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Revelation 2:12-17
Letter to Pergamos: Rev 2:12 NKJV  Introduction: "And to the angel Pastor of the church in Pergamos write,   

Rev 2:12b NKJV  Title of Jesus: 'These things says He who has the sharp two-edged sword: This is a title of Jesus’ in Rev.1:16. What does the sharp, double-edged sword represent, according to scripture?  Heb. 4:12 NIV For the word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart. {13} Nothing in all creation is hidden from God's sight. Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of him to whom we must give account. The Word of God is the final authority regarding truth through Jesus Christ. No man can measure up to the truth of God’s Word. Jesus has judicial authority over the affairs of this church via the double-edged sword.

Historical Background: PERGAMOS or PERGAMUM can mean “citadel” or tower; According to John Walvoord the word pergamenu means parchment. Donald Grey Barnhouse states “the very word “Pergamos”  has in it the same root from which we get our English words for bigamy and polygamy.” (PER = mixed, uncommon, perversion; GAMOS = marriage (e.g. poly‘gam’y)). Therefore, Pergamos means mixed marriage. 

Just as Smyrna had an array of pagan temples to Cybele, Apollo, Aphrodite, and Zeus, pagan cults flourished in Pergamos, including Zeus (Lord of the Sky-Deliverer), Asklepios (healing), Athena (fertility), Dionysus (sin-bearer). It is purported by scholars that the altar to the Greek god Zeus (Jupiter in Rome), in Pergamos, was one of the Seven Wonders of the World, the largest altar of its kind at the time. Today, the altar of Zeus can be seen in East Germany. 

According to scholar Robert L. Thomas, “Despite the city’s fascination with idol worship, it was the first in Asia to have a temple devoted to the worship of the Roman emperor. This temple was erected in 29 BC in honor of Augustus along with the goddess Roma. A second such temple was added during the reign of Trajan. From this point on, Pergamum continued as a leader in this form of [Caesar] cult-worship. Caesar-worship was the most intense here [in the Empire]. In other cities a Christian might be in danger on only one day a year when a pinch of incense had to be burned in worship of the emperor. In Pergamum, however, Christians were in danger every day of the year for the same reason.” One day Satan will demand to be worshipped after he takes possession of Anti-Christ (2 Thess. 2:4, Rev. 13:15).  He will demand allegiance by means of a mark on the forehead or on his right hand!

Pergamos also had a very large library with 200,000 volumes, indicating intellectualism was important in this area. The Pergamum Library was later given to Egypt as a gift from Anthony to Cleopatra.  

Prophetic Application 315 - 590 AD: The period of the Imperial Church! During this period Heathenism was Christianized and pagan temples became Christian churches; heathen festivals were converted into Christian ones; Pagan priests slipped into office as Christian priests; and Christians exchanged the rags of oppression for the silks of court! The deeds of the Nicolaitans, as rejected by the church at Ephesus, were now the doctrine of the Pergamos church thus earning its title Imperial Church!

Why these dates, 315-590 AD? 315 AD is chosen as the starting date because just two years earlier (313 AD) Emperor Constantine converted to Christianity; and Christianity was no longer an enemy of the State. In a sense the church entered into a marriage contract of sorts (participator) with the State. The growing church would be protected by the government and the government would be ensured a much easier time of governing. Under Constantine, by 325 AD, the Edict of Toleration (freedom of religion) was passed; Christians were favored in courts; Christians were exempted from taxes; and a general exhortation was given throughout the empire for all subjects to become Christians. By 330 AD, the capital of Rome was moved to Byzantium, calling it Constantinople. The coming of 590 AD ended the transition period when the church moved from “participator” in State issues to “active leader” in State issues.

The outstanding prophetic application for this church is her marriage to the world and politics (mixed ‘or perverse’ marriage – combining of church and state). Remember what Jesus said about the world, John 15:18 NIV "If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first. {19} If you belonged to the world, it would love you as its own. As it is, you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of the world. That is why the world hates you. John 14:30 NIV I will not speak with you much longer, for the prince of this world is coming. He has no hold on me, {31}  but the world must learn that I love the Father and that I do exactly what my Father has commanded me. The idea here is that since Satan saw that he could not defeat the church through persecution, he decided to join the church. And, given time, power, money, and prestige, the church leadership fell for it, hook, line and sinker. In the year 313 AD, Emperor Constantine, who epitomized paganism and worldliness, saw a vision of a cross on his way to fight his enemies in Rome, and a voice said “in this sign conquer.” Constantine went on to defeat Rome and by doing so maintained a unity of the Roman Empire between East and West. After this great victory, Constantine issued the Edit of Milan (or Edict of Toleration). Under this edict, it was now acceptable to be a Christian since religious persecution was abolished. Overnight, Christian leadership was taken out of persecution and was now welcomed by the world, to participate in civil and social matters without fear of persecution. Constantine bestowed honors and favors on Christian bishops, by elevating them to high positions of respect, power, prestige, and authority.  

