
Revelation 2:12-17 

 

Against the Flow 

 

 

 

 I remember a long time ago, when I was a young man, there was a 

popular T shirt with a print of a school of fish all swimming in one direction. But 

then there was another fish in the midst of the school going in the other 

direction. And there was a caption which read “Go against the flow.” 

 

 Back in the day the point was to be counter cultural. That is not a bad 

idea for those of us who follow Christ. In fact Scripture tells us in Romans 12:2,  

 

…do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed  

by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what  

is that good and acceptable and perfect will of God. 

 

 In many ways we should have different values and priorities in life that 

what the world has. Our biblical thinking should be seen in how we deal with the 

issues of marriage, finances, work, education, entertainment, politics, and on 

and on. As Christians we should stand out, not as arrogant and prideful people. 

But we should strive to show the love of God and the wisdom of God and the 

holiness of God in all that we do.  

 

 This is not what was happening at the third church we come to in 

Revelation, the church at Pergamos.1 There church there was compromising too 

much with the world—drifting with the flow.  

 

And to the angel of the church in Pergamos write, 

‘These things says He who has the sharp two-edged sword:  

(Revelation 2:12) 

 

 Pergamos was not important as a commercial, business center as were 

Ephesus and Smyrna. But it was the political and religious capital of the area. It 

was the first city in the area to eagerly support the worship of Rome and the 

Emperor. And so it became the Roman capital of the area 250 years before the 

letter was written. To refuse the worship the emperor once a year was 

considered treason.  

 

                                                           
1
 Some modern translations of the Bible have the name of the town as Pergamum. Pergamos is the feminine form 

of the noun. 



 There was also a great temple there to the pagan god of gods, Zeus. You 

can see this temple in the Pergamos museum in Berlin, Germany. There was also 

a temple to Athena and one to Asclepius the serpent god of healing. We still 

see his symbol today in the medical field. It is the serpent wrapped around a 

pole. Plus there was a temple to Dionysius or Bacchus, the god of wine, sex and 

fertility. 

 

 There were temptations to compromise everywhere. When Christ identifies 

himself to this surrounded church he says he has the sharp two-edged sword. 

This represents the Word of God spoken to heal, to save and to judge: to 

separate truth from error. Hebrews 4:12 declares,  

 

For the word of God is living and powerful, and sharper  

than any two-edged sword, piercing even to the division  

of soul and spirit, and of joints and marrow, and is a  

discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart. 

 

 The Word of God must be the standard for all of our thinking and the basis 

for our behavior in all things. Psalm 119:1, 2 proclaims,  

 

Blessed [supremely happy] are the undefiled in the way, 

Who walk in the law of the LORD! 
2 Blessed [supremely happy] are those who keep His testimonies, 

Who seek Him with the whole heart! 

 

The world seeks so many things contrary to God’s will trying to be happy. And it 

wants you to go along with the flow. 

 

And to the angel of the church in Pergamos write, 

‘These things says He who has the sharp two-edged sword:  
13 “I know your works, and where you dwell, where Satan’s  

throne is. And you hold fast to My name, and did not deny  

My faith even in the days in which Antipas was My faithful  

martyr, who was killed among you, where Satan dwells.  

(Revelation 2:12, 13) 

 

 The phrase “I know your works” is omitted from the best texts. Jesus said “I 

know where you dwell, where Satan’s throne is…where Satan dwells” This is 

simply a staggering statement!  

 

 When you are buying or selling real estate the key words are always 

“location, location, location.” So how about buying a house in the 

neighborhood where Satan’s throne is? Pergamos was anti-Christ city. As I 

mentioned the city was a great religious center for the worship of pagan gods 



and the Roman Emperor. Pergamos was the center from which the devil 

operated.  

 

 All cities have their tone and atmosphere; Pergamos was a dark place full 

of error and counterfeit gods. What emanated from Pergamos? Well, what does 

Satan do? The Bible tells us that Satan is a liar, the father of lies and a murderer. 

It tells us that he blinds people from seeing the truth about Jesus Christ. He is a 

deceiver. We are told that he manipulates the course of this world; its values 

and ideals. And we are told that he is a roaring lion seeking to devour people.2 

 

 It must have been extremely difficult to be a Christian in the city of 

Pergamos. So how do you live as Christian in a town where Satan lives and 

rules? The apostle peter tells us to “be sober, be vigilant. Resist him steadfast in 

the faith.”3 Did the believers in Pergamos stand firm in the faith? Yes, they 

did…sort of. 

