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Teaching: I’ve mentioned to you already that the seven churches that we are here reading 

about were seven literal churches, located in seven literal cities in Asia Minor.   

 

That being said, five of those seven cities did not survive past the 3
rd

 century A.D.  And 

interestingly, the two that DID ... are the only two churches that the Lord did not rebuke 

in His letter to them; Smyrna and Philadelphia.   

 

This morning we’ll be looking at the first of them … Smyrna … which is today Izmir, 

Turkey.    

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Verse 8: Jesus to the church of Smyrna … through the “angel” or messenger which, as 

we talked about last week, is almost certainly a reference to the earthly messenger or 

pastor of the church.  

 

And in the case of Smyrna, we actually know who that was from the surviving historical 

records.  It was the very well-known church father, Polycarp, who was a student and 

disciple of the Apostle John himself.   

 

Polycarp pastured the church at Smyrna until he was martyred on the 22
nd

 of February 

156 A.D.  The record of this comes from Irenaeus, who was functioning as the church 

historian at that time. 

 

And his record tells us that after being led into the area, the chairman of the proconsul 

urged Polycarp to recant his faith in Christ as the only true God and to proclaim Caesar as 

Lord to spare himself.  To which Polycarp responded “Eighty six years I have served my 

Lord and He has never let me down.  Why would I deny Him now?”   

 

The proconsul threatened “I have animals that I can release!”  To which the defiant and 

ever faithful, Polycarp responded “What are you waiting for … by all means, release 

them.”  Still wanting to break him the proconsul again threatened “I will have the fire lit 

then and it will consume you.”  Polycarp said “That fire is temporary, but the one you 

will face is eternal … so light the fire!”   

 

Ultimately, Polycarp was stabbed to death because he refused to bow to anyone other 

than Christ.     

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

If you can remember back to our last Sunday before the holidays, we looked at the 
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standard format of these church letters and I told you that after introducing the church 

that the letter was to be sent to … each letter then describes who it’s from; obviously the 

“who” is Jesus, but His M.O. is to emphasize the aspects of His divine nature that He 

knows will best minister to each church’s specific needs.   

 

In this case … He introduces himself as “… The first and the last, who was dead, and 

has come to life ….”  A reference, not only to His eternal state, but also to His eternally 

unchanging nature (Hebrews 13:8). 

 

He also puts an emphasis on His resurrection from the dead and as we continue our study 

I think it will become clear why that is.  

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Verse 9: So this is a suffering church.   

 

I told you in a previous study that if you were to tag the letter to the church at Ephesus 

onto the timeline of church history … it would occupy the period of time from the birth 

of the church around 33 A.D. to the death of John.  Because as the church began to 

formalize itself under the hand of man rather than the Lord … it got organized, but it also 

grew cold … exactly what the church at Ephesus had done.   

 

This letter to the church of Smyrna would then occupy … roughly the 2
nd

 and 3
rd

 

centuries.  A period of time that was marked by tremendous and brutal Christian 

persecution.  In fact, it’s estimated that during that 200 year period of time, 6 million 

Christians were put to death for their faith.   

 

One of C. S. Lewis’ most famous quotes says, “God whispers to us in our pleasures, He 

speaks to us in our consciences and He shouts to us in our pain.”   

 

And that’s helpful … if I can view my pain and suffering … the hard times ... as God 

shouting to me … and note with me … it’s very important … God shouts to us in and 

through our pain… NOT at us! 

 

I once heard a wonderful message on suffering and although I’ve forgotten some of the 

details, I’ve never forgotten the theme, “We will all suffer … and we will all respond to 

that suffering; some will grow to be BETTER people because of it and some will grow to 

be BITTER people because of it.”      

 

Joni Erickson Tada, speaking of the suffering of Christians said this … 

 

“The way you and I handle the big and little trials makes the world pause from its 

frantic and headlong pursuits.  Our Godly response to obstacles and perplexities 

in our lives literally kicks the psychological crutches right out from under the 

skeptic.  The unbeliever can no longer refuse to face the reality of our faith.” 

