THE SEVEN CHURCHES OF ASIA MINOR
THE CHURCH AT SMYRNA

REVELATION 2:8-11
Introduction.
What’s the wealth of our church?  What is the average wealth of our church members?  Do we consider ourselves rich or poor?  But there is a deeper question that just material wealth. Are we rich or poor spiritually in our walk with the Lord?  The Lord has something to say about our wealth!
I.  The Historical and Geographical Setting of Smyrna. 

    Smyrna is known modern Izmir.  Smyrna located on the west coast of Asia Minor, has 
    a sheltered harbor that faces a bay whose breezes cool the city during the hot summer 
    months ad provide a pleasant climate.  With the harbor, Smyrna became a commercial 
    metropolis.  She lay almost due north of Ephesus about 40 miles north.  She ranked with 
    Ephesus and Pergamum as “First of Asia.”  
    Furthermore, she was a city of learning where sciences and medicines flourished.  It was a 
    beautiful and large city where the paved streets traversing from east to west was the 
    “Golden Street with the temple of Cybele and Zeus at either end and along which were the 
    temples of Apollo, Asclepius, and Aphrodite.  The city was designed with its symmetrical 
    appearance like that of a crown.  Thus she was known as “the crown of Smyrna.”  The 
    population during the time of Paul was about 250,000.

    Smyrna was a free city due to her allegiance to the Roman emperors.  Smyrna won the right     

    to be the center of emperor worship from the Roman Senate in AD 23.  The first temple built 
    was in honor of Tiberius.  Under Emperor Domitian (AD 81-96), emperor worship became 
    compulsory for every Roman citizen on threat of death.  Once a year a citizen had to burn 
    incense on the altar to the godhead of Caesar, after which he was issued a certificate.  A 
    request for The certificate said this:
      “To those who have been appointed to preside over the sacrifices, from Inares  Akeus, 
        from the village of Theoxenis, together with his children Aias and Hera, who reside in 
        the village of Theadelphia.  We have always sacrificed to the gods, and now, in your 
        presendce, according to the regulations, we have sacrificed and offered libations, and 
        tasted the sacred things, and we ask you to give us a certificate that we have done so. 
        May you fare well.

        We, the representatives of the Emperor, Serenos and Hermas, have seen you
        sacrificing.” 

    All a citizen had to do was burn a pinch of incense and say, “Caesar is Lord (kyrios)”

    Christians refused for the most part and were imprisoned or killed.  This certificate was 
    more political than religious. 
      The Jewish population in Smyrna was sizeable.  Whereas the members of Smyrna church         

      was poverty stricken, the Jews were wealthy.  According to an inscription from the second 
      century, the Jews at one time donated 10,000 denarii for a project to beautify the city of 
      Smyrna.  Why the Jews were hostile to the Christians is not known, but a large group was 
      present at the Polycarp’s death.  

II.  The Introduction of Christianity.

      The introduction of Christianity into Smyrna is not known.  It is most like that the Christians 
      in Ephesus spread the message to Smyrna.  

III.  The Observations and Interpretations of the Church at Smyrna.

A.  The SPEAKER – Jesus Christ (Rev. 2:8)
· The FIRST and the LAST. 

                   Literally the words are “These things say the first and the last.”  The words, the f
                   first (“o” = article, the, and “protos” = last) and (“o” = article, the, and “eschatos” =   

                   last).  this phrase, the first and the last, is the self-identification of the God of 
                   Israel.  God Almighty declared, “This is what the LORD says-Israel’s King and 
                   Redeemer, the LORD Almighty; I am the first and I am the last; apart from me 
                   there is no God” (Isa. 44:6, 48:12).  
                   When Jesus declared that He is The First and The Last, He is not saying that He 
                   is the first created being of creation.  He is the Creator and Lord of history.  

                   Everything owns its existence to Him.  
                   As the Apostle John declared “In the beginning was the Word and the Word was 
                   with God and the Word was God.  He was with God in the beginning.  Through 
                   Him all things were made; without Him nothing was made that has been made” 
                   (John 1:1-3).  Everything begins with Him and ends with Him.              

