
Revelation 2-8-11 
Smyrna 

To the one who conquers!  
  

Introduction:  
 

 I will never forget sitting in a waiting room at Sacred heart hospital.  I was waiting for the 
results of my 5-year-old sons MRI.  When my friend Dr. Cecilia Fry (who attends our central campus) 
walked into the room and closed the door to give me the results I knew something was wrong.   
 

Explain what happened….   
 

 Life is full of suffering.  If you have not suffered yet, you just need to live a little longer.   
 
 There is physical suffering, financial suffering, relational suffering, vocational suffering, 
emotional suffering, and this is just the tip of the iceberg.   
  
 Maybe you have experienced some of these things, maybe more than one at the same time.  
 

 When suffering comes how do you respond?  Some people pull away from God, others grow 
angry at God, others try to drown their sorrow in food, entertainment, buying stuff, drugs, alcohol, or 
exercise.    
 
 This brings us to this morning’s topic.  The risen and reigning Christ wrote seven letters to 
seven churches filled with real people in 1st century Asia.  The letter we are going to look at this 

morning was written to the church in Smyrna.  This church suffered tremendously for following Jesus.   
 
 Jesus instructs them and us on how we can endure suffering when it comes.  To help us 
understand this we will look at three things…    

 First, Smyrna’s setting  

 Second, Smyrna’s suffering  
 Third, Smyrna’s strength  
 
First, Smyrna’s setting. 
 

 Revelation 2:8 (ESV) — 8 “And to the angel of the church in Smyrna write:  

 
To understand the suffering in Smyrna we must understand the setting…  

 
 Smyrna was a very wealthy city…    

 The ancient city of Smyrna is now called Izmir and it is located in modern day Turkey.  It is 
the only city of the seven cities in Revelation 2-3 still in existence.  

  
It was roughly 35 miles from Ephesus (last week’s sermon).    
At the time the letter was written it had a population of 100,000.     

 Many commentators describe it as the most splendid of the seven cities.  
 
 They boasted that they were the pride of Asia and refused to be outdone by their rival 

Ephesus.   
  

Smyrna accrued vast quantities of wealth due to its natural harbor and outgoing trade routes.  
 
They used their wealth to create the largest theater in Asia.    

 



 Not only was Smyrna a very wealthy city…    
 
 Smyrna was a very intolerant city…   
  
 Revelation 2:9 (ESV) — 9 “‘I know your tribulation and your poverty...  

 The church in Smyrna experienced great tribulation or suffering.  Verses 9-10 indicate that 
their suffering was the result of persecution.  But what caused the persecution?   
 
   Smyrna was a center of emperor worship.   
 
 Around 25 AD several cities competed for the honor or erecting a statue of the great emperor 

Tiberius.  This was similar to cities competing for the honor of hosting the Olympic games.  Smyrna 

got the bid.  Winning this bid was a matter of great civic pride.  This ensured that Smyrna would be a 
center of emperor worship.     
  
 They worshipped the emperor by sprinkling incense into a fire placed in front of a massive 
statue of the emperor.  Refusal to burn incense was seen as sedition, anti-patriotic, and narrow 

minded.  Furthermore, it was illegal not to worship the emperor.  Worshipping him was required by 

law. 
 

The people of Smyrna were very intolerant of anyone who would not prove their loyalty to 
Rome by worshipping the emperor.    
  
   The pagans of Smyrna were intolerant of the Christians.  Unfortunately, the pagans were not 

the only group intolerant of the Christians.    
 
 We know from church history that the Jews in Smyrna were also very antagonistic towards the 
Christians in Smyrna.  More on this in a moment.  
 
 The pagans and the Jews were intolerant of the Christians in Smyrna.  This lead to suffering.  

But what exactly did the suffering look like???   This brings us to the second point.   
   
 First, Smyrna’s setting.  
 
Second, Smyrna’s suffering. 

   

 The Christian in Smyrna suffered for a variety of reasons…     
 

Suffering caused by Poverty! 

Revelation 2:9 (ESV) — 9 “ ‘I know your tribulation and your poverty...  

Smyrna was one of the wealthiest cities in the world at the time, yet the Christians were poor.   
 
More than likely the Christians in Smyrna refused to join the trade guilds since the trade guilds 

required their members to engage in pagan practices.   If you were not involved in the trade guilds it 
made success in business very challenging.   

 
Furthermore, more than likely that the Jews and Pagans simply refused to do business with or 

hire Christians.    
 
