are sites promoting conspiracy theories, or 
viciously racist views, or would-be Christian sites 
promoting strange ‘End Times’ teachings? 

Is truth no longer necessary? Do we live in a 
‘post-truth’ world? 

Well, maybe we do, but it’s not a new 
phenomenon. There have always been people 
willing to manipulate the truth, to deceive, to 
put a spin on things to suit their own interests. 

Holding to the Truth in a Culture 
of Lies and Half-Truths  
(Rev. 2:12-17) 
( E D I T E D  V E R S I O N  O F  A  S E R M O N  P R E A C H E D  A T  P R I N S E P  S T R E E T  P R E S B Y T E R I A N  
C H U R C H  O N  1 1  O C T O B E R  2 0 2 0 )



Certainly, that was the world known to the 
Christians in Pergamum towards the end of the 
1st century AD, a world in which many powerful-
seeming authorities made confident claims, and 
many believed them: 

Trust the emperor in Rome and those who 
govern on his behalf! That is the way to 
security and prosperity. 

Worship Zeus and the other gods of the 
Greek pantheon! Worship the Emperor 
Domitian! That is the path to blessing. 

The Christians in Pergamum would have been a 
tiny minority in a large and imposing city. They 
must have felt themselves under great pressure 
to renounce their commitment to Christ as Lord, 
to commit themselves to the many other ‘lords’ 
worshipped by their fellow-citizens. 

What, then, was the Lord’s message to them? 

The Message to the Church in Pergamum 

The Lord Jesus introduces himself as the one 
‘who has the sharp two-edged sword’ (2:12; cf. 
1:16).  

The sword was a symbol of authority in the 
Roman empire. Roman governing officials could 
enforce their authority by the ius gladii, the 
‘right of the sword’, (the power of life and 
death). But here Jesus speaks of Himself in a 
way that makes clear that He has an authority 
greater than that of the Roman emperor. 

He is ‘Lord of life and death’ not simply because 
He has the power to execute justice, but 
because He has defeated death itself. He is ‘the 
faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead, and 

the ruler of the kings of the earth’ (Rev. 1:5); the 
word which comes from His mouth is a word of 
truth and judgment which cuts through every lie 
and every pretention which opposes his 
authority. 

Next, the Lord gives his assessment of the 
situation in Pergamum: ‘I know where you are 
living, where Satan’s throne is… where Satan 
lives’ (v. 13).  

Pergamum in the 1st century AD was a large city 
of perhaps 200,000 people, situated in an 
elevated location, so that it dominated the 
surrounding area. It contained a number of 
temples, including a large altar to Zeus (the 
chief god of the Greek pantheon). There was a 
temple to Asclepius (the god of healing), which 
was also a well-known healing centre. 
Pergamum was a city with a long history, 
stretching back centuries. When Asia Minor 
came under Roman domination, Pergamum 
became one of the chief centres of Roman 
power in the region. The city could boast of a 
large library, containing something like 200,000 
volumes. 

Pulling all this, we get a sense that the situation 
in Pergamum may have seemed intimidating, 
even oppressive, to the Christians there. 
Everywhere they looked, the Christians in 
Pergamum would have seen pagan political 
power and pagan religion, including worship of 
the Roman emperor. 

The pagan culture represented by the library in 
Pergamum, and the medical learning which 
made the temple to Asclepius famous may have 
made the Christians there feel small. Who were 
they to proclaim the message of a crucified and 
risen Saviour in a centre of so much 
accumulated pagan wisdom? 



It is not as though Satan were particularly 
present and active in Pergamum in a way that 
was not true of the other six cities in Revelation 
2 and 3. Rather, in speaking of ‘Satan’s throne’, 
the Lord Jesus shows his understanding of how 
things may seem to the Christians in Pergamum. 
It may seem that they are trying to challenge 
Satan on his home ground, that they have little 
chance of making any headway with the gospel 
in this well-established centre of pagan power, 
religion and culture. 

Where does the truth lie (they may be asking 
themselves)? Are we simply deluding ourselves? 
Why do we continue to worship Jesus? Look at 
our fellow-citizens – so many of them – who 
support the authority of the Roman emperor, 
who worship at the shrines of the Greek gods, 
who are so versed in the literature and learning 
of the pagan world! Can they all be wrong and 
we right? 

It can be hard to hold onto the faith in a culture 
of lies and half-truths. The lies can seem very 
plausible, and the claims of the gospel very 
hollow. 

