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It is good military practice to use part of your force to press the attack against an enemy so 

that they bunch up their resources in one area spreading themselves thin in other areas, 

thereby creating a weakness, and you can then breakthrough in the weakened area.  All of 

us struggle to fight a war on two or more fronts.  Many of us are able to stand up to a trial, 

but we tend to crumble when all sorts of things of all sorts of types come against us.  This 

was the problem at Pergamum.  Pergamum had been faithful under trial, not denying the 

faith even in the face of death, but they were tolerant of false teachers.  They seem in some 

ways to be the opposite to Ephesus.  Where Ephesus was strong on doctrine to a fault that 

they had closed hearts to the world and each other; Pergamum was weak on doctrine and 

the world leaked into the church.  Ephesus was on the extreme of too much doctrine and 

became loveless; Pergamum was on the extreme of laxity towards doctrine and was 

infiltrated with false teaching.  One was too guarded; the other was not guarded enough.  

They put enough effort in the face of persecution and did their duty, but they failed when it 

came to standing against false teaching and administering church discipline.   

 

Christ’s letter to Pergamum reveals the difficult conditions they faced, their infiltration of 

false teachers and failure to discipline and the consequences for those who do not repent 

and those who overcome.   

 

The conditions 

 

There are many horror movies that revolve around a message like, ‘I know what you did last 

summer,’ or, ‘I know where you live.’  When Christ speaks these words in v13 they are not 

intended as a threat but as a comfort, ‘I know where you dwell, where Satan's throne is. Yet 

you hold fast my name, and you did not deny my faith even in the days of Antipas my 

faithful witness, who was killed among you, where Satan dwells.’ 

 

Pergamum was a cauldron of idolatry, and had perfect conditions for persecution.  

Pergamum was the primary city for the worship of Asklepios, the God of healing who was 

worshipped in the form of a serpent. The town not only had the primary temple to this god 

but also a college for training people in healing as well.  Because the devil originally 

appeared as a serpent in the Garden of Eden, this has been offered as an explanation for 

why Jesus talks about ‘where satan dwells.’   The town of Pergamum also had a massive 

altar to Zeus at its highest point that could be thought of as a throne and so some have 



suggested that Christ’s reference to ‘satan’s throne’ is a reference to this altar.  Athene, 

Demeter and Dionysus were also worshipped in Pergamum.   

 

Like Smyrna however the most significant religious characteristic would be the loyalty to the 

Roman Emperor.  Pergamum’s fervour for Rome is found in it building a temple to Emperor 

Augustus, even before he had died and was still alive.  They earned the title Temple Warden 

for Caesar worship for themselves.  In the 90s of the first century Domitian the Emperor 

took to himself the title ‘our lord and god.’  This insistence on a title that was originally 

ceremonial would have created the pressure that the Christians were feeling in Asia Minor.  

In Revelation 13:2 we see that the devil gives his throne and authority, that is political 

power, therefore it seems best to understand the phrases, ‘satan’s throne’ and where ‘satan 

dwells’ as describing the worship of Caesar and its political enforcement, ‘And the beast that 

I saw was like a leopard; its feet were like a bear's, and its mouth was like a lion's mouth. 

And to it the dragon gave his power and his throne and great authority.’  When Christ was 

offered the kingdoms of this world by the devil when He was tempted in the wilderness, it 

was likely this Roman power that the devil was offering, offering for Christ to become 

Caesar.   

 

We can see that this religious cauldron was bubbling and boiling in Pergamum, so much so 

that we have a Christian named who died for his faith, ‘Antipas my faithful witness, who was 

killed among you.’  The heat had run from hot to boiling at times and they had to hold out 

until death.  Antipas is an example of this.  He is called ‘my faithful witness’ which reminds 

us of a title for Christ in Rev. 1:5, ‘Jesus Christ the faithful witness.’  Christ was a messenger 

who spoke about and for God, He did so even though it cost Him His life saying all that the 

Father gave Him to say.  This provoked the Jews to accuse Him of blasphemy and seek His 

life, He did not shrink from it but faced it in obedience to God.  Likewise Antipas had 

followed in the footsteps of His master.  We do not know exactly how Antipas would have 

died but we do have other accounts from around that time when Christians were facing the 

same demonic imperial religion.  Polycarp was the bishop of Smyrna, a disciple of John and 

was martyred in his eighties in the second century.   