 Illustrations:  
 

I was recently talking to my Russian neighbor.  He told me that his mother applied to several 
Russian universities while in her late teens.  Every university rejected her.  What was her problem?  



Lack of intelligence, lack of money, lack of education, no…  she was told by the universities that she 
was rejected because she was a Christian.    

  
This is exactly what happened to the English Puritans at the end of 17th century.  They were 

barred from entrance into Cambridge and Oxford university because of their religious beliefs.  This 
barred them from many professions leading eventually to poverty.   

 
Application:  
 
Poverty is often the cost of following Jesus Christ….  
 
Suffering caused by poverty!  

 
Suffering caused by Slander!  

Revelation 2:9 (ESV) — 9 “‘I know your tribulation and your poverty (but you are rich) and 
the slander of those who say that they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan.  

 

Jewish people slandered the Christians in Smyrna.  Christians were used to this…   

 
People said that the early Christians were cannibals (because they ate the body and drank the 

blood of a dead guy named Jesus).   
People said that the early Christians were involved in incest because they married their 

brothers and sisters in Christ.   
People also said that the early Christians were atheists because they did not believe in the 

pantheon of Gods.   
 
The Jews probably said, “The Christians are anti patriotic….”  
 
The Christians were slandered.      
 

Isn’t this often what happens???   

Matthew 5:11–12 (ESV) — 11 “Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute you 
and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. 12 Rejoice and be glad, for your reward 
is great in heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you.     

 Application:  

 
Christians are still being slandered today.  Christians are accused of being intolerant and 

hateful because they say that certain lifestyles are sinful.  Nothing could be further from the truth.  
Christians are not only incredible tolerant of their enemies they are told to love their enemies.   

Suffering caused by poverty!  
Suffering caused by Slander!  
 
Suffering caused by Prison!  

Revelation 2:10 (ESV) — 10 Do not fear what you are about to suffer. Behold, the devil is 
about to throw some of you into prison, that you may be tested, and for ten days you will have 

tribulation. Be faithful unto death, and I will give you the crown of life.  
 
Prison was nothing new for Christians.  Up to this point the prisons of Jerusalem, Caesarea, 

Philippi, and Rome had all housed Christians.   



Suffering caused by poverty!  
Suffering caused by Slander!  
Suffering caused by Prison!  
 
And finally…   
 

Suffering caused by Death! 

Revelation 2:10 (ESV) — 10 Do not fear what you are about to suffer. Behold, the devil is 
about to throw some of you into prison, that you may be tested, and for ten days you will have 
tribulation. Be faithful unto death, and I will give you the crown of life.  
 

 In verse 10, the risen Christ challenges the Christians in Smyrna to be faithful unto Death.  He 

does not tell them that their lives will be easy.  He tells them that they must be willing to die for him.    
 
Illustration:  
 
Poly carp was a pastor in Smyrna.    

 

“Polycarp was in his twenties when this letter came to the church of Smyrna, and he died 
when he was eighty-six.  On February 22, AD 156, this venerable bishop, who had fled from Smyrna 
at the urging of his local church, was tracked down to a hiding place, twenty miles from Smyrna.  He 
made no attempt to flee but instead offered food and drink to his captors.  When they asked him if 
he had any special requests before being martyred, he asked for two hours for prayer.  The officers 
granted his request, then bound him and brought him back to Smyrna for trial.  

 
Two weeks later, Polycarp was led into the amphitheater, where he would be put to death 

before thousands of people.  The proconsul said,  
 
‘Polycarp, I will have respect for your old age.  Swear just once by the genius of Caesar, and I 

will immediately release you.’  (in other words, say, “Caesar is lord.”) 

  
Polycarp replied,  
 
‘Eighty-six years have I served Christ, and he has done me no wrong.  How then can I 

blaspheme my king and my Savior?’  

 

The Proconsul persisted, saying  
 
‘The wild beasts are ready.  If you refuse to swear by Caesar, you will be thrown to them.’  
 
Polycarp  answered,  
 

‘Bid them be brought.’ 

 
Infuriated, the proconsul responded; 
 
‘As you despise beasts, I give you one last opportunity to change your mind.  Else I shall 

destroy you by fire.’  
 

But Polycarp refused to recant.   
 
Polycarp was brought to the stake.  Before he was fastened with cords, he said,  
 
‘Leave me unfastened, for I will die voluntarily for my master’s sake.’  
 



