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To the Church in Smyrna 

8"To the angel of the church in Smyrna write:


 These are the words of him who is the First and the Last, who died and came to life again. 9I know your afflictions and your poverty—yet you are rich! I know the slander of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan. 10Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. I tell you, the devil will put some of you in prison to test you, and you will suffer persecution for ten days. Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of life. 11He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. He who overcomes will not be hurt at all by the second death.”

What would happen to the church in United States if she experienced the sufferings of the church in North Korea or in China or in India or in North Africa or in Columbia or in a host of other nations?  If the church in the United States experienced such sufferings, would she grow weaker or stronger? If you knew today that by coming to church you would be threatened with arrest, that you would be taken from your family and imprisoned as a result of your decision to come to church today, would it make a difference? How many who woke up this morning and are readying themselves for church would choose to stay home, hidden and protected, if, indeed, we face persecution? Believers throughout the world find themselves in that very scenario. 

The scriptures link persecution with spiritual strength.  Peter wrote, in I Peter 4:12-14 and 5:10, 

4:12 Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you. 
This was trial that was a direct result of their loyalty to Christ. Peter continues,

13 But rejoice that you participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed. 14 If you are insulted because of the name of Christ, you are blessed, for the Spirit of glory and of God rests on you. 

5:10 And the God of all grace, who called you to his eternal glory in Christ, after you have suffered a little while, will himself restore you and make you strong, firm and steadfast. 

“After you have suffered,” Peter says, the Lord will “make you strong, firm and steadfast.”

The church in the U.S. most likely would lose numbers in a time of persecution, but she would gain in faith and purity.  I personally believe that the days are soon coming when we will experience suffering for the sake of His name.  The times are changing in the United States.  I am thankful for the God-given liberties still recognized by our government, but I perceive a growing hostility from many toward the supremacy and Lordship of Jesus.  Further, I observe more and more evidence of the coming of the end of times: financial distress; natural disasters of severe dimensions and frequency; wars and rumors of wars.  Jesus said, “All these are the beginning of birth pains.  Then, you will be handed over to be persecuted and put to death, and you will be hated by all nations because of me. At that time many will turn away from the faith. . . and many false prophets will appear and deceive many people.” (Matthew 24:8-11) 

Friends, I believe we need to ready ourselves for the coming days of God’s testing. We, in these United States need to be ready. How can we ready ourselves, by regaining, as the Scripture says, a lofty view of God and His kingdom.  We need a vision of God that is weighty enough to anchor us in such days.  Because we have suffered little, we tend to hold a vision of God as One who exists to meet our felt needs and wants.  We view Him only as being attentive and sensitive to our emotional well-being and neglect those truths that rejoice in His sovereign glory and in His mysterious wisdom as He works out His plan in this world. Such a wimpy view of God will not sustain us in hours of great distress and we need a lofty view of Him if we are ready to endure. God calls us to make our faith ready to endure severe afflictions by capturing an awesome view of His person.  

Our age of comfort in the U.S. is an anomaly rather than the norm for the Christian believer throughout the ages. On the first missionary trip Paul and Barnabas took, as Luke recorded in Acts 14:21-22,
21 Then they returned to Lystra, Iconium and Antioch, 22 strengthening the disciples and encouraging them to remain true to the faith. "We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God." 

Jesus reminded His disciples in John 15:20,
 “They persecuted me, they will persecute you also.”

We have studied the word of Jesus to the church at Ephesus in Revelation 2:1-8.  There we discovered that the first mark of a faithful church is love – passionate, intimate, redeeming love. Today, we study Jesus’ word to the church at Smyrna.  Here, we discover that the second mark of a faithful church is endurance through suffering.

There is a pattern that emerges in these messages from Jesus Christ to the seven churches: a word of commendation, a word of correction, and a word of counsel.  Smyrna is one of the two churches which Jesus has nothing to correct. There is only a word of correction and a word of counsel indicating that this church is pure and strong, and it is very pleasing to God.