 

‘The kindly, old bishop entered the arena under armed guard.  The stands were filled with 

an angry mob; their shouts filled the air….  Once inside the arena, the soldiers quickly 

brought Polycarp before the Roman proconsul.  Polycarp, the well-known Bishop of Smyrna, 

was the last living link with the twelve apostles, as he studied under John.  As soon as the 

crown learned that this famous bishop had been arrested, a great cheer went up.  The 

proconsul tried to get Polycarp to deny Jesus Christ: ‘Swear by the fortune of Caesar.  Take 

the oath and I will release you.  Curse Christ!’  The bishop stood firm.  ‘Eighty-six years I 

served the Lord Jesus Christ, and He never wronged me.  How can I Blaspheme my King 

who has saved me?’  The proconsul threatened, ‘I have wild beasts ready, and I will throw 

you to them if you do not change your mind.’  ‘Let them come, for my purpose is 

unchangeable,’ replied Polycarp.  ‘If the wild beasts don’t scare you, then I will burn you 

with fire,’ said the proconsul.   

‘You threaten me with a fire which will burn for an hour and then will go out, but you are 

ignorant of the fire of the future judgement of God reserved for the everlasting torment of 



the ungodly. But why do you delay?  Bring on the beasts, or the fire, or whatever you 

choose; you shall not move me to deny Christ, my Lord and Saviour.’   

 

When the proconsul saw that Polycarp would not recant, he sent the herald to proclaim 

three times in the middle of the stadium, ‘Polycarp has professed himself a Christian.’  As 

soon as they heard these words, the whole multitude of Gentiles and Jews furiously 

demanded that he be burned alive.  Immediately dry wood was brought out and heaped in 

the centre of the arena for a bonfire.  When they were about to nail him to the stake, 

Polycarp said, ‘Leave me as I am; He who gives me strength to endure the fire will enable 

me to remain still within the fire.’  They agreed to this and simply tied his hands behind his 

back with a rope.  In his final prayer, he prayed, ‘O Father, I thank you, that you have called 

me to this day and hour and have counted me worthy to receive my place among the 

number of the holy martyrs.  Amen.’1  They finally stabbed him when the fire did not burn 

him.   

 

The compromise 

 

Christ commends those in Pergamum for holding fast and not denying their faith in Him 

under persecution, however, he rebukes them for their tolerance of heresy, ‘But I have a 

few things against you: you have some there who hold the teaching of Balaam, who taught 

Balak to put a stumbling block before the sons of Israel, so that they might eat food 

sacrificed to idols and practice sexual immorality. 15 So also you have some who hold the 

teaching of the Nicolaitans.’  Most commentators agree that those who hold the teaching of 

Balaam and the Nicolaitans are most likely the same group.   

 

The story of Balaam and Balak is found in numbers 22-24.  Balak the Moabite wanted to hire 

a prophet to curse Israel.  He wanted Balaam to curse Israel but he could not.  Finally 

Balaam advised Balak to turn God against Israel by enticing the Israelite men with Moabite 

women into idolatry through sexual immorality.  It was a combination of sexual rites and 

idolatry and this of course would be a very strong temptation to men.  Balaam and Balak 

were not literally present in Pergamum, nor was there an official book that outlined their 

teachings with disciples who specifically followed Balaam.  No, Christ is using this OT story 

to show in stark judgement what He thinks of the practices and teachings of the heretical 

sect in Pergamum.  As a result of Balaam’s actions we see 24000 men being killed in a 

plague until Phineas in his zeal put an end to some immorality (Numbers 25).  The church of 

Christ is being lured in the same way into the idolatrous and sexual practices of the first 

century in Pergamum.  This OT story presents a symbol that represents certain actions that 

are present in this church.   

