SMYRNA


THE CHURCH THAT WAS POOR, YET RICH


Rev. 2:8-11


And to the angel of the church in Smyrna write, These things says the First and the Last, who was dead, and came to life:9 I know your works, tribulation, and poverty (but you are rich); and I know the blasphemy of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan.10 Do not fear any of those things which you are about to suffer. Indeed, the devil is about to throw some of you into prison, that you may be tested, and you will have tribulation ten days. Be faithful until 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 shall not be hurt by the second death.








INTRODUCTION:


A.	Have you ever wondered what constitutes true riches? Why is it that those who possess very few of this life’s goods seem to possess peace of mind, serenity, and a sense of well being, whereas, others, who possess great wealth are miserable, frustrated, and are always seeking peace of mind?


B.	Have you ever really wondered why some people can withstand great pressures and overcome mighty obstacles, while others seem to trip on their own shoestrings and fall on their faces to rise no more?


C.	Our lesson concerns just such questions. We shall examine a church that we should pattern ourselves after.








I	THE CITY OF SMYRNA:


A.	The city of Smyrna was located about 40 to 50 miles north of Ephesus. It lies at the end of an inland gulf, which reaches thirty miles inland. It stood in a position of greater importance than the city of Ephesus. It was more important due to its trade, port and other considerations.


B.	Smyrna claims to be the oldest city in Asia. It was established about 1000 BC. It fell under various rulers and was destroyed several times. It always rebuilt itself. It was ceded to Rome in 133 BC.


C.	This city was very Roman in character. Its devotion to Rome was well known. Cicero described this city as “the city our most faithful and ancient allies.”


D.	Smyrna was called the “Ornament of Asia.” It was the center of many celebrated schools of medicine and science. Its buildings far exceeded other cities in beauty and construction. Around Mount Pagus, the focal point of the city, were a group of buildings, which, when viewed from the port, resembled a crown. Some even called this city “The Crown City” due to the buildings around the port on Mount Pagus.


E.	Smyrna was a center of the worship of Dionysus or Bacchus. This was the Greek and Roman god of fertility and wine. Its worshippers claimed to receive revelations when they were in a drunken stupor. Also, in this worship, there was a remembrance of the death, burial and resurrection of this god. The Greek Tragedy was based upon this mock death, burial and resurrection. The worshippers, each year would celebrate this death, burial and resurrection. After the celebration, its priests would receive crowns.


F.	Because of its devotion to Rome, this city also practiced Emperor worship. They had built a temple to the goddess Roma, the founding god of Rome, in BC 195. During the reign of Tiberius (AD 14-37), Smyrna was chosen in 26 AD to be the site for a temple to Tiberius, or emperor worship. They also had temples to the gods Cybele and Zeus. In one of these temples was this inscription, “Nero, the savior of the whole known human race.” (Coffman’s commentary, page 52). This made Smyrna very devoted to the Roman Empire and its emperors who claimed deity.


G.	We possess no information on who established or when the church was established in Smyrna. Perhaps, it was established by Paul while he worked in Ephesus.


H.	Understanding these facts about the city of Smyrna will help us understand the letter that Christ wrote to this congregation.








II	THE DESCRIPTION OF CHRIST TO THIS CHURCH


And to the angel of the church in Smyrna write, These things says the First and the Last, who was dead, and came to life. (v. 8)


A.	Christ describes Himself as the “first and the last.”


1.	Christ tells the Church that He is coequal with God by this statement. He is no mere human god of some country, but the very Son of God.


2.	The phrase “first and last” has reference to the “alpha and the omega” as found in the description in chapter one.


Revelation 1:8   “I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End,” says the Lord, “who is and who was and who is to come, the Almighty.”


3.	Christ is equal with God.


Philippians 2:6   Who, being in the form of God, did not consider it robbery to be equal with God.


John 8:58   Jesus said to them, “Most assuredly, I say to you, before Abraham was, I AM.”


B.	Next, Christ describes Himself as the one “who was dead, and came to life.”


1.	The expression “was dead, and came to life” means, in literal terms, according to the American Standard Version, as the one who actually “became dead” and actually “became alive.”


2.	This description is in direct contrast to the worship of Dionysus and Bacchus. They claimed, by myth, to have died and became alive. Theirs was a pretended death and resurrection.


3.	Christ has been the only one to have actually experienced death, burial and resurrection unto eternal life. He dies no more. No one can claim this but Christ.


4.	Christ gives this description to these brethren so that they can take assurance that they were following the true Son of God.


C.	Another contrast we have in this letter is that of the priest of Dionysus and Bacchus. They received a temporal crown, but the over comers, through Christ, will receive an eternal crown of life.