First, we will consider the word of  commendation from Jesus in Verse 8.

"To the angel of the church in Smyrna write: These are the words of him who is the First and the Last, who died and came to life again.”
We are not certain when this church in Smyrna was established.  Since Smyrna was located only 35 miles north of Ephesus, we can assume that it began when Paul spent three years in Ephesus on his third and final recorded missionary journey.  Smyrna, like Ephesus, was a seaport city that commanded a flourishing export trade. This city of over 200,000 people was both beautiful and wealthy. Furthermore, it had acquired a reputation for its patriotic loyalty to Rome. Around the year 25 AD, and remember that this is being written by John around 90 AD, many Asian cities were competing for the favor of erecting a temple to the Emperor Tiberius. Smyrna won the privilege. As such the worship of the Empire and the emperor dominated the religious life of this city. All citizens were expected to participate in both the empire and the emperor. If you were a Christian living in Smyrna, you were called upon once a year to appear at the temple and say, “Kurios kaisar.”  “Caesar is Lord.” You also had to burn incense on the altar of Caesar, and then the city would issue a certificate verifying the fact that you did your “civil duty.” Those who refused were either imprisoned or put to the sword. Smyrna was not a Christian “friendly” city.

One commentator writes, “To be a Christian in Smyrna was to exist in a twilight between two completely opposite extremes: first, the rich, nurturing, loving fellowship of the Christian church family, and secondly, the cruel and hostile surrounding society.”

So we understand the context for Jesus’ next words, in Verse 9, when He says to the church:

“I know your afflictions . . .”
The word “know” means complete and absolute personal knowledge.  This is the kind of knowledge gleaned, not from reading a news report about the church at Smyrna, but through personal relationship and personal observation.

The word “affliction” conveys a sense of intense and relentless pressure. From this word we get an image of the church gripped in a huge vice and being slowly and painfully squeezed by a world that is in conflict with her loyalty to Jesus. Persecution came to the believers in Smyrna in four forms. The first is poverty because in Verse 9 we read:
“I know your afflictions and your poverty--yet you are rich!” 

There are two Greek words for the understanding of “poverty”. The first is one in which one has nothing extra and they are counting on today’s work to meet today’s needs. The other is a word for “extreme poverty” possessing nothing at all that after you have done the day’s work you still do not have enough to meet the daily needs to sustain the body: food, warmth, and shelter. Literally, a person who is this kind of poor does not know from where the next meal coming. This is the term Jesus uses to describe Smyrna. 

This is unusual because the city was doing so well economically. Why were the members of this church so poor when others around them so prosperous?  Perhaps it is because they were uneducated?  Perhaps it is because they were unwise business men and women?  Perhaps it is because they gave so generously to the needs of others.

No, this poverty is part of Jesus’ commendation and is connected to their affliction because they were so poor and He recognized that their poverty was a direct of their remaining loyal and committed to the supremacy of Jesus’ person in their city. The Christian faith had severe economic consequences for the believers in Smyrna. It affected whether you were hired for a job. If you owned your own business, you did not advertise with a Christian symbol because you would drive customers away from you. You would be disinherited by family and ostracized by the community. Your home might be pillaged and there would be no legal repercussions, and this, all because you loved Jesus.

The writer of Hebrews 10:34, would say,

34 You sympathized with those in prison and joyfully accepted the confiscation of your property, because you knew that you yourselves had better and lasting possessions. 

We must believe from the church in Smyrna, that God intends for us to learn something from them. And, we must believe that in a culture such as ours, which is relative free from persecution of this nature, it still does not pay to be an authentic Christian.

Have you ever faced a “faith decision” in which money was at stake?  Some faith decisions are ethical, others relate to exalting Christ.

