Living Theology Friends2509
Leon L. Combs, M.A., M.Div., Ph.D.
 February 23, 2025
“Churches in Revelation: Pergamum”
Past issues of these letters (~400 so far) may be read at http://livingtheology.com/letters.htm and I encourage you to catch up with them if you have not received earlier letters.  Other writings of mine (48 articles and 30 commentaries) are at http://LivingTheology.com and I pray they will be helpful. The author is solely responsible for the content of these letters and they do not represent any particular denomination.  
Continuing with our review of the churches in the book of Revelation, we come to the church at Pergamum. This was a city renowned for its great library that contained over 200,000 references.  The word parchment comes from the word for Pergamum. There were many heathen temples of worship there and the city was the first to worship the Roman emperor. In 29 BC they had been given authority to dedicate a temple to Augustus, the first temple dedicated to a living emperor. The acropolis of Pergamum was on a summit that was about 1000 feet above the plain and near it was a huge altar to Zeus. We observe then that this church was located in a very pagan environment.

Rev 2:12-13 “And to the angel of the church in Pergamum write: The One who has the sharp two-edged sword says this: I know where you dwell, where Satan's throne is; and you hold fast My name, and did not deny My faith, even in the days of Antipas, My witness, My faithful one, who was killed among you, where Satan dwells.”
Again there is no problem in identifying the person giving the letter but Jesus adds the warning about the two-edged sword that will be used as revealed in verse 16. The sword of Jesus has one edge for judgment and one for protection. Twice He refers to Satan being there, perhaps because of the many heathen temples and emperor worship there. From the twelfth chapter of the book of Revelation (http://livingtheology.com/rev12.htm), we know that Satan was not primarily on earth until the war in heaven when he and his angels were thrown to earth. Some scholars think that verse 13 was also in reference to the serpent that was a symbol of Asclepius that represented healing to the Pergamums but a symbol of evil for Christians. We do not know with certainty the identity of Antipas but he certainly was a loyal child of God who died rather than retract his belief in Jesus. Extra-Biblical writings indicate that he died a horrible death of burning, killed by servants of Satan. So Jesus praises the church for their firm faith even where brutal persecutions were perpetrated against them.  

Rev 2:14-17 “But I have a few things against you, because you have there some who hold the teaching of Balaam, who kept teaching Balak to put a stumbling block before the sons of Israel, to eat things sacrificed to idols, and to commit acts of immorality. Thus you also have some who in the same way hold the teaching of the Nicolaitans. Repent therefore; or else I am coming to you quickly, and I will make war against them with the sword of My mouth. He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To him who overcomes, to him I will give some of the hidden manna, and I will give him a white stone, and a new name written on the stone which no one knows but he who receives it.'”

Jesus names some things against these church members.  Balaam advised Balak, ruler of Moab, that if he could get the Israelites to worship idols they would forfeit the protection of God.  

Num 31:16 “Behold, these caused the sons of Israel, through the counsel of Balaam, to trespass against the Lord in the matter of Peor, so the plague was among the congregation of the Lord.”

Balaam’s teachings had prevailed through time as these incidents had been taught for generations:

Micah 6:5 “My people, remember now What Balak king of Moab counseled And what Balaam son of Beor answered him, And from Shittim to Gilgal, In order that you might know the righteous acts of the Lord.”

It is probable that both the teachings of Nicolaitans and of Balaam as condemned practices were connected with worship of idols since eating of sacrificial meat and licentious behavior were involved in such worship. These people were evidently still trying to get the Jews to violate their own laws and, in general, to rid the area of anyone worshiping God. Irenaeus wrote in the late second century stating that the cult of the Nicolaitans was founded by Nicolaus mentioned in Acts 6:5. This cult could have survived and evolved to become a doctrine of Christian liberty that attempted an ethical compromise with heathen behavior. Admonition for the church to guard against pagan and worldly doctrines and practices is still needed today.

Jesus tells them to repent. If they do not repent quickly then He is going to come to them and fight against them with His sword. The sword of Jesus has two edges that signify either encouragement or destruction.  It is clear from these verses that He will come with destruction.  He ends with the same comment in other letters identifying the people who respond to this message to be only those who have been born again.  But He then promises something different from that in the other letters.  He is offering hidden manna that probably refers to celestial food available only to believers (John 4:31-34).  This food is in direct contrast to the food offered to idols freely indulged by the Nicolaitans.   

Many possibilities have been discussed for the white stone but the special name probably is from a common practice of this era when a name was representative of the character of the person and represented the whole man. Thus the name was very special. This name could reveal the new character of the man that is bestowed upon him by God. I like this interpretation when coupled with an illustration that may or may not be true. The right to name something or someone indicates ownership.  Therefore Jesus indicates those renamed belonged to Him: 
John 10:14 I am the good shepherd; and I know My own, and My own know Me, 

It was told that in those times that when two friends separated a white stone was chosen and the names of both people written on it on opposite sides. It was then broken and each person took one half of the stone. When one of them traveled back to the home of the other they could then present their half of the stone to be matched with the half the other person had kept. So even if the other friend was not there the people in the house would know to let the person into the home. This could be symbolic of our entrance into Heaven. 