· The One who DIED and CAME to life again

                   The phrase, the one who died and came to life again, is literally in the Greek, 

                   “who became dead and lived.”  The verb, became, is a third person singular aorist 
                    middle indicative from become.  It implies action in the past that he was dead or 
                    became dead.  
                    Jesus experienced death, however He did not stay dead.  When Jesus said, 
                    “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit,” He physically died (Lk. 23:46).  The 
                    question arises is where did Jesus’ spirit go upon death.  Theological questions 
                    abound and the Scriptures give us a clue.  Jesus said to the repentant thief, “I tell 
                    you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise” (Lk 23:43).  Jesus and the 
                    repentant thief went to paradise. 
                    One of the critical text in understanding heaven is found in John 3:13 when Jesus 
                    said, “No one has ever gone into heaven except the one who came from heaven- 
                    the Son of God.”  This verse implies that the Son of God has gone from heaven to 
                    earth prior to His incarnation on earth.  Did the Son of God reveal Himself to the 
                Old Testaments saints in His visitation on earth as to Abraham and Moses?  I 
                believe so since no man can see God (the Father).  They saw the Son of God.  
                Secondly this verse declares that no Old Testament saints entered heaven.  We are 
                not told why no has entered heaven except that no one has except for the Son of 
                Man. This leaves us with the question, “Where did the Old Testament saints go 
                when die?” 

                Part of the answer comes from the parable of Lazarus and the rich man.  Lazarus 
                upon his death went to “Abraham’s bosom” and the rich man went to “hades” (Lk. 
               16:22,23).  In the story, Abraham’s bosom is seen as the abode of the righteous 
                while Hades is the place of torment for the wicked.  Although the two places allow 
                for some visual and vocal communication, there is a chasm that neither can cross 
                over.  
                It is my assumption therefore that the OT saints went to Abraham’s Bosom and not 
                into the very presence of God.  The reason being is that the atonement for sin has 
                been completed.  In the OT there was only a covering, not a removal of sin until 
                Christ sacrifice on the cross (Heb. 9:11-12).  Thus the OT saints waited for the 
                Perfect Lamb of God who could and would remove sin forever.  The waiting place 
                for them is in Abraham’s bosom.  Is Abraham’s bosom the same as paradise?  

                The word, paradise, is used three times in the NT:  Luke 23:43, II Cor. 12:4, and  

                Rev. 2:7.  It appears so and upon Christ’s sacrifice the gates of paradise was open 
                for the saints to enter heaven.  For upon the stoning of Stephen, he saw Jesus at 
                the right hand of God.  He asked the Lord Jesus to receive his spirit (Acts 7:56, 59).  
                The Apostle Paul declares that as long as we are at home in the body we are away 
                from the Lord (II Cor. 5:6-8).  
                The theological difficult passage of I Peter 3:18-22 is to say at least most 
                challenging.  Three views:
1. Christ’s spirit descended into Hades between death and resurrection to offer 
people a chance for salvation.  There is no scriptural support of second chance after death, but rather of judgment.  “Just as man is destined to die once and after that to face judgment” (Heb. 9:27). 
2. Christ descended into hell after His crucifixion to proclaim His victory to the 
imprisoned fallen angel.  The spirits are understood as angels, not human spirit. This is a possible interpretation. 

3. Christ spirit preached through Noah to the ungodly human who, at the time of 
Peter’s writing, were “spirits in prison” awaiting final judgment.  This view is saying that the Spirit of Jesus was preaching through Noah to the ungodly men on earth for the 120 years of the impending judgment on them.  Now that they had died, the final judgment is coming on them.  
If I understand this view correctly it is not saying that Jesus went to preach to the imprisoned spirits, but that through Noah, He was preaching to them a message of judgment, not of salvation.  
In Jude 14, we find these words, “Enoch, the seventh from Adam, prophesied about these men: “See the Lord is coming with thousands upon thousands of his holy ones to judge everyone and to convict all the ungodly of all the ungodly acts they have done in the ungodly way, and of all the harsh words ungodly sinner have spoken against him.”   

Thus in my opinion, the preaching by Jesus or preaching through Noah and the OT saints was a message of judgment, if they do not repent.  Certainly the parable of the Lazarus and the Rich Man, if there was a “second chance” the rich man would have repented and believe, but none is offered.

                The conclusion is that both OT saints and Christians who died are in the 
                presence of God.  Abraham’s bosom or paradise was a place for the righteous 
                waiting for heaven’s gate to be opened through the death of Jesus Christ.  

             Jesus was once alive, then died, and now lives forever more.  Jesus is the one who 
             over came death.  Death has no dominion over Him.  Jesus said that “I am the 
             resurrection and the life” (John 11:25).  Jesus declared that “I am the Living One; I 
             was dead, and behold I am alive forever and ever!  And I hold the keys of death and 
             Hades” (Rev. 1:18). 
B.  The COMMENDATIONS to the Church of Smyrna. (Rev. 2:9)
·  Jesus knows the believers faced TRIBULATION and POVERTY. 

     The word, tribulation, in the Greek term is thlipsis, which can be translated affliction or      

     persecution.  It has the idea of living in oppression, in a narrow strait.  The pronoun, 
     your, is singular, not plural.  Jesus knew the individual hardships each believer was   

     going through.  It was not a general knowing, but a specific knowing of each           

     circumstances.
          The word, poverty, in the Greek term is ptocheria, which refers to abject poverty of a 
          beggar.  They were not just poor.  They had nothing.  Their poverty could have come           

          about their economic pressure or confiscation of their possession  Either way, the 

          Smyranians believers lost nearly everything for holding onto their faith in Jesus 
          Christ.

