The Church at Smyrna

The City of Smyrna

Smyrna (modern Izmir) was a major seaport in the gulf of the Aegean Sea located forty miles northwest of Ephesus.  It was known for its beauty in the ancient world and some of its coins read “First of Asia in beauty and size”. Smyrna was in constant rivalry with nearby Ephesus and Pergamum for commerce and prestige.  The city was the first to build a temple to the goddess Roma.

The Church in Smyrna

We don’t know specifically how the church at Smyrna was founded.  In all probability the church at Smyrna was founded by Paul during his third evangelistic journey (53-56 AD) and we get this idea from Acts 19:10 where we read that "all who dwelt in Asia heard the word of the Lord Jesus, both Jews and Greeks."  Smyrna had a Jewish community that was organized as a synagogue.  About the time of the writing of the book of Revelation, and in the decades thereafter, the Jewish community showed particular hostility toward Christians.  Polycarp, a disciple of John who served as the elder of Smyrna, was martyred in 155.  The Jews of this area played a prominent role in his death. 

Revelation 2:8

"And to the angel of the church in Smyrna write: The first and the last, who was dead, and has come to life, says this:

‘The first and the last” is a title from Isaiah for Jehovah God Himself (Isaiah 41:4, 44:6, 48:12).  By using this title Christ is claiming His deity, that there is nothing outside of Him, not even time, and His sovereignty.  It is interesting that Christ makes claim of His everlasting eternal nature to a city with a heavy Jewish influence.  In John 8:51-59 it is exactly such a claim that caused the Jews to pick up stones to kill Him.  It enraged the Jews of Jesus’ day and undoubtedly would have done the same some 70-80 years later. 

“who was dead, and come to life” would be very comforting to the believer in Smyrna who is about to be told that he will soon face persecution.  It is an appeal to the believer’s eternal position in Christ who has conquered death.  The church at Smyrna had access to the letters of the New Testament (Colossians 4:16) and would have identified with the believers placement into the death, burial, resurrection, ascension, and seating (Ephesians 1:20).
Revelation 2:9

'I know your tribulation and your poverty (but you are rich), and the blasphemy by those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan.

“I know your tribulation and your poverty (but you are rich)”  The word “tribulation” is the same word used in John 16:33 and the same root word used in 2 Corinthians 4:8.  It means “pressure that is crushing”.  The use of this word Tribulation does not refer to “the Tribulation”, which is a time in which Christians will not have a part.   

The word “poverty” means “the condition of one destitute of riches and abundance”.  Remember we said the Jews had influence over the city of Smyrna.  Believers in the city had apparently lost jobs or were having their businesses boycotted.  The Jews in the city were making an effort to deprive Christians of material support.  In spite of this, Jesus says “but you are rich”.  How can this be?  He just used a word that means the condition of one destitute of riches and abundance.  Well, Christ is not appealing to their condition, in fact He’s about to tell them their condition will be very unfavorable.
However, He is pointing toward their position, which is defined by the Apostle Paul as "the unfathomable riches of Christ" in Ephesians 3:8. "Unfathomable" is a Greek word that means "past finding out, unsearchable, not to be tracked out."

“the blasphemy by those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan”  First, these verses have been used over the years to endorse anti-Semitism.  Don’t.  Anti-Semitism is not Christ-like and does not line up with the love or purpose of God.  What is Christ-like is disdain for teaching that rejects God’s love, purpose, and direction.  Just like the Nicolaitans last week, this is disdain for the teaching, not for the person.

The use of the word “blasphemy” here stands out to me.  The definition for the word is “impious and reproachful speech injurious to divine majesty”.   It was for blasphemy that the Jews wanted Jesus killed and the charge for which He was crucified.  Here Jesus turns the tables and calls those who do not recognize Him as God impious and reproachful to His divine majesty.  Wow!  

The phrase “a synagogue of Satan” shows the synagogue in Smyrna was being used by Satan and was under his control.  Satan used the Jewish Synagogue Religion to pressure believers to fall back under the law, to fit into a system of following man-made rules and ordinances, or to chastise believers for not knuckling under to this system.  Does that sound like something that could be going on today?
Revelation 2:10

