Unravelling Revelation 4

Letters to the Seven Churches 2 – Smyrna

“The Church that was called to be faithful in the face of suffering”

(Revelation 2:8-11)

Introduction


This morning we come to look at the second of the Seven Churches in Asia.

This church was in The City of Smyrna. It was situated slightly to the North of 

Ephesus, and although it is mentioned second, it actually vied with Ephesus for the title of “first city” of that region of Asia. Ephesus wasn’t a port city, but Smyrna was, and because of that it was an important trade city for the whole region. It had its own harbour at the mouth of the Hermus Valley, which in turn connected it to the inland towns and villages of the region. So Smyrna was a busy port city.


The Church in Smyrna probably came into being during Paul’s stay in Ephesus which is mentioned in Acts 19:10. We are told that Paul had discussions about the Gospel on a daily basis in the lecture hall of Tyrannus, and that,


“This went on for two years, so that all the Jews and Greeks 


who lived in the province of Asia heard the word of the Lord.”

So more likely than not, it was some of these people, converted under Paul’s ministry in Ephesus, who started the church up the road in Smyrna. This was during Paul’s second missionary journey. Now some 50 years later John is told to write this letter to the church in Smyrna around AD 95. It’s very interesting that in this letter, unlike the first one, there are absolutely no criticisms – it’s just full of encouragement.


As in all of these letters it is important to notice how Jesus refers to himself.


In this case he says in v.8 that 


“These are the words of him who is the First and the Last, 


who died and came to life again.”

That’s how he refers to himself. As before, the letter is addressed to “the angel,” or the message-bearer, of the Church in Smyrna. But Jesus calls himself the First and the last, the one who died and who came back to life again. This is a clear reference back to John’s vision of Jesus in Ch.1:17-18, where John says,


“When I saw him, I fell at his feet as though dead.


Then he placed his right hand on me and said: 


‘Do not be afraid. I am the First and the Last. I am the Living One; 


I was dead, and behold I am alive for ever and ever!


And I hold the keys of death and Hades.”

It’s very interesting that Jesus should use those words to this particular church, 

because as a city, Smyrna had been completely destroyed in 580 BC. It completely died out. But it came to life again. Because it was rebuilt as a planned city by a man called Lysimachus in 290 BC. So as a city it was dead for nearly 300 years, but then it came to life again. Just as Jesus, who is the First and the Last, had been dead for 3 days, but on the third day had come to life again. Now he was the Living One, and he was alive for evermore, and now he held the keys of death and of Hades. He had the ultimate power over death, since the Devil was now a defeated foe. In fact unlike Ephesus which died out, Smyrna still exists today as the Port of Izmir –  the second largest city in Modern day Turkey. As a city, it was dead for 300 years, but came to life again, and is still alive even today. Jesus died, but on the third day was raised to life again, and behold He is alive for evermore. He is the Living One even today! 

All of this was very significant for this church, because Jesus was about to call them to be faithful even to the point of death, even to losing their lives for his sake, and they needed to know that death was not the end, that there was a resurrection to come. Just as He had been raised to life, and just as their city had come back to life, so would they one day, and they would live forevermore with Him! 


(v.10) “Be faithful unto death, and I will give you the crown of life!”

1. WHAT DID JESUS KNOW ABOUT THIS CHURCH? (v.9)

Well the AV and the NKJV says that Jesus knew “their works.” But this is not in the NIV, and some think it was a repetition by a scribe casting his eye down from 2:2.

But perhaps, just like Ephesus, they were a hard-working church, busy serving the Lord. And if this was so, then it was in spite of the many difficult circumstances that they were facing as a church. We can be certain that Jesus said, 

“I know your afflictions” or your “tribulation.”

The word is in the singular. They were facing persecution. Smyrna was the first city of the Roman Empire to worship “Caesar as Lord.” And the people of Smyrna from time to time were officially called upon to declare or confess that “Caesar is Lord.” But the conscientious Christian couldn’t do that. They couldn’t say those words, Caesar is Lord, because they had only one Lord, and that was Christ. So for the Christian to refuse to say “Caesar is Lord” led to severe persecution. The Christians couldn’t conform, it went against their conscience, and so they were isolated from society, they were excluded from the guilds, or trade unions, and so they weren’t allowed to work. And because they couldn’t work, there was no welfare system, and so they didn’t get any pay or any money, and so Jesus also could say,

“I know your poverty” (v.9) 

Now there were two words for poor in Greek. One meant that you had none of life’s luxuries, but the word used here means that they had absolutely nothing at all – not even life’s necessities. This was why they were so poor, because they were shut out from the normal run of society, they were ostracised because they were Christians. They were put out of good jobs, they had no social security and so they were absolutely poverty-stricken. But Jesus also knew something else. He knew who was causing them all this pain and suffering. In v.9 he says, 


“I know the slander of those who say they are Jews and are not, 


but are a synagogue of Satan!”

The Jews seemed to have been the ring-leaders of their persecution. Other religious people, who claimed to be God’s people – but weren’t. Their behaviour showed it, as did their talk. They were slandering these Christians, to get them into trouble.

Do you see how God only has one people now – and it’s not the Jews. It’s those who have acknowledged and received the Messiah, that God sent to Israel, as their own and personal Saviour. Even at the end of the First Century, if as a Jew you had not accepted Jesus of Nazareth as your Saviour and Lord, you might still meet together for worship every Sabbath at a synagogue, and go through the ritual of OT worship. You might have thought you were meeting to worship the Living and True God, 

Jehovah, but if you didn’t meet in Christ’s name, and approach God through Christ, and on the merits of what he had accomplished on Calvary’s cross, then as far as God was concerned you weren’t part of God’s people – He says in v.9 they were 

“a synagogue of Satan!” 

