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REVELATION 2.12-17: CHURCH AT PERGAMUM 
ST PAUL’S CHURCH, CHELTENHAM 

14-Mar-2010 

 
History of the City 

As an established city, Pergamum dates back to the 5th century BC; as a city of great influence 
and power in the ancient world, we can safely say that begins around the 3rd century BC.  
Beginning with Philetaerus in 282 BC, Pergamum served as the capital for a new kingdom—one 
governed by a surprisingly short line of rather shrewd kings.  Originally, the kingdom was its own 
entity.  It quickly expanded and covered nearly half of Asia-Minor.  However, as already 
suggested, its life as an independent power was rather short.   
 
In 133 BC, the last king of Pergamum left his kingdom to the Romans as a kind of parting gift 
before dying.  For a while, the Romans maintained the boundaries of the kingdom and officially 
made Pergamum the capital of this now Roman province.  However, by the time of the NT, 
especially the writing of Revelation, the province was insanely reduced and renamed to Mysia, 
yet the city of Pergamum remained the capital as well as a place of influence and power.  We 
will come back to that in a moment. 
 
The city is located about 15 miles off the coast of the Mediterranean Sea, which would make it 
prime for both land and sea trading.  It was also located on a major road system that 
connected other cities in this area as well as with the rest of the Roman Empire and beyond.  The 
other cities to whom John writes are connected to each other by these roadways.  This would 
make delivery of the letters rather simple and quick.  Conveniently, the seven churches form a 
kind of loop, which again makes delivery quite easy. 
 
One of the awe-inspiring features of Pergamum is that the city was built on a massive hill, rising 
quickly to 1000 feet above the plains below.  Visually, a city constructed on such a hill would 
give the impression of greatness, authority and power.  Strategically, this hill would serve as a 
useful tool in times of battle.  Given its height and steep grade, most opposing armies did not 
stand a chance at taking control of the capital.   
 
The city was modelled after the greatness of Athens, which meant it possessed many glorious 
buildings, temples, theatres and places of trade and commerce.  The theatre of Pergamum is 
probably one of its most recognisable features, not only because of its placement on the hillside 
but also because of its size.  This theatre was considered one of the largest in Mediterranean 
world, with a seating capacity of 10,000.   
 
The city was also known for possessing a library which housed over 200,000 scrolls—my kind of 
city.  Story has it that this collection of scrolls was given to Cleopatra as a wedding gift from 
Marc Antony.  I can picture it now: Cleopatra brings all the glory of Egypt as a present for Marc 
Antony, and he shows us to the reception with 200,000 books.  Yeah, a lot of thought went into 
that gift.  I would bet he slept on the couch for the first part of their marriage. 
 
Another key feature about this city was its commitment to and worship of many pagan gods.  
The four main gods worshipped in Pergamum were: Zeus, who was believed to be the creator 
and saviour of all things; Athena, who was believed to be the goddess of war and victory; 
Dionysius, who was believed to be the father of earthly kings; and finally, Asklepios, who was 
believed to be the god of medicine and healing.   
 
Interestingly, Asklepios was also called the ‘saviour’—possibly due to his supposed healing 
powers.  Each of these gods had their own temple, altars and times of worship.  However, an 
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entire amphitheatre was built to honour Asklepios—mainly to accommodate all who came for 
healing.  
 
When the Romans took control of Pergamum, it quickly became a city renowned for its worship 
of Caesar—a practice that started with Octavian, or Augustus.  In fact, Pergamum was the first 
city in Asia-Minor to have a temple built to honour and glorify the emperor Augustus, and even 
to hail him as a god.  Later, during or just after the writing of Revelation, two more temples would 
be constructed to honour and glorify the emperors Trajan and Severus.  
  
