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Introduc�on:    Jesus’ le�er to Smyrna  

What comes to mind when I talk about persecu�on of Chris�ans?  

We think of the underground churches in China. Or the Chris�ans in Arab states who are being killed for 

their faith. We live in a world where Chris�ans are being persecuted more widely and more openly. South 

Africa is seen as one of the most liberal countries in terms of religious freedom.  We thank the Lord that we 

are saved from these situa�ons.  But, what persecu�on do we face here in South Africa?  

Are we persecuted?   Think before you answer this ques�on. 

Think of areas in South Africa where Chris�ans and living our faith is slowly been silenced. 

● Jesus’s name is used as a swear word and is becoming more common. 

● We can no longer pray in schools. 

● Crosses have been taken down in some hospitals because it “offends” people of other religions. 

● We are discouraged or even instructed not to speak about Jesus in the workplace. 

● In movies or TV, it is “normal” to see people sleeping together, and o�en. 

● The whole Gay movement debate is a very sensi�ve subject and most people avoid it. 

● The Gauteng High Court in Pretoria found that the Dutch Reformed Church's policy against same-sex 

marriages diminished the integrity of gay congregants. It found that the church’s 2016 policy was 

unlawful and invalid and had to be set aside. 

● Abor�on is legal 

● The government now wants to take control over how churches are to be run. 

Has this changed your mind?   What about your experiences when you felt in�midated, silenced or even 

denied opportuni�es because of your faith?  This is persecu�on. We have seen that these things have 

changed slowly over �me and we are dulled into thinking we are not persecuted.  We need to wake up and 

realise that through our silence, we allow these things to take place. 

 
In today’s text, we read Jesus’ le�er to the church of Smyrna who were under huge persecu�on. 



Revelation 2:8-11 New International Version 

8  “To the angel of the church in Smyrna write: 

These are the words of him who is the First and the Last, who died and came to life again.  9  I know your 

afflictions and your poverty—yet you are rich! I know about the slander of those who say they are Jews and 

are not, but are a synagogue of Satan.  10  Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. I tell you, the 

devil will put some of you in prison to test you, and you will suffer persecution for ten days. Be faithful, even 

to the point of death, and I will give you life as your victor’s crown. 11  Whoever has ears, let them hear what 

the Spirit says to the churches. The one who is victorious will not be hurt at all by the second death.” 

I want to describe Smyrna to you so you understand the context. 

Smyrna lay around 50km north of Ephesus on the west coast of Asia where Turkey is now.  It was a very 

pre�y city and some�mes called “the Crown of Asia”. It was a thriving port with a very safe harbour, and a 

central point of trade and travel in that area. So, it was a great, wealthy, and important city.  Behind the city 

rose a hill which was covered with temples and important buildings in the shape of a crown.  This hill was 

called the “the Crown of Smyrna”.  It was very loyal to Rome and was the first city to erect a temple to the 

goddess of Roma. It got its name from myrrh, which was made into a perfume or holy ointment. They made 

it from the gum resin of the myrrh tree.  The way they got this resin is they would wound or cut the tree so 

it bled and released the gum.  The resin was then crushed and pressed, releasing the fragrance.  

 
There is a big parallel to how myrrh is made and the persecu�on of Smyrna at that �me.  Let us go through 

what Jesus said to this church, and is saying to us today. Jesus describes himself as  “ the first and the last 

and the one who was dead and has come to life.” 

Why in these terms?   He is about to talk about the suffering and persecu�on the church of Smyrna is going 

through and will s�ll go through.  He holds it all in his hands.  There is nothing that can happen that He 

does not have control over or knows about.  He is the beginning and the end of everything. We are in a 

similar situa�on now with increasing pressure on our faith in Jesus, so Jesus is wri�ng this to us as well.  I 

want you to imagine that Jesus is speaking to you directly from this passage. 