III	THE WORDS OF COMMENDATION


I know your works, tribulation, and poverty (but you are rich); and I know the blasphemy of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan. (v. 9)


A.	There are only two of the Churches of Asia that only have words of commendation, and no condemnation: Smyrna and Philadelphia.


B.	“I know your works”: As with all the letters, we have the assurance that Christ knows personally and individually our circumstances. We can take great comfort in this fact.


C.	“I know your tribulation”:


1.	The word “tribulation” means: “oppression, affliction, distress, straits.” (Thayer).


2.	This word describes trials of every kind and nature. When you are obedient to Christ, you will suffer some form of trials. This is a result of our faith.


3.	Christ warned that His disciples would be hated by the world.


John 15:18-20   “If the world hates you, you know that it hated Me before it hated you.19 If you were of the world, the world would love its own. Yet because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, therefore the world hates you.20 Remember the word that I said to you, ‘A servant is not greater than his master.’ If they persecuted Me, they will also persecute you. If they kept My word, they will keep yours also.”


4.	If we live a godly life, we shall suffer tribulations.


2 Timothy 3:12   Yes, and all who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus will suffer persecution.


5.	We shall be evil spoken of, but it should be for the cause of Christ and not of ourselves.


1 Peter 4:4   In regard to these, they think it strange that you do not run with them in the same flood of dissipation, speaking evil of you.


1 Peter 4:13-16   But rejoice to the extent that you partake of Christ’s sufferings, that when His glory is revealed, you may also be glad with exceeding joy.14 If you are reproached for the name of Christ, blessed are you, for the Spirit of glory and of God rests upon you. On their part He is blasphemed, but on your part He is glorified.15 But let none of you suffer as a murderer, a thief, an evildoer, or as a busybody in other people’s matters.16 Yet if anyone suffers as a Christian, let him not be ashamed, but let him glorify God in this matter.


6.	If we are not suffering for our Christianity, we should be asking ourselves some serious questions.


a.	We do not have to suffer physically to suffer as a Christian.


b.	If we fail to stand up for our beliefs, are we really suffering for our faith?


c.	It is far too easy to yield to the pressures around us than it is to stand up for our faith. Perhaps we should learn to live the words of that old song, “Stand Up For Jesus.”


D.	Christ knew their suffering. Because Christ had suffered, He could have compassion on them. He understood their suffering.


1.	When we suffer for Him, we know that we can always go to Him for help. Nothing can remove us from His love.


Romans 8:35   Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword?


2.	Christ lived in the flesh. He knows and understands all that we face in our lives. He will not allow us to suffer beyond our ability to endure.


1 Corinthians 10:13   No temptation has overtaken you except such as is common to man; but God is faithful, who will not allow you to be tempted beyond what you are able, but with the temptation will also make the way of escape, that you may be able to bear it.


Hebrews 4:14-16   Seeing then that we have a great High Priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession.15 For we do not have a High Priest who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, but was in all points tempted as we are, yet without sin.16 Let us therefore come boldly to the throne of grace, that we may obtain mercy and find grace to help in time of need.


E.	“I know your poverty: but you are rich.”


1.	The word for “poverty” means: “the condition of one destitute of riches and abundance” (Thayer). This is the more popular word used in the scriptures for the poor. These brethren had been reduced to the level of begging.


2.	This phrase implies that most of the membership of Smyrna were from the poorer segment of the population. They did not possess any wealth.


3.	Their poverty also was created. The citizens of Smyrna persecuted the church. The Jews also took part in this persecution. Primarily this persecution was a result of the Church’s failure to yield to emperor worship. They often had their meager physical goods confiscated, which made them poorer.


4.	These brethren understood the true cost of Christianity and Discipleship. They could comfort themselves by the words of their Lord.


Matthew 16:24-27   Then Jesus said to His disciples, “If anyone desires to come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow Me.25 For whoever desires to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for My sake will find it.26 For what profit is it to a man if he gains the whole world, and loses his own soul? Or what will a man give in exchange for his soul?27 For the Son of Man will come in the glory of His Father with His angels, and then He will reward each according to his works.”


5.	Paul knew well the cost of Christianity.


Philippians 3:8   Yet indeed I also count all things loss for the excellence of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them as rubbish, that I may gain Christ.


Philippians 4:11-13   Not that I speak in regard to need, for I have learned in whatever state I am, to be content:12 I know how to be abased, and I know how to abound. Everywhere and in all things I have learned both to be full and to be hungry, both to abound and to suffer need.13 I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.


6.	These brethren knew the truth of Paul’s admonition:


1 Timothy 6:8   And having food and clothing, with these we shall be content.


7.	Although they were poor, they possessed great riches.


a.	They were rich in and through Christ.


2 Corinthians 8:9   For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though He was rich, yet for your sakes He became poor, that you through His poverty might become rich.


b.	They were poor, yet very rich.