The year 325 AD is significant since it was the beginning of the end concerning the finality of the churches marriage to the world. By 318 AD, a church leader by the name of Arius, in Alexandria Egypt, began to teach that Jesus Christ was neither God nor man. He believed Jesus was a demi-god, a being half-way between God and man. According to Arius, Jesus Christ was a created Being Who was of a different essence than the Father. The Jehovah Witnesses of today hold this view, which is now known as the Arian heresy. This controversy was so irreconcilable that Emperor Constantine decided to take the matter under control himself. In 325 AD, Emperor Constantine presided over the now famous Council of Nicea. After a heated controversy, the council decided against Arius, and proclaimed that Jesus as very God of very God.  This was a correct ruling since in fact it is consistent with the scripture’s implication that Jesus is fully God and fully man. However, was it really a victory for the Church? Was it a good idea to have the state intervene into the affairs of the church? Constantine paid all the expenses of the council meeting and he presided over the meeting. Through this act, it can be argued that the Church unwittingly began surrendering its doctrinal and spiritual independence to the oversight of the state (world), rather than depending upon Word of God alone being the final authority. During this period, the Bishop of Rome slowly gained power as the ruler over the hearts and souls of men, while the Emperor’s power eroded to include only the physical well-being of his empire.

590 AD was chosen as the end date of the Imperial Church because another major shift took place giving greater power to the organized church with the help of one Gregory I (590-604 AD). Many historians recognize Gregory I as the first Pope (others regard Leo I as first Pope – 440 AD). It seems that one Justinian (565 AD) paved the way with reforms that opened the door to a state-ordained church. It was Gregory I who took advantage of those reforms during political anarchy throughout Europe in the 590’s and his conspicuous leadership over the various kings stabilized the times. Gregory I labored unceasingly over the purification of the church, deposed neglectful or unworthy bishops, opposed the sale of offices (simony). In his personal life he was a good man, one of the purest and best of the popes. Gregory’s efforts brought spiritual supremacy to the Bishop of Rome. Seven years after Gregory’s death, the title “Pope” was given to Boniface III (611 AD), the Bishop of Rome. It can be said that due to Pope Gregory’s I legacy the Roman Catholic Church became firmly entrenched in power and firmly connected (married) to the state in a “leadership” role instead of a “participator” role.

Rev. 2:13 NKJV Commendation: "I know your works, and where you dwell, where Satan's throne is. There is a difference of opinion among scholars as to whether this refers to the temple of Aesculapius (healer) or to the temple of Zeus. Zeus (Greek) is simply another name for Nimrod also Anu/Enlil (Babylon), Marduk (Assyria), Osirus (Egypt), Baal (Phonecia), and Jupiter (Rome). He is the god of power and might (Lord of the Sky “prince of the power of air”), Deliverer (Hislop). And you hold fast to My name do not take the LORD’s name in vain by misrepresenting Him (not swear words), and did not deny My faith even in the days in which Antipas was My faithful martyr, who was killed among you, where Satan dwells. Despite the pressure to compromise with the world, many Christians instead remained steadfast in their faith. Nothing is known about Antipas, other than what we read here. Smyrna was not the only city to suffer persecution.  We are left to speculate about the meaning of Satan’s throne. We know that Satan is real, that he is a finite being who is not an opposite of God.  He was created just as humans were created.  Satan is powerful, but his power is limited by God as we learn from the book of Job.  Being finite, Satan can not be a more than one place at a time. Satan is a murderer (John 8:44); deceiver (Rev. 12:9); liar (John 8:44). His domain is the vast demonic kingdom (Matt. 25:41, Rev. 12:7); world System (1 John 5:19, Luke 4:5-8, 2 Cor. 4:4, Eph. 2:2). 