 

I know your works, and where you dwell, where Satan’s  

throne is. And you hold fast to My name, and did not  

deny My faith even in the days in which Antipas was  

My faithful martyr, who was killed among you, where  

Satan dwells. 

(Revelation 2:13) 

 

 The believers held fast to the name of Jesus Christ. They knew that there is 

no other name by which someone can be saved.4 They did not deny the faith, 

even when persecution lead to a faithful believer’s death. Think about how 

difficult and sad this must have been. 

 

 Here’s a question. Is it more difficult to be a Christian in some places than 

in others? The answer is yes, of course it is. The person who lives in a rough, 

godless neighborhood has more to overcome than someone who lives in a 

good area. Someone who lives in Pakistan or Afghanistan has more to  deal with 

than someone who lives in the United States. 

 

But Christianity—being a faithful believer has more to do with your 

character than with where you live. Joseph did not turn away from 

righteousness when he was seduced by the wife of Potiphar and then spent 

years in prison. Obadiah stood firm even in the court of Ahab and Jezebel. 

Daniel was a godly man even in Babylon5 
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Some of the believers in Pergamos were staying close to the Shepherd. 

But they also tolerated people in the church who were going with the flow and 

living ungodly lives. 

 

But I have a few things against you, because you have  

there those who hold the doctrine of Balaam, who taught  

Balak to put a stumbling block before the children of Israel,  

to eat things sacrificed to idols, and to commit sexual  

immorality. 15 Thus you also have those who hold the doctrine  

of the Nicolaitans, which thing I hate. 

  (Revelation 2:14, 15) 

 

 The Pergamos Christians accepted in their fellowship those who held to 

the teachings of Balaam and the Nicolaitians. Balaam was a greedy prophet 

whose story is told in the Old Testament book of Numbers.6 Balak, king of Moab 

was fearful of Israel which was on its way to the Promised Land. So Balak wanted 

Balaam to curse Israel before they crossed into his land. But as Balaam tried to 

curse Israel the words God inspired him to speak were words of blessing not of 

cursing. 

 

 Still Balaam was greedy for the king’s money and devised a plan for 

Israel’s ruin. And so he urged Balak to use Moabite women to seduce Israelite 

men have them participate in their idolatrous and sexually immoral pagan 

feasts.7 What Balaam was to Israel, the Nicolaitians were to the early church. 

They were not only imperial pastors who lorded it over people, they urged 

people to go with the pagan flow of the city and participate in the immoral 

sexual acts involved in the worship of the deities.  

 

 The Nicolaitians taught that since we are not under the Old Testament law 

but under grace, we may continue to sin. The idea was we will never really 

overcome sin in this life anyway, so go ahead and party at the pagan temples, 

because God’s grace will abound. They changed the grace of God into a 

license for immorality.8 They were teaching this in essence: “After all God knows 

we are only human. And we really do not want to stick out as different from 

everyone else, so let’s go with the flow.” 

 

 We learned that the church at Ephesus hated the deeds of the 

Nicolaitians. But in the name of tolerance they were accepted in Pergamos. 

Concerned for the health of his church Jesus Christ calls upon the believers to 

repent. 
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Repent, or else I will come to you quickly and will fight  

against them with the sword of My mouth. 

(Revelation 2:16) 

 

 Unless they repented Christ would fight against the Nicolaitians with the 

“sword of” his ‘mouth”; the Word of God. So how does this relate to us? The way 

to overcome error is not to tolerate it, but to boldly speak the truth. Ideas are not 

overcome by physical force. The false ideals of the world can only be overcome 

by a superior ideal. This is why Ephesians 6 tells us that our offensive weapon in 

the spiritual battle is the sword of the Spirit, the Word of God.  

 

 And secondly, the Word of God tells us that we are not free to sin simply 

because we have God’s grace. The apostle Paul explains this in Romans.  

 

What then? Shall we sin because we are not under  

law but under grace? Certainly not! 16 Do you not  

know that to whom you present yourselves slaves to  

obey, you are that one’s slaves whom you obey,  

whether of sin leading to death, or of obedience  

leading to righteousness? 