'Do not fear what you are about to suffer. Behold, the devil is about to cast some of you into prison, so that you will be tested, and you will have tribulation for ten days. Be faithful until death, and I will give you the crown of life.  
You are going to face some fierce tribulation with crushing pressure.  You’re going to do without money and material goods.  Oh, and one more thing, prison time is coming.  In the midst of all these pressures Christ says, “Do not fear what you are about to suffer.”  The word for fear is where we get our word phobia.  It carries an idea of running away with fear, fleeing from what you set out to do.  
Christ has a purpose for all this, “so that you will be tested”.   The word tested means, “to try, make trial of, test: for the purpose of ascertaining one’s quantity, or what one thinks, or how one will behave oneself.”  
Next He says, “you will have tribulation for ten days”. Ten has been speculated to mean 10 persecutions under Rome, 10 days between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, a short period of time, a long period of time. However, 10 days seems to simply mean... 10 days.  Imagine that.  
Last Christ says, “Be faithful until death, and I will give you the crown of life.”  Five different Crowns are promised in scripture: 

· Victor’s Crown: 1 Corinthians 9:25, 
· Soul Winner’s Crown: 1 Thessalonians 2:19-20, 
· Rapture Lover’s Crown: 2 Timothy 4:8, 
· Elder’s Crown for Service: 1 Peter 5:2-4, 
· Martyr’s Crown: Revelation 2:10. 
Crowns were a great cultural reference for the writers of the New Testament.  They signified the highest reward that an athlete could win.  They were synonymous with events that required great training and endurance in order to be successful.  They were also something that all of the readers would have understood.  In Smyrna the acropolis was on Mount Pagus and was often described by ancient writers as the crown of the city.  

When we add all this up we see the believer in Smyrna is going to face some tough stuff;  situations that most believers will encounter, yet not likely to such degree. This is crushing tribulation, loss of money and materials, false teaching, blaspheming of Christ, and prison. Satan is really going to be after these believers.  Christ knows this is happening to His sheep and He calls them to focus not on their condition but on their position.  Focus on what He has revealed to be true of you in Christ.  Don’t fall back into law or a man-made rule system.  Don’t run away in fear.  You are being tested to see how you will behave yourself.  Sure God is watching, but He’s not going to throw you out if you fail.  That’s not consistent with His character.  Rather, He is going to use your failure to grow you, to show you your need of Him, and, oddly enough, He can use your failure for His good (Romans 8:28).  Further, it’s not just God who is watching, so is the world.  They are watching to see what Christians are about and when tribulation is thwarted with faith, Christ is revealed and His glory is shown though in you.  That is the true test.  That is why there is a martyr’s crown.  What greater display of Christ than faith to the point of death? Jesus trusted the Father to point of death, and so we should trust Him.  
Revelation 2:11

'He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. He who overcomes will not be hurt by the second death.'

The invitation to apply these verses to yourself is again used here.  Then comes the reward for the overcomers.  For the church at Smyrna it is that they “will not be hurt by the second death.”  This second death phrase is used four times in Revelation, this being the first.  Revelation 20:14 and 21:18 explain that the second death is the Lake of Fire, which is Hell.  He is telling us that death, which is our spiritual separation from this body will come once and we will be entirely spared from the flames of Hell. Polycarp, the elder mentioned earlier, is such an amazing example of the life Christ being displayed to world.  He endured the first death and was surely spared from the second. 

Here is the rest of his story: When Christians refused to burn incense to the emperor of Rome as a god, they were accused of treason and sentenced to die. Polycarp, an elder of the church at Smyrna, was martyred for this very crime.  When the soldiers that were sent for Polycarp came to get him, Polycarp asked that they be shown hospitality – something to eat – something to drink.  The Roman Proconsul commanded him to swear allegiance to Caesar, saying, "Swear, and I will set you at liberty; reproach Christ." Polycarp replied, “For eighty-six years I have been his servant, and he has done me no wrong.  How can I blaspheme my King who saved me?”  Further efforts to make him deny his Lord failed, and Polycarp was condemned to be burned at the stake.

When the day came for him to be burned alive, those responsible for the burning wanted to nail him to the stake, but Polycarp protested saying: "Let me alone as I am: for He who has given me strength to endure the fire, will also enable me, without your securing me by nails to stand without moving in the pile."

He was then not nailed to the stake but only tied to it with his hands behind his back. The Jews joined with the heathens in crying out for his death. He died on Saturday, February 23rd, 155 AD. Crowds of Jews – those of the synagogue of Satan - broke the Sabbath law by carrying wood for his fire.

Now we can see why the words of Christ, written through John, would be such an encouragement to those about to be martyred at Smyrna.  That’s not a very desirable condition, but Polycarp knew His position with Christ in the Heavenly Places and to this day Polycarp’s faith reveals Christ.
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