
The Letter to the Church at Pergamum 
“Living in a Hard Place” 

(Revelation 2:12-17) 
Introduction:- 
 
The city of Pergamum came to prominence only after the death of Alexander 
the Great in 323 BC, when it became the capital of a new, independent state. 
And when the last king of Pergamum, Attalus 111, died in 133 BC, he 
bequeathed his territory to Rome, and in this way, the city became the seat of 
government for the Roman province of Asia, which as a result, also opened up 
all the surrounding sea routes to Rome, as well as for the Gospel. It was also a 
great intellectual centre, with a library housing some 200,000 volumes. Then for 
many years, there was rivalry between Ephesus, Smyrna, and Pergamum as to 
which was the first city of Asia. But of one thing there was no doubt. Pergamum 
was the centre of the religious life of the province. The city was dominated by a 
huge hill that rose to 1,000 feet above sea level, upon which was built many 
temples, with a theatre on its side, with commanding views. And so every major 
Deity had a temple here. The most famous was the temple to Asclepios, the god 
of healing, associated with the snake, which gave Pergamum a reputation like 
Lourdes today. At night, when people slept in the temple with the snakes, it was 
thought that when the snakes came in contact with the sick, by slithering over 
them, that healing would come. Further, the hill was home to a forty foot high 
altar to Zeus, the Greek god, who was thought to be the father and king of all 
gods, who had all power, and was often portrayed as the god of lightning and 
storm, with a lightning bolt in his hand, similar to that of Baal in the ancient 
Canaanite religion. Thus this altar may have been built to commemorate a 
notable victory, as the god of all power and victory. But most important of all, 
Pergamum had the first temple in the area, built and dedicated to Augustus and 
Rome in 29 BC, hence it became the centre for the worship of the emperor in 
the province. As this was as much a political as well as a religious affiliation, it 
created peculiar problems for Christians. The titles of Lord, Saviour, and God, 
were constantly applied to the emperor, which Christians felt obliged to resist 
in the light of their sole allegiance to Jesus as to their only Lord, Saviour, and 
God. In addition to these three major temples, the god Dionysius was 
worshipped as the god of pleasure. Demeter was worshipped as the god of food 
and supply, and Athena was worshipped as the god of wisdom. It is against this 
background, that we can begin to appreciate and understand why Pergamum 
should be designated as the place where Satan has his throne. Let us now take 
a closer look at this passage, in order to see its application for us today. 
 

1. First we discover the Christ of the Sharp Two-Edged Sword (verse 12). 
 



Already this title for Christ has been flagged back at chapter 1:16, and it 
anticipates verse 16 in the passage before us, as one who will soon come to 
exercise judgment on those involved in both the teaching and the actions of 
false teaching. Later in the book, at 19:15-21, this same sword  coming out of 
the mouth of Christ, will bring judgment and defeat upon the nations who 
oppose Christ’s kingdom, including the beast and the false prophet, who had led 
many people astray, in order to worship the beast and its image. This is a 
judgment scene by the power of the Word of God, which Hebrews 4:12 tells us 
is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, dividing asunder both 
soul and spirit with its penetrating influence and work. No doubt this was the 
picture in mind when Christ first introduced himself to the church at Pergamum.  
Further, within the historical setting of this introduction, the picture of the 
sword is also meant to symbolize Jesus’ ultimate authority to exercise judgment, 
as over against the Roman officials, who misused their “right of the sword”, or 
imperial rule, to persecute Christians, as with the case of Antipas in verse 13. As 
G.B. Caird (Revelation 1966, p. 38) notes here, this also helps explain the choice 
of imagery in the opening verse. The Christians are reminded that, though they 
live under the authority of the one who holds the sword of imperial justice, they 
are citizens also of the greater empire of him who needs no other weapon than 
the spoken word, the sword of his mouth, which is the Word of God. If a 
Christian should be called to confess his/her faith before a Roman court of 
justice, it must be remembered that it is Christ, not the proconsul, who has the 
sharp two-edged sword.  Let this also be of comfort and encouragement to us 
today, when the world would pass its judgment upon us. We should never forget 
who truly holds the sharp two-edged sword, as the final Word of authority!! 
 