 

But the Lord doesn’t merely acknowledge the suffering of the Smyrna church … He 

identifies with them in it … in their tribulation, in their poverty and in the blasphemy 
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they were enduring.  All things that the Lord had experienced.   

 

A pastor friend of mine once told me about a situation early in his ministry when a 

woman in his congregation had been widowed and he had gone to her house to try and 

comfort her, but said he felt utterly useless.   

 

He didn’t know what to say … he really couldn’t identify with what she was going 

through.  But while he was there another lady arrived and she too had become a widow 

that same year.  And he said that they practically ran to each other and embraced and for 

the next 15 minutes as the young widow sobbed and sobbed, the older widow kept 

repeating one single phrase “I know … I know!”   

 

And that’s essentially what the Lord's doing here.  He’s holding the Church of Smyrna in 

His arms and saying “I know … I know!”  And He does!  God is ALWAYS aware of our 

condition … our sufferings and our difficulties.   

 

The use of the word “tribulation” here may actually be a bit of a play on words because 

the name of the church it’s written to is Smyrna.  A name that’s derived from its chief 

export; Smyrna … which is the Greek name for the aromatic resin we know as Myrrh. 

 

Myrrh or Smyrna was a precious material in Biblical times because of its many 

applications as a fragrance.  But what strikes me about the fact that this particular city 

was known as “Smyrna” is that myrrh doesn’t give off its aroma until it’s been crushed.   

 

And interestingly … the word used for “tribulation” here in verse 9 … is [thlipsis (thlip'-

sis)] which literally means to be crushed.  And they were!  And we can see clearly from 

the Lord’s comments that the aroma of their faith had been released by it.   

 

The Lord also tells the church that He knows of their Poverty.  

 

Keep in mind that the majority of the Christians in Smyrna had been denied the right to 

work and earn a living because they would not bow and proclaim Caesar as Lord.  So 

Jesus refers to their condition here as being poor and yet rich.  That is, they were poor in 

the temporal things, but rich in the spiritual.   

 

And you know the opposite can also be true … sadly it’s more often true … that someone 

will be rich temporally and yet a spiritual pauper.   

 

As a matter of fact, the Lord lays that very charge against the church of Laodicea in 

chapter 3.  

 

And note with me before we move on … that the Lord does not scold this group of 

believers for their physical poverty.  He doesn’t get down on them and accuse them of 

lacking faith because they’re not prosperous.  He simply acknowledges and identifies 

with it.   
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Keep that in mind and let it guide your discernment as you take in some of what’s taught 

in the name of Christ.   

 

Jesus also acknowledges that blasphemy is taking place … but … 

 

Q. But who was it that was blaspheming? – The text says … “… those who say they 

are Jews …, but are a synagogue of Satan”.  

 

In the broadest sense what it’s saying is “pretenders”.  Those who are inside the church, 

but are not what they claim to be.   

 

Q. But what exactly is meant by “those who say they are Jews and are not” and “a 

synagogue of Satan”? –  

 

Just as God has His church on earth (scripturally described as the spiritual Israel 

[Romans 11:17-24]), so too … Satan has his own church or group of followers.   

 

And these two entities can never be friends.  They must remain on polar ends of every 

issue and every point.  Yes … we’re to love them, but we can’t deny that we’re at war 

with them and they’re at war with us. 

 

Q.  And how basic is the tactic of infiltration in warfare? -- And the more ritualistic a 

group is … the easier the façade is to pull off.   

 

All they really have to do is memorize the motions and go through them.  And the Jews, 

of course, were, and are, about as ritualistic in their religious practices as any group you 

could find.   

 

So the church had been infiltrated, and yet, as we saw with the church at Ephesus … God 

always preserves His remnant of the faithful!  

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Verse 10: The Lord, in His divine foreknowledge warns His people of what’s about to 

come upon them; they’re about to suffer even more. 