Let us consider some modern scenarios:

1. You own a small business and are tempted to compromise ethics. You know that such compromise is the norm in business among the competitors. You know that if you don’t compromise there will not be a level playing field – you will start at a disadvantage, and indeed you may not make sales as a result. What do you do?
2. Your company asks you to be deceptive in your sales approach, exaggerating the performance of a product or falsifying a report and if you do not, your job is in jeopardy. What do you do?
3. You are offered a promotion, but know that you would have to agree to the intensity that more hours are required to move up the ladder. Yet, you know this affects your ability to serve God and to disciple your family. What do you do?
4. You are pressured to fit in to a company culture that is ungodly. You are asked to participate in parties that grieve the Holy Spirit. You know that “religious zealots” do not have a future in your company. Do you let others know of the supremacy of Jesus by your actions and words or do you simply fit in? Do you blend into the woodwork of the company, not wanting to make it known that you are whole-heartedly sold out to the Lordship of Jesus Christ? What do you do?
These and many more scenarios confront us. We don’t have near the testing that the church at Smyrna had but we have some. Let us listen to Jesus’ commendation: “I know your affliction and I know your poverty. Good job!”

If your company succeeds in this world often times there are rewards and honors and recognition that may be given. There may be trophies for your particular industry. Here, what Jesus says, is just the opposite – when your work suffers and you receive less compensation that is where the commendation comes, “Good job. You are earning less. I commend you.”

While we do not presently have to offer incense to Caesar to keep our jobs, we are tempted to compromise in many ways, and compromise is the issue for the church at Smyrna as it is for us. It is so easy to justify the little decisions that lead us away from allegiance to Christ. Thankful for our country that protects many religious liberties, but I believe we would suffer more if we compromised less.

I can hear the devilish reasoning assaulting the first century Christian in Smyrna, “All I have to do is say a sentence and light some incense.  I don’t have to mean it. What is the harm in that” The church in Smyrna saw great harm because they saw that this was an issue of not merely saying a couple of words and lighting some incense, but they saw the issue: “Is Jesus Christ going to reign supreme in my life or is He not.” This church said, “Yes, Jesus is going to reign supreme whatever the consequences are.”
We would like to think if we would let Jesus reign supreme that He would work out the results in a way that would benefit us – that  we will get the sale, that our business will prosper. Sometimes God does that but not always, not in the church in Smyrna, it didn’t.

Compromise and worship are always in conflict. We must make a choice which God is more valuable to us: Jesus or money. How much are we willing to let our worship of Jesus cost us? Jesus told them, “I see you are poor. I see your poverty. Yet, I see you are rich.” How are these people who are barely scraping by rich? They are rich in the things of God and the things that matter. They are rich in the things of eternity, of good works, rich in faith, rich in righteousness and peace and grace and hope, in love and in fellowship.
Jesus exhorts us in Matthew 6:20 and 21,

23 “But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal. 21 For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”
Remember the story Jesus told of an historical event of a man by the name of Lazarus, a beggarly poor man, and the rich man in Luke 16. This Lazarus would park himself outside the residence of this rich man. He would have open sores, unable to afford any medical care, and starving in the streets. Dogs would come and lick his wounds and that would be his  comfort. The rich man had no such problems and yet when both of them died Lazarus, this poor man, was transported to the bosom of Abraham, the place of God’s comfort and glory. The rich man was transported to Hades where he was in constant, intense burning pain day and night.

If you went to that neighborhood, while those two men were still living, and someone asked who you would choose to trade lives with, were you to have the opportunity. Would you trade lives with Lazarus or the rich man living in that mansion? Most of us would choose to trade lives with the rich man and not with Lazarus because we would not  want that kind of life.

After we see the result of what salvation brings, who would you trade lives with? Would we trade our life with Lazarus who is experiencing the joy of heaven and God’s presence in it, or would we trade our life with the rich man who is suffering forever and ever?
Someone wrote a poem describing what is means to be poor, yet rich.

