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“The tolerant church.” (3) 
 
One bright, beautiful Sunday morning, everyone in a tiny village wakes up early and goes to their local church. 
Before the service starts, the townspeople sit in their pews and talk about their lives and their families. Suddenly, at 
the altar, Satan appears! Everyone starts screaming and running for the front entrance, trampling each other in their 
determined efforts to get away from Evil Incarnate. Soon, everyone is evacuated from the church except for one man, 
who sit calmly in his pew, seemingly oblivious to the fact that God’s ultimate enemy is in his presence.  
 
This confuses Satan a bit and so he walks up to the man and says, ‘Hey, don’t you know who I am?’ The man says, 
‘Yep, sure do.’ Satan says, ‘Well, aren’t you afraid of me?’ The man says, ‘Nope, sure ain’t.’ Satan, troubled, says, 
‘and why aren’t you afraid of me?’ The man says, ‘Well, I’ve been married to your sister for 25 years.’ 
 
Would you recognise Satan if he showed up here? Revelation 2:12 “To the angel of the church in Pergamum.” 
Pergamum was the capital of the Roman Province of Asia, a royal city, the grandest city of its time, it was the cultural 
city of Asia. 
 
When we think of Pergamum we think about the University of Asia Minor, with its huge and famous library. Its 
library of over 200,000 parchment rolls was surpassed only by Alexandria and we know that parchment was actually 
invented here. They gloried in their knowledge and culture, it was a city of fashion. 
 
It was one of the great religious centres in the eastern world, it was the centre of emperor worship. Being the Roman 
capital of Asia and centre of emperor worship explains the reason for much of the persecution and death of Christians 
during it’s time. Because it was located inland and on a rocky hill this prevented it from becoming a commercial 
centre. 
 
And so there it sat, like a throne, on top of a hill, surveying the valley around it, it was a throne indeed. But who sat 
on that throne? Well Rome did. Pergamum was the seat of state religion, it was where the original Augustan Temple 
was built. But who else sat on the throne? Zeus did. One of the most famous altars in the world was there at 
Pergamum.  
 
Up on a ledge jutting out from the hillside, 800 feet up, sat the huge altar with smoke ascended endlessly from the 
sacrifices offered there. Barclay says, ‘No one could fail to see it,’ since ‘it would look like nothing so much as a 
great seat or throne’. Who else sat on that throne? Asklepios did. Asclepius, the god of healing, was here. Thousands 
of sick people from near and far would visit the temple site. ‘Asklepios the Saviour’ was on the tongue of eager 
worshipers day after day.  
 
Now just like the church in Smyrna, we know nothing of its beginning but from Acts 19:10 we can say that it was 
probably Paul or some of his students who established the church there. And so just like we did with the church in 
Smyrna, the lessons we are going to learn today are not found in its beginnings but rather in its present state, or 
condition as we find it written here in Revelation. 
 
Revelation 2:12 “To the angel of the church in Pergamum write: These are the words of him who has the sharp, 
double-edged sword.” Now notice that Jesus is the One who has the ‘doubled-edged sword.’ It’s not the sword of the 
Spirit, as we usually understand it to mean, it’s not the word of God like Paul uses it in Ephesians 6:17. This is the 
Greek word ‘rhomphaia’ and it means a weapon of war and judgement, and we see it being used in Revelation 19:11-
16.  
 
It is the sign of authority, and if you possessed this sword that meant you had the right to use it. The Romans carried a 
short broad-sword and it had a distinct curved sabre-type blade. When the Romans were given governing powers, 
they were given power to inflict capital punishment, this was called ‘the right of the sword.’  
 
But who then had the power of life and death? Asklepios their god of healing? Who was supposed to be able to raise 
the dead or kill the living? Zeus, the supreme god of the Grecian world? No! Was it the Romans? The Romans, who 
when Pilate asked Jesus in John 19:10, “Do you refuse to speak to me? Don’t you realize I have power either to free 
you or to crucify you?” And Jesus answers Him in John 19:11 “You would have no power over me if it were not 
given to you from above.” 
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You see the Roman governors were divided into two classes, those who had the right to the sword and those who did 
not. In other words, Rome had the power of life over death, others didn’t. But here Jesus says that He has the right of 
the sword, He has the power of life and death and He has the power to judge and the power to carry it out.  
  