The captors left him unfastened as they kindled the fire.  Wind drove the flames away 
prolonging Polycarp’s agony, but also giving him more time to confess Christ.”  (Beeke, 81-82)    

 
While he was dying he preached to the thousands of onlookers about the goodness and grace 

of God.  His preaching so angered one of the soldiers that he pulled out his sword and plunged it into 
his chest, killing the old man.   

 
Application:  
 
The Christians in Smyrna suffered.  Their suffering took the form of persecution.   
 
Some of us may be called on to suffer for Jesus Sake.   

 
Fortunately, we live in a relatively free county.  But we must recognize that right now there 

are literally thousands of Christians all over the world languishing in prisons for the crime of following 
Jesus Christ.   

 
Jesus promises that we will suffer.   

Philippians 1:29 (ESV) — 29 For it has been granted to you that for the sake of Christ you 
should not only believe in him but also suffer for his sake,  

John 15:20 (ESV) — 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 
also keep yours.  

I have never heard a prosperity preacher preach on these texts.  Have you???   

Not only do we suffer at the hands of others we suffer simply by living in a fallen world.   
 
How in the world are we going to find the strength to endure suffering, whatever form it 

takes???   
 
This brings us to the last point…   

 First, Smyrna’s setting  
 Second, Smyrna’s suffering  

  
Third, Smyrna’s strength.   
 

 Before the suffering begins Jesus says to the church in Smyrna, “Do not be afraid of what you 

are about to suffer…” (Rev. 2:10) 
 

In the midst of suffering Jesus says to the church in Smyrna, “Be faithful, even to the point of 
death.”  (Rev. 2:10) 

 
Where in the world are the Christians in Smyrna going to find the strength necessary to obey 

these impossible commands?   
  
 Answer- through Jesus Christ.  Jesus Christ is their strength and our strength.  But how strong 

is he?  Our text tells us several things about his strength.       
 

 Jesus strength is displayed in his victory!  



Revelation 2:8 (ESV) — 8 “And to the angel of the church in Smyrna write: ‘The words of 
the first and the last, who died and came to life.  

 
Jesus was obedient unto death.  He lived a perfect life on our behalf, died on the cross for our 

sins.  But he did not remain dead.  Death could not hold him because he was perfect.  After three 
days he burst victoriously from the grave.   

 
He has conquered the power of sin and death.  All those trusting in Jesus will also conquer sin 

and death.  Yes, you will sin, and you will die but someday you will rise from the grave never to sin 
again or die again.   

 
Illustration:  

 
Years ago, I listened to the testimony of a great missionary in the former Soviet Union.  He 

had been greatly influenced by the preaching of D. Martyn Lloyd Jones.   He was fearless, literally!!!  
He had utter confidence in the goodness and sovereignty of God.  Every time he was captured his 
captors would beat him and then threaten to kill him.  

 
He would always respond by saying, “So what???  Kill me.  If you kill me two things will 

happen and they both benefit me.  First, I will go straight to glory.  Second, I will become a martyr 
causing even more people to come to faith in Jesus Christ.”  

 
Jesus has defeated death…  and this missionary knew it. Do you???  
 
Application:   

 
Think what this meant to the church in Smyrna?  We don’t have to fear death.  Death ushers 

us into glory.  Bring it on!!!  Jesus has conquered death.   He rose from the grave victoriously.   
 
Jesus strength is displayed in his victory. In addition…  

 Jesus strength is displayed in his knowledge!   

 Revelation 2:9 (ESV) — 9 “ ‘I know your tribulation and your poverty (but you are rich) and 
the slander of those who say that they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan.  
 
 The fact that Jesus knows the specifics of our suffering provides us with great comfort.  He 

knows because he knows all things.  Furthermore, he knows because he has experienced suffering 
first hand.  Finally, he knows because he walks around in his churches.  See Revelation 2:1-87.  
 

Illustration:  
 

Waiting in the hospital while William was getting pumped full of Steroids before his emergency 
brain surgery…   John and Stacy came to the hospital to comfort us.  A lot of people came to the 

hospital, but no one comforted us like John and Stacy.  Why?  Because no one knew our plight like 
John and Stacy.  One of their five boys had already been through brain cancer.   They knew what it 
was like to battle brain cancer.    

 
Jesus knows about your suffering like no one else because no one has suffered like Jesus… this 

means that no one is able to comfort you like Jesus.   

 
When suffering strikes look to him.  He knows…     

 
Jesus strength is displayed in his victory.   
Jesus strength is displayed in his knowledge.   