         To follow Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord, there is a price to be paid.  They were 
   willing to pay it.  They counted the cost of following Jesus.  “If anyone would come 
   after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.  For 
   whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will save 
   it.  What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, and yet lose or forfeit his very 
   self?” (Luke 9:23-24).  They were willing to surrender their worldly possession for a 
   far greater possession.    

   ●  Jesus knows the believers are RICH.   

  The Greek word for rich is plousious, which can refer to material riches or spiritual  

  riches.  The conjunction, alla, in Greek can be translated, but or yet.  Alla is normally 
  used of strong contrast.  Thus the Lord is declaring that they are materially poor, they 
  are “spiritual” rich or rich toward God.  The Lord is encouraging them that there is a rich 
   reward waiting for them.  It appears that they have lost everything, but in reality they   

         have gained everything.  The spiritual riches in Christ and the treasures in heaven await 
         them. They did not lay up treasures on earth but in heaven. 

    ●  Jesus knows the SLANDERS of the false Jews against the Jewish Christians.  

         The Greek phrase continues with a connective word, kai, which normally translated     

         means, and.  Thus the phrase is literally, and the railing of the ones who are calling 

         Jews to be themselves, and (they) are not but a synagogue of Satan.”  

         Since there was a large Jewish population in Smyna, these Jews claimed to be descen-

         dant of Abraham, but they did not have the faith of Abraham.  These unbelieving and 

         hostile Jews viewed the Jewish Christians as heretics deserving ridicule and rejection.  

         The word, slander, in the Greek is blasphamian, from which the word, blaspheme, 
         comes from.  The word, blaspheme, means to abuse, to speak evil of or against.  The 
         Christians were not only facing political persecution or sanctions  but also verbal abuse 
         from the Jewish community.  They were hated by all men, yet they did not revile back 
         against them. 

         The phrase, but a synagogue of Satan, is how the Lord saw these Jewish people.  
         These men were under the influence of Satan and were doing his bidding.  One would 
         think that the synagogue would be the place where God is honored an worshipped.  
         Jesus saw them rather as a gathering of evil, not for good.  Jesus characterization of 
         them came not only for rejecting the Word of God but their support of Emperor worship.  
        The Jews had become so much like the Greeks that there was no difference between 
        them.   As Christians, we must be careful not to describe all Jewish synagogues as 
        “synagogue of Satan.”  It is not for us to judge them.  Only the Lord has the right to 
        make that pronouncement. 

C.  The CORRECTION or Rebuke to Smyrna. 

      Most commentators would agree that there are no condemnation of this Church.  However, 
      there is the alternative interpretation that the Lord was actually rebuking them for their 
      hypocrisy of pretending to be poor, but in reality they are rich materially.  In the Greek, 
      there isn’t the exclamation mark.  Although this is a possible view, it is not the likely view.

D.  The WARNING to Smyrna (Rev. 2:10).
·  They were not to be AFRAID of the impending persecution. 

    The literal Greek phrase is “not fear the things which you are to suffer.  Behold, is about 

          to case the devil some of you into prison in order that you be tried and you will have 

          affliction ten days.” (vs. 10a)  

          The Greek word for fear is phobos, from which we have the English word, phobia.  The 

          force of the negative gives it the sense of “stop being afraid.”  It is an imperative, 
          meaning to stop, to stop fearing.  It could well be that the Christians were able to stand 
          up under sanctions, verbal abuse, but the coming affliction made them frightened.  Not 
          only did Satan instigated the verbal abuse by the Jews, but now he is also instigating 
          affliction on them.  Satan is the prince of the air.  He is the one who controls the events 
           of this world.  He has moved both the political and religious leaders to persecute the 
           Christians.  

           The word, devil, is diabolos.  The word, devil, means an accuser or slander.  The devil 
           is the one who bring false charges against God’s people as in the case of Job.  He has 

           the power to cause affliction through natural means as well as through men (Job 1 & 

           2).  Satan is the accuser of the brethren.  Satan will cast some of Smyrnians into 
           prison.
           Normally prison was not punitive as being torture in prison, but the prelude to trial and 

           execution.  As far as we know, Paul was not torture in prison.  He was placed in stocks            
           It was in that waiting period in prison that they were not to be afraid.  
          The example of Peter sleeping on the night of his trial without any worry (Acts 12:6) or 
          Paul and Silas praising God instead of dreading what is to come (Acts 16:25). 

·  They were to be FAITHFUL even to the point of death. 