Just as in John’s letters that we looked at over recent months, things are very black and white – Either you belong to Christ or you don’t. Either you are a child of God, or you’re a child of the Devil. You might not like that terminology, but if there are only two places Heaven and Hell, then there can only be two groups of people – God’s people and the Devil’s people. Saved and Lost. Those who are in Christ, and those who are outside of Christ. You might be religious, like these Jews were, still going to their places of worship, still thinking they were alright, but the truth is you’re lost, blinded by Satan, and on your way to Hell. It’s time to wake up! And answer the question – Are you a Christian, or are you not?

That’s what Jesus knew about this church. He knew all the troubles they were going through and why. And he knew who was causing the problem. But:

2. WHAT WAS JESUS’ ASSESSMENT OF THIS CHURCH? (v.9)


“I know your afflictions and your poverty – Yet you are rich!”

The Lord knew they had nothing of this world’s goods, and he knew why they couldn’t go out and earn any money. He knew they had nothing materially speaking, and yet he says, “You are rich!” - not poor – but Spiritually Rich! God saw them as rich. And he saw their opponents as a Synagogue of Satan. God had the right perspective on them!

The question is, have we got the right perspective on ourselves and our possessions?

See Ephesians 1:3,7-8,13-14 –  Just listen to the spiritual wealth that is ours!

See Matthew 6:19-21, 24-33 –  That’s how we should assess the wealth of this world!

We should put God first in our lives (v.33), but so often money and things take over.

3. WHAT WAS JESUS’ EXHORTATION TO THIS CHURCH? (v.10)

Remember that Jesus knew the trials they were facing. He has no criticism for them, only encouragement. He says in v.10:

* “Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer…”

He warns them in advance that difficult circumstances lay ahead. They were about to face a time of persecution because of their faith in Christ. He knows who’s behind it:

* “The Devil will put some of you in prison to test you, 


and you will suffer persecution for 10 days.”

It was going to be difficult. It was going to be a time of great testing. But it was also going to be a limited time. It specifically says 10 days. It wouldn’t go on forever. 

We know even today that the Devil hates the Church of God. (Matthew 16:18)

Jesus is building His Church. The Devil is all the time trying to destroy it. 

Sometimes he uses authorities and governments, sometimes he uses other religious people. But Jesus is still in ultimate control. 


“I will build my Church, and the gates of Hell will not prevail against it.”

So imprisonment lay ahead for some of them, but possibly even more for others.

* Be Faithful even to the point of death…”  

 This is talking about physical death. Being prepared to actually die for your faith! Even if this persecution actually meant them losing their life, Jesus said, “I want you to be faithful to me through it all.” Don’t give in and say “Caesar is Lord”, continue to believe and confess that Only “Jesus Christ is Lord” - Don’t give in!

But most people today would ask if any religion is worth losing your life for? Look around you at our world today. It’s only hard-line Islamic fundamentalist terrorists, and suicide bombers that are prepared to lose their lives for what they believe in.

Has Christianity gone soft? Are there any of us here, so convinced about what we 

believe about Jesus, that we would be prepared to lay down our lives for Him?

Religion is not worth risking your life for, but Jesus is – because He is the first and the last, he is the beginning and the end, He is the be all and end all. He is all in all!

It is Jesus who says, 

* “Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of life.”

Even if we have to face death for Him, He will in turn give us the crown of life!

It’s the crown of eternal life he has waiting for us. Men can kill us, but they can’t take away our eternal life, everlasting life with God in Heaven. That’s something that Jesus has given to us, and no-one can take away. But he calls it the crown of life. The crown was “the stephanos” - the laurel wreath that the victor got at the Olympic games. The City of Smyrna actually had its own athletic games. A winner of any of those competitions was given great position in the society and in the city. They were held in the highest honour. Well Jesus was saying you might be treated like the lowest of the low in Smyrna at the moment, because you believe in me, but there’s coming a day, even if they take your life, that you will be given an even better crown in heaven itself, you will be treated like royalty, not in Smyrna, but in Heaven.

This crown will never fade away, and it’s kept in heaven for you. (See James 1:12).

True, Religion is not worth losing your life for, but Jesus is. Because we don’t just believe in life after death, we are absolutely certain of life with Christ, after death, because our reward is a crown of life.

4. WHAT DID JESUS PROMISE THIS CHURCH? (v.11)

As well as assuring them He was well aware of what they were going through and promising them eternal life and rewards, he says, 

“He who overcomes will not be hurt at all by the second death.” 

What is the second death? (Revelation 20:6,14).

It is eternal condemnation and separation from God’s presence, body and soul, for all eternity, in the Lake of Fire. After death comes the resurrection of the body and then judgement – to face then, either the second death, or eternal life. Either, complete separation from God forever, or to be in His presence forever. But the true believer has nothing to fear regarding death or the afterlife - Judgement, or the Lake of Fire, or eternal separation from God. We can be sure of eternal life right here and now.

So Jesus calls us to be faithful to him, come what may – even to losing our life for him. We have nothing to fear or lose, in this life or the next. As Jim Elliott put it:

“He is no fool, who gives what he cannot keep, to gain what he cannot lose.” 

So Jesus says – Don’t Be afraid, but Be Faithful, and I will give you: 
eternal life, and eternal security in the eternal presence of God.
