
Noon Bible Study: Revelation 2: Pergamum
Revelation 2:12-17 - Pergamum

Revelation 2:13 - I Know Where You Dwell…

Description of Christ: What Christ Knows & Sees:
Commendation: Rebuke:
Solution: Consequence of Disobedience:
Promise For Those Who Overcome:

We need some background about the city of Pergamum:

“If Ephesus was the New York of Asia, Pergamum was its Washington, DC, for there the Roman imperial power had its seat 
of government.  There also was built the earliest temple for the state-sponsored worship of the Emperor.” (Michael 
Wilcock, “The Message Of Revelation”, page 47)

“Pergamum was the first city of Asia to support openly the Imperial cult. In 29 BC a temple was dedicated “to the Divine 
Augustus and the goddess Roma,” and thus Pergamum became the chief seat in Asia of the worship of the emperor. 
Observance of this worship became a test of loyalty to Rome, for the Imperial cult was the keystone of Imperial policy, 
and refusal to take part in the official cult was considered high treason.

Pergamum was also the center for many other deities. In the city wasn Acropolis, about a thousand feet high, upon which 
had been erected many temples to Pagan deities. The Acropolis was crowned by a huge altar dedicated to Zeus, and by a 
temple of Athena. Pergamum was also the center of the worship of Asclepius, the serpent-god of healing, and was famed 
for its college of medical priests.  Thus Pergamum was a stronghold of both pagan religion and emperor worship and 
provided an unusually difficult environment for a Christian church.” (George Eldon Ladd, “A Commentary On The 
Revelation”, page 45)

Jesus knows where these Christians “dwell”.  He says 
that they live in the place of “Satan’s throne” and 
“where Satan dwells.”  Sandwiched between these two 
statements is the memory of a certain Christian (Antipas) 
who was martyred.  Jesus commends the church for holding 
fast to his name and his faith.

`Understanding a bit about the city of Pergamum 
historically helps us make some sense of why he calls it 
the place of Satan’s throne.  The city is the center of 
Roman life: practically, politically and religiously. Remember for Asia, the worship of the emperor (and the confession: “Caesar 
Is Lord”) originated here. Idolatry is rampant and the city is filled with ideas and opportunities. All that is in opposition to God 
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and Christ (remember Satan means adversary and opponent) is seated here.  Zeus proclaims that he is the greatest god.  Caesar 
proclaims he is Lord of the world. 

And yet, how did the Pergamum Christians do in facing these pressures?  They held fast and didn’t deny, even when facing death.  
Yet, we will discover that though they endured pressures well, it was the pleasures they needed to be warned about.

Revelation 2:14-15 - But I have a few things against you…

How interesting that after receiving a commendation like the one above (v. 13), there are serious things that Jesus has “against 
them” (v. 14)

Through Jesus’ message to the church in Pergamum we learn a little more about the teaching of the Nicolaitans, who were 
mentioned previously in the letter to Ephesus (v. 6).  There isn’t really historical agreement as to who these Nicolaitans were, 
but this section gives us some insight into the core of their teachings and belief and why it was warned against by Jesus.

To get an understanding of the teaching of the Nicolaitans, we must revisit an Old Testament story from the Book of Numbers.  It 
happens after the children of Israel had been redeemed from slavery in Egypt and were in the wilderness, heading towards Canaan, 
the promised land.  As they journeyed through the wilderness, they would pass through different regions.  Sometimes the rulers of 
those regions would allow safe passage, sometimes war would ensue.

In this instance, the Israelites are camping in the plains of Moab, near the east bank of the Jordan River.  They had no intention 
to engage with the Moabites, but the king of Moab, a man named Balak, became very uncomfortable with the vast and now well 
known Israelites camping near his land.  With his anxiety level rising, he feels that he needs to do something and fast.  Rather 
than trying to engage with the Israelites militarility, he decides to hire a well known seer to deal with Israel a different way.

Numbers 22:1-20; 41-23:12 - Balak Hires Balaam To Curse Israel

(Numbers 23:13-26 – 2nd Attempt) (Numbers 23:27-24:9 – 3rd Attempt) (Numbers 24:10-25 - Final Word)

Numbers 25:1-2 - Israel Falls A Different Way

If the evil prophet and pagan king couldn’t defeat God’s people by cursing them or killing them, they were able to corrupt and 
destroy the people of God through seduction and sexual immorality.  Apparently what happened after Moab stopped trying to curse 
Israel, some of the Moabite women enticed the men of Israel and this led to the Israelites worshiping idols through feasting and 
celebration.

The original story does not indicate how this happens, the text will continue on and give explanation as to how this could 
happen.  A little while later God commanded Moses to destroy the Midianites (who had conspired with Moab during the time of 
Balaam):

Numbers 31:1-2 (NLT) - Then the LORD said to Moses, 2 "On behalf of the people of Israel, take revenge on the Midianites 
for leading them into idolatry. After that, you will die and join your ancestors."
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Numbers 31:7-9 (NLT) - They attacked Midian as the LORD had commanded Moses, and they killed all the men. 8 All five of 
the Midianite kings-- Evi, Rekem, Zur, Hur, and Reba-- died in the battle. They also killed Balaam son of Beor with the 
sword. 9 Then the Israelite army captured the Midianite women and children and seized their cattle and flocks and all 
their wealth as plunder.