If Rev. 2:13 is taken literally, then Satan actually dwelt in Pergamos at this time in history. One popular theory is that Satan moved his seat of power (Babylonian mysteries) from Babylon to Pergamos and then to Rome, the last bastion of Satan’s power. This is Bishop Hislop’s contention in his book The Two Babylon’s. Another book that follows the same line is Dave Hunt’s book A Woman Ride the Beast. 
Speculation abounds as to which temple housed Satan’s throne in Pergamos! Some have attempted to identify Satan’s Throne with the temple to Aesculapius (healer) the god of medicine.  Others have attempted to tie Satan’s Throne to the temple of Zeus. 
Tradition tells us that Zeus was born in Pergamos. Zeus is known as the Lord of the Sky--- Ephesians 2:2 calls Satan the “prince of the power of the air.” Zeus was also known as the god of Lightning and Thunder, Powerful Deliverer. Satan’s power and presence was connected to the worship of Zeus, whose throne sat on a cliff eight hundred feet high overlooking the city of Pergamos. 
It is claimed by scholars that Ancient Pergamum contained one of the wonders of the world called the altar to Zeus. The altar stood on a foundation 125 feet x 115 feet and 50 feet tall set in a colonnaded enclosure. 
Zeus was popular with Syrian ruler Antiochus IV who dedicated an altar to Zeus which he took into the Temple at Jerusalem and on it slaughtered a pig (164 BC). Later, Roman Emperor Hadrian (135 AD) built a temple to Zeus where the Jewish Temple once stood. It was not uncommon for Roman Emperors to claim to be the god Zeus (e.g. Hadrian). 
One day in the future Anti-Christ will go into the Temple and proclaim to be a god (2 Thess. 2:4) to be like Zeus the deliverer of the world - Dan. 7, 11:36-39, 9:27; Rev. 13). Of course, it is Satan’s (Lucifer’s) goal to be like God (Isa. 14:14). 

Rev. 2:14 NKJV Rebuke (Shortfall): "But I have a few things against you, because you have there those who hold the doctrine of Balaam, who taught Balak to put a stumbling block before the children of Israel, to eat things sacrificed to idols, and to commit sexual immorality.  What is the doctrine of Balaam? Understanding the story of Balaam will reveal the heart of Jesus’ message to those in Pergamos. Balaam was a Gentile “soothsayer” (diviner – Josh 13:22) who led Israel into a morally corrupt alliance with the heathen Moabites (Num. 22-25).  Balak, the king of the Moabites, hired Balaam to curse Israel Num. 22:6 Balak speaking to Balaam: Now come and put a curse on these people, because they are too powerful for me. Perhaps then I will be able to defeat them and drive them out of the country. For I know that those you bless are blessed, and those you curse are cursed." {7} The elders of Moab and Midian left, taking with them the fee for divination. When they came to Balaam, they told him what Balak had said. Balaam resisted Balak’s request. But, the pressure on Balaam to compromise was great; note: Num. 22:15 Then Balak sent other princes, more numerous and more distinguished than the first. {16} They came to Balaam and said: "This is what Balak son of Zippor says: Do not let anything keep you from coming to me, {17} because I will reward you handsomely and do whatever you say. Come and put a curse on these people for me." Balaam finally agreed to curse Israel. We later learn that Balaam tried to curse Israel three times and was unable to speak forth the curse. Balaam then advised Balak to defeat the Israelites by inviting the men of Israel to sensual heathen feasts in worship of false gods with the women of Moab (Num. 25:1-3, 31:16). Balaam’s advice worked perfectly, for the men of Israel committed immorality with the women of Moab. God then cursed Israel as He promised He would in conformance with His Old Covenant agreement with them (Deu. 28:15-63). God punished Israel by slaying 24,000 Israelites in one day (Num. 25:9). How is this relevant to Pergamos? In the same way, so-called church leaders in Pergamos were “teaching” that it was okay to compromise with the world by participating in idolatrous feasts containing sexual worship. Dr. Robert L. Thomas writes “The grievous error of the church in Pergamum was its indifference to some of its constituency who were advocating the eating of meat sacrificed to idols and the committing of fornication. The Balaamites at Pergamum were teaching others in the church to relax their principles the way Balaam did by saying it was legitimate for Christians to eat food procured in the open market that had been consecrated to idols. They legitimized participation in idolatrous feasts also, which in turn led to sexual immorality that accompanied the feasts in pagan surroundings of this area of the Roman Empire. Paul condemned the same two sins under slightly different circumstances in 1 Corinthians 10:19-28 and 1 Corinthians 6:15-18. Christ strongly objected to the church's toleration of Balaamite advocates who said the practices were morally indifferent. His standards required a clean break with these aspects of heathen worship, though such a break would work hardships on people among whom participation in heathen feasts was an integral part of local social life.” To further complicate the Baalim teaching, a popular philosophy known later as gnosticism was trying to find its way into the Church. The growing Gnostic cult (not yet known at that time by that name) promoted a philosophy that whatever is done in the body does not affect the spirit, including sexual immorality. Because the body is sinful they argued that Jesus could not have had a physical body. This prompted John to write 1 John 4:1-3. This compromise with the world is unacceptable so Jesus called upon Pergamos to repent. Rev. 2:15 NKJV "Thus you also have those who hold the doctrine of the Nicolaitans, which thing I hate.  Some scholars, such as Robert L. Thomas, think that this could be in reference to a theologian by the name of Nicolaus the proselyte of Antioch, one of seven deacons, who advocated complete freedom in Christ to participate in licentious acts. Thomas writes “The other problematic group in the church of Pergamum were those holding the teaching of the Nicolaitans (2:15), a heretical movement whose works the Ephesian church hated (2:6). Christ commended the Ephesians for that hatred. Like the Balaamites, the Nicolaitans retained the pagan practices of idolatry and immorality. The teaching of the Nicolaitans was a perversion of the liberty Paul wrote about in his epistles. It distorted that liberty to the point of unfortunate compromise between the Christian life and the cultural customs of the Graeco-Roman society. Those holding this teaching were excessively liberal, even antinomian, in regard to Jewish Christianity. They appear to have been forerunners of a deviant branch of Christianity called Gnosticism that arose in the second century A.D.