Which again reminds us that we should never be afraid of anyone who tries to persecute us for being Christians but 
we should always be afraid of the One who made it possible for us to become Christians in the first place. Matthew 
10:28 “Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather, be afraid of the One who can 
destroy both soul and body in hell.” 
 
Now we’ve already learned from the last two sermons that Jesus knows, He knows each of us individually and He 
knows what’s happening in His church. But what does He know about the church in Pergamum? Revelation 2:13 “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.”  
 
You see Jesus knows where you and I live, He knows our address’ and postcode. Remember in Acts 10 when an 
angel spoke to Cornelius? The angel says to him in Acts 10:5+6 “Now send men to Joppa to bring back a man named 
Simon who is called Peter. He is staying with Simon the tanner, whose house is by the sea.”  
 
The Christians at Pergamum, had a permanent earthly dwelling, and it should be encouraging for us to know that the 
Lord knows our address, even to the street. And although the Christians were very active in Pergamum, Satan was 
very active too. And if learn anything from this, it’s simply this, it is possible for Christians to be Christians where 
Satan is strongest. Jesus knows where everyone lives but He also knows where Satan lives, Pergamum is where 
Satan’s throne is. In other words this was a church in difficulty because this is where Satan was politically active. 
 
That word, ‘throne,’ is the Greek word ‘thronos’ which basically means a seat for a royal king who has power. In 
other words, anyone who sat on the throne holds dominion or exercises authority. The idea is that this is a city where 
Satan rules, or the city ruled by Satan, and he is influencing everything within it. We can see that Satan influenced 
everything because there was pagan worship, the worship of Asclepius, the god of healing and medicine, emperor 
worship, and the persecution of Christians. But despite all the persecution and evil which was happening around them 
they remain true to Jesus. And sometimes that faithfulness to Jesus meant death. 
 
Now we don’t know anything about this person named Antipas but we do know that he was faithful even in death. 
History says nothing about him but legend says that he was roasted to death but he was never ashamed to die a 
Christian. He witnessed for Christ at Pergamum and he died for the cause. And won’t it be wonderful when we die 
that we will have the eternal pleasure of fellowship with this unknown hero. And so this church who were caught up 
in a whole world of different religions, persecuted time and time again held on to their faith, they stayed true to the 
name of Jesus. 
 
You see loved ones as Christians we face many influences which try to lead us from Jesus, mainly we have 
temptations, and we have persecutions. But loved ones, remember there is salvation in no other name according to 
Acts 4:12. As Christians we should be willing with joy to suffer for the name according to Acts 5:41. As Christians 
we should be willing to be hated for the name according to Matthew 10:2. As Christians we should be willing to 
forsake all for the name according to Matthew 19. 
 
These Christians were like you and I, they were baptised in the Name of Jesus, into the name of the Father, Son and 
Holy Spirit. In other words our journey begun in the Name of Jesus, we became Jesus’ possessions and just like these 
Christians, we too should never give up what belongs to Jesus and that is our souls. And just like I said last time, 
when you get to the end of the rope, tie a knot in it and hold on. 
 
During China’s Boxer Rebellion of 1900, insurgents captured a mission station, blocked all the gates but one, and in 
front of that one gate placed a cross flat on the ground. Then the word was passed to those inside that any who 
trampled the cross underfoot would be permitted their freedom and life, but that any refusing would be shot.  
Terribly frightened, the first seven students trampled the cross under their feet and were allowed to go free. But the 
eighth student, a young girl, refused to commit the sacrilegious act.  
 
Kneeling beside the cross in prayer for strength, she arose and moved carefully around the cross, and went out to face 
the firing squad. Strengthened by her example, every one of the remaining ninety-two students followed her to the 
firing squad.  
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Loved ones, thousands of Christians have died for the cause over the centuries but just because we don’t hear about 
these things happening in Britain today doesn’t mean it never will. The Christians in Pergamum hung on in there 
despite the temptations, despite the persecution. And so after the Lord makes them aware of the things that were 
right, He then brings to their attention the things that were not right.  
 
Revelation 2:14 “But, 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.” 
 