Numbers 31:13-16 (NLT) - Moses, Eleazar the priest, and all the leaders of the community went to meet them outside the 
camp. 14 But Moses was furious with all the generals and captains who had returned from the battle. 15 "Why have you 
let all the women live?" he demanded. 16 "These are the very ones who followed Balaam's advice and caused the people of 
Israel to rebel against the LORD at Mount Peor. They are the ones who caused the plague to strike the LORD's people.

Numbers 31:16 (NIV) - "They were the ones who followed Balaam's advice and enticed the Israelites to be unfaithful to the 
LORD in the Peor incident, so that a plague struck the LORD's people.

What we discover here is that Balaam, who was unsuccessful in cursing Israel, hatched another plan to defeat them.  He had 
apparently counseled some of the women of Midian to entice the men of Israel.  These women seduced the men of Israel and tempted 
them not only to commit sexual immorality, but also worship their idol.

So Balaam became known as someone who used sexually immoral and seductive ways to get God’s people to sin and worship idols. 
Let’s return to Pergamum and the reason why we are revisiting this Old Testament lesson

Revelation 2:14-15

The Pergamum church might have read Jesus’ words and thought “how are we following after the teaching of some Old Testament 
false prophet long dead from the book of Numbers no less?!”  And Jesus replies: “so you have some who in the same way hold the 
teaching of the Nicolaitans.  What Israel did then because of Balaam is what the Christians were doing now because of the 
Nicolaitan teaching.

In the Roman world, one of the major ways people would worship their gods was through engaging in fleshly pleasures as a way 
to worship.  It was common to see temple prostitutes and sprawling tables of food and drink in Greek and Roman temples.  These 
prostitutes would symbolize the goddess and through a sexual encounter with the prostitute, you were spiritually united to the 
goddess and pleasing them.  The food would be high quality in nature and offering these expensive items to the statues and then 
eating and drinking in the temple would be a way to offer good things to the gods.  The Roman Empire was saturated with 
sexualization, pleasure-seeking, sensuality, fleshly options, gluttony, subtle pathways to idolatry and feel good 
prioritization.

It would have been very hard to resist the pull of the cultural current.

Revelation 2:16 - So what to do?

As we have seen already, the way Jesus introduces himself to the church is unique to the situation. Jesus will reference twice 
the “sword” which we have learned is a two-edged sword that comes out of his mouth (1:16; 2:12, 16).  This is a powerful symbol 
which communicates that the words of Jesus are very powerful.  For the saints of Pergamum, they have held fast to the name and 
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faith of Christ, trusting that his word is true and powerful.  And yet, it will be the same s(word) of Christ that they will face 
if they do not reject the teaching of the Nicolaitans.

“The power of the sword rests not with the rulers of Rome, nor with the ruler of this world, but with (Christ)” (Wilcock, page 48)

The children of Israel got tricked into worshiping Baal and committing immorality with Moabite women because they let their 
feelings determine their choices rather than the word of the LORD.  Some of Pergamum’s people had gotten tricked into worshiping 
idols and committing immorality because they had followed their feelings and cultural norms rather than the word of Jesus.

His word would be a powerful guide to help them walk or a piercing judgment that would mean war.  Which one Pergamum 
experienced would be based on their response to Christ’s call to “repent (2:16)” and “hear what the Spirit says…(2:17)”

Revelation 2:17 - To The One Who Overcomes…

If Pergamum fully returned to their practice of holding fast to Christ’s name and resolve to not deny His faith, even when facing 
time of persecution - or facing temptations of pleasure - they would be rewarded with “the hidden manna” and a “white stone, 
with a new name written on that stone which no one knows but the one who receives it…”

Q - What do you think that means?

Interestingly after we looked at the Old Testament record from the time of the Israelites, one of the promises for those who 
overcome is being given some “hidden manna”.  Manna was the supernatural food that God provided for the Israelites during the 
wilderness journey.  Miraculously it provided all that the people needed for their food and subsistence each day!  God gave it to 
them and it had the perfect nutritional makeup to keep them satisfied and healthy.  

So whatever it exactly hidden might mean, Jesus has hidden manna for those who overcome.  So what of the white stone?

“In the ancient world, white stones had a variety of uses. A white stone signified acquittal by a jury, a black stone: 
condemnation. White stones were used as tickets of admission to public festivals. This meaning fits the context best. The 
white stone is a symbol of admission to the Messianic feast. (Ladd, page 49)

In addition, the ESV Study Bible notes that “Historically, a white stone was given to victors at games for entrance to banquets 
(ESV Study Bible Note, Revelation 2:17)”

In the Bible, new names were often given to people after they had experienced a major event with God or they entered into a new 
relationship with Him.  Most notably, Abram’s name is changed to Abraham after receiving and believing God’s covenant promise 
(Genesis 17:5). Sarai’s name is changed to Sarah for the same reason (Genesis 17:15).  Jacob’s name is changed to Israel after he 
experiences God’s power (wrestling with an angel all night), and comes to believe that God is with and for him (Genesis 32:28).