So, not only is Pergamum a city where several different pagan gods are revered and 
worshipped for their role in human history; but the Caesars of Rome are equally elevated to the 
status of gods and worshipped religiously by the people.  This is the context in which we find a 
group of Christians trying to be the light of the world.  A group claiming that the God of the Bible 
is the only true god; that Jesus is the Son of God and the Saviour of the world; and that God’s 
kingdom, of which Jesus is Lord, is the only kingdom where people are truly free.  How are they 
getting on?  Well, let’s take a look at the letter written to this church and see. 
 

[READ: REVELATION 2.12-17] 
 
Like the letter to Ephesus (and a few others), the letter to Pergamum has four key elements: 1) a 
brief description about Jesus, 2) a word of praise, 3) mention of specific problems or issues, and 
4) some words of encouragement or promise.  Let’s consider each of these elements and see 
how this letter spoke the original Christians as well as how it might speak to us.   
 

Description of Jesus 
If we look back to Revelation 1.14-16, we notice that the description of Jesus uses some rather 
interesting images: he has white hair, his eyes are like fire, his feet are like bronze, his voice is like 
rushing waters, he holds seven stars in his hand, he has a sword coming out of his mouth and his 
face shines like the sun.  What is interesting to note is that several of the letters begin with one of 
these images.  Here, for Pergamum, it is the image of the sword coming out of Jesus’ mouth, and 
this image plays a key role in the letter.  
 
The word used for ‘sword’ in this passage refers to a massive blade used for slashing—similar to a 
long, two-handed sword.  What I find interesting is that the same word used here is the word 
found in Genesis 3.24 to describe the sword of the angel who stands guard at the entrance of 
the Garden of Eden.  Do with that what you will.  The image of a huge sword coming out of 
Jesus’ mouth is not meant to paint a freakish picture of Jesus.  A sword, as imagery, represents 
power and authority.  But there is something specific about the usage of such imagery in this 
letter. 
 
Given that the sword is coming out of Jesus’ mouth, the image suggests that Jesus’ words are 
power and authority.  This is similar to the idea in Hebrews 4.12 where it says, ‘the word of God is 
living and active and sharper than any two-edged sword, and piercing as far as the division of 
soul and spirit, of both joints and marrow, and able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the 
heart.’  Thus, Jesus is not looking to pick a physical fight with the people in Pergamum; instead, 
he is spiritually about to go to battle with them and cut right to heart of the matter and expose 
the real problem in this church.   
 

For us, the question might be: are we ready to have such an encounter with Jesus?  Are we 
prepared to say, ‘Yes, cut me open and see what’s inside; I have nothing to hide from you.’  
Or, are we more likely to say, ‘I am really hoping that he doesn’t come near me because 
there’s a bunch of junk inside me that he’s not going to appreciate’?   
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We might be inclined to think, ‘Ah well, Jesus is my friend and he will overlook the junk in my 
life.’  While it is true that Jesus has called us to be his friends and that he will do all the things 
a good friend should do; it more important to remember that he is still truly God and Lord of 
our lives and he will conduct himself accordingly.  As a result, if we serve him as our God and 
Lord, then we will do our absolute best to make sure no junk comes into our lives—period.  
We might fail from time to time, but that doesn’t release us from the responsibility of living by 
his standards.  

  
Words of Praise 

The next bit contains praise and encouragement for the believers in Pergamum.  As we noted 
earlier, the city of Pergamum was saturated with pagan worship and idolatry.  Christians of that 
time would rightly consider such a place to be a hotbed for evil and wickedness.  This saturation 
of pagan worship and idolatry might be why Jesus calls it the place where Satan dwells—or, the 
throne of Satan.  What’s fascinating about this is that Jesus also says to the believers in 
Pergamum that it is the place where they dwell, and he praises them for remaining faithful in 
spite of how the city is treating them.   
 
This co-existence between believers and wicked people is both a blessing and a challenge, and 
it would have certainly been the case for the believers in Pergamum.  The challenge is that 
Pergamum represents the darkness, wickedness and evil of the world; and those who are dark, 
wicked and evil will do all that they can to influence and shape the world according to their 
own plans.  This is the world into which believers are to be a light of hope.  
 