2. Secondly we discover the difference between Dangers from Within, and 
Dangers from Without – Which is Worst? (verses 13-16). 
 
For the first time in this letter to Pergamum, the Risen Christ says “I know where 
you live.” This had not been said to the previous two churches, of Ephesus and 
Smyrna, nor is it said to any of the four churches will follow. And so, what is so 
significant about Christ’s opening recognition of this church’s address and 
postcode? Verse 13 continues to supply us with the answer.  As it happens to 
turn out, Pergamum is the place where Satan has his throne. Does that begin to 
send shivers up and down our spines?  The Greek word for “throne” used here 
means more than merely “seat.” Rather, it means a seat of special authority. 
Pergamum was therefore not simply a place where Satan existed, but the place 
where Satan wielded a very special authority. This may be suggested by the 
three main shrines erected on the high hill of Pergamum, which itself may have 
resembled a throne, beginning with the throne-like altar of Zeus, itself a symbol 
of idolatry that held sway in Pergamum, followed by the pagan shrine of 
Asclepios, the god of medicine, symbolized by a serpent, and finally topping all 



of this off, with the first temple of the imperial cult built there in 29 BC in honour 
of Rome and Augustus. G.B. Caird (Revelation, 1966, p. 37) suggests that this is 
the primary reason why John speaks of Pergamum as the as the place where 
Satan has his throne. But in the end, the three main shrines combined, represent 
the epitome of all paganism and worldliness, representing the east and the west, 
and no better expression of this could have been found than in the religious 
monuments of Pergamum. And so the greatest challenge here was to live in a 
culture and an ideology systematically opposed to the Christian claim that Jesus 
– not Caesar – is Lord. Then, in the verses which follow, the church at Pergamum 
is confronted with serious challenges, both from within, and without.  First, 
verse 13 continues to address the issues that came from without the church. To 
begin with, Jesus gives praise to the church for holding fast to his name and faith, 
and not relinquishing the faith, not even in the days when Antipas, my faithful 
witness, was put to death in your city, where Satan dwells. The reference to 
Satan at this point, may indicate and support Caird’s previous point, that the 
particular challenge for Christians in this city was that it was the centre of 
emperor worship, which also misused their “right of the sword” to persecute 
Christians in particular. In this way, it could be said that Antipas was a true 
example of one who followed in the footsteps of Jesus the “faithful witness”, 
who is introduced as such back at chapter 1:5, and finally to the church of 
Laodicea at 3:14. Also, this could be the first occasion in the New Testament 
where the word “witness” is associated with death, with the same Greek word 
“martyr”, used here of Antipas, my “faithful witness” or “martyr.” (v. 13). Then 
a turning point occurs in verses 14-16, with a negative appraisal of the church. 
The Christians have withstood the external pressures just mentioned, but have 
done less well in resisting internal ones.  Was this not Jesus’ main criticism of 
the Pharisees and religious leaders of the day, when he said, “You Pharisees do 
a magnificent job of cleaning the outside of the cup and dish, but inside, you are 
full of greed and wickedness. First cleanse the inside of the cup and dish, and 
then the outside will also be clean (Matthew 23:25). “See to it then, that the 
light within you is not darkness” (Luke 11:35). For some among the church at 
Pergamum, there was a strong attraction to the false teaching of Balaam, who 
taught Balak to entice the Israelites to sin, so that they ate food sacrificed to 
idols, and committed sexual immorality. The background to this reference takes 
us back to the book of Numbers. Immediately after Balaam uttered his oracles 
of blessing instead of cursing on Israel at Numbers 22-24, the Israelites engaged 
in sexual immorality with the Moabite women, and ate their sacrifices, and 
worshipped their gods (Numbers 25:1-3). Why would they do this? A clue is 
offered at Numbers 31:16 where it is stated that the Moabite women acted by 
the counsel of Balaam. Thus the prophet Balaam could not follow Balak’s 
command to speak directly against God’s people, but defeat could come 
indirectly, through Israel’s susceptibility to temptation, through the Moabite 



