
 

 

 

Faithful Intolerance 
(Revelation 2:12–17) 

	
Tolerance, among other things, is one of our society’s new favorite sports. In many cases, the effort formerly 
reserved for appeals to the Bible’s ethical plumb line has now been diverted toward remaining carefully free 
of judgment and “preachy”-ness. After all, Jesus said, “Do not judge, so that you won’t be judged.” 
 
Enter John’s letter to the church in Pergamum.  
 
The city of Pergamum was located further inland than the other churches mentioned previously. It was a 
buzzing religious site, filled with temples to every deity one could hope for and offering cures, blessings, and 
the good life to all who might be so inclined to supply the particular offerings each temple cult required. 
Demeter, Dionysius, Zeus, and Asclepius were just some of the big names to be worshipped in this city 
known for its religious pilgrimages. Most famous of all, however, was Pergamum’s status as the first city in 
Asia Minor (modern-day Turkey) to construct a temple dedicated to worshipping what would become known 
as the Imperial Cult. As Rome’s Caesars became more powerful and considered as much gods as men, 
worship and ritual sacrifices indicating both gratitude and allegiance were increasingly required. Pergamum 
led the way in emperor worship, no doubt placing considerable pressure on the city’s Christians to signal 
their allegiance to the Roman ruler, an act no doubt considered by many to be contrary to the faithfulness 
Jesus himself demands. 
 
“I know where you live—where Satan’s throne is. Yet you are holding on to my name and did not deny your 
faith in me…”    
 
Satan’s throne is likened here to the seat of authority one claims when directing worship away from its 
rightful recipient. The church in Pergamum had a front row seat to a religious spectacle doing everything in 
its power to convince the populace that Jesus was—at best—merely one deity among many.  
 
Jesus commends his followers in this church for refusing to pay homage to any other name but his. He even 
mentions one who appears to be a fallen brother, Antipas, who gave up his life as a faithful witness under 
persecution. He was more than likely put to death for his refusal to offer sacrifices or to burn incense to an 
image of Rome’s most powerful ruler. The cult’s officials failed to realize the one Antipas worshipped was far 
more powerful than any Caesar could possibly imagine. Antipas’ life was taken from him because of his faith 
in Jesus, and he no doubt experienced the greatest victory one could possibly imagine. 



 

 

 
The church at Pergamum, following the lead of one faith-filled Antipas, was commended by the Lord for her 
faithfulness in spite of the opposition they faced from those outside of the faith.  
 
Yet Jesus had a few things to correct in this church. It seems as though there were two groups within the 
fellowship leading others astray by their teachings. The second group—the Nicolaitans—was previously 
discussed in the letter to the church in Ephesus. Essentially, we have no idea what the Nicolaitans were 
teaching except that it appears to have been clearly in opposition to the gospel. Such teaching had reared its 
head in Pergamum as well. The first group mentioned was those “who hold to the teaching of Balaam.” 
Clearly some back story is in order here, though space won’t permit a full retelling of the story. Do yourself a 
favor and go read Numbers 23–25. 
 
Yep, it’s a wild, strange story. Here’s the gist: Balaam was a prophet for hire the Israelites ran across while 
preparing to cross the Jordan River and conquer the Promised Land. While the prophet initially offered 
blessings on the incoming nation, he eventually became better known as one who led many Israelites astray 
and into sexually immoral situations and relationships. Over time, Balaam’s name became synonymous with 
one who encouraged sexual immorality or, more generally speaking, with one who led otherwise faithful 
people into spiritual adultery or idolatry. It seems Pergamum had those who were either committing acts of 
sexual sin or acts of spiritual infidelity against the Lord. 
 
Strangely, however, Jesus’ rebuke isn’t against those who hold to the teachings of Balaam or the Nicolaitans. 
 
Jesus instead rebuffs those who allow such things to continue in the fellowship. This letter is not directed at 
the Pergamum church’s sinful, but rather at its tolerant members. 
 
Though this might seem strange, given the provisions Jesus has given for dealing with sin in the community 
of believers (Matthew 7:1–5, 15–20; 18:15–17), the Lord here views the tolerance in Pergamum as a failure 
to deal with the insidious nature of sin within the church. He warns them: “So repent! Otherwise, I will come 
to you quickly and fight against them with the sword of my mouth.” Repent, faithful members of the church 
in Pergamum, or Jesus will come fight against them (those Balaam and Nicolaitan folks). In other words: if 
the church refuses to deal with sin… if the church refuses to work through Jesus’ instruction in Matthew 18… 
if the church instead chooses to be tolerant when it comes to sin within the body of believers… then Jesus 
will show up as the judge with a two-edged sword in his mouth.  
 
And so many of us have convinced ourselves that the most loving thing we can do is to tolerate those who 
do not conform to the biblical ethic. To be sure, we don’t seem to be called to demand that unbelievers 
submit themselves to the authority of the Scriptures. However, it seems beyond question that we ought to 
expect that any and all who confess Jesus as their Lord and Savior have likewise committed to a life of 
constant repentance and transformation. Therefore, we should not insist that our lingering sins be tolerated. 
Instead, in the spirit of love (see 1 Corinthians 13:4–7 and Romans 12:9–21), we should engage in 
meaningful and truthful relationships that constantly point us to Jesus. We should desire the Spirit’s refining 
work as it is mediated through brothers and sisters who have our best interests at heart. May we not 
confuse tolerance with forbearance or with grace. With all patience and love, may we instead pursue the 
holiness that Jesus’ death (the clearest example of God’s intolerance, by the way) purchased for us. And may 
we do it together! 
 

 
 
 
 



 

 

Discussion 
 

1. What comes to mind when you hear Christians appeal for increased tolerance in the church? Does it 
excite you? Frustrate you? 

2. What did you think about the pattern described in the sermon: “Today we tolerate certain sins. 
Tomorrow we will condone them. Soon enough, we will celebrate them”? 

3. What sins do you tolerate in yourself? What do you tolerate in the believers closest to you? Why do you 
think that is? 

4.  How has this particular lesson encouraged, strengthened, confronted, or challenged you? 
 

 

Our Corporate Prayer 
 

Heavenly Father, you are a holy God, and you desire us to be holy like you. Search our hearts. Where 
there is any sin which we have excused in us, we ask for your conviction and for a resolve to turn from 
that which displeases you. Purify our hearts, cleanse our thoughts, and examine the motives behind 
our actions and attitudes. Make our hearts holy so that we may live in godliness. Transform us to live 
into Jesus’ righteousness, freely given to us in exchange for our sin. We ask you this in Jesus’ name, 
Amen. 