Jesus says in  verse 9  “ I know your …. afflictions and your poverty” 

I know… 

Jesus, the one with flames like fire and a sash on his chest of authority is walking among us.  

He is ac�vely involved in our lives down to the smallest detail. 

Jesus is saying to us today … 

● I know …. every detail and situa�on of where you are.  

● I know … the society and circumstances you live in 

● I know … the struggles and pressure you have and how it affects you 

● I know … YOU 

 



I know your … afflictions.  

Another word for afflic�ons which is used in other transla�ons is “tribula�on”. Smyrna was a crushed 

church.  The word “ tribulation ” comes from the La�n word “ tribulum ”. It refers to the stone wheels that 

were used to crush wheat to separate the kernel from the shell.  Smyrna was a crushed church.  This church 

was paying the price for their allegiance to Jesus.  The pressure was on and they were suffering.  
Do you feel under pressure as a Chris�an?   Are there �mes when you just don’t know where to turn 

anymore?  Jesus says, “I know.  Nothing escapes me.” 

I know your poverty – yet you are rich (2:9)  

This word speaks of being absolutely des�tute.  These poor people had nothing. They were denied jobs and 

promo�ons because of their tes�mony.  They had nothing but lived in a city that had everything.  Imagine 

how Satan must have mocked these people.  As they passed the ornate temples and walked down the 

street, he is constantly saying,  “Serving Jesus has cost you everything!”  “Look at you!  You are nothing and 

you have nothing.  Give up on Jesus.  You are starving!  Deny Him and prosper ! ” 

As a church family and as individuals, when we suffer, when we struggle, we need to fight those feelings of 

inner poverty and receive this reminder that we are in fact rich because of Jesus on the cross.  We are rich 

because we have the peace, forgiveness, hope and promises that we know Jesus will keep. We are rich in a 

wealth that truly sa�sfies. Only that kind of wealth will live forever.  

 
This persecu�on did not come from the pagans in Smyrna alone.  Verse 9   tells us that they were also 

suffering at the hands of the Jews.  The Jews in Smyrna joined hands with the idolaters in that city to defeat 

and destroy the Chris�ans by whatever means necessary. Jesus calls them “ the synagogue of Satan ” and 

accuses them of blasphemy ( slander ) against these believers.   

Why did the people of Smyrna hate the believers so?   

There are several reasons. 

● They accused the Chris�ans of blasphemy saying Jesus was the only way to God the Father.  

● They accused them of cannibalism.  Chris�ans kept communion and part of that observance was 

ea�ng the bread and drinking from the cup.  They saw it as the literal body and blood of Christ 

● When the Chris�ans gathered, they would eat together for �mes of fellowship which they saw as 

orgies. 

● The Chris�ans were hated because their beliefs and prac�ces o�en split families.  Jesus said this 

would happen in  Matthew 10.    

● The Chris�ans were accused of being poli�cal enemies of Rome because they refused to say, 

“ Caesar is Lord! ”  Every Roman ci�zen was required to do this every year.  To fail to do so brought 

severe punishment and even death.   All these were true but most of all, the people 

of Smyrna hated the believers for just one reason: they loved Jesus!   

 



That is why the world hates us.  

They hate us because we tell them there is one way to God and that is through Jesus and Jesus alone.   

They call us intolerant and discriminatory.  We are hated because we don’t join them in their behaviour and 

support their way of life. They hate us today, but things are just going to get worse!  

When Jesus says the Jews are from the " synagogue of Satan " he is revealing who is actually behind the 

persecu�ons of the Chris�ans. Satan will not stop.  Our persecu�on will not stop, it will get worse.  Jesus 

says in  verse 10 : “ I tell you, the devil will put some of you in prison to test you, and you will suffer 

persecu�on for ten days.”  Prison in those days was a death sentence.  When a person went to prison, it was 

to await execu�on.  The only way you got out was to die.  They died a horrible death. They were either 

killed by a sword, burned alive, thrown to wild animals, or any of the dozens of other cruel methods. 