women. We know nothing of the Nicolaitans (v.15), or even whether they were 
an actual group, but their name means “victory people”, or “victory over the 
people”, and their point of view could well have shared similarities with many 
of the features found in the teaching of Balaam, whose name means, “He has 
consumed the people.” The Nicolaitans apparently promoted false teaching, 
idolatry, and immorality like Balaam (v. 14), and Jezebel (v. 20), and while the 
Ephesian church opposed their practices, some in Pergamum did not. Thus 
Pergamum’s main weakness related to the inside, and not to the outside. Since 
the church was now freed from the restrictions of Mosaic Law, false teachers 
understood the doctrine of grace as freedom to do whatever they liked. But 
freedom in Christ was not a licence to sin, by fitting into the cultural conventions 
of the day. Such acts of idolatry and immorality would have given them access 
to the Roman guilds and even Roman protection from persecution – but at the 
cost of their spiritual integrity and inheritance. Verse 16 then concludes this 
middle section with the Risen Christ’s word to repent, which means to 
completely change, and turn-about-face, otherwise He will soon come, and fight 
against those who so teach and act, with “the sword of His mouth.” What does 
this mean? It may mean that those at Pergamum who hold fast to the false 
teaching of Balaam, or hold fast to the false teaching of the Nicolaitans, will be 
judged by the judgments of the Word of God itself. For example, here one may 
recall the fact that Jesus met each of the Devil’s temptations in the wilderness 
by quoting three successive texts from the Book of Deuteronomy, whose chief 
sin is the sin of idolatry. It is quite possible therefore that some of the plagues 
and curses from this book may have also been in Jesus’ mind.  Also, “the sword 
of His mouth” may refer to any appropriate judgment that may come from Jesus’ 
own mouth, as the Word made flesh, as will be seen with the judgment passed 
upon Jezebel at Revelation 2:20-23. Finally on this verse, G.B.Caird (Revelation 
1966, p. 41) says that not all the church are Nicolaitans, but all are warned to 
repent of the indifference which has allowed this error to go unchecked, which 
presumably would also relate to the teaching of Balaam. Caird continues: “The 
fault of Pergamum is the opposite of the fault of Ephesus; and how narrow is 
the safe path between the sin of tolerance (reflected at Pergamum) and the sin 
of intolerance (reflected at Ephesus). And as with Smyrna, the call to repentance 
is followed by a conditional coming of Christ in judgment.” It is Jesus, and not 
the emperor, who holds the “double-edged sword” of truth, for it is the word 
spoken from His mouth, as the true victor, who will reward those who share in 
His victory. 
 

3. Thirdly and Finally, we discover a Double Reward as a Remedy for a Twofold 
Sin (verse 17). 
 
The nature of the twofold reward is in accordance with the understanding of 
redemption as a second exodus in the Book of Revelation. First, to those who 