The mention of the Nicolaitans in connection with the Balaamites stems from the identity of their doctrinal deviations. Both accepted the religious and social standards of the pagan society in which they lived, and recommended Christian participation in idolatrous practices and immoral behavior. One group took their cue from the history of Israel, the other from an emerging distortion of Christian liberty. 

Jesus' agitation with this church was over their willingness to let both groups continue their doctrinal deviations without interruption. The church as a whole apparently did not promote those errors; it simply tolerated them without discerning how serious were the consequences of the errors being propagated.” 

Other scholars, such as Donald Grey Barnhouse, teach that Nico means “ruled over;” laitans means “laity.” In other words, some church leaders in Pergamos were lording over their congregation, seeing themselves as “above” the members of their church, an elitist attitude. We know from NT teaching that Jesus hated how Pharisees lorded over their congregants. This understanding of the Nicolaitans is also very plausible.
Rev. 2:16 NKJV Exhortation (Warning): 'Repent, or else I will come to you quickly and will fight against them with the sword of My mouth. It is interesting to note that there was a pagan temple in Pergamos dedicated to the deity of medicine.  This medicine god’s name was “Aesculapius” (Asklepius).  The word for “scalpel” (surgeon’s scalpel) is derived from Asklepius.  Asklepius was symbolized by the sign of a coiled snake on a pole (found in Numbers 21:8-9) the same sign that is used by American Medical Association today. Jesus refers to a sharp, cutting instrument (sword) that He will use to fight against those who do not repent; the same sharp instrument (scalpel) that is used also to save life.  Of course, the sword Jesus speaks of is the sword of truth, God’s Word.

Rev. 2:17 NKJV Invitation / Closure: "He who has an ear check to see if you have an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches the Spirit is speaking here to all churches, not just Pergamos. 

Rev. 2:17b NKJV Promise to Overcomer: To him who overcomes I will give some of the hidden manna to eat. Jesus spoke of the manna that God provided in John 6:31 NIV Our forefathers ate the manna in the desert; as it is written: 'He gave them bread from heaven to eat.'" {32} Jesus said to them, "I tell you the truth, it is not Moses who has given you the bread from heaven, but it is my Father who gives you the true bread from heaven. {33} For the bread of God is he who comes down from heaven and gives life to the world." {34} "Sir," they said, "from now on give us this bread." {35} Then Jesus declared, "I am the bread of life. He who comes to me will never go hungry....”  Jesus is saying in Rev. 2:17b that those who trust Him will never again hunger (spiritually). {17c} And I will give him a white stone, and on the stone a new name written which no one knows except him who receives it."' In the OT, a white stone and black stone were often used in voting on difficult issues by the leadership. The white stone simply means “yes” and the black stone means “no.”  By giving him the white stone, Jesus is saying to the overcomer “yes” you are “accepted.” Every believer that “overcomes” will receive a new name, known only to him and Jesus.  






