Revelation 2:8-11

Introduction

There is important instruction and there are important promises in this short passage for us as the church today.  We will see how to overcome temptation.  And we will see the eternal promises God gives to those who do overcome.

Again, we see that we MUST stop focusing our eyes on the temporary pleasures in this world and we MUST put our eyes back on the unseen but sure promises that are eternal.

Thank God that He cares and He does help us get on in this life.  But more importantly He wants us to live this life trusting in His promises for eternal life.  In fact, the only way to accurately see this life is to look at it through the lens of eternity.

Smyrna – “bitter”

· Modern day city of Izmir, Turkey

· Called the “Beauty of Asia” and the “City of Life and Strength”.  Smyrna was a planned city, a wealthy city.

· In 26 AD the city was given the honor by the Roman government to erect a temple to the Emperor Tiberius and it became the seat of emperor worship.

· The city also included temples to the goddess Cybele, Apollo, Aescupapius (the god of healing), and Aphrodite, a monument to Homer and a temple to Zeus at the Acropolis.  All of these temples were located on “the Golden Street” that stretched from the port up to the Acropolis.

· The theater seated more than 20,000.

· There was a considerable colony of Jews there.  

· Christians were blamed for all of Rome’s wrongs during this time.  They became the scapegoats for all of their ills and many were killed to pacify the emperor or the public.  Many Christians were put to death in Smyrna.  1,500 were killed at one time, and later, 800 were killed on Mt. Pagus.

· Greatest natural seaport on the Aegean Sea, 35 miles north of Ephesus. 
· The name of the city is rooted in the word “Myrrh” – extracted from a small bush that is beaten out of the wood and pressed in order to get this very expensive spice – used in anointing oil for the priest, to cleanse women, as a burial spice.  The process used to extract the spice is referred to as thlipsis (which is translated “tribulation”).  After pressing, the sap that is extruded gives off a very sweet aroma.
· Polycarp was bishop of the church in Smyrna.  He had studied under the Apostle John and was appointed by John as bishop.  You can read about his martyrdom in Foxes Book of Martyrs.

· Smyrna and Philadelphia are the only churches that Jesus does not rebuke.

· There is still a visible church in Smyrna.  This is interesting because Jesus does not threaten to remove their lampstand in this passage and their lampstand still remains.
Verse 8

· Unto the pastor or messenger of the church at Smyrna (take another letter John).

· Jesus identifies Himself as the First and the Last, the One who was dead and is alive.
Remember Revelation 1:11 “the first and the last”.  God the Father identified Himself this way in three Old Testament passages: Isaiah 41:4, Isaiah 48:12 and Isaiah 44:6 where he says:

Thus saith the LORD the King of Israel, and his redeemer the LORD of hosts; I am the first, and I am the last; and beside me there is no God.

You need to know who Jesus is and who He says that He is.  He is one with the Father.  He is God.

In Revelation 1:18 Jesus identifies Himself as he that liveth, and was dead; and, behold, I am alive for evermore, Amen; and have the keys of hell and of death. 


· In the face of persecution, it is important to remember whose opinion really matters.
Jesus is the one who was dead and is alive.  And He is the one who holds the keys of death and hell.  Remember this as you face ridicule or persecution.  Your tormentors are mortal and they are limited.  Jesus is immortal, eternal and He is not limited. 


· Polycarp knew his God.  When he was told to renounce Jesus and save his life he said, “86 years have I served Him and He has done me no wrong.  How can I blaspheme my King who saved me?”  The magistrate demanded that he blaspheme Christ and sacrifice to Caesar.  He responded, “You threaten me with fire that burns for a time and is quickly quenched but not as hot as fire that you shall experience in judgment to come and in everlasting punishment.  Come and do what you will.”  The Jews hated him so much that they carried the wood for the fire (on the Sabbath).  He refused the ropes that were to tie him to the stake.  He prayed and the fire was set.  A great wall of flame shot up to the sky but it did not touch Polycarp.  He was stabbed by the executioner with a spear, the gush of blood extinguished the fire, and he died.  Many, many Roman citizens came to Christ as a result of the witness borne by Polycarp.  He was burned at the stake in Smyrna in 156 AD.  


· Polycarp knew his God.  As a result, he lived for eternity.  Are you worshipping a god that is worth that?