  Did you no�ce that Jesus told this church beforehand about the suffering that was ahead of them?  

Our struggles do not take Him by surprise.   In verse 10 ,  God gives a limit to these persecu�ons – 10 days. 

This means there will be an end. It’s all part of His perfect �metable.  Notable is the fact that there was no 

rebuke whatever for these faithful, suffering Chris�ans. This is in striking contrast with Christ’s evalua�ons 

of five of the other six churches, which He rebuked. Smyrna’s sufferings, though extremely difficult, had 

helped keep them pure in faith and life. (I find the last comment insigh�ul … easy life leads to distance from 

Jesus). 

We each need to recognise who is behind this and know that no ma�er how serious it becomes, Satan has 

no ul�mate power over you or me. Jesus defeated Him once and for all.  He, as he introduces himself at the 

beginning of the test,  “the one who has died and has come to life again .”  

 

There is hope.    There are two rewards given to all who are faithful to the end.  

1. The first is eternal life with him and in  verse 11:  " He who overcomes will not be hurt by the second 

death .”  We all die once in our bodies.  The second death is a spiritual death of total separa�on of 

unbelievers from God.  (Revela�on 20 and 21).  Instead of being separated from God, true Chris�ans 

will live in constant fellowship with Him. We will experience His love and grace into eternity. 

2. The second reward is a crown.  The crown men�oned here is not the crown a king would wear. This 

is a kind of crown placed on an athlete's head a�er his victory.  We are given a crown because we 

have run the race through to the end. 

 

What do we need to do? 

In  verse 10,  Jesus gives us two commands: 

● Firstly,  “ Do not fea r” .  

This literally means fear nothing.  Jesus says it �me and �me again “Do not worry”, “Don’t be 

discouraged” “Do not fear” because He will be with us un�l the very end.    The day may come when 

this world will take us and our property.  The day may come when they threaten us with death.  The 



day may come when our tes�mony becomes a death sentence in this world.  If that day ever comes, 

if everything you have is taken away, including your life, do not fear, your treasure is in heaven. 

Jesus is t he beginning and the end.  He is the one who holds eternity in His hands.  He is the one 

who has victory over death and is alive.   We are safe in Him .  

 
● The second command Jesus gives is to  “ be faithful ” .  Faithful means s�cking it out.  It means being 

true to what you say in your trust in Jesus.  We are called to be faithful to the end.  P hysical death 

will not rob us of our life in Him.   Jesus reassures us that He knows what we have to endure.  He is 

not ignorant or absent. We are confident because He is right here beside us. Walking us through the 

storm, giving us courage to stand up and speak out.  Showing us how to love the way He loves and 

to be a people a�er His own heart.  We CAN do this because Jesus says we can.  We can do it 

because Jesus is the “first and last”.  He holds it all in his hands.  
Caleb Suko  said,  “If you have Christ then all your pain is temporary; if you don't, then all your pleasure is 

temporary.” 

 
In closing, 

In spite of all the darkness around the church in Smyrna, these people con�nued to be a light for 

Jesus.  They were not in�midated or frightened by the hatred of their opponents.  They proved that their 

faith was real by the way they lived and stood up for Jesus in that society.  

What would Jesus say about us as a church?  

What would He say about you as an individual?   

In a world like ours, where darkness, wickedness and opposi�on to our way of life is increasing; are we 

standing up or backing off and remaining silent just to keep the peace.  What we fail to see is that we 

cannot impact the world if we never confront the world.  If our message is kept within the walls of our 

churches and never shared with a lost and dying world, we can never make a difference for the glory of the 

Lord. 

None of us knows what we will be called on to face before we leave this world behind.   

Each of us need to step out of our comfort zone and publicly proclaim, without fear, the saving Gospel of 

the Lord Jesus Christ.  

 

Decide and then take a stand for Jesus today regardless of the cost.  