overcome, Christ will give some of the hidden manna. At Deuteronomy 8:3, 
Israel was told that the manna they had received from Heaven was something 
which neither you nor your Fathers had known – In other words it was both 
hidden and supernatural – In order to teach you that man does not live on bread 
alone, but on every word that proceeds from the mouth of the Lord. Jesus 
quoted this text to the Devil in his temptations at Matthew 4:4, when in his 
hunger, the Devil tempted Jesus to turn a stone into bread. Jesus refused the 
Devil’s temptation, and preferred the path of Deuteronomy 8:3, in giving 
primacy to obeying the Word of God, which alone would sustain Him as the Son 
of God. And now, as a reward for forsaking the path of false teaching, and the 
refusal to win safety for themselves in the banquets of the pagan world, they 
will find themselves at home in the Messianic Banquet, feasting on the Heavenly 
Manna. This may also reflect the tradition at Exodus 16:32-34, where the Lord 
commanded Moses to then preserve an Omer of this Manna for future 
generations, to be placed in a golden jar and kept alongside the Ark of the 
Testimony containing the Law, in the Holy of Holies (Hebrews 9:4). According to 
Rabbinic legend, it was then hidden by Jeremiah at the destruction of the Temple 
in 586 BC, and would reappear from heaven at the beginning of the Messianic 
Age (2 Maccabees 2:4-8). The point is that those who on this earth refused to 
eat the meat that had been offered to idols, would in the world to come, find 
themselves at home in the Messianic Banquet, feasting on the Heavenly Manna. 
In John’s Gospel, we are told that Jesus is the Living Bread that has come down 
from Heaven (John 6:51), and as such, he promises everlasting food to this 
church tempted by idolatrous Roman feasts. The second reward is a white stone 
with a new name written on it, known only to the one who receives it. Several 
possible explanations have been offered, but probably the best is that the white 
stone, symbolizing purity and victory, was associated with acquittal in court, and 
also with admission to special feasts and events for athletic victors, or members 
of a guild. Here it therefore probably represents the Conqueror’s ticket of 
admission to the Heavenly Banquet, with free and permanent access. And so, in 
this way, we can probably see why the Risen Christ presented these two tokens 
of reward together. In order to gain access to the Heavenly Banquet, one 
required the victor’s white stone of admission. The new name written on the 
stone, known only to the one who receives it, may reflect the Christian’s new 
name and standing before God, just as Jacob was given a new name back at 
Genesis 32:28, because he had struggled with God, and with men, and as a 
result, had overcome or prevailed. If this is so, it would indicate entrance into a 
distinctive new relationship in the new life of the kingdom of God. On the other 
hand, if this new name were the name of God or of Christ, which may be 
suggested by Revelation 3:12, then it would suggest a new and hidden 
relationship with the Lord, with perhaps an allusion to the power inherent in the 
name of God. Thus the Christian participates in the power and blessing of the 



Lord, and in a unique manner shared by none, participates in the character of 
God, as when Moses asked to see God’s glory, back at Exodus 33:18. On either 
count, the person with Christ’s name written on his or hers heart, is blessed and 
safe in life and in death. Even in the midst of the perils at Pergamum, no one 
could pluck a Christian from the hand of Christ. And as a final point here, 
interestingly the word for “stone” used here, is only found at one other place in 
the New Testament at Acts 26:10, where it is translated and means “vote”, 
where Paul says; “and when the Christians were sentenced to death, I cast my 
“vote” against them.” And so in our passage today, when the Risen Christ gives 
His faithful followers a white stone, He is also saying in effect, “I am casting my 
vote” for you, not for death, but for life in all its fullness, both for time and 
eternity. 
 

Conclusion:- 
 
Like those at Pergamum, today we face our own challenges. Perhaps we too find 
ourselves living in a hard place. If so, Christ encourages us to hold fast to what 
we have in Him. Will we make a stand on what goes into our hearts and minds, 
in terms of what we watch, read, or view online? Are we living double lives, 
looking holy before others, but unclean before God? For God, and for Christ, the 
truth is not negotiable. The church at Pergamum had to repent or face the 
judgment of the Word of God. May we learn to feast on the Bread of Life, and 
accept the White Stone with a new name written on it, as an invitation to the 
Marriage Feast of the Lamb and King. This will be our greatest glory and joy. Yes 
– Even from the vantage point of living in a hard place, today we see from this 
letter just how much Jesus loves us and is for us. Remember, Christ has cast his 
vote for us, not for death, but for life in all its glorious fullness!! Let us continue 
to hold fast to Jesus and the Word of God. And let his blessings be ours today. 
Amen. 
 
 

 
 