(Romans 6:15, 16) 

 

 As Bob Dylan once sang “Ya gotta serve somebody. It may be the devil or 

it may be the Lord. But ya gotta serve somebody.” So don’t go with the flow! 

Thirdly, leaders in the church are not to lord it over people like the Nicolaitians. 

For sure leaders are to be respected as we are told in Hebrews. 

 

Remember those who rule over you, who have spoken  

the word of God to you, whose faith follow, considering  

the outcome of their conduct. 

 

Obey those who rule over you, and be submissive, for  

they watch out for your souls, as those who must give  

account. Let them do so with joy and not with grief,  

for that would be unprofitable for you. 

(Hebrews 13:7, 17) 

 

 And 2 Timothy 5 states that we are to give those who labor in the Word 

double honor.9 But on the other hand leaders are to have a servant’s heart. 

Here is what Peter taught. 

 

The elders who are among you I exhort, I who am a  
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fellow elder and a witness of the sufferings of Christ,  

and also a partaker of the glory that will be revealed:  
2 Shepherd the flock of God which is among you, serving  

as overseers, not by compulsion but willingly, not for  

dishonest gain but eagerly; 3 nor as being lords over those  

entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock; 4 and  

when the Chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the  

crown of glory that does not fade away. 

(! Peter 5:1-5) 

 

 When leaders in the church serve willingly they will receive from Christ a 

crown of glory more dazzling than the gold coins Balak offered Balaam. Let’s 

return to Revelation 2:17 and read what Christ promises to those who overcome.  

 

He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to  

the churches. To him who overcomes I will give some  

of the hidden manna to eat. And I will give him a white  

stone, and on the stone a new name written which no  

one knows except him who receives it. 

(Revelation 2:17) 

 

 Jesus Christ offers two rewards for those who overcome. They are hidden 

manna and a white stone with a new name on it. What do these mean? The 

hidden manna points back to the Old Testament. When God fed the Israelites in 

the wilderness with manna, He commanded Moses to put some in a gold pot. 

The pot was then to be placed in the Ark of the Covenant, so that future 

generations would be reminded of God’s love and care.10 

 

 Just as the Old Testament believers were fed and cared for with manna, 

so now our spiritual hunger and needs are met by Jesus Christ.  Jesus informs us 

in John 6:32, 33 that he is the true bread from heaven that gives true life. So the 

hidden manna here in Revelation must refer to more than our present 

experience of Christ to a more powerful future experience. Therefore we can 

delight ourselves now at the pagan feasts or be filled to overflowing at the 

future banquet of the King.  

 

 As for the white stone, judges would put forth a white stone when 

someone was acquitted of a crime, and a black stone to pronounce one guilty. 

But there is even a more interesting reference.  

 

 In the ancient Roman world the gladiators were the heroes of the day. 

Often gladiators were expected to fight until killed in combat. But if he had an 
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exceptional career he was allowed to retire in honor. And he was given a white 

stone called a tessara with the letters “SP” on it. “SP” stood for the Latin word 

spectatus which means watched, tested, and thus found to be a man of great 

honor and valor. 

 

 In that sense a Christian who has stood firm in the faith in the face of a 

deceiving and seductive world is indeed watched, tested and found to be a 

person of great honor and valor. But there is more. A new name is put on the 

stone.  

 

 In Greek there are two words for “new.” There is neos which means new in 

time. And there is kainos which means new in quality. In other words so much 

better that what was before. In the Book of Revelation we are told of a new  

Jerusalem (3:12), a new song (5:9) and a new heaven and earth (21:15). All of 

these are kainos.  

 

 When Abram was exalted by God he was given the new name of 

Abraham. When Jacob was exalted by God he was given the new name of 

Israel. When we are glorified each of us will receive a new name known only to 

us and the Lord Jesus Christ. It will be his special name for us and it will confer 

upon us a new quality of life and status of glory. 

 

 And so in conclusion, how should we then live? What should be the 

passion of our hearts? What should determine our priorities? We can swim with 

the school of fish and go with the flow. Or we can go against the flow of a fallen 

world. Destiny awaits and the choice is ours.   

 

 

 

 

 