 

And the Lord’s instruction to them is singular with regard to this; do not fear!  Do not 

fear!  It’s only for a limited time, in this case, 10 days.  And after that, no more suffering.   

 

But it’s important that we understand what this instruction about not fearing actually 

means.   

 

Q. Is the Lord speaking of this on an emotional level?  Is He telling us to block the 

emotion of fear? – No He’s not.   

 

He’s telling us not to phobos (fob'-os) … which means don’t allow the emotion of fear to 

change the course of your activities.   
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He’s warning the believers in Smyrna that fear was going to be used to try and pressure 

them into ceasing their service of, and dedication to, Him.  And He encourages them not 

to succumb.  They were going to experience fear, but they were not to obey it.  And that’s 

counsel that extends equally to us.   

 

Q. And why were they not to fear?  Was it because God was going to rescue them 

and strike down their enemies? – No … it was because they were going to die.   

 

Q. When’s the last time you thought of death as God’s solution? – But death is God’s 

solution not infrequently … as it is here.   

 

And notice the purpose of their suffering; He says “so that you will be tested”.   

 

Q.  But … do you really think that God needs to observe our conduct under trial ... 

that He needs to "test" us to know what’s inside of us?  To know what kind of a 

person we are? – No, of course not.  God’s known everything there is to know about 

each of us from age eternal.  No trials are needed for God to know how we would deal 

with them. 

 

Q. So who is it then that might be wondering how we’ll handle a certain trial? – 

There are three right answers: 

 

1. Sometimes, we need to know about ourselves and trials can help us see 

ourselves as we really are.  So sometimes God sends them for that reason.   

 

2. Other times, it’s other people who need to know.  They may need to see what’s 

inside of us and trials can cause our contents to, sort of, spill out.  So God 

sometimes sends us into trials for the sake of others.   

 

3. And lastly … Satan (who is NOT omniscient), wants to know what we’re made 

of.   

 

And that’s the one that I want you to think about just a bit with me.   

 

Q. Specifically … why?  Why would Satan want to know what you’re made of?  And 

what’s he do with your test results? 

 

Think of it in terms of a football game; when a team’s offensive coordinator puts together 

a game plan, one of the things they consider is the potential weaknesses in the opposing 

team’s defense.   

 

They look for what they term, “mismatches”.  Any place where they believe their 

offensive player can consistently outplay the defensive player that he’s likely to face. 

 

So you can see how it would be necessary for those putting together a game plan to 

assess the talent and abilities and strengths and weaknesses of the players.  By doing so a 
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more effective strategy for victory can be planned.   

 

Now here’s where the rubber meets the road so to speak … don’t pass the test and just 

like any half-witted offensive coordinator in football … Satan will see that weakness and 

come after that area of vulnerability all day, every day.  

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Verse 11: So if you have even one ear Jesus assures you that He’s speaking of and to, 

you.   

 

And then He refers to this all-important “Second Death”.  Now I realize that many of you 

are familiar with the term, but to level the playing field …  

 

"Second Death" is the Biblical phrase that means eternal separation from God.  It means 

going to Hell when you depart this life.   

 

We die physically here (the 1
st
 death) and if we choose to, we die spiritually after that 

(the 2
nd

 death).  You can study the subject further if you’d like to read ahead in 

Revelation 20:6-14 & 21:8. 

 

But more than understanding it doctrinally … make sure that you’ve received the truth of 

it actively … if you are an overcomer (which means one who stands firm … one who’s 

taken his stand on the Solid Rock of Jesus Christ), then you will have NOTHING to do 

with the Second Death.   

________________________________________________________________ 

Conclusion:  The church at Smyrna was severely persecuted.  

 

Q. But why? – It would be tempting to say that they were persecuted for their belief or 

faith in Jesus Christ, but in reality that’s not a true statement.   

 

In reality, the government of that day and the population who was subject to that 

government had no problem whatsoever with Christians believing in Jesus.  They had no 

problem with Christians worshipping Him, serving Him or even giving to further His 

Kingdom.   

