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In Numbers 22 to 25 and also in 31:16ff, there is an interesting and tragic story about some events that took place as 
Israel traveled through the Sinai Wilderness enroute to the land of Canaan. As Israel traveled through the wilderness 
they approached the land of Moab. Now, Moab was ruled by a certain king named Balak, and Balak and Moab was 
filled with fear of Israel. So, instead of approaching Moses and attempting to make peace with Israel, Balak did what 
kings sometimes did in those days - and consulted with a prophet - a man named Balaam, who he hired for the 
purpose of cursing Israel so that he, Balak, could then go to battle wit Israel and defeat them. 

Balaam, being an opportunist, took Balak up on his offer and accepted the job. But, being somewhat shrewd in the 
ways of the world, he also gave Balak a disclaimer. He told Balak that he would come into his hire but that he would 
consult the Lord - BUT, in the end he would only be able to pronounce whatever the Lord told him to pronounce. 
Balak was good with this, so he gave approval to this plan.

There was one person who didn’t give approval to Balak’s plan however, and that was the Lord; and so, Balaam 
approached the Lord there times and enquired of him about cursing Israel and each time the Lord forbade him and 
instead, gave Balaam a counter message which he was to speak. And so, three times Balaam pronounced for Balak, 
but each time, he pronounced a BLESSING upon Israel - because true to the disclaimer, he only pronounced what 
the Lord gave him to pronounce. 

You can imagine how Balak felt about this. He was quite upset with Balaam - and told him so each time he failed. And 
so, being an honest guy, Balaam came up with another plan by which Balak might gain an advantage over Israel. His 
plan was to have Moabite women come into the Israelite camp, for the purpose of seducing Israelite men - with the 
result that the men would enter intimate relationships with the women and even marry them, and then entice the 
Israelite men to worship their gods - and especially the chief deity, a god named Baal - and this is what happened.

Numbers 22, 23 and 24 give the account of the pronouncements of Balaam over Israel, while Numbers 25 tells us of 
the seduction of the men of Israel which took place by Balaam’s counsel - and from chapter 25 we learn what the 
Lord did about this situation. As the Lord saw men of Israel being seduced into immoral relationships with Moabite 
women and even worshipping their god, his anger was kindled and he sent a plague in to the midst of the Israelite 
camp- and people began to die, until one of the sons of Aaron the High Priest took action, rushed into a tent where an 
Israelite man had taken a woman from Moab - and killed them with a spear; and this resulted in the Lord’s wrath 
being turned away from Israel. 

As a result of this event, two men earned a name for themselves. The name of Aaron’s son, who killed the sinning 
Israelite and brought an end to the Lord’s anger, was Phinehas - and for his actions Phinehas was honored by the 
Lord (see Numbers 25: 10-12), thus earning a good name for himself. The other man who earned a name for himself 
was Balaam. And in the same way Phinehas is known to this day as the man who was honored by the Lord, so 
Balaam earned a negative name for himself as being ‘He who caused Israel to sin’ or ‘he who caused Israel to 
commit sexual immorality’. And I told this story tonight from the OT book of Numbers because to understand the 
situation of the church we are going to study tonight from Revelation chapter two - it is necessary that we understand 
this story. 

The church we are studying tonight is the third church in Asia Minor that Jesus had John wrote to - and the letter to 
this church, the church in the city of Pergamum - is found in Rev. 2: 12-17. Pergamum, like Smyrna, was a prominent 
city in Asia Minor - and in the same way Smyrna was considered the most beautiful city in Asia Minor, Pergamum was 
most important because it was the provincial capital - and there were several attractions in Pergamum that made it a 
special city in addition to its being the provincial.

First, the city was built on top of a cone shaped hill  that was 1,000 feet high and dominated the valley around it. So it 
was a highly visible city from the surrounding areas. 

Second, the city boasted a library of 200,000 volumes and so it was known as a center of learning.

Next, there was a huge temple to Zeus built at the edge of this high hill - and the temple boasted a huge throne to 
Zeus - which was prominent at the edge of the hill and overlooked the whole surrounding valley and country side.
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And finally, there was another prominent cult in Pergamum dedicated to the god of healing - named Asklepios - and 
the emblem or logo for this cult and this god was a great serpent - and what do you think the serpent represented to 
Christ’s church? It represented Satan himself. 

Pergamum, then, was a city known as a center of emperor worship since it was the provincial capital, it was known 
for the giant throne to Zeus and it was known to be the home for the god of healing, represented by the great serpent 
entwined around a pole - and in this city there was the church of the Lord Jesus Christ.   

Listen now as I read this letter. . . .and try and identify why Jesus said some of what he said to this church, and why 
the story of Balaam is important as background, if we are to understand Jesus’s concern and the real problem 
present in this church. Chapter 2: 12-17

Did you hear why the story of Balaam is important to understand if we are to grasp Jesus’s issue with the church at 
Pergamum? 

Did you make any connections between the city and culture this church interacted with every day and Jesus’s 
statement to them? There are several - the reference to the throne of satan being the most prominent. Let’s unpack 
the letter:

1st, we have in this letter the greeting and the title which Jesus takes for himself in v. 12 - and he identifies himself as 
‘Him who has the sharp two edged sword in his mouth’. Why did Jesus choose this title? I’ll come back to that - but 
there is a very good reason why Jesus took this title for Himself as he addresses tis church.

Next, we have Jesus’s commendation (v. 13) - the ‘I know this about you’ statement. And what did Jesus know about 
this church? He knew three facts about this church:

     1) He knew where they dwelled - and he mentions this twice, meaning He took their location seriously (see. v.13)

     2) He knew of their faithfulness to Him in difficult times (v. 13b)

     3) He knew of their faithfulness even in suffering v.13c). Who was Antipas? There isn’t much known about Antipas, 
but what is known from the tradition of the early church is that he was martyred for his faithful witness to Christ - and 
the way he was put to death was by being slowly roasted INSIDE a hollow bronze bull during the early reign of 
Domitian.