Verse 9

· Jesus knows your works.  He knows the trials that you endure.

· Tribulation (thlipsis) also means “pressure, anguish”.  This is the same expression used to describe the process used to make myrrh from branches; the word for which the city’s name comes.

· Jesus knew their material poverty.  BUT He says that they were spiritually rich! 

They were in extreme poverty (ptocheian) rather than the Greek word normally used for poverty (penia).  Why?  Most likely they were excluded from the guilds (or unions) who were contracted with for most work because they refused to say, “Hail Caesar.”  So they suffered for their faith rather than compromising. 

“I’ve got to earn a living” is one of the most frequent excuses for compromising with sin in this world today.  Some Christians will compromise their faith in order to earn a dollar.  Maybe you are playing music in a bar, or you are selling cigarettes for a living, or you are running a beer distributorship.  This doesn’t even count those who are selling drugs or committing prostitution in order to get by.  Give up the sin; trust the Lord to get you an honorable job and He will be glorified in your faithfulness to Him.  

Many times material riches are gained at the expense of spiritual riches.  The Bible directs us to higher rewards.

If ye then be risen with Christ, seek those things which are above, where Christ sitteth on the right hand of God.  Set your affection on things above, not on things on the earth. 
Colossians 3:1-2

But they that will be rich fall into temptation and a snare, and into many foolish and hurtful lusts, which drown men in destruction and perdition.  For the love of money is the root of all evil: which while some coveted after, they have erred from the faith, and pierced themselves through with many sorrows.      I Timothy 6:9-10

You will see later that the church that was materially rich was in fact spiritually bankrupt (Laodicea).  The church at Smyrna was poor but pure.  

· The blasphemy of the Jews:
For he is not a Jew, which is one outwardly; neither is that circumcision, which is outward in the flesh: But he is a Jew, which is one inwardly; and circumcision is that of the heart, in the spirit, and not in the letter; whose praise is not of men, but of God.                                                                                                                                       
                            Romans 2:28-29 (those who say they are Jews and they are not)

The synagogue of Satan???  In one encounter with the Jewish Pharisees, Jesus told them, “If God were your Father, ye would love me: for I proceeded forth and came from God; neither came I of myself, but he sent me.  Why do ye not understand my speech? Even because ye cannot hear my word.  Ye are of your father the devil, and the lusts of your father ye will do. He was a murderer from the beginning, and abode not in the truth, because there is no truth in him. When he speaketh a lie, he speaketh of his own: for he is a liar, and the father of it.”     John 8:42-44

The Christians at Smyrna were persecuted on one side by the Romans who accused them of being intolerant because of their refusal to bow to Caesar.  They didn’t indulge in the sinful practices of the Romans around them so they were hated by their own countrymen.  

On the other side, the Christians were persecuted by the Jews who denied Christ.

The believers in Smyrna stood true to the faith in the midst of both.

Verse 10

· Jesus told them not to fear what man would do to them.  The tests would be for a brief time.  Their faithfulness in severe trials would earn them a crown of life that would last forever.
The crown of life is not a diadem; it is a chaplet.  The chaplet was the crown given to victors in the Olympic games.  The people of Smyrna were very familiar with the games.  Jesus uses this example to show them that there is a crown awaiting those who are faithful, who overcome.

Romans 14:10 refers to the time when all believers will be judged at the Bema Seat of Christ.  The faithful, those who overcome will receive the crown of life, the chaplet, at the Bema Seat.  You will see in Revelation 20 that Christians are not judged at the Great White Throne Judgment; that is a separate judgment where those who did not receive Jesus’ offer of salvation will be judged.  


· The trials for some in Smyrna would be unto death.  Mine are incredibly light compared to theirs.  My trials seem only unto lunch!  Thank God that He was faithful to bring them through death unto eternal life and He is still faithful to bring us through our trials too.


· You cannot escape the fact that God allows persecution of the church as a means of maturing and purifying our faith.  Our flesh wants to crawl off of the altar but Romans 12:1-2 teaches us clearly that we are to present our physical life as a living sacrifice.  We can trust God to bring us through the trials into eternal life.

Make a note: eternity last forever, the trials of this life are very temporary.

I Corinthians 4:11-18

· The Christians at Smyrna were looking not at the things which are seen but at the things which are not seen.  That is why they endured.


