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Fill in the blanks as we study the lesson.
1. Each of the seven churches in Revelation was a real local church with unique strengths and weaknesses. Each one represents a different type of church. Each one may represent a different chronological era of church history. The church of Pergamos, the worldly type of church, has many parallels to the history of the 4th, 5th, and 6th centuries. In the first 3 centuries, as represented by the fundamental church of Ephesus, and the suffering church of Smyrna, Satan tried to extinguish the Christian faith by killing the Christians. This was not an effective plan, because the example of the martyrs showed the world that the power of Jesus Christ was real. When believers died, they sang songs and praised God. Many who watched them die became believers, too. Christianity continued to grow.
2. These persecutions were terrible, but the churches were quite pure in those days. People came to Christ, not because of popularity or convenience, but because they truly believed. It was a dangerous step to become a Christian. The church members in those days were sincere and serious about their faith. Early in the 4th century, Satan realized that his tactics were not working, so he devised another plan to destroy Christianity. He went back to a plan that he had used to try to destroy Israel in the days of Moses. We know it as “the doctrine of Balaam”. Satan tempted the people of God to mingle with the world, so that they would lose God’s approval.
3. Balak the King of Moab wanted to destroy Israel, but he was not powerful enough. Balaam the prophet advised Balak to invite the Israelites to socialize together. When the Israelites began to spend time with the Moabites, they began to worship their gods and participate in their sins. God Himself started to destroy Israel, but they turned back to Him before it was too late. Satan tried a similar plan with the churches of the 4th century. He could not destroy the churches by killing Christians, so he tempted them to become friends with the world. Friendship with the world is enmity with God. (James 4:4) Churches must be careful not to become worldly, or God will turn against them. (Rev. 2:16)
4. The Roman emperors of the first three centuries persecuted Christians, some more than others. When the emperor Diocletian resigned, there were at least six junior emperors who wanted to be the new ruler. After several battles, and a time of civil war, the two main rivals were Constantine and Maxentius. In 312 AD, the armies of these two men faced each other at the Tiber River near Rome. Maxentius’ army was twice the size of Constantine’s. When Constantine’s army came to the battlefield, their flags and shields were marked with an unusual symbol. It was a large cross in the shape of the letter X, and the Greek letter P. These are the first two letters in the Greek word for Christ.
5. Some historians say that Constantine saw a vision in the night before the battle, and that God showed him this symbol, and told him to mark his army with this “heavenly sign of God”. Others say that, while the army was marching in the middle of the day, Constantine looked to the sky and saw a vision in the sun. He saw the cross symbol, and the words, “in this sign, you will conquer”. Constantine told his men to mark the cross on their shields and flags, and he promised them that they would win. History does not say that he told them it was a symbol of Christianity, but it must have been encouraged his men, because they won a decisive victory, driving the army of Maxentius into the river, and killing Maxentius.
6. After the victory, Constantine went into Rome, but he did not go to the temple of Jupiter to thank the gods, as the Roman emperors usually did. Constantine did not persecute the Christians. The following year, he proclaimed the Edict of Milan, which legalized Christian worship. Constantine declared that he was a Christian, and he used the resources of the state to promote the Christian religion. He built many church buildings, he gave financial support to the pastors, he appointed Christians to high ranking government positions, and he gave the churches much land and other wealth. When he built a new capital city at Byzantium, he used many Christian symbols in the architecture, and built many churches in the city. Later, the city was called Constantinople in his honor.
7. Most of the Christians were very happy that the persecutions were over. They did not see that their faith was in danger of being corrupted by the world. Constantine believed that his authority as emperor included authority over the church. Whenever there was a dispute about Christian doctrines, Constantine decided what was right and what was wrong. This violated the Bible principle that Christ is the only head of the church. The word Pergamos means marriage, and during this era of history, the Christian church became “married” to the state. A few years later, emperor Theodosius made Christianity the official religion of the Roman Empire. Anyone who did not worship Christ according to the rules of the state was in danger of persecution.
8. When Christianity became the official religion, everyone was required to be a Christian. People who did not really believe in Jesus had to join a church. In their hearts, they worshipped the old Roman gods, but outwardly, they had to appear to be Christians. They kept their old idols to Jupiter, Apollo, and Venus, but they said they were only monuments to Peter, Paul, and the Virgin Mary. They kept the old pagan holidays in the spring and winter, but said they were celebrating Easter and Christmas. They kept the old pagan ritual of eating a round wafer, shaped like the sun, and they said it was the bread of the Lord’s Supper. The church became like the world, and the world appeared to be like the church.
9. Constantine was not a real Christian. He accepted the symbols of the Christian faith because it was politically convenient for him. He believed that water baptism would wash away his sin, so he waited until just before he died to receive baptism, so that all his sins could be washed. His mother, Helena, was a mentally unstable fanatic, who was obsessed with travel to the historical places in the Holy Land. She went there with a Roman army, and said she saw visions to show her the locations of events in the life of Jesus. Whenever she pointed her finger, and said, “There is the place where Jesus was born”, or “There is Mount Sinai”, or “There is the place where Jesus was crucified”, the Romans would build a church. These locations are not genuine, but Catholics still visit them today. She also found holy relics, like “wood from the true cross”, the nails of the crucifixion, and a piece of Christ’s garment. These fraudulent relics were exhibited in churches, and the people paid enormous sums of money to see them. When Christianity became official, it died spiritually. True believers were now excluded from the official church, and they would be persecuted by them, even more violently than the pagans had persecuted them.