Those who overcome will be given a new name, written on this white stone.  And this name will be special between the person who 
receives it and Christ.  That implies intimacy, closeness and love.  Naming someone is one of the most important and special acts 
of their life (parents know this!).  Jesus does not just know his church generally, he knows his church personally - he knows them 
by name.  How powerful must it have been for the Pergamum church to read that Jesus cites “Antipas, my witness, my faithful one, 
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who was killed among you…”  He knows those who are his.  And to those who hold fast to his name and overcome, He will give a 
new name.

Let’s bring this all together:

Pergamum doesn’t need to waste time being known at the feasting at the Roman temple, for they are given a great promise from 
the true king of the world..  Christ has for them all-satisfying manna to feast on and an entrance ticket with their name on it 
to the great King’s banquet in the age to come.

So What Do We Need To Hear?

In Jesus’ foundational teaching of the parable of the sower, he warns us to watch for two major categories which will threaten 
the gospel’s work in our hearts - persecution/trials and pleasures/temptations.  If you don’t fall when trials come, watch out 
for how the pleasures of this world may entice you.  If you are on the watch for worldly and fleshly temptations, be careful 
that persecution or affliction aren’t what loosens your grip to Christ.

In our world today many are not dealing with what Jesus calls “the deceitfulness of riches…and desire for other things” (Mark 
4:19), because they are facing unimaginable persecution.  For others there is little to no persecution but they are swimming in 
the cultural soup of sex, social media, stocks, stores, shoes, sounds, sandwiches, school, and stuff.

The things that are going to sever us from Christ don’t typically announce themselves before they walk into our lives.  They are 
subtle, sneaky and unseen.  Balaam couldn’t cause Israel to fall by calling down some evil curse, so he slid in by sending the 
ancient equivalent of a DM (or email).  And it worked. Israel fell.  Israel didn’t see that they couldn’t worship Yahweh and also 
sleep around.  

Temptations will always exist and we need to watch for them and look for the way that God will provide to escape them.  But in 
particular, we need to be mindful about the sexualization of our world right now.  This is part of what Pergamum faced.  They 
had prostitute inviations on every corner - and in their day they didn’t have to fear “what if someone found out” they had to 
fear being found out as someone who wouldn’t.  Today the prostitutes invite us through our screens and devices where a quick 
cleansing of our browser’s history makes it all go away.  Yet we all know it doesn’t.

This isn’t just a male problem either.  (Some studies say that 30% of traffic to inappropriate websites are by women.)  This is a 
human problem and increasingly in America, it is a Christian problem.  We cannot allow ourselves to be seduced by the sensuality 
of this world.  We cannot allow ourselves to be seduced by the materialism of this world.  We cannot allow ourselves to be 
captivated by what the world is screaming for us to give attention to.

And that’s easier said than done.

Ultimately this is a conversation about the importance of a holistic view of following Jesus (meaning the whole person). The 
Christian needs to care about holding on to the truth and being a faithful witness when the spotlight turns on.  And the 
Christian needs to care about the inner areas of the heart that no-one else sees.  Hear what the spirit says to the churches.
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To Pergamum, Jesus said you “hold fast” to the name of Christ but also “hold the teaching of Balaam” and “the Nicolaitans”.  
Brothers and sisters these things ought not to be so.

The first century Christians lived in a time of difficult political pressures and cultural and moral challenges. I think we can 
see much of the same challenges in our day.  So we need to be awake and alert and hold fast to the name and faith of Christ and 
cling to the sword of his word.

Peter will well say a final word for us in light of their moment, and ours:

1 Peter 4:1-5 - Therefore, since Christ has suffered in the flesh, arm yourselves also with the same purpose, because he 
who has suffered in the flesh has ceased from sin, 2 so as to live the rest of the time in the flesh no longer for the 
lusts of men, but for the will of God. 3 For the time already past is sufficient for you to have carried out the desire of 
the Gentiles, having pursued a course of sensuality, lusts, drunkenness, carousing, drinking parties and abominable 
idolatries. 4 In all this, they are surprised that you do not run with them into the same excesses of dissipation, and 
they malign you; 5 but they will give account to Him who is ready to judge the living and the dead.

1 Peter 5:8-10 - Be of sober spirit, be on the alert. Your adversary, the devil, prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking 
someone to devour. 9 But resist him, firm in your faith, knowing that the same experiences of suffering are being 
accomplished by your brethren who are in the world. 10 After you have suffered for a little while, the God of all grace, 
who called you to His eternal glory in Christ, will Himself perfect, confirm, strengthen and establish you.
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