What this means is that the ways of God are absolutely contrary to the ways of the world and 
the church is meant to live out God’s ways.  This is what stands behind the idea that the followers 
of Jesus are to ‘be in the world but not of it.’  This also means that the church must be ready to 
stand in opposition, but to do so with the intent of bringing God’s light, perfection and goodness 
into a world that desperately needs it.  That’s where the blessing part comes into play.   
 
Christ applauds the believers in Pergamum because they have endured faithfully some of the 
darkest of times.  They are being persecuted for their faith and their message of God’s light, and 
some of their members have even been put to death for it.  However, in these times of 
persecution, they remain faithful.  They are not going to give up simply because others are 
against it and want to put a stop to it.  That sort of commitment is certainly worthy of praise.   
 

In the same way, we as the body of Christ today have been called to be the light of the 
world—or, the light for the world, and we have been called to endure even in the darkest of 
times.  We simply cannot give up because things are difficult, or annoying, or uncertain.  It is 
in such times that our obedience to God is most necessary.   
 
We obey God’s call to endure not just because we love Jesus and want to serve him as our 
Lord; we obey this call because Jesus is our God and Lord, which means he’s in charge and 
it’s his plan that we follow and not the plans of ourselves or others.  And if obedience to God 
includes enduring hard times, then we endure hard times.   
 
For us, the question might be: are we truly being lights in a dark world?  Are we being 
obedient to the call of Jesus because it’s what he has asked of us?  Are we living this life 
according to his plans and his desires, or are we living it according to our own or someone 
else’s?  Or worse: are we wanting things done a particular way and thinking we can 
convince God to do things differently?  Are we surrendering our desires and being obedient 
to what God is going to do, or do we honestly believe that we get God to cave and do 
what we want him to do?   
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If that’s the case, then we really need to remember who’s really in charge of the universe.  I’ll 
go ahead and tell you: it ain’t us.  Read Job 38–39.  Besides, I distinctly remember Jesus 
saying that we should pray for God’s will to be done; not ours.   

 
Major Concerns 

The believers in Pergamum do have a significant problem in spite of their faithfulness in times of 
persecution.  In some ways, the problems at Pergamum are opposite to the ones found at 
Ephesus.  In Ephesus, the issue was that they put too much emphasis on church purity which led 
to a lack of concern for the world.  The loss of their ‘first love’ was the loss of a heart for reaching 
out to others.  Basically, the church in Ephesus shut itself off from the world and focused only on 
themselves.   
 
In Pergamum, the issue is a lack of concern for purity which leads to an ‘overidentification with 
the world.’1  This means that the believers in Pergamum were embracing worldly ideas and 
practices and masking it as Christianity.  John gives two examples in order to show why this 
embracing idea is unacceptable for those in Christ.   
 
First, as told in Numbers 22–25, a foreign pagan king named Balak summons Balaam to bring 
down a curse on the people of Israel.  Balaam initially resisted the king’s request, but later gave 
in for some unknown reason.  While he was riding towards the land of king Balak, an angel and a 
stubborn talking donkey resisted him.  As a result, Balaam winds up speaking a blessing on Israel 
rather than a curse.   
 
However, Balaam later solicits the help of foreign women to seduce the men of Israel so that 
they become disobedient in their commitment to God.  In this case, the disobedience is in the 
form of sexually immoral behaviour.  A curse does wind up coming upon Israel because of their 
disobedience and Balaam dies because of his involvement.   
 
Second, the reference to the Nicolaitans is a bit obscure because it doesn’t necessarily say 
anything about their teachings.  One way to deal with this is to consider the very nature of the 
word.  The term, ‘Nicolaitans’ is really two Greek words that together mean, ‘to conquer the 
people.’  So, in this way, the teaching of the Nicolaitans could be the desire and practice of 
exerting power and authority over weaker people.  Interestingly enough, the Hebrew word for 
this Greek word is, Balaam.  Again, do with that what you will.   
 