I counted dollars while God counted crosses
I counted gains while He counted losses
I counted my worth by the things I gained in stores
But He sized me up by the scars I bore
I coveted honours and sought after degrees
He wept as He counted the hours on my knees
And I'll never know till one day at the grave
How vain are these things that we spent life to save
- Anonymous
Remember, Jesus looked at their poverty and said, “I commend you for choosing to be poor out of your loyalty to me for you now are rich.”

The second persecution is the persecution of slander. Reading in Verse 9,
9 “I know the slander of those who say they are Jews and are not…”
The Jewish leaders of the first century possessed a bitter hatred for Christianity.  Jesus threatened their power from the beginning of His public ministry and they were zealous to stamp out this budding faith. As we read the Book of Acts we see how they were constantly using the Roman government to persecute, imprison, and execute those who were within the church. It was the Jewish leaders who were hounding Paul, leading to his imprisonment as he arrive in Jerusalem, trying even to plot to execute him, as he was on his way, to hand him to the authorities there. 

Here, in Smyrna, the Jewish leaders employed slander to hurt believers.  Jesus says, “I know of the slander of those that are Jews, but are not.”  They had a physical genealogy that connected them to God’s people Israel, but they had no spiritual connection to His promises and blessing.  Instead, they were a synagogue of Satan and Satan means “adversary”.  Satan had deceived the minds and hearts of these who rejected Jesus and was using them to oppose God instead of worship Him.  This is the reality beneath the surface.  

They employed lies and false reports about these Christians which caused others to despise them and the Roman government to be hostile to them.  What kinds of rumors and lies being spread about these dear saints? Historical records help us to discern a number of slanderous accusations reported about them and believed in the culture.

Because Christians celebrated the Lord’s body and blood in the Lord’s Supper, Christians were accused of being cannibals.

Because Christians called the common meal a “love feast,” they were accused of gathering for sexual immorality and obscene practices.

Because the Christian faith split up families, they were accused of being anti-family.

Because Christians worshipped without the use of images, they were accused of being atheists and infidels.

Because Christians refused to say, “Caesar is Lord”, they were accused of being unpatriotic.

The opposition labeled the Christians not as mistaken, but as evil, hateful and dangerous to society. Today, we see more of this as Christians are labeled, “racist, anti-choice, anti-homosexual, anti-women, anti-tolerance, and anti-intellectual.”  John Piper writes, “The ironic and tragic response of many Christians in that atmosphere of conflict is to simply disappear.  And to think that they are doing God a favor by stirring up no opposition to his name. That is not the way the Christians at Smyrna responded.”

The more hostile the world becomes, the more the church has a tendency to say, “We have to help them remove the hostility so we have to back away from our proclamation of the supremacy of Jesus in all things.” That is not what the church at Smyrna did. They continued even though, in the midst of slander, they continued to uphold Jesus.

The third form of persecution was prison.  We read in Verse 10,

“Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. I tell you, the devil will put some of you in prison to test you, and you will suffer persecution for ten days.”
This hasn’t happened yet to the believers in the church, but Jesus says it is about to happen. These are tough words from Jesus, “You are impoverished. People are slandering you. Be of good cheer. Things are about to get a whole lot worse. Some of you will be stripped of your liberty.” The message of God to the church and this world is we should expect things to get worse. That is what the Bible teaches and that is what Jesus says to this church. He does so by way of encouragement, not necessarily by way of the emotion we want to hear but by the kind of encouragement that first meets reality as God has designed it and that fuels those who are in the faith in the face of difficult times.
Jesus wanted the saints to know that their opposition was not with flesh and blood, but with spiritual forces of evil in this world, using governments to be sure, but they are forces of evil. They don’t have to become hateful toward the people who are instruments of the persecution, but they can still love their enemies, understanding that they are blind and deceived instruments in the hands of Devil to do his wishes. He also want them to know that He is in control. 