And yet, we read, the church in Pergamum has 
not gone under, even in the face of such 
pressure: ‘you are holding fast to my name’ (v. 
13). In a culture where others would have 
spoken reverently of ‘Zeus’ or ‘Asclepius’ or 
‘Domitian’ (the Roman emperor), they are not 
ashamed to be known by Jesus’ name, to be 
known as ‘Christians’. And this in spite of fierce 
opposition: ‘you did not deny my faith even in 
the days of Antipas, my faithful witness, who was 
killed among you.’ 

It is one thing to hold onto faith in Jesus in the 
face of indifference, in a culture where most 
people are simply not interested in the gospel. 

That can be hard enough. But to hold onto 
Jesus in the face of active hostility, when you 
have seen at first-hand what it may cost you – 
that is much harder. Yet the Christians in 
Pergamum have remained faithful: they have 
seen how Satan’s malice may be expressed 
against them, they have seen one of their 
number falsely accused and executed, and yet 
they hold on. Jesus commends them for this. 

But not all the Christians in Pergamum have 
remained equally faithful. Jesus then turns to 
reproach some within the church (vv. 14-15). 
speaking of the ‘teaching of Balaam’ and ‘the 
teaching of the Nicolaitans’.  

These two phrases are linked: they seem to be 
different ways of referring to the same teaching. 
We know very little about the Nicolaitans (Rev. 
2:6, 15): what they taught, how they lived. But 
the reference to the ‘teaching of Balaam’ helps 
us to understand the kind of threat that the 
Nicolaitans posed to the early church. 

We read about Balaam in the Pentateuch, in 
Numbers 22–24. The Israelites, on their journey 
to the Promised Land, have reached the land 
east of the Jordan, a region close to the territory 
of Moab. The king of Moab, Balak, clearly sees 
the Israelite tribes as a threat, so he summons 
Balaam son of Beor, a kind of wizard, to curse 
Israel. 

But Balaam is not able to do that: instead the 
LORD, the God of Israel, compels him to 
pronounce a series of blessings on Israel, to 
Balak’s great frustration. In the end, Balak gives 
up. Numbers 24 ends with the words: ‘Then 
Balaam got up and went back to his place, and 
Balak also went his way.’ The episode seems to 
be over: Israel is invincible, cannot be cursed; 
the LORD intends to bless Israel, and nothing 



can stop this happening. 

But immediately afterwards, the people are led 
astray. We read in Num. 25:1-3:  

While Israel was staying at Shittim, the 
people began to have sexual relations with 
the women of Moab. These invited the 
people to the sacrifices of their gods, and 
the people ate and bowed down to their 
gods. Thus Israel yoked itself to the Baal of 
Peor, and the LORD’s anger was kindled 
against Israel.’ 

It later turns out (Num. 31:16) that all this 
happened at Balaam’s suggestion. A direct 
attack on Israel had failed, so Balaam suggested 
an indirect attack, undermining Israel’s 
faithfulness by using the women of Moab to lure 
them into idolatry – a more subtle way of 
removing the threat posed by Israel.  

Israel is unbeatable while the LORD is on their 
side. But if they can be enticed into turning 
away from God, then it is a different matter. If 
you can’t beat the Israelites, join them – or 
rather, get them to join you: turn them into 
Moabites. 

In a similar way, it seems, some in the church at 
Pergamum have been too influenced by the 
society around them. They have made 
compromises, to the extent that it is no longer 
clear that they are Christians. Apparently, they 
are teaching others to do the same. 

Rev 2:14 speaks of ‘food sacrificed to idols’ and 
‘fornication’. This issue of ‘food offered to idols’, 
that is, meat which came from animals sacrificed 
in pagan temples, was a complex one. Paul in 1 
Corinthians 8 –10 discusses the issue at length, 
and ends up reaching some quite nuanced 

conclusions: sometimes Christians can eat this 
meat with a good conscience; at other times 
they should refrain. 

We can’t go into Paul’s argument here, but it 
seems that the false teachers in Pergamum were 
going much further than Paul ever would have 
done. ‘Relax!’ they were saying: ‘Don’t worry!’  

You don’t have to be so scrupulous. Why 
create unnecessary problems for 
yourselves? You don’t want your friends 
and neighbours to think you are narrow-
minded: eat the meat, don’t worry where 
it came from!  

