
 
 

March 6, 2022   ~   “Overcoming The Odds”   ~   Revelation 2:12-17  

 

OPEN 

 
Today I invite you to think about people who were urged to overcome odds.  
Perhaps, right away you are thinking of Ukrainians in their current struggle 
against the invasion of their country by Russia.  
 
In our series Live the Adventure of Jesus, we are examining the letters 
which Jesus sent to seven churches.  The apostle John, writing as a prophet 
and as a pastor, communicated the message of Jesus to these churches in 
Asia Minor.  So far we have looked at the first two letters… 
 

• Getting back to basics – letter to Ephesus – Revelation 2:1-7 
 

• Face up to our fears – letter to Smyrna – Revelation 2:8-11 
 
Today we examine the letter to Pergamum in which believers were expected 
to overcome the odds.  To overcome – to be victorious – is to remain true 
and faithful to God’s calling on our lives.  Read Revelation 2:12-17. 
 
 

DIG 

 
Greeting – v.12 
 
The similar part of the greeting was “to the angel of the church in”.  
Pergamum was a healing center, connected with pagan deities.  It was 113 
KM north of Smyrna on the Roman postal route.  Today, the city is Bergama, 
Turkey and the ancient site rises 1300ft (396m) above the valley.  It had a 
10,000-seat theatre.  Pergamum had a library with 200,000 volumes, second 
only to Alexandria in the ancient world.  The city produced writing material, 
charta pergamene (source of our term “parchment”). 
 
The different part of the greeting described Jesus as “him who has the sharp, 
double-edged sword”.  Pergamum was a place of conflict for Christians.  
They were “sandwiched” between competing forces.  There was the imperial 
cult demanding loyalty to Caesar.  There were pagan deities such as Zeus, 
Athena, Dionysus, Asclepius.  In this context, Jesus had three things to say 
to believers at Pergamum. 
 

ONE:  Challenging context – v.13 
 
Believers in Pergamum lived in a challenging context.  Jesus 
compassionately said to them, “I know”. 
 
a. Paganism – “where Satan’s throne is” – Pergamum was not well situated 

for trade but was an important religious and cultural center.  With three 
temples dedicated to the imperial cult, it was the regional center of 
Caesar worship.  The emperor was deified and allegiance to him was 
expected.  As for Greek gods, Asclepius was revered as the god of 
healing.  The “rod of Asclepius” with snakes is still a medical symbol 
today.  Two of his daughters were Hygieia and Panacea.  To seek 
medical help in Pergamum meant navigating idols but believers there had 
held firm to the name of Christ.  The altar of Zeus, built in 170 BC, the 
largest in antiquity is likely what is meant by “Satan’s throne”.      
 

 
Asclepium – medical center dedicated to the god of healing 

 
b. Persecution – “where Satan dwells” – despite the death of Antipas (“my 

faithful witness”, as Jesus is described in 1:5) Christians in Pergamum 
remained faithful.  Ferrell Jenkins wrote, “the first century world was not 
persecuting Christians for their faith in Christ…[but] for their exclusive 
faith in Christ.” (Trial And Triumph, Jeremy Dehut, RightNow Media, 
2022).  The Roman emperors claimed deity.  Consequently, to remain 
loyal to Jesus alone what to incur the full wrath of Rome. 

 
Syncretism means blending religions.  First Century Christians were 
constantly challenged to remain true to Jesus Christ while under the pressure 
of pagan culture.  And accommodation to culture remains a challenge for us 
today.  We live in a pluralistic culture but must remain true to Jesus and the 
Gospel. 
 
 
TWO:  Corrupting compromise – vv.14-15 
 
Though there was faithfulness in the in Pergamum, there were “a few things” 
which Jesus addressed. 
 



a. Teaching of Balaam (v.14) – Who was Balaam?  He was a prophet who 
tempted Israel to immorality and idolatry.  Balak, king of Moab feared 
God’s people and asked Balaam to curse Israel.  God hindered Balaam’s 
efforts to bring a curse.  Instead, Israel stumbled through moral 
compromise (see Numbers 22-25). 

 
b. Teaching of Nicolaitans (v.15) – There is little information about this 

teaching, which was possibly founded by Nikolas, one of the seven 
deacons (Acts 6).  The error was using Christian liberty as an excuse to 
indulge the flesh (Galatians 5:13).  “It is for freedom that Christ has set us 
free. Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a 
yoke of slavery.” (Galatians 5:1)  Eating meat sacrificed to idols and 
sexual sin were obvious accommodations to ancient culture. 

 
This OT and NT example, points us to the danger of dualism.  This is the 
tragic conclusion that what we do in our bodies can be compartmentalized 
from our spiritual union with Christ 
 
In II Peter 2:13-18 there is a powerful description of those who follow 
Balaam’s error.  “They promise them freedom, while they themselves are 
slaves of depravity.” (v.19) 
 
 
THREE:  Comprehensive correction – v.16 
 
Repentance is essential if Christians are to remain faithful in a hostile context.  
In Revelation 3:19 Jesus concluded, “Those whom I love I rebuke and 
discipline” (paideuw).  This Greek term was used of a comprehensive training 
process which included correction, encouragement, and motivation.  Jesus 
seeks to restore and re-establish every believer in meaningful pursuit of life in 
Him. 
 
To the church at Pergamum Jesus gave an ultimatum.  If they did not correct 
their erroneous ways, He would come to them with judgment.  The reference 
of the sword in His mouth connects to verse 13b.  It may have been a familiar 
corrective measure for people in Pergamum. 
 
The city was a natural military fort and the Roman governor had the “right of 
the sword” (ius gladii) over the region.  Yet Jesus asserted His authority – His 
“right of sword” – in an ultimate and eternal sense. 
 
 
Promise – v.17 
 
Here we have the familiar phrase, “He who has an ear, let him hear what the 
Spirit says to the churches”. We must lean in to hear this message and 
motivation to overcome the odds through Christ.  Consider the two promises 
that were given. 
 

a. “hidden manna”  -  Is this the “food to eat that you know nothing about” 
from John 4:32?  I think yes…that feeding of our souls with deep 
satisfaction in Christ.  This is both a current and future experience…the 
celestial food we’ll know in eternity. 

 
b. “white stone” – This may refer to the white stele (stone slab monument) 

in Pergamum’s imperial cult temple, exalting the emperor.  This image 
must be understood in reference to the new name written on it.  This 
points to being known by God and secure in our hope of eternity with Him. 

 
 

REFLECT 

 
We may not be sandwiched between the paganism of ancient Rome and 
Greece.  But without question, we face the opposition and oppression of 
modern philosophy. 
 
On one hand is rationalism in which science reigns supreme, fueled by 
secular humanism (influence of 17th and 18th Century Enlightenment). 
 
On the other hand, there is relativism in which all religious are valid, as long 
as they are private?   
 

 
 

 
How do Christians cope with such conditions?  Bob Reccord suggests, “keep 
your chin up and your knees down.” (Forged by Fire, Broadman & Holman, 
2000, 38).  Remaining optimistic and at the same time prayerfully dependent 
upon God is essential. 
 
Read I John 4:1-4 and reflect on the way in which we can recognize error 
and overcome great hostility to faith in Christ.   
 

       
          
            
           
            
             
           
            

          

          
           
        

           

           
      
        