The last form of persecution is death and we read in Verse 10,
“Be faithful, even to the point of death…”
Martyrdom was coming for some in this precious church.  Indeed, just 60 years from John’s writing, one of John’s disciples would be martyred in this city.  His name was Polycarp and one of John’s disciples. Likely he was a Christian at the time that John wrote Revelation and he would have read Revelation and read the words that Jesus said to his city immediately upon the writing. No doubt he would have pondered these words from Jesus.  

It was February 23rd around the year 155 A.D., and Polycarp was an old man. He was a bishop in the church and an elder in the church at Smyrna; a man who has evangelized and has discipled through difficult times, but he has a price on his head and the Roman government is after him. When the authorities searched for Polycarp, friends persuaded him to leave the city and hide in a farm-house. There he spent his time in prayer. A letter written by the Church of Smyrna told that: “while praying he fell into a trance three days before his capture; and he saw his pillow burning with fire. And he turned and said to those that were with him, ‘it must be that I shall be burned alive.’”
Herod, the head of the police, sent a body of men to arrest him on Friday evening. Escape was still possible, but the old man refused to flee, saying, "the will of God be done". He came down to meet his pursuers, conversed affably with them, and ordered food to be set before them. He asked for permission to retire to pray, which he did for 2 hours.  Then he was led away.

The officer in charge urged him to recant.  “What harm can it do to sacrifice to the emperor?”  The proconsul, an important magistrate, ordered Polycarp to renounce Christ and give obedience to Caesar as Lord and promised instant release. Polycarp answered: “Eighty and six years have I served Christ, nor has He ever done me any harm. How, then, could I blaspheme my King who saved me? You threaten the fire that burns for an hour and then is quenched; but you know not of the fire of the judgment to come, and the fire of eternal punishment. Bring what you will.”

Polycarp, the last one of those personally taught by the apostles, was burned at the stake on this day, February 23, 155, in his loyalty and love for Jesus Christ. He did what the  Lord required, Polycarp was faithful unto death; he did so in expectation that he would receive a crown of life from Christ.

The principle here is that the call to suffer is universal for the Christian. Everyone who wants to live a Godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted. We are people of weak flesh and we avoid suffering by compromise. Nothing provokes the hostility of the world like the sincere, undiluted Gospel of Jesus.  The gospel reveals the righteous moral standards of God, it tells us of the gravity of our own sin, the reality of God’s judgment to come, the exclusivity of the claims of Jesus, impossibility of saving ourselves through our own efforts, the necessity of the cross of Jesus, the power of His resurrection, the supremacy of Jesus over all other gods, the call to repentance and faith, the future of those who reject the gospel and the blessing of those who believe.  

Smyrna suffered because she refused to dilute the gospel and because she gladly lived out the gospel’s practical implications. This is a gloomy commendation! 
So, how are we to endure? The answer comes in Jesus’ counsel.
First, do not be afraid, because we read that encouragement in Verse 10,

“Do not be afraid!”

Satan loves to employ fear in order to defeat our faith, our loyalty, and our allegiance to Jesus Christ.  He is a roaring lion and as we stand before a roaring lion we will quake as it roars in our face. But, “Be of good cheer,” Jesus says, “I have overcome the world. Fear and faith cannot coexist in the soul at the same time. One will win over the soul. Let your faith win.” In Verse 10, He goes on to say this,

“Be faithful to the point of death.”

Do not give in to your fears.  Fight them and stand firm in the strength that God supplies.  Do not compromise in proclaiming the supremacy of Jesus in this world over all other gods.  Jesus’ counsel was not for them to lay low . . but to be faithful to Him!

How can we be faithful? Jesus gives us six truths that strengthen us to overcome fears and to be faithful even to the point of dying for Jesus.

The first truth about Jesus is that He is the first and the last.  