Despite Antipas’s martyrdom, these Christians had NOT denied Christ’s name - and Christ commended them for their 
faithfulness to Him! 

Application #1 is found here - Jesus said clearly wheel on earth, He who confesses me before men I will confuse 
before My Father in heaven but he who denies me before men, I will also deny before my father in heaven”; and we 
see Jesus affirming His pleasure here, of those who are faithful witnesses to His name. This knowledge acts as 
encouragement to stay faithful and to confess Christ - even in the midst of the most difficult situations. 

Do we always come out faithful when opportunities to confess Christ publicly arise? I don’t - I fail in this area 
sometimes - and you do as well. And because Christ love us and his steadfast love never fails, when we do fail, we 
need only to bring our failure to Christ in confusion and He hears us, cleanses us and as we ask Him, will strength us 
to take advantage of the next opportunity that arise. BUT, every time we are faithful and confess Him, He knows it 
and notes it - and it is commendable in his sight, as it was for the church at Pergamum.

Following Jesus’s commendation we have Jesus’s ‘confrontation’ (v.14) and Jesus confronts the church at 
Pergamum over three issues:

1) Compromise with pagan religious practices;
2) Sexual immorality
3) Acceptance of those who taught that this was acceptable
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We also have, in this verse Balaam - and he is called he who ‘taught Balak to put a stumbling block before the sons 
of Israel so they would eat meant sacrificed to idols and commit sexual immorality’. . .in other words, Balaam had 
caused Israel to sin, and there were people at the church in Pergamum who were doing the exact same thing. And 
verse 15 tells us who they were.

Who were the Nicolaitans? 

The Nicolatians were a sect who some trace back to one of the first seven deacons named in Acts 6, Nicolas, who at 
some point departed from the true faith; and the members of the sect that bore his name taught that some degree of 
participation in the idolatrous culture of the city of Ephesus AND Pergamum - some degree of compromise with the 
unbelieving culture around them - was alright.  

What did this look like? Liken Ephesus, so in Pergamum, participation in the pagan culture of the city would 
usually take one or all of three forms:

     1st, syncretism was always a problem in pagan cultures, as it is today - and this would involve combining the 
worship of God and Jesus Christ with forms of worship found in the temples in Pergamum;

     2nd, immoral aspects of worship: this pagan worship would involve a certain amount of sexual immorality, 
which was one of the ways pagan deities were worshipped - and was a part of the worship of the Baal’s, during the 
OT period - and so Jesus references Balaam;

     3rd, compromising in the trade guilds and art the temples by eating meat sacrificed to idols, and 
participating in the base activities of the trade guilds would assure economic stability - but to refuse to do this could 
cost one their employment;

The NIcolaitans taught the Christians at Pergamum, like at Ephesus, that it was acceptable to do these things - and in 
the same way God hated the idolatry of Israel during the OT era and the trick of Balaam, so the risen, glorified, 
reigning Christ was angered by those who taught His servants to do the same works in the 1st century. BUT, unlike 
the Ephesian Christians, who were  commended for their hatred of the teachings of the Nicolaitans, the church at 
Pergamum was INDIFFERENT to it. And this resulted in Christ’s warning to this church (v.16)

The Warning: If you don’t repent, I will come and war against them with the sword of my mouth’. What did Jesus 
mean by this? Quite simply, Jesus meant He would come and judge and destroy them Nicolaitans. So, this warning is 
strong. How does a church repent of having false teachers in their midst? 

     a) Awareness of the teachers;

     b) Intolerance toward the teachers;

     c) Discipline of the teachers and those who follow their teaching;

And what happens of the church doesn’t do this?  

Application #2 then, has to do with the proper attitude toward those who are false teacher and who lead Christ’s 
people astray in Christ’s church - and I can put this application this way, in a very simple statement : Indifference 
KILLS while active disciple and correction saves people alive. It isn’t clear when Jesus would come and war against 
these false teachers and this church with the sword of His mouth.

     1) Some think it would be in the very near future;

     2) Others say it would be when he returned to eat;
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     3) But whenever it would be, the idea of Jesus wielding a verbal sword against His enemies is terrifying - because 
God works through HIs words - and performs acts of power. When E.F. Hutton used to speak, people listened, the 
sating went. BUT when Jesus the Son of God speaks, the wind and waves obey Him, the dead are raised, disease 
departs, lepers are cured, sin is cleansed and forgiven - AND, enemies die, physical and for ever. 

And so we have thus far, Jesus’s title, his commendation, his confrontation and his warning - and these are followed 
by a great and precious promise (v. 17); and he promises two things to the Christians at Pergamum and to all the 
churches:

     

     1) Overcomers will receive some of the hidden manna; and 

     2) They will receive a white stone with a name on it that none knows accept the one who has it. 

What is this about? 

Hidden manna is a figurative way of saying that the overcomer’s will be fed by Christ Himself (see John 6: 33, 38); 
Instead of feeding on the corrupt food of the pagan idols and what the world offers for spiritual satisfaction Christ 
offers Himself as the bread - the manna - that His people will eat.  

The white stone with the secret name can carry one of two meanings, but the most likely meaning is that this name 
is that of Christ, written on the church and those who truly believe - and this meaning would be consistent with what 
appears in the remainder of Revelation (see 3: 12, 14: 1; 22:4); and this name is over against the mark on those who 
follow Anti-Christ. 

This is the letter to the church at Pergamum - and from this we are encouraged to continue to run the race with Christ 
and remain true and faithful, holding fast HIs name@!   