  



Jesus strength is displayed in his wealth!   
 
Revelation 2:9 (ESV) — 9 “ ‘I know your tribulation and your poverty (but you are rich) and 

the slander of those who say that they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan.  
 

 The world thinks we are poor, but if we have Jesus we have all the wealth we need.  

 
 We have the forgiveness of sins, we have been adopted by God, which means that we are 
joint heirs with Jesus Christ, which means we will inherit the universe someday.     
 
 Application:  

 In your suffering you may lose everything, but nothing can take away your wealth in Christ 

which will last for eternity.       

Jesus strength is displayed in his victory.   
Jesus strength is displayed in his knowledge.   
Jesus strength is displayed in his wealth.   

 Jesus strength is displayed in his sovereignty!  

 Revelation 2:10 (ESV) — 10 Do not fear what you are about to suffer. Behold, the devil is 
about to throw some of you into prison, that you may be tested, and for ten days you will have 
tribulation. Be faithful unto death, and I will give you the crown of life. 
 

 We will only suffer if God allows us to suffer. He tells them that they will be in prison for ten 
days, probably a symbolic number.  Here is the point.  Jesus places a limit on their suffering because 
he can.  He controls all things even our suffering and the devil.  
 
 Satan needs God’s permission to through us in jail.   
 

 Luke 22:31–32 (ESV) — 31 “Simon, Simon, behold, Satan demanded to have you, that he 
might sift you like wheat, 32 but I have prayed for you that your faith may not fail. And when you 
have turned again, strengthen your brothers.”  

 The story of Job…  God grants permission to Satan to make Job’s life a living hell.  He has to 
get permission…  

 
Application:  

 

 Are you suffering right now?  God is sovereignly allowing it for your good and his glory.    

 
 But don’t worry he will not give you more than you can handle.  

 
 1 Corinthians 10:13 (ESV) — 13 No temptation has overtaken you that is not common to 
man. God is faithful, and he will not let you be tempted beyond your ability, but with the temptation 
he will also provide the way of escape, that you may be able to endure it.   

 Illustration:  

 
 Camping last weekend…  when the fire went down I grabbed a sharp stick or a metal poker 
and start poking the fire, stirring things up.  why?  Because I wanted the flames to burn even 
brighter.  They will only burn brighter when they got poked and prodded.   
 



Sometimes God allows us to be poked and prodded so that our love for him will burn even 
brighter.     

  
Jesus strength is displayed in his victory.   
Jesus strength is displayed in his knowledge.   
Jesus strength is displayed in his wealth.   

Jesus strength is displayed in his sovereignty.  

 Jesus strength is displayed in his grace!  

Revelation 2:10–11 (ESV) — 10 Do not fear what you are about to suffer. Behold, the devil 
is about to throw some of you into prison, that you may be tested, and for ten days you will have 

tribulation. Be faithful unto 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. The one who conquers will not be hurt by the second 
death.’  

 Jesus calls Christians to persevere until the end.   
 

He says, “Be faithful unto death, and I will give you the crown of life.” (10d) 
He says, “the one who conquers will not be hurt by the second death.”  (11b) 
 
The second death in the book of revelation is a reference to hell.   
 
We must be faithful, we must conquer, we must work out our salvation with fear and 

trembling.  But when all is said and done salvation is all of grace.  

 
Jesus says, ‘I will give you the crown of life.”   He does not say, “you will earn the crown of 

life.”   
 
It is a gift, it can be earned.  The word for crown is the word used to describe a laurel wreath.  

These wreaths were given to athletes who finished the race.   

 
We must finish the race, we must fight the good fight, we must endure suffering, but when we 

receive the crown we will look back and say it was all of grace.    

 
 Conclusion:  
 

We have looked at three things…  
 
 Smyrna’s setting.  
 Smyrna’s suffering.  
 Smyrna’s strength.  

  

 Here is the bad news…  if you live long enough you will suffer.  
 
 Here is the good news…  Jesus Christ can strengthen you in the midst of suffering.   
 
 How can we be sure???    
 
 Jesus is victorious.  

 Jesus is omniscient.  
 Jesus is the source of true wealth.  
 Jesus is sovereign.  
 Jesus is full of grace.    
 
 Jesus strength is your strength through your union with him…  



 
 Pastor’s talk about 25 years of trials…  “I wish I had a formula, a seven-step plan, a method to 
help you when suffering comes, but I don’t.  All I have is Jesus.”   
 
 Lets pray…   
 