Another way to deal with the Nicolaitans is to look at a description given by a later Christian 
writer who speaks about this very group.  This writer’s name is Irenaeus (c. 130–202 AD) and he 
described the Nicolaitans as those who ‘lead lives of unrestrained indulgence.’2  What’s more 
bothersome is that the Nicolaitans are claiming to be followers of Christ but are living lives that 
completely contradict this claim.  In fact, they try to justify acts of adultery and eating foods that 
have been sacrificed and offered to pagan gods.  Basically, they are engaging in this behaviour 
so that the pagan people of Pergamum leave them alone.   
 
John uses these two examples to show that true followers of Jesus cannot agree with such 
teachings—let alone believe that they are acceptable.  Just as Balaam was condemned 
because of his involvement in leading the men of Israel astray, the people in Pergamum who 
are claiming to be Jesus-followers but causing people to live contrary to God will also be 
condemned.  Moreover, the Nicolaitans, with their message of pleasure and self-indulgence, are 
hated by God—with a righteous hatred, of course.  These people are more concerned with 

                                            
 1 G.K. Beale, The Book of Revelation (Grand Rapids, 1999), 248.   

 2 Against Heresies, 1.26.3. 
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satisfying themselves and their own desires rather than seeking to please God and what God 
desires.  Instant, temporary pleasure is more important than later, eternal reward. 
 

For us, the question might be: are we neglecting what truly matters for the sake of being 
accepted by those around us?  Paul gives us a strong word of caution in this regard: ‘If I 
were still trying to please men, I would not be a servant of Christ’ (Gal 1.10).  Are we more 
concerned about pleasing the world (or accepting the world and its ways), or are we 
concerned about being obedient to God?   
 
More importantly, what happens to our credibility in claiming to be committed to the ways 
of God when we canoodle with the ways of the world?  Jesus is telling the believers in 
Pergamum (and us): you can’t have it both ways.   

 
Encouragement and Promise 

This bit of the letter is loaded with imagery—most of which is admittedly strange.  Three promises 
are given to the believers in Pergamum, provided they repent of their canoodling.  First, the 
believers will receive ‘some of the hidden manna.’  According to some Jewish traditions, some of 
the manna—or, bread from heaven—was saved from the exodus and placed in a secret cave 
in the mountains.  The idea was that when God’s kingdom finally comes, this manna will be 
retrieved and all of God’s faithful people will feast on it forever.  Theories aside, as far as imagery 
goes, eating this hidden manna is really just an off-handed way of saying the faithful will enjoy 
eternal fellowship with God.   
 
Second, the believers will receive ‘a white stone’—just what everyone wants; and third, the 
believers will receive ‘a new name written on the stone.’  In the ancient world, stones were often 
used to settle legal battles.  If a person received a black stone, they were declared guilty.  If a 
person received a white stone, they were declared innocent.  (Obviously a very complex 
system).  Given that the stone will have the person’s new name on it, this would seem to 
personalise the verdict of innocence.  However, stones were also used as a way for admitting 
certain people into private assemblies.  If you have the stone, you can enter.  In this way, the 
name on the stone proves that the holder is in fact allowed into the party.   
 
However we decide to deal with the white stone and the name on it, one thing is abundantly 
clear: Jesus is promising the believers that they belong to him, which means he will protect and 
love them in both the present world and eternity.  Jesus also promises them that he will welcome 
them into heaven when his kingdom fully comes at the end of all things.   
 
However, there is a condition for this, which we’ve already noted: the believers in Pergamum 
must repent.  They must acknowledge Jesus as Lord and God.  They must decide to live always 
according to his ways and not the ways of the world.  They must realise that they cannot fool 
him by living one way while claiming to be his servants.  They must also realise that there will 
come a time when Jesus will confront them with the sword of his mouth, and he will cut through 
everything and expose it for what it really is.  He has the power, the authority and the right to do 
so.  If they repent, they have nothing to fear; if they do not repent, they have everything to fear.   