One of the saddest words in the English language is the word ‘but’ and we use it all the time don’t we? I love you 
‘but!’  I loved the meal ‘but’!  I enjoyed the worship ‘but!’ Jesus says I know where you live and I know the 
temptations and persecution you are facing and I’m so proud of you for hanging on in there, ‘but!’ And listen loved 
ones Jesus is practicing what He preached in Matthew 18:15 “If your brother or sister sins, go and point out their 
fault, just between the two of you. If they listen to you, you have won them over.” 
 
Jesus is being honest with them, He is being gentle with them, like we should be when someone is involved in 
something they shouldn’t be. Jesus says there were some in the church that were trying to teach others to sin. They 
were encouraging others to eat sacrificed meat and encouraging others to commit fornication. 
 
There were some that held the teaching of Balaam but let me ask you, why should Jesus reprimand the church 
because ‘some’ hold this teaching? Well simply because there must have been some kind of unlawful silence by the 
church in regard to the matter, there must have been a lack of discipline. Paul rebukes the Corinthians for not 
disciplining the ungodly man in their congregation but this congregation weren’t obviously rebuking anyone for 
holding on to this teaching. 
 
But what is the teaching of Balaam? Now remember Balaam wasn’t wrong in everything, he wanted to die the death 
of the righteous. He knew, by the word of God, what Israel would do to Moab and the rest. But he also loved gain and 
he urged on idolatry mingled with fornication. You see Balaamism was a compromise of morals and for people in 
this city to eat things sacrificed to idols meant to engage in the feasting and various other wicked things of the wicked 
idolatrous temples, including fornication.  
 
In other words the teaching or the doctrine of Balaam was a perversion of the Christian doctrine of liberty. Galatians 
5:13 “You, my brothers and sisters, were called to be free. But do not use your freedom to indulge the flesh; rather, 
serve one another humbly in love.” 
 
Peter talks about the way of Balaam in 2 Peter 2:10-15, he says, “This is especially true of those who follow the 
corrupt desire of the flesh and despise authority. Bold and arrogant, they are not afraid to heap abuse on celestial 
beings; yet even angels, although they are stronger and more powerful, do not heap abuse on such beings when 
bringing judgment on them from the Lord. But these people blaspheme in matters they do not understand. They are 
like unreasoning animals, creatures of instinct, born only to be caught and destroyed, and like animals they too will 
perish. They will be paid back with harm for the harm they have done. Their idea of pleasure is to carouse in broad 
daylight. They are blots and blemishes, revelling in their pleasures while they feast with you. With eyes full of 
adultery, they never stop sinning; they seduce the unstable; they are experts in greed—an accursed brood! They have 
left the straightway and wandered off to follow the way of Balaam son of Bezer, who loved the wages of 
wickedness.” 
 
Peter says the way of Balaam is really the way of covetousness and refers to anyone who hires themselves out to do 
religious work merely for personal gain. It’s the selling of our spiritual gifts for personal gain out of covetousness. 
Jude tells us the error of Balaam in Jude 11 “Woe to them! They have taken the way of Cain; they have rushed for 
profit into Balaam’s error; they have been destroyed in Korah’s rebellion.”  
 
Balaam thought that he could get God to curse His people and bypass His covenant promises because of their evil. 
Seeing their evil, Balaam supposed that a righteous God must curse Israel, but he was blind to God’s faithfulness to 
His promises. And so since Balaam found out he could not curse Israel, he realized he could cause them to corrupt 
themselves by getting them to marry the beautiful women of Moab. Numbers 25:1-3 “While Israel was staying in 
Shittim, the men began to indulge in sexual immorality with Moabite women, who invited them to the sacrifices to 
their gods. The people ate the sacrificial meal and bowed down before these gods. So Israel yoked themselves to the 
Baal of Peor. And the LORD’s anger burned against them”.  
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Picture the scene, these women came into the camp of Israel and catch the eyes of the men of Israel. They invited 
them to their sacrifices full of immorality and idolatry and before you know it, the men are eating at the tables of false 
gods, sleeping in the beds of pagan women and bowing themselves down to worthless idols.  
 
But how did this happen? Numbers 31:13-16 “Moses, Eleazar the priest and all the leaders of the community went to 
meet them outside the camp. Moses was angry with the officers of the army—the commanders of thousands and 
commanders of hundreds—who returned from the battle. “Have you allowed all the women to live?” he asked them. 
“They were the ones who followed Balaam’s advice and enticed the Israelites to be unfaithful to the LORD in the 
Peor incident, so that a plague struck the LORD’s people.” 
 