          Jesus exhorts them to be faithful even to the point of death.  The Greek phrase is 

          literally, “Be you faithful until death.”  The word, faithful, is pistos.  The exhortation is to 

          remain firm, persuaded based upon what was heard.  They have already believed and 
          now they were to continue to stand upon what they had believed.  It is to be faithful.  It 
          assumes that one already has faith and is called to remain true to what one believes.

          The adverb, until, refers to up to and including death.  It is not making a last minute 

          renouncement to save one’s life.  They were called to be faithful to the point of death.   

          Perhaps the Lord knows that some of them may begin to waver.  He encourages them   

          to be steadfast to the end.

E.  The CHALLENGES to the Church of Smyrna. (Rev. 2:10c-11)  

·  They will be given the CROWN OF LIFE.  
    The sentences continues with the conjunction, “and I will give you the crown of life.” 

    The word, give, is in the future tense, which means that it is yet to be received.  They  

    have not received it.  The Lord will give them the crown of life for not holding onto their   

    lives. 

    The Greek word phrase, crown of life, is stephanon tas zoas.  The “crown” usually refers    

    to a garland of flowers worn chiefly in the worship of the pagan gods, such as Cybele or 
    Bacchus, who was pictured on coins with a crown of battlements.  Faithful servants of t
    he city appeared on coins with laurel wreaths on their heads.  

    The question arises is what is the crown of life.  The crown of life is cited in James 1:12 
    and I Pet. 5:4.  Some scholars have interpreted the crown of life mean inheriting eternal 

    life or receive imperishable life in eternal glory.  
    Eternal life can’t be something that one can gain as by works (Eph. 2:8-9).  It is a gift 
    from upon faith in Jesus Christ (John 3:16).  If the crown of life is equated with salvation, 
    then salvation is not longer by grace, but by works.  
     I reject this view that the crown of life equates to eternal life.  The crown of life is a special reward given by the Lord to those who were willing to give up their physical life for the Lord.  It is not that they are earning eternal life, but a recognition of their faithfulness to God on earth.  It is a crown given specifically to believers who suffer for the Lord.  They are rewarded for their faithfulness to the Lord for loving the Lord more than their own life.

    The Apostle Paul writes that every believer will stand before the Bema Seat of Christ to receive his reward.  “For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one may receive what is due him for the things done while in the body, whether good or bad” (II Cor. 5:10).  See I Cor. 3:10-15).  Each believer will receive words of commendation or admonition for how he or she lived his or her life on earth.  This is a judgment for rewards, not for salvation.  
·  They will not be hurt by the SECOND DEATH. 

          The literal Greek phrase is “The overcoming one by no means will be hurt by the death 

          the second or the second death.”  

          The question is what is the “second death?”  Rev. 20:11-15 gives us the context of the 

          second death.  Verse 14 says, “Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire.     

          The lake of fire is the second death.  If anyone’s name was not found written in the book   

          of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire.”  It is called the “second death” for the first 
          death is physical separation of the body from the spirit where the ungodly are in hell.  It 
          can be seen as second death in that they are judged by the Lord and face eternal 
          separation from God.  
          They would have tasted for a moment what it would be like in heaven as they stand  

          before the Lord.  The pronouncement is final on them.  It is called the “second death” 
          because now the spirit is forever tormented in the lake of fire.  The lake of fire is their

          permanent abode for eternity.  The lake of fire is only mentioned in Revelations (Rev.    

          3:3, 17; 5:5; 6:4; 10:4,9: 22:14). 

          We are still left with the question, Is it possible for believers to be hurt by the second 

          death?  My reasoning is that we can’t be hurt by the second death since our sins are 

          forgiven by Christ and that we have eternal life.  Then what does it mean that the ones 

          who overcome will not be hurt by the second death. 
          I believe it is an assurance to them that their life is secure in Jesus Christ.  Those who 
          persecuted and slander them will face the second death, but not them.  Perhaps it may 
          be written for those who will hear their testimony at the trial that they too can overcome 
          the second death if they too would believe.  Their confession of faith may cost them their 
          physical life, but they will not face the lake of fire.  

IV.  Application Challenges.

A.  What are the things that you have gained in this world?

B.  What are the things that you have “lost” for the sake of Jesus Christ?  

C.  Do you love the Lord more than the things that you have accumulated in life?

V. Conclusion.
The Church of Smyrna was a very faithful church to the Lord.  They were devoted to Him.  Although nothing is shared about their work for the Lord, it can be presume that they work hard for the Lord as well.  Their love for the Lord will translate into service for the Lord.  They were willing to give up everything for the Lord even for their lives.  

The Church of Smyrna loved the Lord.  May we too love the Lord our God with all of our hearts, soul, mind, and strength.