2 Corinthians 6:10   As sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; as poor, yet making many rich; as having nothing, and yet possessing all things.


8.	Their riches were not counted in the things of this material world.


a.	They were rich in spiritual blessings.


Matthew 19:29   “And everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother or wife or children or lands, for My name’s sake, shall receive a hundredfold, and inherit eternal life.” (cf. Mark 10:29-30)


b.	Their blessings came by Christ:


Ephesians 1:3   Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ.


9.	We may fear lost of material things in this life, however, if we only trust in the Lord, he will provide us the things we really need, if we only serve him.


Matthew 6:33   “But seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things shall be added to you.”


F.	I know the blasphemy of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan.


1.	These brethren not only received persecution from the Gentiles, they also got it from the Jews. But, they were not really Jews in spirit.


2.	Christ calls them a synagogue of Satan. Their way and manner was after Satan. They even had gone alone with emperor worship.


3.	“They bitterly opposed Christ and did everything they possibly could to persecute His followers. At Polycarp’s martyrdom in Smyrna they joined the pagans in clamoring for his being cast to the lions; and when there was an obstacle to this, they then clamored for his being burned alive, carrying logs for the fire with their own hands.” (James M. Tolle, “The Seven Churches of Asia.”)


4.	These Jews were constantly on the offensive against those who followed Christ.








IV	CHRIST NOW COUNSELS THEM FOR WHAT LAY AHEAD


Do not fear any of those things which you are about to suffer. Indeed, the devil is about to throw some of you into prison, that you may be tested, and you will have tribulation ten days. Be faithful until death, and I will give you the crown of life. (v. 10)


A.	Christ first counsels them to “fear not.” They had already been through much suffering, however, there was more to come. When this time came, they were to fear none, or anyone.


Matthew 10:28   “And do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. But rather fear Him who is able to destroy both soul and body in hell.”


B.	The devil, or the accuser (according to the actual meaning of the word), would cast some of them into prison. This could refer to those who were Jews of the synagogue of Satan.


C.	“That you may be tested.”


1.	God tries us for our Good – like Abraham (cf. Gen. 22).


2.	Satan always tries us to ruin or destroy us.


3.	We must endure trials. This is just a part of our Christianity.


James 1:12   Blessed is the man who endures temptation; for when he has been approved, he will receive the crown of life which the Lord has promised to those who love Him.


1 Peter 1:6-9   In this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while, if need be, you have been grieved by various trials,7 that the genuineness of your faith, being much more precious than gold that perishes, though it is tested by fire, may be found to praise, honor, and glory at the revelation of Jesus Christ,8 whom having not seen you love. Though now you do not see Him, yet believing, you rejoice with joy inexpressible and full of glory,9 receiving the end of your faith—the salvation of your souls.


D.	Their tribulation would only last ten days.


1.	Whether or not this was a literally ten days or not, we do not know. This told them that they would suffer only for a short time.


2.	Regardless of the time, it would be small in its relationship to eternity.


2 Corinthians 4:17   For our light affliction, which is but for a moment, is working for us a far more exceeding and eternal weight of glory.


James 4:14   Whereas you do not know what will happen tomorrow. For what is your life? It is even a vapor that appears for a little time and then vanishes away.


3.	With this knowledge, the Christians at Smyrna could face whatever they were about to endure. Just knowing that Christ was with them during that time, encouraged them.


E.	They were to be faithful unto death.


1.	This does not mean that they would be put to death through their trials. Christ is encouraging them that they should be faithful even to the point of giving their life for His cause.


2.	As Christians, we should be willing to offer our lives for the cause of Christ.


3.	Too often we sell short our Christianity. We sell out to things of lessor value, which, when compared to eternal life, are worthless.


4.	Are you willing to offer your life for the cause of Christ?








V.	THE PROMISE TO THOSE WHO SUFFERED


And I will give you the crown of life.


A.	For those who endured this suffering, even to the point of death, there was for them a crown of life. A crown of eternal life. This crown was a “stephanos” or victory crown.


B.	In contrast to the worshippers of Dionysus, this crown was far superior – eternal life.


C.	This promise is continued in the next verse.


He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. He who overcomes shall not be hurt by the second death. (v. 11)


1.	The second death was spiritual death.


2.	When we give our life, either literally or figuratively, we are promised that the second death will not affect us This second death is hell.


Revelation 21:8   “But the cowardly, unbelieving, abominable, murderers, sexually immoral, sorcerers, idolaters, and all liars shall have their part in the lake which burns with fire and brimstone, which is the second death.”








CONCLUSION:


As Christ said, “He that hath an ear, let him hear what the Spirit saith unto the churches.” We should hear this message and apply it in our lives. If we ever expect to have heaven as our eternal home, then we must apply this message.
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