In other words, Balaam was first person to introduce the doctrine of ‘once saved always saved’. And even today some 
Christians believe that they can just live however they want and Jesus won’t mind because they are saved anyway. 
Jesus says, the church in Pergamum were tolerant of compromise and they had become compromisers. Balaam taught 
to go out among those who practice idolatry and get along, in other words, he wanted God’s people to compromise 
for practical reasons. 
 
And loved ones we need to understand that coming out of idolatry often caused problems. A great part of social life 
was the idol feasts, and so because of this many Christians often lost their jobs, trade, friends and family. And so to a 
degree we can see why they may wanted to compromise. 
 
You can imagine that these teachers were encouraging some Christians to attend some feasts, just eat a little meat, 
and just burn a little incense. Trying to convince others that owning an idol is nothing, after all a man must live and 
feed his family. You can imagine them, asking vulnerable Christians, how can we defeat Satan unless we know what 
Satan is doing? And before you know what’s happening, they became tolerant of evil, idols and fornication. The 
teaching of Balaam wasn’t the only false teaching which was happening in Pergamum, they also had the problem as 
the church in Ephesus had with ‘some that hold the teaching of the Nicolaitans.’  
 
Revelation 2:15 “Likewise, you also have those who hold to the teaching of the Nicolaitans”. Now notice what 
Revelation 2:6 says, “You hate the practices of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate.”  Do you see the difference? What 
had only been the practices in the church at Ephesus has now become doctrine in the church in Pergamum.  
 
It never ceases to amaze me how quickly a tradition or a practice becomes doctrine. We’ve always used one cup in 
this church, so we will never use multiple cups! We only sing out of this hymn book! We only use this translation of 
the Bible in this church! 
 
Now we don’t know what the doctrine of the Nicolaitans was, so we must take into consideration the background 
context. In the context of Revelation 2:6, we see in Ephesus, they came from within the church, they were bad people 
who were trying to improve and modernise Christians. In the context of Revelation 2:15, we see in Pergamum, we 
can see that they were proud and they were trying to get Christians to conform to worldly standards, adjusting their 
Christianity to the world, advocating loose living. In the context of Thyatira in Revelation 2:20, which we will look at 
next time, we see a similar teaching, where they say evil is good and Christians need to know the deep things of 
Satan. 
 
Now do you see the real problem Jesus has with this doctrine? He says, there are more serious problems that He sees, 
through the Nicolaitans, the world was changing the church, instead of the church changing the world. The church 
was not aware of the dangers and the results of their actions and compromising attitude. And so Jesus says to them, 
you are tolerant in three areas. 
 
1. They are tolerant of the teachings of Balaam, in other words they were practicing compromise, they were 
practicing ‘once saved always saved’. 2. He tells them they are tolerant of the teaching of the Nicolaitans, in other 
words they were the compromising in the practice of evil itself. 3. And finally they were tolerant of a lack of 
disciplinary action, they should have dealt with the false teaching quickly and properly. 
 
And so because they were tolerant in these three areas, Jesus commands them in Revelation 2:16 “Repent therefore! 
Otherwise, I will soon come to you and will fight against them with the sword of my mouth.” The call to repentance 
did not come to the false teachers but to the church and Jesus tells this church to repent of its worldly ways.  
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In other words there were some changes which had to be made, they had to change their attitude and become 
intolerant of compromise. They had to change their conduct because of their acceptance of their wrong way of life. 
And please don’t tell me that Jesus never gets mad, because He does. He says, if you don’t repent, “I will soon come 
to you and will fight against them with the sword of my mouth.” 
 
He’s not talking about the final coming of Christ, He’s talking about coming in judgement against these ungodly 
sects. Remember that Jesus says that He has ‘the right to the sword,’ He has the power and authority to exercise 
judgement. And so what He is saying is, that the church needs to make some changes too or else they too will suffer 
in that coming. 
 
Revelation 2:17 “Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says to the churches. 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”. 
 