 

What they did have a problem with … in fact a major problem with … was people 

believing in Jesus ONLY.   

 

The people were welcome to do all kinds of Christian things … as long as they did not 

say that Jesus was the only way.  They were required, not just to tolerate other religions 

and systems of belief, but to accommodate and even embrace them.   

 

Q. But what does the Lord say about such tolerance? – He says that to exercise such 

tolerance is to smile at the fact that individuals all around you will burn eternally in the 

fire that never consumes (John 14:6 & 15:6). 

 

Q. And I know I don’t need to remind you just how rapidly this is coming upon us? 
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-- Mandatory tolerance … mandatory accommodation and mandatory acceptance.   

 

Q. And then let me ask you this … why it is that Christians here face such relatively 

trivial persecution today? 

 

Q. Is it because we don’t believe in the Lord? – No, there are lots and lots of believers, 

but could it be … 

 

Q. Because we really don’t believe in the Lord exclusively?  Or if we do believe that 

He is the only way … we still find some way to excuse our tolerance of other 

people’s damning beliefs?   

 

Paul says … 

 

Rom 1:1 … do not be conformed to this world …  

 

And Jesus promises the crown of life to those who conform to Him rather than to the 

world.  The picture here is not one of a royal crown, but of a winner’s wreath.   

 

And Jesus is not merely standing at the starting line cheering for us … He is standing at 

the finish line as both cheerleader and judge.  He’s beckoning these believers to keep 

going … don’t give up … just a little bit more … you’re almost there.  The same words 

that He says to us daily.   

 

Let me close with this … it’s the prayer of a pastor who was asked to give the invocation 

for the Kansas State Senate of 1996.  I think it’s even more relevant today than it was 20 

plus years ago when it was offered.   

 

The prayer itself is noteworthy, but equally noteworthy is the fact that a number of 

legislators walked out in protest during the prayer and here are a few comments from 

those who stayed: 

 

Representative Dilbert Gross said “He can’t talk like that about us” and he called 

the prayer “gross, divisive, sanctimonias and overbearing.”  

 

Representative David Haley called it “Blasphemous and ignorant”. 

 

And Representative Sabrina Standifer called it “indignant”.  

 

Q. Must have been a pretty awful prayer huh? – You can evaluate it for yourself … 

here’s what Pastor Joe Wright prayed word for word … 

Heavenly Father, 

We come before You today to ask Your Forgiveness and seek Your 
direction and guidance. We know Your Word says, ''Woe to those who call 
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evil good,'' but that's exactly what we have done. We have lost our 
Spiritual equilibrium and inverted our values. We confess that; we have 
ridiculed the absolute truth of Your Word and called it pluralism; We have 
worshipped other gods and called it multiculturalism; We have endorsed 
perversion and called it an alternative lifestyle; We have exploited the poor 
and called it the lottery; We have neglected the needy and called it self 
preservation; We have rewarded laziness and called it welfare; We have 
killed our unborn and called it choice; We have shot abortionists and 
called it justifiable; We have neglected to discipline our children and called 
it building self-esteem; We have abused power and called it political 
savvy; We have coveted our neighbor's possessions and called it 
ambition; We have polluted the air with profanity and pornography and 
called it freedom of expression; We have ridiculed the time-honored 
values of our forefathers and called it enlightenment. Search us, O God, 
and know our hearts today; try us and see if there be some wicked way in 
us; cleanse us from every sin and set us free. Guide and bless these men 
and women who have been sent here by the people of this state and who 
have been ordained by You, to govern this great state of Kansas. Grant 
them your wisdom to rule and may their decisions direct us to the center of 
Your Will. 
 
I ask in the name of your Son, The Living Savior, Jesus Christ.  Amen 

Some of us need to make up our minds just how important Jesus is to us now … because 

indeed, the day is closing in on us when we will be forced to make that decision under far 

less comfortable conditions.   

  

 

 


