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Dallas Willard famously exclaimed, “I have found God’s address! It’s at the end of my rope.” The scriptures 
never shy away from telling us that Christ’s followers will endure trials. In fact, it’s through such times that 
perseverance, endurance, and refinement are developed, giving our faith a stronger grip. We might hold fast 
in hard times, but when the hits just keep on coming, it can be tempting to give in to the pressure to 
compromise and conform to the world. Sometimes we want to let go; just go along to get along.  
 
The Christians in Pergamum were facing such a time. Pergamum was a large and prosperous political, 
religious, and intellectual center, none of which were friendly to the Christians there. 
 
Intellectual 

• Library of 200,000 volumes. Second only to Alexandria. 

• Popularized writing sheets of animal skin (pergamene) – parchment. 
 

Religious: 

• Domitian called it City of Temples 

  

• Massive altar to Zeus, Temple to Athena 

 

 

• Asclepieion (second only to Corinth). 
Asklepios was referred to as Savior “soter” 

• 3 day festival to Dionysius in Spring 

• Procession to Dionysia in March 

• Feast to Aphrodite in May 
Political: 

• Named 3x – neokoros “warden of imperial worship” 



 

• Temple to Trajan and Dionysius

 

• Emperor worship was linked to civic loyalty and patriotism 
 
They had courageously endured a terrible wave of persecution, but at great cost. The calm, however, was like 
the eye of a hurricane, and they saw another band of storm clouds coming approaching. While most were 
ready to hold the line, others decided that loosening up was a better way. What was the harm in going along 
with a little government-sanctioned immorality if it kept your reputation as a good citizen and patriot intact, 
and kept your family and livelihood safe and sound?  
 
Remember that knot at the end of our rope? It requires a firm grip. Jesus tells the Christians at Pergamum that 
they cannot hold to him while also attempting to reach out to other sources of security and identity. For them 
to overcome, they needed to get a grip on what had a grip on them. 
 
We have the very same need today. The letter to Pergamum is all about the need to get a grip on what’s got a 
grip on you. To do so, we need to grasp several truths. 
 
 

1. Grasp who Jesus is - “To the angel of the church in Pergamum write: These are the words of him 

who has the sharp, double-edged sword. 13 I know where you live—where Satan has his throne. Yet you 
remain true to my name. You did not renounce your faith in me, not even in the days of Antipas, my faithful 
witness, who was put to death in your city—where Satan lives. – Revelation 2:12-13 
 
Sword/counter to ius gladii “right of the sword” – authority of Emperor 
 

 

 
“Satan’s throne – where Satan holds court” and 
“Where Satan lives” Appearance of city temples as 
“throne”  

 

• While there are human agents who choose to participate in the evils of our world (and will be held to 
account for doing so), it is the liar, accuser, and deceiver ultimately behind it all.   

 
For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the 
powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms. - Ephesians 6:12 
 



Remain True – “Holding firmly, gripping tightly” to my name. 
 

• One’s name is an indication of their character. Holding to Christ’s name describes one who trusts, 
obeys, and ultimately grasps the full nature of Jesus as the Way, Truth, and Life.   

 
Not denied my faith – confidence in him despite circumstances. While Satan himself is the source and power 
behind the persecution, his defeat is seen in the witness of Christians like Antipas. 
 

• While Jesus fully acknowledges the reality of where they lived, he did not call them to run. By 
reminding them of his ultimate authority over the power of evil, he commends them holding on to 
him. 

 

2. Grasp who we are in Jesus - 14 Nevertheless, I have a few things against you: There are some 

among you who hold to the teaching of Balaam, who taught Balak to entice the Israelites to sin so that they 
ate food sacrificed to idols and committed sexual immorality. 15 Likewise, you also have those who hold to the 
teaching of the Nicolaitans. – Revelation 2:14-15 
 

• Holding to Jesus’ name is a recognition of Jesus’ character and a reflection of his character. This is why 
Jesus takes this church’s compromising actions so seriously, and so personally. Suffering for what is 
right does not validate wrongdoing.   