Imagine for a moment, you are a member in this church. You job has been taken away from you because of your faith.  Your son or daughter has been taken away in chains.  The whole neighborhood hates you.  Your family has disowned you.  Reports swirl that you are a cannibal, a sexual predator, a traitor to your country, and Jesus comes and says, “I am the first and the last. Times are tough, but I transcend time and so will you!  I was here before human history began and I will be here when it closes.  I am God come in the flesh . . . the eternal One and I will have the last word! The words that are being said about you and the actions that are being done against you, that is not how the story ends. I am the first and the last. I will not allow injustice to go unpunished, nor faithfulness to go unrewarded.  In the end, slander will not last. Your suffering will not last.  Injustice will not last.  Physical pain will not last.  Poverty will not last. Be faithful to the end.” 
The second truth about Jesus is: Jesus died and now lives. In Verse 8, Jesus said,
“These are the words of him who is the First and the Last, who died and came to life again.” 

Jesus suffered through death before us and He prevailed.  For this reason physical death cannot harm us.  It is not the worst that can happen to a person.  No, the worst is to live and die without Christ.  We will enjoy His triumph in just a moment.  The keys of death and Hades are in His hand.  We will not die one moment before He decrees and when we die we will enter into His shining glory. Do not be afraid.  Be faithful to the end!

The third truth about Jesus: Jesus knows our afflictions; Verse 9,
“I know your afflictions and your poverty--yet you are rich! I know the slander of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan.”
We do not have a remote redeemer, a careless Christ, a faithless friend.  He is no distant Savior, but He knows intimately our struggles.  However difficult our pain, He know and He cares.  He stands near us always. Do not be afraid. Be faithful to the end!

The fourth truth about Jesus: He provides you with true riches. Let us not lose sight of our inheritance with all the saints. Remember He says in Verse 9, 

“I know your afflictions and your poverty--yet you are rich!”
We are only rich through our connection to Jesus Christ.  He is the distributor of all true wealth.

He gives gifts that are eternally precious:  love, faith, good deeds, and the best of all—His own person. That can never be stripped from you. 
What if you were to lose everything you own in this world?  How bad would that be?  To Christian, we answer.  Not that bad.  In fact, I live my life with the knowledge that I WILL lose everything I own in this world.  Death takes everything in this world away from every person.

But nothing can take the riches of Jesus from us! Do not be afraid. Be faithful to the end!

The fifth truth about Jesus: Jesus is in absolute control over everything, including our sufferings, as we read in Verse 10,
“Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. I tell you, the devil will put some of you in prison to test you, and you will suffer persecution for ten days.”

How does Jesus know what Satan will do? Jesus knows because He controls the evil that Satan performs. Jesus is not the author of evil, but He directs evil and limits evil to accomplish exactly what He designs. No suffering comes to us without Jesus’ knowledge and permission or without His design.  Jesus not only allows suffering to befall us, but plans it for His glorious purposes. God’s purpose is to refine our faith, to fit us for His glory, and to help us know Him and the power of His resurrection. We must look beyond the pain to embrace the God who sovereignly designs our trials with a loving and wise purpose. Do not be afraid.  Be faithful to the end!

The sixth truth about Jesus is His amazing generosity. He said in Verse 10 and 11,
“Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of life. 11 He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. He who overcomes will not be hurt at all by the second death.”
The race is long, but it is also short.  There is a finish line and after we have run the race, there is in store for us a precious prize . . . a crown of life. There will be no more slander, no more imprisonments, no more poverty, no more dying, no more tears, no more pain, no more distress and discouragement, only the joy of our Lord’s infinite generosity. Do not be afraid.  Be faithful to the end! 

We draw our conclusion from His words of encouragement: “You will not be hurt by the second death.”  The second death is so much more to be feared than the first. God does not promise to spare His own from the first death nor the suffering that precedes it. But, He does promise us that we will not be hurt by the second death. Do you know this to be true of your life? When persecution comes do not respond in rage or in self-pity, but in faith, hope and love. 
Do not be afraid.  Be faithful to the end. 