 

We know from 1 Corinthians the terrible temptation and troubles attending Gentile 

conversions where they had to disentangle themselves from their old idolatrous ways.  In 

answer to the question can Christians eat food offered to idols Paul outlines a very helpful 

approach to ethical issues.  He gives three answers, yes, no and depends.  A Christian can 

eat food offered to idols, if he knows that the offerings are not made to gods but nothing.  
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Yet if the Christian eats and someone who is recent convert who is not fully free from his old 

ways eats and by doing so violates his conscience unable to participate without feeling he is 

worshipping his old gods, the Christian is to abstain in order not to be a stumbling block.  

But if we eat with unbelievers who think that by your eating you condone false gods then 

don’t eat in their presence.  There were two places where meat would be bought from, from 

the market which was often left overs from various temple sacrifices, Jews and weak 

Christians would be unable to eat these and would have to go vegetarian like Daniel.  But 

then there was also meat eaten as part of a worship service.  Paul clearly tells us not to 

partake of the table of demons by eating in a worship setting 1 Cor. 10:14-22.  It appears 

that those in Pergamum were not struggling merely with the issue of food offered to idols, 

but food offered to idols in a religious setting, in other words a temple, and which were 

accompanied by sexual rites.   

 

What could have led to this?  It could have been a form of Gnosticism that disregarded the 

flesh thinking that the spirit is saved and it does not matter what one does with the body.  It 

could have been an extreme form of antinomianism that taught Christian liberty in all things 

including sexual and idolatrous activities.  It could have been a form of syncreticism 

between pagan religion and Christianity.  Whatever it may have been it should not have 

been tolerated in the church, it should have been put out.  The Pergamum church was 

tolerating false teaching in its midst, teachings that harmed its holiness, denied its life giving 

gospel, and marred its witness.  They were failing to trim the wick of their lamp and Christ 

was threatening to trim it with a sword.  They were failing to engage in that lifesaving 

radical amputation that is necessary when dealing with cancers.              

 

The consequences 

 

Christ calls upon them to repent or there will be consequences, ‘Therefore repent. If not, I 

will come to you soon and war against them with the sword of my mouth.’  The sword of 

v12 is given its purpose in the promised judgement in v16.  If this church will not deal with 

their sin Christ will.  It is unclear whether this coming with His sword will have damage the 

whole church or just those who hold to false teaching.  Regardless the church is called upon 

to repent and apply the sword of church discipline just as Paul did 1 Tim. 1:18-19, ‘This 

charge I entrust to you, Timothy, my child, in accordance with the prophecies previously 

made about you, that by them you may wage the good warfare, 19 holding faith and a good 

conscience. By rejecting this, some have made shipwreck of their faith, 20 among whom are 

Hymenaeus and Alexander, whom I have handed over to Satan that they may learn not to 

blaspheme.’   

 

Those who overcome are promised two benefits, ‘He who has an ear, let him hear what the 

Spirit says to the churches. To the one who conquers I will give some of the hidden manna, 

and I will give him a white stone, with a new name written on the stone that no one knows 

except the one who receives it.'’  As with all the churches the hidden manna and white stone 

indicate some end time benefit in the new creation.  In the OT there was a portion of the 

manna that fell in the desert persevered in the Ark (Exodus 16:32-34, Heb. 9:4).  It was 

tucked away from all eyes in the presence of God, Christians who overcome will one day 



enjoy this hidden manna.  Christ is the one that this manna pointed forward to and it is 

likely that this promise indicates not only good food but full satisfaction in Christ as our 

eternal portion.  The white stone with a new secret name is more difficult to understand.  

White stones were used by juries when they voted to acquit someone.  They were used as 

tickets to get into events and awarded to gladiators when they retired.  The whiteness of 

the stone obviously refers to purity, what the stones functions as we do not know and there 

is no agreement about the significance of the name.  Is it the believer’s new name?  Is it 

Christ’s new name (3:12).  Is it a name change like Abraham’s?  A new identity and personal 

intimacy with God are indicated by it either way.   

 

Pergamum reminds us that we have to war on many fronts, that we cannot let down our 

guard, that doctrinal indifference is fatal, that church discipline is necessary, and that 

faithfulness cannot be pursued at the cost of truth and holiness.      