· As a result, Jesus had no corrective exhortation for this church.  There was only commendation from Him who is the First and the Last, who was dead and is alive forevermore. 

Verse 11

· Jesus is speaking this not only to the church at Smyrna but to those in all of the churches.

· If you overcome.  Overcome what? Temptations to live for this world.
Are you facing trials now that seem hard to overcome?

How can you overcome?

We overcome in Christ.
Speaking to the apostles in John 16:33, Jesus tells says that in the world, we will have tribulation (just as the believers in Smyrna) BUT be of good cheer, He has overcome the world.

We overcome by letting the Word of God abide in us
I have written unto you, fathers, because ye have known him that is from the beginning. I have written unto you, young men, because ye are strong, and the word of God abideth in you, and ye have overcome the wicked one.   I John 2:14

By asking Jesus Christ to abide in us
Ye are of God, little children, and have overcome them: because greater is he that is in you, than he that is in the world.  I John 4:4

By new birth in Christ
For whatsoever is born of God overcometh the world: and this is the victory that overcometh the world, even our faith.  Who is he that overcometh the world, but he that believeth that Jesus is the Son of God?  I John 5:4-5

We overcome the same way that the Tribulation saints will overcome
And they overcame him by the blood of the Lamb, and by the word of their testimony; and they loved not their lives unto the death.  Revelation 12:11


· There are awesome, eternal promises to those who overcome:
Revelation 2:7 – we will eat of the tree of life in the middle of paradise
Revelation 2:17 – Jesus will feed us with the hidden manna, He will accept us and give us a new name
Revelation 2:26 – We will receive power over the nations
Revelation 3:5 – We will be given robes of righteousness and Jesus will confess us before God the Father
Revelation 3:12 – We will be recognized as pillars of faithfulness in the real temple and we will live before Christ forever
Revelation 3:21 – We will sit with Jesus around His throne
Revelation 21:7 – “He that overcometh shall inherit all things; and I will be his God, and he shall be my son.”


· Here in Revelation 2:11 we are promised that we will not be hurt of the second death.

What is the second death?  

According to Revelation 20:6-15, the second death is when death and hell are cast into the lake of fire.

If you are born again in Christ you will not suffer this punishment.  If you are not born again, then you will suffer the eternal second death.

Born once, die twice.  Born twice, die once. 
Conclusion

· The trials of the Christians of Smyrna reminds us of the trials endured by some good Jewish boys in Daniel 3 that occurred approximately 680 years earlier.  Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego were facing a trial unto death too.  In Daniel 3:16-18, we see the faith of these three young men.  “Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, answered and said to the king, ‘O Nebuchadnezzar, we are not careful to answer thee in this matter.  If it be so, our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the burning fiery furnace, and he will deliver us out of thine hand, O king.  But if not, be it known unto thee, O king, that we will not serve thy gods, nor worship the golden image which thou hast set up.’” 

There is a lot in three words of this passage, but if not”.  Even if they were not delivered from death by God, they would not worship the golden image that the king had set up.

This is the same faith of the people of Smyrna; it is the same God as the people of Smyrna.  And the call for us is the same as it was for our brothers and sisters in Babylon and in Smyrna.
 

· There is an interesting contrast between the first three letters.  The church at Ephesus was commanded to return to their first love – Jesus Christ.  The believers in Smyrna did not compromise their faith because of their love for the truth, for Jesus.  In Pergamos next week, you will see the results of departing from your first love – compromise with the truth.

· It’s okay to read this letter to Smyrna as a historic document.  The problem comes when we apply Christ’s teachings about trials and suffering to our own lives!  Trials are an important part of our faith.  God uses them to teach, to train, to mature us and to exhibit the truth of the gospel.

· Jesus continuously points the Christians in Smyrna and us to the rewards of our heavenly calling rather than promising us a tiptoe through the tulips in this life.

· Keep your eyes on the things that are unseen and eternal.

· Keep your feet on the narrow path.

· Keep Jesus in your heart.

· You WILL overcome because Jesus has already overcome sin & death, and He is waiting to give you the eternal reward of those who are faithful in Christ. 

“It costs to be a dedicated Christian, in some places more than others.  As end-time pressures increase, persecution will also increase; and God’s people need to be ready.  The world may call us “poor Christians” but in God’s sight we are rich!”  -  Warren Wiersbe
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