Jesus says, are you listening church? Do you hear and understand what’s He’s saying? He’s said, repent, listen 
carefully, remain faithful and die faithfully, and he says if you do these things, you will be victorious and you will be 
given some of the hidden manna. 
 
Now what is this hidden manna? Well the first mention of manna is found in Exodus 16:4 where we find manna was 
the food God provided to the Israelites when they wandered for forty years in the desert. What else do we know about 
it? According to Exodus 16:31 we know “It was white like coriander seed and tasted like wafers made with honey.” 
And if you remember according to Exodus 16:31+32 God wanted some manna saved and preserved for future 
generations to remind them of the Lord’s covenant of faithfulness and so Moses placed a portion of manna in the Ark 
of the Covenant. 
 
Now somewhere between the time Moses first placed it in the Ark and the dedication of the Solomon’s Temple, the 
manna disappeared along with Aaron’s rod. 1 Kings 8:9 “There was nothing in the ark except the two stone tablets 
that Moses had placed in it at Horeb, where the LORD made a covenant with the Israelites after they came out of 
Egypt.”  
 
So where did the manna go? Did God or an angel remove it and take it back to heaven? Well, we simply don’t know, 
however some Jewish legends claim that Jeremiah hid it before the Babylonian captivity and that it would remain 
there until the Messiah showed up. But that’s one question we don’t have the answer to but we do have the answer to 
this question. 
 
Who is this manna? The manna is Jesus Himself. In John 6:31-65, Jesus claimed to be the true manna, the real manna 
which came out of heaven. Colossians 3:1-4 “Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things 
above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. For 
you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God. When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also will 
appear with him in glory.”  
 
Paul says that Christians were sustained by an invisible source, hidden manna. What manna was to the Israelites, 
Jesus was to the Christians and much more. The saints were already feeding on that hidden manna of course, but the 
promise assures them of continued sustenance from Jesus, whatever the course of events. Jesus says that these 
Christians couldn’t partake of the heathen feasts but they could feed on something better. In other words, if you have 
to give up earthly pleasures, heavenly joys will be yours.  
 
So what else were the Christians in Pergamum promised if they repent, listen carefully, remain faithful and die 
faithfully? Jesus says they will be given a ‘white stone with a new name written on it.’ The colour white symbolises 
innocence, and so Jesus recognises their innocence, it stands for purity, justice, nobility, victory, and joy. 
 
Now in Biblical times white stones were given to people who were tried and acquitted. They were given to a slave 
freed with citizenship. They were given to an athlete overcoming opposition. They were given to warriors coming 
back victorious. They were given to clients as being worthy of the privilege of sharing freely in their masters 
abundance. All these declare what Christians have and what they will receive if we remain faithful. 
 
Then there was the white stone that friends shared with each other which guaranteed a warm reception anytime and 
anyplace they met. 
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Jesus says it will have a “new name written on it and known only to the one who receives it”. The idea behind a new 
name indicates a new relation, new hopes and triumphs and only the owner of the stone would know the name written 
on the stone. In the Bible a name was very important, you can see this in the many places where the name spoke of 
the events surrounding the birth of a child. You can see it in the many cases where names were changed to indicate a 
change in circumstances of status of the one re-named. 
 
For example Abram becomes Abraham, Jacob becomes Israel. Simon becomes Peter etc. A ‘new name’ means a new 
relationship or status into which the child of God entered by virtue of some new experience with his Master. But it 
was ‘his’  name and nobody else would know it. It was his trial and it was his experience with God, it was his victory. 
In other words it’s personal to the individual Christian. 
 
And so loved ones, the Lord knows where we are and what we are doing. But the question is, are we willing to be 
faithful no matter where we are? Are we willing to faithfully uphold the name of Jesus? Are we going to compromise 
with the world and false teachers? Or are we going to remain true to His Name and deal with problems quickly? Are 
we willing to be faithful in order to gain so much more that we can ever think of or imagine? 
 
Antipas was the example for the Christians in Pergamum and he is still our example today, and he certainly thought it 
was all worth it. Jesus says He wants faithfulness from every Christian and that’s because it will only be the faithful 
who will be rewarded. 
 
Let me leave you with the words which we all want here when Jesus returns or when our time comes to leave this 
world. Matthew 25:23 “Well done, good and faithful servant! You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you 
in charge of many things. Come and share your master’s happiness!” 
 