And what’s wrong with attending feasts in the 
pagan temples? It will make you more popular, 
and Jesus will know that you still love Him in 
your hearts. It might even make some of your 
pagan friends take Jesus more seriously if they 
see you worshipping with them. And if you find 
yourself drawn into the sexual rituals that take 
place in some shrines, well, does that really 
matter? Our God is a God of love, after all! 

Now, those last few sentences are speculative: 
we don’t know in detail what the Nicolaitans 
taught. But whatever it was, the Lord Jesus 
denounces it as compromise: as idolatry, 
fornication, spiritual adultery, unfaithfulness. 

Do not be too quick to blame these false 
teachers: given the pressures that the Christians 
in Pergamum faced, it is understandable that 
some of them compromised their witness. But 
Jesus rejects such compromises and denounces 
these false teachers. They clearly had some kind 
of standing in the church at Pergamum, and 
claimed to be true followers of Jesus; but Jesus 
rejects their claims and says that He cannot 
tolerate their teaching. 



‘Repent then,’ he says at the beginning of v. 16. 
The verb here is singular: the call to repent is 
addressed to the angel of the church in 
Pergamum, this figure who represents the whole 
church, because this is a matter that concerns 
the whole church. Repent: turn away from 
compromises; return to Me! 

But, having called the entire church in 
Pergamum to repent, Jesus then utters a 
particular warning of swift judgment against the 
false teachers in Pergamum: ‘If not, I will come 
to you soon and make war against them [the 
teachers] with the sword of My mouth.’ If there is 
no repentance, the Lord will pronounce a word 
of judgment, and the false teachers will be dealt 
with. 

Dealt with how, we might ask? What does the 
Lord have in mind? Something like the 
judgment threatened against the woman 
‘Jezebel’ in the message to the church in 
Thyatira (2:22)? A judgment that takes the form 
of physical sickness and even death? 

The text gives no further details, but clearly 
judgment will fall in such a way as to make clear 
that these false teachers were in error. They will 
not be allowed to lead the church astray; they 
will not succeed. If the Lord makes war against 
you, whatever form the fighting takes, there can 
be only one winner. 

The message to the church in Pergamum ends 
with a call and a promise (v. 17). The call is to 
‘listen to what the Spirit is saying to the 
churches’ (v. 17) – a call which applies to all 
Christians everywhere and in all centuries. The 
promise is given to ‘everyone who conquers’: ‘I 
will give some of the hidden manna’ and a 
‘white stone’ on which is written ‘a name that no 
one knows except the one who receives it.’ 

It was important for the churches of Asia Minor 
to ‘conquer’, to overcome trials and not give way 
before the hostile forces ranged against them, 
forces both spiritual and human. It was 
important for John to make clear that, with the 
Lord’s help, conquering was a possibility – more 
than that, a certainty. That is why each of the 
seven messages in Revelation 2 – 3 ends with a 
promise to ‘those who conquer’. 

What does the Lord promise specifically to the 
Christians in Pergamum? 

‘Hidden manna’: that is not too hard to interpret. 
It refers, surely, to God upholding his people, 
providing for their needs. Just as God gave the 
Israelites manna in the wilderness, providing 
food in a place where there was no food, so 
Jesus promises God’s provision and 
strengthening to enable his church to survive 
even in situations where it may seem impossible 
for them to do so. 

As for the ‘white stone’ with a ‘new name’ 
written on it, scholars have suggested various 
interpretations. Here is one likely interpretation. 
It appears that white stones might be used as a 
kind of entrance ticket, permitting the one 
carrying it to gain admittance to religious 
festivals and other such gatherings. The white 
stone, then, seems to represent acceptance and 
recognition: Jesus honours those who 
overcome opposition. He stands ready to 
welcome them into His eternal kingdom. Jesus 
knows those who remain faithful to him. Even if 
no one else acknowledges or respects them, He 
knows who they are. That is maybe what the 
reference to a ‘name that no one knows’ implies. 



The Christians in Pergamum who remain faithful 
to Jesus may have to suffer much at the hand of 
the earthly authorities, the secular ‘lords’ who 
dominate the scene in Pergamum. They may 
have to endure scorn, rejection, slander, maybe 
even martyrdom. But if they overcome, they will 
find that they are accepted by the only authority, 
the only Lord, whose opinion, in the end, counts 
for anything. They will reign with Jesus in the 
new heavens and the new earth. 

Conclusion 

One recent commentator on Revelation has 
noted that the message to the church in 
Pergamum ‘includes a number of details whose 
meaning is largely lost to us’, such that 
‘commentary on these features is often highly 
speculative’ (Ian Paul, Revelation, p. 87). We 
don’t know for certain what the Nicolaitans 
taught, or what the ‘white stone’ symbolises. To 
make anything of these and other references in 
the message to Pergamum we have to engage 
in some speculation and reconstruction. 