 

 

Balaam – Paid by King of Moab to curse Israel but 
could not (Numbers 22-24). Instead he counseled 
that Moabite prostitutes enter the Israelite camp 
(Numbers 25,31). The men engaged in ritual sex 
with the prostitutes and then participated in 
worshipping their gods. (Numbers 25) “Holding to 
Balaam, likewise holding to Nicolaitans” 

 

• In the same way that Balaam’s plan of compromise nearly destroyed their ancestors, the Nicolaitans’ 
(“people destroyers”) teaching threatened to destroy their witness. 

 
Food – Rather than meat sold in the general market (1 Cor. 10), the food sacrificed to idols here, referred to 
food served at feasts and festivals. Such festivals frequently included sexual rituals.  
 

• The deep concern here was syncretism which seeks to assimilate the worship of Jesus with worship of 
other gods as well. This is incompatible with the gospel, which makes us Christ’s followers, and ONLY 
Christ’s followers. 

 

• The church is commissioned to influence, not to embrace the world’s values. When we mindlessly 
consume, rather than mindfully critique the world’s values, we forfeit that influence.  
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3. Grasp the necessity of repentance - 16 Repent therefore! Otherwise, I will soon come to 

you and will fight against them with the sword of my mouth. Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit 
says to the churches. – Revelation 2:16-17 
 

• Revelation presents an either/or frame work of worship. One either worships God and the Lamb, or 
they worship Satan and the Beast. Don’t be like “them.” Repent. 

 

• God’s word is the truth that both commends, confronts, comforts, and condemns. It all depends on 
how we respond to what we hear. 

 

 
4. Grasp the hope held out for you. - To the one who is victorious, I will give some of the 

hidden manna. I will also give that person a white stone with a new name written on it, known only to the one 
who receives it. – Revelation 2:17 
 

 

Manna – Exodus and God’s promise to sustain his 
people in the tension between kingdom hope, and 
present suffering – the sustenance being Jesus 
himself. 

 
Our ancestors ate the manna in the wilderness; as it is written: ‘He gave them bread from heaven to eat.’ 32 
Jesus said to them, “Very truly I tell you, 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 the bread that comes down from 
heaven and gives life to the world.” 34 “Sir,” they said, “always give us this bread.” 35 Then Jesus declared, “I 
am the bread of life.  – John 6:31-35 
 
White stone – Used in courts to vote for acquittal. – Repentance. 
 
Given to victors for entering victory festivals, banquets. Personal invitation to the ultimate feast. – 
Restoration. The nations will see your vindication, and all kings your glory, you will be called by a new name 
that the mouth of the Lord will bestow. – Isaiah 62:2 
 
What has a grip on you? Approval? Security? Sex? Power? Christ stands with outstretched hands. Will you 
receive his hold on you, and hold fast to him? 
 

Questions to Dig Deeper 
• Pergamum was such a powerful political, intellectual, and religious center. Christians were tempted to 

compromise in the face of these powers. In what ways does the 21st century church face the 
temptation to compromise politically, intellectually, and religiously? 

 

• How would you respond to someone saying, “If Jesus is so great and powerful, why didn’t he keep 
Antipas (and later, Carpus, Papylus, and Agathonike) from being killed?” Why does God allow all the 
suffering and martyrdom in the world?  

 



• Discuss the idea that suffering for what is right does not validate wrongdoing. How could the 
experience of suffering lead someone to believe they could justify disobedience? What modern-day 
applications can you make from this teaching? 

 

• Does it bother you that Jesus is so direct and harsh to a group who has endured so much already? Why 
or why not? 

 

• How does Christ’s warning that he will come to make war against the church, if necessary, relate to 
what we know of Christ’s mercy and compassion?  

 

• How do the promises of the hidden manna and the white stone encourage you to hold fast to Christ?   