But there is still much in today’s text which can 
and should challenge us. 

We should ask: where is the truth under attack 
today? Where are people being led astray by 
lies and half-truths? What are the false gods 
worshipped today, just as the pagan gods and 
the Roman emperor were worshipped in  
1st-century Asia Minor? Nationalism, racism, 
materialism, sex: do not these ‘gods’ deceive as 
many worshippers in the modern world as Zeus 
and the many other pagan gods did twenty 
centuries ago? 

And what are the equivalents of ‘food offered to 
idols’ today?  

The point about ‘food offered to idols’ is that it 
was not a straightforward issue in the world of 
the 1st century. That was why Paul spent three 
chapters discussing it in 1 Corinthians. ‘Food 
offered to idols’ may be taken to stand for all 
those issues in the modern world where we 
need to think things through clearly and tread 
carefully. 

The question of how we interact with our society 
is often complex. Think of Christian dialogue 
with those of other faiths in Singapore. There’s 
no denying it: we need to talk with people of 
other faiths, we need to try to build bridges of 
understanding. But how far can we go without 
giving the impression to the general public that 
all faiths are more or less the same, and each of 
them in their own way will lead a person to 
God? 

Or think of Christians and the environment. It is 
encouraging that many Christians today are 
coming to realise that we must, as it were, speak 
up for Creation, live simpler lives ourselves and 
urge our governments to work to prevent the 
looming environmental catastrophe. 

We may find that when we get involved in 
environmental issues, we are working alongside 
people who hold to a variety of beliefs: people 
of other faiths, people of no faith; political 
activists; New Agers, maybe even worshippers 
of Gaia, the goddess believed to lie behind the 
cycles of nature. 

How are we going to negotiate that encounter? 
We may find that we want to affirm certain 
things and draw the line at others: yes, I want to 
work to preserve the creation because I believe 
in a Creator God; no, I do not believe in the 
goddess Gaia. And so on. 



On this and a number of similar issues we have 
to proceed with caution: we will want to be 
ready to learn from others; but we must be 
cautious, entering into dialogue and other 
encounters with our eyes open, clear in our own 
minds there are certain compromises we cannot 
make, some things that we cannot go along 
with, or we will in effect have undermined our 
Christian witness. 

There are many contemporary issues like the 
1st-century issue of ‘food offered to idols’: 
issues where we must reflect carefully, avoiding 
over-simplified answers and unhelpful one-
liners (which may serve only to discredit the 
gospel in the eyes of the world). 

But above all, our response to the challenges 
that face us today must be one of courage and 
commitment. We cannot be content with 
keeping our heads down and surviving. We 
need to take on the false gods, the idols and 
ideologies of our day. We must engage with the 
non-Christian philosophies and patterns of 
behaviour that lie at the root of so much that is 
wrong with the world today.  

We must remember the call that comes at the 
end of all the seven messages in Revelation 2 
and 3: the call to overcome, the call to conquer. 
If we believe in Christ, we are on the winning 
side. It may not always seem like it; it may not 
often seem like it. 

But think how intimidating the names Zeus, 
Asclepius, and Domitian may have been to the 
Christians in Pergamum. Think how a shiver may 
have run up their spine as they considered the 
might of the Roman empire. And then ask: 
where is the Roman empire today? Who 
worships Zeus or Domitian today? 

Today those names are of merely historical 
interest, but Jesus is still rightly worshipped as 
Lord, worshipped on a scale that the churches 
of Asia Minor in the 1st century could barely 
have imagined. 

That is the Lord who calls us to worship him and 
serve him faithfully today. 
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VIRTUAL CHRISTIAN HERITAGE 
TRAIL 

BGST-ART EVENT 

Join Us on Zoom! Register at  
tiny.cc/qxwtsz

14 
NOV

BOOK LAUNCH 

THE ETERNAL THRONE BY BISHOP 
EMERITUS DR ROBERT SOLOMON 

9:30am-12:00pm 

bit.ly/theeternalthrone

21 
NOV

SEPTET SERVICE (EVERY 4TH FRI) 

12:30pm-1:00pm 

Join Us on Zoom 
Meeting ID: 823 1892 4126 
Password: 782730 

27 
NOV

CALENDAR OF EVENTS

http://tiny.cc/qxwtsz
http://bit.ly/theeternalthrone


I M P O R T A N T 

A N N O U N C E M E N T S

BGST OFFICE WILL BE CLOSED

The BGST office would be closed on the following dates: 

• Mon, 16 November 2020. This is in lieu of the Public Holiday, Deepavali, which falls on 
Sat, 14 November 

• Wed, 9 December 2020 for a Staff Retreat.

COURSE SCHEDULE AY2020/21, SEM 2

The Course Schedule for AY2020/21, Semester 2 is now out. Check out the new schedule 
available here: https://bgst.edu.sg/course-schedule  To enrol for the courses, please visit this 
page: https://bgst.edu.sg/courses

SECOND HAND SHELVES ON SALE!

BGST has closed its Book Corner and we are selling off some of the shelves! Do come for an 
inspection and make an offer if you want the lot. If you wish to purchase single items: 

1. Wooden shelf - $28 
2. Metal racks - $15 
3. Colour Boxes - $5  

First come, first served. To reserve or purchase, please contact Daisy at +65-6227-6815 
To view the photos of the shelves, check out this link

https://bgst.edu.sg/course-schedule
https://bgst.edu.sg/courses
https://www.facebook.com/BGST1989/posts/1827832787364221


FREE
R E S O U R C E

FREE
UNDER THE WINGS OF GOD:  
LESSONS FROM RUTH IN TROUBLED TIMES 

BGST'S FREE TEACHING SERIES ON THE BOOK OF RUTH.


  ACC E S S  H E R E   

Contemplating Covid-19 Resources

BROWSE OUR COLLECTION

I F  Y O U  H A V E  E N J O Y E D  T H I S  S E R I E S  O F  S T U D I E S  O N  R U T H
do consider giving to us to help us produce our next series, which should be available early 
next year. Do remember to include your name and contact so we can send you a receipt. 
Donations may be made  through PayNow (UEN: S90SS0045J), inter-bank Transfer (DBS 
070-001096-8) or by cheque. Every gift will be gratefully received. Thank you!

https://www.bgst.edu.sg/contemplating-covid19
https://bgst.edu.sg/the-ruth-series
https://www.bgst.edu.sg/contemplating-covid19
https://bgst.edu.sg/the-ruth-series


15 Nov Joshua 24:1- 15 Living Hope Methodist Church

FACULTY SPEAKING ENGAGEMENTS (OCT-NOV)

8 Nov Reformation Sermon: Saved by What, Saved for 
What?

Bethany Evangelical 
Free Church

29 Nov What is Christian Spirituality (Sunday Evening 
Mandarin Service)

Mt Carmel BP 
Church

1 Nov Conflict with tribes across the Jordan
(Joshua 22)

Zion Bishan BP Church

22 Nov Will God Spurn Forever? (Ps 77) Emmanuel BP Church

29 Nov Prepare the Way of the LORD (Isa 40:1-11) Zion Bishan BP Church

13 Dec Missions and Evangelism Shalom BP Church

20 Dec Good News Singapore Life Church 
English Service

DR LAI PAK WAH

MR QUEK TZE-MING

MR LEOW WEN PIN

DR KWA KIEM KIOK

1 Nov Love Reaches Out (Jonah 1) Singapore Life Church English Service

7 Nov Mental Health in the Church Grace Assembly of God (NXTGENSVC)

22 Nov Empathy St John’s St Margaret’s Church (Sat & 
Sun Services)

29 Nov Confession (Neh 9:1-31) Chapel of Christ our Hope (Sun Service)

13 Dec I am a Servant of the Lord Singapore Life Church English Service

20 Dec Christmas through Mary’s Eyes Bethany Evangelical Free Church

27 Dec Relapse (Neh 13:1-31) Chapel of Christ our Hope (Sun Service)



Help BGST grow to achieve 
its vision of training the 
whole people of God!

DONATE 
MONTHLY

ONE-TIME 
DONATION

Consider donating today

https://bgst.edu.sg/donation
https://bgst.edu.sg/donation
https://bgst.edu.sg/donation
https://bgst.edu.sg/donation
https://give.asia/campaign/help-raise-money-for-biblical-graduate-school-of-theology#/
https://give.asia/campaign/help-raise-money-for-biblical-graduate-school-of-theology#/
https://give.asia/campaign/help-raise-money-for-biblical-graduate-school-of-theology#/
https://give.asia/campaign/help-raise-money-for-biblical-graduate-school-of-theology#/
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